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ABSTRACT 

Mexican composer Gabriela Ortiz is establishing a personal and contemporary musical 

language through the combination of Mexican folk elements with twentieth- and twenty-

first-century musical techniques. Although her music has been nominated and awarded 

with many prizes, her composition techniques and musical style have not been defined or 

discussed as much as those of other composers from the last two centuries. 

This document will concentrate on the distinctive musical characteristics in two of 

Gabriela Ortiz's string quartets, Altar de Muertos (1997) and Aroma foliado (2006). The 

discussion will also compare the pieces and report the mutual qualities observed in both 

compositions. The analysis of both quartets will suggest a specific modus operandi and 

reveal common compositional techniques employed by the composer. The goal is to 

describe some of the musical elements that Ortiz used in these compositions to explain the 

features of her distinctive compositional style. The results of analyzing these two pieces, 

which share the same instrumentation, will provide an accurate survey of her techniques in 

the string quartet writing and possible strategies for interpreting Ortiz's works. 

The melodies, forms, and the specific rhythms used in every movement of Altar de 

Muertos, and in the one-movement work Aroma foliado, will be examined. Explanation of 

the music will be supplemented by the use of tables and score excerpts. A description of 

the use of the four instruments to create Ortiz's unique sonorities will also be studied in 

order to propose that Ortiz has a signature sound that makes her music unique.  

This essay will be very helpful for researchers and performers that are seeking more 

information about the compositional style of Gabriela Ortiz. Furthermore, this might be the 

first time a detailed analysis of her music is presented and made available to the general 
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public in order to understand not just these specific pieces, but also other compositions by 

Ortiz that might use similar styles and writing techniques.  
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FORM, MELODY, AND RHYTHM IN GABRIELA ORTIZ’S ALTAR DE MUERTOS 

AND AROMA FOLIADO  

 

Gabriela Ortiz is a Mexican composer who has blended folkloric elements and late-

twentieth century musical aesthetics into her compositions. Born in Mexico City, she 

comes from a family where folk music was part of her life. Her parents were musicians in 

the famous folk music ensemble Los Folkloristas, which was founded in 1966 in order to 

preserve the traditional music of Mexico and Latin America. 

Ortiz holds a Ph.D. in electroacoustic music composition from City University 

London, where she studied with Simon Emmerson. Her musical training also includes 

studies with Mario Lavista at the National Conservatory of Music in Mexico, Federico 

Ibarra at the National University of Mexico, and Robert Saxton at The Guildhall School of 

Music and Drama. Her compositions have been performed by renowned organizations 

such as The Los Angeles Philharmonic, The Kronos Quartet, Cuarteto Latinoamericano, 

Simon Bolivar Orchestra, BBB Scottish Symphony Orchestra, and the Mexican University 

Philharmonic Orchestra. 

Ortiz has been honored with numerous recognitions including the National Artists 

System Fellowship from the Mexican Council for the Arts and Culture, the Mozart’s 

Medal Award for Mexican Theatre and Music for Best Composer of 1997, and the First 

Prize of the Silvestre Revueltas National Chamber Music Competition for her piece Altar 

de Muertos. Her composition Elegía was nominated for a Latin Grammy award in 2013 for 

Best Classical Contemporary Composition. She currently teaches composition at the 

Mexican University of Mexico City, National University of Mexico (UNAM). 
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The Contextual Designs of Altar de Muertos, Correlating with the Festivity of the Day 

of the Dead 

Ortiz’s string quartet Altar de Muertos enacts one of the most important 

celebrations in Mexican culture, the Dia de los Muertos (Day of the Dead). Altar de 

Muertos was written in 1997 and commissioned by the Kronos Quartet. It is scored for a 

traditional string quartet of two violins, one viola, and one cello. The premiere of the 

quartet was on October  second during the XXV Annual Festival Internacional Cervantino 

in Guanajuato, Mexico, with the Kronos Quartet. David Harrington, artistic director and 

first violinist of the Kronos Quartet, asked Ortiz to write a piece in which multimedia and 

extra-musical elements were involved during the musical performance. Harrington was 

interested in the Day of the Dead celebration in Mexico, and he asked Ortiz to compose the 

quartet based on this festivity. According to Benjamin Juarez, Harrington also discussed 

with Ortiz the precedents for string quartet compositions that incorporated multimedia 

elements such as George Crumb’s Black Angels.1  

Black Angels uses lighting during its performances, and the use of the stage is very 

peculiar since the performers need to move to different places while they perform pieces. 

For Altar de Muertos, they also chose to use multimedia features during the performance, 

elements that can enhance the meaning of the piece and can help communicate it in a more 

direct manner. Altar de Muertos is the result of combining a string quartet’s style with 

multimedia elements to commemorate the story and tradition of the Day of the Dead 

celebration.  

                                                           
1 Benjamin Juarez Echenique. Notes to Altar de Muertos by Gabriela Ortiz. 

Cuarteto Latinoamericano, Urtext Digital Classics, 2005. 
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Ortiz explained her concepts and analyzed Altar de Muertos in her 1999 Ph.D. 

dissertation at the City University London. She states:  

Altar de Muertos is a piece that uses visual stimuli in order to enrich the 

understanding of its dramatic content; the purely musical substance was always 

maintained at a high level of interest with full relevant meaning. I wanted to write a 

composition that would work both as an intrinsic part of a dramatic concept—in 

this case the concept of death in Mexico—fully integrated into its structure, and as 

music that could also be listened to and understood on its own.2 

The Day of the Dead celebration is a very prominent part of Mexican culture. The festivity 

occurs on the first two days of November every year. The tradition comes from two 

origins: the Spanish colonization and the pre-Hispanic traditions that are from hundreds of 

years before the Spanish arrival. The concept of death in Mexico is a tragic event indeed, 

but sadness is only one of the feelings that is present during the festivity. Celebration of the 

departed individual’s life is very important. People gather in cemeteries and bring flowers, 

food, drinks, and music to be close to their loved ones who have passed away. The festivity 

also includes gatherings at homes, all with the purpose of reuniting the families. 

The celebrations at homes are very important. Mexicans build altars in their houses 

in honor of the departed relatives. The altars consist of a set of levels that are filled with 

flowers, candles, pictures, and the favorite food and drinks of the person who passed away. 

Each level and element of the altar has a specific meaning. Traditional elements of the Day 

of the Dead festivity in Mexico are present in Ortiz’s Altar de Muertos. The most visual 

                                                           
2 Gabriela Ortiz, “Compositional Techniques in Acoustic and Electroacoustic 

Music” (PhD Diss., London City University, 1999), 156. 



4 

 

element involved is the altar that is built on the stage for the performance. The stage itself 

also needs to be considered an altar and therefore the stage is used in a way that represents 

an altar. Each movement of the piece contains a specific element that is related to the Day 

of the Dead culture. The first movement uses water drums, the second movement uses 

bells, the third movement uses projected images, and the last movement requires the 

performers to wear masks.  

Ortiz’s piece calls for a variety of percussion instruments from the indigenous 

cultures of Mexico. The percussion instruments used in the first two movements, Ofrenda 

and Mictlan, are traditional instruments used in dances and ceremonies in Mexico. These 

are played by the members of the string quartet and, as Ortiz mentions in her thesis, these 

un-stringed instruments combined with very unique stage elements adds rich layers of 

intended meaning to the music’s communication.3 

Altar de Muertos’s structure shares some similarities with the structure of the 

commonly-practiced string quartets of the Classical period. The piece is written in a 

traditional four-movement form; however, it does not adhere to the Classical format of 

Allegro-Andante-Minuet-Allegro. Rather, the names for each movement are taken from the 

Day of the Dead festivity: Ofrenda, Mictlan, Danza Macabra, and La Calaca. In order to 

understand the form of the movements, I will be concentrating on the motivic, rhythmic, 

and dramatic conceptions of the piece, and I will use some terms from common-practice 

analysis to explain the piece (see Table 1). 

The movements follow a dramatic plan that connects them, as Table 1 shows. The 

first movement, which includes the construction of the altar and presentation of the 

                                                           
3 Ortiz, “Compositional Techniques,” 160. 
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performers, introduces the celebration and the mood of the piece. The second is the road 

between the earth and the place of the dead. The third movement demonstrates the 

European influence in Mexican culture, and the fourth movement is the final celebration 

that occurs at the end of the festivity.  

