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   Acclaimed as one of the most important composers of his generation from 

the Americas, Alberto Ginastera was remarkably adept at blending 
indigenous music of his culture with distinctly European elements. He 

regarded his composing career, spanning nearly half a century, as having 
three distinct phases. The first, from 1937 to 1948, he called “Objective 

Nationalism,” in which he often quoted Argentine folk music.  As time 

progressed during his second phase, “Subjective Nationalism,” his direct 
connections to folk idioms were gradually diminishing, until during the third 

phase, “Neo-expressionism,” from about 1957 to 1983, he had come to 
more fully embrace contemporary influences, including his adoption of 

twelve-tone techniques that appear in some of his later scores. 

   In 1937, while still a student at the National Conservatory in Buenos Aires, 
Ginastera composed a ballet, Panambi, which greatly impressed Lincoln 

Kirstein, director of the American Ballet Caravan. In 1941, Kirstein 
commissioned Ginastera to compose a ballet for his company to perform on 

a planned tour of South America the following year. But by the time 
Ginastera finished the ballet, called Estancia, in 1942, Kirstein’s company 

had disbanded. The full ballet would not be staged until 1952. Lest the music 
be forgotten, Ginastera extracted a vivacious orchestral suite from the score 

and originally introduced it in Buenos Aires at the prestigious Teatro 
Coloacuten in 1943. Today, the suite continues to have a popular life all its 

own. 

   Ginastera’s original one-act ballet included spoken and sung elements, and 
was a depiction of one day’s busy life on an estancia, a sprawling cattle 

ranch on the pampas - the grassy plains of Argentina. The story is of a city 
man set on winning the attentions of a ranch girl who considers him less 

masculine than her father’s cowboys, the gauchos. 

   The music of the four-movement Estancia suite is replete with 
paraphrased Argentinian folk tunes, imbued with high rhythmic energy and 

quick successions of meter shifts. Many of the textures and chords suggest 
the open tunings of gaucho guitar playing, with multiple harmonies and 

tonalities occurring simultaneously.  



   The first dance, “Los trabadores agricolas (The land workers)” uses a large 

array of percussion and fierce triple rhythms to give the impression of 
machismo and the rough character of everyday working. The intimate 

second movement, “Danza del trigo (Wheat dance),” pulsing with winds and 
pizzicato strings, is a quietly lyrical and orchestrally sensuous impression of 

natural beauty. Emphatic and overlapping asymmetrical rhythms return in 
the third dance, “Los peones de hacienda (The cattle men).” Unison French 

horns introduce the main theme. Approaching the end of the movement, the 
timpani soloing is a persistent counterpoint to the low brass instruments 

playing bits of the main theme, but this driving, seemingly competitive 
conversation quickly unifies into a triumphant statement of the entire theme. 

    The suite concludes with “Danza final – Malambo (Final dance- 

Malambo).” A malambo is a fast, competitive Argentinian folk dance. 
Ginastera ingeniously employed it to depict the city man engaging the 

gauchos in an intense one-upmanship contest to win the heart of the ranch 
girl. Throughout this dance there are constant aural punctuations that 

suggest animal life on the pampas, such as thumb rolls on a tambourine that 
might be the drone of cicadas, flute and piccolo twitterings to conjure birds, 

and even flurries of brass that have the uncanny if not unlikely sound of 
elephant peals. Over it all is the relentless repetition of the melodic theme. 

It unfolds at a furious tempo in an episodic procession of variations led by 

exuberant, frenzied trumpets, driving the entire orchestra to the explosive, 
breathtaking end. 
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