
THE MUSIC IN ME 

 

I fell in love with music once I understood that sounds have souls, and it is through 

them that one may speak of oneself. 

Gabriela Ortiz 

 

Part I 

I would like to start out by thanking the distinguished members of the Academy of the 

Arts for having invited me to form part of this Collegiate Corps as a numbered member, 

and for allowing me to use this occasion to speak about my personal history and my 

approach to music, as well as the compositional processes and creative experiences I 

have developed over these past 25 years.  

 

How is one's personal identity related to context and oeuvre? How to understand the 

correspondence between tradition, innovation, and creation? What connections exist 

between compositional technique or aesthetic, and individual expressive needs? Such 

questions emerge from a need to seek answers with the intention of solving the 

everyday problems that the practice of writing music poses, while at the same time 

exploring an inevitably personal path in which we see ourselves as artists with the 

objective of understanding where creative substance comes from and how it happens in 

our work. This text is an attempt to speak about my personal relationship with my 

surroundings, with everything that affects me and seeks a way to express itself 

musically. 

 



I was practically born into a family of musicians, despite the fact that my father studied 

architecture and my mother, psychoanalysis. Yet for various reasons, music was always 

present in our home.  

 

In 1966, my parents contributed to the foundation of the emblematic group Los 

Folkloristas; but their contact with music goes back to when they were children 

themselves. My mother studied piano for over ten years. I recall that she read music 

with great ease and that her favorite piece was Clair de Lune by Debussy. She always 

enjoyed singing and dancing. She learned to play the accordion and, for some reason I 

have yet to discover, she had a weakness for Portuguese fados.  

 

My father's case merits special mention. He inherited from his father and my 

grandfather, Alfonso Ortiz, a taste for concerto music. My grandfather studied medicine 

at the University of Georgetown in the early 20th century. That was where he was able 

to develop his two passions: baseball and music. On a trip to New York, he even had 

the opportunity to watch Gustav Mahler conduct. He collected 78 revolution records, 

some of them quite rare, especially for someone not in the music profession. For 

example, composers as uncommon as Anton Webern, Arnold Schöenberg or Henry 

Cowell were found in that music library.  

 

From a very young age, my father learned to play the guitar and developed a very 

special taste for the son of Jalisco. Unfortunately, he was unable to study music due to 

my grandparents' insistence that he study a career that would allow him to make a 

living; according to them, music would not provide that opportunity. When he went to 

Paris on a scholarship to study his masters at the Urbanism Institute of the Sorbonne, he 



worked on a ship as a mariachi, an experience that would be repeated later on in various 

clubs of the Parisian Latin neighborhood, helping him round out his rather slender 

student scholarship. That is where he met my mother. Once they returned to Mexico, 

married and with two children, he took singing lessons and decided to study classical 

guitar, composition, and learn musical theory in a more formal fashion. Among his 

maestros were such figures as Juan Helguera, María Antonieta Lozano, Alicia Urreta 

and Rodolfo Halffter. Nowadays, my fellow composers describe my father as a full-

time music lover, something proven by the fact that he nearly didn't make it to the 

hospital when I was born, because he was delayed while watching the broadcast of 

Bizet's Carmen at the Mexican City Bullfighting Plaza with "El Cordobés" as the 

matador, no less. 

 

I cannot recall the earliest anecdote connecting me to music. I was only a few months 

old when my parents took me to listen to the choir of the Faculty of Philosophy and 

Literature. It would seem, to everyone's surprise, that my reactions and moods were 

completely linked to the kind of music that was played during that concert. I confess 

that this same reaction continues to arise when I hear something that truly moves me, 

that mysterious element, the sensation that something miraculous but at the same time, 

irrational is taking place becomes a basic component of an experience that travels 

straight to my soul.  

 

At home, it was common to awaken to Beethoven or Mozart and end the day hearing 

the Folkloristas rehearse at some Bohemian gathering my parents had organized where 

everyone sang. In that sense, I was very fortunate because I had the opportunity to meet 

great figures of the new Latin American song, such as Víctor Jara, Daniel Viglietti, 



Mercedes Sosa, Atahualpa Yupanqui or the Chilean group Inti-Illimani. I was also 

influenced by "rock n' roll" uncles who participated in the student movement of 1968, as 

well as an absolutely rebellious brother who blasted The Rolling Stones, Led Zeppelin 

and all the heavy rock from that era in protest of the norm in our household.  

