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Mario Lavista, born in Mexico City on 3 April 1943, is one of the most prominent living 
Mexican composers. He began his piano studies as a child with Adelina Benitez and enrolled 
at the Conservatorio Nacional de Música in 1963 under the guidance of Carlos Chávez, Héctor 
Quintanar, and Rodolfo Halffter. After receiving a scholarship from the French government, he 
studied at the Schola Cantorum in Paris from 1967 to 1969 under Jean-Étienne Marie. During 
that period he also attended courses given by Henri Pousseur, Nadia Boulanger, Christoph 
Caskel and Karlheinz Stockhausen. 
 Upon his return to Mexico in 1970 he founded Quanta, a collective improvisation group. In 
1972 he was invited to work at the electronic-music studio of Japanese radio and television in 
Tokyo. During that time he explored indeterminacy and elements of chance in interdisciplinary 
projects undertaken in conjunction with the visual artist Arnaldo Coen. At the end of the 1970s 
he began to pursue an interest in extended techniques for traditional instruments by exploring 
unusual timbral possibilities and composing a series of solo and chamber pieces in close 
collaboration with prominent performers. 
 In 1982 he founded Pauta – one of the most important music journals in Latin America – and 
has served as its editor-in-chief ever since. Lavista has also had an active role as a writer; most 
of his essays up to the end of the 1980s are collected in Textos en torno a la música.1 
 In 1987 he received a Guggenheim Fellowship for his first and only opera, Aura, based on 
a short story by Carlos Fuentes. He has been the recipient of multiple awards and honours and 
has been a member of the prestigious Colegio Nacional since 1998. 
 Lavista’s role as a teacher and lecturer has extended beyond his native country, where he has 
been a professor in the Conservatorio Nacional since 1970, to the Americas more widely and to 
Europe. He has received commissions from international festivals and his works are frequently 
performed by some of the most distinguished chamber and orchestral groups.
1 Ed. Luis Jaime Cortez, Centro Nacional de Investigación, Documentación e Información Musical Carlos Chávez 
(CENIDIM), Mexico City, 1988.
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Lavista recently wrote that ‘Few instrumental genres have awoken the most intimate and refined 
imagination from composers as the string quartet’.2 Even though the genre originated at the core of 
the Austro-German tradition, during the twentieth century Mexican composers have contributed 
a number of important works to the vast body of string quartets. Among the best known are the 
four pieces that Carlos Chávez (1899–1978) and Silvestre Revueltas (1899–1940) each dedicated 
to the genre, the five quartets by Manuel Enríquez (1926–94), and the six works composed by  
Lavista – compiled in this recording for the first time. Lavista’s six quartets provide a guided tour to 
the concerns that have shaped his compositional work: from incorporating indeterminate aspects 
to investigating the possibilities of extended techniques; a continuous passion for poetry; an 
approach to certain mediaeval and Renaissance contrapuntal techniques; and a profound interest 
for spirituality and religious genres.

String Quartet No. 1, Diacronía
During Lavista’s time in Europe (1967–69) he was much influenced by such experimental techniques 
related with the use of indeterminacy, musique concrète, electronic music and the manipulation of 
sound, and improvisation. Diacronía (‘Diachrony’) was written in Paris in 1969.3 He writes that the 
concept of diacronía, contrary to the idea of synchrony, which implies a certain ‘immobility of time’, 
represents the musical discourse as a pure succession of forms.4 In the score Lavista notates the 
articulation of each note very carefully, as well as the specific pitches and dynamics. Nevertheless, 
rhythm and tempo are notated only vaguely, with an approximate duration of eight seconds per bar. 
The succession of events unfolding in time thus is dependent on the performers, who are granted 
complete liberty: ‘in spite of being indicated quantitatively, [the tempo] depends on the subjectivity 
of the performers as does the total length of the work’.5 
2 Mario Lavista, ‘El cuarteto de cuerdas’, in Memorias del Colegio Nacional, El Colegio Nacional, Mexico City, 2004, p. 231 
(‘Pocos géneros instrumentals han despertado la imaginación más íntima y re�nada de los compositores como el cuarteto 
de cuerdas’).
3 Before going to Paris, Lavista composed Seis piezas para cuarteto de cuerdas (1967). Even though this is the �rst piece he 
wrote for string quartet, he does not consider it one of the canon of six numbered quartets in his catalogue.
4 Lavista, ‘Diacronía’, in Textos en torno a la música, op. cit., p. 90 (‘una cierta inmovilidad del tiempo, representa el discurso 
musical como una pura sucesión de formas’).
5 Ibid. (‘[El tempo] a pesar de estar indicado cuantitativamente, está sujeto a la subjetividad de los ejecutantes de quienes 
depende, en gran medida, la duración total de la obra’).

