
ÁSTOR PIAZZOLLA 
 

Biography  

 

Ástor Pantaleón Piazzolla (March 11, 1921 

– July 4, 1992) was an Argentine tango composer 

and bandoneón player. His oeuvre revolutionized 

the traditional tango into a new style termed nuevo 

tango, incorporating elements from jazz and 

classical music. A virtuoso bandoneónist, he 

regularly performed his own compositions with a 

variety of ensembles. 

 

In 1946 Piazzolla formed his, Orquesta Típica, which although having a similar 

formation to other tango orchestras of the day, gave him his first opportunity to experiment with 

his own approach to the orchestration and musical content of tango.  

 

Having disbanded his first orchestra in 1950 he almost abandoned tango altogether as he 

continued to study Bartok and Stravinsky, and orchestra direction with Herman Scherchen. He 

spent a lot of time listening to jazz and searching for a musical style of his own beyond the 

realms of tango. He decided to drop the bandoneon and to dedicate himself to writing and to 

studying music. Between 1950 and 1954 he composed a series of works that began to develop 

his unique style: Para lucirse, Tanguango, Prepárense, Contrabajeando, Triunfal and Lo que 

vendrá. 

 

Piazzolla entered his classical composition Buenos Aires Symphony, in three movements, 

for the Fabian Sevitzky Award on 16 August 1953. The performance took place at the Law 

School in Buenos Aires with the symphony orchestra of Radio del Estado under the direction of 

Sevitzky himself. At the end of the concert a fight broke out among some members of the 

audience who were offended by the inclusion of two bandoneons in a traditional symphony 

orchestra.  

 

He studied classical composition including counterpoint which was to play a key role in 

his later tango compositions.  

 

A few years later, Piazzolla formed his Orquesta de Cuerdas (String Orchestra), which 

performed with the singer Jorge Sobral, and his Octeto Buenos Aires in 1955. With two 

bandoneons (Piazzolla and Leopoldo Federico), two violins (Enrique Mario Francini and Hugo 

Baralis), double bass (Juan Vasallo), cello (José Bragato), piano (Atilio Stampone), and an 

electric guitar (Horacio Malvicino), his Octeto effectively broke the mould of the traditional 



orquesta típica and created a new sound akin to chamber music, without a singer and with jazz-

like improvisations.  

This was to be a turning point in his career and a watershed in the history of tango. 

Piazzolla's new approach to the tango, nuevo tango, made him a controversial figure in his native 

land both musically and politically. However, his music gained acceptance in Europe and North 

America, and his reworking of the tango was embraced by some liberal segments of Argentine 

society, who were pushing for political changes in parallel to his musical revolution.  

 

In Buenos Aires in 1960 he put together the first, and perhaps most famous, of his 

quintets, the first Quinteto, initially comprising bandoneon (Piazzolla), piano (Jaime Gosis), 

violin (Simón Bajour), electric guitar (Horacio Malvicino ) and double bass (Kicho Díaz). Of the 

many ensembles that Piazzolla set up during his career it was the quintet formation which best 

expressed his approach to tango. 

 

In 1975 he set up his Electronic Octet an octet made up of bandoneon, electric piano 

and/or acoustic piano, organ, guitar, electric bass, drums, synthesizer and violin, which was later 

replaced by a flute or saxophone. Later that year Aníbal Troilo died and Piazzolla composed the 

Suite Troileana in his memory, a work in four parts, which he recorded with the Conjunto 

Electronico. At this time Piazzolla started a collaboration with the singer Jose A. Trelles with 

whom he made a number of recordings.  

 

In 1978 he formed his second Quintet, with which he would tour the world for 11 years, 

and would make him world renowned. He also returned to writing chamber music and 

symphonic works. 

 

Early in 1989 he formed his Sexteto, his last ensemble, with two bandoneons, piano, 

electric guitar, bass and cello. With them he appeared at the Teatro Opera in Buenos Aires in the 

presence of the newly-elected Argentine President Carlos Menem on Fri 9 June 1989. This 

would be Piazzolla's last concert in Argentina.  