 

Naturally, I started to study acoustic guitar and charango at the "Peña", or club, of Los 

Folkloristas with Gerardo Tamex, a composer who was both a founding member of the 

group and a close friend of the family. I was around nine years old when my mother, 

seeing how music had captivated me, suggested I study piano and learn to read music. 

That is how I began to study under Graciela González, cofounder of the progressive 

school Manuel Bartolomé Cossío together with the Spanish pedagogue José de Tapia 

Bujalance, where I completed my elementary school education.  

 

I owe my initial approaches to concepts of humanistic significance such as democracy, 

justice, respect, or discipline to this educational project where children are happy, where 

they learn and develop in order to become free, but with a sense of responsibility. 

 

It was in this fruitful and creative environment that I had the opportunity to meet the 

composer Mario Stern. This encounter would change my way of approaching music 

forever. Stern, in a natural way, showed me the path to musical creativity through 

games and improvisation. During this stage I discovered that I could create melodies, 

rhythms, and harmonies; that I had the power to organize small ensembles that would 

play my musical ideas, in other words, that it was possible to determine how to organize 

sound through time. 

 



A few years later, I began to study piano and harmony under the tutelage of María 

Antonieta Lozano. Thanks to her and my elementary theoretical understanding, I was 

able to write my first scores for the piano. But even more importantly, she introduced 

me to the Microcosmos by Béla Bartók, a didactic and fundamental work for piano that 

showed me for the first time a new world of sound, a great window into music of the 

20th century. I was fifteen years old at the time, and that was the exact moment when I 

made the decision to study composition and leave the piano as an indispensable tool for 

musical tasks.  

 

Not long before I graduated from high school, at a gathering I met the composer ¡ 

Arturo Márquez, who would later become my friend. At the insistence of some of those 

present, I interpreted a work of mine for piano and commented that it was my intention 

to go to Paris and study music. He gave me a letter of recommendation for Jacques 

Castérède's class. I studied musical analysis with him for a year at the Paris 

Conservatory, meanwhile, I managed to find a place at the Normal School as well as a 

scholarship granted by the Instituto de Bellas Artes so that I could remain in France and 

study for my Bachelor's degree. However, this proved impossible due to family issues, 

and I had to return to Mexico.  

 

Fortunately for me, my father enrolled me at the Ollin Yolliztli school, where my 

professor of composition and musical analysis was Mario Lavista. A year after we first 

met, he invited me personally to form part of his composition workshop at the National 

Music Conservatory.  

 



I believe that it is vital to understand that there is no one way to compose music, simply 

put, diverse pathways coexist among which each of us has the right to find our own 

personal mode of expression. By this, I am referring to one of the more controversial 

aspects of teaching any artistic discipline, given that the role developed by knowledge 

stemming from subjective processes such as intuition and aesthetic or philosophical 

affinities will thereafter define the way in which an artist seeks to explore. Mario 

Lavista not only understood that aspect, he also knew how to share, stimulate, and even 

more importantly, channel the individual creativity of his students. He achieved this 

without neglecting the analysis of and apprenticeship to those composers who are 

fundamental pillars of music history. Doubtless, a great deal of my musical training is 

owed to him and his enormous generosity. 

 

On a parallel with my composition workshop studies with Mario Lavista, I studied my 

Bachelor's at the Faculty of Music of the National Autonomous University of Mexico, 

under the guidance of composer Federico Ibarra. His classes had the virtue of being 

very well structured: language and form were core parameters of his content. With 

Ibarra, the idea of tradition and technique in the service of a particular expressive need 

consisted of the importance of aiding the crystallization of the compositional skill of 

every creative artist.  