Table 1. Altar de Muertos Structure 

 

 

Movement I II III IV 

Title Ofrenda Mictlan Danza Macabra La Calaca 

Content Beginning; 

construction of the 

altar 

 

The road from the 

Mictlan 

The European 

influence 

The final 

celebration 

 

 

The piece starts with a symbolic representation of souls. The four performers represent the 

souls coming from death to the altar, which altar is represented by the stage. The 

performers enter the stage one by one, and once they are on the stage they are required to 

light a candle from the altar. The pace of the one-by-one entrances suggests a funeral 

procession, as Ortiz described.  

Once the musicians are situated on the stage, the four musicians, one at a time, play 

a melody. Each melody will be played so as to represent a chant. The four chants are 

written without a metrical compass, and the tempo is indicated with Sempre libre e molto 

espressivo con melancholia. This instructs the performers to play freely and with 

melancholic expressiveness. During the performance of the chants, and as soon as the 

performers finish lighting the candles, they begin playing the baa-wehai that will be used 

to accompany the chants. Baa-wehais are Mexican, dried water gourds and are used as a 

percussion instrument in some ceremonies in Mexico. The water gourd is cut in half and 
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placed upside-down in water. Once it is in water, a mallet is used to hit the top of the 

gourd, producing a very peculiar sound that helps to create a mystic atmosphere that 

accompanies the solos.  

The first movement title, Ofrenda, means offering. The ofrenda are all the elements 

that people select to put on the altar. In this movement, the presentation of the souls to the 

altar, the music that they present in the chants, and the lighting of the candles resemble 

offerings for the dead. In this scenario, since the whole stage is considered to be the altar, 

the musicians and their music also become the ofrenda. 

The first melody-chant is played by the first violin. The main intervals of the 

melodic material are augmented fourths, semitones, and minor thirds (see Example 1). 

These intervals provide the impression of the melancholic atmosphere since they avoid 

traditional tonal triads. The freedom given by the sempre libre indication also helps the 

performer to interpret the music with spontaneity. This produces the advantage of having a 

different and interesting performance of the movement every time it is performed.  

The chants also include non-harmonic tones. The chant motives are rhythmically 

structured with different rhythmic motives (see Examples 2a through 2d), but all the 

players use these motives in similar ways. There are four different rhythmic-melodic 

motives for the chants. All chants of the movement follow the same directions and are 

played with freedom. Ortiz uses the specific register of each instrument to produce these 

four different catalogs of sound-registers. There are similarities in some rhythms and 

intervals in the melodies, but the main characteristic is the timbre of the instruments. The 

differentiation of the two violins’ timbres is achieved by having the first violin play in a 

higher register than the second. 
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After the presentation of each spirit with its chant, all the instruments converge in a 

single unison chant for fifteen measures, representing the end of the procession (see 

Example 3). The uniqueness of the sound in this excerpt is also achieved by the absence of 

vibrato and the use of mutes. The quality in the sound created reminds the listener of a 

more ethereal chant. It is possible to describe this first movement as being in A-B-A’ form. 

After the unison chant, the first theme comes back but is shorter in length. A and A’ would 

be the solo-chant melodies, and the B section would be identified as the chant played in 

unison. 

The second movement title is Mictlan, which in the Mexican culture means the 

place of the dead. It was the lowest level of the Aztec underworld, located far to the north. 

It was a gloomy place ruled over by Mictlantecuhtli, the lord of the sojourn of the dead.4 

The Aztecs believed that with death, people would go to Mictlan, a place of discomfort 

rather than terror.5 The road to Mictlan was very problematic, long, and full of dangers. 

The dead souls were not tortured, but they had to endure unending monotony. In Ortiz’s 

words: “Pre-Hispanic culture conceived death as a cycle in constant movement; a cycle 

where life is extended towards death and vice versa, when death becomes the essence of 

life itself. The passage of death, and the eternal struggle between night and day recreate an 

obsessive ritual music always in continuous movement in which starting and ending points 

are always bonded.”6 

                                                           
4 Chloe Sayer, The Skeleton at the Feast: The Day of the Dead in Mexico (Austin: 

University of Texas Press, 1997) includes a representation of Miclantecuhtli. 
5 Van Scott, Miriam. The Encyclopedia of Hell (New York: St. Martin Press, 1998). 
6 Gabriela Ortiz, “Compositional Techniques in Acoustic and Electroacoustic 

Music” (PhD Diss., London City University, 1999), 162. 
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The second movement recreates the struggle of the passage to the Mictlan. Ortiz 

uses a rhythmic meter based on eighth-note values (see Example 4). The movement starts 

in a 14/8 meter for 28 measures, but after that the meter of the movement changes in 

almost every bar. Throughout the movement the eighth-note presence never changes, but 

the number of eighths per measure does. The music is based on duple and triple groupings 

at the level of the eighth note; the underlying pulse does not change groups, but since the 

meter does change, the combinations of these duple and triple groupings are not always the 

same. The meter changes so frequently that the music feels unpredictable and complicated.  

The idea of a cycle could be suggested by the eighth-note values. The fact that they 

are present in the entire movement could represent the constant cycle in the way that is 

something stable and repetitive, but the accents involved and the changes of meter make 

the cycle somehow problematic, perhaps illustrating the problematic road to Mictlan.  

In order to increase the ritualistic, obsessive concept in the music, Ortiz also asks 

for the performers to use a percussion instrument called huesos de fraile (friar’s bones). 

This instrument should be played every time that the music contains an accent during the 

movement. Huesos de fraile consist of a set of hard shells from the ayoyote tree and are 

used as percussion instruments that are tied to the ankles or wrists of the dancers. The 

dancers in Mexico that used the huesos de fraile used them in rituals and ceremonies 

related to past Aztec gods. The highlighting of the accents in the music through the use of 

these shells relates this movement to the Aztec rituals. It helps to recreate the peculiar 

sound that in Mexico refers to ritual ceremonies. But that will be the only similarity that 

the sound of the jingles create, since there is no relationship between the rhythm or music 

of this quartet movement and the actual dance. 
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The second movement can be divided into three sections. The first section starts 

with the indication always rhythmic and obsessive. The movement starts with the second 

violin playing accented eighth-note figures in duple and triple groupings (see Example 4). 

In mm. 83 and 106 in the first section, the rhythmically obsessed eighth notes are also 

presented in a more melodic way (see Examples 5 and 6). 

The second section is marked Pesante always hypnotic. Ben marcato. The texture 

in this section is quite different from the first one, and the slower tempo modification also 

helps to distinguish between the two. There are two distinct ideas here. First, there is the 

rhythmic accompaniment of accented and non-accented eighth notes with some rests 

played in unison by three of the instruments, and then the melodic line is played by a 

single instrument. The melody is played with contrasting rhythms that involve slurs, 

chords, and longer notes as well as very fast thirty-second notes. The solo is played at a 

forte dynamic in contrast to the piano of the other three instruments. The main pulse is 

always carried by one instrument at a time. All four instruments take turns carrying the 

solo, beginning with the cello. In Ortiz’s words: “Thanks to the use of quaver [eighth note] 

silences and slower tempo, the accented notes sound stronger and heavier, giving to the 

whole section a more hypnotic and obsessive ritualistic feel.”7 (Examples 7-9 show the 

scales on which the melodic lines are based.) 

The third section of the second movement can be seen as a complex recapitulation, 

since the rhythmic elements are based on the material of the first section. The tempo 

marking and indication from the beginning of the movement calls for rhythmic and 

obsessive, but in this section, irregular imitations are present in all the parts. These 

                                                           
7 Ortiz, “Compositional Techniques,” 176. 
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irregularities make the recapitulation harder to identify and different from the more 

commonly practiced recapitulation, in which the original theme is presented with a very 

similar idea. In m. 194 (Example 10), the instruments arrive at a rhythmic unison, finishing 

the irregular rhythmic structure of the movement. The climax of the movement is presented 

by the unison of the instruments arriving in m. 217, in which the composer asks for a 

prestissimo possible (see Example 11). This means as fast as the players can play. The 

second movement finishes with the rhythms and notes in complete unison in all the 

instruments.  