The Cuarteto Latinoamericano, formed in 1982, is known worldwide as the leading proponent of 
Latin American music for string quartet. This award-winning ensemble from Mexico consists of 
the three Bitrán brothers, violinists Saúl and Arón and cellist Alvaro, along with the violist Javier 
Montiel. The Cuarteto has recorded most of the Latin American repertoire for string quartet, and 
the sixth volume of the cycle of the seventeen string quartets by Villa-Lobos, recorded for Dorian, 
was nominated for a Grammy award in 2002 in the category of Best Chamber Music Recording as 
well as for a Latin Grammy. 
 The Cuarteto has performed as soloist with many orchestras, including the Los Angeles 
Philharmonic under Esa-Pekka Salonen, the Seattle Symphony under Gerard Schwarz, with the 
National Arts Center Orchestra in Ottawa, the Orquesta Filarmónica de la Ciudad de México, the 
Dallas Symphony and the Símón Bolívar Orchestra of Venezuela. It has toured extensively around the 
world, including performances in Europe and the Americas, as well as in New Zealand and Israel, and 
has appeared in a wide range of North American venues, from the Kennedy Center in Washington, 
DC, to the Santa Fe Chamber Music Festival, Dartmouth College, Cornell University, Spivey Hall 
and the Ojai Festival. The Cuarteto has collaborated with many artists, including the cellists Janos 
Starker and Yehuda Hanani, pianists Santiago Rodriguez, Cyprien Katsaris and Rudolph Buchbinder, 
tenor Ramón Vargas, and the guitarists Narciso Yepes, Sharon Isbin, David Tanenbaum and Manuel 
Barrueco. With Manuel Barrueco they have played in some of the most important venues of the USA 
and Europe, have recorded two CDs, and commissioned guitar quintets from American composers 
Michael Daugherty and Gabriela Lena Frank.
 The Cuarteto is in residence at the Instituto Nacional de Bellas Artes in Mexico City and was in 
residence at Carnegie Mellon University in Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania, from 1987 to 2008.
 Since 2004, the Cuarteto Latinoamericano has been awarded the ‘México en Escena’ grant, 
from Mexico’s National Fund for Arts and Culture. Thanks to this support, the Cuarteto has been 
able to develop an intense educational programme in Mexico’s major professional music schools, 
and also present a retrospective series of concerts with music for string quartet from virtually all 
Latin American countries. Additionally, and as part of this grant, the Cuarteto is collaborating with 
prestigious Mexican film-makers on a series of video clips which will feature short works for quartet 
by Latin American composers.
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String Quartet No. 2, Reflejos de la noche
Lavista’s relationship with the string quartet as a genre comes largely through the close friendship 
he has maintained with El Cuarteto Latinoamericano since its formation in 1982: five of his six 
quartets are testimony to that closeness and one of the most fruitful artistic collaborations in the 
history of the string quartet in Mexico. After Diacronía Lavista did not write for string quartet 
for fifteen years. The reason for the gap, according to the musicologist Consuelo Carredano, 
was that Lavista was not stimulated by any ensemble until he met the members of El Cuarteto 
Latinoamericano.6
 Finding that stimulation in working closely with performers has been a crucial aspect in 
Lavista’s compositional career since the late 1970s – a transitional period where he abandoned 
the use of indeterminacy to concentrate his efforts in exploring the timbral possibilities of 
traditional instruments through extended techniques. From then and throughout the 1980s Lavista 
worked closely with very talented musicians in the elaboration of some of his most beautiful and 
challenging works: Canto del alba for solo flute (1979), Marsias for oboe and eight wine-glasses 
(1982), Madrigal for solo clarinet (1985) and Cuaderno de viaje for solo viola or violoncello (1989), 
to name only a few.7 The composer writes that his musical ideas ‘are closely related to the notion 
of instrumentality that has its origin in the relationship between the player and his instrument’.8 
Among these chamber pieces, the string quartet Reflejos de la noche (his first collaboration with El 
Cuarteto Latinoamericano) has become one of Lavista’s most widely performed works.    
 In the score of Reflejos de la noche (‘Reflections of the Night’, 1984) Lavista includes a short 
poem by the Mexican poet Xavier Villaurrutia (1903-50), titled Eco (1926):9

La noche juega con los ruidos The night plays with the noises
copiándolos en sus espejos  copying them in its mirrors
de sonidos.    of sounds.

