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This dissertation examines the life of Costa Rican composer Rocío Sanz. She 

lived in the United States, Mexico, and the USSR, and chose Mexico as her country of 

residence. Through an exploration of the career of the composer, I identify her artistic 

path and musical aesthetics, and argue that despite an eclectic career writing avant-garde 

concert music, collaborating in theater, dance, and film productions, and creating cultural 

and educational radio programs, very few of her works are known in Costa Rica.  

Her radio show El rincón de los niños (The Children’s Corner), and some of her 

tonal works, such as her songs for children and Christmas carols, are Sanz’s best known 

works in her country. I argue that this is due in part to Costa Rican society’s gender bias, 

in which Sanz’s role as composer of children’s music was easily accepted because it 

reinforced traditional ideas of motherhood, and highlights an evident reticence toward 

women composers. Consequently, to this day her avant-garde music is barely performed, 

making her story biased and incomplete.  

The foundation of my research is a set of more than two hundred letters between 

Sanz and some of her best friends that I recently discovered along with score manuscripts 
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preserved at the Historical Music Archive at the University of Costa Rica. To provide 

context and supplement the content of the letters, I conducted interviews with Sanz’s 

friends and family in Costa Rica and reviewed government correspondence, newspapers, 

and magazine articles, and secondary sources that mention the composer. This 

dissertation is the first extensive work about Rocío Sanz and is an important contribution 

in the field of music and women, and Latin American studies through an exploration of 

how women must negotiate music and everyday life in a world reserved for men. 
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Introduction 

Rocío Sanz: A Different Kind Of Story 

“Rocío Sanz (1934-1993): A Different Kind Of Story. A Costa Rican Composer 

Living in Mexico” is a musicological contribution to the field of women, gender, and 

music, Latin American twentieth-century art music, and also to Latin American Studies.  

My aim is to tell a different kind of story about the composer. Since her music is not 

frequently heard in her home country, only a reduced number of people relate to her. 

Most of them however, know only one story of Rocío Sanz, the one that talks about her 

works for children.  

To move beyond this patriarchal conception of women in music that has 

historically invisibilized their work, I chose to tell stories about Rocío Sanz that have not 

been told before: the ones that distance her from conventional ideas of gender roles and 

that show her interest to write avant-garde music. I originally proposed an extensive 

description of her life in Mexico. However, during the research and writing of this 

dissertation, the project became a work that critically explores how Rocío Sanz was 

received and is imagined in her home country.  

Instead of writing an exhaustive chronological biography that reconstructs the life 

of a person year by year, my intention is to reshape the idea of the composer through a 

micro history methodology, which focuses on single events.  Using this methodological 

form of storytelling, my goal is to challenge and transform not only the historical register 

of Rocío Sanz, but also to make people think in different ways, about women, music, and 

women in music. 
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CHALLENGING INEQUALITY AND MUSICAL TASTE 

But why is telling stories about Rocío Sanz important, and for whom, and what 

effect can they have? My interest in the topic of women in music went beyond finding a 

balance between the sexes. I wanted to know why her story was so unknown. I did not 

think that living abroad was enough of a reason, especially because Costa Rica has had a 

long tradition of international music festivals, and in fact, in the late nineteenth century 

the National Theater was built with the intention of attracting artists from other nations. 

In Costa Rica, the eurocentric and masculine institutionalization of music was a 

tool to assign a level of modernity to the country, similar to what had occurred in other 

places. In the country, it excluded women from the music scene, and especially women 

composers of avant-garde music. If Rocío Sanz’s career has gone unnoticed, it is because 

of her gender and because of the music aesthetics she chose. This gender bias continues 

to exist and to this day the field of composition remains almost entirely masculine.  

My interest in the topic also reflects my own experience, and those of women in 

my family who, although they were in fields other than music, have faced discrimination 

for their independent and critical thinking, similar to that endured by Rocío Sanz.  
 

A DIFFERENT KIND OF STORY 

Rocío Sanz used her imagination and creativity to move through various artistic 

spaces. She was a composer who extended her activities to several artistic productions. 

The stories from these experiences are little known in Costa Rica. She visited the country 

on several occasions presenting some of her work and participating in new projects, and 

yet, only one story about her is remembered: her radio show for children. Not even many 
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people know that the Historic Musical Archive at the Universidad de Costa Rica was 

created to preserve her manuscripts after her death in 1993.1   

Beyond a few singers and choral conductors who know some of her vocal works, 

as well as a few instrumentalists who have played her piece for cello and piano, another 

for piano four-hands, a flute sonata, and a woodwind quintet, what first comes to the 

mind of other musicians, friends and relatives, is her work for children. 2 

Rocío Sanz created the most successful radio show for children in Mexico in the 

1970s, El Rincón de los Niños (The Children’s Corner), and she wrote a number of 

children’s songs and short stories along with every script. There is no doubt that it was 

her best known endeavor. More than ten years of uninterrupted broadcast transmission 

are evidence of this. This facet of her life plays a part in keeping the memory of the 

composer alive.  

This single acknowledgement responds not only to the success and quality of her 

production. Telling the story of a woman dedicated to children in Costa Rica is still more 

acceptable today than telling stories of a woman who wrote music of different fabrics, 

formats, sonorities, and intentions. Her sounds, even in the children’s songs, exhibit 

traces of a person whose mind and artistry looked beyond gendered musical conventions. 

                                                
1 After the recovery of fifty manuscripts by the composer in 1993, professor Zamira Barquero and the 
director of the School of Music at the University of Costa Rica, Higinio Fernández, discussed the need to 
2 During the years of dissertation research I have asked the question about Rocío Sanz every time I have the 
opportunity. The reaction, even today, reflects the response I am describing. This is evident in media 
articles and short bios that focused on her children’s production as well. In the summer of 2013, when 
preparing a conference paper in Costa Rica, Rocío Sanz: la compositora invisible for the IV Congreso 
Centroamericano de Estudios Culturales (July 17-19, 2013) I conducted a survey to music students, and 
interviewed faculty members and composers at the Universidad de Costa Rica. The people familiar the 
composer mentioned the radio show in the first place. After the conference, a few people, motivated by the 
discussion, decided to keep asking the question and emailing me with data showing similar results. Not 
even after obtaining information about the composer, or listening to her music, does the idea of Rocío Sanz 
change. I interpret this reaction in part to the fact that her story and music are not yet relevant to the general 
and specific population. This responds on one hand, to the institutionalized masculinization of composition 
in the country, and on the other hand, to the fact that the composer seems too distant in time and place.  
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The short tales she wrote for the program reveal the same intention of transgressing 

conservative thinking. Her production was far from conventional. 3 

Rocío Sanz made the most of her show writing unique scripts, stories and songs. 

She used a variety of music, literature, history, and science to educate both children and 

adults to appreciate new ideas, and different ways of thinking about people and their 

expressions. One of her principles was that adults should not treat children 

condescendingly. Therefore, she used a different kind of narrative. Similarly, her musical 

design shows traits that a conservative audience would find unusual. Despite the fact that 

she chose different sounds and words for either musical ensembles or scores for the 

performing arts, making innovations in the Costa Rican composition, what survives in the 

musical memory of her homeland is an incomplete, often ignored, single version of her 

life. 4 

Short biographies and concert program notes continue to focus on aspects of her 

work for children.  By not writing about the composer from a different perspective, and 

just adding a few other random pieces of information, sometimes inaccurate and with no 

clear connection, these documents perpetuate a gendered image of the composer. These 

sources also organize their narrative as a collection of data, including a list of works in 

traditional biographical writing. None of them develops a narrative history, making Rocío 

                                                
3 Her short tales have been published in different editions, and various countries. Topics and narrative 
intend to promote feminist critical thinking. Some of the titles of her writings are El cuento vacío (The 
empty tale), El insomnio de la bella durmiente (Sleeping Beauty’s insomnia), La palabra descontenta (The 
unhappy word), published by EDUCA, Editorial Costa Rica, and the Consejo Nacional de Fomento 
Educativo de México, among others.   
4 Even though many composers in the continent were associated with the different aesthetic trends of the 
twentieth century, in Costa Rica music by contemporary composers was not played often. While Rocío 
Sanz resided in Mexico, not in her home country, the reception of her aesthetic choices may have affected 
the circulation of her work in both countries. She encountered this limited view of music making from the 
beginning of her career. As a woman, she found herself in especially difficult circumstances in terms of 
publicity, circulation, and opportunity. This affected audience reception, making her story of little interest 
for musicians and scholars.  
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Sanz’s life story just a list of few events and works. This kind of writing, while removing 

agency from the composer, conditions the readers’ knowledge about her, and helps to 

explain why it is difficult for the collective memory to see Rocío Sanz clearly.  

It is my aim to move beyond this reductionist approach. That kind of narrative 

positions the composer in a place so distant making her invisible for those who do not 

know anything about her, and almost ethereal, for those who idealized her children’s 

programming and work. Through a telling of other stories, I offer a new vision of Rocío 

Sanz, with the objective of transforming a biased and condescending imaginary into a 

more profound and complex profile of a talented artist and musician. 

Through the reading of personal letters that Rocío Sanz sent to her closest friends 

in Costa Rica, Elsa Sáenz Ferreto (1934) and César Valverde Vega (1928-1988), 

recollections of relatives and acquaintances, and the examination of manuscript notes, as 

well as other primary and secondary sources, this research offers a more complete 

representation of the composer and explores her humanity and artistry. As such, I have 

set out to narrow an uncomfortable historical gap that until now has kept Rocío Sanz’s 

story inaccessible.5 

There is no reason for a recent past to feel so distant. I hope that by reclaiming the 

composer this way will allow other scholars to bring back more stories not only about 

Rocío Sanz, but also about other women who continue to live in an unknown place of 

music history.  

                                                
5 It would be impossible to write this story of Rocío Sanz without the generosity of Giovanna Valverde 
Starks, who even without knowing me, lent me hundreds of letters Sanz and her father, artist César 
Valverde exchanged through many years. My gratitude is also for Elsa Sáenz Ferreto, who not only trusted 
me by putting in my hands hundred of letters, but also, to open her house and sharing with me invaluable 
memories. Carlos Matías Sáenz Ferreto, Sanz’s first husband narrated her life in such a manner that helped 
me to locate new informants, and documents. To the three of them, and many more, I express my gratitude 
in the acknowledgements of this dissertation.  
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ABOUT THE TRANSFORMATIVE EFFECT OF STORY TELLING  

Before I encountered the idea of doing a dissertation about Rocío Sanz, 

biographical writing was unattractive to me. When considering research topics for the 

first time and thinking about access to archival materials, conducting research on a male 

composer was the last topic I wanted to develop. I was positive that if I could not write 

about women because of scarce sources in the archives, I would write about the people.  I 

did not want to join the old tradition of writing the history of men only. I directed my 

interest to the reconstruction of the musical memory of mid-twentieth century San José, 

capital of Costa Rica. I wanted to collect stories from old musicians and the public, and 

combine them with primary sources collected in several archives. Then, while doing 

research for a newspaper article, I learned about the existence of Rocío Sanz’s letters. It 

happened when I found a piece in the same newspaper I was writing for, with a few 

correspondence excerpts. As a tribute to his dead friend, César Valverde chose some 

fragments of letters the composer wrote to him. At that moment I knew I wanted to read 

them all, and to learn about her story from her own words.  

My knowledge about the composer was very limited. I knew no more than the 

villancicos I sang every Christmas with the Universidad de Costa Rica’s School of Music 

Choir, the children’s songs I sang in primary school, and the flute sonata I never got to 

play because I did not have access to the manuscript. Admittedly, my curiosity and 

excitement seemed enough to overcome my dislike for biography. Then, I gained access 

to her letters. I only needed to find an opportunity to write about her. Finally, I changed 

my dissertation topic. After all, her story met with the timeframe and location I wanted to 
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study. More importantly, I was still writing about stories, and at last they would be about 

women. 6 

This project has not been easy. Research became challenging. Then, the 

irreparable loss of my mother added unthinkable pain to the already emotional process of 

writing a dissertation. Writing became difficult until I remembered a talk by Nigerian 

writer Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie (b.1977), “The Danger of the Single Story,” and 

realized that talk contained the tools I needed to engage in the narrative. With her speech 

I understood why the story of Rocío Sanz felt so distant and foreign. All I knew was just 

a single story of the composer. 7 

Adichie’s call to avoid seeing only one side of things, and her warning that that 

kind of narrative is incomplete and biased, has informed my research on Rocío Sanz. The 

result of combining stories in letters and other sources to match points in the 

reconstruction of stories never told before, is an opportunity to imagine this woman not 

only in relation to her work for children, but also, as a collaborative artist, writer, and 

composer.  

Having in mind the storytelling approach of Adichie, I started following the 

exchange of life stories in long missives between the composer and her friends. They 

wrote about all kinds of day-to-day situations. Eventually, their stories took me to the 

micro history methodological approach of writing history. This method helped me to 

counteract the traditional view of writing biographies through a chronological narrative 

that intends to cover the whole life of a person. The fact that there are gaps of information 

                                                
6 I should admit I was biased about biographical writing. My choice before dissertation writing was not to 
read any. It bothered me that my performer friends, while in college in Costa Rica, or during my masters in 
performance in Austin, always carried around biographies about a male performer or composer. The book 
and it contents were fetishes that seemed to validate their musical talents.  
7 Adichie, “The danger of the single story” Talk, TEDGlobal Oxford, UK, July 23, 2009. 
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in letters, either because they were never written or got lost, led me to write about some 

stories or specific events, instead of seeking to rewrite the entire life of Rocío Sanz. 8 

In this sense, the composer’s own writing style, and the availability of sources, 

defined my methodological approach. In the process of educating myself in the field of 

storytelling, feminist theory, and reviewing the micro history approach, I came across a 

corpus of literature that helped me to determine which stories to tell and how to tell them, 

even though all of them were significant for the composer.  

Reading about the transformative effect of storytelling, I found Clare Hemmings’ 

Why Stories Matter: The Political Grammar of Feminist Theory particularly clarifying. 9  

The story of Rocío Sanz matters because it evidences a restrictive society of continuous 

gender inequalities where the invisibilization of women is not by chance.  The composer 

was not documented in music histories and other critical writing. Media coverage of her 

work was limited, and her music was not widely circulated in her home country.  

However, she stayed active, empowering herself through her creative, musical, and 

artistic production.  

Telling her stories highlights how invisibility is contrived and perpetuates a 

patriarchal system. The proof is that the question of Rocío Sanz puzzles almost all the 

Costa Rican musicians whom I have interviewed. Despite inequality, women decide to 

continue narrating their lives, and not only in relation to the music roles associated with 

motherhood. In that sense, this dissertation demonstrates that invisibility does not mean 

non-existence and that Rocío Sanz’s invisibility should not be justified by her choice to 

                                                
8 Lepore 2001, 129-44. 
9 Hemmings 2011.  
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live in another country. Instead, it is the result of telling only one version of her life 

story.10 

Rocío Sanz is not the only Costa Rican composer of her generation. From a group 

of four, she is the only woman composer. The other composers are Ricardo Ulloa 

Barrenechea (b. 1928), Bernal Flores Zeller (b. 1937), and Benjamín Gutiérrez Sáenz (b. 

1937). The single story here favors the male composers who found more opportunities 

than Rocío Sanz in their own country. All of them studied abroad and after finishing their 

programs, they established their country of residence according to job opportunities. 

Rocío Sanz stayed in Mexico where she found various spaces to develop her career. The 

other three composers returned to Costa Rica and assumed different appointments at 

various musical and state institutions. I have not found evidence of Rocío Sanz’s 

intention to obtain a job in Costa Rica or to receive an offer. However, she insistently 

tried to circulate her work in the country. Furthermore, she expressed her desire to return 

in many letters. Twentieth-century art music, and women composers however, were not a 

priority for the state, media, academia, or the general public during her lifetime. Uneven 

opportunities between the sexes create a history of single stories with fewer possibilities 

for a narrative of transformation.  

Telling women’s stories, on the other hand, is a way to recuperate their space. It 

carries the possibility to transform the gendered institutionalization of roles. In the 

particular case of Costa Rica, where women composers are fewer in number and 
                                                
10 In 2013 I participated in the Third Congress of Central American Cultural Studies (CCEC) hosted by the 
University of Costa Rica that year. Since I was in Austin, Texas when I was working on the conference 
paper, I hold interviews with composers via skype. I wanted to know, first hand, what they knew about 
Sanz, and what they thought about her music. I also asked why she is unknown, and why there are so few 
women composers in the country. The title of my paper was Rocío Sanz: The Invisible Composer. Some of 
the male interviewees did not feel comfortable with the questions. Some felt guilty, and others stated sexist 
comments while speculating about the invisibility of the composer. The female interviewees knew more 
about Sanz than their colleagues. When asking about the difficulties they face in terms of production and 
circulation, some felt discouraged by the system.  
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systematically invisibilized, knowing a different story about Rocío Sanz can be 

transformative. Not only because it means a change in the musical history of the country, 

but also, because it can make people think in different ways about the production, 

circulation, and consumption practices of music.  

LITERATURE ON WOMEN, GENDER, AND MUSIC 

Reviewing the specialized literature on the topic became an exercise not only to 

know how musicologists write about women in music and gender, but also, to locate 

similarities between the story of Rocío Sanz and other women composers. Departing 

from the fact that most societies are patriarchal and that the system limits women’s 

agency, I arrived at a point in the reading when every story resembled the experiences of 

Rocío Sanz.  Some of the more canonical musicological works on the topic of women 

composers, written around the same time as Sanz’s death, situate the literature in the 

timeframe of the composer.  

In conversations with professional musicians from her home country, they 

acknowledge her as “the Costa Rican woman composer.” Mexican media made that 

distinction in every missive, as well as secondary sources produced in that country. In 

Costa Rica, I have noticed a certain sense of pride when people call her that way 

regardless of the story they know. Ironically, her music is almost never performed. When 

it happens, some have difficulty talking about the piece they just heard.  

Playing new music in Costa Rica is a recent phenomenon. Young musicians are 

more interested in learning that kind of repertoire. At the same time, the general audience 

is more open to attend concerts of twentieth and twenty-first-century music. While a 

vocabulary to describe and discuss contemporary works is building, the reaction towards 
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a male unknown composer contrasts from the way people react to her music, which often 

creates a condescending silence.    

The idealized recognition of Rocío Sanz as “the Costa Rican woman composer” 

in relation to her children’s program, even though her music is systematically unknown, 

is not the only case of blatant sexism. Susan C. Cook and Judy S. Tsou explain in the 

introduction of Cecilia Reclaimed, Feminist Perspectives on Gender and Music, that 

“Cecilia was in many ways the patronized saint of music, limited, by her sex, to a passive 

role of idealized, even swooning, muse or performer, but not as an active creator. Cecilia 

thus presented cultural notions of acceptable female practice; she played the organ, but 

she did not compose organ symphonies.” 11 Rocío Sanz was imagined as an active female 

composer, yet listening to her music seems to be unnecessary, resulting in a confusing 

idealization with hints of objectification, and passive gender associations. The acceptable 

practice for her was the production of the children’s radio show.  

Jane Bowers and Judith Tick in Women Making Music: The Western Art 

Tradition, 1150-1950 say that “the absence of women in standard music histories is not 

due to their absence in the musical past. Rather, the questions so far asked by historians 

have tended to exclude them.” 12 Only after Rocío Sanz’s own entry in Aaron I. Cohen’s 

International Encyclopedia of Women in Music, did new entries about the composer 

appear in other sources. Most of them, however, are inaccurate repetitions of what Rocío 

Sanz wrote in Cohen’s first edition. With no further research, not even consultation of the 

second edition improved by Sanz, the entries remain outdated. 13 

                                                
11  Cook and Tsou, 1 
12 Bowers and Tick, 3 
13 Cohen, 1981, 1987. An exception among similar sources I reviewed, is the story about the composer in 
Pool, Jeannie G. 2009. Passions of musical women: the story of the International Congress on Women in 
Music. It briefly describes the story of the composer and the author in the international congress, adding 
unique information to one of the most important events in Sanz’s late career.  
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Encyclopedias, while not always intended to develop a critical narrative, enclose a 

repository of information for larger audiences. Finding Rocío Sanz in these documents 

seems to impress the Costa Rican musical community, yet the entries fail to place Rocío 

Sanz in the historical imagination and to motivate musicians to play her works.  

The short biographies turn out to be like unquestionable and immovable objects 

from an antiquarian with no other function than filling a space. Attention deviates 

towards a canon centered on European works, although sometimes challenged with the 

music of Latin American composers, it ends up favoring the works of men. As Marcia 

Citron says in her Gender And The Musical Canon, “the canon creates a narrative of the 

past and a template for the future.” 14 Even though her book does not bring Latin America 

in the discussion, what she describes is common in patriarchal societies and the quote 

ends up portraying the musical dynamic in Costa Rica. Not challenging the repertoire 

with the inclusion of other women’s works seals the gendered idea of composition as a 

professional male activity. For Rocío Sanz, that meant having to convince people that she 

had the ability to write serious music and to be included.  

Only two orchestral works by the composer have been played in Costa Rica.  

These are Hilos (Threads) performed by the Orquesta Sinfónica Nacional in August 1995 

to pay tribute to the composer after her death, and Canciones de la muerte (Songs of the 

death) by the Orquesta Sinfónica de Heredia last March 2014. Although the works were 

performed, they did not receive substantial commentary. Gerard Béhague discussed in his 

paper “La problemática de la posición socio-política del compositor en la música nueva 

en Latinoamérica” that reception is affected by the idea that composers of contemporary 

music needed to replicate European twentieth-century aesthetics and techniques in order 

                                                
14 Citron, 1  
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to be considered serious artists. Musical nationalism was another strategy to reach the 

audience’s acceptance, and music circulation through the use of folk and popular music 

in their compositions.15 

Rocío Sanz, aware of the requirement to be serious and not interested in 

nationalizing her music, struggled with the fact that her training was insufficient. She still 

needed to perfect the aesthetics and techniques described by Béhague. Regardless of 

having Rodolfo Halffter (1900-1987) as her professor in Mexico, one of the composers 

brought to Latin America to professionalize composers, the training she received from 

him did not fulfill her expectations. Institutional instability affected the music program at 

the Mexican conservatory and eventually Rocío Sanz continued her studies in Russia.  

She made her own aesthetic choices, and limited by the requirement that music of the 

time follow European norms of composition, the reception of her works was negatively 

affected. While her music had some circulation in Mexico, it was barely performed in 

Costa Rica where musical expectations remained conservative.   

Specialized literature about gender and women in music in different places and 

time is useful to analyze the story of Rocío Sanz. It also helps to understand the situation 

of music and gender studies in the continent. Research written in English still focuses 

primarily on the United States and Europe. In Latin America there is an increasing 

amount of research on women in music that takes a variety of approaches. These works 

reveal various realities and highlight how Costa Rica has been less interested than other 

countries in the region in supporting and documenting women’s musical projects.  

Among the most recent publications in Spanish stand out La mujer compositora y 

su aporte al desarrollo musical chileno by Raquel Bustos Valderrama, and Mujeres en la 

                                                
15 Béhague, 47-56. 
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música en Colombia: el género de los géneros edited by Alejandra Quintana, and Carmen 

Millán, both published in 2012. There are recent Mexican publications that mention 

Rocío Sanz, like the collection of essays edited by Aurelio Tello, La música en México: 

Panorama del siglo XX published in 2010, and Mujeres en la creación musical de México 

by Clara Meierovich published in 2001 that focuses on women composers. Con música, 

textos y presencia de mujer by Alicia Valdés and published in 2005, is a reference text 

that focuses on women in music in Cuba, not only composers. Additionally, there is a 

rare book published in 2007, Modesta Sanginés: Precursora de la equidad de género by 

Patricia Montaño Durán.16  

Bustos Valderrama brings together a collection of short biographies of Chilean 

women composers who contributed to the musical development of the country during the 

last two centuries. The book presents the information in two sections, and each one first 

historically situates the reader then later tells the stories of the composers. As the author 

points out in the conclusion, women developed the aesthetic techniques of their time 

according to their backgrounds. Training and artistry resulted in the production of a 

variety of works for different means that, despite their production, were less documented. 

This book is a clear example that invisibility does not mean non-existence. It also reveals 

that these women assumed their creative projects despite social and political limitations.17 

Quintana and Millán edited a book that includes critical essays and interviews. In 

the introduction they play with the word “género” that in Spanish means both gender, and 

                                                
16 Although Tello mentions Sanz in relation to the collective of new music, Nueva Música de México, and 
points out that her music is rarely performed in the country (518), I find interesting that another way to 
exclude the composer from the Mexican music histories is because her nationality. The only essay 
dedicated to women in the book is focused on Mexican women composers, La mujer Mexicana como 
creadora e investigadora de la música de concierto del siglo xx y principios del xxi, by María Luisa Vilar-
Payá. There is an essay on expatriates, but it focuses on composers from Spain, Acordes electives: la 
música en México y el exilio español by Consuelo Carredano.  
17 Bustos Valderrama, La mujer compositora: Y su aporte al desarrollo musical chileno.  
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genre, to discuss how categories sustain a patriarchal system that excludes women from 

history. Then, they review recent literature in Spanish, and English, including 

foundational texts in musicology and ethnomusicology from around the 1990s to 

contextualize the variety of stories discussed in the essays and interviews. The gender 

approach of this book works as an invitation to explore feminist theories to tell stories 

from different perspectives and in different spaces. This book challenges publications that 

contain several short biographies suggesting new ways to think about music.18 

Another way to acknowledge the work of women composers is through 

interviews. While Quintana and Millán include a few, Clara Meierovich employs 

interviews in her work in order to explore in detail composer’s thoughts and perspectives 

about their work. Her book, Mujeres en la creación musical de México, published in 

2001, collects 17 conversations with Mexican composers. All of them received the same 

questions to discuss their place in Mexican society.  Since the questions explore their 

trajectory in music, each interview is biographical. Prior to the stories of contemporary 

composers, Meierovich talks about the Mexican pioneers, including Rocío Sanz. As in 

other sources, there are mistakes in the information. She says for example that the 

composer studied piano and composition in Los Angeles. However, Rocío Sanz decided 

to study composition years later when she was in Mexico. Since this book is not a 

collection of entries, but a document that is intended to place composers in a historical 

narrative, the author comments on the absence of Rocío Sanz’s music in the current 

artistic scene despite her contribution to the Mexican musical memory. 19 

                                                
18 Quintana Martínez, and Millán de Benavides, Mujeres en la música en Colombia: el género de los 
géneros.  
19 “A pesar de haber legado una producción de muy valía estética, de generosa aceptación en su momento 
y de vastas proporciones, la música de Rocío Sanz (1934-1993), costarricense de nacimiento, se halla hoy 
injustamente alejada de las salas de concierto.” (36) 
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From a more traditional format, Alicia Valdés presents a collection of women in 

music entries in her book Con música, textos y presencia de mujer published in 2005. 

This text not only enlarges the list of dictionaries and encyclopedias about women in 

music published mostly in English, but also provides evidence for  the significant role of 

women in music in Cuba. Composers, musicologists, performers, teachers, and 

entrepreneurs are part of the collection. The first part of the book offers an overview of 

the musical life of the country and its various expressions, and a demographic data 

organized in eight different topics and through statistic charts. The second part is the 

comprehensive dictionary.20 

The biography of Modesta Sanguinés by Patricia Montaño Durán, published in 

2007, is an interesting story. There is no trace of her role as a composer in the title, and 

the book discusses not her music but the historical significance of her gender. While the 

format follows the traditional chronological biography style, the author focuses on this 

nineteenth-century woman as a pioneer of feminism in Bolivia. She composed music for 

different mediums, and also wrote literature with social character. The book is well 

documented and includes pictures of a public plaque that acknowledges Sanguinés as the 

first Bolivian woman composer, a pioneer of folk studies and feminism. The story of 

Modesta Sanguinés is an example of the contributions of many women in the region that 

participated actively in improving social conditions and opportunities for the people. 

While her story is probably unknown outside of Bolivia, she is recognized in her country.  

The production of specialized and diverse literature in the region is increasing. 

The circulation of the material, however, is not very fluid. That may respond to several 

factors. On the one hand, there is a systematic unequal economic model that makes some 

                                                
20 Valdés Cantero, Con música, textos y presencia de mujer. 
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books for the general population unreachable. On the other, the production of knowledge 

remains cloistered in specific spaces. Whereas the amount of research is still small 

compared to other places, from a feminist perspective interested in equality of 

opportunities and a variety of approaches, the current research mentioned above 

represents an interesting sample of what seems to be an empowering corpus of literature 

on the topic and in the region.  

That said, reading through the current literature confirmed the urgent need to 

develop and promote musicological research in Costa Rica. Although other disciplines in 

the humanities and social sciences are telling women’s stories, music studies continue to 

focus on other areas of thought. From a feminist musicology that combines methods and 

sources and intersects with other disciplines, it would be possible to produce research 

with a new vision and in relation to human agency in the region. 

WORKING WITH LETTERS  

After reviewing literature from different historical periods and regions that use 

letters as primary sources, Suzanne G. Cusick’s Francesca Caccini at the Medici Court: 

Music and the Circulation of Power had a significant effect on my thinking. Contrary to 

other scholars who use letters to reconstruct a biography through a sequenced listing of 

the events without a close relation to context, Cusick draws Caccini’s musical world 

portraying the artist in relation to historical circumstances. Her questions on how women 

experienced music and life, and “what it was like to be a woman musician in the early 

modern world” 21 helped me to develop my own research questions about Rocío Sanz’s 

identities.  

                                                
21 Cusick, xiv 
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What was it like for a young foreign woman living in mid-twentieth century 

Mexico to be a composer of new music in a moment when musical nationalism continued 

resonating? What was it like for a young Costa Rican composer living abroad intending 

to circulate her work in a country where to be a woman composer was strange? How did 

she negotiate gendered expectations? How did her aesthetic choices mark her eclectic 

career? How did nationality, gender, personality, life style and artistic interests affect 

reception of her work? Did her traveling life influence her creative mind? How did her 

cultural background mark her production and personal life? How did her letter writing 

intersect with her artistic production?  

The stories I tell in this dissertation deal with these inquiries at different levels. 

The correspondence Rocío Sanz maintained with friends throughout her life reveal pieces 

of information to respond to these questions. She crafted detailed stories about her 

experiences in music, and how she eventually became a stranger in her homeland. The 

letters she wrote talk about her experiences as an international student in different 

countries, as a member of diverse musical communities in different places and times, and 

about nostalgia, hope, disappointments, and resilience. Thanks to the generosity of her 

friends, keepers of many letters, it is possible today to learn about the complicated and 

fascinating life of Rocío Sanz.  

HER LIFE IN HER OWN WORDS   

Rocío Sanz engraved her world into letters. She did it from an early age filling her 

diaries with short and concise anecdotes, stories, and drawings. Writing and music were 

everyday activities. Her mother, an accomplished pianist, and her mother’s friends, 

writers and educators, provided a creative environment for Rocío Sanz and other children 

in their circle. At age 9, her diary notes include an entry telling the moment when her 
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mother told her she was a poetess because she had written some verses and songs. 

Empowering messages like this, and the artistic environment she lived in, marked her 

life. Her writing developed as a creative strength that intersected with all her artistic 

production. 22 

When she moved abroad she maintained the same lively spirit and effective 

narrative combining words and illustrations in her letters. Her ability to combine 

narrative means probably helped in writing music for the performing arts, which in turn, I 

believe ended up influencing her concert music. Her aesthetic choices and writing rituals 

converge in her vocal and instrumental works for chamber music and larger ensembles, 

from her effective written narrative, to the functionality of theater scores, and to the 

dodecaphonic technique that pervades some of her music.   