The title of the third movement, Danza Macabra, means Dance of Death. The 

origins of this dance trace back to the middle of the fourteenth century in Europe. It was a 

genre in which a skeleton, representing death, comes like a messenger of God and coexists 

with humans, and, under the humans’ influence, ends up dancing with them. The 

movement is thus the representation of the influence that Mexico received from European 

culture, especially from Spain. The movement is full of images of fantastic places 

suggested by the different musical themes and is divided into four sections, with a 

particular theme for each section created by different sounds. During the four sections the 

composer asks for different bow techniques that help to differentiate the sounds of the 

sections. Techniques like sul tasto, sul ponticello, tremolo, legato, and also the use of the 

mutes are elements that help to symbolize different images. Ortiz wanted to enrich the idea 

of the images and requested the projection of shadows and lighting around the walls of the 

stage during the performance of this movement. Each of the four sections contain two 

small motives, and the motives contain their own particular sound, but the main idea is that 
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every section creates its own emotional color and mood with the help of the bow 

techniques (see Table 2). 

 

Table 2. Altar de Muertos, third movement. Bow techniques and sections. 

 

 

The A section starts with the indication of Magico and leggiero (see Example 12). 

The first theme of the movement, theme A, is based on a semitone that expands to major 

and minor thirds. This theme is played by all the instruments in different transpositions, 

but always with the same intervals. Theme A has the peculiarity that it needs to be played 

ponticello and with a mute. The combination of these two features produces a crisp sound 

that helps create a magical atmosphere. Theme A is present throughout the movement and 

it appears and disappears, as if magic. This theme is sometimes hidden and carefully 

played by just one instrument. Since the other three instruments keep playing equally 

important parts, theme A is at times hard to recognize. A few bars later, theme B appears 

using a whole-tone scale. Theme B is played by the viola and the cello, with the violins as 

accompaniment (see Example 13). 

Section A Section B Section C Section D Coda 

Exposition Development Recapitulation New Theme Coda 

Magico 

and 

leggiero 

Meno mosso Magico and leggiero Ben marcato Free tempi 

Sul 

ponticello 

Pizzicato  Non 

vibrato 

Tremolo 

and sul 

tasto 

Sul 

ponticello 

Sempre 

ritmico 

Latin feel 

a la punta 

All previous 

bow strokes 

Muted Muted Muted No mutes No mutes 

A B C D E F G H A and G 
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The B section is marked meno mosso. In this section theme C starts. The new 

feature in this theme is the use of pizzicati. During this section, one of the instruments is 

always playing pizzicati while the other instruments play different melodic ideas. Theme D 

appears twenty measures later. In contrast to the other themes, Theme D has a unique 

sound that uses no vibrato. The relaxed accompaniment of perfect fourths in the second 

violin, viola, and cello makes the first violin's line produce a pleasant sound-color. The 

dolce indication makes this melody sound very lyrical and sweet. The two themes in this B 

section are unified by the rhythm in the pizzicati and in the accompaniment of the melody 

with no vibrato. At the end of the section, a few measures of theme C reappear with 

pizzicati and suggest a small A-B-A’ form.  

Theme E in the C section is indicated by Magico e leggiero. This is the same 

indication from the beginning of the movement, but even though it is the same indication, a 

different image is obtained by the new sounds created through the use of tremolo and sul 

tasto (see Example 14). At the end of the section, the theme comes back with all the 

previous characteristics of ponticello and con sordino. Since theme A comes back during 

half of this section, it is like a small recapitulation of the opening; it can also be viewed as 

the recapitulation of the movement as a whole.  

The last section, section D, is the first one that does not call for mutes. Ortiz 

indicates that this section should be played sempre ritmico and ben marcato. The energetic 

character that is produced here from the full power of the instruments without mutes is also 

emphasized by a series of accents that are displayed in different places in all the parts (see 

Example 15). Gabriela Ortiz mentions: “The irregularity of the different accented notes 
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and the non-legato articulation gives to the music a much more brutal sound 

characteristic.”8 

Toward the end of the movement at theme G, Ortiz’s Latin culture and Mexican 

Latinism are present in the music. It is marked Molto allegro with the indication of Latin 

feel. The feature that makes this Latin feel sound Latin is the way in which the accents are 

combined: they are placed on specific beats that, with the help of the bow stroke a la 

punta, help to create this captivating sound (see Example 16). 

After the Latin section, all the instruments arrive on a sustained chord that starts the 

coda. The coda is a succession of the themes from the movement starting with theme A, 

then adding other themes in the other instruments. The sound becomes increasingly 

complex since all the instruments end up playing at the same time, but the presence of the 

first and last themes of the movement help to recreate the ideas and sounds of the previous 

images as a recollection of the movement. 

The last movement is titled La Calaca. La Calaca is a colloquial name for a 

skeleton in Mexico. The Calaca, prominent in the Day of the Dead festivity, is typically 

seen as a human skeleton decorated with colorful clothes. Even when representing the dead 

in Mexico, Calacas are depicted as cheerful creatures rather than sorrowful ones. They are 

present as dancing characters, playing instruments, or in a kind of celebration representing 

the happiness after life. The concept of death is indeed a sad topic in Mexico, but beyond 

that, death is also approached with joy. Celebrations in honor of those who have died and 

celebrations in which Mexicans make fun of death are also part of Mexican culture. In 

order to represent this surrealistic concept of death, the composer asks for the musicians to 

                                                           
8 Ortiz, “Compositional Techniques,” 183. 
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wear Mexican masks. The idea of representing Mexican culture with the masks, which are 

not necessarily meant to be scary masks, also represents this duality of the perception 

about death in Mexico. In her performance directions for the piece, Ortiz specifies that one 

of the masks needs to be a fighter mask from Mexican luchas. Luchador (fighter) masks 

are generally colorful ones and are very popular masks that symbolize the folkloric 

representation of Mexico. 

The fourth movement can be divided into seven short sections, as shown in Table 

3, but many of these sections use motives more than once. Some themes also return several 

times in order to help to unify the movement. The entire form could be explained as a 

seven-part rondo form, A-B-A-C-A-D-B’, with the difference that the last section is a 

recurrence of the B theme instead of the A theme.  

Table 3. Altar de Muertos last movement structure  

 

Sections A B A C A D B’ 

Themes a b c d a b’ a f d 

 

The movement starts with a unison in the quartet separated by intervals of a perfect 

fourth, diminished fourth, and diminished fifth. The melodic material is based on whole 

tone scales, and this section contains three small motives. The first motive that starts the 

movement is the same motive that comes back in the third and fifth section (see Example 

17). 

In section B the music is based on a Huichol melody. Huicholes are an ethnic group 

of people from western-central Mexico. They have their own beliefs and language, and 

they are famous in Mexico for their art. In general the musical groups that play their music 

include a violin, a guitar, a bass instrument, and a rabel (that is, a rustic fiddle descended 
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from the medieval rebec). The Huichol melody is presented in both B sections during the 

movement (see Example 18 – 20). 

Section C is a short look back to the B theme from the first section. The C section 

uses the material from the first motive for a few bars, and it is audibly recognizable 

because it is the only section with pizzicati. This pizzicato idea comes from the B theme, 

but in this section the motive is presented as a much larger idea.  

The fifth section, like the third one, uses the A section’s thematic material, which is 

why it is also labeled as A. After this, in the D section, the texture is reduced to a single 

instrument. The second violin is again the one in charge of introducing this triple eighth-

note figure. Similar to the last part of the second movement, this section starts with one 

instrument and adds the others one by one. After all the instruments play in rhythmic 

unison for a few measures, then the texture reduces until the viola and cello are the only 

instruments playing.  

The last section, as mentioned, is also based on the Huichol melody. This melody 

starts with a simple accompaniment in the viola and cello while the second violin plays the 

melody. Every time the Huichol melody is played, a more complex accompaniment 

appears, producing growing effect in the music. During this section there is a moment in 

which the Huichol melody sounds fragmented because the melody is disjointed and shared 

between the instruments. The rhythm in which this melody is based starts to become more 

important, and at the end, this rhythmic aspect of the melody finally takes over completely 

with all the instruments playing that rhythm. The performers play the rhythmic unison until 

the end of the piece, in which all the instruments play as loudly as they can. 
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Drama and Tradition in Altar de Muertos 

Altar de Muertos is a string quartet that has performance practice characteristics 

resembling the string quartets of the Western-European Classical and Romantic periods. 

