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From the Fire 

 Horacio Malvicino (b. 1929), the first electric guitarist to play with Astor Piazzolla, writes in 

his 2008 memoir “El Tano y Yo” that in 1989, approximately one year before suffering a 

debilitating stroke, Piazzolla attempted to burn all of the quintet scores in a bonfire at his home 

in Punta del Este. Fortunately his, long-time friend, copyist, and cellist, Don Jose Bragato 

intervened. 1 This is shocking since it was the quintet of the late 1970s that had finally propelled 

Piazzolla to international fame after many years of struggling to achieve global success. Despite 

this, and the fact that the quintet was allegedly his preferred ensemble, Piazzolla was an artist 

who was perpetually looking forward. 2 In 1989 he had disbanded the quintet, formed a less 

successful sextet and was nearing the end of this career. The destructive action was likely a 

temporary moment of disillusionment. Regardless, the quintet scores were not lost forever and 

were hand copied by Bragato and have now been distributed across the globe to new generations 

of tangueros who can relish the opportunity to perform this music with the original intent and 

instrumentation.3 Some 20 years later these scores made their way to me through fellow Tango 

Pacifico member, Mika Sunago who was given them by the man who hand copied them, Don 

Jose Bragato. 

Historical Perspective 

 Piazzolla formed the first version of the quintet in the early 1960s with the unconventional 

tango instrumentation of bandoneón, violin, bass, piano and electric guitar. This group lasted 

from 1960-1970. After experimenting with two other ensembles (Conjunto 9 and The Electronic 

Octet) he formed a second quintet from 1978-1988.  
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 Prior to 1954 Piazzolla composed or arranged music for the standard tango orquestra tipica 

or for traditional classical ensembles. Upon returning from his studies with Nadia Boulanger in 

Paris, Piazzolla formed the Octeto Buenos Aires in 1955, a group that included two bandoneóns, 

two violins, cello, piano, bass, and the highly unconventional choice of an electric guitar that 

could improvise as it does in jazz. The inclusion of the electric guitar in tango was the final straw 

for the tango traditionalists.  Piazzolla’s use of extended and altered jazz harmonies, classical 

counterpoint, and other complex compositional devices certainly rubbed the tango traditionalists 

the wrong way, but the electric guitar was the ultimate insult..4 Although not part of the orquestra 

tipica, the classical or Spanish guitar has been part of tango since its inception, through the 

golden age, and continues to be used regularly for performing tango in ensembles today. The 

recordings of bandoneónist Anibal Troilo with guitarist Roberto Grela and Gardel’s early 

recordings are prime examples. Electric guitar had never been part of tango, this was absolute 

sacrilege.  

 Piazzolla decided to add the electric guitar to his group after hearing jazz groups during his 

time in Paris. He specifically cites the Gerry Mulligan Octet as a direct influence for his first 

octet. 5 Piazzolla appreciated the alternating improvised solos and dynamic interaction of the 

musicians in Mulligan’s group.  This seed of inspiration likely occurred earlier, during his 

adolescence in NYC, when he was exposed to the golden age of American jazz musicians, 

Malvicino alludes to this in his memoir.  

 Piazzolla found his first electric guitarist, Horacio Malvino shortly after returning from Paris 

in the Bop Club of Buenos Aires after asking around and hearing him play. Mid 1950s Buenos 

Aires already had an active jazz scene and continues to do so today - Malvicino was in the midst 
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of it. Malvicino originally moved to the capital from the city of Concordia to study medicine but 

after a few years, out of economic necessity, he put his formal musical training to use and 

quickly became a mainstay of the Buenos Aires music scene.  Malvicino had formally studied the 

guitar as a child and recalls hearing Piazzolla on the radio in the 1940s.6 His skills as a sight-

reader and player guaranteed him steady work as a sideman and session player. Charlie Christian 

and other jazz greats remained his true musical passion and influence. He eventually had a 

successful career as an arranger, producer and recording industry executive in Argentina. 

