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INTRODUCTION

Elite Art Worlds

In 2011, I attended the fiftieth-anniversary celebration of the creation of the Centro Latinoamericano de Altos Estudios Musicales (CLAEM; Latin American Center for Advanced Musical Studies) in Buenos Aires, Argentina. The event was by all accounts an absolute success. Seeing composers reunite with their cohorts to celebrate the anniversary of a crucial moment in their professional formation was an unforgettable experience. These composers, representing multiple Latin American countries, had exchanged letters, then emails, for the last four or five decades. They had programmed, studied, and taught one another’s music and had maintained professional and personal ties throughout their lives. As an outsider, a historian watching the people I write about share stories in 1960s Buenos Aires about their musical and non-musical adventures, with an overall sense of camaraderie, I was strongly affected. At the time I had been studying the history of CLAEM for about six years, and had maintained personal communications with most of them. But I had failed to realize the strength of the social ties that had been created among these composers. It was then perhaps when I fully understood that the legacy of CLAEM was not simply having educated and perfected the techniques of over fifty of the most important Latin American composers of the second half of the twentieth century. More than that, CLAEM had brought them together to a place where they could share ideas, get to know one another, and create a special bonding that led to the most significant generation of composers from the region.

The event was based on a relatively harmless lie. CLAEM had started its activities only in May 1962, but the organizers had seen the opportunity to get the funding necessary for the event, and with the uncertainty of political changes and clientelistic networks that often are attached to such monies, they decided to go ahead and ignore the slight historical discrepancy. “Also,” said Eduardo Kusnir, one of the composers organizing the event, “we are only getting older.”1 This was sadly premonitory. Between that moment, and the day I write this introduction, many of my key interlocutors in creating a broad scope view on CLAEM have passed away. It is in their memory, and in honor of those who are still with us, that I write this book.

CLAEM was created in 1962 with funding from the Rockefeller Foundation and the Torcuato Di Tella Institute as a graduate center for studies in Western art-music composition. During the next decade, CLAEM offered two-year fellowships to a total of fifty-four young Latin American composers for intensive study with local, North American, and European teachers, such as Olivier Messiaen, Aaron Copland, Iannis Xenakis, Gerardo Gandini, Luigi Dallapiccola, Riccardo Malipiero, Francisco Kröpfl, Vladimir Ussachevsky, and Luigi Nono. The extended length of the fellowships allowed students to deeply engage with contemporary compositional techniques and works and to create lifelong networks of colleagues at a regional level not seen before among Latin American composers.2 By the time of its closing in 1971, CLAEM had become an epicenter for the embrace, articulation, and resignification of avant-garde musical practices in Latin America and had launched the careers of a large group of composers who would simply be known as “la generación del CLAEM” (the CLAEM generation).

This book combines oral histories, ethnographic research, and archival sources to reveal CLAEM as a meeting point of US and Argentine philanthropy, local experiences in transnational currents of artistic experimentation and innovation, and regional discourses of musical Latin Americanism. The significance of this monograph goes beyond situating the crucial yet undocumented role of CLAEM in the history of Latin America’s art music.3 The presence of internationally recognized composers at CLAEM contributes to the destabilization of narratives of art music that place Latin America on the peripheries of that tradition. The regional scope of CLAEM brings to the foreground a large number of composers from a multitude of countries, thus continuing the expansion of US scholarship on twentieth-century Central and South American art music.4 Steering away from master narratives and composer-centric historiography, it is the center—not Alberto Ginastera, CLAEM’s director, as a composer—that becomes the articulatory node of this narrative.5 Three themes frame this study and aim to establish a conversation with broader topics in the humanities and social sciences: philanthropy as manifested from the United States and Argentina, the embrace of avant-garde and experimental practices, and the emergence of a discourse of musical Latin Americanism.