Each letter contains extensive descriptions of her state of mind, places, and 

events, but not all of them talk about her musical experiences. She talks about musical 

life in general and stories around collaborative productions, but not about the process of 

writing the music. Even though it is common that composers do not talk much about their 

craft with other people, it is intriguing she excluded this information in the missives 

because at a younger age in Costa Rica, she and her friends had sophisticated 

conversations about music styles, genres, and performances. Friends and relatives do not 

recall talking about her music when she visited Costa Rica either. It is possible she 

reserved those topics for other composers and artists with whom she worked. 23    
                                                
22 Sanz kept notebooks and diaries from childhood in which she wrote daily entries, verses, poems, short 
tales, and lots of drawings. Elsa Sáenz Ferreto preserves them, along with hundreds of letters she received 
from the composer. The entry in this passage is from May 15, 1943, and the child gives credit to her 
schoolteacher when after reporting her mother’s acknowledgment says “I am 9 years old, I am a third grade 
student and I have a very good teacher named Carmen Avalos.” Then, she signs with her full name.  
23 When I started reading the letters I collected, I first looked for discussions about her music. That was one 
of my first finding expectations, as well as the decision to move to Mexico. Since correspondence did not 
release that information, I imagined these conversations happened in person, with her friends in Mexico, or 
when Sanz traveled to Costa Rica. Interviews did not reveal that information either. It puzzled me to realize 
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The absence of discussions about her music could be connected to her choice of 

describing the world around her rather than talking about herself directly in terms of her 

achievements. On several occasions she expressed that people who know her would 

realize her talks reflected her interests and portrayed what she was actually like. Rocío 

Sanz’s interpretation of the world reveals the person who she is. However, it is 

complicated to define her compositional process only by her external musical interests. 

Yet, considering her eclectic career, it is possible to understand her relation to the 

twentieth-century music diversity. 24   

From her letters, it is easier to imagine details from the everyday. Especially if she 

included drawings of what she was describing. Her friends remember well that through 

her engaging writing style they could imagine neighborhoods, classrooms, concert halls 

and even sounds and aromas. Her letters were very inventive and as she often stated in 

the same correspondences, she challenged her friends’ imagination to experience the 

same things she would narrate. This kind of writing allowed me to temporally and 

geographically situate undated letters that revealed key information. Clues in the 

narrative, especially the attendance of a concert, the premiere of a movie, the name of an 

artist, a drawing, an onomastic, and even public festivities were helpful to understand the 

moment of the stories. I followed the same strategy with incomplete correspondence. 25  
                                                                                                                                            
I was not obtaining information I imagined abounded in letters and conversations. I wonder if her decision 
to not talk even at personal level with friends about her music was the consequence of a social need to 
justify new music. While in public interviews Sanz stated that music does not need explanation, she is 
probably responding to the same attitude.  
24 This kind of thought is present since the time she was student at the Mexican National Conservatory. A 
letter from 1954 (50CV-002-54-04) has a revealing passage that helps to understand this thinking. “Como 
dice alguien que me conoce: “cuando yo empiezo a hablar de mí, me escapo por la ventana” es decir, me 
salgo de mí, hablo de lo que veo a través de una ventana o simplemente a mi alrededor, y no de mí misma. 
¿Qué tiene? A través de lo que veo y de cómo lo veo puede retrocederse hasta mí, hasta lo que pienso.” 
25 Letters are written in different types of paper and formats. Handwritten, typed, and mixed; some come 
with only text and others with illustrations, from drawings, to watercolors and collages. The visual 
narrative includes drawings of floor plans, street maps, music symbols, and even excerpt transcriptions of 
the music she was listening to.  Depending on the event, Sanz attached complementary materials, from a 
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In the process of following up with the events she described, I have 

communicated with scholars and artists whose work intersected with her musical 

activities in Mexico, and they have provided additional materials and stories. Among 

them are musicologists Liliana García, Leonora Saavedra, and Aurelio Tello; dance 

historian Margarita Tortajeda, and dancer and choreographer Marco Tulio de la Rosa. 

The opportunity to interview one of the recipients of her letters, Elsa Sáenz and her 

brother, and first husband of the composer, Carlos Luis Sáenz, as well as Jorge Figuls and 

Kryssia Clachar, cousins of Rocío Sanz, and Sadie Valverde, César Valverde’s sister, 

helped to confirm stories, and to obtain information about the composer’s childhood.26 

In addition to Rocío Sanz’s letters and interviews with her friends and colleagues, 

I have drawn on a variety of primary sources such as materials from periodicals, 

institutional accounts, and manuscript scores, and a few biographical sources about other 

people that illuminate the composer’s life in specific moments. All these materials, 

including consultation of other secondary sources, have filled in the spaces between 

Rocío Sanz’s words providing information about significant events such as her debut in 

Costa Rica, the time when she was preparing her travel to study at the Moscow 

Conservatory, and her participation in the international women in music movement at the 

end of her career. 27 

                                                                                                                                            
poem to a photograph, a clipping, or a concert program. Some letters are incomplete and many lack dates. 
Others do not have a farewell signature or if so, use a different name. It confused me when I started 
working with the missives to César Valverde. Later, during conversations with Elsa Sáenz, she explained 
this was a game in the group of friends.  
26 I also established email communication with Li Sáenz, who facilitated invaluable pictures and 
references, and helped to maintain remote communication with her aunt Elsa Sáenz and her father, Carlos 
Matías Sáenz.  
27 Primary sources come from personal and institutional archives, including the Music Historical Archive 
(UCR), the Institutional Archive at the Ministerio de Cultura, the Costa Rican National Library, and the 
Benson Library at the University of Texas at Austin. Biographical sources include Gutiérrez’s Los azules 
días (1999), Wilson’s Jacqueline DuPré: her life, her music, her legend (1998), and Zúñiga Díaz’s Carlos 
Luis Sáenz: el escritor, el educador y el revolucionario (1991) 
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THE STORIES IN THE DISSERTATION 

Rocío Sanz’s music is not frequently performed in Costa Rica. As a matter of fact, 

it is not common to listen to works by women composers at concerts, or have such works 

integrated in the syllabus of performing, theory, or music history courses. This kind of 

music approach distances the recent musical past and segregates an important corpus of 

repertoire. When a composer’s music is not performed, their stories are not being told.  

Following the composer’s storytelling narrative as a tool to transform appreciation 

towards women’s music, women in music, and the music itself, I will focus on discussing 

her world rather than the musical narrative of her compositions. I think of this as a first 

part of a larger project that incorporates selected pieces to discuss music aesthetics and 

circulation into the larger narrative about Rocío Sanz. In the meantime, I hope the stories 

I selected for this dissertation challenge and motivate instrumentalists and music scholars, 

as well as teachers and entrepreneurs to further investigate Rocío Sanz’s works and to 

learn from her stories, in order to finally perform her compositions, fulfilling at last the 

desire of the composer, as she expressed many times. 28 

The fact that I am a woman and one of the first in composition has not represented 
a problem for me, the problem consists in releasing my work, that the public 
knows it, and that some day it will be performed. 29  

 

She did not perceive limited circulation as a consequence of gender inequality, 

but as exclusion in cultural policy. Evidence of that assumption is recurrent in some of 
                                                
28 Around the national premiere of the Cantata Centroamericana in 1984, Sanz declared in an interview 
with journalist Thais Aguilar, the main challenge in her career was the circulation of her works. This 
statement reflected the situation she lived as a composer of art music, and in particular, the difficulties to 
premiere the cantata in Costa Rica. Although the work was composed in 1971 for a Costa Rican music 
competition, and world premiered that year in Mexico, it was until 1984 that the piece was finally 
premiered in the country. (Aguilar, LN, 84-10-19, 2B) 
29 Translation from: “El hecho de ser mujer y una de las primeras en iniciarse en esto, no ha sido 
problema para mí, el problema consiste en dar a conocer mi obra, que el público la conozca y que algún 
día se interprete.” From Aguilar’s interview in 1984 
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the events. The chapters in this dissertation tell Rocío Sanz’s stories in connection to 

particular stages in her life. Some gather similar experiences in different years, and others 

focus on a specific time depending on the event.  

Chapter 1, Stories of an international music student traces the route of Rocío Sanz 

from Costa Rica, to the United States and Mexico in the early 1950s. Through stories of 

past and present in her letters, she compares and describes her experiences at the City 

College of Los Angeles, and the National Conservatory in Mexico. From the time she 

was a student in Mexico, I chose 1954 as a focus because of the variety of events that 

happened that year, her enthusiasm allowed her to excel in her classes, get involved in 

school activities, and to become an active member of the Mexican musical scene.  The 

chapter includes an opening section that describes the economic, social, political, and 

cultural situation of the country, conditions that impacted her life style. Her family class 

background, and education, shaped the relationships she established during childhood, 

and influenced her aesthetic choices, and politics. 30 

Chapter 2, Nueva Música de México (NMM), describes her debut as a composer 

in the late 1950s and her participation as a founding member and only woman of the 

NMM group. This chapter reveals her preoccupation with being taken seriously as a 

person and composer. It also illustrates gender issues in relation to her choice for writing 

avant-garde music. Her first attempts to promote her work in Costa Rica, her work as a 

collaborative artist, and her search for a scholarship to advance her studies in composition 

abroad, are part of the stories in the letters she wrote about in the 1960s.  

                                                
30 Her childhood neighborhood, located north of downtown, was full of cork oaks. The landscape gave 
fantasy-like scenery to the streets. She named a particular street, la calle de los sueños. That place 
connected to downtown, and was the route she and her friends walked frequently to visit each other for 
music listening sessions, artistic soirées, or political meetings. It also took them to the Teatro Nacional 
venue that they visited to attend different kinds of performances. Her main reference to her childhood is 
that street which she recalls frequently throughout her life and it symbolizes her childhood.  
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Chapter 3, El rincón de los niños (The children’s corner), is about the most 

known period of Rocío Sanz’s life. It tells the story of the job she took at Radio UNAM 

after returning from Russia in 1966 and how within the same institution, she created one 

of the most important educational radio shows in the 1970s. The project was very time 

consuming, and it affected her career in composition. The program, broadcast 

internationally, influenced an entire generation that still remembers the show. It is 

important to say that the dissertation needed this chapter, because I had to provide the 

story that I was trying to challenge and transform with my research. I see it as one that 

helps to contextualize and contrast the other stories I tell about her life, the ones that have 

not been told until now.31 

Chapter 4, Cantata a la Independencia (Independence Cantata), narrates the 

moment when Rocío Sanz entered into the Costa Rican musical and cultural scene 

through a music competition in 1971. The discussion around her cantata and the 

difficulties to premiere her work reveal the composer’s determination in reclaiming her 

place as a composer in her country of origin, despite what I argue is a clear rejection of 

her work, illustrated by the fact that it was not premiered until 1984. The trajectory of the 

cantata from the competition to the world premiere in Mexico, and the national premiere 

in Costa Rica more than a decade later, connect with her half sister, Graciela Moreno, 

director of the National Theater, who circumspectly helped her by providing the space for 

the performance of her work on several occasions (1984, 1989, 1994), and also, with the 

                                                
31 In contrast with her compositions, her stories were published in Mexico, Costa Rica, and are included in 
collections for children in different places, and online.  
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creation of a choral music competition in 1976, in which the composer won another first 

prize for a Christmas cantata.32   

Chapter 5, The International Congress on Women in Music, tells the last stories of 

her life and career. Rocío Sanz became part of the international movement of women in 

music in the 1980s. She wrote entries about women composers for the International 

Encyclopedia of Women in Music, and joined the International Congress on Women in 

Music, where she assisted in the organization, participated as a panelist, moderator, and 

presented works.  This was a very important moment in her career. Paradoxically, when 

she finally had the opportunity to move into a satisfying musical sphere and to write the 

music she wanted, a fatal illness cut short that opportunity.   While struggling with health 

issues, she expressed in letters her desire to move back to Costa Rica. She died in Mexico 

in 1993. 

Despite difficulties, Rocío Sanz continued reclaiming her place as a composer in 

the country. She never stopped. Then, as what happens to many people, acknowledgment 

came only when she was close to the end of her life. She was content to see some of her 

works finally circulating in her home country. While it is not clear if she imagined her 

music would be played more often after her death, her friends and family still wish the 

composer had received the recognition she deserved: Visibility. 

CHALLENGES 

Writing a dissertation about a topic not studied extensively before, offers both 

advantages and disadvantages. The lack of information about Rocío Sanz, which makes 

her story an incomplete one, is a case in point. On the one hand, it provided an important 

                                                
32 Her cantata Sucedió en Belén, a villancicos selection of Sor Juana Inés de la Cruz and published as 
“Cinco Villancicios”, is one of the few scores published during her lifetime. Before her death, only the 
Liga de compositores de México published her music. 
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reason to do research about the composer, and on the other, it made it very difficult to 

find new information and to verify undocumented data from secondary sources. Even 

though I challenged the single story of Rocío Sanz, asking the informants many different 

kinds of questions in order to reshape memories, for some people it was still complicated 

for them to consider the composer outside of her role in relation to a radio show for 

children. This was a particular issue with those informants who were not close to the 

composer and who have repeated the same story over and over without question.   

How people express memories was another challenge. What people remembered 

about Rocío Sanz and what they forgot resulted in a fascinating challenge that 

complicated the reconstruction of the events, and at the same time, provided particular 

information that completed new stories.  The lack of performances or recordings of her 

avant-garde music also created a vacuum. The discussion of the composer requires the 

performance of the music. When people can’t recall a sonic experience, it is difficult to 

make a commentary and to transform one’s idea of the composer.  
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Chapter 1: Stories Of An International Music Student 

Rocío Sanz was born in in Costa Rica in 1934. It was at a time when radical social 

changes were happening in the country. The Great Depression had deeply affected the 

popular sectors making the class struggles in the country more evident. Her family was 

part of the ruling sector. Her grandfather, who died when Rocío Sanz was a baby, Juan 

Bautista Quirós Segura (1853-1934), was General of the Army and acted as head of 

several public offices throughout his life. Member of the military party, he was appointed 

Vice President of the country for the period 1917-23; however, when President Federico 

Tinoco Granados (1868-1931) was overthrown by popular uprising in 1919, he assumed 

the presidency. While he was liberating political prisoners and reestablishing public 

liberties, removed by Tinoco Granados, the United States government forced Rocío 

Sanz’s grandfather to resign. 33 

Her mother, Rosa Quirós Aguilar (1888-1971), married a military man and had 

two sons.34 He died in military actions, and she never married again. Later, she joined the 

Communist Party, founded in 1931, and met Rocío Sanz’s father, Ricardo Moreno Cañas 

(1890-1938) a prominent physician and political leader. Rocío Sanz never had a 

relationship with her father, who was assassinated when she was only four years old.35 

She grew up with her single mother, her two brothers (until they moved to the United 

                                                
33 During that time, Vice President positions were not elected by the population, but designated by the 
President. De la Cruz 2004; Fernández Morales 2010; Quirós Aguilar 1948.  
34 Sáenz Ferreto, Carlos Matías. 2012. Personal interview used with permission. 
35 Moreno Cañas was married to Graciela Ulloa Banuet, and had three daughters. The youngest, was 7 
years older than Sanz. In 1934, same year of Sanz’s birth, Moreno Cañas became a living legend when he 
saved the life of a young man who received a bullet in his chest. He performed other “miraculous” 
surgeries, and even, the night he was killed by one of his patients, some people assured he appeared in the 
hospital where he served, and cured other people in that moment. Transformed into a popular saint, some 
people still pray to his image asking for miracles. 
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States), cousins, friends, and her mother’s friends, also militants of the Communist Party, 

and pivotal educators and intellectuals.36 

During Rocío Sanz’s childhood, the country still suffered from the economic 

crisis. However, the alliance of the Communist Party with the Catholic Church, and labor 

organizations, marked the transformation of the state to one that recognized popular 

demands. Between 1940 and 1944, during the term of President Rafael Calderón Guardia 

(1900-1970) from the National Republican Party, the country advanced in social reforms. 

Through the negotiation of a social security package in 1943, the country strengthened 

the creation in 1942 of the Caja Costarricense del Seguro Social (CCSS), to secure 

public health to the population, and social insurance; the Labor Code, enacted in 1943 to 

protect workers from all sectors; the founding of the Universidad de Costa Rica in 1940, 

and the National Conservatory in 1942, were some of the other advances in the country 

during this period.37 

El Barrio Aranjuez: Initial music training and memories 

Rocío Sanz and her friends developed an enormous enthusiasm for performing 

arts, literature, philosophy, and politics. They attended concerts of classical music, ballet 

performances, art exhibits, movies, and gathered around a record player that one of them 

owned, to spend long hours listening to music. They saved money to buy records in the 

                                                
36 Coming from a very conservative family, it was not acceptable that Sanz’s mother, a young widow and 
mother of two teenager boys got pregnant from one of her comrades in the Communist Party. Jorge Figuls, 
cousin of Sanz explained it was a scandal for the Quirós family, and Elsa Sáenz, Sanz’s friend explained it 
was a problem so big, that ultimately, Sanz and her mother left the country. Sanz’s birth certificate is 
evidence of the tension and social conventions of the time. It says she was born in February 27th 1934 and 
her mother was Teresa Quirós Aguilar and her father Carlos Sanz Ortiz. Teresa was her mother’s sister and 
Carlos was Teresa’s husband. This has caused trouble to researches that state Sanz learnt piano with her 
aunt, who was actually her mother. The certificate also says her name was Carmen Sanz Quirós, not Rocío. 
(Birth certificate, tomo 391, folio 72, asiento 23, cita 1-0391-062-0123 [391-72-23-1-0391-062-0123) 
37 Alpízar Jiménez 2011. A few years later, in 1948, the country had a civil war, Revolución del 48, and in 
1949, the army was abolished. Many members of the Communist Party left the country to live in exile, as is 
the case of Carmen Lyra, founder of the Party, and close friend of Sanz’s mother.  
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local shops and these listening sessions became the space to discuss music and the artistic 

events they attended every week. In these conversations, they built their very own 

understanding of the arts (see image 1).  38 

 

Image 1: Group of 
friends in Barrio 
Aranjuez at La calle de 
los sueños.                    
From left to right: 
Nidia Naranjo, 
ballerina, Elsa Sáenz, 
agronomist, Rocío 
Sanz, and Teresita 
Orozco, ballerina. All 
but Sáenz are wearing 
the high school 
uniform. Private 
collection of Elsa 
Sáenz Ferreto used 
with permission.39 

Rocío Sanz began her piano training at home with her mother Rosa Quirós. In 

secondary school, she acquired the foundations of music theory and history with pianist 

and composer Carlos Enrique Vargas (1919-1998). Her friends insisted she should pursue 

a career in music and before graduating from high school she was admitted to the 

Conservatorio Nacional de Música in Costa Rica. 40 

                                                
38 Sáenz Ferreto, Carlos Matía (interview 2012, used with permission) explained that among the new 
arrivals to the music stores in San José, they bought recordings with music by Stravinsky and Mussorgsky. 
However, they identified with the composers of the Romanticism. Sometimes listened to Bach, but they 
always wanted to hear recordings with music by Beethoven. He mentioned it was when they were living in 
Mexico that they learnt about musical modernism.  
39 Not in the picture, but also members of the group of friends are César Valverde (artist), Carlos Matías 
Sáenz (film maker), and Enrique Góngora (mathematician and musician) 
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The institution was still a small music school organized around the model of the 

European conservatory. Founded in 1942 as a state entity, by 1952 it was already part of 

the Universidad de Costa Rica. Some students traveled abroad, especially to Europe, to 

continue advanced training.41 

For Rocío Sanz and her friends, studying abroad was the natural path to imagine. 

Education was an important national value, and for women, a way to reach independence. 

Mid-century middle-class children, especially those who wanted to pursue an artistic 

career, looked for government scholarships, although they were limited. Given the family 

circumstances, it made sense that the young student would want to continue her career in 

the United States.42 

Her childhood group grew apart when one by one left the country to study abroad. 

Some of them, like Rocío Sanz, made their careers in other countries. Despite the 

distance, she maintained regular correspondence with Elsa Sáenz and César Valverde 

throughout her life. In many letters, Rocío Sanz remembered their childhood and the time 

they spent together in their neighborhood. 43  

                                                
41 Vargas Cullel 2004, 281  
42 Music training reflected class divisions in mid-twentieth-century Costa Rica. While wealthy families 
supported their children to study abroad, the middle class required scholarships that sometimes were 
granted to wealthy children. Working class children studied music in the military bands system.  For many 
years, the latest musicians had other jobs like shoemakers, tailors, farmers, and others. (Vargas Cullel, 
2004.)  When Sanz and her mother traveled to the United States, they did not have a secure situation. With 
no scholarship to study in college, and under economic restrictions, the young musician and her mother left 
relatively soon. 
43 Nidia Naranjo and Teresita Orozco moved to London to study ballet. They remain abroad, one in Spain 
and the other in London. Enrique Góngora moved to Germany to study physics and returned to Costa Rica. 
He was also an accomplished harpsichordist. Carlos Matías Sáenz moved to México to study architecture, 
but ended as a filmmaker. He became Rocío Sanz’s first husband. Many years later he returned to Costa 
Rica.  César Valverde (1928-1998) graduated from the Law School in the Universidad de Costa Rica, and 
later got several scholarships to study Art in New York, and Italy. Elsa Sáenz (1935) also graduated from 
the Universidad de Costa Rica in agronomy. She later got a couple of scholarships to study in Panamá, and 
the Soviet Union.  
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For the past few days I have been immersed in the arduous task of sorting through 
all your letters that I have kept, despite the difficulties of the absence of dates, 
chronological information and even your signature!  But what a great time I am 
having rereading and reliving such treasured moments: Aranjuez, Heredia, the 
mountain, la calle de los sueños (the street of dreams), the desk in your house, the 
first rains of each winter, our studies, the days that passed full of new sensations, 
two Christmases full of homely flavors and happiness, old and new people, the 
books we read, the pain we felt, the absences, the awkward moments, our proud 
moments, the satisfactions, the nice and not so nice emotional shocks, the new 
airs of things after each night, the music, the people who travel and return full of 
new impressions and colors, those who never return to their home and who are 
happy or unhappy in other countries.  All these things happen in your letters, they 
pass by and I seize all the events and feel them happening; and I embrace old 
relationships and new hands, and I suffer with you if you suffer, and I help you as 
you help me, and sometimes I keep things to myself, and I have secrets for you 
that I would never reveal, and I feel so close to you, like when I tell you, in very 
long letters everything about me that is possible to tell.  And after re-reading your 
letters and being saturated with two years of your life, I have run to write to you 
to tell you thank you for having me with you all this time.44 

She and her friends used the neighborhood and surroundings, including downtown San 

Jose, to perform their early ideas about music, art, philosophy, and politics, and to 

strengthen their creativity. They had a strong friendship, and it felt sudden leaving all that 

behind. Her subsequent departures always triggered these memories. 45 

                                                
44 Letter from Rocío Sanz to Elsa Sáenz sent on May 29, 1954 (50E-019-54-05-29.) “Desde hace días 
vengo empeñada en la ardua labor de desenredar el montón de cartas tuyas que tengo guardadas, pese a 
todas las dificultades por la ausencia total de fechas, datos cronológicos y hasta de firma!! Pero qué gran 
rato paso releyendo y reviviendo un tesoro de cosas: Aranjuez, Heredia, el monte, la calle de los sueños, el 
escritorio de tu casa, las primeras lluvias de cada invierno, los estudios, los días que transcurren llenos de 
sensaciones nuevas, dos navidades llenas de sabor hogareño y alegría, las personas nuevas o viejas, los 
libros leídos, los dolores experimentados, las ausencias, los desaires, los orgullos, las satisfacciones, los 
choques emotivos agradables o desagradables, el aire nuevo de las cosas después de cada noche, la 
música, la gente que viaja y vuelve llena de impresiones y colores nuevos, la que no vuelve nunca al hogar 
y es feliz o infeliz en otros países. Todo, todo esto pasa por tus cartas, desfila y yo me apodero vorazmente 
de todos los acontecimientos y los siento pasar; y estrecho relaciones antiguas y manos nuevas y sufro 
contigo, si sufres, y te ayudo y tú a mí, y a veces me guardo de decirte cosas, y tengo secretos para ti que 
no revelaría nunca y me siento tan cerca de ti como cuando te cuento, en larguísimas cartas, todo lo que 
pueda decirte de mí. Y después de haber releído tus cartas y de haberme saturado de dos años de tu vida, 
he corrido a escribirte para darte las gracias por haberme tenido contigo todo este tiempo.” 
45 Moving to a different country was challenging. Sanz moved first to the United States in 1952, to Mexico 
in 1953, and to the Soviet Union in 1965, to return to Mexico in 1966. 
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FROM COSTA RICA TO LOS ANGELES (1952) 

Rocío Sanz and her mother Rosa Quirós left Costa Rica in 1952. The trip turned 

out to be a long one with several attempts to settle in one place or another, a few returns, 

and many stories and adventures captured in letters. In 1950, just two years before their 

departure, Rocío Sanz had begun her formal music education at the Conservatorio 

Nacional in her home country as a piano student, and in 1951 she graduated from El 

Colegio Superior de Señoritas, the secondary public school for women in the capital. 

Already living in Los Angeles, and few months before departing to Mexico, in 

July 1953, Rocío Sanz wrote to her friend César Valverde about her feelings of 

uncertainty of a sudden departure. It had been just a little more than a year before when 

she and her mother had arrived in the United States. “I know what it is like to prepare for 

an unexpected trip, and I know about sudden departures, but I know nothing of the 

illusion of leaving for something better and the certainty that it will be better.” News 

from her friend about a forthcoming trip to study in Europe, while she and her mother 

were planning a new move to another country, brought back the days of leaving Costa 

Rica when her future became uncertain.46 

Moving was an unexpected family decision. Her older brothers lived in the United 

States, in Los Angeles and New York, and the two women visited any time they could. 

But her mother wanted the family reunited, and she and the daughter left behind their 

home, relatives, and friends. 47  Rocío Sanz did not have the security that relocating in the 

                                                
46 50CV-002-53-07-03. “Sé lo que es la preparación de un viaje inesperado, y sé de la partida súbita, 
aunque ignoro la ilusión de partir hacia algo mejor y la seguridad de que sea mejor.” During that time the 
two friends mailed frequently, writing a response as soon as a new letter arrived. When Valverde told her 
about the scholarship to study Arts in Italy, she compared their situation. While his future was secured by 
grants, and educational opportunities, hers was not. Sanz never stopped celebrating her friend’s success, 
and even asked him for advice to get funding. He was the most fortunate of the group of friends. His talent 
and gender opened doors that were closed to Sanz.  
47 Jorge Figuls (1922) cousin of Sanz explained that he was in charge of the properties of Rosa Quirós, the 
composer’s mother. The money from the rent helped the two women with their expenses abroad, and after 
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United States would offer a better life. 48  She was just eighteen, and although she 

imagined traveling as an international music student and perhaps returning home later, 

that trip changed their life forever. Eventually, she became the Costa Rican woman 

composer living abroad. 49 

Guillermo Aguilar Machado (1905-1965), director of the conservatory, extended 

the necessary documentation to apply to the City College of Los Angeles (CCLA). A 

letter and transcript from May 30, 1952 show the few courses in which she enrolled in 

1950 and 1951: piano, solfeo (solfege), music theory, and music history (see Image 2). 50 

                                                                                                                                            
Sanz’s mother died he kept sending the money to his cousin. When Sanz died, he inherited the properties. 
(Personal interview, June 2012; used with permission) 
48 She felt the same about Mexico, although the two women had more time for travel preparations, and 
knew ahead that living in Mexico would be much less expensive than in the United States and education 
would be affordable, their future was unclear.  
49 Elsa Sáenz remembered that Sanz’s brothers left Costa Rica when their sister was little. Rosa Quirós 
traveled whenever she could to the United States to see her sons, Rodrigo Quirós (1914-1989) and 
Francisco Quirós (1915-?) (Personal interview, June 2012; used with permission). Carlos Matías Sáenz said 
the two brothers wanted to support their sister’s education, and the family considered she could continue 
her music studies in Los Angeles where Francisco lived. However, living in the U.S. was expensive and the 
two women moved to Mexico. The brothers remained in the U.S. Francisco worked as a drafter for the 
Richard Neutra’s Architecture Studio, and Rodrigo returned to Los Angeles from New York. Later on, he 
moved to Mexico, and then to Costa Rica, while Francisco remained in the U.S. (Personal interview, 
January 2012; used with permission) 
50 The transcript includes the name of her professors –Oscar Mora (piano), Juan de Dios Páez and Julio 
Mata (solfeo), Alfredo Morales and Oscar Mora (music theory), and León Pacheco (music history).  
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Image 2: Carbon letter 
from Aguilar Machado 
to the head of the 
CCLA, May 30, 1952. 
Archivo de Gestión 
EAM, UCR (AGEAM), 
used with permission. 

 

Los Angeles: Family reunion in the empty city 

Moving from San José, Costa Rica to Los Angeles, California signified a big 

change. They moved in early 1952 and stayed there for almost two years.51  Settling 
                                                
51 It is not clear if the trip to Los Angeles was originally for visiting only or to move for an extended period 
of time. It is always possible they decided to stay once they arrived in there. Documentation issued by the 
CNMCR to enroll in CCLA is dated May 30, 1952 (see Image 1.) By then, Sanz was already participating 
in the summer school for international college students. It is always possible that given the sudden 
departure, they left without the documentation, which arrived later by mail.  
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became challenging especially after having a stable childhood in Costa Rica, living in a 

house that offered all the spaces she and her mother needed for their life style, and in a 

city where everything was nearby. She missed the walkable character of her hometown, 

and the easy access to a variety of cultural activities. That is probably one of the things 

that impacted her the most.52     

In Los Angeles, Rocío Sanz and her mother moved around a lot, and her letters 

are rich with a variety of neighborhood descriptions and illustrations.53  Her first letters 

capture cultural differences such as the urban design and life style. Letters about school 

and her experience as an international student come later. Her correspondence was full of 

nostalgia. Although she made good friends, mostly international, she never felt 

comfortable in Los Angeles. 54  

In June 1953, a year and a half after moving there, she talked in detail about her 

experience in the new city –its emptiness, extended and repetitive character, and invisible 

public cultural life. Compared with the small Costa Rican capital, whose center reunited 

the cultural and political life of the country, and whose neighborhoods were in walking 

distance to theaters, cinemas, coffee shops, libraries, schools, and others, she found Los 

Angeles to be like a giant ghost town with some alienated people.  

What do you want me to tell you? That I need Costa Rica? Yes, very much so. 
Whether I like it here? Not much. It is like a great desert populated by machines, 
and it has taken me a year and a half to discover that some of these machines are 

                                                
52 50CV-004-53-10-18. Every letter includes a detailed description of the city and life style, including 
social behavior in public transportation, and recreational practices. Even after leaving the United States, she 
continued comparing cities, adding Mexico to the conversation. 
53 Among the letters in Valverde’s archive, there is a batch of illustrated letters, and cards written by him. 
He uses Sanz’s descriptions to colorfully illustrate the neighborhoods and apartments where she and her 
mother lived.  
54 The first letters in Valverde’s archive are from April 1952. The ones owned by Elsa Sáenz are from 
1953. During some time, when Sanz was already living in Mexico, she asked Sáenz to send her back the 
letters from Los Angeles with the promise to return them. She returned the letters as she mentions in a later 
letter, however, they are currently unavailable.  
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somewhat sociable. […] Los Angeles is not a city [it’s more] like a glorified 
town; it’s made of fragments, boroughs, neighboring cities; to the point that the 
surroundings are a thousand times larger than the center; and the wide streets 
continue infinitely, houses with gardens emptied of people and full of birds, the 
corners with their Bank of America, Owl Drugstore and gas pump and all of this 
is repeated, … and repeated, … and repeated… and only the cars move, because 
in this immensity a car is as necessary as breathing; and one can walk miles of 
neighboring streets without finding a soul, and even main streets, dead as a ghost 
town.55 

The immensity of the city limited the emulation of her hometown life style. 