 Malvicino writes that in 1954 Piazzolla mastered writing for the guitar during their initial 

meeting after a mere 30-minute demonstration that covered tuning, chord voicings and his some 

guitar yeites (licks). He claims that Piazzolla could write for the guitar after this "like a Tarrega 

or a Segovia”, and that to his knowledge, there were never any problems with the guitar parts. 7 

The electric guitar parts in the many quintet scores I have played are in fact very playable and are 

quite idiomatic to the instrument. However, Piazzolla’s jazz influenced guitarists played with a 

plectrum and the electric guitar parts are rarely in a classical polyphonic texture. This is unlike 

Tarrega or Segovia’s writing for the fingerpicked classical guitar. Piazzolla obviously was able to 

write for the finger plucked classical guitar using multiple voices, this is evident in his solos, 

duos and others compositions for the instrument but the electric guitar serves a different role in 

the quintet. Guitarist Oscar Lopez Ruiz reinforces this when he describes editing the newly 

completed Tango Suite Duo dedicated to the Assad Brothers; there was nothing for him to 

correct. 8 Piazzolla’s use of the electric guitar in his quintets is masterful. Each instrument has an 

essential role in any given moment. The electric guitar helped create the very innovative and 
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unique sound of the ensemble. Piazzolla realized the instrumentation also allowed for more 

flexibility and interaction between the players.9 

 The electric guitar was part of every ensemble Piazzolla formed after 1954. The two main 

guitarists that played with Piazzolla are the aforementioned Horacio Malvicino and the great 

guitarist Oscar Lopez Ruiz (b. 1939), another player with a jazz background who played in the 

first quintet of the 1960s and in every ensemble that Piazzolla formed after that. The wonderful 

folk and classical guitarist Cacho Tirao also worked with Piazzolla for a few years in the later 

years and is included on recordings from the era. All three guitarists performed and recorded 

with the quintet. Although in an interview with biographer Natalio Gorin, Piazzolla praises 

Malvicino as the guitarist who understood his music the best, the one who was the most tanguero 

of the group.10 

Inner Workings 

 The electric guitar in the quintets serves one of three primary roles:  

1. As baroque-type continuo or rhythm section member (often doubling the piano for 

accompaniment or playing a harpsichord-like accompaniment in slow sections). 

2. As a melodic or counter-melodic line in the musical foreground (often doubling the 

bandoneón for melodic reinforcement). 

3. As a means of energetic propulsion in the form of improvised solos (particularly towards 

the climatic end of a piece).  

 Three iconic Piazzolla quintet compositions are presented: “Revirado”, “Concierto Para 

Quinteto” and “Soledad”. These pieces illustrate how the guitar is masterfully employed in the 

quintet and how a perfect balance is achieved between the five instruments.  
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Revirado 

 “Revirado” was originally released on the LP “Tango Para Una Ciudad” in 1963 and was 

included in the hugely successful 1982 release “Live in Wein”. Both recordings feature Lopez 

Ruiz on electric guitar and are similar arrangements. The quintet score referenced in this analysis 

was hand copied and signed by Jose Bragato in Buenos Aires, July 1990. 

 The piece begins with a 24 bar trio between the bandoneón and electric guitar with simple 

bass accompaniment emphasizing the 3+3+2 tresillo rhythm. The guitar* and bandoneón create a 

complex contrapuntal texture that is followed by a slow section featuring a violin solo. The 24 

bar opening is in D major and features a few chromatic harmonies (secondary dominants and 

chromatic third relations). Interestingly this section also includes a 4 bar improvised passage for 

the guitar that appears two times at the beginning of the phrases. The improvised section is the 

opening 4 bars with jazz style chord symbols notated and a reduced melody, “improvisar” is 

written below this. The improvised bars transition directly into a composed part that has a good 

deal of Bach-influenced implied polyphony and is quite tricky to play. The chords are also 

indicated in the opening four measures. Curiously all of the Bragato scores I have examined 

indicate the chord symbols in English and not in Spanish (em vs. mi menor) and appear to be in 

Bragato’s hand. Only the guitar parts are ever given chord symbols. Perhaps this is due to both 

Malvicino and Lopez Ruiz’s strong jazz backgrounds. 

