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The Tango’s Full Circle

Out of encounters of sorrow,

circular paintings of embodied bliss...
Tango is never what it promises to be
and makes you long for.

Arms that arm you against grief,

hugs that hug you against defeat,
eyes that find you in the past

not quite ready to return.

Syncopated melodies

suddenly find you in a foreign zone,
whispering memories of another era,
woven embraces that reinvent the joy.
Tango is grief, pain and abyss,

and everything in between

that is being lost.

The Tango's Full Circle addresses my own dilemmas in embracing the tango genre, as both an artistic
métier and as an expression of my diasporic self. As many Argentines living abroad, | fell in love with the
tango when | migrated to the United States, all while trying to devise meaningful connections between
my immigrant identity and my distant homeland. Yesterday and today, tango melodies (along with their
lyrics) bring me back to my childhood memories—strongly rooted in the social imaginary of my native
urban milieu. And it is there, in the beautiful city of Buenos Aires where | was born, where the tango
flourished as both a nostalgic reminder of broken relationships, and a passionate call for the encounter
of sensualized bodies as the purest form of human connections. In the end, “The Tango’s Full Circle” is a
metaphor of my still incomplete journey to finding my own soul in the moves, music, and lyrics of those
who have made of the tango a global expression of sorrowful passion and (un)requited love.

Anahi Viladrich

Por una cabeza Carlos Gardel, a celebrated Argentine composer and singer, is often regarded as the
most important figure in the history of tango. Born in Toulouse, France, Gardel moved to Argentina at a
young age and became a national icon through his music and films. One of his most famous tangos, Por
una cabeza, composed in 1935, captures the feeling of longing and loss. The title, a Spanish horse-racing
term meaning “by a head,” reflects the song’s original lyrics of narrowly losing both in horse races and in
love. In the instrumental arrangement, the tango’s expressive power lies in its ability to convey deep
emotions through its melodic and harmonic structure, while the violin’s sweeping lines and the piano’s
rhythmic accompaniment create a rich, emotional texture. Musically, it employs traditional tango
rhythms and harmonies, with Gardel’s unique touch adding to the song’s sense of yearning and tension.
Historically, Por una cabeza is significant not only for its musical qualities but also for its cultural impact.
The song was featured in the 1935 film Tango Bar, in which Gardel himself starred. The song has since



been immortalized in popular culture, appearing in films such as Scent of a Woman, Schindler’s List, and
True Lies. Por una cabeza remains a timeless piece that continues to resonate with audiences
worldwide, embodying the spirit and soul of tango music.

Stylistically, Por una Cabeza is a classic tango that features a distinctive 2/4 meter, characterized by its
syncopated beats and dramatic pauses. The melody includes fraseo (a musical technique in tango that
involves a flexible interpretation of the melody, creating a smooth, elastic line that floats above the
beat) and staccato notes which add to the expressive quality of the piece. The interplay between the
violin and piano creates a dynamic tension, with the violin often carrying the lyrical, emotive lines while
the piano provides a rhythmic foundation. This combination of rhythmic complexity, melodic
expressiveness, and harmonic richness makes Por una cabeza a quintessential example of the tango

genre.

Sarah Arnold

Malena

Malena canta el tango como ninguna

y en cada verso pone su corazon.

A yuyo del suburbio su voz perfuma,
Malena tiene pena de bandonedn.

Tal vez alld en la infancia su voz de alondra
tomo ese tono oscuro de callejon,

o acaso aquel romance que sélo nombra
cuando se pone triste con el alcohol.
Malena canta el tango con voz de sombra,
Malena tiene pena de bandonedn.

Tu cancidn

tiene el frio del ultimo encuentro.

Tu cancidn

se hace amarga en la sal del recuerdo.

Yo no sé

situ voz es la flor de una pena,

solo se que al rumor de tus tangos, Malena,

te siento mds buena,
mds buena que yo.

Tus tangos son criaturas abandonadas
que cruzan sobre el barro del callejon,
cuando todas las puertas estdn cerradas
y ladran los fantasmas de la cancion.
Malena canta el tango con voz quebrada,
Malena tiene pena de bandonedn.