 

Legacy 

 

Among his followers, his own protégé Marcelo Nisinman is the best known innovator of 

the tango music of the new millennium, while Pablo Ziegler, pianist with Piazzolla's second 

quintet, has assumed the role of principal custodian of nuevo tango, extending the jazz influence 

in the style. The Brazilian guitarist Sergio Assad has also experimented with folk-derived, 

complex virtuoso compositions that show Piazzolla's structural influence while steering clear of 

tango sounds; and Osvaldo Golijov has acknowledged Piazzolla as perhaps the greatest influence 

on his globally oriented, eclectic compositions for classical and klezmer performers.  

 



Musical style 

 

Piazzolla's nuevo tango was distinct from the traditional tango in its incorporation of 

elements of jazz, its use of extended harmonies and dissonance, its use of counterpoint, and its 

ventures into extended compositional forms.  

As Argentine psychoanalyst Carlos Kuri has pointed out, Piazzolla's fusion of tango with 

this wide range of other recognizable Western musical elements was so successful that it 

produced a new individual style transcending these influences. It is precisely this success, and 

individuality, that makes it hard to pin down where particular influences reside in his 

compositions, but some aspects are clear. The use of the passacaglia technique of a circulating 

bass line and harmonic sequence, invented and much used in 17th and 18th century baroque 

music but also central to the idea of jazz "changes", predominates in most of Piazzolla's mature 

compositions. Another clear reference to the baroque is the often complex and virtuosic 

counterpoint that sometimes follows strict fugal behavior but more often simply allows each 

performer in the group to assert his voice.  

 A further technique that emphasises this sense of democracy and freedom among the 

musicians is improvisation that is borrowed from jazz in concept, but in practice involves a 

different vocabulary of scales and rhythms that stay within the parameters of the established 

tango sound-world. Pablo Ziegler has been particularly responsible for developing this aspect of 

the style both within Piazzolla's groups and since the composer's death.  

 

With the composition of Adiós Nonino in 1959, Piazzolla established a standard 

structural pattern for his compositions, involving a formal pattern of fast-slow-fast-slow-coda, 

with the fast sections emphasizing gritty tango rhythms and harsh, angular melodic figures, and 

the slower sections usually making use of the string instrument in the group and/or Piazzolla's 

own bandoneón as lyrical soloists.  

The piano tends to be used throughout as a percussive rhythmic backbone, while the 

electric guitar either joins in this role or spins filigree improvisations; the double bass parts are 

usually of little interest, but provide an indispensable rugged thickness to the sound of the 

ensemble. The quintet of bandoneón, violin, piano, electric guitar and double bass was 

Piazzolla's preferred setup on two extended occasions during his career, and most critics consider 

it to be the most successful instrumentation for his works. This is due partly to its great 

efficiency in terms of sound – it covers or imitates most sections of a symphony orchestra, 

including the percussion, which is improvised by all players on the bodies of their instruments – 

and the strong expressive identity it permits each individual musician. With a style that is both 

rugged and intricate, such a setup augments the compositions' inherent characteristics.  

 

Despite the prevalence of the quintet formation and the ABABC compositional structure, 

Piazzolla consistently experimented with other musical forms and instrumental combinations. In 

1965 an album was released containing collaborations between Piazzolla and Jorge Luis Borges 



where Borges's poetry was narrated over very avant-garde music by Piazzolla including the use 

of dodecaphonic (twelve-tone) rows, free non-melodic improvisation on all instruments, and 

modal harmonies and scales. 

In 1968 Piazzolla wrote and produced an "operita", María de Buenos Aires, that 

employed a larger ensemble including flute, percussion, multiple strings and three vocalists, and 

juxtaposed movements in Piazzolla's own style with several pastiche numbers ranging from 

waltz and hurdy-gurdy to a piano/narrator bar-room scena straight out of Casablanca.  