Philanthropy as Cultural Diplomacy

In this book, CLAEM becomes a case for studying philanthropy as cultural diplomacy, illuminating the relationships between elite groups in Argentina and the United States, larger issues in foreign policy, specific overlaps of public and private interests, and beliefs about what can be accomplished by funding the arts.6 United States cultural diplomacy, understood as “the exchange of ideas, information, art, and other aspects of culture among nations and their peoples in order to foster mutual understanding,”7 is most often thought of as being generated from governmental actors, including formal diplomats, the Department of State, or governmental agencies such as the United States Information Agency (USIA) or the Office of Inter-American Affairs (OIAA).8 Richard Arndt argues that if “cultural relations grow naturally and organically, without government intervention,” then “cultural diplomacy can only be said to take place when formal diplomats, serving national governments, try to shape and channel this natural flow to advance national interests.”9 CLAEM’s case contradicts Arndt’s conclusions by bringing to the foreground the work of nongovernmental diplomacy and the messy complexity of the public-private divide as experienced by individuals participating in philanthropy as it actually exists. The commitment to this project was intimately tied to Cold War political ideas, and this association blurred the lines among philanthropy, cultural diplomacy, foreign policy, and private interests. For better understanding of this complexity, this book builds upon and dialogues with the last two decades of scholarship on public diplomacy by exploring instances in which music articulates foreign relations and expands the diplomatic realm, in this case by looking outside of government and into the private sector.10

By focusing on Latin America, this work complements and adds to the study of narratives about music diplomacy, Pan Americanism, and Inter-American relations. So far, most of these narratives have centered on what Justin Hart calls a first phase of US public diplomacy (1936–1953), in which Latin America often served as an early laboratory to test practices that the United States would later use worldwide.11 In what could be described as a second phase, CLAEM’s case foregrounds the directions that cultural diplomacy—hand in hand with philanthropy—took during the late 1950s and 1960s. This diplomatic moment was no longer framed by the US Good Neighbor policy, but by the establishment and demise of the Alliance for Progress, the implementation of economic theories of what became known as “developmentalism,” and a renewed attention to Latin America as a player in the Cold War.12

When we look at philanthropy as a mediated implementation of foreign policy by a sector between the public and private spheres, the success of the Cuban Revolution was, with little argument, an ultimate if not proximate reason behind the Rockefeller Foundation’s interest in financing projects such as CLAEM. Ideologically, both government officials and the officers and trustees of the foundation shared an adherence to modernization theory and developmentalism. Philanthropic and governmental organizations alike saw modernization as a democratic mechanism to promote advancement throughout the Third World and as an antidote to the spread of socialist or communist revolutions.

A different facet of philanthropy is illuminated by the role of Argentine elites in the creation of CLAEM. My work with the wealthy Di Tella family, which has a history not unlike that of the Rockefellers, reveals the complex motivations that lie behind the Di Tellas’ significant philanthropic efforts to support avant-garde music. Pragmatic exchanges of economic and cultural capital, deep beliefs in the importance of art as part of human expression, and the resonance they found between innovative art and modernizing discourses all played a part during CLAEM’s existence. In parallel with Andrea Giunta’s examination of visual and plastic arts at the Di Tella Institute, my work with the music center demonstrates that the Di Tellas’ support for an emerging art world was not circumstantially focused on the avant-garde. Instead, it was a strategic move that legitimated them as a new elite and also marked a distinction in taste between them and older, more conservative groups.13

Avant-garde(s)

Studying CLAEM sheds light upon the ways in which diverse international models of musical avant-gardism were followed, consumed, and rearticulated and then became embodied, resignified, and institutionalized in Latin America during the 1960s. Elsewhere I have argued for a decentered understanding of the concepts of avant-gardism and experimentalism, one that focuses on the discursive and performative use of the terms among Latin American artists and musicians.14 While art music is a deeply transnational tradition, I build upon the turn in the early twenty-first century in experimental music studies to look at avant-garde and experimentalism not as categories, but as something that comes into being through contested, conflicted, and highly localized practices of music making.15 My interest, therefore, has been not to find divergences to prescriptive ontologies, but to observe how members of this musical community understood these terms and used them in association with actual practices. At least on the surface, and beyond their contested and relatively flexible use at CLAEM, the terms avant-garde (vanguardia) and experimental (experimental) were used as nested categories in which a compositor/a de vanguardia (avant-garde composer) might or might not engage with experimental practices, but anybody interested in experimentation did so from a perceived avant-garde position.16