Malena sings the tango as no other

Pouring out her heart in every verse.

Her voice, a scent of slum weeds,

Her sorrow, that of the bandoneodn.

Perhaps, in her childhood, her lark’s voice
Took on the tinge of dark back-alleys,

Or maybe the love affair she only mentions
When drinking induces her sadness.

Malena sings the tango with her shadow voice,
Malena’s sorrow is that of the bandonedn.

Your song

Holds the chill of a final encounter.

Your song

is bitter in the salt of memories.

| don’t know

If your voice is the bloom of sorrow,

| only know that in the murmur of your tangos,
Malena,

| sense you are better,

So much better than me.

Your tangos are lonely strays

Who pace through grimy alleys

When all the doors are closed

and the ghosts of song howl.

Malena sings the tango with a cracked voice,
Malena feels the pain of a bandonedn.

Tango Music and song translation | Malena | Demare. (n.d.). Retrieved November 7, 2024, from
https://www.tanguito.co.uk/tango-culture/tango-lyrics/malena-demare/ edited by Catalina Varela.



The tango Malena is one of the most iconic works in the tango genre, with lyrics written by Homero
Manzi (1907-1951) and music composed by Lucio Demare (1906—-1974). Manzi was a prolific lyricist and
poet, renowned for his ability to craft evocative, deeply emotional stories within the concise framework
of tango lyrics. His works often reflect themes of love, longing, and the passage of time. Demare, on the
other hand, was a distinguished pianist and composer who contributed significantly to the Golden Age
of tango, merging lyrical sensitivity with sophisticated harmonic and melodic structures. Although first
performed in 1941 by Demare and singer Juan Carlos Miranda, in 1942 it was famously recorded by
Troilo and Fiorentino, which is the arrangement being performed tonight.

Malena tells the story of a singer whose voice embodies a resonant sadness, capturing the essence of
heartbreak and unfulfilled longing. The tango’s melody is rich and expressive, with sweeping lines that
mirror the emotional depth of the lyrics. Demare’s composition employs dynamic contrasts with subtle
rhythmic shifts, giving the piece a haunting, almost cinematic quality. Manzi’s lyrics, laden with poetic
imagery, enhance this effect, creating an atmosphere steeped in melancholy.

Listeners should pay close attention to the interplay between melody and text. The rising and falling
contours of the melody echo the singer’s emotional journey, while the accompaniment weaves a
delicate tapestry of moving tango elements, such as beautiful counter melodies in the strings while the
piano and bass form the backbone as a rhythmic section. The tango's iconic opening phrase, “Malena
canta el tango como ninguna...”, immediately sets the tone, blending beauty with sorrow.

Historically, Malena captures a quintessentially Argentine experience, reflecting the cultural setting of
Buenos Aires in the 1940s. It is a testament to tango’s power to convey complex emotions, transcending
mere entertainment to become a profound artistic expression. Its enduring popularity speaks to its
universal themes of love and loss, making it a touchstone in the repertoire for performers and audiences
alike.

Catalina Varela

El choclo Composed in 1903 by Angel Villoldo (1861-1919), the iconic E/ choclo stands as one of tango’s
most beloved and well known pieces. Villoldo was an Argentine musician and tango pioneer. A vocalist,
guitarist, lyricist, singer, and composer, he was a successful performer and often entertained his
audience by telling stories through his singing. The original E/ choclo lyrics reference the process of
growing and preparing corn, from the kernel to making corn mash and describe a pericon, a traditional,
group dance gathering. The song’s popularity was so widespread that during World War I, a German
musician, attempting to honor a visiting Argentine journalist with their national anthem, played E/
choclo instead.

In 1951, Carlos Di Sarli (1903-1960), known as “El sefior de tango,” brought his own style to this classic. A
celebrated pianist who began his career playing classical piano, Di Sarli went on to achieve great success
as a tango orchestra leader during the Golden Age of tango in the 1940s. His arrangement of E/ choclo
features a strong marked rhythm contrasted by smooth phrases, making it an exciting yet graceful piece
ideal for dancing and listening. The arrangement is heavily layered, driven by Di Sarli leading from the
piano, while the bandoneons create a danceable pulse, and the violins weave in melodic lines. Overall, E/
choclo is a piece that captures the very essence of tango, and our three-person tango brings a twist on
this classic. By incorporating three people, we explore new ways of expressing connection, the follow-
lead dynamic, and figures using the framework of traditional tango.