The instrumentation is still very traditional, and it has the same number of movements. 

Each movement, like common-practice string quartets, reflects a certain idea, in this case 

part of the Day of the Dead impressions. Altar de Muertos represents a fusion of an 

established, common chamber-music setting with the modern use of extra-musical 

elements. The effects that these components add to the performance of the piece create a 

better understanding of the atmosphere of the Day of the Dead Celebration. The piece 

reflects the dramatic idea and the folklorisim of this festivity. Altar De Muertos is Gabriela 

Ortiz's vision about the festivity put to music; the music is based on color, rhythmic 

motion, ostinatos, and unison, with some freedom in the performance.  

Altar de Muertos contains technical elements that test the performers: meter 

changes, fast tempos, and wide registers in the instruments; but the use of the huesos de 

fraile, drums, and masks as part of the performance also places the piece at a high level of 

difficulty and shows the complexity and colorful aspects of the Day of the Dead in 

Mexico. Using a Huichol melody in the last movement gives the piece a sense of tradition 

in relation to the history of Mexico. The presence of folk music in string quartets is not an 

uncommon practice, but the use of this particular folk music in this context highlights the 

composer’s national identity. Gabriela Ortiz opened a new window into contemporary 

Mexican musical literature by writing Altar de Muertos in a multimedia fashion. Altar de 

Muertos achieves a balance between all these traditional and musical elements, presenting 

a string quartet that deserves the attention of musicians and the general public.  
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Aroma foliado 

 

Nine years after she composed Altar de Muertos, Gabriela Ortiz wrote her third 

string quartet—Aroma foliado. She wrote this quartet in 2006 for the Cuarteto 

Latinoamericano and as a commission for the James and Frederica Rosenfield foundation 

in California. (The Cuarteto Latinamericano considers Gabriela Ortiz a significant 

composer, and currently the Cuarteto Latinomericano has made the only available recorded 

performance of the Altar de Muertos.) Aroma foliado was later included on the CD Elegia, 

and Elegia was nominated for a Latin Grammy award in 2013 as Best Classical 

Contemporary Composition. For the CD’s recording, Aroma foliado was performed by 

Lorenz Gamma and Shalini Vijayan on violins, Jan Karlin on viola, and Peter Jacobson on 

cello (a string quartet that seems to be formed specifically for this CD performance). 

 The title for the quartet comes from the Spanish words aroma, which means 

fragrance, and foliado, which means foliage. These two words could be translated together 

to signify “the smells of flowers”, or perhaps suggest “smells of foliage” as a deeper 

meaning. Aroma foliado originally had a subtitle. It was written in the year of the 250th 

anniversary of the death of Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart, and Ortiz mentions in her notes 

for the Elegia recording that she had some fragments of Mozart’s String Quartet No. 21 in 

D Major K.575 to link some of the sections in the piece; thus she originally subtitled the 

piece “gesto de Mozart,” which loosely translates to “a gesture towards Mozart.” In the 

2010s, Ortiz decided to drop the subtitle but the gestures in the music are still present. The 

new quartet highlights Ortiz’s music style and makes it easy to appreciate her originality.  
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Aroma foliado is written as a single-movement form. Single-movement form is not 

commonly used in string quartets, but rather is more typically found in symphonic 

orchestral writing, such as in the incidental overtures. Classical string quartets are 

traditionally written in four movements. Ortiz’s style does often include four-movement 

forms, even if those movements do not follow the classical Allegro, Adagio, Minuet, 

Allegro labels, as was seen in Altar de Muertos. 

Although Aroma foliado only contains one movement, the work includes audible 

mood and textural changes, making it possible to divide the work into different sections. 

As with Altar de Muertos, my analysis of Aroma foliado will address form, rhythm, 

motives, and melody. I argue that the sections of Aroma foliado are delineated by tempo 

indications. There are ten total sections framed by an introduction and a coda (see Table 4). 

Table 4. Sections of Aroma foliado 

 

Sections Score Letters Measure Numbers Tempo 

Introduction  1-10 Lento e lontano 

Section 1 Letter A 11-24 Espressivo, religioso e molto libre 

Section 2 Letter B 25-74 Ben marcato e molto ritmico 

Section 3 Letter C 75-83 Largo misterioso 

Section 4 Letter D 84-118 Allegro magico e leggiero 

Section 5 Letter E  119-147 (first theme) Sempre ritmico 

  148-184 (second 

theme) 

Molto brillante 

Section 6 Letter F 185-203 Lento, e molto espressivo 

Section 7 Letter G 204-216 Piu mosso 

Section 8 Letter H 217-256 Vivo with latin feel 

Section 9 Letter I 257-294 Sempre ritmico. Ben marcato 

Section 10 Letter J 295-323 Energico con tutta la forza (to end). 

Coda  324-354   
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The introduction is just ten measures in length. The tempo is very slow and the 

only moving line is in the cello. Sometimes the cello holds a note for more than a measure, 

which identifies this part as an introduction rather than a full section. The quartet starts 

with a single Bartók pizzicato. Bartók pizzicato is a strong pizzicato where the string is 

plucked vertically, creating a snap against the fingerboard of the instrument. It is known as 

Bartók pizzicato because Béla Bartók was one of the first composers to use this method 

extensively. 

 The cello plays in a forte dynamic, but soon after that the cello rests for the 

duration of the measure and the viola keeps playing the lowest D as a whole note. The 

piece moves with very slow rhythmic motions for the next ten measures. During the first 

ten bars, the melody creates color and atmosphere. The cello is the only instrument that 

carries a melodic line during those bars, and even that line is comprised entirely of 

harmonics. Ortiz marks the harmonics as Lento e lontano to create a calm and transparent 

atmosphere. 

The music is presented by the cello’s harmonics and by a sustained chord in the 

other three instruments. Ortiz indicates senza vibrato and the dynamic as ppp to help to 

create the musical colors of calm and pure sound. Ortiz also directs the cello to play “like a 

dream.” One very interesting element in this beginning is the fact that Ortiz takes the first 

five notes from the opening melody of Mozart’s String Quartet No. 21 in D Major, K.575 

and uses them as the first five notes of the piece. Ortiz’s section starts with the viola and 

cello playing a D, followed by the next four harmonics. When comparing the pieces it is 

evident that the same notes are used, but the notes are framed so differently that it would 

be almost impossible to notice the similarity unless we already know that the two pieces 



20 

 

were related. In his piece, Mozart uses the first five notes melodically—with whole notes, 

half notes, and a classical alberti bass for the accompaniment and no rests in the melody. In 

her piece, Ortiz uses the Bartók pizzicato for the first note and sustains the sound with the 

viola, followed by a rest that lasts more than a measure, and finally four quarter notes that 

sound the rest of the Mozart five-note fragment in harmonics. Both versions sound very 

different, even while they share five notes (see Examples 21 and 22).  

Section 1 is marked as rehearsal A in the score. As the section begins, the tempo 

increases; Ortiz calls for an espressivo and also a religioso e molto libre tempo. The 

section is also noticeably different from the introduction because the texture changes to be 

more dramatic and we begin to hear different solo lines. All the solos in this section are 

played by the violins and the viola, but these solos contain further complex rhythms and 

meters and are not played in harmonics as the cello solo was before (see Example 23 for 

the violin solo line). 

The solos in this section are in charge of creating the melody. Since the notation 

indicates that the section should be played with expressiveness, vibrato is permissible and 

helps to add additional dramatic sound, in contrast to the introduction’s senza vibrato. The 

other three instruments play sustained chords underneath the solo passages of violin or 

viola. This underlying sound highlights the virtuosic elements of the solos. The solos 

almost sound improvisatory, which is partly because Ortiz indicated molto libre tempo, 

supporting the impression of improvisation and gives the musicians total freedom to 

express the music in their playing. 

The solos contain very fast rhythmic motions, which speed up to include thirty-

second notes. Underneath these solos, sustained notes create a contrary slow movement 
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and a steady idea. Ortiz indicates this steadiness by using dotted half notes and slurs in the 

three accompaniment parts; these note values stretch into long and peaceful sustained 

chords. This underlying steadiness supports Ortiz’s indication for the religioso tempo. The 

religioso marking in music generally calls for slow motions and calm atmosphere to 

express peaceful movement in the music. It is possible that the accompaniment’s 

steadiness expresses that religioso calm counter with the solos’ swifter rhythms. 