Eventually she commuted to attend concerts and other performances, but her independent 

cultural activity was relegated to movies, of which she was very critical. Although it is 

true she had been very critical from a young age, stimulated by the intellectual and 

political network of her mother.56  

In her letters from this period, she recognizes the level of generalization in her 

descriptions, which is the reflection of some degree of frustration, but clarifies that 

everything she tells is true. As young as she was, nineteen in 1953, she finds herself 

disconnected from other people. The arts did not have the same fulfilling effect she had 

experienced in Costa Rica and she felt out of place.  

Concerts, performances, they are 50 to 1000 km from the place where one lives! 
Of course among the many thousands of people, there must be a group that favors 
these activities… the rest, the vast majority, pass the evenings sitting in front of 
the television, ordinary as an epidemic, with their eyes fixed on tales of cowboys, 
murders or senseless comedies; without speaking, without moving, while good 

                                                
55 Letter 50CV-007-53-06-21. “Qué quieres que te cuente… ¿que si me hace falta Costa Rica? Sí, mucha. 
¿Que si me gusta aquí? No mucho. Esto es como un gran desierto poblado por máquinas, y me ha costado 
año y medio descubrir que algunas de estas máquinas tienen algo de sociable. […] Los Ángeles no es 
ciudad [es más bien] como un pueblo engrandecido; está hecha toda de retazos, barrios, ciudades vecinas; 
hasta el punto de que los alrededores son mil veces más grandes que el centro; y se suceden hasta el 
infinito las calles anchas, las casas con jardines vacíos de gente y llenos de pájaros, las esquinas con su 
Bank of América, Owl Drugstore y bomba de gasolina y todo esto se repite, … y se repite,… y repite… y 
sólo los autos se mueven, pues en esta inmensidad un auto es tan necesario como la respiración; y se 
pueden caminar millas de calles vecinas sin encontrar un alma, y aún calles principales, muertas como 
una ciudad abandonada.” 
56 This kind of criticism could be the announcement to future aesthetic choices, not only as a composer, but 
also as part of the audience, and as a producer in Mexico.  
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books collect dust on the shelves, good music languishes and the art of 
conversation disappears. Cinemas close for lack of audiences; good European 
films never get shown… Impossible! Invade the reign of Hollywood! Theaters 
play greater and greater absurdities, Frankenstein or Marilyn Monroe movies, 
which are the only ones that “stimulate” the bits of stone that make up the 
audience. Music, ballet, books, art exhibits do not spark any interest in these 
people anymore; they need stronger “stimulants,” like drugs. And I don’t find 
myself at ease among that machinery chewing gum to “alleviate the tension” of 
this hurried, tabloid life. Well, I’m generalizing, but it’s true what I’ve seen. It’s 
true that I’ve found beautiful people; rare exceptions that prefer a record player to 
a television “set,” people who get together in a room, SANS television, and even 
know how to have fun. These are the people I will miss when we go to Mexico. 57 

In the last months in California however, she strengthened friendships and met 

people with common interests. They all filled her empty experience of the city that she 

had felt until then. After all, she would miss them and the city. 58  Despite the lonely 

effects of the city, Rocío Sanz had a good time as an international student. During the 

summer of 1952, she met people from many different countries.  

As other immigrants and international students, she had to enroll in a program 

intended to prepare people to adapt to the country. The “Americanization” program for 

students included English classes, workshops to learn about college life in the United 

                                                
57 Letter 50CV-007-53-06-21. Later, in the seventies when she is producing her radio show, thinking 
stimulation and culture appreciation will become the axis of her work; “Conciertos, representaciones, las 
hay… a 50 o 1000 kms del lugar donde una vive! Por supuesto que entre tantos miles de gente, ha de haber 
un grupo que favorece estas actividades… el resto, la inmensa mayoría, pasa las noches sentados frente a 
la televisión, común como una epidemia, con los ojos fijos en historias de vaqueros, de asesinatos o 
comedias sin sentido; sin hablar, sin moverse, mientras los buenos libros, se empolvan en los estantes, la 
buena música languidece y el arte de la conversación desaparece. Los cines se cierran por falta de 
público, las buenas películas europeas no se acercan… ¡imposible! ¡invadir el reino de Hollywood! Los 
teatros exhiben locuras cada vez más grandes, películas de Frankenstein o de Marilyn Monroe, que son las 
únicas que “estimulan” a los trozos de piedra que constituyen el público. La música, el ballet, los libros, 
las exhibiciones de arte no despiertan ya interés alguno en toda esa gente; se necesitan “estimulantes” 
más fuertes, como drogas. Y yo no me encuentro a gusto entre esa maquinaria que masca chicle para 
“aliviar la tensión” de esta vida apresurada y rosa. Bueno, estoy generalizando, pero es cierto lo que he 
visto. Cierto que he encontrado gente bella; raras excepciones que prefieren un tocadiscos a un “set” de 
televisión, gentes que se reúnen en una sala, SIN televisión, y aún saben divertirse. Es ésta la gente que voy 
a echar de menos cuando nos vayamos a México.” 
58 Already in Mexico, when she writes about the difficulties to find a new apartment, she recounts her 
recent memories, the ones from Los Angeles and her new friends that she misses a lot, like her friends from 
Costa Rica. (50CV-004-53-10-18) 
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States, and cultural activities.59 She was the only Costa Rican in the group and “The 

League of Nations” (La Liga de Naciones), as she referred to her international friends, 

were present in many letters. They include pictures and illustrations showing various 

activities on campus and other places. At the end of this training, she initiated the process 

of registration to begin her college studies.  

In September 1952 she completed her registration and had officially become part 

of the international student population at the City College of Los Angeles. 60 She 

describes with humor the struggles of getting the classes she needed, the traditional 

categories to identify students, and the orientation activities.  

I went to City College to pass the required physical to take swimming classes. I 
passed in 5 minutes and I returned home compassionately watching the poor 
devils that had to enroll today. I’m already registered! Those marvelous words 
mean that I’ve passed a week or two without sleeping, arranging my schedule and 
planning classes; that one day I spent 5 hours listening to lectures and new student 
welcomes; the other terrible day I went with a defeated look to “register,” or 
rather, fill out “thousands” of cards, answer questions, walk from one end to the 
other and to arrive at the feared “Station Six” where one finds that they’ve closed 
one or two courses and that they have to, THE HORROR, redo their schedule! 
The registration process is more difficult than planning an excursion to Africa (I 
personally would have preferred the latter!) Another day I will give you more 
details regarding the college’s systems; for now I will tell you that the students 
receive the academic name of “sophomore” when they are more advanced and the 
new arrivals, like myself and thousands more, receive the equally academic and 
terribly comedic name of “freshman.” Imagine me scared among so many fresh 
men! This is just one detail to show you how crazy they are. 61 

                                                
59 This twentieth-century process was originally designed to assimilate new immigrants. Although many 
foreign students did not remain in the country, they also needed to go through the process. This kind of 
training for international students is known today as “cultural immersion.” 
60 The 1953 university’s catalogue shows the fall semester started late in Sept/early October that year. 
(University of California (Berkeley, Calif.). 1953. General catalog issue / University of California, Los 
Angeles, UCLA.) 
61 50CV-004-52-09-19. “Fui al City College a pasar el examen físico requerido para tomar clases de 
natación. Lo pasé en 5 minutos y me volví a casa mirando compasivamente a los pobres diablos que tenían 
que matricularse hoy. ¡Yo ya estoy matriculada! Esas maravillosas palabras significan que he pasado una 
semana o dos sin dormir, arreglando el horario y planeando las clases; que un día pasé 5 horas oyendo 
discursos y bienvenidas a los nuevos estudiantes; que otro día terrible fui con cara de ternero degollado a 
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As a music student, she continued exploring the city, visiting museums, attending 

free screenings of documentaries, spending time in bookstores, and learning from cultural 

and musical traditions different than the ones at home. At school, besides her piano, and 

harmony classes, she continued studying English and helping friends with their Spanish 

classes. 62 

The amount of letters diminished when the academic year began, narrowing her 

stories as a music student. One in particular from November 1952, at the end of the first 

semester, talks about a piano master class with all the first level students. She was 

anxious. After her musical activities in Costa Rica as a student in the conservatory, and 

the artistic performances every Christmas in the neighborhood, this was probably the first 

time she had to play in public. 63 

Today is November 20th, four more days until the terrible day I must play at a 
piano student gathering. Luckily it will be only the beginners and there are 5 or 6 
from each class. Brrr! Rrrr! […] I have a HUGE assignment for Harmony due 
tomorrow. 64 

                                                                                                                                            
“matricularme”, es decir, a llenar “miles” de tarjetas, a contestar preguntas, a caminar de un lado a otro 
y a llegar a la temida “Station Six” donde encuentra una que han cerrado uno o dos cursos y que tiene 
que, HORROR, ¡hacer el horario de nuevo! El proceso de registrarse es más difícil que planear una 
excursión al África (yo personalmente hubiera preferido esto último!) Otro día te daré más detalles acerca 
de los sistemas de este colegio; por ahora te diré que los estudiantes reciben el nombre académico de 
“sophomore” cuando están más avanzados y los principiantes, como yo y otros miles, reciben el nombre 
igualmente académico y terriblemente cómico de “freshman” ¡Figurate si estaré yo asustada entre tantos 
hombres-frescos! Eso es solo un detalle para que veas lo locos que son.” 
62 She does not mention other classes in this or other letters. The rest of her correspondence from the 
academic year is about the cultural life of the city. When she remembers the time in Los Angeles she made 
brief comments about school, like a gift Mr. Rowe (her professor) sent to Mexico, or she commented that 
classes were not challenging because what she was doing was just reviewing all she had recently learned.  
63 Even though Christmas performances in her home country were at an amateur level, they turned into an 
important artistic training for Sanz. They used the fine script writings of Carlos Luis Sáenz, and the acting 
direction of Elsa Ferreto, and Sanz and her friends were the actors. All of them versed enough in music, 
painting, dancing, and acting, using the collective as a space to display their creativity.   
64 50CV-005-52-11-20. “Hoy es Noviembre 20, faltan cuatro días para el terrible día que he de tocar en 
una reunión de estudiantes de piano. Por dicha es solo entre principiantes y somos como 5 o 6 de cada 
clase. ¡Brrrr! ¡rrrrrr! […] Para mañana tengo una ENORME tarea de Armonía […]” 
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She completed a full academic year in Los Angeles, in addition to the cultural training for 

international students during the summer. And then, she and her mother left in the fall of 

1953 for Mexico. 

FROM LOS ANGELES TO MEXICO CITY (1953) 

Our trip? We left Los Angeles one quiet Sunday morning amidst mist and bells, in 
an ultramodern and silent bus […] and we traveled through orange groves and 
gardens and through deserts, through sunny days and moonlit nights, we crossed 
the border, we traveled and one night we saw Mexico in the heart of a dense 
darkness like a box full of jewels […] and here we’ve stayed and suffered, 
searching for somewhere to rest, with our luggage weighing us down, with a 
home on our backs, which we brought from Los Angeles, and without finding 
what we were looking for. In the end, all beginnings are difficult. And we are 
alone. Not completely. There’s a friend of Francisco’s here, his best friend, and he 
helps us a little.65 

Rocío Sanz and her mother took a one-way bus trip in July 1953 to travel from the 

Los Angeles to Mexico City. It took several months to find a place to live. In the 

meantime they stayed at the house of a Costa Rican family, the Barahona-Streber’s. 66 

Upon their arrival, Rocío Sanz encountered a different world from what she had 

experienced already. Artistic diversity was immense compared to San José, Costa Rica. 

Unlike in Los Angeles, she found a very engaged community of students, artistically and 

                                                
65 Letter 50CV-004-53-10-18. “¿De nuestro viaje? Salimos de Los Ángeles una quieta mañana de 
domingo entre neblinas y campanas, en un autobús ultra-moderno y silencioso […] y viajamos por 
naranjales y huertos y por desiertos, a través de días con sol y noches con luna, cruzamos la frontera, 
viajamos y una noche vimos a México en el fondo de una densa oscuridad como una caja llena de joyas 
[…] y aquí hemos estado y sufrido, buscando donde descansar, con el equipaje a cuestas, con un hogar a 
cuestas, que trajimos de Los Ángeles, y sin poder encontrar lo que buscamos. En fin, todos los principios 
son difíciles. Y estamos solas. No completamente. Hay aquí un amigo de Francisco, el mejor, y él nos 
ayuda un poco.” 
66 They arrived at the house of Lia Streber Muñoz, a friend with Sanz’s mother, and her son, Orlando 
Barahona Streber, Francisco Sanz’s best friend. They helped the two women to move to Mexico and to 
connect with people upon their arrival. (Carlos Matías Sáenz. Personal interview, January 2012; used with 
permission.) They used Streber Muñoz’s address during the first months in Mexico, to maintain 
correspondence with family and friends living in Costa Rica and the United States. 
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politically involved, and an exuberant cultural life. Mexico became the ideal place for her 

to live and to develop her creative mind.  

She enrolled in the Conservatorio Nacional de México as a piano student and 

registered for Piano, Choir, Vocal and Instrumental Ensembles, Solfeo, Acoustics, and 

History. Some of these classes were also part of the curricula for composition. Sometimes 

it was difficult to complete the required coursework because no teachers were available. 

Some faculty traveled abroad for further training, affecting students in the completion of 

their degrees. 67 

While Rocío Sanz joined student activities in the conservatory, she and her 

mother continued looking for a place to live. Despite difficulties, they counted on the 

help and company of the Barahona Streber’s family. Rocío Sanz enjoyed their friendship, 

especially because they had a great collection of records and a good record player and she 

spent hours listening to music.  

In December she found a job typing the book of a U.S. immigrant. With the 

salary, she and her mother moved to their first place, a fifth floor apartment from where 

they could see part of the city and contemplate people celebrating the holidays. The 

apartment was located far from the conservatory, about an hour by bus each way. Rocío 

Sanz felt distanced from the living city. However, they finally had a place to go after a 

long day of work, and they could rent a piano. After working all day, she would return 

home to practice at night. The piano was central in her life. It was a source of sounds and 

also the piece of furniture to place personal objects, from pictures to Christmas cards.  
                                                
67 In 1951, two years before beginning her studies in Mexico, the conservatory moved from years of 
institutionalized nationalism to a more conservative approach, following political changes in the country. 
Years of instability followed affecting students directly. That was the conservatory Sanz entered in 1953, 
and she and her friends fought during her student years for what they thought were their rights. (Zanolli 
2000) The director of the conservatory during Sanz’s years of studies was Blas Galindo (1947 to 1959).  
There are a few letters in which she criticizes his ambivalent political position in front of the institutional 
needs (Letter 011; “other letters” batch) 
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I’m very tired because yesterday, from the office, I went home and I shut myself 
up for two or three hours to practice piano. It’s the most I can do, and don’t 
believe that it bothers me. But I would like to be part of the bustle and color 
reigning everywhere. From our isolated nest on the fifth floor, I see fireworks 
wounding the night, in various parts of the city. I hear firecrackers, laughter, 
children and singing from the “posadas” celebrated in neighboring homes. […] I 
didn’t put up a Nativity scene or tree because I don’t have them, but I put all of 
the Christmas cards on the piano, in a cheerful display of colors and well 
wishes.68 

The holidays were difficult. In Mexico as in Los Angeles she felt very nostalgic. 

Christmas was her favorite time in Costa Rica. Even later, when she already felt part of 

Mexico, December was the month when she got more nostalgic. Here letters would go 

day after day and loneliness and a yearning for home emerged as a recurrent theme. All 

this would pass as soon the New Year began. In less than a month, she would start talking 

about school with lots of enthusiasm.  

A new student in the Conservatorio Nacional de México (CNM) 

To be a student was exciting. She reported many stories from 1953 to 1958, when 

she debuted as a composer. Letters went from single to multiple topics, from one-day to 

whole week events, from sadness to happiness. Love stories, music chronicles and 

reviews, political commentaries, and even, a detention for no reason shaped her 

experience as a student in Mexico. Every year was intense, in particular 1954, when she 

participated enthusiastically in many different activities.  

                                                
68 Letter 50E-006-53-12-22. Sanz worked for Mr. Bechir a few months. She talks about his book in several 
letters, and about his difficulties paying her salary. He was originally from the United States, but preferred 
to live in Latin America, first in Argentina and then in Mexico. “Te escribo como puedes suponer de la 
oficina. […] Estoy muy cansada porque ayer, de la oficina, me fui a casa y me encerré por dos o tres horas 
a estudiar piano. Es lo más que puedo hacer, y no creas que me disgusta. Pero quisiera ser parte del 
bullicio y el color que reina en todas partes. Desde nuestro nido aislado, en el quinto piso, veo los fuegos 
artificiales hiriendo la noche, en diversas partes de la ciudad, oigo bombetas, risas, gritos de chicuelos y 
cantos de “posadas” que se celebran en las casas vecinas. […] No he hecho portal ni arbolito porque no 
los tengo, pero puse todas las tarjetas de Navidad encima del piano, en una alegre exposición de colores y 
buenos deseos.” 
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Rocío Sanz made new friends rapidly. She joined a student’s choir lead by 

Leonardo Velázquez who later would be part of the Nueva Música de México (NMM) 

collective, and her collaborator on several projects (see image 3).69  The activities they 

organized were close to what she experienced at the house of Carlos Luis Sáenz and Elsa 

Ferreto, friends of her mother and parents of Elsa and Carlos Matías, when every year 

they performed Sáenz’s Christmas plays. 70 

Some of the members of the choir were part of the Student Council and Rocío 

Sanz participated in many musical and political activities inside and outside the 

conservatory. She served and later assumed a leadership role in the student organization, 

working on the logistics for fundraising events, evaluation requests, strikes, and 

demonstrations, and in the mediation between students, professors, and the conservatory 

administration. 

The young students were very passionate. Gatherings to discuss music, literature, 

philosophy, arts, and politics were frequent. They embraced the stories and works of 

musicians, artists, and writers from different places and times, allying with artistic 

socialist humanism. Taking part in this dynamic was not strange for Rocío Sanz since she 

came from an intellectual environment of socialist writers and teachers. Mexico offered a 

community of artists and intellectuals sharing the same interests.  

                                                
69 Velázquez premiered Sanz’s Cantata a la Independencia, and it is very likely that he helped her with the 
instrumentation of the work.  
70 Every December, Carlos Luis Sáenz wrote a new Christmas play to be performed by the children of 
Barrio Aranjuez, including Elsa and Carlos Matías, and Sanz and other kids.  
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Image 3: Velázquez’s choir in a Christmas performance. Reproduction of a picture by 
Carlos Matías Sáenz Ferreto. Private collection of Elsa Sáenz Ferreto 
used with permission. 

Rocío Sanz enjoyed being a student in that environment. She breathed through the 

musical life of Mexico City. While listening to Beethoven, reading Marxist books and 

poetry, attending concerts of the Orquesta Sinfónica Nacional de Bellas Artes (OSNBA) 

and recitals by international musicians, she and her friends approached everything with 

youthful energy and joy, and with harsh criticism.71 Her relationship with some 

professors, especially composers Rodolfo Halffter and Carlos Jiménez Mabarak, who she 

                                                
71 Carlos Chávez was the main conductor of the orchestra, and among the guest conductors was Sergei 
Celibidache. Sanz writes long comments, critiques, and illustrations related to both of them. She was also 
very critical about Chávez as a composer. She admired his work and thought he influenced her and her 
colleagues. In her opinion, it was impossible to avoid the presence of his music in their lives. However she 
never said her music resembled in any way that influence.  . 
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saw as her mentors, nurtured her experience as a music student. Their atonal works 

influenced her future in composition. 72 

Musical activity in 1954 was exciting in the city and in the conservatory. It was an 

intense year for Rocío Sanz, as a new student and as a new immigrant who was turning 

21 in January, the majority age in Mexico in those days. 73  

Placement tests 

In addition to the commitments with the student council and her job, she 

dedicated time to study for the placement tests. She prepared the ear training, music 

theory, and solfeo exams with Pedro Michaca, a well-known conservatory teacher who 

had a studio at his house. Her motivation increased after the first tutoring session on 

January 21. Ever since she was a music student in Costa Rica, she had not enjoyed taking 

classes as much as she did after she started working with Michaca.  

I had my first music class, real class and real music. See, since I had to take some 
exams at the Conservatory, I decided to prepare with one of the maestros, so I 
went to Maestro Michaca’s house and took private lessons. Centuries ago, since I 
left the Conservatory in Costa Rica I haven’t been this content. When I arrived, 
there was another girl taking piano (I went for musical dictation and piano 
theory). […] When my turn came [the teacher] didn’t have a chance to yawn, 
because I asked him thousands of questions and then he did a brief musical 
dictation, on the harmonium, because as you might know, the piano doesn’t 
sufficiently sustain sound to realize the exact notes and silences. 74 

                                                
72 Mabarak (1916-1994), Mexican composer of Lebanese descent, is well known in the transition between 
Nationalism and Modernism. His eclectic style explores different genres. He taught Harmony since 1942, 
and Composition since 1957 after a year in Paris studying dodecaphonism with René Leibowitz. (Miranda 
Pérez, accessed February 4, 2014). Halffter (1900-1987), Spanish expatriate adopted the Mexican 
nationality. In his country he founded Grupo de los Ocho, an avant-garde collective influenced by 
musicologist and composer Adolfo Salazar (1890-1958) who Sanz frequented in Mexico when she was 
student. Halffter is known as having introduced serialism in Mexico. For Sanz, her professor was not only a 
mentor but also a role model. (Antonio Iglesias, et al, accessed February 4, 2014). Other professors were 
Armando Montiel Olvera, Blas Galindo, and J. D. Tercero.   
73 Letter 50E-010-54-01-20 
74 Letter 50E-017-54-01-21 from the batch “other letters” “[…] tuve mi primera clase de música, 
verdadera clase y verdadera música. Fíjate que como tengo que presentar algunos exámenes en el 
Conservatorio, decidí prepararme con uno de los maestros, así es que fui a casa del Maestro Michaca, y 
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Despite her age and background knowledge, the conservatory gave her the 

category of “special student” because she did not fit in the conservatory course offerings. 

She was disappointed but had to adapt to that decision and take at least one class with 

much younger students. 75   

In the Conservatory, they put me in piano theory 2, with a sea of schoolboys and 
girls. What a shame! But it’s because I’m there as a special student, because I 
already finished High School, and this bunch of kids are just starting […] I feel 
like I’m in primary school, with so many kids around me!!! 76 

The beginning was challenging. She commuted about one hour each way between 

her apartment and the conservatory. Besides her school obligations and commitment to 

the student organization, she needed to keep her job. 77 

The Conservatory is going well. Of course, I’m not doing any more than going 
over what I already knew. In June or July, I will have to take exams to complete 
2nd year of piano theory and 1st and 2nd of piano.78 

At the end of the semester during finals, she would take proficiency exams in piano and 

solfeo to finally take classes with people her age. 79 

                                                                                                                                            
recibí clase particular. Hacía siglos, desde que salí del Conservatorio en Costa Rica que no estaba tan 
contenta. Cuando llegué había otra muchacha recibiendo piano (yo iba a dictado musical, teoría y solfeo).  
[…] Cuando me llegó mi turno [el profesor] no tuvo chance de bostezar, pues yo le hice miles de preguntas 
y luego me hizo un breve dictado musical, en el armonio, pues como comprenderás, el piano no sostiene 
los sonidos lo suficiente como para que una se dé cuenta exacta de las notas y los silencios.” 
75 Due to the organization of the institution she did not fit in to some of the courses. She had completed 
secondary school in Costa Rica, but there was no class of solfeo for students who had completed that 
requirement. She was placed in the second level of that class with students of younger age and had to take 
the final exam as a proficiency test. 
76 That circumstance kept her for a while in a childish environment and lower musical level at a time when 
she was entering into adulthood. Teenagers in the course showed sympathy to Rocío Sanz even though she 
was not socializing with them. Her affinity with children will help her later in her music teaching position 
at the Dance Academy and in her radio show. Letter 50E-013-54-03-21 “En el Conservatorio me pusieron 
en 2º de solfeo, con un reguero de chamacos y chiquillas de escuela. Qué pena! Pero es que estoy de 
alumna especial, porque ya terminé la Secundaria, y todo ese montón de chiquillos están apenas 
empezándola […] me siento como en la escuela, con tanto chiquillo a mi alrededor!!!” 
77 Letter 50E-011-54-02-08 
78 “Me va bien en el Conservatorio. Claro, si no hago más que repasar lo que ya sabía. En junio o julio 
tendré que presentar exámenes a título de suficiencia: 2º año de solfeo y 1º y 2º de piano.” 
79 50CV-002-54-04 
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A piano student (1954) 

Her first piano teacher was Armando Montiel. Under his guidance she prepared to 

move ahead in the program with the goal of completing two years of instrument in one 

semester. Although she was reviewing repertoire and studios she learned in the past, she 

understood the purpose was to focus on technical issues.80  

The program of the first year included Hanon, Czerny, and Beringer’s Etudes and 

Exercises, scales and arpeggios, and Diabelli’s Sonatines, Bach’s Preludes, and Villa-

Lobos’s Pieces. By May she had covered the first-year program and Montiel gave her the 

second-year material. She did not list it but mentioned that with the second-year program 

she would begin the review for the final. She had about two months to cover everything 

before the proficiency exams and she was very motivated to do so. 81 

Even though she engaged in different activities, her piano practice was a priority. 

For a while, she used her piano practice breaks for writing letters that frequently 

mentioned the repertoire she was working on, the music she wanted to play in the future, 

her success in passing the proficiency exams and advancing in her piano program, and 

her love for the instrument. 82  

In her letters she also shares moments of reflection. Rocío Sanz’s confidence was 

stronger in Mexico than in Los Angeles, and playing the piano reassured her conviction 

to be a musician. 83 

Today is a very strange day. It seems strange, after a week of spending two or 
three hours studying piano, today I haven’t touched a key. I got up with the desire 
to not study but don’t believe that this tortures me; no, now I know that I study 

                                                
80 50CV-002-54-04-nd  
81 50E-016-54-05-02 “Clase de piano, Montiel acaba de darme el programa de 2º año de piano y empieza 
el repaso. Horror – Maravilla!” 
82 50E-014-54-03-30. Other letters about the same topics: 50CV-002-54-04-nd, 50E-015-54-04-18 “Hoy 
estoy oyendo el No. 2 para piano y orquesta de Brahms y pensando en tocarlo algún día” 
83 50E-019-54-05-29 
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enthusiastically, daily and if one time I don’t it’s not because of some anxiety 
crisis or some abnormal psycho-physiological state, but rather simply because of 
the desire to rest to then set forth in battle again with more enthusiasm than ever. 
There in the U.S. when I didn’t feel like studying it did torture me; now 
everything has changed. 84 

When the time of the exams was approaching, she reduced her other activities to 

dedicate most of her time to the exams. She needed to quit her job temporarily to increase 

practicing hours. She and her mother needed the income and she was conscious of the 

situation. Having a job, even a non-music related one did not bother her, what eventually 

upset her was the time she could not dedicate to music. This would continue through her 

life. As a student, she worked typing the writings of others, and later, teaching music to 

children in the National Dance Academy, one of the government art schools. 85 

On June 7 and July 13 she took the piano exams. 86 Waiting for the exam was 

challenging. She was the last on the list and had to wait outside of the room during two 

hours listening to the other students playing their programs. The jury congratulated her 

and she was pleased for having accomplished her goal. However, she thought that it 

would be difficult for her to continue presenting three years of instrument per year. 87 

She continued working with Montiel to present a new proficiency exam on 

November 25, this time to pass the third year of piano. The program included, in the 

                                                
84 “Hoy es un día muy raro. Me parece raro, después de una semana de pasarme dos y tres horas 
estudiando piano, hoy no haber tocado una tecla. Me levanté con ganas de no estudiar pero no creas que 
me atormenta eso; no, ahora sé que estudio con ganas, diariamente y que si alguna vez no lo hago eso no 
se debe a crisis de angustia, o a estados psico-fisiológicos/anormales, sino simplemente al deseo de 
descansar para luego emprender de nuevo la lucha con más ganas que nunca. Allá en E.U. cuando no 
sentía ganas de estudiar sí me atormentaba; ahora todo ha cambiado.” 
85 Letter 50E-022-54-06-17. In previous letters she reported her practicing hours were reduced because she 
needed to accept a temporary typing job (50E-016-54-05-02, 50E-020-54-06-04) 
86 She reports the exam on June 7th in letter 50E-021-54-06-07. She tells Elsa that morning was the exam 
and she passed despite an infection in one of her fingers making it difficult for her to write neatly. That was 
one of the difficulties preparing the exam besides having to accept a temporary typing job that took a lot of 
time from practicing. It is not clear if this exam was to pass the first year of piano, and the one in July 13 
was for the second year, or it was just a midterm.  
87 50E-023-54-07-09 
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technique and studios section, 24 scales, 48 arpeggios and inversions, Czerny and 

Beringer studios, and 12 Bach Preludes memorized. The repertoire, also memorized, 

included Beethoven’s Piano Sonata in G major, Op. 79, Six Variations also by 

Beethoven, Albeniz’ Tango in D, which she did not enjoy much, and a Mazurka by 

Chopin. 88 

She did very well on the exam. In one year she managed to fulfill the performance 

requirements to advance three years in the piano program and was excited about the next 

year. 89 She was in a state of happiness and not only because of her piano achievements. 

The vibrant environment in the conservatory on one hand, and the city’s musical activity 

on the other, which allowed her to meet pianists from other schools in the city and to 

attend concerts with international soloists and conductors, helped to keep her motivated 

even despite difficulties at her music school.  

Rocío Sanz usually attended concerts and performing arts spectacles with friends 

from the conservatory and from Costa Rica who were students in other schools. After 

each concert they used to go to a café or to someone’s apartment to continue the 

conversation about the performance, and other music matters. In one opportunity, 

Dominican pianist Hugo Toyos joined a conversation about art as a means of conveying 

ideas. Rocío Sanz and he became closer and she joined the gatherings of his friends, all 

piano students in the UNAM.  

In the short time they shared, she developed an admiration for him and his friends. 