Tango to Evora was written in 1991 by Loreena McKennitt (b. 1957), a Canadian singer-songwriter,
who describes her style as “eclectic celtic.” The original song was commissioned for a work by the
National Film Board of Canada. The initial composition contained no lyrics, but since its release, many
songwriters have created their own, featuring classic tango themes such as love and loss. The title is a
reference to the historic town of Evora, Portugal. McKennitt gave the song this title while visiting the
town prior to her album’s release, as she felt that it embodied the location’s spirit. This arrangement
was created and performed by Conjunto Berretin, a dance-focused Argentine tango orchestra based in
Portland, Oregon. The group has eleven members total, forming an orquestra tipica, and was founded in
2001 by bandoneonist Alex Krebs.

Tango to Evora is an example of a milongo lenta, a slower and more romantic subgenre of tango music.
This makes the piece an interesting contrast to E/ choclo, which has a more strongly marked rhythm. This
arrangement primarily features violin and piano playing on a repeated melody with variations, while
seamlessly changing in and out of playing the primary melodic line. Below its slow and romantic melody,
there is a consistent pulse in the accompanying instruments, allowing the piece to have that flowing
romantic sound without sacrificing its danceability. As in El choclo, our choreography features the
switching of roles between lead and follow. Role-switching allows for deeper understanding of
partnership dynamics, communication, and connection. It encourages adaptability within the dance, an
important aspect of tango as a whole.

Monica Duan, Kaley Frye, and Madeleine Szabo

Rio sena Astor Piazzolla was a prolific tango composer and bandoneonist from Argentina, the same
country that gave rise to his musical genre of choice. But despite his Argentine heritage, Piazzolla’s
music occasionally reflected a fondness for another land: the city of Paris, where he studied composition
with Nadia Boulanger. Although he came to France in 1953 to develop his skills in classical composition,
it was here that he received Boulanger’s encouragement to pursue a career in tango music. That year he
formed the Octeto Buenos Aires, a group that demonstrated rapid changes in the tango genre, with
influences of jazz and unique instrumentation such as the electric guitar. The octet only lasted three
years, but following its dissolution in 1958, Piazzolla became one of the most influential tango musicians
in history, due in part to the advice he had received while studying in Paris.

Named for the famous River Seine in Paris, Piazzolla wrote Rio Sena in 1955, the year that he returned to
Argentina from France. It is a deeply heartfelt piece, among the most emotionally poignant of Piazzolla’s
repertoire. The piece is without words, and yet it evokes a strong sense of affection for Piazzolla’s
temporary home of Paris. You may note that the piece changes periodically between major and minor
keys, creating a bittersweet sound that coincides with Piazzolla’s feelings towards the city of Paris, as
well as the river that runs through it. Although Piazzolla composed Rio Sena for string quartet, our
arrangement tonight has been adapted for two violins, viola and bass, striving to capture the strong
emotions of this pivotal moment in the composer’s life.

Charles Ascone

Toda mi vida Troilo first recorded Toda mi vida with lyrics by José Maria Contursi and singer Francisco
Fiorentino in 1941. This was the third work Troilo recorded with his orchestra for the RCA Victor label



and the first of his original tangos. He recorded it again instrumentally in 1969 with his quartet. From
this version, Julidn Graciano transcribed the piano, bandoneon, double bass and guitar parts in 2013.