The tempo changes in m. 24 to Ben marcato e molto ritmico. During this section, 

Ortiz again increases the tempo to a much faster speed. She also adds smaller rhythms, 

making the music sound even faster. All of these changes, after four measures in violin 

solo, along with the textural change to all four voices equally playing similar rhythms and 

bowings, demarcate the second section of the piece (see Example 24). 

The melody in section 2 differs from that of the first section. Instead of solos and 

accompaniments, the four instruments share and pass the main idea. The idea starts to 

develop starting with the second violin motive (m. 25), and is then repeated for a few 

measures. The music feels like it never stops, thanks to the addition of more instruments 

that pass the idea of sixteenth notes among them. In m. 48, a steadier melody is presented 

through rhythmic unison between the cello and the viola. Three measures later, the melody 

follows an ascending line by adding the second violin and then the first violin until all the 

instruments are playing (see Example 25). The section’s climax starts in m. 58 as the upper 

three voices move to rhythmic unison. After this moment, the textures start to thin, the 

rhythms slow down, and the instruments drastically reduce the amount of thirty-second 

notes.  
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The rhythm of section 2 is based in groupings. Similar to Ortiz’s Altar de Muertos, 

this section uses double and triple groupings (see Example 24 m. 25). The groupings are 

the motor of this section that stabilize the sound. The meter does not change frequently, but 

it does change enough to re-adjust the groupings, making this part exciting and 

unpredictable. In addition to the meter, Ortiz adds a series of accents, cleverly collocated in 

order to make these grouping more noticeable. Some of the double groupings are 

subdivided into motions of thirty-second notes. Because of the different grouping 

combinations and the fast tempo, it is very important for the performers to keep a steady 

beat. That metronomic steadiness creates some stability in the music and adds the ritmico 

indication that Ortiz seeks.  

Ortiz also asks for a molto rallentando at the end of the section. The rallentando 

still contains fast thirty-second notes, but in just one instrument, which keeps the ritmico 

part prevailing even when the accompaniment changes to slower rhythms. This 

rallentando seems to function as a transition to a new and slower section—a section that 

will change in texture and color. Six measures of rallentando is a preparation that will 

transition to a new tempo, but a transition that will keep the idea of the sixteenth notes that 

unified the section (see Example 26).  

The third section is marked Largo misterioso (mysteriously slow). It starts with a 

calm feeling, following the rallentando idea of the previous section. Ortiz manages to 

bring back the same harmonics, but the harmonics are now distributed among three of the 

instruments instead of just one like at the introduction. The two violins and viola are the 

instruments used to create this new color, thanks to glissandos in harmonics used 

throughout this section. The harmonics’ high pitch and non-stop motion carried through 
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the glissandos and the pianissimo dynamic exemplify this mysterious sound. The resulting 

textural modification, along with the melodic line in the cello, produces section 3 in the 

piece.  

The upper voices start with a minor chord in the harmonics and they move in 

similar motion during this section. However, even when the motions are almost parallel, 

the chord’s sound is not perceived as tonal because the glissandos blur the sound. The 

upper voices use eighth-note and quarter-note figures as rhythmic pedals. This rhythmic 

unison helps differentiate the solo’s contrasting rhythmic idea, which uses a much smaller 

and faster rhythm (see Example 26 m. 75). The contrasting sound of the cello could seem 

less misterioso than the harmonics sound, but the tempo marking  = 40 and its maximum 

dynamic of mf helps to keep the color of the section more cohesive. 

For the melodic line in the third section, the cello is in charge until the last four 

measures. The indication of Molto cantabile is only for the cellist’s notes. The cello line is 

like a big hairpin; the cello’s crescendo lasts three bars, followed by a three measure 

diminuendo. The section finishes with a small, first-violin solo that is marked Cantabile, 

molto libre. The cantabile indication permits the violinist to follow the cello line’s singing 

sound. Also, Ortiz directs a molto libre sound through rhythmic, cadenza-like writing in 

the violin line. Even though the violin line is written using thirty-second notes, these 

directions give the impression of a small, improvisatory cadence. 

For section 4, Ortiz indicates the tempo Allegro Magico e leggiero, a marking that 

she also uses in some of her earlier pieces, including Altar de Muertos. The indication is 

presented by using a 6/16 meter and sixteenth-notes in all the parts (see Example 27). The 

dynamics used here include crescendos and diminuendos at different moments. Also, in 
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this section a small fugue is produced by the repetition of a theme starting with the second 

violin, followed by the first violin, the viola, and finally the cello. After the little fugato 

section, the instruments continue sharing similar rhythmic material and all the instruments 

return to the previous theme, this time in combinations of contrasting pairs (m.112). The 

viola and the cello play the theme first, and a measure later the violins start playing the 

same idea. 

The melody begins in the second violin and is later is imitated by all the 

instruments. This motive grows into a much larger scale in the middle of the section, but 

always with the idea of the sixteenth notes and slurs as the main motives. During the 

section, some pizzicati appear, but the slurs in the sixteenth notes are still very prominent, 

almost covering the sound of the pizzicati. Also, the melody in this section functions more 

as a union of sounds than as a solo, passing the melodic line between the instruments and 

making them and their sounds work as a team. In this section, Ortiz uses sixteenth notes to 

create a leggiero rhythm. The section starts with simple, whole-step differences between 

the first notes, separated by sixteenth-note rests. In general, the notes are arranged similarly 

to a scale and consist of whole and half steps (see Example 27). Slurs smooth the sound 

and maintain a sensation of simplicity, while the few leaps between notes maintain the 

leggiero idea throughout the section. In this section, the meter does not change, so the 

melodic line in sixteenth notes and the slurs give the section a distinct color throughout. 

Section 5 of Aroma foliado begins with pizzicati. The section is marked Sempre 

ritmico in 7/8 and uses eighth-note pizzicati for all the instruments, creating a feeling of 

rhythmic stability. The tempo changes slightly, from  = 112 in the previous section to  = 

108, but since the consistency of the sixteenth notes totally disappears, and since the sound 
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dramatically changes to a pizzicati for all the instruments, a new section is created (see 

Example 28). 

In this section, the melody is in the accented notes, although the presence of the 

eighth notes in all the instruments makes it very hard to hear the main theme. Also, the 

section is marked Sempre ritmico, which calls for an ordered tempo that limits the sense of 

a free melody. Ortiz creates the melody with the use of accents, and those accented notes 

make significant sounds emerge. The cello line has the most leaps between the notes, 

making the cello part a little more noteworthy than the rest. The first violin also leads the 

melody, with the accents collocated in many cases in the same place as the other 

instruments. However, because the accents are a little higher than those in the second 

violin and viola, those notes form a more noticeable melodic line. This combination of the 

moving line in the cello with the accented notes—especially in the first violin—produces a 

melodic line that is secretly passed between the instruments. 

The rhythm in this section is again based on the duple and triple groupings. The 

grouping for the most part stays the same between the instruments, though at some points 

the cello part expresses a different idea from the other three. Since the meter, 7/8, does not 

change, the grouping basically needs to be made into two groups of two and one group of 

three. Example 29 m. 127 illustrates an example of the different ideas of the groupings; in 

this case, the cello and the two violins play one grouping, 2+2+3, in comparison to the 

viola playing a separate grouping of 2+3+2. The accents sometimes correlate between the 

instruments, but they are different enough to bring out the most important notes, the 

melody notes. 
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This section has a second part, which for identification purposes in this paper will 

be called section 5, second theme (section E, theme 2; see Table 4). Here the meter 

changes are still part of the same section because the eighth-note figures still carry the 

main idea in the 4/4 meter. The difference is in the use of bows instead of pizzicati. Tempo 

also develops during this section to a molto brillante, and the dynamics increase in the 

second part of the section, making this a more exciting moment, especially before the 

piano subitos emerge. Additionally, the cello starts playing quarter notes that sometimes 

include eighth-notes (see Example 30, m. 148). 

In this part, the melody still sounds very rhythmic, but the slurs in the music 

combined with the cello’s simple quarter notes help the music pulse with a slightly 

different feeling. This time the melody seems to develop in small measures, almost like 

small motives. One of the small motives appears in mm. 175-176 as a small recurrence of 

the theme from section 4 (see Example 31). The solo in the first violin is based on the 

theme that started section 4, which was played as a fugato by the other instruments.  