She saw in them the pianist she would like to be although she was already wondering 

what would be the outcome of this goal because to be a pianist was not the only idea she 

                                                
88 50E-034-54-11-14 
89 50E-032-54-10-18, 50E-035-54-11-19, 50CV-003-54-12-19 
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loved. 90 Although she did not belong to this group of friends, she felt welcomed and 

enjoyed adapting to their group dynamic.  Even though Rocío Sanz was in the early 

stages of her career, her new group of friends thought it would be a good idea for her to 

study with Ramón Serratos, their professor. 91 

At some point Montiel was not helpful anymore and she needed to switch piano 

teachers.  He, however, was an important soloist and teacher who had graduated a 

number of students and prepared them for competitions, like Fanny Russeck and Gloria 

Bolívar, both international students who had participated in a competition earlier that 

year. 92 

Although Rocío Sanz was not an advanced piano student, other instrumentalists 

knew she was a piano major, and she enjoyed writing stories about other performers 

asking her to be their piano accompanist. 93 That probably happened because she spent 

more time in the school. In March she and her mother moved again, but now to an 

apartment about three miles from the conservatory. The one-hour commute, each way, 

between the first apartment and the conservatory was over and she spent more time in the 

conservatory practicing, in the student organization’s office, and even in the gardens of 

the institution. 94  

                                                
90 50E-029-54-09-18 
91 Ramón Serratos (1895-1973) was a well-known soloist, composer, and piano teacher. By the time Sanz 
was studying in the conservatory with Montiel, Serratos was professor in the UNAM’s music school. 
92 Letter 50E-022-54-06-17; Sanz met Fanny Russeck first in Los Angeles, and later in Mexico, where she 
studied with Montiel. Russeck remained in Mexico teaching piano. Gloria Bolívar is originally from 
Colombia and after graduating from the Mexican conservatory she continued her studies in the United 
States, where she made a career as a soloist and piano teacher. (Cosdom 1978, 6) 
93 50E-017-54-05-11 
94 The new address was Estrasburgo 6-2 in Colonia Juárez. The apartment was a block from El Ángel, 
monument that marks the center of the city and from there to the conservatory it was about 3 miles. The 
address of the conservatory is Presidente Masaryk 582, Polanco, Miguel Hidalgo, 11560, Ciudad México 
DF 
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Attending concerts and other performances became easier. She could walk from 

one place to another. Soon she reported many long walks along the main streets of 

Mexico City. Letters also revealed details about the performances. She sent a few 

programs along, and on some occasions, her stories were more like music, ballet, theater, 

or film reviews.  Her friends could imagine every detail of what she saw on stage or the 

stories she developed while walking. Happily, 1954 was a good year with a great deal of 

musical activity and students got free tickets for many performances. 95 

Concerts and friends 

Rocío Sanz attended all the performances she could. Theater and music critic 

Fernando Díez de Urdanivia (b. 1932) listed some of them in a retrospective article about 

the musical life in Mexico City in 1954. It does not include other artistic performances. 

Nevertheless, she went to dance, theater, and film events as well.  96   

In 1954, three world-class directors Clemens Krauss, Georg Solti and Sergiu 
Celibidache, as well as Carlos Chávez, stood in front of the National Symphonic 
Orchestra […] In the Fine Arts performance hall, beyond a series of four concerts 
by the Bamberg Symphony with their artistic director Joseph Keilberth, there 
were performances by the Budapest Quartet and the Lener Quartet, this last one 
with the complete Beethoven cycle. On the same stage, the violinist Joseph 
Szigeti gave a recital, as well as the pianists Sigi Weissenberg and Walter 
Gieseking, who was also a NSO soloist with Solti. There was a season of the 
UNAM Symphonic Orchestra, […] In Ponce Hall, […] performances by the 
University Choral Society with Bach’s Magnificat directed by Juan D. Tercero; 
the Madrigal Choir with Monteverdi’s Mass for Four Voices and the Pope 
Marcellus Mass by Palestrina under Luis Sandi’s baton, beyond various recitals 
with the singers Irma González, […] 97 

                                                
95 50CV-002-54-04 
96 Díez 2004 (http://www.eluniversal.com.mx/columnas/37157.html.) Díez is an Arts Journalist, emeritus 
member of the Mexican Theater and Music Critics Union (Unión Mexicana de Cronistas de Teatro y 
Música) and author of books as La música con faldas: compositoras a través de los siglos (2010) and Mi 
historia secreta de la música (1991). The selected fragments of the quote shows only part of the music 
events she attended. 
97 “En 1954 estuvieron al frente de la Orquesta Sinfónica Nacional tres directores de primera fila mundial 
que eran Clemens Krauss, Georg Solti y Sergiu Celibidache, además de Carlos Chávez, […] En la sala de 
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The Bamberg Symphony conducted by Joseph Keilberth (1908-1968) offered 

three concerts in the Bellas Artes’s concert hall. The orchestra traveled to Mexico to 

participate in the events of a large German industrial exhibition hosted in Ciudad 

Universitaria (UNAM). The new campus and academic year started on March 22, and 

the trade fair was inaugurated a day after. 98 

Rocío Sanz attended the three concerts and visited the exhibit. She and her friends 

got free standing room tickets. After listening to the orchestra playing Beethoven’s sixth 

and Brahms’s first symphony in the first concert, the euphoric young students decided to 

walk back home to have enough time to talk about the concert and release their 

excitement –and to stretch a little after having listened to the entire concert in the wooden 

seats that were available. 99 Then, after the three concerts, Rocío Sanz decided to review 

the orchestra to her friend Elsa Sáenz. The letter has water stains, but most of the section 

where she discusses the review is legible. 

They play marvelously well – with an amazing clarity. You could hear 
everything. For the first time, I was able to distinguish the different instruments: 
the rough sound of the [], the sweetness of the oboe, the [] sound of the flute, the 
pizzicato of the double bass, etc, etc. It’s a transparent orchestra (like a glass of 
good German beer). 100 

                                                                                                                                            
espectáculos de Bellas Artes, además de una serie de cuatro conciertos de la Sinfónica de Bamberg con su 
director artístico Joseph Keilberth, tuvieron lugar presentaciones del Cuarteto de Budapest y del Cuarteto 
Lener, este último con el ciclo de Beethoven completo. En el mismo escenario actuaron en recitales el 
violinista Joseph Szigeti y los pianistas Sigi Weissenberg y Walter Gieseking, también solista de la OSN 
con Solti. Tuvo lugar la temporada de la Orquesta Sinfónica de la UNAM, […] En la Sala Ponce, […] 
actuaciones de la Sociedad Coral Universitaria con el Magnificat de Bach dirigido por Juan D. Tercero; el 
Coro de Madrigalistas con la Misa a Cuatro Voces de Monteverdi y la Misa del Papa Marcello de 
Palestrina bajo la babuta de Luis Sandi, además de varios recitales con las cantantes Irma González, 
[…]” 
98 50E-014-54-03-30 
99 50CV-002-54-04-05/06 
100 50E-014-54-03-30 “Tocan maravillosamente bien –con una claridad asombrosa. Se oía todo. Por 
primera vez pude distinguir bien los diferentes instrumentos: el sonido raspante de los [], la dulzura del 
oboe, el sonido [] de la flauta, el pizzicato de [] contrabajos, etc, etc. Es una orquesta transparente, clara 
(como un buen vaso de cerveza alemana).” 
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By the time the Bamberg orchestra visited Mexico, Rocío Sanz and her friends 

frequented Spanish music critic and musicologist Adolfo Salazar (1890-1958), an exile 

from Spain who also taught in the conservatory. From their visits she acquired a 

vocabulary to comment on performances that, in combination with the enthusiastic rite of 

reviewing performances with her friends in Costa Rica, and her storyteller approach of 

describing everything she saw and heard, helped her to transfer the musical experience to 

a few words.  

Other stories crossed while she was attending concerts. She made sure of writing 

about them, and before missing anything she penned notes on the concert program 

booklets that she would later includ with letters she sent to her friends and family. 

Although only a few programs survive, they reveal her interest in producing written 

accounts of the musical memory of the city.   

Among the programs in Elsa Sáenz’s personal archive from 1954, there is one of 

a performance of Nicaraguan soprano Yolanda Martínez Román, not mentioned in Díez 

de Urdanivia’s article, another of the Budapest Quartet, two of the National Symphony 

with guest conductor Celibidache, and another of a performance by the National Dance 

Company. Anecdotes and illustrations about these and other concerts abound, offering a 

personal perspective of each performance. 

Rocío Sanz, and her Costa Rican friend, mezzosoprano Julia Araya attended a 

private recital of Yolanda Martínez on April 18.  It was a pre-concert of her debut at the 

Sala Manuel M. Ponce in the Fine Arts Palace. Her mentor, María Bonilla (1902-1990) a 

dramatic soprano internationally renowned and distinguished teacher, hosted the recital 

and invited Rocío Sanz’s mother as well as other friends.101  Julia Araya, who also 

                                                
101 50E-015-54-04-18. As in many other occasions, Rosa Quirós, Sanz’s mother, attended the concert. In 
Mexico and in Costa Rica, her daughter’s friends and professors showed their appreciation to her. María 
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studied with Bonilla, already had an important career in Mexico and had just recently 

won a Schubert competition. 102 

Rocío Sanz also attended the official debut that took place two days later on April 

20. She actually liked to attend rehearsals, premieres and repetitions of the concerts, and 

other music students did as well. The audience, mostly Central Americans from 

Nicaragua, El Salvador, and Costa Rica and fewer from Mexico, attended the recital 

supporting their compatriot.103 

The various side annotations suggest that the same program was used previously 

in the pre-concert. The comments highlight how Rocío Sanz was proud to be a student in 

the conservatory and a supportive Central American colleague. They also indicate that 

her piano professor, who played with Yolanda Martínez, was a brilliant accompanist, and 

fine composer. The recital included one of his works for voice and piano, and after 

Martínez had her performance, Montiel continued playing, accompanying his wife, also a 

singer, and they performed some of his other songs (see image 4). 104  

Rocío Sanz made sure to indicate with an exclamation mark the best 

performances. Her favorites, the Schumann and Schubert lieder, and some of the 

                                                                                                                                            
Bonilla, who had been internationally awarded and distinguished with honors from Germany, Austria, and 
Mexico, for having introduced the Lieder in Mexico and Latina America, was of her same generation.  In 
the letter, Sanz mentions that Yolanda Martínez had been living in Mexico for many years, that she has a 
beautiful voice, and her focus is on lieder. 
102 50E-014-54-03-30. The friendship between the two Costa Ricans would become a collaborative 
relationship. They participated together in several recitals and master classes in which the soprano sang the 
future composer’s songs.   
103 Sanz met Yolanda Martínez at the conservatory, as well as the Haydn Quartet, a conservatory student’s 
ensemble and very good friends of hers. 
104 If Montiel and his wife performed some of his works, it was probably at the house of María Bonilla, and 
not in the music hall at Bellas Artes because they are not included in the program.  
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twentieth-century Latin American art songs repertoire, including one by her mentor 

Jiménez Mabarak, and two works by Salvador Moreno, one of them in Nahuatl.105   

Image 4: Nicaraguan soprano Yolanda Martínez Román. Reproduction of concert 
program. Private collection of Elsa Sáenz Ferreto used with permission. 

The following week, on Friday 30, Rocío Sanz and other friends from the 

conservatory, met in front of the Fine Arts Palace. They all used to go together to the 

OSN concerts. The Student Society made arrangements with the institution to get free 

standing room tickets for each concert and someone from the society distributed them 

right before the concert. The group of friends always arrived early to obtain their pass and 

perhaps an available seat. 106 

                                                
105 Salvador Moreno Manzano (1916-1999) was a Mexican composer, art historian, and artist. He is known 
for his vocal works with Nahuatl texts. Important artists had premiere his works (Placido Domingo debuted 
singing a role in a Moreno’s opera.) Book publications and exhibits of his paintings are part of his career. 
106 E-016-54-05-02, 50E-017-54-05-11 

 



 56 

On that occasion, both the conductor and soloist were locals. Internationally 

renowned, composer Carlos Chávez (1899-1978) founder and principal conductor of the 

OSN, and violinist and composer Higinio Ruvalcaba (1905-1976) performed with a 

packed music hall. The program included Tchaikovsky’s Italian Capriccio, Chávez’ 

Horse Power Suite, Mozart’s Violin Concerto No. 4 in D major, K. 218, and Stravinsky’s 

Firebird. Again, Rocío Sanz reviewed the concert for her friend Elsa Sáenz. 107 

Chávez appears and (very badly) directs Tchaikovsky’s horrid Italian Capriccio. 
It’s probably because he doesn’t like it, because he’s usually a good director and a 
genius, as judged by his performance of his fantastic suite “Horse Power.” […] 
We with everything and our “passes w/o seats,” found seats in the 4th row of the 
orchestra section from where I could even see how the sweat was running down 
Carlos Chávez’s graying sideburns. Higinio Ruvalcaba appears fat and ugly and 
he does an interpretation of Mozart’s 4th for violin like none I’ve ever heard in 
my life. The audience roars […] Chávez comes out again (tall, strapping, 
handsome the old devil) and they finish with “The Firebird” […] After leaving the 
concert, we went to a café to vent our enthusiasm.108 

A month later on May 20, Rocío Sanz attended the second concert of the 

Budapest Quartet series of recitals quartet hosted by the Chamber Music Society. The 

program was Haydn, Op. 76 No. 5 in D major, Milhaud No. 12, and Schubert 

(posthumous) in D minor. The ensemble played at least five recitals from mid-May to 

June as the program shows.  

                                                
107 E-016-54-05-02 
108 “Aparece Chávez y dirige (muy mal) el hórrido Capricho Italiano de Tchaikovsky. Probablemente es 
que no le gusta, porque por lo demás es un buen director y un genio, como lo probó la ejecución de su 
fantástica suite “Caballos de Vapor” (House Power). […] Nosotros con todo y ser los nuestros, “pases sin 
asiento”, conseguimos asientos en 4º fila de luneta desde donde veo hasta como le corre el sudor a Carlos 
Chávez por las sienes canosas. Aparece Higinio Ruvalcaba, gordo, feo y se hace una ejecución del 4º de 
Mozart para violín como pocos he oído en mi vida. Ruge el público […] Sale Chávez de nuevo (alto, 
fornido, guapo el viejo) y terminan con “El Pájaro de Fuego”[…] Salida del concierto, a un café a 
desahogar el entusiasmo.” 
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Rocío Sanz used the booklet to annotate other musical events happening around 

the same time. She folded the program and only the upper part survived, but her 

annotations show a full week of events, and five dates for the string quartet (see image 5).  

Image 5: Budapest Quartet calendar. Reproduction of concert program; the Chamber 
Music Society hosted the Budapest Quartet in a series of recitals in 
Mexico, City. Private collection of Elsa Sáenz Ferreto used with 
permission 

The Hungarian violinist Joseph Szigeti (1892-1973) and the Romanian conductor 

and composer Sergiu Celibidache (1912-1996) was also in town. Szigeti played the 

Brahms Violin Concerto in D major, Op. 77 with the National Symphony (OSN) 

conducted by Celibidache on Sunday 23, Tuesday 25, and Friday 28, and two recitals the 

24 and 26.  

The local audience, and in particular the young music students had high 

expectations for the events. Rocío Sanz and her friends went to the debut with the OSN. 

Then to a recital, and again to listen to the Brahms but the beloved soloist could not play 
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as they dreamed he would. 109 Rocío Sanz decided that judging from one first unfortunate 

performance was unfair, and then attended the solo recital the next day. The performance 

was acceptable, and then, went again to listen to the Brahms with the OSN to verify that 

Szigeti would play as in the recordings. But the concert was even worse. The situation 

produced an important moment of reflection in the young piano student who was 

sympathetic with the suffering of the soloist. Despite the rumors of an illness, his career 

seemed in decline. 110 

Celibidache conducted the last concerts of the season and Rocío Sanz did not miss 

any of them, not even the ones with no tickets for music students, or the rehearsals. In 

those events, friends from the orchestra managed to get her into the theater, turning the 

moment into a combination of musical and adventurous excitement. 

An off-season concert a month after the Szigeti’s concerts was one of these 

occasions. The program included the overture of Don Giovanni by Mozart, KV. 527, 

Revueltas’ Suite “Redes”, and Tchaikovsky’s Fourth Symphony in F minor Op. 36. To 

report on this concert, Rocío Sanz used the entire booklet and a pamphlet as letter paper 

(see image 6).111 

Celibidache and the OSN closed the season with Beethoven’s Ninth Symphony, 

one of Rocío Sanz’s favorite nineteenth-century works. She mentions this work with 

                                                
109 50E-019-54-05-29 
110 The recording that Sanz and her friend were possibly familiar with was the one from 1945 with the 
Philadelphia Orchestra and Eugene Ormandy conducting. (Columbia 78rpm) 
https://archive.org/details/BrahmsViolinConcerto-Szigeti 
111 Her notes talk about Celibidache’s performance, the repertoire, previous rehearsals, and even comments 
on a student strike that would be happening soon. In making notes on the program, she mentions the clarity 
in the Tchaikovsky and the dramatic power of the suite from the film score by Revueltas. 
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more frequency than others. The famous symphony even became the core of a few 

personal experiences. 112  

Image 6: Special concert, guest conductor Celibidache, June 29, 1954. Partial 
reproduction of the concert program. Private collection of Elsa Sáenz 
Ferreto used with permission. 

Yet in July 1954, the symphony meant a joyful opportunity to meet a conductor she 

admired and to embrace a world of musical possibilities.  

Exciting, all this week I’ve been going to Symphony rehearsals… 
BEETHOVEN’S 9TH!! Rehearsals are from 8 AM to 2 PM but I had to leave at 
11 AM because I had class. But anyway I heard lots of things and I enjoyed 
hearing each rehearsal a lot. The concert starts today and my ticket is for 
tomorrow. It is the last concert of the season. I don’t know what I’m going to do 
now without going to concerts, as I’ve gotten used to doing every week.113 

                                                
112 In 1956 Sanz was singing in the Ninth with the choir and the OSN. One night before the concert the 
police detained her with no explanation after a rehearsal. At her liberation a few hours before the concert, 
the work gained a personal symbolism. 
113 50E-023-54-07-09 “Emoción, toda esta semana he estado yendo a los ensayos de la Sinfónica… LA 
NOVENA DE BEETHOVEN!! Los ensayos son de 8 AM a 2 PM pero tenía que salir a las 11 AM pues 
tenía clase. Pero de todos modos oí cantidad de cosas y disfruté muchísimo oír cada ensayo. El concierto 
es hoy y mi boleto es para el de mañana. Último concierto de la temporada. No sé qué voy a hacer ahora 
sin ir a conciertos, como acostumbro cada semana.”  
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The day of the dress rehearsal she wanted Celibidache to sign her score. She 

managed to approach him despite the confusion on stage with musicians packing their 

instruments and workers moving seats around. The closing concert was memorable not 

only for Rocío Sanz, and not just because of the music. The orchestra and choir said 

goodbye to Celibidache playing dianas and singing Las Golondrinas, traditional farewell 

tunes. 114 

MUSICAL LIFE IN COSTA RICA AND MEXICO CITY 

Rocío Sanz found Mexican musicians and the public charming and noisily 

enthusiastic, very different from the discreet audience she remembered when attending 

concerts in the National Theater in Costa Rica when she was an adolescent.  

Same as in Costa Rica, she waited enthusiastically until the next concert. The 

1954 summer recess passed and with the new season Rocío Sanz resumed her ritual of 

attending orchestra rehearsals with scores, and concerts. The new season came with guest 

conductor Georg Solti (1912-1997) and pianist Walter Gieseking (1895-1956) among 

others. She attended the concert with the Dominican pianist Hugo Toyos and his fellow 

UNAM pianists, and her conservatory friends. 115 

Even though in Mexico musical life offered more possibilities than in Costa Rica 

during that time, Rocío Sanz’s descriptions of concerts reveal that music programs were 

centered in the European musical canon. During the first years in Mexico, she was still 

very attracted to the nineteenth-century repertoire. That was the music she listened to 

more often in Costa Rica, in concerts and listening sessions with her childhood friends. In 

Mexico, the state institutions also promoted that repertoire, reinforcing her admiration for 
                                                
114 Dianas are military tunes to salute, and La Golondrina (aka Las Golondrinas) is a mid-nineteenth 
century poem by Niceto Zamacois with musical setting by Narciso Serradel that encapsulates the nostalgia 
Mexicans express when someone leaves to never return.   
115 E-029-54-09-18; E-54-09-26 (from “other letters”) 
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that music. When she started taking classes with professors Halffter and Mabarak, is 

when she starts talking about other repertoires, and she and her friends organized study 

sessions to fill that gap in their music experience.  

Students in the conservatory acted proactively in different fronts. They negotiated 

free tickets to attend concerts, campaigns to improve the building and curricula in the 

conservatory, and also approaching professional musicians and the administration to 

provide spaces of knowledge and artistry exchange. In the following years, while concert 

programs were still favoring the musical canon, she and her friends looked for other 

spaces outside of the state umbrella of the INBA, and started exploring modernist and 

avant-garde traditions. Her interest and curiosity for other kinds of aesthetics would 

eventually change her narrative about musical life.  

During this period, and through the eyes of Rocío Sanz, the cultural practices 

promoted in the places where she lived were similar. In Mexico, as in Costa Rica, 

through its musical institutions the state promoted the idea of the modern nation through 

the consumption of European music. In that environment, the young student imagined 

musical possibilities for her future. 116 

Rocío Sanz was enthusiastic about the professional opportunities in Mexico. The 

capital was a cultural metropolis of the arts that fulfilled her expectations of what the 

                                                
116 Around the time Sanz left Costa Rica, and when the music conservatory became part of the University 
of Costa Rica, the faculty was interested in promoting national composition. It was still written following 
the nineteenth-century models, but the intention to offer a more balanced idea of music to the general 
audience was stated from the beginning of the transition. Some composers were already interested in 
musical nationalism, and the audience was eager to listen not only European repertoire. The concert to 
inaugurate the university took place in the National Theater and included national composers only. Not 
only was unusual the presence of Costa Rican musicians in that place, but also, that the program included a 
short piece for string quartet by a woman composer, Virginia Mata (b. 1915). The intention of that group of 
musicians was truncated later, in the 1970s, when cultural policy in the country established a Eurocentric 
approach. The modernist consumption practices and musical production in Mexico were established in the 
1920s and 1930s. (Madrid 2008). It was earlier than in Costa Rica, however, the musical nationalism in 
Mexico gained terrain thanks to the state sponsorship.    
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conditions should be to develop an artistic career. However, even though she shared her 

eagerness with other artists for modernist and avant-garde music and the arts in general, 

the truth is that the scenario was very much reduced for her. In the end, the lack of 

training in contemporary music became an inconvenience that eventually helped to 

narrow her place in the musical memory of her home country, which placed higher 

expectations in professional women, than in men.   

  

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 63 

Chapter 2: Nueva Música de México 117 

 

The Nueva Música de México (NMM) was a collective of young composers, 

students at the Conservatorio Nacional de México (CNM) that joined efforts to promote 

their own music. By early 1958 the group did not yet have a clear future, but on 

November 14, the day of their concert debut, they consolidated as a new force in the 

Mexican new music scene. Rocío Sanz was the only woman in the group, although she 

was not the only foreigner. 118 

AN INTERVIEW WITH THE REBEL COMPOSERS 

On November 18, 1958, Novedades, a periodical of wide circulation in Mexico, 

published an interview by art historian and music critic Raquel Tibol (b. 1923) with the 

NMM group four days before the opening concert. 119 Rocío Sanz (1934-1993), Raúl 

Cosío (1928-1998), Rafael Elizondo (1930-1984), Jorge González Ávila (1925-), 

Guillermo Noriega (1926-), and Leonardo Velázquez (1935-2004) answered the call. 

Although Federico Smith (1926-) did not attend the interview, the rest of his colleagues, 

especially Rocío Sanz, talked about his experiences (see image 7).  

The composers revealed having waited the entire year to debut. The collective had 

tried to present two concerts that year, one of symphonic music, and other of chamber 

music. The National Institute of Fine Arts (INBA) had offered to organize and promote 

the activities, but they did not happen.  

                                                
117 I am using the term "new music" in this chapter and throughout the dissertation to convey the idea of 
the latest music composed. On some occasions I will alternate with “contemporary music” or “avant-garde 
music” to avoid repetitions, but both concepts have the same meaning. I think the Nueva Música de México 
group adopted that name to parallel new with the latest compositions regardless of the music aesthetics.  
118 The other composers were Raúl Cosío (1928-1998), Rafael Elizondo (1930-1984), Jorge González 
Ávila (b. 1925), Guillermo Noriega (b. 1926), Federico Smith (1929-1977), and Leonardo Velázquez 
(1935-2004) 
119 Tibol 1958, 3 
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Guillermo Noriega (b. 1926), one of the members of the group, commented that 

cultural authorities often exhorted the presence of new creators in the music scene. 

Paradoxically, they did not offer the resources to perform the music, such as setting an 

orchestra or providing venues for the events to happen. Under those conditions, it was 

difficult to produce and circulate their music. They however found in ballet and theater 

companies a space of creation. Yet, the collective also wanted spaces to present concert 

music. 120 

The interview allowed the NMM to state their determination to devote their time 

entirely to composition. The debut would crystalize that statement and their interest in 

exploring multiple aesthetic possibilities. They wanted to make people aware of their 

artistic intentions and independence from nationalist trends, “the group was not created 

with the purpose of defending [musical] tendencies, credos, or ideologies.” Rocío Sanz 

added,  “without giving up quality, I want my music to be accessible to all the people.” 

While the NMM claimed they were interested in a diversity of aesthetics, they 

said they are a generation that comes from the Chávez tradition. 

We have emerged from post-Chavism […] some of us trained attending Chávez’s 
symphony concerts. It is possible that everything that happened later caused our 
lack of precision or the definition of our evident hybridity, yet those were the 
things that forced us to detach from [musical] nationalism; [that music] sounds a 
little fake to us. Nationalism was excessively exploited to fall into a cliché. […]  
True nationalism has not happened yet.121  

                                                
120 The earliest work by Sanz in the AHM is a ballet suite. 
121 This quote is a reconstruction of the comments by Noriega, Cosío, and Elizondo. Velázquez previously 
explained that when Chávez retired, support to new composers stopped. The conservatory did not offer a 
consistent training program in composition either. Just two months before, composer Carlos Jiménez 
Mabarak (1916-1994) was appointed to teach young composers. He was Sanz’s mentor and teacher. To that 
conversation Sanz added that not only did composition lack support, but also other disciplines did not have 
teachers either. Quote in Spanish: “Hemos surgido en el poschavismo. […] muchos de nosotros nos 
formamos asistiendo a los conciertos de la Sinfónica en tiempo de Chávez. Es posible que todo lo que 
ocurrió después sea la causa de nuestra falta de concreción o de definición de nuestra aparente hibridez, 
pero fueron las cosas las que nos obligaron a despegarnos del nacionalismo; eso empezó a sonar un poco 
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Image 7: Caption from Tibol’s article (November 18, 1958). Rocío Sanz sent this 
clipping to Elsa Sáenz with comments and marks pointing out her 
participation in the interview. Private collection of Elsa Sáenz Ferreto 
used with permission 

They reported that when Carlos Chávez (1899-1978) retired from INBA in 1952, 

institutional support to new composers stopped. According to Tibol, Chávez himself said 

once, that with no sponsorship Mexico would not see new composers appear. When the 

NMM group said they emerged from postchavism it was not only because they were 

young when Chávez retired, but also, because they suffered from the lack of support to 

new composers and an inconsistent training program in composition.  

                                                                                                                                            
falso para nosotros. El nacionalismo se explotó demasiado, hasta caer en el cliché. […] el verdadero 
nacionalismo no lo hemos hecho.”  
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Not having the educational resources required for complete training was another 

reason for the collective to join forces and to meet with other artistic sectors. Rocío Sanz 

commented that not only composition lacked support, but also other disciplines did not 

have teachers either. They gathered to study and discuss new music tendencies, besides 

organizing events to perform their music.   

From this moment in the conversation, they expressed different points of view, as 

their musical interests were different. Rocío Sanz commented on a kind of musical 

syncretism that goes beyond musical clichés. She said, 

[…] It is fine we have stopped copying popular melodies: what we haven’t 
assimilated yet or haven’t comprehended is the internal rhythm of that music; it is 
fine to stop imitating rhythms and melodies, the external form, but what should 
concern us all is to discern the intention and roots of that music.122 

That was a significant moment for Rocío Sanz’s self-definition as a composer. Her avant-

garde music developed under that principle. Not even her tonal music resembles folk or 

popular tunes associated with musical nationalism.123  

The conversation continued about politics and musical decisions of their 

predecessors. They thought the previous generation perpetuated the same nationalist style 

and concerts did not included avant-garde music.  Cultural policies did not allow for the 

renovation or transformation of the Mexican musical nationalism. For the NMM, it was 

in some way the bureaucratization of music, and Raúl Cosío explained, 

After the Revolution the new people in power had new ideas, but later, little by 
little, bureaucracy filled all the gaps, covering everything, dominating everything, 

                                                
122 “[…] está bien que hayamos dejado de copiar los motivos populares: lo que todavía no hemos 
asimilado o no hemos comprendido es el ritmo interno de esa música; está bien que dejemos de imitar 
ritmos y melodías, las formas externas, pero lo que nos debe preocupar es calar en su intención, en sus 
raíces.” 
123 Examples of tonal works are her children’s songs, and the pieces for piano. Some of her known vocal 
works for soprano or mezzo have the same qualities.” 
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and that is all that’s left for us: we only had to hang in there or to explode, and I 
think the time to explode has come.124 

 

The young composers showed their discomfort with the lack of cultural policies 

by organizing themselves and rejecting to follow single trends dictated by the state. It 

was their way to break out of institutional limitations. Other student sectors were also 

hopeless about the stagnation of culture, education, and economy. Eventually, all sectors 

united in a strong student movement.125 

The music scene was so restricted, that not even the growing film industry, radio, 

and TV offered professional opportunities to young composers. That industry preferred to 

call established musicians. However, the NMM was determined to create new music, and 

although independent media projects were sporadic, they were eager to participate. 126 

Rocío Sanz said some young musicians at the conservatory supported their 

project, and requested new music to include in their concerts. Through this collaboration 

they were able to increase the production of new music. Even though the NMM saw 

opportunities to develop their career, they did not provide the income to make a living 

composing. The NMM felt they could not live off their music because the system did not 

allow that to happen. It was certainly not the same situation for the film industry that was 

very strong in Mexico.  

                                                
124 Raúl Cosío said in the interview that “Después de la revolución, la nueva gente que subió al poder 
tenía ideas nuevas, pero después, poco a poco, la burocracia fue llenando todos los huecos, abarcando 
todo, dominándolo todo, y eso es lo que nos ha tocado a nosotros: solo nos quedaba aguantar o estallar, y 
creo que ha llegado el tiempo de que estallemos.” 
125 The discomfort the NMM experienced was generalized among students. The situation was aggravating 
and other sectors, like the workers movement, joined the students. Ten years after the debut of the NMM 
things were not better and in 1968, the government went against the protesters. The Tlatelolco massacre in 
October 2, 1968, ten days before the Olympics in Mexico City, intended to finish off the student movement 
forever. Rocío Sanz’s 1969 collaborations in the avant-garde documentary films Imagen 68 and Manicomio 
depict the tragedy with images and music (no words).  
126 In addition to Manicomio (1969) and Imagen 68 (1969), Sanz composed the music for other films, such 
as La Sunamita (1965), Figurillas de Jaina (1969), Juegos de archilla (1971), Palenque (1971), and 
Figurillas Mayas Terracota (1976) 
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Most of members of the group had different jobs. Rocío Sanz, for example, paid 

some of her bills with the salary she received in the Academia de la Danza as a music 

teacher.127 Scheduling teaching and composing every day, was challenging and they 

pointed out that at the end of the day, the real time for writing music could be only 

minutes. Therefore, they had to figure out how to manage their time between exercising 

their profession and having multiple jobs at the same time.  