6 Consuelo Carredano, Cuerdas Revueltas. Cuarteto Latinoamericano: veinte años de música, Fondo de Cultura Económica, 
Mexico City, 2003, p. 125 (‘no se sintió estimulado por ningún grupo hasta que se integró el Cuarteto Latinoamericano. 
Lavista es uno de los compositores que han estado siempre cercanos al Cuarteto desde sus inicios’).
7 Madrigal, Marsias, and the viola version of Cuaderno de viaje can be found on the CD Mario Lavista. Cuaderno de Viaje. 
Música de Cámara. Quindecim Recordings Recordings QP056, 1994.
8 Note from his personal archive (unpublished), c. 1995.
9 Xavier Villaurrutia, ‘Eco’, in Obras, comp. Miguel Capistrán et al., Fondo de Cultura Económica, Mexico City, 1966, p. 42.

texture of the fourth movement, ‘Coral’, which follows attacca, offers a contrast with the previous 
three. Towards the middle of the movement, the imitative counterpoint comes back, bringing also 
the pairing of the voices, which leads to a short canon at the unison between the violins. A sense of 
return is reached towards the end of the movement by introducing the material from the beginning, 
leading to a final cadence. The fifth and last movement, ‘Estudio’, presents a rich rhythmic  
texture – a virtual polyrhythm. The work was commissioned by Marc Neikrug and the Santa Fe 
Chamber Festival.

Ana R. Alonso-Minutti is a musicologist specialising in late-twentieth-century music. In her doctoral dissertation she 
combined music analysis with oral history and aesthetic discourse to explore the music of Mario Lavista, addressing issues 
of tradition, avant-garde, text-music relationships and collaboration. Her research has been published in academic journals 
both in Mexico and the USA and she is preparing a monograph offering a panorama of the Mexican music scene at the end 
of the twentieth century with Lavista as a central focus. Currently she is Assistant Professor of Music History at the University 
of North Texas.
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There are elements in the structure and texture of Reflejos de la noche that signal hidden affinities 
with Villaurrutia’s text. The first is the use of string harmonics throughout, which gives a unique 
timbre that can be associated metaphorically with the ‘reflections’ to which the poem refers. In 
Lavista’s words, 

Using harmonics is, in some way, to work with reflected sounds; each one of them is produced, or 
generated by a fundamental sound that we never get to hear: we only perceive its harmonics, its sound-
reflection.10 

 Reflejos de la noche is ternary in form: aba  ʹ The opening section (which contains two 
subsections) is characterised by an oscillation between a perfect fourth which never leaves the 
texture, creating a sense of immobility. The glissandi introduced in this section serve as points of 
articulation and at the same time add colour to the texture, without breaking the sense of stasis. 
Along with the use of ricochet bowing, these slides could signify the bouncing of Villaurrutia’s sounds 
by the way of copying or, perhaps because of the lack of defined pitch, they could be perceived as 
‘musical noises’. The central section of the piece (b) introduces more precise rhythmic and melodic 
movement. There is a direct dialogue based on intervals of perfect fourths and fifths between the two 
violins, while the other two instruments sustain harmonic pedals. Towards the middle of the section, 
there is an acceleration in tempo, and an increase in intensity through arpeggios that temporarily 
introduce unstable harmonies. Even though this section could be perceived as the most forceful, it is 
also the section where the strings sing a defined melody (marked cantabile). The third section of the 
piece, which mirrors the first, presents an inversion of the subsections, and a coda.

String Quartet No. 3, Música para mi vecino
Lavista’s close friendship with the members of the Cuarteto Latinoamericano was intensified by 
an important coincidence: for many years he and Arón Bitrán (the second violinist of the Quartet) 
used to live in the same building. This proximity allowed the composer to pay frequent visits to 
his vecino de arriba (‘upstairs neighbour’) so as to consult him in technical matters in his string 
works. 

58

10 Lavista, El lenguaje del músico, El Colegio Nacional, Mexico City, 1999, p. 37 (‘Usar armónicos es, en un cierto sentido, 
trabajar con sonidos re�ejados, ya que cada uno es producido por un generador o sonido fundamental, que nunca 
escuchamos: sólo percibimos sus armónicos, sus sonidos-re�ejo’).

1

and Cuaderno de viaje. In this quartet Lavista explores the contrast between the mechanics of a 
regular rapid pulse and an ethereal lyrical quality. For example, the first invention flows through 
a constant pulse present in two of the strings that never leaves the texture, while the other two 
voices move in a canon at the octave. The second invention, based on isorhythmic principles, 
presents two contrasting timbres: a slow-moving legato and a punctuated pizzicato. The combined 
use of arco and pizzicato is also present in the third invention, where the composer introduces a 
canon at the fourth. The next two inventions present a canon at the fifth. In the sixth invention (a 
three-voice canon) Lavista brings back the texture of the beginning of Sinfonías, where the three 
upper instruments seem to be floating in the fragility of the string harmonics while the texture is 
grounded in a low C pizzicato from the cello. Lastly, the seventh invention presents a canon at the 
tritone in a delightful tour de force. The fragility of the harmonics of previous movements is left 
behind and is replaced by an obsessive reiteration of the regular rapid pulse that does not stop. 
This work was commissioned by the National Institute of the Arts (INBA), to be performed at the 
twentieth Chamber Music Festival in San Miguel de Allende.12