 

By the 1970s Piazzolla was living in Rome, managed by the Italian agent Aldo Pagani, 

and exploring a leaner, more fluid musical style drawing on more jazz influence, and with 

simpler, more continuous forms. Pieces that exemplify this new direction include Libertango and 

most of the Suite Troileana, written in memory of the late Aníbal Troilo.  

In the 1980s Piazzolla was wealthy enough, for the first time, to become relatively 

autonomous artistically, and wrote some of his most ambitious multi-movement works. These 

included Tango Suite for the virtuoso guitar duo Sergio and Odair Assad; Histoire du Tango, 

where a flutist and guitarist tell the history of tango in four chunks of music styled at thirty-year 

intervals; and La Camorra, a suite in three ten-minute movements, inspired by the Neapolitan 

crime family and exploring symphonic concepts of large-scale form, thematic development, 

contrasts of texture and massive accumulations of ensemble sound. After making three albums in 

New York with the second quintet and producer Kip Hanrahan, two of which he described on 

separate occasions as "the greatest thing I've done", he disbanded the quintet, formed a sextet 

with an extra bandoneón, cello, bass, electric guitar, and piano, and wrote music for this 

ensemble that was even more adventurous harmonically and structurally than any of his previous 

works (Preludio y Fuga; Sex-tet). Had he not suffered an incapacitating stroke on the way to 

Notre Dame mass in 1990, it is likely that he would have continued to use his popularity as a 

performer of his own works to experiment in relative safety with even more audacious musical 

techniques, while possibly responding to the surging popularity of non-Western musics by 

finding ways to incorporate new styles into his own.  

In his musical professionalism and open-minded attitude to existing styles he held the 

mindset of an 18th century composing performer such as Handel or Mozart, who were anxious to 

assimilate all national "flavors" of their day into their own compositions, and who always wrote 

with both first-hand performing experience and a sense of direct social relationship with their 

audiences. This may have resulted in a backlash amongst conservative tango aficionados in 

Argentina, but in the rest of the West it was the key to his extremely sympathetic reception 

among classical and jazz musicians, both seeing some of the best aspects of their musical 

practices reflected in his work. 

 

 

 

 



Musical career 

  

After leaving Troilo's 

orchestra in the 1940s, Piazzolla led 

numerous ensembles beginning with 

the 1946 Orchestra, the 1955 Octeto 

Buenos Aires, the 1960 "First 

Quintet", the 1971 Conjunto 9 

("Noneto"), the 1978 "Second 

Quintet" and the 1989 New Tango 

Sextet. As well as providing original 

compositions and arrangements, he 

was the director and bandoneón 

player in all of them. He also 

recorded the album Summit 

(Reunión Cumbre) with jazz baritone saxophonist Gerry Mulligan. His numerous compositions 

include orchestral work such as the "Concierto para bandoneón, orquesta, cuerdas y percusión", 

"Doble concierto para bandoneón y guitarra", "Tres tangos sinfónicos" and "Concierto de Nácar 

para 9 tanguistas y orquesta", pieces for the solo classical guitar—the Cinco Piezas (1980), as 

well as song-form compositions that still today are well known by the general public in his 

country, like "Balada para un loco" (Ballad for a madman) and Adiós Nonino (dedicated to his 

father) which he recorded many times with different musicians and ensembles. Biographers 

estimate that Piazzolla wrote around 3,000 pieces and recorded around 500.  

In the summer of 1985 he appeared with his Quinteto Tango Nuevo at the Almeida 

Theatre in London for a week- long engagement. On September 6, 1987, his quintet gave a 

concert in New York's Central Park, which was recorded and, in 1994, released in compact disk 

format as The Central Park Concert.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Ensembles 

 

Orquesta Típica (in English: Piazzolla's 

Traditional Orchestra), aka the 1946 

Orchestra, 1946-50. 

Orquesta de Cuerdas (in English: String 

Orchestra), 1955-1958. 

Octeto Buenos Aires (in English: Buenos 

Aires Octet) 1955-58. 

Jazz Tango Quintet, 1959. 