One of the last points in the interview focused on the conservatory. As members 

of the Sociedad de Estudiantes (Students Council), they knew the institutional problems 

well and were able to articulate the situation clearly. Leonardo Velázquez explained,  

Until two months ago [in September 1958], when maestro Jiménez Mabarak’s 
class started, no composition class existed in the conservatory, and it should not 
surprise anyone because the environment in there is getting worse every day; a 
poorer musical environment is impossible, and the authorities who have failed to 
strengthen it are just as guilty as the students, whose overall level [of 
performance] is quite low; some are just learning to play little piano pieces to 
adorn social gatherings; nothing is here that leads to the emergence of true 
artists.128    

Six years between Chávez’s retirement and the appointment of composer Carlos 

Jiménez Mabarak (1916-1994) to teach young composers was a long time. Other 

professors, like Rodolfo Halffter (1900-1987) taught the students courses of harmony and 

analysis. The same poor environment expelled faculty members that traveled abroad for 

                                                
127 She only mentions that job in the interview. However, in letters to Elsa Sáenz, she constantly talks 
about other jobs. Sometimes she worked as a secretary, and on one occasion, as the typist of a writer from 
the United States. Soon in her career, she became part of theater, and dance companies, and also composed 
the music for some documentaries. In the 70s and early 80s, she produced a radio program for children and 
composed music for the show. While diversifying her career she was reaching more people with her music; 
however, she was often not acknowledged as the composer. 
128 “Hasta hace dos meses, en que se inició el curso del maestro Jiménez Mabarak, no existía una clase de 
composición en el Conservatorio y eso no debe de extrañar a nadie porque el ambiente ahí es cada día 
peor; más pobre ambiente musical imposible, y de eso tanto tienen la culpa las autoridades que no han 
sabido darle impulse como el alumnado cuyo nivel general es bastante bajo; muchos van solo por 
aprender a tocar unas piececitas al piano para adornar las reuniones sociales; nada hay ahí que propenda 
al surgimiento de auténticos artistas.”  
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specialized training and better opportunities to develop their own careers.129 Rocío Sanz 

added that the program of studies did not respond to students’ needs, and there were not 

professors for some of the courses in the degree plans. Moreover, when students had 

artistic and research initiatives they did not find support from the authorities.130 

Raquel Tibol closes the article saying the group hopes other composers join them. 

They wanted to keep learning from each other and from other composers’ music.  

The former group does not consider itself closed; they are confident other young 
composers will join the aspirations of the NMM efforts. Aware of the perplexity 
of their aesthetics, they know that only continuous work and public confrontation 
will reveal each person’s path. I think their iconoclastic attitude does not go 
beyond the necessary hygiene and stimulating criticism. Rooted despite 
themselves in the worshiped national traditions, together they constitute the best 
promise of continuity of the musical creation in Mexico.  131 

From that article, two more articles followed in the same newspaper after the 

concert debut: “The rebellious composers present their music” (Flores 1958a, 8) and, 

“The third generation of musicians are on their way to offer us works of world-wide 

interest”. 132   
 

                                                
129 Mabarak was Sanz’s mentor and teacher. Halffter also had a strong influence on her. Letters to Elsa 
Sáenz and César Valverde reveal both Mabarak and Halffter were very dedicated teachers. It is possible 
they encouraged Sanz to switch from performance to composition.  
130 Sanz is referring their colleague Federico Smith, one of the members of the NMM who was interested 
in collecting indigenous music in Michoacán, however, the conservatory did not support his project. 
131 “El grupo inicial no se considera cerrado; ellos están seguros de que a su esfuerzo vendrán a sumarse 
los anhelos de otros elementos de la joven generación de compositores. Tienen conciencia de sus 
confusiones estéticas y saben que sólo el trabajo constante y la confrontación pública habrá de señalar a 
cada quien su camino. Creo que su actitud iconoclasta no va más allá de la higiene indispensable y de la 
crítica estimulante. Enraizados a su pesar en el mejor venero de las tradiciones nacionales, constituyen en 
su conjunto la mejor promesa para una continuidad de la creación musical de México.”   
132 Flores 1958b, 9. Even though the newspaper was conservative, the cultural supplement México en la 
cultura, had a progressive approach. Not much time after these articles, and others supporting avant-garde 
artistic projects, the supplement was cancelled. However, the editor moved the supplement to another 
periodical.  
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DEBUT CONCERT: NOVEMBER 14, 1958 

 

Image 8: Concert program of the NMM debut (page 1 and 4), November 14 1958, 9 PM 
at the Sala Manuel M. Ponce, Palacio de Bellas Artes. Private collection 
of Elsa Sáenz Ferreto used with permission 

The NMM had the collaborations of pianists Gloria Bolívar and Manuel Elías, 

narrator Stalino Saavedra, and Luis Sandí, and the Coro de Madrigalistas, a group 

dedicated to the study and performance of vocal works to present their debut concert. The 

event took place in the Sala Manuel M. Ponce, at the Palacio de Bellas Artes (see image 

8).133  

The first part of the program included piano music by Raúl Cosío, Guillermo 

Noriega, Jorge González Ávila, and Leonardo Velázquez. The second part presented 

                                                
133 Luis Sandí founded the Madrigal Choir in 1938 and it is one of the most important vocal groups in 
Mexico. The group supported the creations of young composers with the purpose to disseminate choral 
music.  
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choir music by Federico Smith, Rocío Sanz, Guillermo Noriega, Leonardo Velázquez, 

and Rafael Elizondo.   

Image 9: Rocío Sanz’s biography in the debut concert program includes the name           
of her professors in the United States and Mexico. Private collection of 
Elsa Sáenz Ferreto used with permission 

Throughout Rocío Sanz’s career, she wrote most of the poems for her songs. Yet, 

she chose poetry by Chilean Pablo Neruda (1904-1973), Nicaraguan Rubén Darío (1867-

1916), and Costa Rican Carlos Luis Sáenz (1899-1983) to set some of her songs. 

Unfortunately, Paz para los crepúsculos que vienen (Peace for the coming twilights) and 

Oda al presente (Ode to the present), the two works she presented in the NMM debut, are 

not part of the AHM collection, and it is possible they are lost. Moreover, even though 

they are the first works she presented in a concert, as it showed in the press clipping, it is 

not clear if they were Rocío Sanz’s first compositions (see image 9).  

MUSIC CRITIC 

Horacio Flores Sánchez, music critic of Novedades, the same newspaper that 

published Tibol’s interview, attended the concert. In his review, published on two 

different days (November 24 and December 1) he suggests the concert was a success (see 

image 10).  
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The first performance as a group in front of an audience from the Capital by the 
composers of the third generation, named Nueva Música de México, has produced 
vigorous impact. Nothing was sensational, terribly new, or violent the night of 
November 14, 1958; but the shudder into the consciousness of the listeners was 
profound.134  

The importance of the concert, according to Flores, is that the young composers proposed 

to listen with a new consciousness, one that frees the creative spirit from established 

musical aesthetics. Their revolution consisted of becoming independent to write the 

music they wanted to write regardless of the style. That is why the music critic calls them 

rebellious. 

They are not established composers creating new aesthetics, and atonality was not 

new in Mexico. They are a learning group unafraid of showing the diversity of their 

works, and interested in continuing to develop a career with no aesthetic impositions. To 

this idea, Flores discusses in the second part of the article that although music reviews 

intend to find categories for the music they discuss, it is not possible for the composers of 

the NMM, since what they presented was an array of contemporary musical tendencies, 

all of them trying to move forward from established styles.135 

From the interview and the music review, it is important to point out how the 

authors refer to the composers from a gendered perspective. By 1958 the use of the 

universal masculine was common, but considering the NMM was a group of six men and 

one woman, it is interesting that when referring to Rocío Sanz, there was little distinction 

between her and the other members.  

                                                
134 The NMM was also known as the third generation composers, because they were born in the 1930s. 
Blas Galindo (1910-1993), José Pablo Moncayo (1912-1958) and Carlos Jiménez Mabarak (1916-1994) are 
identified from the first generation, while Manuel Henríquez (1926-1994) and Joaquín Gutiérrez Heras 
(1927-2012) from the second one. “La primera presentación como grupo ante el público capitalino de los 
compositores de la tercera generación, bajo el nombre de Nueva Música de México, ha producido impacto 
vigoroso. Nada hubo de sensacional, de terriblemente novedoso, de violento, la noche del 14 de noviembre 
de 1958; pero el estremecimiento en la conciencia de los oyentes fue profundo.” (Flores 1958a, 8)  
135 Flores 1958b, 9 
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Image 10: Rocío Sanz sent this clipping from the Flores’s article to Elsa Sáenz with 
marks pointing out the article’s headline “Los compositores rebeldes” 
(not in the caption). Private collection of Elsa Sáenz Ferreto used with 
permission. 

Although Tibol refers to the members as a group most of the time, in the 

introduction of the article she talks about the “desperation of six men and a young girl” 

belittling the participation of Rocío Sanz in the group. The term he uses in Spanish is 

“muchacha”, which in Costa Rica is still used to refer to a young woman, but in Mexico 
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City it refers to a maid, even today. In this context therefore, Rocío Sanz is portrayed in a 

position of inferiority to the rest of the group. At the same time, given the nature of the 

interview, Tibol transcribed the composer’s comments evenly and Rocío Sanz’s opinions 

were present.136  

Flores however is more pervasive with the term, and throughout the review he 

talks about “los compositores” (the male composers), “los nuevos músicos de México” 

(the new male musicians from Mexico). Even, in the second part of the article, after his 

discussion of categories, he dedicates two paragraphs to talk about the male qualities of 

strength, audacity, brightness, and freedom he found in “los compositores”. Immediately 

after, he talks about the music by Rocío Sanz using a different tone.  

Rocío Sanz, the only woman in the group, is perhaps, also, the most traditionalist. 
However, her two choral works, Oda al presente and Paz para los crepúsculos 
que vienen (with poetry by Neruda) are written with great honesty, without 
masking. 

When talking about male qualities he does it in general, to contrast the qualities of 

a virtuous woman describing Rocío Sanz as traditional, and honest. Moreover, Flores 

writes extended paragraphs to discuss the works of the male composers, and when he 

finally talks about the two pieces by Rocío Sanz he only writes a short paragraph that do 

not say much, but evidences the sexist comparison. 137  

This condescending treatment of her work has hidden Rocío Sanz’s music 

through the years. While the scores of music she presented in the concert debut are not 

available, it is difficult to argue how traditional or not the pieces were. Regardless of if 

her works were traditional or not, this choice of words highlights a distinction in the ways 

that Rocío Sanz’s works were considered compared to those of her male counterparts.  
 
                                                
136 “La desesperación de seis hombres y una muchacha es una carga de energía consecuente” (1958, 3).  
137 Flores 1958b, 11 



 75 

CONCERTS IN 1959 

In 1959 the NMM obtained new resources. They got the institutional support they 

demanded the year before to finally organize an event to perform symphonic music.  

INBA provided a theater, and an orchestra. As they expressed in the interview given to 

Tibol the year before, they expected other composers to join them in strengthening the 

group as a new musical front (see image 11).  

The NMM and guest composers presented their works in a two-day season 

concert event, on July 14 and July 21, 1959. Guest composers were Manuel Enríquez 

(1926-1994), Ramiro Guerra (?), Joaquín Gutiérrez Heras (1927-2012), Mario Kuri 

Aldana (1931-2013), and Francisco Savín (1929-).  The collaborative artists were the 

INBA Symphony (Orquesta de Bellas Artes), conductors Francisco Savín and Daniel 

Ibarra (?), pianists Alicia Urreta (1930-1986), and Néstor Castañeda (?), violinist Manuel 

Enríquez (1926-1994), and narrator Raúl Dantes (1927-1975). 

 

Image 11: Program for the first concert in July 14, 1959, 9 PM at Palacio de Bellas Artes. 
The document is missing the page with the music to perform. The rest 
includes the names of the collaborative musicians, the group’s profile, 
and the ticket prices for the concert. Private collection of Elsa Sáenz 
Ferreto used with permission. 

 



 76 

Rocío Sanz’s Suite de Ballet opened the season on July 14, 9 PM at the Palacio 

de Bellas Artes’s main hall. Francisco Savín conducted the INBA orchestra for the entire 

program. 138 Pianist Alicia Urreta played Noriega’s Pieza de concierto para piano y 

orquesta de cuerda, and to close the first part of the concert, the orchestra performed 

Velázquez’s Divertimento (see image 12).  

After the intermission, the concert continued with Cosío’s Tres Piezas para 

Orquesta, Enríquez’s Concierto para violín y orquesta with the composer as a soloist, 

and Savín’s Poema para Quetzalcoatl. Actor Raúl Dantes narrated the poem. 

 

 

Image 12: Program with information for the concert in July 14 and 21,1959, 9 PM at 
Palacio de Bellas Artes. Private collection of Elsa Sáenz Ferreto used 
with permission. 

                                                
138 Suite de ballet, sig. 0148 is part of the AHM collection. The 17-page manuscript is dated 1959. The 
instrumentation of the piece consists of flute, oboe, clarinet, and bassoon, French horn I-II, trumpet, 
trombone, timpani, cymbals, bells, and string section. The piece has three movements, Andante, Lento, and 
Rondo.  
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Daniel Ibarra conducted the orchestra on July 21. The concert began again with a 

ballet suite. After Kuri Aldana’s “Sacrificio” Suite de Ballet, the ensemble performed 

Smith’s Suite para orquesta, and Elizondo’s “Los Valedores.” The second half featured 

soloist Néstor Castañeda who played Heras’s Divertimento para piano y orquesta. The 

two-day NMM’s concerts closed with Guerra’s Suite Bucólica para Coro y Orquesta.139 
 

NMM SYNOPSIS IN THE 1959 CONCERT PROGRAMS  

The two printed programs for the July 14 and 21 concerts include a profile of the 

group. They state the independence of aesthetic styles between the composers, and the 

goal of the group as a platform to launch their new works. Each document provides 

complementary information about the collective.  

The program for the first concert (see Image 5) says this is the second time the 

group has organized an event after the successful concert debut in 1958. It also 

announces to the audience that the music they will hear that night is as diverse as the new 

musical trends in the art music world.  

For the second time the group of young composers NUEVA MÚSICA DE 
MÉXICO, present their work to the Mexican musical audience. They have joined 
to promote their most representative works. In November 1958 they presented a 
concert with the collaboration of pianists Manuel Elías and Gloria Bolívar, and 
the Madrigal Choir conducted by maestro Luis Sandí. That concert drew attention 
and great interest in the artistic scene. On this occasion, NUEVA MÚSICA DE 
MÉXICO presents symphonic works by twelve composers in the Concert Hall, 
with the support of the National Institute of Fine Arts that has facilitated the Fine 
Arts Symphony Orchestra for that purpose. The works to present in both concerts 
features the most diverse aesthetic trends, and as a result the Mexican audience 

                                                
139 None of the circulating documents mentions the choir. It was probably a group of friends that sang in 
that performance. I imagine that if the Coro de Madrigalistas was the one singing that night, they would 
have been announced.  
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will be able to appreciate the musical tendencies that characterize the movement 
of composers that is currently emerging in Mexico. 140   

 

The document with the two-day music program (see Image 6) points out that the 

composers work together to circulate their music as an artistic front because they are at 

the beginning of their career. They plan to gain experience by organizing the concert.  

“NUEVA MÚSICA DE MÉXICO” is a group of composers of the new musical 
generation of Mexico that has been created with the primary purpose to premiere 
their works. They are not attached to any common aesthetic trend and, aware that 
their training is not yet complete, they only seek to organize this series of two 
concerts to receive the invaluable experience of making contact with the audience 
and to begin in the professional field of musical composition. 141 

It would be interesting to read in the program the biographies of the composers, 

especially because more joined the 1959 concert. A reference to the name of the group is 

also missing. The people who knew about the group the previous year, and read the 

interview, and music review, would know that the term “new music” differentiates the 

collective from Mexican nationalism. The informed audience would associate the name 

with avant-garde music.  

With no more information about the past of the group or their members than the 

debut in 1958, or comments about the future of the group, the public should have stayed 

                                                
140 “Por segunda vez se presenta ante el público musical de México el grupo de jóvenes compositores: 
NUEVA MÚSICA DE MÉXICO que se ha unido con el fin de dar a conocer sus obras más representativas. 
Ya en noviembre de 1958 presentaron un concierto con la colaboración de los pianistas Manuel Elías y 
Gloria Bolívar y el Coro de Madrigalistas dirigido por el maestro Luis Sandí, concierto que consiguió 
despertar gran interés en nuestro medio artístico. En esta ocasión NUEVA MÚSICA DE MÉXICO se 
presenta en la Sala de Espectáculos abordando obras sinfónicas de doce compositores, contando para ello 
con el apoyo del Instituto Nacional de Bellas Artes que ha puesto a su disposición para tal fin, a la 
Orquesta Sinfónica de Bellas Artes. Las obras que se presentan en estos dos conciertos son de las más 
diversas posiciones estéticas por lo que el público mexicano podrá apreciar las tendencias que 
caracterizan el movimiento de los compositores que actualmente están surgiendo en México.” 
141  “NUEVA MÚSICA DE MÉXICO” es un grupo de compositores de la nueva generación musical de 
México que se ha integrado con el propósito fundamental de dar a conocer sus obras. No les une ninguna 
tendencia estética común, conscientes de que su formación no es aún completa y sólo pretenden, realizar 
esta serie de dos conciertos, recibir la invaluable experiencia de ponerse en contacto con el público e 
iniciarse en el campo profesional de la composición musical.”  
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with the expectation that it was a project in progress. The audience that attended one or 

both concerts saw a well-organized concert of symphonic music by young composers. 

Through the importance traditionally given to symphonic music, the NMM created a 

strong impression of their work. 

Empowered by this new success as a group and as individuals, they claimed their 

space in society. Through access to the state symphony (INBA), and booking two 

concerts in the main concert hall of the capital, the young composers gained a place in the 

national cultural scene. INBA’s authority and official support helped to legitimize the 

NMM project.  The central role of the state in artistic events and institutions such as the 

National Conservatory meant that the young composers of NMM finally were given 

opportunities unavailable before.  At the same time, the composers remained highly 

critical of INBA, arguing that all artists should be promoted equally. 142  

The public statements the composers made and the publicity they received in 

1958 were necessary for them to get access to venues and ensembles, but also, to create 

better educational conditions for future students, and for them to continue their studies in 

composition.  As individuals, they needed support from an authoritative entity to obtain 

scholarships and grants in the country and abroad.  
 

                                                
142 INBA: “El Instituto Nacional de Bellas Artes es el organismo cultural del gobierno mexicano 
responsable de estimular la producción artística, promover la difusión de las artes y organizar la 
educación artística en todo el territorio nacional. Creado mediante decreto presidencial del 31 de 
diciembre de 1946, bajo el nombre de propuesta presentada en 1932 por el entonces secretario de 
Hacienda y Crédito Público, Alberto J. Pani, para conformar un organismo nacional que se ocupara de las 
diferentes ramas de las bellas artes. Sin embargo, no fue sino a mediados de los años 40, durante el 
gobierno del Presidente Miguel Alemán Valdes que se establece una comisión encargada de estudiar la 
problemática cultural del país y se funda una Institución orientada a estimular la producción artística de 
México para fructificar la obra de enseñanza y difusión artística que realizaba el Gobierno Federal.” 
http://www.bellasartes.gob.mx/index.php/inba/historia/157.html  
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TO BE A WOMAN COMPOSER IN MEXICO 

From 1960, the members of the NMM continued to work on their independent 

projects. Sometimes they collaborated together on performing arts productions that 

required the writing of a great deal of music in a short time. Rocío Sanz joined theater 

and dancing companies as the collaborative composer, and film projects as well. 

Meetings at her apartment were frequent through the entire decade to discuss new 

projects, to help each other copying music, and to study music scores. They preferred to 

review Beethoven, Hindemith, Kurt-Weill and Stravinsky’s scores, in addition to Chávez, 

Galindo, Halffter, and Mabarak among others. They also frequently attended concerts and 

other artistic events together, and later spent the night talking about the music, and the 

performance. Rocío Sanz was at the center of all of these activities. In some ways, she 

was the center of the group, the one that kept them united.  

Eventually, one by one they left Mexico to study abroad. Rocío Sanz was the last 

to obtain a scholarship. In the meantime, she maintained correspondence with Elsa Sáenz 

and César Valverde but she did not talk much about new events of the NMM, although 

she used the letterhead paper of the group to write to her friends. She was very busy 

between school and her job at the Dance Academy, writing music for theater, and her 

social life. Finding a school abroad to continue her studies, and getting funding to travel 

also consumed a lot of her energies. 143 

Letters to Elsa Sáenz talk about her career as a composer and how society was not 

helpful, neither to her or other women. The only way to survive in a suffocating adult 

environment was to be proactive. That is perhaps why the NMM gathered around her. 

                                                
143 After looking for several options, an opportunity to study in the Moscow Conservatory with a 
scholarship obtained through the communist party in Costa Rica, she started learning Russian. That would 
be a new topic in her letters, rather than stories of the NMM. Occasionally, she commented on the news 
from her NMM friends who were traveling to other countries. Unfortunately, no documents from the Soviet 
Union are available to tell that story.  
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Not necessarily because she was replicating the role of a mother, but because she took 

action to develop and present projects. 144  

When she was younger, she did not imagine encountering social barriers that 

would restrain her ideas and desires. Growing up, Rocío Sanz was used to an 

environment of freedom of thought and action, in which expanding one’s knowledge 

through new artistic and intellectual experiences was common. On March 3, 1960 she 

sent a message to her friend that says, 

Things are really hard, we didn’t think life would be like this, but what can you do 
but try to move forward, by finding your own future, without taking into 
consideration everything that ties you down because you have two options, or you 
remain tied down suffering or you go somewhere else to suffer!  Maybe you 
suffer somewhere else, but it is your life, what you chose and if it doesn’t work 
out it is your responsibility.  Maybe, free from a hundred things imposed by 
society, you will be able to be yourself and to breathe freely. 145 

This remarkable comment to Elsa Sáenz reflects Rocío Sanz’s own experience 

and her desire to choose what she wanted to be. In her case, a composer rather than a 

home piano player and a children’s music teacher. Her determination to write avant-garde 

music regardless of traditional gender expectations for a woman, like writing children’s 

songs and school tunes, and her decision to study abroad to complete her composition 

training highlight her early gender-equity consciousness.  

                                                
144 60E-002-60-03-03 
145 60E-002-60-03-03 “Son las cosas muy duras, no creíamos que la vida fuera a resultar así, pero ni 
modo, y trata de seguir adelante, en el sentido de buscarte tu sola un porvenir, sin tomar en cuenta todo lo 
que te ata, porque, una de dos, o te quedas atada, sufriendo o te vas a sufrir a otra parte! Puede que en 
otro ambiente sufras también, pero será tu vida, tu escogencia, y, si te va mal, tu responsabilidad. Y puede 
que, liberada de un centenar de cosas impuestas por el medio, tu personalidad se realice y te deje respirar 
libremente. Puede que en otro ambiente sufras también, pero será tu vida, tu escogencia, y, si te va mal, tu 
responsabilidad. Y puede que, liberada de un centenar de cosas impuestas por el medio, tu personalidad se 
realice y te deje respirar libremente.” 
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Later, she talks about her personal commitment to be a better person, a better 

professional, and what she needed to defeat in order to succeed, personally and 

professionally. She continues saying,  

The liberated one spoke!  I freed myself from a million chains, I managed to get 
out from a suffocating environment (for me and my profession) in the country 
[…] And now I’m dealing with the worst fight of all, the one with myself, with 
the panic about what I have gotten myself into, the awareness of the scarcity of 
technique (horrible) and of the one thousand uncertain things in the world that 
surround me. And I will be something or I won’t, but I must decide and act, and 
time passes and I spend a few days in the most bitter fighting with myself, I fight 
much harder now that I have at my disposal the means to be something ... and 
there is still more struggle.  No Elsa, it seems that I already have everything to be 
happy, and indeed I am, but I continue to struggle with myself. Well, it's a mess, 
but at least, Elsa, I'm free to do whatever I want with myself, I only have to worry 
about what I want and what I can do.  I don’t have to do anything out of 
responsibility, or to look good, or to be nurturing or because of my qualifications.  
Now the only thing I have a responsibility to is myself and I panic, but at least I 
am free to do it. 146 

 

This is a significant statement that clarifies how she is making sense of her 

success and also her yearning for better training possibilities, musical opportunities, and 

artistic rewards. The passage shows the possibilities Rocío Sanz obtained by leaving 

several restrictive situations behind in order to create the freedom to make her own 

                                                
146 She is talking about her music training. Incomplete as it was, she is aware that if she wants to be a better 
professional, she needs to fulfill all the deficiencies in her formation. – “Habló la “liberada”! Me liberé de 
un millón de cadenas, logré salir del medio asfixiante (para mí y mi profesión) del país, me libré de los 
lazos sentimentales de la infancia para adquirir otros, modulados, a medida que pasa el tiempo, por un 
sentido de madurez, en el propio tiempo. Y ahora libro la peor lucha de todas, la de mí misma, la del 
pánico a esto en que me he metido, conciencia de falta de técnica (espantosa) y de mil y un cosas inseguras 
del mundo que me rodea. Y seré algo o no lo seré pero yo debo decidirlo y actuar, y el tiempo pasa y paso 
unos días de lo más amargos de lucha conmigo misma, lucha tanto más dura cuanto que tengo a mi 
alcance los medios de ser algo… y aún hay lucha. No Elsa, pareciera que yo ya lo tengo todo para ser 
feliz, y en realidad así es, pero sigo luchando conmigo misma para serlo. Bueno, es un enredo, pero al 
menos, Elsa, estoy libre para hacer de mí misma lo que se me dé la gana, sin más consideración que lo que 
quiera (y pueda hacer). Ya no es por cumplir, o por quedar bien, o por mamá, o por la calificación. Ahora 
es la horrible responsabilidad para conmigo misma y me da pánico, pero al menos soy libre para 
hacerla.” 
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decisions, to live in the present and to focus on her projects, even as she suggests that her 

education is incomplete and that she needs to improve in order to achieve her goals. 

Furthermore, she discusses her struggle to defeat her own fear of failure in order to 

achieve her goals; to become a serious avant-garde composer. 

Limited as it was, her training allowed her to develop a career in composition. 

Along with her desire to create music, that training was, in spite of everything, the 

foundation of her production. But her idea of what it meant to be a serious composer 

could not be accomplished with the tools she received in her conservatory musical 

training. At least, not in the way she wanted.  

Mid-century music training was an unfortunate time for Rocío Sanz and her 

generation, but especially for her, because in contrast to her male colleagues whose 

careers were more visible, Rocío Sanz’s was more blurred. For her and for her 

generation, that the state, whose cultural policies had very much supported the arts earlier 

on, did not provide the educational means they needed, limited the success of an entire 

generation not only in Mexico, but also in the region. Even though it was common that 

musicians traveled abroad to continue their studies, in their case, it was a forced 

migration given the limitations in training.  

If music training had a glass ceiling for women in Latin America in the early 

second half of the century, Rocío Sanz was determined to break it,  “it is better to face 

new difficulties in a different place but with the opportunity of learning new things, than 

dealing with the absence of possibilities.” In this passage she makes clear that a main 

problem in her training is the scarcity of compositional tools, and unfamiliarity with 

aesthetic trends. In other words, not enough knowledge can limit creativity.  

Moreover, the proper training was necessary in order to write serious music, or to 

be a serious composer who writes carefully thought-out scores. It was not about 
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producing music by intuition. It was something that could not be taken lightly and needed 

action. Therefore, she got involved in many projects, not only to keep knowledgeable 

about new trends in composition but also to make a living. 

Rocío Sanz gave the same importance to all her compositions, from avant-garde 

concert music to scores for theater, dance, and film. Yet, as a woman, foreigner, and a 

contemporary music composer, she needed to fight prejudice and discrimination despite 

the dedication to her work.    
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 85 

Chapter 3: El Rincón de los Niños (The Childrens Corner) 

 

Upon her return from the Soviet Union in 1966, Rocío Sanz was appointed to a 

half-time position in Radio UNAM. She was in charge of the classical music 

programming and the writing of music commentaries for the pieces.  She also was the 

head of the record library. Additionally, she returned to her teaching job at the Dance 

Academy where she taught in the afternoons. She spent the mornings at the radio station. 

At nights, she resumed her collaborative work with the theater companies as she had 

before traveling to the Soviet Union. 147  

Along with her activities at the radio station and the dance academy, she 

continued writing music for the performing and visual arts. She composed most of her 

film music works during this time, and at least two large productions for theater. A string 

quartet, two ballets, and the Cantata a la Independencia are in the list of works produced 

in the late 1960s and early 1970s.148 

With so many things, I do not have time to work on music, as I would like, I 
never play the piano, and only compose by commission in my (very little) spare 
time. Yet I worked for two plays last year (with MY original music); the second, 
La ronda de la hechizada (The Round of the Bewitched) is still in theaters, and a 
musical comedy that was never released, and a lot of songs of all kinds, mostly 
for my cousin Maria Argüello Oki Figuls [...] She made a small recording that 
was published in Nicaragua! Also the publication in Russia of two of my pieces 

                                                
147 60CV-001-67-01-09; 60E-027-67-05-29; 60E-029-67-09-22. Correspondence indicates that Sanz 
returned to Mexico during a leave of absence given by the Moscow Conservatory. It is not clear why she 
requested it: it may have been her mother’s health, which she mentions before departing to the Soviet 
Union, her second marriage with actor Eduardo López Rojas (1937-1999), or a job related project. Letters 
suggest her intention to return but it did not happen, this is why her period of studies in Moscow lasted only 
for one year. She studied with Vladimir Giorgyevich Feré (1902-1971). 
148 Among the most commonly cited works in music dictionaries and encyclopedias are: Theater: Los 
Argonautas (1967), and La Ronda de la Hechizada (1967); Concert music: Cantata a la Independencia 
(1971), and String quartet (1972); Ballet: El Forastero (1973), and Letanía erótica para la paz, 
(electroacoustic music) (1973); Film: Imagen 68 (1969), Manicomio (1969), Figurillas de Jaina (1969), 
Juegos de Arcilla (1971), and Palenque (1971). In letter 60CV-002-67-10-06 to Valverde, she talks about a 
third production that year. With that one, she sums up 18 music scores for theater. 



 86 

for piano in an edition of Latin American music made me happy! They placed 
them between Villa-Lobos and “Estrellita” by Ponce!!! In short, life is as usual, 
work here and there, and free-lance composition. 149 

During this period she traveled several times to Costa Rica, where after many 

attempts, she finally received some attention from the musical community. She won a 

music competition with her Cantata a la Independencia that resulted in various events to 

present some of her works.   
 