Ex. 1 – (as notated in Bragato copy) 
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!  

Ex. 2  

!  

 Lopez Ruiz sticks fairly close the original 4 bars on the “Live in Wein” recording by creating 

a more active bass line and applying tango-style rhythmic variations. Rhythmic variation is 

common in traditional tango and can be thought of as analogous to the flexible interpretation of 

the dot in baroque music or swinging eighth notes in jazz.11  

 The slow section that follows features a haunting violin solo with the bandoneón, bass, and 

guitar providing harmonic support. The section begins with the guitar playing slow, continuo-like 

rolled chords. Half-note chords move to quarters then eighths and 

triplet eighths before returning to the slower rhythms. This 

accompaniment successfully creates a trajectory of tension and 

release throughout the section. Curiously the slow section includes no 

tempo change indication in the Bragato score (perhaps common 
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knowledge to the players) and is more chromatic than the opening section. It concludes in the 

relative key of b minor. There are a few chord symbols written for the guitar with single pitches 

on the staff but most chords are written out. The guitar part in this section includes a few copying 

errors and two chords that are not playable. Copying errors include measure 35 which is missing 

a sharp on the G, and measure 37 where the second eighth note should be F# not G. The chord in 

the second half of measure 32 has too many notes and is not playable as written. The intended 

harmony is C#7b9. The chord in the second half of measure 34 also has too many notes  

Ex. 3 – Bragato signature from “Revirado” score 

to be playable and is missing a G# - the sharp should not be on E# although the harmony does 

contain F natural. The intended harmony is E7b9.  Lopez Ruiz takes considerable liberties with 

the section on both recordings. 

Ex. 4 (chords in measure 32 -34 – guitar is middle line) 

!  

 The slow section is followed by a re-orchestrated and developed version of the opening. This 

time the piano provides accompaniment to the bandoneón with the guitar doubling the line 

originally played by the bandoneón in the opening. The violin starts this section with four bars of 

the lija technique (also known as chicharra – a percussive affect achieved by bowing behind the 

bridge) and then joins the unison line. The opening riff is developed and the tension rises as the 
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unisons of the violin, bandoneón and guitar become chords in rhythmic unison. The violin adds 

to the tension by playing in a higher register. There is a change of meter in measure 67 to the 

compound meters of 6/8 and 3/8 (3 bars of 6/8 and 1 of 3/8 - twice) in which the eighth note 

remains a consistent value. This is a common compositional device used by Piazzolla and can be 

thought of as a metric development (or fragmentation) of the 3+3+2 tresillo rhythm found in 

milongas and tango. The violin, bandoneón, and guitar continue in unison rhythm but have even 

more dense and dissonant harmonies than previously heard. The piece concludes with a 12 bar 

coda that features the previous heard unisons. The Bragato score indicates a piano cadenza in the 

penultimate bar – this is not performed in the original releases of this piece. This final section is 

primarily in the key of D major but ends with the surprising harmony of E/D. 

Concierto Para Quinteto 

 “Concierto Para Quinteto” first appeared on the 1971 release of the same name with Cacho 

Tirao on electric guitar. It is also on the 1986 CD “Hora Zero”, “The Central Park Concert” 

released in 1994 from a 1987 performance, this and the previously mentioned recording are the 

most well known versions of the composition and both feature Malvicino on guitar. The score 

referenced was hand copied by Jose Bragato in Buenos Aires and is signed but not dated. 

 The piece opens with a 2 bar ground bass in the key of c# minor played by the piano and  

bass for a total of 8 bars. Each of the other instruments is introduced in a staggered, quasi-stretto  

manner  - first the bandoneón and guitar take the main line in unison for 8 bars. The violin joins 

for 2 bars, and 2 bars later the electric guitar takes the active line with accompaniment by piano  

and bass, with the violin playing ascending indefinite glissandi, known as latigo (“whip” 
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technique in tango music).  