At the end of the section, the mood changes to a more transitional passage leading 

to section 6. This transitional movement shifts to a sul ponticello sound. Ortiz also adds a 

sixteenth-note accompaniment to the accented eighth notes. This section recalls some of 

the Altar de Muertos’ third movement as the ponticello sound comes in through the 

sixteenth notes. This really crisp sound is used more as an accompaniment than as a 

melody since it has a lot of repetition in the notes. The first violin at the end of m.176 takes 

the lead with the melody and creates a nice tune with the use of the sixteenth notes, but the 

second violin always plays the eighth notes, creating a subtle rhythmic hint that unifies the 

section.  
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Section 6 starts with an expressive change in m. 185, marked Lento, molto 

espressivo. Coming from a section in which all the instruments are very involved, Ortiz 

decides to change the texture and give the importance again to one instrument at a time. 

The solo lines that Ortiz writes here give each player momentary soloist roles. The only 

instrument that does not share a substantial melodic moment is the cello. The cellist mainly 

sustains long pedals through this section, giving the other instruments a nice bed of 

freedom that allows them to be very expressive. 

The Lento, molto espressivo solo texture in the instruments is similar to the idea 

expressed at the beginning. The solos become more prominent in this section, exploiting 

their different instrumental registers. The solos are more virtuosic than before, and—with 

the exception of the first three measures of the section—all the instruments play 

throughout the entire part. These new solos are very important in the piece, since the first 

solo played by the second violin echoes the first three measures of the melody in the 

second movement of Mozart’s Quartet No.21. Ortiz’s tune is clearer and differs from her 

tune at the beginning, and the rhythm closely matches Mozart’s (see Example 32 and 33). 

After the second violin’s solo, the first violin repeats that tune in m. 188 (see Example 34). 

The first violin’s tune is a little more elaborated, but the essence can still be recognized. 

Meanwhile, the other instruments’ accompaniment figures do not interfere with the solos. 

The accompaniment plays long tones almost the entire time, allowing the solos to reach the 

full expressive potential Ortiz is seeking.  

Section 7 begins with a cello solo and is marked Più mosso (see Example 35). In 

this section, the accompaniment changes. The upper voices play a tremolando cluster tone, 

an idea that is further developed by a cello line whose fast notes start to evolve into the 
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tremolando idea (see Example 36). The tremolos provide a melodic accompaniment which 

combines with the Piu mosso marking to provide a good basis for a new section. 

As the cello solo starts implementing tremolos, the other instruments become more 

involved; solo lines begin entering with the second violin in m. 209, followed by the first 

violin in m. 211, and finally all together in m. 212. At the end of the section, Ortiz writes 

Sempre brutale, indicating a more forceful sound. The brutale feeling in the section is 

supported by the different rhythmic relations that every single instrument has and by the 

different accents in each part. All the instruments share the same rhythmic ideas, but the 

ideas are expressed in different places to create an aggressive sound (see Example 37). 

 The cello line in this part also has some similarities with Mozart’s Quartet No. 21; 

in this case, the similarity is with Mozart’s third movement. Ortiz’s tremolando idea 

appears to come from the first four notes of the Mozart. When the tempo is fast enough 

and if the slur is eliminated, it is possible to hear the Mozart motive almost as a 

tremolando. The cello line in m. 205 seems to have some notes from the beginning of 

movement three, but the main idea develops from the sensation of fast notes becoming a 

tremolo, which eventually becomes the most important part of the section (see Example 

38). 

During this section the quartet uses the tremolo all the time, but Ortiz collocated 

some melodic moments hidden in the tremolandos, and with specific accents she manages 

to create a passing line between the instruments. The bow technique of the tremolo is not 

common in the use of melodies, but in this part, little by little, the tremolo becomes the 

most prominent part. Ortiz perhaps borrowed this from Mozart. The section grows to a 

climax in which all the instruments play the same technique in different moments, creating 
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a cause-and-effect like sound. Also, the ascension in dynamics to a triple forte helps 

increase the intensity. Ortiz uses the combination of simultaneously increasing dynamic 

elements and increasing tremolos to make the section end sound almost like a grand finale. 

Vivo with Latin feel is the indication for section 8. The meter changes are part of 

the beginning of the section, shifting from 7/8 for a measure to 2/4 (see Example 39). This 

section really showcases Ortiz’s Latina background. The Latin feel is achieved by various 

elements. One of the most important elements is the melody created by the two violins. 

The violins use many accents in the notes and metric changes to create traditional Latin 

sounds. The cello part here becomes what is called in Latin music El bajo (the bass). Ortiz 

introduces danceable motion through the cello’s syncopations. This almost jazzy feeling is 

common to music in Latin America and in Mexico. The viola also helps to create this Latin 

element. The viola’s part supports the melodic line, sometimes playing syncopation as the 

bass line and sometimes playing the same rhythmic groove as the first violin, but with 

more accompaniment-based harmonies. Classical contemporary music typically brings in 

Latin elements through the music’s rhythm. Similarly, this section does not offer any Latin 

harmonies or main tunes, but evokes the indicated lively Latin feel through musical rhythm 

and tempo (see Example 40). 

The rhythmic idea of the previous section now becomes a more rhythmic unison 

pulse sound in section 9. This section is in 6/8 meter. The whole section uses an eighth-

note idea in all the voices throughout the section. Ben marcato is the indication and it is a 

very strong indication for a string quartet because it involves the use of a heavy staccato. 

The fast tempo and eighth notes in all the instruments make this passage a very 
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complicated one, and Ortiz also adds accent marks to make this passage more complex 

(see Example 41).  

The cello starts this section by playing the rhythmic motive for six and a half 

measures. Soon after that, one by one, all the instruments add themselves with the same 

imitated eighth-note idea. The section has a gradual crescendo that arrives to a ff in m. 293. 

The crescendo creates a rising sensation that increases to a maximum peak of sound and 

tension, almost as if finishing up the piece (see Example 42). The passage uses the staccato 

bow technique to clarify accents to highlight the eighth notes with crossing strings. The 

melody itself is a combination of the rhythmic union of the four instruments, with 

chromaticism involved as part of the music. 

The rhythm in this part is the element of the music specifically charged with 

creating color. Ortiz’s rhythm is the same through the complete section, with selected 

exceptions involving glissandos, making the section seem a little more complicated but 

giving variety in the sound. However, as mentioned above, it is the crescendo that really 

makes the difference in this passage. Ortiz prepares the next section by making the sound 

grow in intensity with dynamics and an equal rhythm. The music creates an unexpected 

feeling in the formal organization, since this could be a typical ending moment. 

Energico con tutta forza is the indication for section 10. In the last section of the 

piece (see Example 42) the notation, combined with the new rhythmic values, makes this 

section seem even more dramatic, despite the fact that the tempo slows down to  = 108. 

This section uses many rests between parts. In most cases, the small rests are just eighth-

note rests. With those elements, the tension is actually higher than in the previous section. 

This section also grows in dynamics until it reaches a fff, which is a bigger leap than the 
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past section. This fff is not a very common dynamic in the piece, so its use here represents 

a step up from previous movements. When the dynamics reach fff, Ortiz adds the marking 

Brutale, a sign that pushes the sound to be very powerful and outright aggressive. The loud 

dynamic is heightened by the sixteenth-note rhythmic unison in the strings (see Example 

43). Ortiz keeps that strong movement for ten more measures, arriving at m. 324 with a C-

sharp held at the end in just the first violin part. This note changes the mood drastically, 

making the intense rhythmic elements of the piece disappear and marking the beginning of 

a coda (see Example 44 in the first violin line). 

During the coda, the instruments simultaneously play different strokes that were 

used earlier in the piece, including a Latin cello line, eighth-notes in the second violin part, 

and straight and very rhythmic quarter-notes in the viola part. In addition, the first violin 

plays several solos. The solo moments for the first violin are, again, representative of the 

Mozart Quartet No. 21. Starting in m. 326, the first violin follows the same notes as the 

melody of Mozart’s fourth movement from the cello line (see Example 45). The rhythms 

are not quite the same, but coincidentally the first five notes of that tune are also the first 

five notes of the first-movement theme, which are also the same five notes that start the 

piece. The coda therefore seems to be functioning as a frame. This is a common structure 

in the Classical period, especially in movements with an introduction and a coda. Perhaps 

Ortiz’s structure is thus a reference to Mozart’s time and common compositional 

techniques. 