EL RINCÓN DE LOS NIÑOS (THE CHILDREN’S CORNER) 

Rocío Sanz invented El Rincón de los Niños in the seventies, when no cultural, 
university, state, or commercial station was interested in doing radio for children. 
Probably, Rocío’s Corner was, after the XEW’s Cri Crí programs from the thirties 
to the fifties, one of very few programs that has been done on radio, that thinks of 
children, as they are, intelligent, playful and curious.150 

In 1972, Enrique Lizalde, director of Radio UNAM, decided to create the first 

educational radio program for children in the country. Other radio stations, including 

UNAM, scheduled segments of children’s songs during the programming; however, they 

saw the importance of engaging the young audience in a better-broadcast option. “Before, 

                                                
149 60CV-001-67-01-09 I tried to locate both the recording, and publication Sanz mentions in this quote, 
but none of the people who provided documents and information have them. They however, remember 
them. 
 “Con tanta cosa no tengo tiempo de trabajar en la música como a mí me gusta, nunca toco el piano y solo 
compongo por encargo y en mis (poquísimos) ratos de ocio. Con todo me eché dos obras de teatro el año 
pasado (con MI música original); la segunda, “La Ronda de la Hechizada” aún está en cartelera, y una 
comedia musical que no llegó a estrenarse, y un chorro de canciones de todo tipo, la mayoría para mi 
prima Oki María Argüello Figuls […] Ella me grabó un disquito que salió ¡en Nicaragua! También 
publicaron dos piezas para piano mías en una edición de música latinoamericana, allá en Rusia, me puse 
feliz! Me tocó entre Villa-lobos y la “Estrellita” de Ponce!!! En fin, la vida corre as usual, trabajo aquí y 
allá, y free-lance composition.” 
150 García 4. “Rocío Sanz inventó El Rincón de los Niños en la década del setenta, época en que ninguna 
emisora cultural, universitaria, estatal, o comercial se interesaba por hacer radio para niños. 
Probablemente, el Rincón de Rocío fue, después de los programas de la XEW con Cri Crí, de los años 
treinta a los cincuenta, de los poquísimos que se ha hecho en radio pensando en los niños como lo que son, 
inteligentes, juguetones y curiosos.” 
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only songs by Gabilondo Soler, Cri Cri, were heard on many stations. Soler was the 

teacher of all who wanted to make programs for children.” 151  

From that discussion, Rocío Sanz took over the project that was first launched on 

September 3, 1972.152 She had experience in radio, teaching children at the dance 

academy, and had a good network of writers, educators, and artists that she could call to 

join her. She wrote the scripts, composed songs, wrote children’s stories, and selected all 

kinds of music. She also dedicated time to educate herself in the topics for each program.  

I was very involved with Radio University and my goal was to bring culture to 
children through this space, transmitting various contents: geography, astronomy, 
biology, classical music, social issues, in short, many things, but in an amusing 
way, that would really appeal to children.153 

Her brilliant planning made the show one of the most important on the radio 

station, and number one for children. The audience included entire families.  Teachers, 

writers, and actors listened to the show as well. The composer received calls, letters, 

drawings, stories, and requests to participate in the program (see image 13 and 15). 154  

The workload was intense. Rocío Sanz’s careful and detailed production required 

many hours. Not having staff to support her, the program inevitably took time away from 

her compositions. 

By that time I wrote to the BBC in London to ask if they had a similar space, and 
they said they transmitted a weekly space like ours, but the big difference was that 

                                                
151 (Sanz, Kobos 170,.“Antes, solo se escuchaba a Gabilondo Soler, Cri Crí, en muchas emisoras. Soler 
era el maestro de todos los que queríamos hacer programas para niños” 
152 Sanz 1979, 1 
153 Kobos 170, “Yo estaba muy involucrada con Radio Universidad y mi objetivo fue llevar la cultura a los 
niños a través de este espacio, transmitir diversos contenidos: de geografía, astronomía, biología, música 
clásica, temas sociales, en fin, muchas cosas, pero de una manera divertida, que realmente atrajera al 
público infantil.” 
154 Kobos 170; Zambrano 13; Loya 55-59; García 4 
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there were 50 people made it and I worked alone. Of course, I asked for support 
from the station, but I only got a production assistant..155 

 

Image 13: Letters and drawings reproduced in a children’s magazine in 1976           
(Siete, 56-57) 

 

Despite the limited circumstances, Rocío Sanz continued working on the show. The 

program focused on five areas, Latin American literature, Universal literature, Social and 

natural sciences, Music (classical, folk and music for children), and Entertainment 

(games, songs, and riddles). Her collaborators appreciated the relevance of the program, 

and supported the composer not only with dedicated performances, but also by discussing 

the show.   

                                                
155 Ibid. “Por ese tiempo escribí a la BBC de Londres para preguntar si tenían un espacio parecido, y me 
contestaron que transmitan un espacio seminal como el nuestro, pero la gran diferencia era que allá lo 
hacían 50 personas y yo trabajaba solita. Por supuesto, pedí apoyo a la emisora, pero solo conseguí que 
me pusieran un asistente de producción.”  
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The Children's Corner gives a place to young listeners, appeals to their 
imagination, sensitivity and receptive skills. Another of its thoughtful and 
commendable features is to utilize a resource rarely used: Classical Music. It 
seems splendid that this happens in our country where music subjects are almost 
always left on the side of primary and secondary education’s programs. Also, 
entire programs have been dedicated to the music of Rimsky-Korsakov, 
Tchaikovsky, Pretorius, Béla Bartok, Carl Orff, etc. In the relevant program a 
biographical sketch of each is given, which ultimately is the basis for good 
musical training for children. The music included [in the program] was created 
especially for children or without being specifically for them; they can appreciate 
and enjoy it.156 

Children also listened and learned about Debussy, Mussorgsky, and Stravinsky 

among others. Children songwriters as Gabilondo Soler “Cri-Cri”, Ángel Parra, and 

María Elena Walsh were part of the program as well. Rocío Sanz wrote music for the 

program that includes original songs, and adaptations of children’s songs for recorder 

ensembles. 157 

The composer intended to offer a wide variety of music and literature, paying 

particular attention to little-known authors.  Authors like, José Martí, Carmen Lyra, 

Carlos Luis Sáenz, Jorge Luis Borges, and Julio Cortázar were frequently discussed 

among many others.  
 

                                                
156 Zambrano, Diorama de la cultura. “Otra de sus características atinadas y dignas de elogio, es el 
aprovechamiento de ese recurso que pocas veces se usa: la Música Clásica. Nos parece espléndido que se 
realice esto en nuestro país donde las asignaturas musicales casi siempre se hacen a un lado en los 
programas de educación básica y secundaria. Además, se han dedicado programas enteros a la música de 
Rimsky-Korsakov, Tchaikovsky, Pretorius, Bela Bartok, Carl Orff, etc. En el programa correspondiente se 
da un bosquejo biográfico de cada uno de ellos, lo que a la larga es la base de una buena formación 
musical en el niño. La música que se incluye fue creada especialmente para los niños o, que sin ser 
especificamente para ellos, los niños la aprecian y la disfrutan.” 
157 Canciones infantiles (1975); Literatura: El cuento vacío, El insomnio de la bella durmiente, Huelga de 
las palabras, and more. Her children’s music and literature was more accepted than her avant-garde music. 
At least, more books than scores were published in Mexico as in Costa Rica. That her writings were more 
accepted than her music, not only responds to the important tradition of children’s literature in the region, 
but also, to the persistence of assigning certain gender roles in creative and artistic creation.  
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BROADCASTING  

Rocío Sanz chose Debussy’s Children’s Corner for the rubric of the show. With 

that clue the radio listeners knew her show was about to start. From a biweekly broadcast 

to a weekly show of 30 minutes thanks to the acceptance of the audience, the program 

reached an excellent rating very soon. Each program was recorded on reel tapes from the 

beginning, and when the frequency of the transmissions became weekly, Radio UNAM 

programed the early shows every Saturday at 5:30, and the new ones on Sunday at 9 

AM.158  

In one of the first programs, with only two actors we made Snow White and the 
Seven Dwarfs. The actors were Ana Ofelia Murguía and German Palomares and 
each one played three and four dwarfs, Snow White, the Prince, and the Queen. In 
all they divided the characters with a big spoon. But it went so well that many 
children wrote asking to repeat the show! 159 

Actors Rolando Castro, Luis Miranda Jorge Humberto Robles, Mario Silva 

Escalante, and Carlota Villagrán joined Murguía and Palomares.  All of them, along with 

Claudia Hinojosa, the production assistant, and José Antonio Zambrano, the writer, 

contributed to the success of the program that circulated in all Mexico, Costa Rica, 

Nicaragua, and Houston, Texas (see image 14).160   

 

                                                
158 Loya 155 
159 Loya 156 “En uno de los primeros programas, con solo dos actores hicimos Blancanieves y los siete 
enanos. Los actores eran Ana Ofelia Murguía y Germán Palomares y a cada uno le tocaron tres y cuatro 
enanos, Blancanieves, el Príncipe, la Reina. Total, que se repartieron personajes con la cuchara grande. 
¡Pero salió tan bien que nos escribieron muchos niños pidiendo que lo repitiéramos!” 
160 Sorondo 1982, 3B 
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Image 14: Recording session with Mario Silva Escalante, Magda Vizcaíno, Ana Ofelia 
Murgía, and Jorge Robles.  (Siete, 59) 

 

The educational purpose of the program reached a broad audience. Recordings of 

the show were included in the educational resources for the Instituto de la Audición y el 

Lenguaje (IAL), a special program for children with aural and language disabilities, part 

of the Secretaría de Educación Pública (SEP). The Union’s Radio UNAM day care 

centers also played the programs to children during the time they spent in the centers. The 

UNICEF requested tapes to distribute in hospitals, orphanages, and children’s shelters.161  

In addition to the circulation of recordings of the episodes, Rincón de los niños 

produced several recordings of the songs the singers hosted on the program. These 

recordings, on the label of Radio UNAM, and under Rocío Sanz’s production, helped to 

disseminate the program even more.     
 
                                                
161 Loya 59, Sorondo 3B 
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Image 15: Rocío Sanz reading a 
letter from the audience, and 
holding one of the program’s 
records. (Siete, 55) 

 
 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

TEACHING PHILOSOPHY  

Rocío does not like to talk about a world for adults and one for children, as if they 
lived apart. She says that the world belongs to everyone and it is important that 
children can explore it and know it.162 

Rocío Sanz’s philosophy comes directly from her own childhood. Free to express 

ideas, and make decisions on her own, she gave the same space of creation, and thought 

to her audience. “The children themselves have sent works, stories and early research 

                                                
162 Loya 59 “A Rocío no le gusta que se hable de un mundo para adultos y otro para niños, como si 
viviesen separados. Ella dice que el mundo es de todos y que lo importante es que los niños puedan 
explorarlo y conocerlo.”  
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projects that the program has presented when they were of general interest and literary 

quality.” 163 

In that sense both the children and adults, shared their knowledge, a main 

principle and objective in Rocío Sanz’s radio production,  

Never assume the superior attitude of “I will teach you something very 
important.” Never. Children can smell far and away the “dictatorial” attitude and 
reject it. My attitude, that has worked perfectly for me is “Come, I'll show you 
what I found”.164 

Rocío Sanz models come from writers that produced literature for children, 

especially the Cuban writer, José Martí, editor of the children’s magazine La edad de oro 

(The golden age), and Costa Rican Carlos Luis Sáenz, editor of Triquitraque (Firecraker). 

Both writers knew how to address children, and their excellent narrative was a form of 

education for the composer.  

The radio program El rincón de los niños was born in 1972. Two of its’ 
inspirations: José Martí, from La edad de oro and Carlos Luis Saenz, who with 
his wife Adela Ferreto and other nice people, made my childhood wonderful with 
a children's magazine called Triquitraque.165 

Rocío Sanz read their magazines when she was a child. She also read other 

literature. The composer grew up close to Sáenz, and as a result, in addition to 

Triquitraque, she had read his poetry, tales, and plays since she was a child. From their 

writing, she made sure to develop reliable research topics, and promote fantasy through 

fiction. “In my programs we know that fantasy is allowed to say what she pleases; 

                                                
163 Sanz 1979a, 1 
164 Sanz 1979b, 5. “Nunca asumir la actitud superiorista de "Yo te voy a enseñar algo muy importante”. 
Nunca. Los niños huelen de lejos la actitud "didactorial" y la rechazan. Mi actitud, que me ha funcionado 
perfectamente es la de “ven, voy a enseñarte lo que me encontré” 
165 Zúñiga 578 “El programa de radio “El rincón de los niños” nació en 1972. Dos de sus inspiradores: 
José Martí, el de “La edad de oro” y Carlos Luis Sáenz, que junto a su esposa Adela Ferreto y otras lindas 
gentes, alegraron mi infancia con una revista para niños llamada Triquitraque” 
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science and information, however, should be accurate, and only have permission to be 

corrected with new data and research.”166  

Rocío Sanz insisted, as an essential point in radio production, that clarity is 

fundamental in the writing of scripts.  From the selection of topics, to the musical 

examples, the narrative should be carefully crafted to call the attention of the audience. 

She says, “a vital interest” is what would maintain a show, and that interest comes not 

only from what the producer thinks is interesting for children, but from their own 

interests. In other words, if the producer does not feel interest, and even passion for a 

topic, it would be very difficult to create that effect in the audience.  

 Rocío Sanz attended the Segundo Congreso Internacional de Literatura Infantil, 

in Spain, 1979, and presented a paper about El rincón de los niños. The paper was 

concise and the presentation ended the reproduction of one of the episodes. She 

summarizes the process of production of her show, and also presents her philosophy, 

which lies in the act of respecting children.  

With that respect, she makes a difference compared to other radio shows that, 

mistakenly, treat children condescendingly. As she points out, they deserve a very 

interesting script, a group of actors that know how to communicate that interest, and the 

liveliness of the program through its use of songs, music, and special effects to give 

variety without interrupting the continuity of the show. 167 
 

                                                
166 Sanz 1979b, 4. “En mis programas sabemos que la fantasía tiene permiso para decir lo que le de la 
gana; la ciencia y la información, en cambio, deben ser exactas, y solo tienen permiso para corregirse con 
nuevos datos e investigaciones.” 
167 Sanz 1979b, 1 
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ROCÍO SANZ’S LEGACY 

Not only did children gain benefits from the program. Some artists found the 

starting point of their careers in the show. Rocío Sanz promoted the space for the creation 

of new music and literature for children. She offered the program to musicians and 

writers to create new works.168 That is the case of Hermanos Rincón (1971), a group of 

siblings dedicated to the production of children’s songs. Rocío Sanz hosted the musicians 

in her show and gave them that artistic name.169  For others, the program was the school 

to learn how to address children in a respectful and intellectual manner.  

Writer José Antonio Zambrano, who assisted in adapting literary works for the 

child audience, points out about the program, 

I'm not a child but I find it entertaining and interesting; I think I have a major debt 
to it, because there I learned to address (at least that's what I try) children in a 
direct, clean language, with the precise tone sized to capture their attention and 
interest. In this sense, the program was a weekly lecture.170 

Radio producers recognized the importance of contributing to children’s education and to 

create more radial spaces of this sort. Certainly, producing programs with an assured 

audience, thanks to the legacy of Rocío Sanz’s show, was an important benefit. The same 

Rincón Brothers produced Trovando para los niños (Singing for children) (2000) with 

great success.171  

In the 1990s, Manuel Estrada Maldonado, produced four children’s shows, Entre 

pies y pieza, Con tantita ciencia, Del tingo al tango, and Sube y baja. He learned from 

the composer, who always gave him a learned opinion. “I got to meet and work with 

                                                
168 Loya 58 
169 King Cobos 2007, 170; Sanz 1979, 2; Vidal Reyes 2003, 121 
170 Zambrano 1982. “No soy niño pero me resulta ameno e interesante; considero que tengo una deuda 
importante con él, porque ahi aprendi a dirigirme (al menos es lo que intento) a los niños en un lenguaje 
directo, limpio, con el tono preciso para captar su atención e interés. En este sentido, el programa ha sido 
una cátedra semanal.” 
171 King Cobos, 171 
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Rocío Sanz, and she was always my best "ear" and my best critic, she taught me and I 

started doing some programs, for pleasure and to experience in my own way.”172  

Radio UNAM not only flourished producing children’s shows. Other radio 

stations, such as Educación, created new programs. They even transmitted 183 episodes 

of El rincón de los niños, in the late 1970s.173  According to Estrada Maldonado, there 

was a boom in the 1990s with radio stations producing new educational and cultural 

shows for children. In 1995 the First Radio Show for Children Fair, brought to Mexico 

producers and artists from Europe, Latin America, and representatives from local 

community stations as well. 174  

Despite Rocío Sanz’s remarkable contribution, when she had to retire in 1984, she 

did not receive the support she deserved. The condition of her health forced her to stop 

working. That meant the end of her radio program that year, however, Radio UNAM 

continued transmitting old episodes until 1991. According to Laura Angélica Montiel 

Ortiz, from the Fonoteca Nacional de México, the last episode preserved in that record 

archive is “Canciones de María Elena Walsh” (“María Elena Walsh’s songs”) in which 

the singer presented her latest’s songs accompanied by Jorge Panich in the guitar. That 

transmission is dated April 30, 1991.175    

That was a complicated time for Rocío Sanz. To make things even harder, the 

process to obtain her pension was tortuous. Letters from the 1980s to friends describe in 

detail the situation. To make matters worse, she never received a fair pension that 

                                                
172 Maldonado, King Cobos 171.“Me tocó conocer y trabajar con Rocío Sanz, y ella siempre fue mi mejor 
“oreja” y mi mejor crítica, ella me enseñó y yo empecé a hacer algunos programas, más por un gusto y 
por experimentar de manera propia.” 
173 Acuña, Heriberto Departamento de Programación Musical y Fonoteca, Radio Educación, email 
communication with author, September 20-26, 2012. Used with permission.  
174 King Cobos, 171 
175 Montiel Ortiz, email communication with author, April 6, 2015 
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reflected her time and dedication to the institution. The journalist Elvira García published 

a note in La Jornada in March 1992 to publicize Sanz’s situation.  

Due to lack of support from Beatriz Barros, the director of Radio UNAM at that 
time, she could not retire with a decent salary as department head. So she left the 
station with a little over 400 pesos a month, basically a waiter’s salary for one of 
the brightest producers on Mexican radio.176 

Earlier that year, about ten years after Rincón de los Niños broadcast the last 

show, Radio UNAM programmed the show again, and organized a fundraising concert to 

honor Rocío Sanz’s career in the institution. A year later the composer died. 177 

Recently, the Fonoteca Nacional de México digitalized the complete collection 

from El rincón de los niños, 400 programs in total. They are available to consult on site. 

The reel tapes used to transmit on Radio Universidad, UCR, in Costa Rica from the show, 

remain lost.    
 

AUDITORY MEMORY  

The success of the Rincón de los niños resides not only on the quality of the 

program. Distinct from most of the music by Rocío Sanz, the radio show circulated 

widely creating a connection to the name of the composer. Furthermore, several 

newspapers and magazines published articles about the show, and the program is 

included in scholarly publications. When people talked about the program it was because 

they had either heard it, or read about it, or knew of it from third parties. Given its 

popularity, any of these could be the case, particularly when one takes into account that 

                                                
176 García 4. “Por falta de apoyo de Beatriz Barros, en ese tiempo directora de Radio UNAM, no pudo 
jubilarse con un sueldo más decoroso, de jefe de departamento. Así salió de la emisora con un poco más de 
400 mil pesos mensuales, casi un sueldo de mozo para una de las más brillantes productoras que ha tenido 
la radio Mexicana.” 
177 Ibid. The event collected 4 million pesos for the composer. García pointed out that besides that gesture, 
Radio UNAM should have fixed the situation by increasing her pension.  
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the show was broadcast in Mexico, Costa Rica, Nicaragua, and Houston Texas, and used 

in schools and other children institutions.  

If Rocío Sanz’s career has been related to the Rincón de los Niños over her music, 

it is the result of the opportunity the audience had to relate and recall what heard. If that 

would be the case with circulation of her music, people would have more elements to talk 

about the composer not only in relation to the radio show, but also because of her 

compositions.   

A SUCCESSFUL WOMAN 

From this chapter it is evident that Rocío Sanz was extremely successful. She 

succeeded as a collaborative artist working with theater, and dance companies, as well as 

with film directors. She succeeded as a teacher in the Dance Academy, and as a writer of 

children’s stories with some published books and anthologies that included her writings.  

Of all that work, the most visible was the radio show. It stayed on air for around 20 years, 

even though she produced episodes from 1972 until 1984. The success of the show was 

based on her fine writing, and her sensibility to know how to capture the attention of the 

audience through her music and the stories she developed for the program.  

It is not my aim to determine if Rocío Sanz was a better educator and radio 

producer than a composer. Nor am I interested in pondering why her other music was 

unknown, even while her radio show circulated not only in Mexico, but also 

internationally. Instead, I am interested in pointing out, that it was her desire, like that of 

any composer, to have had her music played more often, and to be recognized as a 

composer in Costa Rica. Her other successes should not obscure her declarations in 

interviews about the disadvantages of musical training or reduced opportunities in 

composition. She was clear that music circulation was not easy not only for her, but also 
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for her male colleagues. In an interview for a Costa Rican newspaper in November 1984, 

she said, 

The fact that I am a woman and one of the first in composition [in Costa Rica] has 
not presented a problem for me, the problem consists in releasing my work, that 
the public knows it, and that some day it will be performed. 178 

 

The title of that interview was “My life has become ephemeral”, a phrase she used 

to explain that only her shows remain, the ones preserved in reel tapes and recordings, 

not her music, on which she also spent hours of dedication, but that after a performance, 

it disappeared.  

If I assert that we need to pay more attention to her music, is not only because it 

was her desire, it is because I believe that story also needs to be told, in addition to the 

single story of Rocío Sanz and her radio show. That single story does not necessarily talk 

about her professionalism, but about the loving woman who was very special to children. 

Moreover, to have that discussion, it would be necessary to curate the recordings and to 

further study that part of her professional life. She enjoyed everything related to that job, 

the long hours of script writing, the time to produce every show, which she said took 

about a month for each episode, working with actors, promoting singers, writing listening 

guides for all kinds of music, writing children songs and stories, and, to read and get calls 

from the children of her audience.179 

I think Rocío Sanz’s reception today is affected by gender politics that continue to 

suggest that what she did was not good enough. Furthermore, the gendered idea of 

women as teachers is not the same as women as a composer, or radio producers, 

especially if we think of Rocío Sanz during her lifetime.  

                                                
178 Sanz in Aguilar 1984 (LN, 84-10-19, 2B) 
179 Zambrano, Kobos. 
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During the research and writing of this dissertation, the overwhelming response of 

people to the question of Rocío Sanz in relation to her radio show, allowed me to think 

that in order to redeem her story, it was necessary to recover her identity as a composer. 

My intention to tell another story of the composer, not another single story, but another 

version that includes other facets of her career, created a misleading reading of my 

objectives, in which my audience interpreted the significance of her radio show as 

unimportant or diminished. 

Cultural politics in Latin America have a lot to do with this perception of Rocío 

Sanz. They established that composers should write serious music, and in combination 

with gender politics, the implicit idea is that a woman cannot be a composer of serious 

music, but it is acceptable if she writes music for children.  This complicates people’s 

readings of her, as a successful woman, because ultimately, the audience does not know 

that Rocío Sanz, the one from the children’s radio show, is the same person who 

composed avant-garde concert music, or the music of theater, dance, and film 

productions, and then, her work, as a composer, teacher, and producer, is undervalued.  
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Chapter 4: Cantata a la Independencia 

 

The convergence of the commemoration of the Sesquicentennial Independence of 

Central America in 1971, and the creation of the Ministerio de Cultura, Juventud y 

Deportes (MCJD) in Costa Rica the same year, opened the country to Rocío Sanz 

through a composition competition.180 Since her debut with the NMM in 1958 and while 

pursuing a scholarship abroad to continue to advance her training in composition, she had 

always looked for an opportunity to promote her career in her home country, but it had 

not happened until 1971. Upon her return to Mexico from the Soviet Union where she 

studied composition from 1965 to 1966 she resumed her collaborative work as a 

composer with theater companies, and started working at Radio UNAM. In Costa Rica, 

however, only close friends and family knew about her career.   

When she found out about the competition in Costa Rica everything happened 

very quickly. A special commission, in charge of organizing the events of the 

sesquicentennial, published a call for scores on May 20, 1971. The due date was two 

months later, “before August 1st” (see image 1). Rocío Sanz managed to complete her 

Cantata a la Independencia de Centroamérica para barítono, coro y banda with texts by 

Costa Rican writer Carlos Luis Sáenz, on time and they won the competition. 181  

The 150th anniversary of independence allowed Rocío Sanz officially and for the 

first time, to place her name and music in the history of Costa Rica. A number of 

                                                
180 Just recently the MCJD changed its name to Ministerio de Cultura y Juventud (MCJ).  
181 A letter from Carlos Luis Sáenz dated April 15, and published in Zúñiga (576) indicates they knew 
about the competition before the publication of the edict. Having collaborated in the past, they started 
working immediately.  Sáenz was a very well known writer, and educator. He was present in Sanz’s life 
since she was a child. For the composer, Sáenz was her adoptive father. He and his wife, Elsa Ferreto, also 
writer and educator, were friends with Rosa Quirós, Sanz’s mother. They were all members of the 
Communist Party founded in 1931. Sanz later married the son of the couple, Carlos Matías Sáenz Ferreto, 
and although they divorced, they remained friends. Elsa Sáenz Ferreto, daughter of the couple and Carlos 
Matías’s sister, was Sanz’s best friend, and one of the main informants in this dissertation.   
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unfortunate situations, however, made the process painful and difficult, and despite 

winning the competition, neither the composer nor the cantata found an easy trajectory. 

The composer attended a few events from 1971 to 1972 to promote her music, but she 

was soon forgotten. In 1984, when her winning score was finally premiered nationally, 

many musicians and the general audience were unaware of the existence of the composer.  
 

THE CALL FOR SCORES  

On May 20 1971, the Comisión Nacional del Sesquicentenario de la 

Independencia Centroamericana (CNSIC) and the new Ministry of Culture published a 

call for scores in the national press (see image 16). Other events such as literary 

competitions, lectures, and the publication of historical documents completed the 

festivities. The commission started working by decree of the congress in 1968. The 

assignment included the planning of activities, writing guidelines, looking for juries, and 

deciding on the budget. 182 

The entire event was very important for the country and the region. The intention 

of the government was to draw the entire country into the celebration, and also invite the 

other Central American nations to participate. This historical moment became the best 

opportunity for Rocío Sanz to enter into the musical and historical scene of the country. 

The meaningfulness of the commemoration and the involvement of the MCJD in 

supporting the logistics of the music competition became very convenient for an artist 

like Sanz, looking for recognition.  

 
                                                
182 Law 4168 was approved by the congress on July 8th 1968, and the edict was published on July 18 that 
same year. This law established the membership organization of the Comisión Nacional del 
Sesquicentenario de la Independencia de Centroamérica, the budget for the celebration, and the given legal 
authority. When the law 4168 was approved, Fernando Volio Jiménez was the president of the congress, 
and vice minister of the MJCD.  
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Image 16: The official announcement published in the Gazette (p.1) Archivo Central 
MCJ used with permission 
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The competition awarded one first prize only. In other words, the chances to 

promote her work were restricted to winning the prize. Although it was not stated in the 

call, it was obvious to assume that a performance and publication would follow. Winning 

the competition would be a way to become involved in the Costa Rican musical 

community and to be recognized regardless of her country of residence, gender, and age.  

Furthermore, the validation of her work by the most important cultural event in 

the country could also mean the opportunity to begin to participate actively in the 

national cultural scene. Likewise, given the Central American character of the 

celebration, Rocío Sanz would be known throughout the region. 183  In the best-case 

scenario, she could have joined to existing artistic networks or created new alliances for 

the musical exchange of women in music through the MCJD. 184  

If in Mexico she dedicated most of her time to compose for film and the 

performing arts, and producing for radio, she could have collaborated in similar ways in 

affiliation to the new Ministry of Culture in Costa Rica. The production of new concert 

music in collaboration with other composers and performers in Costa Rica could have 

broadened the musical perspective of the country. She did not need to live in Costa Rica 

to actively contribute to the country, but what she needed was support and the promotion 

of her music, beginning with her commemorative cantata.  
 

                                                
183 The composer already suggested she was probably the only Central American woman composer of art 
music. She says that in letter 60CV-001-nd-ca.1960 to César Valverde, when she requested his support to 
expand her career in the early sixties.  
184 As far as I know, this never happened. While Sanz participated in a couple of activities that focused on 
her work between 1971 and 1972, no other spaces materialized for the exchange of composers in the 
country, or throughout Central American, nor even among women composers from the region.  
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WRITING THE CANTATA 

On June 19, 1971, Rocío Sanz wrote the saddest letter.185 Her mother had died and 

she needed to finish the cantata by August 1.  To make things even harder, her mother, 

Rosita Quirós, who lived with the composer in Mexico, was in Costa Rica when she 

passed away, and Rocío Sanz, who was almost never apart from her mother, could not be 

with her at that moment.  

When she received a telegram from the Sáenz-Ferreto family, the first note of 

love and compassion about her loss, as she says, the composer opened her heart in her 

response, revealing the process of composing the work.   

You do not know how grateful I am (and crying) for the telegram, the first note of 
comfort and affection that I received from the land where my mother rests. I'll be 
there on the 27th [...] For weeks I have been working 10-12 hours a day to finish 
my work. Mom's death has left me unable to do anything, sick, desperate, and yet 
I continue. [...] Working, composing all day and not seeing anyone. The nights are 
horrible. [...] I work, compose the baritone aria from movement III, alone, piano, 
table, crying, staff paper, smudges and music, choirs. A friend is writing the 
instrumentation. Movements I and II are almost ready (the orchestration –I 
finished composing them last week.) I cry, then I write A flat chords, I work 
incessantly, thinking incessantly about my young mother, old, sick, healthy, 
before, now, dead. I cry, dream about her, my old lady, my mom. I wake up with 
hallucinations, hear her voice: “Chita.” The psychiatrist gave me pills; only a few 
because I need my mind clear to work, and need unmitigated, the terrible pain of 
the death of my mother.186 

                                                
185 70E-001-71-06-19. The composer wrote this letter to Carlos Luis Sáenz, Adela Ferreto, Elsa Sáenz 
Ferreto, and her son, Francisco. She asks them to communicate with her cousin Fernando Figuls, who until 
the day before she wrote this letter, was in Mexico. He flew to Costa Rica to join the family and helped to 
make the necessary arrangements for the funeral.  
186 “No saben cuánto agradecí (y lloré) el telegrama, la primera nota de consuelo y cariño que me llegó de 
la tierra donde reposa mamá. Yo llegaré allá el 27. […] Trabajo todo el día, 10-12 horas diarias para 
terminar la obra desde hace semanas. La muerte de mamá me dejó sin poder hacer nada, enferma, 
desesperada, y sin embargo sigo. […] trabajando, componiendo todo el día, no veo a nadie. Las noches 
son horribles. […] trabajo, compongo el aria del barítono del III Movimiento, sola, piano, mesa, llanto, 
papel pautado, borrones y la música, los coros. Un amigo me hace la instrumentación. Ya casi están el I y 
II movimientos (de orquestación –los acabé de componer la semana pasada.) Lloro, luego pongo acordes 
de La bemol, trabajo incesantemente, pensando incesantemente en mi mamá joven, vieja, enferma, sana, 
antes, ahora, muerta. Lloro, sueño con ella, mi viejita, mi mamá. Despierto con alucinaciones, oigo su voz: 
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In addition to the closeness of the Sáenz-Ferreto family to the composer and her 

mother since she was a child, they were involved in the project of the cantata. Rocío Sanz 

and Carlos Luis Sáenz were working together on this new artistic collaboration.187  

In an extraordinary effort, Rocío Sanz managed to finish the music and dedicated 

the Cantata to her mother. She did not have much time left to complete the work, and 

given the circumstances, one of her composer friends came in support and worked on the 

orchestration for symphonic band.188 Unfortunately, the full manuscript score is lost, 

making it impossible to verify the name of her friend and the harmonic treatment of the 

piano-vocal score that Rocío Sanz provided.189   

It is very likely that the person who worked on the orchestration was Leonardo 

Velázquez. He conducted the band, choir and soloist in the premiere in Mexico that same 

year. If Rocío Sanz wanted someone who knew the music well to premiere the work, and 

if Velázquez was the orchestrator, it makes sense that she asked him to be the conductor 

as well (see Image 5). 