Julian Graciano

Payadora Julian Plaza (1928-2003) was an Argentine-born bandoneonist, pianist, and composer. Plaza
performed as a bandoneonist in the orchestras of Miguel Cald, Carlos di Sarli, and Osvaldo Pugliese, as
well as Sexteto Tango, before forming his own orchestra to foster his own style. Payadora, an original
composition by Plaza, is a tango milonga, a type of instrumental tango that features a strong dotted
rhythm. The opening statement in Payadora features all instruments in unison, before breaking away
into a piano solo followed by clarinet and saxophone duet. After the introduction of the piece, the
milonga rhythm starts in the double bass and piano. At the same time, listen for the chicharra (“cicada”
or “cricket”) effect played by the violin. To make this percussive effect, the violinist plays on the colorful
thread wrapping around the string behind the bridge. This tango places emphasis on the off beats,
which is a common characteristic in many tango pieces. Many melodies in this piece start with silence
on the first beat of the measure. There are also sections of chromatic descending scales played entirely
on the off beats. An important historical note about Payadora is that it is based on the payada, a type of
folk music that originated in Uruguay and Argentina. In a payada, a singer improvises verses and is
accompanied by a guitar. Singers would sometimes compete in a “duel” in an attempt to outperform
each other on the same verse of a song. Payadora imitates the payada style with the instrumental solos
in the middle of the piece. In our version of Payadora, the guitar, viola, and double bass play an ostinato
pattern that accompanies the piano, violin, and clarinet soloists as they "duel" with each other.

Chloe Nelson

Sur

San Juan y Boedo antigua y todo el cielo, Ancient San Juan and Boedo and the whole sky;,

Pompeya y, mds alld, la inundacion, The neighborhood of Pompeya, and beyond, the
swampland,

tu melena de novia en el recuerdo, In my memory, the long hair you had when we
were together,

y tu nombre florando en el adifs... and your name blooming in our goodbye...

La esquina del herrero barro y pampa, The blacksmith corner, mud and pampa,

tu casa, tu vereda y el zanjon your house, your pavement, and the ditch

y un perfume de yuyos y de alfalfa and a scent of weeds and alfalfa

que me llena de nuevo el corazon. that fills my heart all over again.

Sur... paredon y después... South... a thick wall and then....

Sur... una luz de almacén... South... the light of a grocery store...

Ya nunca me veras como me vieras, You will never see me again like you used to,

recostado en la vidriera leaning against the shop window,

y esperdndote, and waiting for you,

ya nunca alumbrare con las estrellas I'll never again illuminate with the stars

nuestra marcha sin querellas our peaceful walk



por las noches de Pompeya. through the nights of Pompeya.

Las calles y las lunas suburbanas The streets and the suburban moons,

y mi amor en tu ventana and my love in your window,

todo ha muerto, ya lo se. everything has died, that, | know.

San Juan y Boedo anﬁgua] cielo perdido’ Ancient San Juan and Boedo, the lost Sky,
Pompeya y, al llegar al terraplén, Pompeya and arriving at the embankment,
tus veinte afos temblando de carifo your twenty years, trembling with affection,
bajo el beso que entonces te robe. from the kiss | stole from you.

Nostalgia de las cosas que han pasado, Nostalgia of things that have passed,
arena que la vida se llevo, sand swept away by life,

pesadumbre del barrio que ha cambiado sorrow for the suburb that has changed,

y amargura del suefio que murid. and bitterness of the dream that has died.

Sur. Tanguito, Argentine Tango Academy. (n.d.). Retrieved November 23, 2021, from
https://www.tanguito.co.uk/tango-culture/tango-lyrics/tango-lyrics-sur/ edited by Catalina Varela.

The tango Sur is a celebrated collaboration between lyricist Homero Manzi (1907-1951) and composer
Anibal Troilo (1914-1975). Manzi, known for his poetic genius, infused his lyrics with vivid imagery and
emotional depth, often drawing from personal experiences. Troilo, known fondly as “El Gordo,” one of
tango's most revered bandoneon players and composers, was a central figure in tango’s Golden Age,
blending technical mastery with an unparalleled sense of lyricism and drama.

First recorded in 1948 and sung by Edmundo Rivero, Sur reflects Manzi’s nostalgia for the Buenos Aires
of his youth. The lyrics evoke a sense of loss and yearning, painting a touching portrait of the city’s
southern neighborhoods, or barrios, their fading grandeur, and the personal memories intertwined with
them. Manzi reminisces about specific locations such as the corner of “San Juan and Boedo” and the
southern barrio of “Pompeya.” It was in these historic southernmost barrios, that the singer met his lost
love and is now nostalgic both for the changed barrio and his love.