String Quartet No. 6, Suite en cinco partes
Lavista’s most recent work for string quartet, Suite en cinco partes (‘Suite in Five Parts’; 1999) is 
another tribute to mediaeval contrapuntal techniques, where he explores canonic devises and 
isorhythmic structures. The opening ‘Danza’ comes from a previous work for woodwind quintet, 
and is based on a three-bar theme and its counter-theme exchanged by the four instruments of the 
quartet. The thematic material is inverted half way through the movement but returns to its original 
form towards the end. ‘Motete’ is a short and calm movement that resembles the structure of a 
mediaeval isorhythmic motet: each voice is based on a repeated rhythmic-melodic unit of different 
length. The predominance of the sonority of the perfect fifth, either harmonic or melodic, and the 
repetitions of the units by each instrument, create a mechanic effect similar to that of a ‘music box’, 
as the composer specifies at the top of the score. The third movement, ‘Canon’, is an exploration of 
two canonic devices: a strict canon at the major sixth descending in two voices, and a proportional 
canon in augmentation (also at the major sixth descending) in the other two voices. The canonic 
texture closes when the four instruments present the material in parallel motion. The homophonic 
12 Cf. Ana R. Alonso-Minutti, ‘Espacios imaginarios: aspectos de colaboración en Marsias y Re�ejos de la noche, de Mario 
Lavista’, in Ricardo Miranda and Luisa Vilar-Payá (eds.), Discanto. Ensayos de investigación musical, Ver. Universidad 
Veracruzana, Xalapa, 2008, pp. 179–99.
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 Música para mi vecino (‘Music for my Neighbour’, 1995), Lavista’s third string quartet, was 
commissioned by Kronos Quartet for performance in the XXII Festival Internacional Cervantino, 
in Guanajuato, Mexico. The title has a double reference, alluding to two vecinos de arriba: Mexico’s 
‘neighbour to the North’, the United States, the home of the Kronos Quartet, and Lavista’s immediate 
neighbour, Arón. 
 As he wrote the piece, Lavista was immersed in the study of mediaeval and Renaissance music 
and thought, the mass-settings of Josquin des Prez and Guillaume de Machaut in particular. In 1994 
the composer embarked on his own mass setting, the Missa ad Consolationis Dominam Nostram. 
Here Lavista introduces a motto as the main unifying factor, a melodic cell outlining the interval of 
a minor third, with a chromatic ornamentation outlining a minor third (A–C–A sharp–B–A). It is 
present in every movement, opening and closing the work, and appearing in various permutations 
in other movements. In addition to introducing the motto as a main unifying factor, Lavista 
explores certain mediaeval and Renaissance procedures, such as imitative entrances and canonic 
techniques. 
 These musical explorations find their way in the texture of Música para mi vecino; the outer 
movements present the Mass motto in a slow lyrical texture, alluding to the Kyrie and Agnus Dei, 
respectively. The inner movements are much more dynamic. The second, a four-voice canon, 
captures the listener with its playful yet forceful texture, and the third movement creates a contrast 
by using pizzicato throughout; the rhythmic palette of irregular accents and the use of polyrhythm 
maintain the rhythmic drive until the end of the movement. In a similar vein, the fourth movement 
presents a double canon where repetition becomes a game that, far from being mechanical, plays 
with the listener’s expectation of arriving at a place of rest, which is finally granted at the end. These 
five pieces were conceived as five studies on open strings. 

String Quartet No. 4, Sinfonías
In his String Quartet No. 4, Sinfonías (‘Symphonies’; 1996) Lavista explores musical self-quotations, 
allusion and transformation of a distant past, and the assertion of eternal life. The commission to 
write this piece came from Joan Niles Sears, a devotee of new-music concerts from Ithaca, who was 
exposed to Lavista’s music through a performance by the Cuarteto Latinoamericano. What Niles 
Sears asked from Lavista was to write a piece that could accompany her soul after her death – and 
years later, Mrs Sears’ wishes came true, since this piece was performed at her memorial concert at 