Rocío Sanz worked on the cantata following the given format specifications 

posted in the original announcement. The requirements called for the score to be for choir 

and symphonic band, alluding to the 150th Anniversary of the Independence and fifteen 

minutes long.190 Including soloists was optional, as was writing a text exclusively for the 

                                                                                                                                            
“Chita”. El psiquiatra me dio pastillas, pocas porque necesito la mente para trabajar y necesito sin 
paliativos, el terrible dolor de la muerte de mi madre.     
187 60E-018-63-08-16; Zúñiga 1993. This is not the only collaboration between Sanz and Sáenz. The 
composer set some of his poems to music for children. Furthermore, thanks to Sanz, the writer worked with 
other Mexican composers, like Carlos Jiménez Mabarak  
188 AHM-UCR, Sig. P1-0147 
189 As this dissertation nears completion, it appears that at least single parts of the music have been 
released in the AHM. They are finale copies produced for the 1994 concert. The full score and original 
manuscript remains unavailable. 
190 The length of the work makes me think in the practicality of performing the cantata in the retretas 
(open air band concert) at the central parks in each province. Given the open-air character of the concerts, 
the ensembles usually play short works for the local audience. The 15 minutes, and the combination of two 
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score. The composer opted to have a baritone soloist and to work in collaboration with 

Carlos Luis Sáenz, who wrote the text.  

She asked the writer to decide which moment or event of the independence would 

be interesting for the cantata. She would be in charge of deciding the best musical format 

to deliver the story. They were in constant communication discussing the project, 

especially because they did not have much time to complete the work. When Sáenz 

completed the text of the cantata he sent a note to the composer. 191   

Dear Rocío [...] What a fight! I tremble just to think that you may not like how I 
write it! The main stumbling block was that (between “US”) the independence as 
a historical event in Central America, offers no epic “material”, although I know, 
there was fighting and deaths: shot, hanged, banished; haughty priests who were 
exposed to penalties and sanctions ... And on the other hand “our” independence 
provides a “family” air, I say, domesticated, which often leads to some natured 
comedy; indeed, in terms of its quality, very poetic. But it is difficult to sing, to 
adapt it to the artistic text for a cantata. Tell me what you think of what I sent you, 
if it requires changes or not, or if the text is too short or a too long. In conclusion, 
I entrust myself to your hands. 192 

 

The composer extracted part of the text Sáenz wrote for her. “The text by Carlos 

Luis, which the Cantata uses only a minimal part, is a wonderful work of poetry, worthy 

                                                                                                                                            
large ensembles, the symphonic band, and the choir, suggests the work would be performed in 
commemorative events only, and maybe not as part of a 20th repertoire program.  
191 Elsa Sáenz Ferreto remembers her father and the composer were in constant communication when they 
were working on the cantata. The letters from that time remain lost, making it impossible to know their 
process in deciding which episode of the independence they wanted to portray in the lyrics, or how they 
chose the soloist, for example. Elsa Sáenz Ferreto, conversation with author, June 2013 
192 Sáenz 576, quoted in Zúniga. “Querida Rocío: […] ¡qué lucha! ¡Tiemblo de solo pensar que no le vaya 
a servir como la hice! El principal escollo fue que (entre “NOS”) la independencia como hecho histórico 
en Centro América, no ofrece “material” épico, aunque yo sé, hubo lucha y muertos: fusilados, ahorcados, 
desterrados; sacerdotes altivos que se expusieron a castigos y sanciones… Más, por otro lado “nuestra” 
independencia ofrece un aspecto “familiar”, digo yo, casero, que con frecuencia lleva a una cierta y 
bonachona comicidad; por cierto, desde su calidad, muy poética. Pero que cuesta entonarla, elevarla a 
letra artística para una cantata. Dígame qué le parece lo que le mando. Si hay que hacer modificaciones o 
no. Si es poca, o si es mucha la letra, el texto. En conclusión, a sus manos me encomiendo.”  
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to be fully published.” 193 From this selection, she wrote three movements: La luz 

anuncia la vida (The light announces life), Noche de correr la voz (A night to spread the 

word), and El Nuevo Día (The New Day) (see image 17). 

The story in the cantata happens on the eve and early morning hours of the 

declaration of independence, September 14 and 15, 1821, and the text is full of images 

that recreate the historical event.194 According to the program notes of the world premiere 

in Mexico, the first movement is about the early stages of the independence and talks 

about the Spanish domination and the desire for emancipation. The second is about the 

mobilization of the people to support the independence movement. The third and last 

movement is about the deliberation and the announcement of the independence.  

Considering the theatrical character of the story, the treatment of the score helps 

to recreate the tension of the scenes. The soloist plays different roles –María Dolores 

Bedoya, prócer of the independence who mobilized people outside the Palacio Nacional, 

the men debating against the emancipation, and the male delegate announcing the 

independence—while the choir represents the Guatemalan people gathered in the plaza 

during the negotiations (see image 19). 195 

 

                                                
193 Sanz 578, quoted in Zúñiga. “El texto de Carlos Luis, del cual la Cantata utiliza solo una mínima 
parte, es una obra poética maravillosa, digna de ser editada en su totalidad.” 
194 The reference of lights in the three movements depicts a new beginning, but also, refers to the lanterns 
used by Dolores Bedoya walking around the neighborhoods at night and spreading the word of the 
negotiations.   
195 I am using the Spanish word prócer whose literal translation is hero, because in Spanish, there is a 
difference between the two terms. A prócer is a pioneer, a leader of a political movement, such as of the 
independence movement. A hero is a person who did something heroic, like saving someone from being 
killed. History books written by male historians, describe Dolores Bedoya as a prócer, not as a heroine. 
Interestingly, there are a few monographs about Dolores Bedoya written by women, who describe her as a 
heroine.  (Morales Vda. De Zelaya, 1996)  
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Image 17: Program notes, Concert at the Costa Rican Embassy in Mexico City, 
September 15 1971. World Premiere. AHM used with permission 
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Following the logic of the events, voices go from singing to speaking, and in a 

few spots, the choir is deliberately divided, assigning the feminine voices, a melody 

signifying liberty that is present throughout the cantata (see image 18). When the choir is 

singing, the band sometimes doubles, but when it does not, especially in the introductory 

sections, the theatrical character of the music prepares the scene.  

Image 18: This excerpt from first movement “La luz anuncia la vida” (The light 
announces life) shows the liberty theme in the female voices. This is the 
first entrance of the choir. AHM used with permission. 

Rocío Sanz’s cantata is not just a singing narration of a historical event. Given her 

experience writing for the performance arts, it would be understandable to think that her 

writing in this work was infused with a character and style that drew from the 

performance arts. There is no clue, however, of this intention in the surviving score, and 

since there is no other source to learn about her thinking while working on this project, it 

is impossible to know if she had in mind a musical theater piece. 
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Image 19: Excerpt from the second movement. The rhetorical effect of adding voices is a 
resource the composer uses to recreate the illusion of spreading the voice 
around neighborhoods and getting more people involved. AHM used 
with permission. 

The story depicted in the cantata is very powerful. It does not focus on the men 

who decided about the independence, but on a woman who helped mobilize the people in 

favor of the emancipation from Spain. The role of Dolores Bedoya (María Dolores 

Bedoya in the cantata) in the independence movement is today recognized as one of great 

importance. However, in 1971, Bedoya was rarely mentioned and when she was it was in 

relation to her husband, Pedro Molina. She was known as the woman outside of the 

Palacio Nacional making noise, helping to burn some firecrackers, and calling on the 

musicians to play marimba in the plaza during the deliberations. But Bedoya decided to 

walk around the neighborhoods at night, carrying a lantern, and convincing people to 
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support the independence and to show up at the plaza to put pressure on the decision and 

to celebrate the very much-desired emancipation. 196 

It is enigmatic to think why, if the soloist plays the role of Dolores Bedoya, Rocío 

Sanz chose a baritone as a soloist and not, for example, her old friend and collaborator, 

mezzo soprano Julia Araya, who could have sung the role of the soloist as well. If the 

baritone gives voice to a woman, despite momentary switches to the men debating and 

the spokesperson announcing the independence, she would still be the main voice in the 

cantata, the one carrying the message of mobilization and freedom. However, it was a 

man who took her voice. The decision might have been strategic. It may have been an 

agreement between the composer and the writer. Perhaps, they both had a baritone in 

mind for that role. It could also have been an opportunity to write for a different 

instrument.  

The musical effect of having a soloist that contradicts himself with his actions, 

became a rhetorical device for politics and ambivalent interests during the independence 

negotiations. In the description of the third movement, Rocío Sanz says the soloist 

alternatively takes the defense and denial of freedom (see image 17). Without knowing 

the historical circumstances of that moment, it would be difficult to see that the baritone 

takes different roles. The program notes do not provide that information, and the 

audience does not know that the baritone represents the opposition, the announcer, and 

Dolores Bedoya, who all give voice to the people.   

Not knowing who would sing the cantata in Costa Rica, and wondering about the 

choice of instrument, could have been seen as irrelevant; however, the final result, 

                                                
196 Bedoya carried a lantern, and the people reunited in the plaza as well. It became a tradition in all 
Central America, when people walk in the neighborhoods at 6 pm on September 14, carrying allusive paper 
lanterns.   
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intentional or not, provides an opportunity to discuss gender roles. Without knowing the 

stories of the independence, the audience would not have known the baritone was 

interpreting the role of a strong woman. From Rocío Sanz’s own understanding of herself 

as providing a woman’s voice in a world of male composers, it would be interesting to 

know if part of the expressive message of this cantata is a way to critique the practice of 

men taking credit for women’s actions, or when women composers are assumed to be 

men.   

A FIRST PRIZE WITHOUT PREMIERE  

The announcement of the winner of the competition does not include comments 

on the work. If an official document with this information was provided at the moment, it 

is not available today. The jury possibly noticed the novelty of the work, in relation to the 

national production. The story, and the musical treatment of the story, including the vocal 

elements –singing and speaking—as the voice range choice, must have played an 

important role in the decision, considering the jury was well versed in twentieth-century 

music aesthetics.  

Costa Rican composer Bernal Flores (b. 1937), head of the music department of 

the Ministry of Culture, Gerald Brown (b.1942) from the United States and the new 

conductor of the National Symphony, and Ion Cubicek (?), orchestra conductor in El 

Salvador, were in charge of making the decision. 197 

Even though the rules of the competition established a unique prize, the jury 

agreed on a second one.  Rocío Sanz won the first prize, ₡5,000.00, and Carlos Luis 

Sáenz won ₡1,500.00 for the text. The second prize was awarded to composer Alcides 

                                                
197 Brown and Flores received professional fees of ₡250 colones, while Cubicek $100. The currency 
exchange in 1971 was $8.60 per ₡ 1.00. 
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Prado (1900-1984) who received ₡2,500.00, and María del Rocío Vargas, author of the 

text, who won ₡750.00. 198   

These were not the only composers to participate in the competition. A petition 

letter for a deadline extension indicates that German Alvarado, composer, conductor, and 

general inspector of the bands, also worked on a score for the competition. 199  

It is not clear when the results of the competition were published. Unfortunately, 

many of the documents in the MCJ’s Central Archive (MCJ-CA) were lost during the 

earthquake of 1991, and the ones that survived and were sent to the Historic National 

Archive (AHN), do not provide more information. Not even the original manuscripts of 

the winners are in the files of these archives or in the AHM at the University of Costa 

Rica. 

The ceremony event was in the National Theater in December 1971 (see image 

20). Unclear institutional limitations delayed the national premiere. The publishing of the 

winning work never happened either. The government failed by dismissing the cultural 

and educational potential of fully promoting the composition by Rocío Sanz, the only 

woman composer of her generation. This neglecting attitude suggests a conservative 

agenda towards local musical creation.  

Considering bands were the musical institutions with more tradition in the 

country, it is unclear why the performance of Rocío Sanz’s cantata did not happen at that 

moment. Despite the fact that the competition was a new experience, and the ministry of 

culture was a new government institution, current cultural policies could have responded 

to the dilemma.  

 

                                                
198 D.M. 949-71, Archivo Central MCJ, October 20 1971 
199 Archivo Central MCJ, July 28 1971 
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Image 20: Rocío Sanz and Carlos Luis Sáenz received the competition certificate from 
Antonio Iglesias, representative of the Ministry of Culture. Private 
collection of Elsa Sáenz Ferreto used with permission 

Inés Trejos (b. 1932) organized some events to promote Rocío Sanz’s work in 

1971 and 1972. She was a journalist and the associate director (1970-72) and director 

(1972-77) of the Dirección General de Artes y Letras (DGAL), a government agency 

related to the Ministry of Culture and the Ministry of Education. As a journalist she wrote 

about those events and pointed out that while many artists deserved support, print media 

could not keep up with everyone. To my question of the government’s failure to premiere 

Rocío Sanz’s work, she suggested it might have responded to the level of difficulty 

organizing any concert. 200  

                                                
200 Trejos, email communication with author, December 17, 2013 and January 13, 2014  
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Mario Solera (b.1960) commented on the political tension between former 

military bands and the Ministry of Culture as another possible factor that complicated the 

organization of the event. 201 The intervention in 1971 by the vice minister of culture 

Guido Sáenz (b.1929) to dissolve the National Symphony, and the firing of national 

musicians in order to hire foreigners to fill their positions, established the agenda of the 

government in music matters. His radical position toward local music and musicians 

affected not only the members of the symphony, but other music institutions and 

individuals as well.  

Official correspondence between Rocío Sanz and authorities of the MCJD the 

following years shows a mishandling of the premiere. On March 13, 1972, the Minister 

of Culture, Alberto Cañas (1920-2014), sent a memorandum to Guido Sáenz, president of 

the new national symphony, requesting to speed up the premiere of Rocío Sanz’s and 

Alcides Prado’s cantatas. While the work’s instrumentation was for band, not for 

orchestra, the position of power held by Sáenz indicates that he was able to influence any 

musical decision made at the level of the state. Cañas is clear about the importance of 

circulating the works, and states this to Sáenz. 202 

I know you agree with me on the idea that any work accomplished in the area of 
the arts and culture, is null and sterile if you do not understand in the first place, 
that the dissemination of what is produced in the country should be our greatest 
concern if we do not want our work to remain in a state of amateurism. 203 

Two years later, on June 11, 1974, Carmen Naranjo (1928-2012), the minister of 

culture in the new government wrote a new memorandum to Sáenz, who was then vice 
                                                
201 Solera, email communication with author, December 6, 2013, January 25, 2014  
202 Rojas González 2014, in print discusses the pervasive labor of Guido Sáenz in the area of culture since 
1971 and how even today it is still affecting musical production in the country. 
203 “Sé que usted coincide conmigo en la idea de que la labor que se haga en el campo del arte y la cultura 
en general es nula y estéril si no comprende, en situación muy principal, la divulgación de lo que se 
produce en el país que debe ser nuestra mayor preocupación si no queremos que nuestra labor se quede en 
estado de diletantismo.” DM-201-72, March 13, 1972. Archivo Central MCJ  
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minister of culture. Following up a letter from the composer, Naranjo communicated the 

importance of considering performing the cantata. Additionally, she requested to make 

copies from the original manuscript of the full score, ensemble and choir parts, and the 

piano-vocal score that Rocío Sanz sent to the competition. She originally sent three 

complete sets. Naranjo requested copies for the composer, and Bernal Flores, the Music 

Department’s Director of the ministry, and former juror of the competition.204 

The MCJ’s Central Archive does not contain any response from Sáenz. By 1976 

the scores had still not been recovered. In January 18, Rocío Sanz sent a new letter to 

Naranjo to discuss the possibilities of broadcasting her children’s radio show in Costa 

Rica, and to ask one more time about the cantata. 205 

I hope Guido finally found time, if not to answer (which he NEVER does), [at 
least] to find my “music” and to pass it on to Graciela. She can put together a nice 
show with the choir, soloist, and piano version Guido has, and with everything 
else (score, etc). I was talking to them, and maybe this is the propitious year to 
hear my cantata over there. 206 

 

Naranjo responded saying that she would talk with Graciela Moreno (1927-2003), 

director of the National Theater, to pressure Sáenz and include the production of the 

cantata in her programs. 207 It would not be until 1984, when Moreno would finally 

premiere the cantata in Costa Rica, in a co-production with the School of Music. But 

before this, Sanz’s cantata had its world premiere in Mexico. 

                                                
204 DM-550-74, June 11, 1974. Archivo Central MCJ 
205 January 18, 1976. Archivo Central MCJ 
206 “Espero que Guido, al fin, encuentre tiempo, sino para contestarme (que NUNCA lo hace) para 
encontrar mis “músicas” y pasárselas a Graciela. Ella puede armar un bonito espectáculo con la versión 
de coros, solista, y piano que tiene Guido con todo lo demás (partitura, etc.) Yo estuve hablando con 
ambos, y talvez éste sea el año propicio para que se oiga por allá mi cantata.” 
207 Graciela Moreno was the director of the National Theater since 1976 to 2003. She was also the half 
sister of Rocío Sanz.  
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THE CANTATA’S PERFORMANCES 

The world premiere was in Mexico in 1971 and organized by the Embassy of 

Costa Rica to commemorate the Independence of Central America. The national premiere 

in Costa Rica happened in 1984 in a concert organized by the University of Costa Rica’s 

School of Music. In 1989, the cantata was included in a concert to celebrate the 

Centennial Anniversary of Democracy, and finally, a memorial concert to honor Rocío 

Sanz took place in 1994. The National Theater hosted all the events in Costa Rica.  

All concerts used the original orchestration, all of which is currently lost.208 The 

last time the cantata was performed was 21 years ago. Unfortunately, there are no 

recordings available to know how the version Rocío Sanz’s wrote for herself, sounds. 

The AHM, however, preserves a reel tape of the premiere not yet digitalized or available 

to the public or researchers to listen. Inside the box there are a few notes by the 

composer, and the program concert of the 1971 concert.209  

A card with detailed information contains the name of the composer and pieces, 

the name and year of the competition, the author of the text, and the dedication (see 

image 6). It also has the name of each movement, performers, ensembles, and the 

conductor added in handwriting, and the date of the recording and duration. It does not 

say who orchestrated the piece. 210    

                                                
208 The last conductors who presented the cantata claim they do not remember what happened to the music. 
What remains in the AHM is the piano-vocal part, and just recently, instrumental finale copies from the 
1994 production  
209 Sig. A4-59, AHM 
210 The name of the cantata changes in each program. Consecutively they are Cantata a la Independencia 
Centroamericana para barítono solista, coros, y banda (1971), Cantata a la Independencia 
Centroamericana (1984), Cantata de la Independencia (1989) and in the 1994 concert, Cantata a la 
Independencia de Centroamérica, para barítono solista, coro y banda sinfónica, sobre un texto de Carlos 
Luis Sáenz. The premiere includes program notes that explain the use of the choirs. The composer thought 
the choir should be separated by female and male voices.  
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It is very likely that composer Leonardo Velázquez, who conducted the band in 

the world premiere, member of the NMM, and close friend of Rocío Sanz, is the one who 

worked on the orchestration (see image 21). If Rocío Sanz entrusted him with the work, it 

was not only because they were close friends, but also because he knew the score well. 

Rocío Sanz may have worked with him also, to draw on his knowledge of his ensemble 

and band writing in general.  

Image 21: Liner notes inside the reel tape box. AHM used with permission. 

 

The program of the event, also located in the reel tape box, has a hand-written 

note by the composer that indicates the cantata won the first prize in the commemorative 

competition –Primer Premio – Concurso Sesquicentenario, 1971. Rufino Montero was 

the soloist. The choir of the UNAM and their conductor Luis Berber, collaborated with 

the Banda Sinfónica de la Secretaría de Educación Pública, and the guest conductor was 

Leonardo Velázquez (see image 22). 
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Image 22: Premiere concert program, Mexico 1971. Handwritten notes added by Rocío 
Sanz. AHM used with permission 

 

The indication that Carlos Luis Sáenz is Premio Magón, the most important 

cultural award in Costa Rica is also included. Additionally, an extensive biography of the 

composer, and the description of the cantata complete the information (see image 7). The 

biography in the program emphasizes the work of the composer in the performing arts, 

mentioning that two theaters in Mexico City (Hidalgo and Xola) have commemorative 

plaques with the name of the composer on them. The biography also includes the names 

of two of her professors, Esperanza Cruz and María Bonilla.211 Since the concert at the 

embassy was an official event, there were speeches, the national anthems of Mexico and 

Costa Rica, and the participation of other artists.  

The concerts in Costa Rica all had in common the National Theater and the 

University of Costa Rica. So far, these were the most interested institutions in the 
                                                
211 Among the documents I have revised, this is perhaps the only one that mentions Cruz, and Bonilla. I 
think Cruz was a ballet dancer and choreographer, and María Bonilla was a soprano. This is interesting. 
Sanz connects the cantata with her “female genealogy” –her mother, Dolores Bedoya, Graciela Moreno, 
and now Cruz and Bonilla. 
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recognition of the composer. The national premiere took place on October 19 and 21, 

1984. The soloist was Jorge Acevedo, and student bands from the school of music at the 

University of Costa Rica, and the National Symphony youth program (Sinfónica Juvenil) 

collaborated in one single ensemble. The conductor was Juan Manuel Arana. The 

chamber music choir, and the choir of the school of music, conducted by Miriam 

Accame, also joined the performance.212 

The 1989 concert was on November 4. The soloist was Rufino Montero, the same 

baritone who premiered the piece in Mexico. The University Choir conducted by 

Rolando Brenes, collaborated with the Banda Nacional de San José, conducted by Mario 

Solera. 213 The 1994 concert was on October 2. The soloist was José Arturo Chacón. The 

conductor of the school of music choir was Juan Manuel Arana, who conducted the 

premiere in 1984, and Mario Solera, who conducted the concert in 1989, conducted the 

symphony band this time as well. 214  

Although Rocío Sanz's Cantata has been performed only four times since 1971, it 

has been performed more than any of her other compositions outside of her children's 

music and villancicos, demonstrating once again, how she has been left out of the 

collective musical imagination of the country. 

                                                
212 The entire concert included works by Sanz only. The first part presented Canciones Infantiles with 
lyrics by Carlos Luis Sáenz and Cinco canciones del verano, performed by Amelia Barquero, soprano and 
Gerardo Meza, pianist. The second part presented the cantata.  
213 The cantata was the only work by Sanz in that concert. The rest of the program included various works 
by other Costa Rican composers.   
214 The program included music by Rocío Sanz only. In the first part, Evoluciones for piano solo (Gerardo 
Duarte), Rondó for four hands (Katia Guevara and Sara Feterman), Sonata for flute and piano (María Luisa 
Meneses and Gerardo Meza), Piece for cello and piano (Elena Kharina and Sara Feterman), Canciones de 
la noche (Zamira Barquero and Gerardo Duarte), and Cinco piezas breves for woodwind quintet (Rafael 
Meza, Miguel Ramírez, Vinicio Meza, Rafael Jiménez, and Isabel Jeremías). The second part presented a 
Suite for recorders on children’s games (Conjunto Universitario de Música Antigua), Ten songs for small 
children (Children choir conducted by Miriam Accame, guitarist Mario Solera), and finally the cantata. In 
that performance, I was a member of the symphony band and my name appears in the program.   
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ROCÍO SANZ AND GRACIELA MORENO 

Throughout this chapter, it has been evident that Rocío Sanz had the support of 

many people during the time she composed the cantata, and along the years of its 

trajectory. Graciela Moreno, director of the National Theater, and her half-sister, was one 

of them. Although it was difficult for national musicians to perform in the Teatro 

Nacional in the 1980s and 1990s, it is important to point out Moreno’s willingness to 

open the theater for the composer. They were never close, and their familial connection 

was an open secret. However, the fact that the music of Rocío Sanz found a space in that 

theater reveals an interest by Moreno, to support her sister’s career. 

She ended up being a link between Rocío Sanz and other musicians. If the cantata 

was finally premiered, it was probably because she managed to obtain the music from 

Guido Sáenz and committed herself to collaborate in the production of the works. She 

also was the recipient of the Canciones de la muerte, and the Hilos’scores, and probably 

other music that Rocío Sanz gave her with the hope they would be performed one day.215 

Like Rocío Sanz, Moreno got involved in many projects. As the director of the 

National Theater, she created an annual Christmas eve concert in the gardens of the 

building, and in 1976, she promoted the first villancicos competition with the primary 

interest of producing Christmas music for choir, and ultimately, to give her sister another 

opportunity to develop her career. Since then, every year at least one choir performs her 

Christmas cantata, Sucedió en Belén. 216  

When Rocío Sanz died, Moreno intervened in the recuperation of the composer’s 

manuscripts. Zamira Barquero had access to her music and other belongings, thanks to a 

letter Moreno had given to her to visit the house of the composer in Mexico.  This 

                                                
215 80AB-001-84-8  
216 Sig. P1-1208 AHM; Camacho-Azofeifa 2011, 8 
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allowed Barquero to travel to Mexico, to meet the composer’s husband, and to review the 

materials at their house. 217 

While the full manuscript of the cantata is lost today, the document was recovered 

when Rocío Sanz was still alive. Through the efforts of Carmen Naranjo and Graciela 

Moreno, the collaboration in the production of Zamira Barquero, and Miriam Accame 

from the school of music, and because of Rocío Sanz’s insistence during the years, the 

cantata was performed in Costa Rica.  

 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                
217 The cantata was not among the recovered pieces. That could mean that the composer never got back a 
copy of the manuscript set as requested by Carmen Naranjo in the 1970s, and this is why the recovery of 
the score is even more problematic today.   
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Chapter 5: The International Movement of Women in Music 

 

Rocío Sanz took her place in the international community of women in music in 

the 1980s. She assisted writing biographies of Latin American composers for the 

International Encyclopedia of Women Composers (IEWC) first published in 1981 and in 

a second edition in 1987. 218  Around that time the organizers of the International 

Congress on Women in Music (ICWM) contacted her to help in the organization of the 

third international congress that would take place in Mexico in 1984 (see image 23). 219 

She not only assisted with logistics. The composer participated as a panelist, moderator, 

and presented a few of her recent works as well.  

Following the third congress, she received an invitation to participate in a 

conference, at California State University, Northridge in 1985. She could not attend. A 

few months after the meeting in Mexico the composer experienced health problems, 

forcing Rocío Sanz to modify her calendar. While at home and suffering the first 

symptoms of a fatal illness, Kathleen Quintero Burkholder and the Los Angeles Modern 

String Orchestra conducted by Mark Kovacs, gave the world premiere of her vocal work 

                                                
218 Cohen, [1981] 1987. This document has to be consulted cautiously. Its importance resides in the fact 
that Sanz wrote her own entry in the first edition and made significant changes in the second. Similarities in 
later entries in other dictionaries and encyclopedias suggest the information is drawn from the Cohen’s 
version.  
219 Along with Rocío Sanz, the Mexicans Marta García Renart, Ana Eugenia González Gallo, Esperanza 
Pulido, Carmen Sordo Sodi, Gloria Tapia, and Lilia Vázquez helped in the logistics (Congress Program, 2). 
The collective joined Jeannie Pool, who founded the International Congress on Women in Music (ICWM) 
in 1979 as a platform for women-in music conferences and meetings. Sanz kept in contact with Pool to 
whom she later sent a few manuscript scores that, together with Cohen’s collection, are currently at the 
International Institute for the Study of Women in music located at the California State University, 
Northridge. The organization no longer exists. In the 1990s, it was absorbed by the International Alliance 
for Women in Music (IAWM). 
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for soprano and chamber string orchestra, Canciones de la muerte (Songs of the dead), in 

the United States. 220 

 

Image 23: Caption of the 
congress announcement in the 
newsletter (December 1983, 
Vol 1 No 4, p.1) 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

SOURCES 

Rocío Sanz’s correspondence with Jeannie Pool, organizer of the ICWM, 

highlights the relevance of the congress in Mexico and the meeting in California for the 

composer. However, no trace of the events appears in letters to friends in Costa Rica. 

Rocío Sanz lamented that correspondence between them decreased through the years. 

However, considering that she frequently mailed concert programs and newspaper 

clippings along with her letters, which she later decided to bind with other documents 

related to her career, it is possible the information got lost in the mail. Nevertheless, her 

                                                
220 Sanz’s contributions to the third congress brought new opportunities. Jeannie Pool, organizer of the 
ICWM, invited her to participate in the conference. The concert that premiered her work was live 
broadcasted and Pool sent a tape to Sanz with the recording.  Pool, 2009, pp. 208 (footnote 205) 
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friends do not remember much about her participation in the meetings, although they 

recall stories from the time she collaborated on the encyclopedia. 221 

In 1984, the year of the congress in Mexico, a concert in her honor took place in 

Costa Rica to perform for the first time in the country her Cantata a la Independencia. 222 

It would be interesting to read letters about this period of her life, and to know her 

reaction to the dissemination of her music both in Costa Rica and internationally. It 

seems, however, that Rocío Sanz did not write or talk much about them with her friends.  

At the same time, her health situation limited her writing and eventually she chose 

writing about old memories over new stories.  

For this reason, the documentation I draw on for telling the stories in this chapter 

departs from the letters on which the previous chapters have relied.  Instead, I draw 

mainly on the two editions of the Encyclopedia of Women in Music, the newsletter of the 

congress in which Rocío Sanz participated, the concert programs and some newspaper 

and magazine articles published in Mexico that reported on the activities.  Jeannie Pool 

has also provided me with the program of the meeting in Mexico as well as some 

personal letters she exchanged with Rocío Sanz, and has shared some additional 

recollections.  Additionally, Pool’s book provides further information about the ICWM 

movement and the composer’s involvement in the project. 
 

                                                
221 For this matter, and other stages of Sanz’s career and personal life, I contacted friends and relatives of 
the composer in 2012 and 2013. During my visits to Costa Rica, I met Carlos Matías Sáenz Ferreto in 
January 2012; Elsa Sáenz Ferreto in July and December 2012- 2013; and Jorge Figuls in July 2012. I had 
phone communication with Kryssia Clachar in August 2013, and electronic correspondence with Li Sáenz 
through 2013 and 2014.  
222 The national premiere of the Cantata in 1984 was organized by the School of Music at the University of 
Costa Rica and promoted by Graciela Moreno, director of the National Theater of Costa Rica, and half-
secret sister of the composer. The following years, and after her death, other friends and institutions 
organized a few more events in her honor, and the cantata was performed again in 1988 and 1994. Other 
concerts, and even a music season (Ciclo Musical de la Escuela de Artes Musicales, 1993) included only a 
few other works by Sanz.   
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THE IRONY OF A SHORT RETURN: A FATAL ILLNESS 

Joining the international movement of women composers marks not only a new 

stage in Rocío Sanz’s professional life, but also a return to new music. The international 

organization provided a network that facilitated the circulation of women’s works, and a 

space for the exchange of ideas, learning about new compositional trends, and getting 

artistic support. In that atmosphere, Rocío Sanz felt energized to focus on composition 

again and she was sincerely motivated in a space that made her music visible and audible 

internationally.  

A month after the meeting in Mexico, Rocío Sanz wrote to Jeannie Pool 

acknowledging the significance of the congress. 