 

In 1990, thanks to a grant from the British Council, I traveled to London to complete 

my Master's and Doctoral studies. For the first time, I faced the rigor of the modernist 

tradition inherited from the Vienna School. For my professor Robert Saxton, it was 

indispensable to develop pre-compositional systems before embarking on any work. We 

spent several classes discussing possible processes of mathematical origin or of another 



ilk before reviewing or hearing a single note from a score. It was rather desolate, given 

that while all of that proved interesting theoretically, in the majority of cases it was not 

related to a satisfactory sonorous response. Is it possible to compose without having 

total auditory control over the material?  

 

The second half of the 20th century, especially in Europe, marked a stage of avant-

garde where the status quo meant breaking away from tradition at all costs, to the 

extreme of intending that each work ought to represent an unprecedented sonorous 

experience. Due to my Latin American baggage, I never fit in among these aesthetic 

trends; on the contrary, my music ran the risk of not being taken seriously to such a 

degree that once, my professor told me to leave rhythm and pulse on the outer margins 

of my work. My response was forceful: "If I do that, it would be like amputating an 

arm; rhythm is part of who I am."  

 

This dichotomy between tradition and innovation became increasingly rooted during my 

stay in London and, for a long time, I was embroiled in that conflict. It was not until I 

completed my Ph.D. that I finally understood that my experience did not stem from a 

"pure" musical tradition. While I possessed a solid Western European academic 

education, my sonorous/musical world surpassed that dominant reference. Currently, 

these myriad traditions and aesthetic postures define the 21st century. We see how 

musical praxis enables every composer to invent their own tradition and allows them to 

reorganize legacy musical experiences that come together as a result. Today, it has 

become clear that one cannot speak of a single dominant compositional trend.  

 



I completed my doctorate at City University, where for the first time I had access to a 

computer. My approach to music and its relationship with technology arrived thanks to 

the composer Javier Álvarez. He invited me to participate in a project in which I was to 

compose a work for steel drum and electroacoustic sounds. The challenge implied, on 

the one hand, learning to write for an instrument that was totally unknown and very 

little used in the context of concert music, and on the other, learning to use the 

emblematic tools of musical technology. The result was "Magna Sin", which premiered 

in 1992 at the Purcell Room in the South Bank Centre of London. 

 

One of the most interesting characteristics of my experience with electroacoustic music 

refers to the way in which one may propose diverse meanings and metaphorical 

contents, parting from the acoustic origin of sounds deliberately chosen for us to work 

with. It is thus that meanings we propose take on a highly personal aesthetic value. On 

the other hand, in my hybrid works, that is to say, works for live instrument and 

electroacoustic sounds, the idea of handling the technological side as an extension of the 

instrument has been a fundamental constant. In this case, I have parted from the idea of 

recording sounds with a determined instrument in order to later process them and 

manipulate them electronically, extending thus their acoustic possibilities. In my view, 

technology grants us infinite sonorous possibilities and musical resources that in many 

cases, it would not be humanly possible to reproduce. 

 

  



Part II 

 

We may view art, artistic creation, as a soup that boils endlessly in a pot. The taste of 

the soup depends on the ingredients we have added to it; the broth that boils over the 

fire is the artist's potential, and what we put inside are experiences. 

Gyorgy Ligeti 

 

How can we understand the relationship between the creative subconscious and our own 

life experiences? According to the composer Alejandro Cardona: “The way we feel, see, 

and interpret music history, either as tradition, psychological burden or aesthetic, as 

technical or ideological reference, will always be tinged by the way we experience the 

reality in which we live." In summary, hence, an artist's subconscious cannot work in 

isolation from their vital surroundings. Musical inspiration is produced as the result of a 

life experience that stimulates creativity and imagination in the subconscious of the 

creator. These experiences may be collective or personal, and they encompass content 

that may range from the everyday to the more profound. 

 

While I was in England, the North American Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA) was 

signed in Mexico. When I returned there in 1955, I found that certain sites in our capital 

tended to resemble a suburb in a U.S. border city. The relentless proliferation of 

McDonald’s, Burger Kings, Office Depots, and new shopping malls diluted the concept 

of a border between both countries. This was even more strongly reaffirmed when I 

traveled to Los Angeles and was able, just to name one example, to attest to the impact 

of Mexican cuisine on the gastronomy there. Walking through certain areas of East L.A. 

was like exploring a street in downtown Mexico City. Paradoxically, this intersection of 



sensations led me to feel that Los Angeles had become even more Mexican than Mexico 

City. 