Quinteto (in English: Quintet), aka the first 

Quintet, 1960-70. 

Nuevo Octeto (in English: New Octet), 

1963. 

Conjunto 9 (in English: Ensemble 9), aka 

Noneto, 1971-72 & 1983. 

Conjunto Electronico (in English: Electronic 

Ensemble), aka Electronic Octet, 1975. 

Quinteto Tango Nuevo (in English: New 

Tango Quintet), aka the second Quintet, 

1978-1988. 

Sexteto Nuevo Tango (in English: New 

Tango Sextet), 1989. 

Film musicCon los mismos colores, 1949. 

Bólidos de acero, 1950. 

El Cielo en las manos, 1950. 

Stella Maris, 1953. 

Sucedió en Buenos Aires, 1954. 

Los tallos amargos, 1955. 

Marta Ferrari, 1956. 

Historia de una carta, 1957. 

Una viuda difícil, 1957. 

Violencia en la ciudad, 1957. 

Operación Antartida, 1958. 

Dos basuras, 1958. Sábado a la noche, 

cine, 1960. 

Las furias, 1960. 

Quinto año Nacional, 1961. 

Detrás de la mentira, 1962. 

Los que verán a Dios, 1963. 

El fin del mundo, 1963. 

Paula Cautiva, 1963. 

Con gusto a rabia, 1965. 

Las locas del conventillo, 1966. 

Los pirañas, 1967. 

Crimen sin olvido, 1968. 

La fiaca, 1969.Breve cielo, 1969. 

Pulsación, 1969. 

Con alma y vida, 1970. 

La ñata contra el vidrio, 1972. 

Todo nudez será castigada, 1973. 

Viaje de bodas, 1975. 

Lumiere, 1976. 

Cadaveri eccelente, 1976. 

Il pleut sur Santiago, 1976. 

Que es el otoño, 1977. 

Quand la ville s’éveille, 1977.  

Armaguedón, 1977. La intrusa, 1979. 

El infierno tan temido, 1980. 

Volver, 1982. 

Somos?, 1982. 

Neonstadt, 1982. 

Bella Donna, 1983. 

Cuarteles de Invierno, 1984. 

Enrico IV, 1984. 

El exilio de Gardel: Tangos, 1985. 

Sur, 1988. 

 

 

 

 

 



Discography 

 

Two Argentinians in Paris (with Lalo 

Schifrin, 1955) 

Sinfonía de Tango (Orquesta de Cuerdas, 

1955) 

Tango progresivo (Buenos Aires Octeto, 

1957) 

Octeto Buenos Aires (Octeto Buenos Aires, 

1957) 

Astor Piazzolla (Orquesta de Cuerdas, 1957) 

Tango in Hi-Fi (Orquesta de Cuerdas, 1957) 

Adiós Nonino (1960) 

Piazzolla Interpreta A Piazzolla (Quinteto, 

1961) 

Piazzolla … O No? (canta Nelly Vazquez, 

Quinteto, 1961) 

Nuestro Tiempo (canta Hector de Rosas, 

Quinteto, 1962) 

Tango Contemporáneo (Nuevo Octeto, 

1963) 

Tango Para Una Cuidad (canta Héctor De 

Rosas, Quinteto, 1963) 

Concierto en el Philharmonic Hall de New 

York (Quinteto, 1965) 

El Tango. Jorge Luis Borges – Ástor 

Piazzolla (Orquesta and Quinteto, 1965) 

La Guardia Vieja (1966) 

La Historia del Tango. La Guardia Vieja 

(Orquesta, 1967) 

La Historia del Tango. Época Romántica 

(Orquesta, 1967) 

ION Studios (1968) 

María de Buenos Aires (Orquesta, 1968) 

Piazzolla En El Regina (Quinteto, 1970) 

Original Tangos from Argentina Vol. 1 & 2 

(solo bandeneon, 1970) 

Pulsación (Orquesta, 1970) 

Piazzolla-Troilo (Dúo de Bandoneones, 

1970) 