The bandoneón plays a highly syncopated contrapuntal line against the guitar. After an 8 

bar phrase the guitar and bandoneón double the syncopated line and the violin joins with 

pizzicati. This syncopated line is a great example of Piazzolla’s detailed notation of articulations. 

However Piazzolla’s interpretation of these symbols is rooted in tango idioms and not the 

traditional or classical interpretation of the symbols. For more information on this and other 

tango techniques from a classical perspective see Alejandro Marcelo Drago’s dissertation 

“Instrumental Tango Idioms in the Symphonic Works and Orchestral Arrangements of Astor 

Piazzolla. Performance and Notational Problems: A Conductor's Perspective” 

 The staccato, accent, and slur marks should be executed with great care. This often makes 

playing passages on the guitar more difficult than they would be otherwise. Slurs should be 

executed as hammer-ons or pull-offs, intervals larger than a 4th are more easily executed using 

cross string slurs (slight campanella). Staccati and accents are more successfully executed on 

fretted pitches as opposed to open strings. 

Ex.  5 

!  



Mery / Odd Man In / !  11

 The first section concludes with a thickening of the texture and dynamic level. An ascending 

diminished seventh chord in the guitar punctuates the end of this section. A descending 

chromatic bass line in the bass and piano leads into an expressive violin solo with the guitar 

providing rolled chord accompaniment. The chords are notated using specific voicings but also 

include chord symbols. The violin solo is an 18 bar section that can be thought of as a type of 

codetta that sets up a lento section featuring an extended (27 bar) bandoneón solo. The 

bandoneón solo is accompanied by the piano, bass, and guitar with some very closely voiced 

chords – all are playable on the guitar. Immediately following  the bandoneón solo there is an 8 

bar violin solo that features a sixteenth note counter melody on the guitar. After this solo the 

guitar joins the piano in accompaniment to the bandoneón and violin. Most of the guitar part in 

this section is single notes either doubling the left hand of the piano or playing within the chords 

in the low to mid-register of the guitar. There are a few triads notated in the guitar part at the end 

of phrases in this section. The section ends with a type of quasi half-cadence and the polychordal 

harmony of A major with with Ebs and Bbs in the bass; A/Eb (the A major chord includes the 

natural fifth, E natural). 

 The piece ends with a climactic presto section in the key of c minor that begins with an 

unaccompanied guitar playing a repeating 8 bar progression. The anacrusis to this section is the 

guitar’s version of the arrastre technique (a typeof pickup that is executed differently on each 

instrument but is most commonly a slurred chromatic scale to the target pitch). As the guitar 

repeats the progression a new instrument is layered in turn. The bass first joins, 8 bars later the 

bandoneón is added as the guitar and bass continue. Next the violin joins and finally the piano is 

added. At this point only the chord symbols are written for the guitar, no actual notes. 8 bars after 
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the piano is added the bandoneón, piano and violin play in an accented unison rhythm with the 

bass playing quarter notes. These 8 bars are repeated with a guitar soloing over the vamp. At this 

point the guitar part is only given chord symbols with the indication “sigue 

improvisando” (continue to improvise). The indication to improvise must be implied previously 

by the chord symbols. The second chord symbol indicated in this section should be D7b5 not D7, 

2 bars later this is indicated incorrectly again. Malvicino interprets this differently in each of the 

released recordings, as does Cacho Tirao in the original release. In the recording for Hora Zero 

Malvicino plays ascending chromatic octaves in unison rhythm with the other instruments for the 

first half of the section and then plays a blazing bebop-influenced improvised solo of sixteenth 

notes that adds an incredible amount of energy to the performance. The piece concludes with a 4 

bar extended minor plagal cadence. 