The quartet finishes with the first violin playing a free line with very high notes 

while the other instruments maintain the very long pedal of a G-chord for sixteen 

measures. The instruction is for the melody to use different kinds of sounds based on the 
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ponticello idea and the sul tasto. The melody also starts adding rests, making the sound 

disappear little by little as the first violin plays a B natural that is sustained, the same as the 

other instruments, for a little more than two measures.  

 

Altar de Muertos and Aroma foliado: Two Works, One Soul 

 

The structure of Altar de Muertos and Aroma foliado could seem very different. 

Altar de Muertos is based on a four-movement plan in which each movement possesses 

one structure. On the other hand, Aroma foliado is composed of sections in a one-

movement form. However, even though these pieces lack a similar structure, they share 

many similarities that suggest a possible skeleton plan with deeper commonalities than 

might be initially apparent. 

Table 5 compares both pieces. The tempo markings from Aroma foliado’s sections 

are compared with several tempo markings of Altar de Muertos. The table shows possible 

elements that Ortiz likes to use in her music and tempos that she seems to use recurrently, 

at least in these two pieces. The structure of Altar de Muertos is divided into four complete 

movements. Some of the piece’s interior sections, especially of the third movement, are 

also included in the comparison table. 
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Table 5. Altar de Muertos and Aroma foliado comparison 

Aroma foliado   Altar de Muertos 

Score letters and 

proposed sections 

Tempo Tempo Movements and score 

letters 

Intro Lento e lontano Sempre Libre e molto 

espressivo 

Intro. 

A, Section 1 Espressivo, religioso e 

molto libre 

Lontano e delicato Movt I. Ofrenda 

B, Section 2 Ben marcato e molto 

ritmico 

Always rhythmic and 

obssesive 

Movt II. Mictlan mm. 

41 - 139 

C, Section 3 Largo e misterioso Pesante always 

hypnotic.  

E, mm.140 - 180 

D, Section 4 Allegro magico e 

leggiero 

Magico e leggiero Movt. III. Danza 

Macabra mm. 265 – 

355 

E, Section 5 Sempre ritmico Sempre ritmico. Ben 

marcato.  

Movt. III, M, mm. 449 

- 476 

F, Section 6 Lento, e molto 

espressivo 

Dulce Movt. III, K, mm. 356 

- 431 

G, Section 7 Piu mosso Solo Movt. III mm. 432-

449 

H, Section 8 Vivo. Latin feel Molto Allegro. Latin 

feel 

Movt. III, N, mm. 477 

-506  

I, Section 9 Sempre ritmico. Ben 

marcato 

Molto energico Movt. IV La Calaca 

mm. 514 - 641 

J, Section 10 Energico con tutta la 

forza 

Prestissimo possible Movt. IV, T, mm.642 

– movt. end 

Coda Freely move between 

sul tasto-ord-pont. 

Meno mosso e 

tranquilo. 

Freely move between 

sul tasto-ord-pont. 

Movt. III. Mm. 513 – 

movt. end 

 

As seen in Table 5, both pieces seem to start with individual instrumental solos. 

The tempo for the beginning of both pieces is slow, marked to be played lontano and 

espressivo. These two similarities introduce a common opening idea for the string 

quartets—the performers’ solos are underscored with soft accompaniments that give the 

soloists freedom to explore the expressive nature Ortiz requests. The harmonic language 

seems steady in terms of the sound, since the performers either do not play or play just 

sustain notes. 
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The second movement of Altar de Muertos corresponds to the second movement of 

Aroma foliado. By the time the music begins, the rhythm has been defined. In both cases, 

these sections are lightly rhythmic. Following the solos, Ortiz seems to like to shift texture 

and color by changing it drastically and writing very rhythmic music after a calm first 

section. Accents in these sections are very prominent, and the rhythmic groupings are very 

important in both scenarios (see Example 4 and 24). The music is perceived similarly in 

the middle of the second movement of Altar de Muertos (letter E) and in section 3 of 

Aroma foliado. Both pieces have a small return to solo ideas. The tempo decreases from 

previous sections, and in both scenarios the cello presents the solo melody. The cello is the 

instrument with the majority of the solo in these parts of both pieces, but the solo itself is 

shorter in Aroma foliado, probably since the piece is half of the length of Altar de Muertos. 

Many of the sections of Aroma foliado correspond to sections of the third 

movement of Altar de Muertos. However, the sections occur in a different order in the two 

pieces. This mixture starts with section 4 of Aroma foliado and movement III of Altar de 

Muertos. The third movement of Altar de Muertos is comparable to sections 4-8 of Aroma 

Foliado. Some tempo markings are in a different order (see Table 5). Both sections start 

with the indication of Magico e leggiero. Both sections are based in sixteenth-note 

rhythmic figures and are close in tempo markings, with  = 108 in Altar de Muertos and  

= 112 in Aroma foliado. This parallel rhythm suggests that the idea for a Magico e leggiero 

tempo is constant across Ortiz’s music, and that she is looking for a specific color that both 

pieces seem to carry. 

In both pieces there are also sections with similar tempo markings, like sempre 

ritmico and Latin feel. The order of their presentation differs, as mentioned above. Section 
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5 in Aroma foliado starts with sempre ritmico, and a similar idea is found almost at the end 

of the third movement in Letter M (m. 449). However, both sections are based on a 

continuous eighth-note rhythm. Also, as mentioned previously in Aroma foliado, the main 

tune of section 4 is also played in the second theme of section 5. These examples indicate 

that the central sections of Aroma foliado and Altar de Muertos are closely related.  

Lento e molto espressivo is next, found in section 6 in Aroma foliado, and is 

comparable to Letter K (m. 356) in Altar de Muertos. A solo line appears for the first 

violin in Altar de Muertos, changing the texture. A parallel texture change also occurs in 

Aroma foliado by Ortiz again placing the melody in one instrument while the other three 

play the accompaniment. Even though different instruments share the melodic line in 

Aroma foliado, one instrument still plays by itself, which creates a solo-line texture 

throughout the pieces. 

Following this, section 7 in Aroma foliado begins with the idea of a solo instrument 

but is based in different rhythmic motion until it arrives to a full involvement of the four 

instruments playing in a loud dynamic. In Altar de Muertos, mm. 449-76 follow the same 

expansive idea, culminating in both sections and arriving at a rest. This arrival at a grand 

pause occurs just once in each of these pieces, and both times that pause is in the second 

part (m. 212-16 in Aroma foliado).  

The Latin feel indication is almost at the end of the third movement of Altar de 

Muertos. Both Altar de Muertos and Aroma foliado use very fast tempo markings, and the 

use of the cello functioning as a Latin bass line is clearly perceptible. These Latin 

indications in classical contemporary string quartet music show Ortiz representing her 

culture through her musical style. A Latin feel indication is actually not a very common 
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indication in classical writing, and the fact that Ortiz presents that directive in both pieces 

suggests that it may have very deep meaning for the composer. 

The last movement of Altar de Muertos and last two section of Aroma foliado have 

very grandioso indications. Both use the words molto and ben, not just marcato or 

energico. Concluding with very strong expressive indications seems to be a part of Ortiz’s 

basic structure. The last section of Altar de Muertos starts with Prestissimo possible and 

the last indication of Aroma foliado is Energico con Tutta la forza. Both indicate an idea of 

a pattern of big bow strokes. All these indications ask for extreme power, speed, and 

rhythmic accentuation. In both parts, Ortiz not only stays with a straightforward 

prestissimo or energico, but she also uses an extra adjective to go for more. The indications 

give the end the perception of a grand finale that really stands out from previous sections.  

After these loud and intense passages, Ortiz adds a Coda to Aroma foliado, which 

is very similar to the one present in the third movement of Altar de Muertos. Both ideas are 

used for an ending that unifies the sections. Both pieces share the same indication for the 

first violin solo: “freely move between sul tasto-ord-pont.” The shared endings display a 

tone color correspondence that Ortiz seems to find effective for an ending, an ending that 

contains a variety of sounds caused by different motion of the bow to the different contact 

points in the instrument. That sound becomes soft and un-clear, helping the music 

disappear little by little while the sound also becomes less pure (see Example 46). 