6 7

32323232323232

the Barnes Hall of Cornell University in 2010. Lavista’s music was a farewell offering to a woman 
who for decades supported contemporary art. 
 The title, Sinfonías, refers to the practice of polyphonic singing described in the earliest western 
music treatises: Lavista takes as a point of departure an example of early polyphony found in the 
Scolica Enchiriadis, a late ninth-century music treatise. The passage in question illustrates the use 
of diapason, diapente and diatessaron (parallel singing at the fifth, octave and fourth, respectively). 
Lavista not only mentions the source of the musical quote to which he refers; he also includes the 
text that accompanies the contrapuntal exercise, which comes from the Book of Psalms in the 
Vulgate: Nos qui vivimus, benedicimus Domino, ex hoc nunc et usque in saeculum (‘We who live will 
bless the Lord, from this time forward, and even forever’). This textual verse adds yet another layer 
of meaning to the piece; it is a statement that declares perpetual praise, not confined only to this 
terrestrial realm, but one that continues in the life to come – a personal obeisance to Mrs Sears’ 
wishes. 
 The single movement of Sinfonías is built from distinct sections, some of which present 
a recollection of passages from previous works, in particular from the Missa ad Consolationis 
Dominam Nostram, Reflejos de la noche and Cuaderno de viaje. The ‘organum’ taken from the 
Scola Enchiriadis appears twice, its presentation emphasised by the indication sempre deciso ed 
a tempo. Lavista transforms the melodic line of the organum by altering the succession of tones 
and semitones, although he respects the parallel fourths between the instruments that present the 
organum. The texture of Sinfonías is evocative and contemplative. The frequent use of harmonics, 
trills, and the alternation between arco and sul ponticello become a ‘sonorous mist’ heard from afar, 
as the initial indication of the score suggests.11 The inclusion of quotations from previous musical 
material composed by Lavista makes this quartet a space for personal reflection. 

String Quartet No. 5, Siete invenciones
As its title suggests, Lavista’s Fifth String Quartet, Siete invenciones (‘Seven Inventions’; 1998) 
comprises seven brief inventions which alternate between fast and slow tempi. Each movement, 
with the exception of the sixth, was conceived as a two-voice canon. Throughout the work one 
can perceive subtle allusions to material explored in previous works, especially from Sinfonías 
11 he beginning of the piece is marked: Lento, da lontano, come una bruma sonora.
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trills, and the alternation between arco and sul ponticello become a ‘sonorous mist’ heard from afar, 
as the initial indication of the score suggests.11 The inclusion of quotations from previous musical 
material composed by Lavista makes this quartet a space for personal reflection. 

String Quartet No. 5, Siete invenciones
As its title suggests, Lavista’s Fifth String Quartet, Siete invenciones (‘Seven Inventions’; 1998) 
comprises seven brief inventions which alternate between fast and slow tempi. Each movement, 
with the exception of the sixth, was conceived as a two-voice canon. Throughout the work one 
can perceive subtle allusions to material explored in previous works, especially from Sinfonías 
11 he beginning of the piece is marked: Lento, da lontano, come una bruma sonora.
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There are elements in the structure and texture of Reflejos de la noche that signal hidden affinities 
with Villaurrutia’s text. The first is the use of string harmonics throughout, which gives a unique 
timbre that can be associated metaphorically with the ‘reflections’ to which the poem refers. In 
Lavista’s words, 

Using harmonics is, in some way, to work with reflected sounds; each one of them is produced, or 
generated by a fundamental sound that we never get to hear: we only perceive its harmonics, its sound-
reflection.10 

 Reflejos de la noche is ternary in form: aba  ʹ The opening section (which contains two 
subsections) is characterised by an oscillation between a perfect fourth which never leaves the 
texture, creating a sense of immobility. The glissandi introduced in this section serve as points of 
articulation and at the same time add colour to the texture, without breaking the sense of stasis. 
Along with the use of ricochet bowing, these slides could signify the bouncing of Villaurrutia’s sounds 
by the way of copying or, perhaps because of the lack of defined pitch, they could be perceived as 
‘musical noises’. The central section of the piece (b) introduces more precise rhythmic and melodic 
movement. There is a direct dialogue based on intervals of perfect fourths and fifths between the two 
violins, while the other two instruments sustain harmonic pedals. Towards the middle of the section, 
there is an acceleration in tempo, and an increase in intensity through arpeggios that temporarily 
introduce unstable harmonies. Even though this section could be perceived as the most forceful, it is 
also the section where the strings sing a defined melody (marked cantabile). The third section of the 
piece, which mirrors the first, presents an inversion of the subsections, and a coda.

String Quartet No. 3, Música para mi vecino
Lavista’s close friendship with the members of the Cuarteto Latinoamericano was intensified by 
an important coincidence: for many years he and Arón Bitrán (the second violinist of the Quartet) 
used to live in the same building. This proximity allowed the composer to pay frequent visits to 
his vecino de arriba (‘upstairs neighbour’) so as to consult him in technical matters in his string 
works. 