Musically, Troilo’s composition enhances the emotional weight of Manzi’s words. The slow, deliberate
tempo creates a reflective mood, while the bandonedn’s voice (played by a clarinet in our
arrangement)—at times tender, at times mournful—seems to echo the sorrow of the narrator. Listen for
the interplay between the melody and the accompaniment, particularly the way Troilo uses harmonic
progressions and subtle dynamic shifts to mirror the song’s narrative arc. The repeated descending
melodic lines in the clarinet evoke the passage of time, reinforcing the themes of decline and nostalgia.

Sur is both a deeply personal and profoundly universal piece. Expressively, it captures the bittersweet
nature of memory and the human tendency to idealize the past. Historically, it stands as a tribute to a
changing Buenos Aires, serving as a musical time capsule of a city caught between tradition and
modernity. This tango remains a cornerstone of the genre, beloved for its emotional resonance and
masterful blend of poetry and music.

Catalina Varela



Danzarin Julian Plaza (1928-2003), a legendary tango composer, arranger, and bandoneonist is a
crucial figure to the post-golden age of tango music. Plaza was raised in the La Pampa

province, where he started his first musical lessons with his father who was a bandoneonist.
When he turned eleven years old, Plaza and his family moved to Buenos Aires. This is when his
musical journey took off; he took tango orchestral jobs, later finding himself under the leadership
of Di Sarli and Pugliese on separate occasions. He is best known for his association with

Osvaldo Pugliese’s orchestra where he was both a bandoneonist and arranger. The orchestra is
known for its cutting-edge arrangements that use tango elements of the past, and new,
innovative components.

Danzarin (Dancing One), is a spotlight in the culmination of Plaza’s influential tango

repertoire. It is characterized by emphasized strong rhythmic elements, suave melodic lines, and a
guintessential tango musical ethos. Plaza was surrounded by many prominent tango musicians, which
could explain a unique phenomenon in his music: he had a synthesis of more traditional tango elements
while introducing new and exciting harmonies. Plaza strikes a convincing balance between

innovation and tradition, maintaining the essence of tango for dance and keeping the clear

rhythmic structure and melody. Listeners can experience the interplay of dialogue between

different voices, especially in the contrasting B section that continuously grows with varying
character and texture, giving each instrument a feeling of sustenance. Though there is nuance

of interpretations in tempo and articulation, it's important to note that Plaza’s music is seen equal in
both listening and dance environments.

Christian Chae

La cumparsita Written by Gerardo Matos Rodriguez (1897—1948) and arranged by Juan D’Arienzo
(1900-1976), also known as the “El rey del compds,” (“The King of Rhythm”), La cumparsita (The Little
Parade) is one of the most iconic tangos in history. Characterized by its quick speed and marcato (a
constant pulsing of the tempo), the piece starts with a presentation of the lively yet slightly melancholic
melody. This is followed by several variations with chromatic embellishments, rhythmic changes, and
dynamic contrast, featuring the clarinet, alto saxophone, violin, and piano.

During an era that was producing a substantial amount of tango music meant for listening, Juan
D’Arienzo returned to the traditional dancing roots of the genre. D’Arienzo’s orchestra played in the
tango milonga style, offering a steady beat to help dancers stay in time. The piece is arguably the most
famous tango in the world. Since day one, it has transcended its origins in Uruguay to become
synonymous with tango music itself. It is customarily played to signal the end of a milonga (tango dance
gathering). This tradition imbues the piece with a sense of farewell, offering dancers a poignant end to
the final tanda (set of songs) before the evening concludes.

Over the decades, La cumparsita has been reinterpreted in countless ways, ensuring its lasting appeal.
D’Arienzo’s arrangement, with its rhythmic precision and driving tempo, contrasts with other versions,
such as those by Carlos Gardel, who highlighted the vocal lyrics to evoke deep heartbreak. Meanwhile,
Astor Piazzolla’s avant-garde renditions infused the piece with modern harmonies and experimental
phrasing, pushing the boundaries of tango into new, more complex territory. Each version of La
cumparsita captures different facets of the tango’s emotional and rhythmic landscape, making it a
timeless classic that continues to evolve while remaining rooted in its rich history.

Abby Balson and Joey Chen