At a first glance, the multiple aspects of the way that CLAEM composers embraced avant-garde practices resonate with the usual descriptions of musical avant-gardes elsewhere: emphasizing innovation and renovation, broadening aesthetic possibilities, critiquing and negating preceding musical trends, and questioning basic social and performance practices within this particular art world. However, in other respects, the emergence of this Latin American avant-garde seems to challenge some of the common theories about avant-gardism. Peter Bürger’s oft-cited work argues that the two crucial aspects of the historical avant-garde—mostly associated with European Dadaists and Surrealists—were to retake the social impact that the high intensification of artistic autonomy had removed from aesthetic experience and to dismantle what Huyssen described as “the institutional frameworks in which art was produced, distributed, and received.”17 However, by the time CLAEM composers were embracing a musical avant-garde, they were providing new articulations to its objectives from postwar perspectives, which Bürger, Huyssen, Foster, and other art scholars have called the neo-avant-garde of the 1950s and 1960s.18 These perspectives share a deep-rooted belief in the notion of art for art’s sake and thus generate a crucial question that contradicts Bürger’s basic model: How could artistic creation have had a social impact within a modernist discourse that insisted on the autonomy of art? The solutions that CLAEM participants proposed in their attempts to integrate life praxis and avant-garde artistic creation reveal the ways in which Latin American composers attempt to overcome this dichotomy between life and art. Social change was not expected to happen through compositions. This incongruity, however, did not stop many composers from engaging in other activities in which they attempted to politicize their music through written discourse and organized activities and to make it engage social life as in more conventional instances of the avant-garde. The performative aspect of the texts, concerts, or lessons that these composers gave is particularly important because of its capacity to produce powerful associations with their musical compositions. The works of these avant-garde composers became both effective and affective in their societies through association with other facets of their identity—composers as writers, as critics, or as cultural organizers. Thus, an individual’s writing, organizing concerts, and giving public talks are primary modes of social interaction that become so closely associated with the autonomous work of art as to appear inseparable from that work. Finally, the type of institutional support used to create CLAEM and all other art centers at the Di Tella Institute to “internationalize” local practices suggests exactly the opposite of Bürger’s second conclusion about earlier avant-gardes: that is, they aim to dismantle the framing and conditions that largely determine the art world in the first place. CLAEM is perhaps the clearest Latin American example of an institutionalized musical avant-garde, not only because it took place within the confines of institutional forces, but also because it created a specific artistic elite that participated in a transnational art world with increased—albeit still limited—prestige.19

Latin Americanism

Composers attending CLAEM underwent a deeply formative social experience that shaped their sense of belonging to a generational and professional cohort and molded their relationship to a musical Latin Americanism. The third and final theme framing this book presents musical Latin Americanism as a discursive formation. I take this frame following musicologist Melanie Plesch’s proposal that Latin Americanism acts as a kind of counterpart to Edward Said’s Orientalism, one that includes not only so-called Western representations of Latin America but also Latin American discourses of the Self.20 Understood as a postcolonial experience—following the work of Mignolo, Santí, and Mendieta—the story of CLAEM illuminates how composers in the 1960s participated through music in the (re)creation of the “idea of Latin America.” In this case, the music was developed in Latin America to explain the situation in Latin America to Latin Americans and the rest of the world.21 The way multiple discourses of Pan Americanism shaped the reception and representational strategies of Latin American music in the United States during the first half of the twentieth century and the gradual shift of these strategies from a focus on Pan Americanism to one of Latin Americanism within cultural institutions and their musical projects have been examined thoroughly.22 What CLAEM provides are the particulars of individual Latin American composers and the ways they engaged in a dialogue between subjective understandings of cosmopolitanism and ways of local belonging.

In alignment with its own denomination as a Latin Americanist center, fellowships at CLAEM were designed to systematically include diverse cohorts of students from Central and South America. CLAEM’s director, Alberto Ginastera, has frequently been pointed out as a prime participant of musical Pan Americanist discourses during the 1950s and 1960s. The younger generation of composers who went to Buenos Aires to study at CLAEM propelled a significant shift when they advantageously adopted a regional identification as “Latin American avant-garde composers” in an art world that was largely European- and US-centric.23 The discourse of musical Latin Americanism that emerged among these composers shared ideas with earlier proponents of hemispheric solidarity, such as Gilbert Chase, the International Composers Guild, the Pan American Association of Composers, and Ginastera’s personal Pan American aspirations. However, the rise of the United States as a superpower, the disillusionment with its foreign policy, and the reconfiguration of the classical-music art world, which now more comfortably included US composers in its canon, led to a renewed, critical, and much more strategic regional identification, solidified by the social networks nurtured at CLAEM. The emergence of a shared discourse of Latin Americanism among composers had the elements of a professional strategy and of specific musical stylistic features, and both aspects had short- and long-term consequences for the contemporary music scene in the region.