 

 

 

 



37 

 

Conclusion: The Words of Gabriela Ortiz into Music 

Gabriela Ortiz is a composer who is establishing her signature sound. Many of her 

pieces have won prizes, and many other of her works are now performed by numerous 

artists around the globe. Important Mexican composers of the last century, like Carlos 

Chávez and Silvestre Revueltas, have written music for the string quartet, but Ortiz has 

developed new Mexican idioms within classical contemporary quartets. The analysis of the 

two pieces presented in this essay highlight some of the trademarks that could describe part 

of her writing style, at least in the string quartet repertoire. 

Ortiz’s style includes similar tempo markings, very rhythmic sections, and 

numerous meter changes. Many sections of her quartets are accompanied by specific, 

contrasting tempo markings. This includes Ortiz’s first string quartet from 1988, Cuarteto 

de arcos No. 1. The quartet contains tempo ideas such as Ben marcato, lento expresivo, 

and misterioso. Cuarteto de Arcos No. 1, Aroma foliado and Altar de Muertos all notably 

lack key signatures—a common technique in twenty-first century music—which unifies 

the three string quartets in her repertoire. The absence of a key signature allows Ortiz to 

create flexible harmonies and free textures. The implementation of a Latin section depicts 

Ortiz’s feelings for her nationality and her deep desire to include it in her music. These 

pieces seem to use the four instruments in two very contrasting ways, including the very 

rhythmic parts in which all the instruments play full, deep sounds, and the sections in 

which they concentrate on a solo part. Textures of medium density are not as common, but 

that difference also gives her music deeply contrasting and clear sections. Ortiz’s music 

contains textures with growing and evolving ideas, but always with a delicate balance that 

makes her music so fascinating. 
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The drastic change between these two colors holds the listener’s attention and helps 

the audience to anticipate how the music will travel to new places. Aroma foliado and 

Altar de Muertos are important as they showcase a very creative composer—a composer 

who presents inventive ideas and manages to create works that contain a signature sound, 

even while those works may have different inspirational concepts. Music based in color, 

rhythms, and sounds that reflect the classical modernism of Mexico’s contemporary music 

scene are now starting to become the characteristic sounds of Gabriela Ortiz 
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Appendix 

 MUSIC EXAMPLES 

 

EXAMPLE 1. Ortiz, Altar de Muertos, movt. I, pitch collection for chant melodies.9 

 

 

EXAMPLE 2. Ortiz, Altar de Muertos, movt. I, solo chant motives.10 

2 a)  

 

2 b)  

 

2 c)  

2 d)  

 

                                                           
9 Gabriela Ortiz, “Compositional Techniques in Acoustic and Electroacoustic 

Music” (PhD Diss., London City University, 1999), 168. 
10 Ortiz, “Compositional Techniques,” 170. 
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EXAMPLE 3. Ortiz, Altar de Muertos, movt. I, unison chant, m. 17.  

 

 

EXAMPLE 4. Ortiz, Altar de Muertos, movt. II accents and rhythmic groupings. Huesos 

de Fraile on accented notes.11  

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
11 Ortiz, “Compositional Techniques,” 174. 
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EXAMPLE 5. Ortiz, Altar de Muertos, movt. II, mm. 82-84.  

  

 

EXAMPLE 6. Ortiz, Altar de Muertos, movt. II, mm. 104-06. Eighth-note melody, m.106. 

 

 

EXAMPLE 7. Ortiz, Altar de Muertos, movt. II, first scale (used in mm. 140-50).12 

 

 

EXAMPLE 8. Ortiz, Altar de Muertos, movt. II, second scale (used in mm. 150-62).13 

  

 

EXAMPLE 9. Ortiz, Altar de Muertos, movt. II, pentatonic third scale (used in mm. 163-

80). 14 

 

 

                                                           
12 Ortiz, “Compositional Techniques,” 176. 
13 Ortiz, “Compositional Techniques,” 176. 
14 Ortiz, “Compositional Techniques,” 176. 
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EXAMPLE 10. Ortiz, Altar de Muertos, movt. II, mm 192 – 194. Rhythmic unison arrival, 

m.194. 

 

EXAMPLE 11. Ortiz, Altar de Muertos, movt. II climax. 

 

EXAMPLE 12. Ortiz, Altar de Muertos, movt. III, theme A. 
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EXAMPLE 13. Ortiz, Altar de Muertos, movt. III, theme B.15 

 

 

EXAMPLE 14. Ortiz, Altar de Muertos, movt. III, theme E, Magico e leggiero (tremolo 

versión). 

 

 

EXAMPLE 15. Ortiz, Altar de Muertos, movt. III, displaced accents, mm. 456-59.  

 

 

                                                           
15 Ortiz, “Compositional Techniques,” 180. 
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EXAMPLE 16. Ortiz, Altar de Muertos, movt. III, theme G, mm. 477-78 (Latin feel). 

 

 

EXAMPLE 17. Ortiz, Altar de Muertos, movt. IV, theme A. 

 

EXAMPLE 18. Ortiz, Altar de Muertos, movt. IV, Huichol melody in section B mm. 560-

561. 
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EXAMPLE 19. Ortiz, Altar de Muertos, movt. IV, section B’.Huichol melody mm. 708-

710.  

 

EXAMPLE 20. Ortiz, Altar de Muertos, movt. IV, section B’. Huichol melody, first 

violin, mm. 721-723. 

 

EXAMPLE 21. Ortiz, Aroma foliado, mm. 1-11, introduction and section 1 (Espressivo, 

religioso).  
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EXAMPLE 22. Mozart, String Quartet No. 21 in D Major, movt. I, mm. 1-7. 

 

 

EXAMPLE 23. Ortiz, Aroma foliado, section 1, mm. 15-16 

 

 

EXAMPLE 24. Ortiz, Aroma foliado, section 2 (Ben marcato e molto ritmico).  
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EXAMPLE 25. Ortiz, Aroma foliado, mm. 51-53.  

 

EXAMPLE 26. Ortiz, Aroma foliado, mm. 66-75. Transition of section 2 to section 3, 

Molto rallentando to Largo misterioso.  

 

EXAMPLE 27. Ortiz, Aroma foliado, section 4, Allegro magico e leggiero, mm. 84-90. 
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EXAMPLE 28. Ortiz, Aroma foliado, section 5, Sempre ritmico, mm. 115-20.  

 

 

EXAMPLE 29. Ortiz, Aroma foliado, section 5, tutti pizzicato with varied accents.  

 

 

EXAMPLE 30. Ortiz, Aroma foliado, section 5, second theme.  
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EXAMPLE 31. Ortiz, Aroma foliado, return of section 4 theme, mm. 175-76. 

 

EXAMPLE 32. Ortiz, Aroma foliado, section 6, m.185. 

 

EXAMPLE 33. Mozart, String Quartet No. 21, movt. 2, mm. 1- 9. 
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EXAMPLE 34. Ortiz, Aroma foliado, Mozart theme, first violin, mm. 188-90.  

 

EXAMPLE 35. Ortiz, Aroma foliado, section 7 (Piu mosso), m. 204. 

 

EXAMPLE 36. Ortiz, Aroma foliado, section 7, mm. 208-09, transition of cello to tremolo.  

 

EXAMPLE 37. Ortiz, Aroma foliado, section 7, mm. 212-13. 
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EXAMPLE 38. Mozart, String Quartet No. 21, movt. III, mm. 1-13. 

 

EXAMPLE 39. Ortiz, Aroma foliado, section 8 (Vivo [with latin feel]), mm. 217-20. 

 

EXAMPLE 40. Ortiz, Aroma foliado, section 8, mm. 236-43, cello El bajo motif. 
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EXAMPLE 41. Ortiz, Aroma foliado, section 9 (Ben marcato), mm. 257-67. 

 

 

EXAMPLE 42. Ortiz, Aroma foliado, mm. 293-296, transition from section 9 to section 10 

(Energico con tutta la forza).  
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EXAMPLE 43. Ortiz, Aroma Foliado, section 10, fff and Brutale segment. 

 

EXAMPLE 44. Ortiz, Aroma foliado, mm. 323-32. 

 

 

 

EXAMPLE 45. Mozart, String Quartet No. 21, movt. IV, mm. 1-10. 
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EXAMPLE 46. Ortiz, Aroma foliado, mm. 337. 
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