Concerto Para Quinteto (Quinteto, 1971) 

La Bicicleta Blanca (Amelita Baltar y 

Orquesta, 1971) 

En Persona (recita Horacio Ferrer, Ástor 

Piazzolla, 1971) 

Música Popular Contemporánea de la 

Ciudad de Buenos Aires. Vol.1 & 2 

(Conjunto 9, 1972) 

Roma (Conjunto 9, 1972) 

Libertango (Orquesta, 1974) 

Piazzolla and Amelita Baltar (1974) 

Summit (Reunión Cumbre) (with Gerry 

Mulligan, Orquesta, 1974) 

Suite Troileana-Lumiere (Orquesta, 1975) 

Buenos Aires (1976) 

Il Pleut Sur Santiago (Orquesta, 1976) 

Piazzolla & El Conjunto Electrónico 

(Conjunto Electrónico, 1976) 

Piazzolla en el Olimpia de Paris (Conjunto 

Electrónico, 1977) 

Chador (1978) 

Lo Que Vendrá (Orquesta de Cuerdas and 

Quinteto Tango Nuevo, 1979) 

Piazzolla-Goyeneche En Vivo, Teatro 

Regina (Quinteto Tango Nuevo, 1982) 

Oblivion (Orquesta, 1982) 

Suite Punta Del Este (Quinteto, 1982) 

Live in Lugano (Quinteto, 1983) 

SWF Rundfunkorchester (1983) 

Concierto de Nácar – Piazzolla en el Teatro 

Colón (Conjunto 9 y Orquesta Filarmónica 

del Teatro Colón, 1983) 

Live in Colonia (Quinteto Tango Nuevo, 

1984) 

Montreal Jazz Festival (Quinteto Tango 

Nuevo, 1984) 

Live in Wien Vol.1 (Quinteto Tango Nuevo, 

1984) 



Enrico IV (sound track of film Enrico IV, 

1984) 

Green Studio (1984) 

Teatro Nazionale di Milano (1984) 

El Nuevo Tango. Piazzolla y Gary Burton 

(Quinteto, 1986) 

El Exilio de Gardel (soundtrack of film El 

Exilio de Gardel, Quinteto, 1986) 

Tango: Zero Hour (Quinteto Tango Nuevo, 

1986) 

Tristezas de un Doble A (Quinteto Tango 

Nuevo, 1987) 

Central Park Concert (Quinteto, 1987) 

Concierto para Bandoneón – Tres Tangos 

with the Orchestra of St. Luke's, Lalo 

Schifrin (conductor), Princeton University 

(1987) 

Sur (soundtrack of film Sur, Quinteto, 1988) 

Luna. Live in Amsterdam (Quinteto Tango 

Nuevo, 1989) 

Lausanne Concert (Sexteto Nuevo Tango, 

1989) 

Live at the BBC (Sexteto Nuevo Tango, 

1989) 

La Camorra (Quinteto Tango Nuevo, 1989) 

Hommage a Liege: Concierto para 

bandoneón y guitarra/Historia del Tango 

(1988) with Liège Philharmonic Orchestra 

conducted by Leo Brouwer. The concerto 

was performed by Piazzolla with Cacho 

Tirao, the Historia by Guy Lukowski and 

Marc Grawels. 

Bandoneón Sinfónico (1990) 

The Rough Dancer and the Cyclical Night 

(Tango apasionado) (1991) 

Five Tango Sensations (Ástor Piazzolla and 

the Kronos Quartet, 1991) 

Original Tangos from Argentina (1992) 

Lausanne Concert (Sexteto Nuevo Tango, 

1993) 

Central Park Concert 1987 (Quinteto, 1994) 

El Nuevo Tango de Buenos Aires (Quinteto, 

1995) 

57 Minutos con la Realidad (Sexteto Nuevo 

Tango, 1996) 

Tres Minutos con la Realidad (Sexteto 

Nuevo Tango, 1997) 

See also 

María de Buenos Aires, a tango opera by 

Piazzolla 