Elite Art Worlds

As the title of this book indicates, the concepts of “Elite” and of “Art Worlds” are central to the way I have decided to frame the study of CLAEM. In calling this an “Art World,” I am referring to the work of Howard Becker, in what is still the most comprehensive sociological analysis of art as a product resulting from collective action. Becker proposes that we look at “art works” as the result of complex interactions among artists, critics, performers, audiences, dealers, consumers, patrons, governments, and many other actors. In a purposefully tautological manner, Becker defines an art world as a “network of people whose cooperative activity, organized via their joint knowledge of conventional means of doing things, produces the kind of art works that art world is noted for.”24 In light of the more recent interest in actor-network theory as a methodological approach to study music histories and the many entanglements that generate them, I extend Becker’s thin understanding of networks as comprising relations among people to include unintentional agencies that cause a difference in our particular art world, including aesthetic objects, technologies, money, facilities, and ideas.25 I am interested in acknowledging that CLAEM was shaped equally by people, by grants and fellowships that opened professional opportunities and had been forged under ideologies on foreign politics, by scores that were bought and incorporated into its library and the lessons they might have conveyed to those who checked them out, by books that arrived in Buenos Aires through informal couriers and that broadened the ideas of young composers, and by recording equipment that when used—or misused—led to particular soundscapes.26 In this case, granting agency to nonhuman actors is to simply acknowledge all that is actually causing a difference in this particular setting, without giving priority to their human or nonhuman status.

However, asserting that CLAEM’s art world was “elite” does not simply mean equating it to practices of higher socioeconomic classes. In this case, there is some truth to this association, particularly when we think about the status of the Rockefeller and Di Tella families. Nevertheless, oversimplifying the relationship between the Western classical music tradition and socioeconomic elites is erroneous. Following Wong, I conceive the Western art-music tradition as “actually many traditions, threaded together from many times and places, though its constructed nature is rarely acknowledged.”27 In this tradition, any oversimplification of the intricacies of this art world’s relation to economic wealth misses the overall complexity of the weaving that forms it. In particular, careers in composition and performance of the Western European art-music tradition in Latin America during the late twentieth century were as common or even more so among the middle socioeconomic classes as they were among the upper classes. A minority of the composers working at CLAEM would have been identified as part of the upper socioeconomic class, and even today, those who have successful careers have experienced limited social mobility. In addition, while the musical tastes of Argentina’s traditional oligarchy included nineteenth-century operatic and symphonic repertoires, both of these—particularly opera—were also followed and appreciated with fervor by members of the lower classes and underprivileged immigrant communities.28 Avant-garde and experimental practices were perhaps the least appealing parts of this multifaceted tradition for the usual concertgoers in Buenos Aires. This lack of appeal is precisely what makes it significant that a new emerging economic elite group like the Di Tella family decided to actively support it. Nevertheless, to understand the whole art world as elite, we need to include multiple groups that can be conceived as elites with access to different types of privilege: economic, political, intellectual, and artistic.

The fragmented understanding of the concept of “elite” that I propose in this book emerges from a dialogue between functionalist elite theory and sociological studies in the production and reproduction of elite status.29 Functionalist elite theory challenges the existence of a single unified elite that opposes the relatively homogeneous masses and instead suggests that large societies with an increased internal division of labor develop a series of multiple parallel elites in different fields. The holders of the top positions in these sectors have a decisive influence among their peers, be it in business, music, sports, religion, fashion, academia, or other sectors. Only some of them—those in the upper echelons of politics, business, media, and, to a lesser degree, intellectuals or labor unions, for example—can have an impact on broader society as a whole beyond their specific fields.30 Elite status in each of these fields both grants and allows exchanges of what Pierre Bourdieu has called different kinds of capital: social capital (group membership and networks), cultural capital (education, forms of knowledge, and skills), economic capital (assets and possessions), and symbolic capital (prestige and recognition).31 Exchanges of different types of capital can be used strategically to better one’s position in society, to provide social mobility, or to legitimize one’s current position. This understanding of elite status differs from social class, since elites are cohorts that control certain types of capital or functions of ruling or have merit in specific fields of action, while the notion of social class is rooted in, and exists in relation to, the degree of control over the means of production. Thus, the concept of elite does not necessarily map as a nested group within the upper class, since there might be elites—and this is mostly the case with composers, artists, and musicians—that belong to the middle or working class (as far as this concept refers to economic capital).