58

10 Lavista, El lenguaje del músico, El Colegio Nacional, Mexico City, 1999, p. 37 (‘Usar armónicos es, en un cierto sentido, 
trabajar con sonidos re�ejados, ya que cada uno es producido por un generador o sonido fundamental, que nunca 
escuchamos: sólo percibimos sus armónicos, sus sonidos-re�ejo’).

1

and Cuaderno de viaje. In this quartet Lavista explores the contrast between the mechanics of a 
regular rapid pulse and an ethereal lyrical quality. For example, the first invention flows through 
a constant pulse present in two of the strings that never leaves the texture, while the other two 
voices move in a canon at the octave. The second invention, based on isorhythmic principles, 
presents two contrasting timbres: a slow-moving legato and a punctuated pizzicato. The combined 
use of arco and pizzicato is also present in the third invention, where the composer introduces a 
canon at the fourth. The next two inventions present a canon at the fifth. In the sixth invention (a 
three-voice canon) Lavista brings back the texture of the beginning of Sinfonías, where the three 
upper instruments seem to be floating in the fragility of the string harmonics while the texture is 
grounded in a low C pizzicato from the cello. Lastly, the seventh invention presents a canon at the 
tritone in a delightful tour de force. The fragility of the harmonics of previous movements is left 
behind and is replaced by an obsessive reiteration of the regular rapid pulse that does not stop. 
This work was commissioned by the National Institute of the Arts (INBA), to be performed at the 
twentieth Chamber Music Festival in San Miguel de Allende.12

String Quartet No. 6, Suite en cinco partes
Lavista’s most recent work for string quartet, Suite en cinco partes (‘Suite in Five Parts’; 1999) is 
another tribute to mediaeval contrapuntal techniques, where he explores canonic devises and 
isorhythmic structures. The opening ‘Danza’ comes from a previous work for woodwind quintet, 
and is based on a three-bar theme and its counter-theme exchanged by the four instruments of the 
quartet. The thematic material is inverted half way through the movement but returns to its original 
form towards the end. ‘Motete’ is a short and calm movement that resembles the structure of a 
mediaeval isorhythmic motet: each voice is based on a repeated rhythmic-melodic unit of different 
length. The predominance of the sonority of the perfect fifth, either harmonic or melodic, and the 
repetitions of the units by each instrument, create a mechanic effect similar to that of a ‘music box’, 
as the composer specifies at the top of the score. The third movement, ‘Canon’, is an exploration of 
two canonic devices: a strict canon at the major sixth descending in two voices, and a proportional 
canon in augmentation (also at the major sixth descending) in the other two voices. The canonic 
texture closes when the four instruments present the material in parallel motion. The homophonic 
12 Cf. Ana R. Alonso-Minutti, ‘Espacios imaginarios: aspectos de colaboración en Marsias y Re�ejos de la noche, de Mario 
Lavista’, in Ricardo Miranda and Luisa Vilar-Payá (eds.), Discanto. Ensayos de investigación musical, Ver. Universidad 
Veracruzana, Xalapa, 2008, pp. 179–99.
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String Quartet No. 2, Reflejos de la noche
Lavista’s relationship with the string quartet as a genre comes largely through the close friendship 
he has maintained with El Cuarteto Latinoamericano since its formation in 1982: five of his six 
quartets are testimony to that closeness and one of the most fruitful artistic collaborations in the 
history of the string quartet in Mexico. After Diacronía Lavista did not write for string quartet 
for fifteen years. The reason for the gap, according to the musicologist Consuelo Carredano, 
was that Lavista was not stimulated by any ensemble until he met the members of El Cuarteto 
Latinoamericano.6
 Finding that stimulation in working closely with performers has been a crucial aspect in 
Lavista’s compositional career since the late 1970s – a transitional period where he abandoned 
the use of indeterminacy to concentrate his efforts in exploring the timbral possibilities of 
traditional instruments through extended techniques. From then and throughout the 1980s Lavista 
worked closely with very talented musicians in the elaboration of some of his most beautiful and 
challenging works: Canto del alba for solo flute (1979), Marsias for oboe and eight wine-glasses 
(1982), Madrigal for solo clarinet (1985) and Cuaderno de viaje for solo viola or violoncello (1989), 
to name only a few.7 The composer writes that his musical ideas ‘are closely related to the notion 
of instrumentality that has its origin in the relationship between the player and his instrument’.8 
Among these chamber pieces, the string quartet Reflejos de la noche (his first collaboration with El 
Cuarteto Latinoamericano) has become one of Lavista’s most widely performed works.    
 In the score of Reflejos de la noche (‘Reflections of the Night’, 1984) Lavista includes a short 
poem by the Mexican poet Xavier Villaurrutia (1903-50), titled Eco (1926):9

La noche juega con los ruidos The night plays with the noises
copiándolos en sus espejos  copying them in its mirrors
de sonidos.    of sounds.