Ex. 6 

!  

c:   i6    V7b5/V  |  V7b5   i  |  i6    V7b5/V  |  V7b5   i  |   i6   iio |  i    V6 | iio6/iv   IV | iv6     V7 | 

Ex. 7 
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!  

Soledad 

      “Soledad” is the opening track on the 1989 release “La Camorra”, Piazzolla’s final quintet 

recording. “La Camorra” is generally regarded as one of Piazzolla’s most important recordings 

and was a project he considered his best work. The work is a nostalgic look back at long and rich 

life, a true “capo lavoro”12  “Soledad” was originally part of the series “Silfo y Ondina”, a ballet 

suite. It was first recorded by the quintet on the 1969 release “Adios Nonino”. This is a slow 

tempo, reflective work, and is labeled as a “Milonga Nocturna” on the quintet score.  

 The work begins in the somber key of f# minor with the guitar doubling the piano; first the 

tenor line, and after 7 bars the melody. The bandoneón begins with an extended solo in measure 

17 with the piano, bass and guitar providing accompaniment. The guitar doubles a single piano 

voice, sometimes the melody, other times the countermelody and occasionally the low voice in 

the piano. Following this the bandoneón rests and the violin plays an extended solo with the 

remaining instruments providing accompaniment. In 8 bars of this section the guitar provides the 

principal accompaniment along with a simple bass part. The section closes with a 4 bar cadenza 

in the guitar.   
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 The final section of the piece modulates to the key of a minor is marked pianissimo. The 

guitar provides a very subdued role in this final section principally doubling the single notes of 

the piano’s right hand, or at least one of the voices in the right hand of the piano. The piece 

closes with a 17 bar coda marked “Un poco mas Lento”. Here the guitar breaks away from the 

piano and concludes playing artificial harmonics a fourth below the violin’s harmonics.  

 Piazzolla’s two main guitarists Horacio Malvicino and Oscar Lopez Ruiz were both deeply 

rooted in jazz of the era. The electric jazz guitar as first used by the great Charlie Christian had a 

huge influence on both players. They both played arch-top hollow body electric jazz guitars 

using a lightly chorused jazz tone. Each one of their playing styles influenced Piazzolla’s writing 

for the instrument. However Piazzolla made it clear to his players that were improvisers that they 

should remove themselves from jazz and use tango-idioms, Piazzolla is quoted as directing 

Malvicino and quintet pianist Pablo Ziegler to “create the image of Buenos Aires”,  “Corrientes 

not 5th Ave.”.13 Piazzolla cultivated the timbre and energy of the electric jazz guitar and the 

ability of his guitar players to improvise to define the innovative sound of new tango. 

Malvicino, Horacio, “El tano y yo”, Corregidor, 2008, p. 155  
                                                                            
2Lopez Ruiz, Oscar, “Piazzolla Loco, Loco, Loco, Ediciones de la Urraca”, 1994, p.209-210 

3Malvicino, p. 155 

4Pagina 12, “Tocar con Piazzolla era una misa”, November 23, 2008 

5Azzi, Maria Susana, “Le Grand Tango: The Life and Music of Astor Piazzolla, a Lecture”, Simon Collier, 2000, p. 
55 

6La Nacion, “Horacio Malvicino recuerda a Piazzolla”, October 19, 2008 

7Malvicino, p. 16 

8Lopez Ruiz, p. 217 

9Lopez Ruiz, p. 210 

10Gorin, Natalio, “Astor Piazzolla: A Memoir”, Hal Leonard, 2001, p. 81  
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11Garcia, Brunelli, “La musica de Astor Piazzolla y su relacion con el tango com especie de musica popular urbana”,   
Revista de Instituo Nacional de Musicologia Carlos Vega, XII (1992), p. 15 

12 Malvicino, p.152 

13Malvicino, p. 26 

All recording references from Gorin, Natalio Discography http://www.piazzolla.org/works/gorin-discog.html 

*from this point forward guitar refers to the electric guitar 

All transcriptions and translations by the author

http://www.piazzolla.org/works/gorin-discog.html
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