 

This is how, due to personal decisions of a conceptual, political, or experiential variety, 

the phenomenon of multiculturality caused by globalization, technological 

development, and mass migrations have had a very strong impact on my creative work. 

Therein have derived a series of reflections that have helped me seek out my own 

musical expression. Pico-Bite-Beat (2019), my most recent work for string quartet, 

percussion, and electroacoustic sound commissioned by the Los Angeles Philharmonic 

and its artistic director, Gustavo Dudamel, explores the idea of working with sound 

metaphors by means of cuisine and music. In the work I part from the development and 

impact of Mexican food in a foreign context in order to explore the sonorous 

symbolisms that broke away from these conventional acoustic confines. Parting from 

this gastronomical reconfiguration, I tried to give rise to a new way to understand the 

world, far more intermingled and musically globalized. 

 

Creative liberty is the artist's unique right; through it, any point of departure can be 

transformed into materials with the potential to evolve into a new work. The sole 

limitation is the selfsame imagination of whoever is behind it and decides how to frame 

their idea, and what strategies of praxis are developed to achieve this. Insofar as one 

discovers with clarity what one wants to say, life itself becomes a source of inspiration, 

one that grants us the potential to stimulate creativity. 

 

On the other hand, much has been said about what inspiration is and how it works, 

about how this miraculous and irrational element occurs and becomes a basic 



component of the creative experience. However, for the majority, this experience is so 

enigmatic that one cannot even be certain of succeeding in describing it suitably. 

Among composers there is, nonetheless, a consensus that explains how subconscious 

inspiration or instinct becomes a necessary element of the creative process and an 

infallible guide to decision-making while composing. To me, the inspiration and 

passion are the fuel that nourish our imagination and produce ideas, whereas curiosity is 

the vehicle that lends shape and content to our work. 

 

When they ask me where musical inspiration comes from, the most accurate answer I 

have is found in life itself and the intensity with which it is lived. In other words, one 

cannot produce something interesting unless one has taken an interest in something. In 

my experience, a determining factor has been to know how to recognize myself in the 

voice of the other, that is to say, how to discover with precision something that 

identifies me with the work in order to be able to build from there a language of my 

own. In this sense, Stravinsky is a clear example of the composer who employs, in a 

deliberate and conscious fashion, endless kinds of music for his own purposes. 

“Whatever interests me, whatever I love, I wish to make it my own. (I am probably 

describing a rare form of kleptomania)."  

 

While it is important to have a good idea and to clearly understand its origin, the most 

arduous task of the composer is to know how to transfer it onto the score, and that path 

requires reflection, constancy, and discipline. Technique is a fundamental tool for every 

composer, one that acts to develop a formally coherent and unified music, however, its 

dominion ought to be allied to human qualities such as emotion, curiosity, or 

restlessness. The exacerbated preeminence of reason inherited from the European 



modernism of the 20th century neglected content and preferred to lend all of its weight 

to form. Theoretical processes turned out to be more important than the sonorous result. 

Imagine if you will a dinner guest who is more dazzled by the recipe for a dish than its 

flavor. 

 

I have often wondered whether I could return to childhood, where exploration and 

creative spontaneity unfold naturally, without prejudice, with total ease and freedom. 

Picasso said that "every child is an artist; the problem is how to continue to be one once 

you have grown." I frequently find that current access to information is so abundant that 

I feel as if I had lost that sense of freedom, that is, where my search must delve toward 

my inner self. In other words, there is no need to go out in search of authenticity. It is 

already there, all you need to do is find it. 

 

What music would I write now if I were able to avoid that endless fountain of 

information and historic tradition? It is impossible to ignore our place of origin, not to 

know who we are or where we came from. While we are all citizens of the world, the 

rootedness of our cultural identity grants us the possibility to prevent this 

cosmopolitanism from becoming something sterile. According to Carlos Chávez, "A 

composer transforms in musical terms everything they absorb from the exterior and 

everything they are from birth; they describe their present moment in music in such a 

way that, in reality, all music is autobiographical." 