6 Consuelo Carredano, Cuerdas Revueltas. Cuarteto Latinoamericano: veinte años de música, Fondo de Cultura Económica, 
Mexico City, 2003, p. 125 (‘no se sintió estimulado por ningún grupo hasta que se integró el Cuarteto Latinoamericano. 
Lavista es uno de los compositores que han estado siempre cercanos al Cuarteto desde sus inicios’).
7 Madrigal, Marsias, and the viola version of Cuaderno de viaje can be found on the CD Mario Lavista. Cuaderno de Viaje. 
Música de Cámara. Quindecim Recordings Recordings QP056, 1994.
8 Note from his personal archive (unpublished), c. 1995.
9 Xavier Villaurrutia, ‘Eco’, in Obras, comp. Miguel Capistrán et al., Fondo de Cultura Económica, Mexico City, 1966, p. 42.

texture of the fourth movement, ‘Coral’, which follows attacca, offers a contrast with the previous 
three. Towards the middle of the movement, the imitative counterpoint comes back, bringing also 
the pairing of the voices, which leads to a short canon at the unison between the violins. A sense of 
return is reached towards the end of the movement by introducing the material from the beginning, 
leading to a final cadence. The fifth and last movement, ‘Estudio’, presents a rich rhythmic  
texture – a virtual polyrhythm. The work was commissioned by Marc Neikrug and the Santa Fe 
Chamber Festival.

Ana R. Alonso-Minutti is a musicologist specialising in late-twentieth-century music. In her doctoral dissertation she 
combined music analysis with oral history and aesthetic discourse to explore the music of Mario Lavista, addressing issues 
of tradition, avant-garde, text-music relationships and collaboration. Her research has been published in academic journals 
both in Mexico and the USA and she is preparing a monograph offering a panorama of the Mexican music scene at the end 
of the twentieth century with Lavista as a central focus. Currently she is Assistant Professor of Music History at the University 
of North Texas.
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Lavista recently wrote that ‘Few instrumental genres have awoken the most intimate and refined 
imagination from composers as the string quartet’.2 Even though the genre originated at the core of 
the Austro-German tradition, during the twentieth century Mexican composers have contributed 
a number of important works to the vast body of string quartets. Among the best known are the 
four pieces that Carlos Chávez (1899–1978) and Silvestre Revueltas (1899–1940) each dedicated 
to the genre, the five quartets by Manuel Enríquez (1926–94), and the six works composed by  
Lavista – compiled in this recording for the first time. Lavista’s six quartets provide a guided tour to 
the concerns that have shaped his compositional work: from incorporating indeterminate aspects 
to investigating the possibilities of extended techniques; a continuous passion for poetry; an 
approach to certain mediaeval and Renaissance contrapuntal techniques; and a profound interest 
for spirituality and religious genres.

String Quartet No. 1, Diacronía
During Lavista’s time in Europe (1967–69) he was much influenced by such experimental techniques 
related with the use of indeterminacy, musique concrète, electronic music and the manipulation of 
sound, and improvisation. Diacronía (‘Diachrony’) was written in Paris in 1969.3 He writes that the 
concept of diacronía, contrary to the idea of synchrony, which implies a certain ‘immobility of time’, 
represents the musical discourse as a pure succession of forms.4 In the score Lavista notates the 
articulation of each note very carefully, as well as the specific pitches and dynamics. Nevertheless, 
rhythm and tempo are notated only vaguely, with an approximate duration of eight seconds per bar. 
The succession of events unfolding in time thus is dependent on the performers, who are granted 
complete liberty: ‘in spite of being indicated quantitatively, [the tempo] depends on the subjectivity 
of the performers as does the total length of the work’.5 
2 Mario Lavista, ‘El cuarteto de cuerdas’, in Memorias del Colegio Nacional, El Colegio Nacional, Mexico City, 2004, p. 231 
(‘Pocos géneros instrumentals han despertado la imaginación más íntima y re�nada de los compositores como el cuarteto 
de cuerdas’).
3 Before going to Paris, Lavista composed Seis piezas para cuarteto de cuerdas (1967). Even though this is the �rst piece he 
wrote for string quartet, he does not consider it one of the canon of six numbered quartets in his catalogue.
4 Lavista, ‘Diacronía’, in Textos en torno a la música, op. cit., p. 90 (‘una cierta inmovilidad del tiempo, representa el discurso 
musical como una pura sucesión de formas’).
5 Ibid. (‘[El tempo] a pesar de estar indicado cuantitativamente, está sujeto a la subjetividad de los ejecutantes de quienes 
depende, en gran medida, la duración total de la obra’).