The access that CLAEM gave to material resources, technological advances, specialized education, and prestige and international recognition promoted the formation of these types of field-specific elites within avant-garde art music, access that simultaneously promoted an institutionalization that marginalized groups within the same art world that had no access to CLAEM, such as the Movimiento Música Más.32 However, CLAEM and the Di Tella Institute, in general, also contributed to the consolidation, legitimation, and ideological expansion of business and political elites, as witnessed from the example of the transformation of the Di Tella family from an industrial powerhouse to cultural tastemakers and active members of the political scene. Thus, a study on CLAEM as a central institution within the Latin American elite art world of music making allows foregrounding the complex relations among patronage, works, wealth, artists, knowledge, and taste.33

Chapter Organization

Elite Art Worlds is organized into an introduction, seven chapters, and a conclusion. Chapter 1, “Centro Latinoamericano de Altos Estudios Musicale: 1962–1971,” locates CLAEM within the Di Tella Institute and its other art centers, and provides an overview of the fellows, professors, facilities, and activities that constituted CLAEM during its ten years of existence. The chapter offers a general chronology that places in context some of the larger changes that occurred during this period. Chapter 2, “John Harrison, Alberto Ginastera, and the Creation of CLAEM,” explores the creation of CLAEM through a series of vignettes that use the interactions between a Rockefeller Foundation officer and the famous composer to show how institutional forces, usually imagined on a seemingly abstract level, actually come into play on the ground through the interactions of specific people. Chapter 3, “The Rockefeller Foundation and Latin American Music in the 1950s and 1960s,” draws in part from an earlier article published in American Music and is focused on the dynamics and overlaps among the history of CLAEM and US philanthropy, cultural diplomacy, and foreign policy. This chapter zooms out from the perspective provided in the previous chapter and examines from an institutional level the particular interests that are found in the Rockefeller Foundation’s desire to contribute to CLAEM. Chapter 4, “The Di Tella Family, Art Philanthropy, and the Legitimation of Elite Status,” explores why the Di Tella family, a new elite in Argentina, decided to support the creation of CLAEM and the ways in which avant-garde music was relevant and significant in the process of consolidating the family’s position in Buenos Aires. Chapter 5, “Embodied Avant-Garde(s): A Way of Being in the World,” uses CLAEM as a window into how musical avant-gardism was understood and experienced. The chapter illuminates a broad spectrum of reactions and involvements with the avant-garde, ranging from lifelong embrace to deep disillusionment, as well as diverse understandings of the trends that could be perceived as manifestations of avant-garde desires. The chapter portrays the broad meaning of CLAEM participation for many composers in the musical avant-garde: it meant working within certain aesthetic ideals and extending these ideals to everyday practice as part of fluid and rich identities. These composers went well beyond writing music to militantly organizing events, promoting works, musicological writing, and teaching. Chapter 6, “From Musical Pan Americanism to Latin Americanism,” studies how the center fostered important exchanges of ideas and materials and how it created friendships and solidarity networks that shaped the careers of some of the most important Latin American composers for decades to come. The chapter looks at the adoption of a shared discourse of Latin Americanism as a professional strategy and as musical style among the graduates of CLAEM. The final chapter, Chapter 7, “The Closing and Lasting Impact of CLAEM,” presents an analysis of the closing of CLAEM and its legacy, while bringing together the main three themes that form the book. The chapter argues that the impact that the relatively short-lived center had during the following fifty years on the classical music of the region was the result of calculated philanthropic efforts, the embodied and multifaceted embrace of avant-garde ideas, and the conscious and strategic construction and identification of Latin American composers.
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