  



Part III 

 

I have always believed that when a composer talks of his own problems, he is also 

referring to the problems of humankind. 

Arnold Schoenberg 

 

I have always been in favor of opportunities to pool resources, to build bridges between 

diverse forms of artistic expression. I have collaborated with my brother Rubén Ortiz 

Torres, a visual artist and professor at the University of San Diego, on projects that 

range from videos, documentaries, a mechanical ballet for a machine with hydraulic 

mechanisms that dances to prerecorded sounds and sounds processed from 

lawnmowers, to a border opera based on yellow journalism published in El Alarma. 

 

I have written music for dance and theater, and I have been fortunate enough to 

collaborate with poets, playwrights, and historians. I wrote music for the filmmaker 

Juan Carlos de Llaca's feature-length film Dust to Dust. I have composed three operas 

and in all of them, interdisciplinary collaboration has been a vital experience. It is 

worthwhile to point out that said operas are framed by political contexts of great 

complexity for Mexico, such as the drug war in Only the Truth, illegal migration 

between Mexico and the United States in Ana and her Shadow, and the violation of 

university autonomy during the student movement of 1968 in Firefly. 

 

I believe the musician-composer relationship is fundamental. The performer is the one 

who brings our music to life, and the listener is the one found at the end of that road. 

For example, in Altar to the Wind for flute and orchestra, dedicated to Alejandro Escuer, 



Candle Concerto for percussion and orchestra, dedicated to Ricardo Gallardo and 

Voltage Concerto for timpani and orchestra, dedicated to Gabriela Jiménez, all of them 

exceptional performers who imprinted their technical contributions onto the musical 

material and were a source of inspiration and apprenticeship to me.  

 

How can I not mention the chamber groups in Mexico who have dedicated a great deal 

of their labor to collaborating with composers to premiere new works, such as the El 

Cuarteto Latinoamericano, Ónix Ensamble or Cuarteto de Percusiones Tambuco! How 

can I not thank those conductors and soloists who gamble on the performance and 

creation of new repertoire! Mexican music is experiencing a historic renaissance: 

composers, specialized musicians and many projects comprise an unprecedented artistic 

movement. Hence it is crucial that our institutions comprehend that the fundamentals of 

musical creation, such as the publication of works, their recording and outreach, can no 

longer remain at the margins of national cultural policies.  

 

I never imagined that my musical work would encompass such diverse materials and 

sources of inspiration: from dance salons in Mexico City to architectural spaces, from 

novels like The Lost Steps by Alejo Carpentier to paintings by Pieter Brueghel, or 

installations by contemporary artists such as Suzanne Bocanegra, national celebrations 

like the Day of the Dead, voyages to the Papaloapan river with the celebrity Salvador 

"El Negro" Ojeda, songs based on Maya cosmogony, and purely musical processes of 

exploration have formed part of this fascinating sonorous journey. I believe that music 

ought to take risks, speak to its era, and not only preserve the past. I firmly believe in 

those masterful pieces that are yet to be written, and it is our responsibility to give them 

every opportunity to be heard.  



 

I would like to end by explaining why making music has become as strong an impulse 

as loving, working, or having children. It has surpassed and always will surpass any 

vicissitude. When I was a teenager, my mother decided that I was bound by a kind of 

"invisible loyalty" to my father, that is to say, that by studying music I was trying to 

fulfill his wish of not having been able to pursue a career as a composer or musician. In 

order to resolve this doubt, she sent me to a psychologist friend to take a special 

vocational orientation exam at one of Mexico's public health centers. The exam began 

with an interview that can't have lasted more than five minutes. After a few questions, 

the psychologist asked me to call my mother on the telephone. During their 

conversation, her exact words were, "María Elena, it's crystal clear. Don't be an idiot: 

your daughter is going to dedicate her life to music." I suppose that upon hearing this, 

my mother finally understood that music had chosen me, and not the other way around.  

 

Gabriela Ortiz  

Mexico City January 2019.  

 