The Cuarteto Latinoamericano, formed in 1982, is known worldwide as the leading proponent of 
Latin American music for string quartet. This award-winning ensemble from Mexico consists of 
the three Bitrán brothers, violinists Saúl and Arón and cellist Alvaro, along with the violist Javier 
Montiel. The Cuarteto has recorded most of the Latin American repertoire for string quartet, and 
the sixth volume of the cycle of the seventeen string quartets by Villa-Lobos, recorded for Dorian, 
was nominated for a Grammy award in 2002 in the category of Best Chamber Music Recording as 
well as for a Latin Grammy. 
 The Cuarteto has performed as soloist with many orchestras, including the Los Angeles 
Philharmonic under Esa-Pekka Salonen, the Seattle Symphony under Gerard Schwarz, with the 
National Arts Center Orchestra in Ottawa, the Orquesta Filarmónica de la Ciudad de México, the 
Dallas Symphony and the Símón Bolívar Orchestra of Venezuela. It has toured extensively around the 
world, including performances in Europe and the Americas, as well as in New Zealand and Israel, and 
has appeared in a wide range of North American venues, from the Kennedy Center in Washington, 
DC, to the Santa Fe Chamber Music Festival, Dartmouth College, Cornell University, Spivey Hall 
and the Ojai Festival. The Cuarteto has collaborated with many artists, including the cellists Janos 
Starker and Yehuda Hanani, pianists Santiago Rodriguez, Cyprien Katsaris and Rudolph Buchbinder, 
tenor Ramón Vargas, and the guitarists Narciso Yepes, Sharon Isbin, David Tanenbaum and Manuel 
Barrueco. With Manuel Barrueco they have played in some of the most important venues of the USA 
and Europe, have recorded two CDs, and commissioned guitar quintets from American composers 
Michael Daugherty and Gabriela Lena Frank.
 The Cuarteto is in residence at the Instituto Nacional de Bellas Artes in Mexico City and was in 
residence at Carnegie Mellon University in Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania, from 1987 to 2008.
 Since 2004, the Cuarteto Latinoamericano has been awarded the ‘México en Escena’ grant, 
from Mexico’s National Fund for Arts and Culture. Thanks to this support, the Cuarteto has been 
able to develop an intense educational programme in Mexico’s major professional music schools, 
and also present a retrospective series of concerts with music for string quartet from virtually all 
Latin American countries. Additionally, and as part of this grant, the Cuarteto is collaborating with 
prestigious Mexican film-makers on a series of video clips which will feature short works for quartet 
by Latin American composers.
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Mario Lavista, born in Mexico City on 3 April 1943, is one of the most prominent living 
Mexican composers. He began his piano studies as a child with Adelina Benitez and enrolled 
at the Conservatorio Nacional de Música in 1963 under the guidance of Carlos Chávez, Héctor 
Quintanar, and Rodolfo Halffter. After receiving a scholarship from the French government, he 
studied at the Schola Cantorum in Paris from 1967 to 1969 under Jean-Étienne Marie. During 
that period he also attended courses given by Henri Pousseur, Nadia Boulanger, Christoph 
Caskel and Karlheinz Stockhausen. 
 Upon his return to Mexico in 1970 he founded Quanta, a collective improvisation group. In 
1972 he was invited to work at the electronic-music studio of Japanese radio and television in 
Tokyo. During that time he explored indeterminacy and elements of chance in interdisciplinary 
projects undertaken in conjunction with the visual artist Arnaldo Coen. At the end of the 1970s 
he began to pursue an interest in extended techniques for traditional instruments by exploring 
unusual timbral possibilities and composing a series of solo and chamber pieces in close 
collaboration with prominent performers. 
 In 1982 he founded Pauta – one of the most important music journals in Latin America – and 
has served as its editor-in-chief ever since. Lavista has also had an active role as a writer; most 
of his essays up to the end of the 1980s are collected in Textos en torno a la música.1 
 In 1987 he received a Guggenheim Fellowship for his first and only opera, Aura, based on 
a short story by Carlos Fuentes. He has been the recipient of multiple awards and honours and 
has been a member of the prestigious Colegio Nacional since 1998. 
 Lavista’s role as a teacher and lecturer has extended beyond his native country, where he has 
been a professor in the Conservatorio Nacional since 1970, to the Americas more widely and to 
Europe. He has received commissions from international festivals and his works are frequently 
performed by some of the most distinguished chamber and orchestral groups.
1 Ed. Luis Jaime Cortez, Centro Nacional de Investigación, Documentación e Información Musical Carlos Chávez 
(CENIDIM), Mexico City, 1988.
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  Invención I: Presto 1:00
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 V.  Estudio 4:05
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