As you know, I wouldn’t be able to express in a letter (or in music either) all that 
this III Congress has meant to me and to the other Mexican women-in-music. And 
I don’t mean it in terms of musical stimulus, though there was a world of that, but 
in terms of personal, human relationships, which were priceless. 223 

The complete experience –writing for the encyclopedia and presenting her music in the 

congress– allowed her to take her work in new directions.  Even though she had 

collaborated in an interesting array of activities as a composer before –writing scores for 

theater, ballet, film, and documentaries, in addition to her concert music– those 

productions were circumscribed to a local scene.224  

Even though Mexico had a wider artistic network and better reception of 

contemporary music than Costa Rica it was still limiting for a woman composing avant-

garde music. Especially considering Rocío Sanz’s artistic choices, political views, family 

                                                
223 Pool 2009, 157 
224 Among the performing and visual arts contributions, films and documentaries had a broader circulation. 
However, it is difficult to say that Rocío Sanz was recognized in those works. A case is “Figurillas Maya 
terracotta figurines 6th and 7th century AD. Discovered on Jaina Island off the North-West coast of 
Yucatán, México” (1976), produced by the Roland Collection of Films and Video on Art, based in the U.S. 
and U.K. 
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life style, personality, nationality, and residence status. She was the kind of woman 

whose professional ambitions, conservatives in Costa Rica and Mexico considered 

unconventional and problematic at the time, given the expectations that prominent social 

and professional roles should be taken up by men. In that context, the international 

movement of women composers, broadened opportunities to develop a professional 

career, what Rocío Sanz had worked for and expected since her debut in 1958.  

Working with the IEWC and the ICWM, she reached momentum in finally 

committing herself to composition. Learning about women composers from around the 

world when assisting with the encyclopedia, meeting the composers that traveled to 

Mexico to attend the congress, talking with them, and listening to their music along with 

her own works stimulated her artistic spirit. Yet, her return to new music was short. 225 

Just a couple of months after her debut in the third congress, she woke up one day 

experiencing the first symptoms of her illness. She could not feel her hands, and she 

needed them for writing stories and music. From that moment, an emotionally and 

physically disturbing experience began. She had to take a leave of absence. Her days 

went from her activities as a producer in Radio UNAM to frequent visits to clinics and 

hospitals and, from the thrilling membership in the international community of 

composers, to the difficulty of playing the piano and writing letters to friends and family. 

Her imminent retirement added more frustration. 226  

                                                
225 Despite health problems, not working at Radio UNAM would create expectations of finally having 
more time for writing music, but she could not compose either. Even writing a letter was painful and 
difficult. The disease disallowed her from keeping up with her busy and creative life as a writer, composer, 
teacher, radio programmer, and producer of her radio show. 
226 There are several sources that reveal how difficult the process of retiring was for her, not only because 
of her health condition, but also because of the bureaucratic slowdown. Letter 80E-011-86 talks about the 
two years since she took the leave of absence due to her health condition. Other letters reveal what a long 
and difficult process it was. Other documents such as a letter from Colin L. Powell (90F-001-91) and a 
certificate from the Mexican Consulate (80F-001-89) suggest the bureaucratic struggles she faced. An 
article by Elvira García (1992) shows that getting the pension payment took about eight years. 
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During her illness, Rocío Sanz tried to keep connected with her career. Despite 

the pain she felt when writing, she used her time to revise her stories, to copy her music, 

and to organize clippings, concert programs, and other documents. 227 

She entered into long periods of depression. When she realized her health was 

threatened, her letters to friends in Costa Rica became nostalgic, thoughtful, and full of 

childhood memories. Correspondence to members of the ICWM network on the other 

hand, showed her appreciation to them for the professional development the congress 

meant to her. She also informed her colleagues at the ICWM about her health condition. 

Some time in 1985 she wrote again to Pool, sending along a set of photocopied material 

with letters, scores, and clippings. Among them, an article published in 1968 by The 

News, a Mexican English-language newspaper issued in Mexico City since 1950. 228  

Rocío Sanz titled that letter “Portrait of a young composer, long ago” [sic] making 

reference to the journal piece.229 
 

[…] It is now 1985. With an illness of the peripheral circulatory system it is 
difficult for me to write, typewrite and compose. My hands are very affected. It’s 
been a long illness. Not able to work I decided to paste and put together all my 
programs and newspaper clippings. I’ve carried them with me for 17 years now, 
through numerous moving, trips, marriages, and divorces. I never had time to 
paste them before. In the process of arranging and pasting them, my life as a 
composer emerges from old yellowed newspaper clippings. I know now that I 
never had enough time to compose. When my radio program for children began, 
in 1972, my programs and clippings grow scarce, I wasn’t composing. […] 

Now I look at that newspaper clipping, the interview done 17 years ago, the only 
one in English I have. From what the interview says I know that I am the same 
woman I was, a “citizen of Latin America and of the world”. Older now, ill, I 

                                                
227 Letter 80E-004-85-06-13 
228 The News was founded in 1950 and published in Mexico City. It has circulated M-F in three stages: 
From 1950 to 2002, from 2007 to 2009, and from 2009 until today. Unfortunately, I have not been able to 
get an electronic or photostatic copy of the article. 
229 80P-001-85-sf.  
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wonder at the enthusiasm of that young composer who didn’t know what life had 
in store for her. When I am not ill my enthusiasm is still there. I send this to you, 
my beloved friends of the International Congress on Women in Music. 230 

 

The letter summarizes her life. She married more than once, moved several times, 

traveled, and had a radio program for children that kept her busy enough to leave her with 

no time for composing. She also defined herself as a composer of global citizenship, not 

Costa Rican, nor Mexican, but from Latin America and the world. From the beginning of 

her career, she imagined herself as a member of an international community of women 

composers. Even though she moved from Costa Rica to California, and to Mexico, and 

lived in Moscow, the experience of the congress is the one that crystallized a very much-

desired international and musical professional community. 
 

TWO MEETINGS AND A RETREAT 

The congress in 1984 and conference in 1985 took place in connection to the 

international monthly activities that commemorate Women’s Day. The international 

congress in 1984 first took place in Mexico City from March 22 to March 25, and from 

March 26 to April 1 in Zacatecas, about 320 miles north of Mexico City. The second part 

of the congress in Zacatecas included a concert tour and retreat that allowed the 

                                                
230 Sanz sent a similar collective letter in Spanish to various friends and family in Costa Rica. She wrote 
one single letter and made photocopies to distribute. I had access to the copy sent to César Valverde in 
which she says she has carried letters, programs, photographs and more for the last 30 years. That is the 
time since she left Costa Rica, not the 17 years mentioned in the letter to Pool, that refers to the time passed 
after her debut in Mexico. Although she does not mention the binders of documents in the collective letter 
to family and friends, she says, in previous correspondence, that she is collecting and organizing everything 
in binders, including letters she received through the years. No private archives preserve everything, and 
then I have only seen part of this material. Different from the letter to Pool, that takes as a reference point 
the article in English, in the letter to friends and family she expresses her desire of her friends inheriting 
letters and other documents. The Valverde’s archive has only letters, but the Sáenz and the Figuls’ archives 
include copies of a few programs, news clippings, and photographs. 
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participants to learn from local musical traditions.231 The 1985 regional meeting took 

place between March 8 and 10 in Los Angeles, California, at California State University, 

Northridge.232  

In both years Rocío Sanz was associated with the group of Mexican composers. In 

1984 in particular, when she also participated as a panelist, she was under the Mexican 

composers category and listed as Costa Rican. Among all participants, she was the only 

Central American presenting works in both meetings. 233  

Despite scant circulation of her music in Costa Rica, some of the pieces she 

presented at the events are performed today. That is the case of Rondó, for piano four 

hands (1981), Cinco piezas breves (Five short pieces) for woodwind quintet (1962, rev. 

1984), and just recently and for the first time in Costa Rica, Canciones de la muerte 

(Death songs) for soprano and string orchestra (1983).234  

                                                
231 Pool, 152-154; venues in Mexico City included the Del Prado Hotel (Av. Marina Nacional 399, Miguel 
Hidalgo, Verónica Anzures, 11300 Ciudad de México, D.F., Mexico), The National Museum of San Carlos 
(Puente de Alvarado 50, Tabacalera, 06030 Ciudad de México, D.F., Mexico), The National Museum of 
Art (Tacuba 8, Centro Histórico, 06010 Ciudad de México, D.F., Mexico), and the Cultural Center (no 
location identified)  
232 ICWM Newsletter, Volume II No. 4 March 1985 
233 It is possible the composer never met other women composers from Costa Rica or Central America. 
Since the beginning of her career she suspected she was the only woman composer from Central America. 
In the late 1950s, she writes to César Valverde: “after all, I am the only woman composer in Central 
America as far as I know” (después de todo, soy la única compositora en centroamérica hasta donde yo 
sé).  
234 None of these works are published. Performers use copy manuscripts from the collection at the Musical 
Archive at the University of Costa Rica or previous copies requested from the composer. From the music 
performed in both meetings, Cantos (Chants, no date) for soprano and piano, performed in the 1984 
meeting, is the only unknown work. It is not part of the catalogue at the University of Costa Rica, nor in the 
collection of the ICWM, currently at the Library of the Institute for the Study of Women in Music, at 
California State University, Northridge. I have not found traces of that piece in letters, or other collections, 
at least not under that name. The only reference is by Australian composer Betty Beath (1932) in a letter 
published in the organization newsletter (double issue, September and December 1984) “I must comment 
though on a Recital of Music by Mexican Women Composers […] The composers, Lilia Vásquez Kuntze, 
María García Renart, Rocío Sanz and Gloria Tapia contributed very individual work and there was really 
great sensitivity in the lieder of Maria Garcia Renart and Rocío Sanz.” (ICWM Program, Mexico 1984, p. 
10) 
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The program of the meeting in Mexico had several activities. In addition to 

recitals of women composers, mostly organized by region, the congress planned a few 

panels to discuss publishing, music scholarship, electronic music and computers, and 

music for the performing and visual arts, all of them areas of interest for Rocío Sanz. 

Two panels focused on Latin American composers, and Rocío Sanz participated in one as 

a panelist and in the other as the moderator.  

Her first appearance in the congress was in the panel “Mexican Women 

Composers.” It took place Friday, March 24, 10 AM at Salón Versalles, Hotel del Prado. 

Musicologist Leonora Saavedra moderated the discussion between six composers from 

different generations, Rocío Sanz (1934-1993), Lucía Álvarez (b. 1948), María García 

Renart (b. 1942), Gloria Tapia (b. 1927), Lilia Vázquez Kuntze (b. 1955), and Emiliana 

de Zubeldia (1888-1987).235  

Right after the panel, at 11:30 am, a recital with works of some of the panelists 

took place.236  Marta García Renart collaborated with Rocío Sanz performing her works. 

In a duo with Adrián Velázquez, they performed Rocío Sanz’s Rondó for four hands. The 

composer dedicated the piece to the duo and eight years later they released a CD 

                                                
235 Álvarez, García Renart, Tapia, Vásquez Kuntze, and Zubeldia, are well known composers in the 
Mexican musical scene. Their work is included in the Mexican music history (Tello 2010; Moreno Rivas 
1996; González, and Saavedra 1982, et al.)  
236 According to the Congress’ program, the works performed in that recital were as follows: “Relatos” 
(Tales) for alto flute and cello, and Ecos de un Otoño, (Echoes of a Fall) for soprano and piano by Lilia 
Vázquez Kuntze; Nueve poemas de niños (Nine children poems) for soprano and piano, Tres momentos 
para piano (Three Moments for Piano), and Dos piezas a cuatro manos (Two Pieces for four hands) by 
María García Renart; Rondó para cuatro manos (Rondo for four hands), by Rocío Sanz, Allegro 72 for 
piano by Gloria Tapia, and Cantos (Chants) for soprano and piano, by Rocío Sanz. (Congress Program, 5) 
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including the piece.237  Renart also accompanied soprano María Luisa Rangel in Cantos, 

the only vocal work presented by Rocío Sanz in that congress. 238  

The same day, at 8:30 PM, the Northridge Woodwind Quintet (NWQ) performed 

Rocío Sanz’s woodwind quintet, Cinco piezas breves para quinteto at the Museo San 

Carlos, another venue for the congress.239 The ensemble also played music by Micheline 

Coulombe Saint Marcoux from Canada, Ruth Anderson, Emma Lou Diemer, Ruth 

Crawford Seeger, and Lynn M. Wilson, from the United States, and Claude Arrieu from 

France.240  On the next day, Saturday, March 24, at 5:15 PM, the panel that Rocío Sanz 

moderated, “Latin American Women Musicians”, and it was held at the National Art 

Museum.241  

At the conclusion of the events in Mexico City, some of the participants traveled 

to Zacatecas. They stayed at a convent in the town of Fresnillo, and played concerts in the 

evenings for the community. The ICWM invited a few male composers and scholars to 

participate. Among them, Arturo Salinas gave a talk about his research on Indigenous 

                                                
237 Música para piano a cuatro manos, Marta García Renart y Adrián Velázquez: pianos, México, UNAM-
SACM-INBA, 1992, CD  
238 This was not the first time Rangel collaborated with Sanz. She premiered her cycle Canciones de la 
Noche at the Carnegie Hall, NYC. As in some of her other song cycles, Sanz wrote the poem. The poetry 
for this piece was written in 1973, and set them to music in 1976, the year of the premiere.  
239 The National Museum of San Carlos was about 30 minutes walking (1.5 miles) from Hotel del Prado, at 
Puente de Alvarado 50, Tabacalera, 06030 Ciudad de México, D.F., Mexico, and 17 minutes (0.8 miles) 
from The National Museum of Art, another venue of the congress. 
240 The NWQ performed Diemer’s Quartet, Marcoux’s Composition I for solo horn, Seeger’s Suite for 
Wind Quintet, Sanz’s Cinco piezas breves para quinteto, Wilson’s The Silk Drum fro solo alto flute, 
Anderson’ Seven Pieces for Wind Trio, and Arrieu’s Quintette en ut. (Congress program, 11); The 
ensemble played Sanz’s quintet again in a live broadcasted radio concert in Los Ángeles, the same year 
“On May 30, North Wind Quintet did a live concert performance on Radio Station KPFK, 90.7 FM, listener 
sponsored non-commercial Pacific Radio on the program, Music of the Americas, hosted by Jeannie Pool. 
They performed works by Claude Arrieu, Ruth Anderson, Lynn M. Wilson, Emma Lou Diemer, Rocío 
Sanz and Princess Amalia of Prussia, among others.” (ICWM Newslwetter. Special Double Issue, 
September and December, 1984. Volume II, Nos. 2 & 3, 15) 
241 The participants in the panel were Alicia Terzian (Argentina), Isabel Aretz (Venezuela), Marisa 
Rezende (Brasil), Sula Jaffe (Brasil), and Julia Stilman (Argentina) 
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women’s songs in Mexico. 242  Rocío Sanz assisted with the organization although it is 

not clear if her music was included in the evening’s performances, or if she gave a talk, 

as other composers did about their music and work. Her commitment to the organization 

and friendship with Pool, allowed for new projects as well as her participation in the 

meeting in California the following year.  

She could not attend the conference in Los Angeles to listen to the world premiere 

of her song cycle Canciones de la Muerte, on March 10 1985. However, she was able to 

hear a recording. The closing concert was broadcast live in a special edition of the KPFK-

FM radio program Music of the Americas. As a producer of that program and executive 

president of the ICWM, Pool managed to create a record of that moment.  The show 

featured three world premieres and one U.S. first performance –Canciones de la Muerte 

was among the world debuts.243 Soprano Kathleen Quintero Burkholder and the Los 

Angeles Modern String Orchestra conducted by Mark Kovacs performed the songs. The 

other featured works were by composers Kathleen St. John, Deon Nielson Price, and 

Nancy Van de Vate.244   

Ana Eugenia González Gallo, Mexican pianist and active collaborator of the 

ICWM, participated in the same concert. “Ana went from the radio station to LAX, 

boarded a flight to Mexico City, and delivered the tape to Rocío that evening.” (Pool 

2009, 208) It was a kind gesture by Pool, to make a cassette and send it to Rocío Sanz the 

same day of the performance. By that time, they were already close friends. 245 

                                                
242 Pool 2009, 152-154 
243 Pool 2009, 208 (footnote 205) 
244 ICWM Newsletter, March 1985, Volume II, No. 4, p. 2 
245 Pool 2009, 208 (footnote 205) . Unfortunately, as of today, I have not been able to locate a copy of that 
recording if any survived. I contacted the radio station and they do not keep records from that time.  
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It is unclear why exactly Rocío Sanz did not attend the congress in Los Angeles in 

March. On the one hand her health was deteriorating; however, she had traveled to Costa 

Rica in October and December to attend other professional commitments. While there, 

she also looked for a second opinion to determine the origin of her illness. On the other 

hand, although concerts in the United States and Costa Rica did not happen at the same 

time, her financial situation probably reduced the possibilities of traveling to both 

locations. Finally, given her health condition, traveling was also probably extremely 

exhausting for her. 246    
 

ROCÍO SANZ’S LAST COMPOSITIONS 

Rocío Sanz’s Canciones de la Muerte, and Hilos, a suite for string orchestra, are 

the last two works dated in her catalogue at the Archivo Histórico Musical, Universidad 

de Costa Rica (AHM, UCR). These works are often described as performed in the ICWM 

meeting in Mexico. However, Hilos is not listed in the congress program, newsletter, or 

in Pool’s book about the story of the congress. 247 It is possible that it has been assumed 

that Hilos was premiered in that event because the composer wrote that the spirit of the 

congress inspired her to compose the suite.248 Despite its absence from the program, the 

work is part of the ICWM collection. 249 

                                                
246 A few letters from 1985 to Elsa Sáenz reveal she had appointments with her cousin Dr. Spésny, who 
determined her condition was more serious that only a carpal tunnel issue in both hands. In Mexico, she 
had already had surgery in one of her wrists, and many other treatments for the incorrect diagnosis.  
247 Among the sources citing Hilos as performed in the ICWM are Acevedo accessed January 17, 2013; 
Flores, 1999, 812; Pendle 1991, 370; Sadie et al. 1994, 404  
248 Sanz 1983-84, sig. P1-0139, 22 
249 A photocopy of the manuscript score is held in the organization’s collection along with other six scores 
by Rocío Sanz. The Institute for the Study of Women in Music Collection also held the documents from the 
Cohen’s encyclopedia research, as well as the scores, and related documents to the ICWM. The total of the 
collection is organized in 23 music scores boxes, and 15 oversize boxes, for a total of 21 linear feet of 
materials. While the files gathered for the Cohens remain unprocessed, it is possible that some working 
documents by Sanz are in that archive.  
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Hilos, composed between 1983 and 1984, and Canciones de la muerte in 1984, 

are the last works of the composer.  The songs have in common the short duration of the 

movements with the Rondó for four hands (1981), and the woodwind quintet, Cinco 

piezas breves (1962; rev. 1984). Rocío Sanz’s detailed writing included the duration of 

the movements frequently. Some movements are less of one minute, and the longest, 

around three minutes. Rocío Sanz preferred to write in very short length, regardless of the 

form –a rondo or a suite– or the musical language she chose –dodecaphonic or tonal. 

Among her works, only the Cantata a la Independencia and Hilos are 15 minutes long, 

and movements are from 2 to 6 minutes long. In the case of the cantata, it was one of the 

requirements for the musical competition. 250 

The National Symphony Orchestra of Costa Rica (OSN) presented the national 

premiere of Hilos in the 1995 season, on August 17 and 18. By request of the OSN, 

Zamira Barquero director of the AHM and the person responsible for the recuperation of 

Rocío Sanz’s catalogue to the UCR wrote the notes of the piece for that concert. In a brief 

comment, she documents the world premiere in Mexico, and quotes the composer 

describing the suite. According to Barquero, the Camerata Mexicana led by conductor 

Armando Zayas (1930), performed Hilos in August 17, 1984 in Mexico. 251 

                                                
250 Sanz 1983-84, sig. P1-0139. The original manuscript of the suite includes a note with the duration of 
the work. In an additional page with notes by the composer about the piece, she explains that Hilos and 
Canciones de la muerte were her last two works so far. The informative page was probably added later. It 
contains contradictions in dates. For example, Sanz signed the note on July 1984, however, she comments 
she composed Canciones de la muerte in November 1984.  
251 OSN VII Concert Program, 1995; Jacques Sagot, pianist, writer, and diplomat, has written the OSN 
program notes for years. However, he does not write notes about national living composers. Apparently, he 
does not write about women composers either, considering Sanz had died two years before the national 
premiere. By the time of the performance, Zamira Barquero, perhaps the most knowledge person about the 
composer besides Sanz’s family and friends, agreed in writing the notes of that piece. Sagot wrote about the 
rest of the program, Brahms, Piano Concerto Nº 2, and Symphony Nº 3. The guest soloist was Boris 
Berman, and the conductor, Irwin Hoffmann. The OSN never performed the piece again.   
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Rocío Sanz dedicated the work to Miguel Carriedo Sáenz, director of Radio 

UNAM to show her appreciation. A one-page description by the composer in the original 

manuscript of the suite, held in the AHM, gives details about the dedication, and the 

relation to the ICWM. Carriedo allowed her to take time off from her job activities to 

work on the suite.252 

The same document includes a brief explanation of the title of the suite. Barquero 

used that piece in the OSN concert program. “The title of the work simply evokes the 

threads of life that come together, separate, terminate or continue as the threads of a 

musical fabric.” 253 

Of the three movements Andante, Lento, and Allegro, the first one start with the 

viola and the other instruments enter one by one weaving the music score with 

dissonances and idiomatic string effects (see image 24). The second begins with 

simultaneous seconds and seventh chords sonorities to continue in similar fashion until 

the end of the piece entwining with tonal chords (see image 25). The last movement 

shows constant metric changes from 4/4 to 5/8, 6/8, 3/4, and 2/4. The music, in a 

continuum pulse, stops only a few times. It could be interpreted as “threads of life” 

always connected but changing directions.   

                                                
252 Sanz 1983-84, sig. P1-0139, 22; to justify the leave for writing, Carriedo named her “the Radio UNAM 
composer for the congress”  
253 Sanz, quoted by Barquero 1995. Quote translation from “El título de la obra es simplemente evocativo 
de los hilos de la vida que se unen, se separan, terminan o continúan como los hilos de un tejido musical”.  
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Image 24: Excerpt 
from Hilos, 
opening first 
movement. AHM 
used with 
permission. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Image 25: Excerpt 
from Hilos, 
opening second 
movement. AHM 
used with 
permission. 
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The original manuscript of Canciones de la Muerte is dated November 1983. 

According to Rafael Saborío, voice professor at the Universidad de Costa Rica, Rocío 

Sanz dedicated this song cycle to her cousin Kryssia Clachar who had a very special 

soprano timbre and highest range. That copy of the manuscript includes a note warning 

the key of the work should remain the same. It is because the piece range is E4 – C6 

adding difficulty to the performance. 254  

The work was recently premiered in Costa Rica at a concert of the Orquesta 

Sinfónica de Heredia, conducted by Eddie Mora and soprano Ivette Rojas Ortíz as the 

soloist. The philosophy of the ensemble is not only to perform new music from Costa 

Rica and Latin America, but also, to produce recordings of their selections. Therefore, the 

piece that was recorded on tape in front of a live audience during its world premiere in 

1985 will be available in 2015. 255 

The song cycle has four very short movements. All of them, although brief, are 

complicated for the performers, and especially for the singer who has to sing diminished 

fifths, minor sevenths, ninths, and tenths. Expressive and dynamic markings such as 

pizzicati, martellati, glissandi, sudden sforzandi, crescendi or subito changes to forte or 

piano, along with unexpected inverted major and minor sixths, chromatic passages, and 

                                                
254 Saborío 2013, electronic communication; Clachar 2013, phone communication. In a phone conversation 
with Kryssia Clachar, in August 2013, she could not remember about the dedication, or even why her 
cousin would dedicate the piece to her. The copy Saborío saw could have been a gift from Sanz to Clachar, 
and that may be the reason behind the epigraph. Clachar who died just recently (December 2014) recalled 
her cousin as a brilliant composer, accomplished pianist, and kind person. She said, that Sanz and her 
mother were outstanding in their family because of their progressive take on life.  
255 In a letter to Amelia Barquero (1984), Sanz suggested to perform in a same program, Canciones de la 
Muerte and Hilos. It did not happen. Before the AHM recovered Sanz’s manuscripts, the scores of both 
works were in Costa Rica. Sanz gave them to Graciela Moreno, director of the National Theater. It is very 
likely that the only performance of Hilos by the OSN, that has its concert season at that venue, is because 
Moreno influenced the decision.  
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even very brief moments of tonality, create tension along the entire cycle (see image 

26).256 

 

Image 26: Excerpt from 
Canciones de la muerte, 
opening second 
movement. AHM used 
with permission. 

 

 

 

 

 

The short length of the four songs and their hints of atonality and romantic 

expression, gives a theatrical aspect to the cycle bringing the work closer to the composer 

entire production of music for the performing and visual arts. 257 

The Rondó for four hands, composed in 1981, is similar to the song cycle that is a 

short piece. It contrasts with the atonality of Hilos and Canciones de la muerte both in 

structure and harmony, but not in the dramatic character. This piece, although not 

                                                
256 Camacho Azofeifa 2013b, 4; Chaski 2012, 81-86; Original poetry in Spanish: “I. La muerte espera/ Ah, 
la muerte espera en todos los recodos de la vida; agazapada fiera, secreta y escondida/ II. La fiera, muerte 
inesperada/ Muerte violenta y súbita, fiera que salta desde su guarida. La muerte inesperada nos desgarra 
las páginas de libro de la vida. / III. La muerte prevenida/ La muerte prevenida, la que se ensaya, aquella 
que se espera, la muerte prevenida es tan fuerte que la otra, la otra, es la misma./ IV. Arrullo/ Ah! el 
engañoso arrullo de la fiera. Ah! Es la muerte que a todos nos espera, y canta ah, ah, ah.” Sanz, Rocío. 
1983. Canciones de la muerte. AHM Sig. P1-0132 
257 Sanz’s interpretation of the death does not show traces of the festive Mexican traditions, or the 
circumspect funeral rituals in Costa Rica. Her poetry, as well as her children stories, and other music in 
general, propose different perspectives, that reverse institutionalized expectations of music composed by 
women in the region, or at least in her home country.  
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harmonically functional, is tonal, based on thirds, with unresolved chords. Imitation and 

the use of arpeggiated chords in contrary motion, build in the fabric of the work.258 

Since the performance at the ICWM in 1984 by the Dúo Velázquez-García 

Renart, and their recording in 1992, the piece has been performed a few times in Costa 

Rica. Pianists Sara Feterman and Katia Guevara played the rondo in a posthumous tribute 

organized by the Universidad de Costa Rica at the National Theater in 1994.  On that 

occasion, the entire program included works by the composer. Later in 2005, pianists 

Patricia Valverde and Jorge Carmona (Dúo Vargas) performed the piece in a New Music 

Festival (Segundo Festival de Música Contemporánea). In 2015, the Dúo Feterman (Sara 

and Gertrudis Feterman) will include the piece in a recording of new music for four 

hands and two pianos. 259  The recordings of the Rondó by the Dúo Feterman, and 

Canciones de la Muerte by the OSH, will mark 2015 as an important year in the 

circulation of Rocío Sanz’s music, and a greater opportunity for both musicians and 

audiences to have a sonic reference of the composer’s concert music. 260 

The woodwind quintet, Cinco piezas breves para quinteto, evidences Rocío 

Sanz’s interest in microforms as a hallmark of her music (see image 27). The piece, 

revised in 1984 to be played in the third congress, was premiered in Mexico in February 

1962. By that time, the composer was part of the collective Teatro 62 (Theater 62). Her 

collaboration in that group included writing the scores and preparing actors to perform 

the music. Sections from the music she wrote for that collective and other theater 

                                                
258 Sanz 1981, sig. P1-0143 
259 Since the performance in 1984, the piece has been performed in documented events, about one time 
every ten years.  
260 Her villancicos and children’s songs have been recorded in the United States, Mexico, and Costa Rica. 
Among her concert music, only Evoluciones for piano (Aguilar, 2001), A unos ojos for soprano and piano 
(Barquero et at, 1999) and Rondó (Velázquez-García Renart, 1992) have been recorded. 
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companies became concert pieces. The woodwind quintet, however, was composed as 

concert music. 261 

 

Image 27: 
Excerpt from 
Cinco piezas 
breves, 
opening first 
movement. 
AHM used 
with 
permission. 

 

 

 

 

After the performance of the piece by the Northridge Woodwind Quintet in the 

third congress, and later in the United States in a radio transmission, the work has also 

been performed in Costa Rica. The same posthumous concert organized by the UCR in 

1994, included the work performed by a faculty woodwind quintet.262  Two more 

woodwind quintets have played the piece, Quinteto de Maderas Costa Rica in the late 

90s, and Quinteto Miravalles, in 2011, in a tribute to writer María Isabel Carvajal. 263 

                                                
261 Sanz 1984, 1962, sig. P1-0127; Letter 60E-011-62-03-03; Sanz’s debut happened in November 1958, 
that makes the quintet, written in 1962, an early work.  
262 Members of the faculty woodwind quintet were Rafael Meza (flute), Miguel Ramírez (oboe), Vinicio 
Meza (clarinet), Isabel Jeremías (basson) and Rafael Jiménez (French horn).   
263 Sanz gave the score to members of the Quinteto de Vientos Costa Rica in 1984 when some of them 
collaborated playing in the band that premiered the Cantata a la Independencia. (Goñi 2013, electronic 
communication); The tribute to María Isabel Carvajal, better known as Carmen Lyra by Quinteto 
Miravalles gather an interesting group of women artists in the program. Carvajal and Sanz have their 
childhood in common. Early letters remember the hours she spent at Carvajal’s house learning about 
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The five movements of the piece are very brief, around a minute each. They range 

from 20 to 51 bars, in contrast with the suite for strings, the three movements of which 

last around 15 minutes. This piece combines elements of tonality and atonality. Rocío 

Sanz uses pitches, rhythms, expressive marks, timbre, and even changes of meter to 

organize the sonic structure of the piece among the five instruments. 264 

Although Rondó, Cinco piezas breves para quinteto, Hilos, and Canciones de la 

muerte have been played in Costa Rica and other countries, Rocío Sanz is still best 

known for her choir repertoire. Her children’s songs and villancicos have more 

circulation, not only because they are more frequently performed, but also because they 

are included in several recordings. Despite circulation, people still do not know or ask 

about the composer. With the recent recording of the Death Songs, last performances of 

the woodwind quintet, and increasing interest in non-traditional repertoire, it is possible 

her instrumental music starts getting attention in the music scene.  
 

SPACES FOR LATIN AMERICAN NEW MUSIC  

The focus of the congress in Mexico was to promote Latin American composers. 

In that context, Rocío Sanz was appreciated as a contemporary composer. Although the 

congress community learned about her work for children, it did not change their 

perception of her work as focused on new music.  

For some composers, especially the most isolated, the congress could signify a 

space to validate their work. Rocío Sanz was well known in Mexico, but not in Costa 
                                                                                                                                            
literature, and other kinds of entertainments. Carvajal was the founder of the communist party in Costa 
Rica, and close friend of Sanz’s mother. The three of them died in Mexico. 
264 In electronic communication with José Manuel Rojas (2012), leader of the Quinteto Miravalles he 
commented the piece is one of the best for that kind of ensemble composed by a Costa Rican composer. An 
interesting feature of the work is that no instrument is the main protagonist. Each is part as any other 
element that completes the fabric of the quintet. 265 The events in 1971 and 1972 were organized after Sanz 
won first place with her Cantata a la Independencia in a competition organized by the Ministry of Culture. 
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Rica. Before 1984, her music had been last heard in her home country in 1971 and 1972 

after she won a music competition with her Cantata a la Independencia (1971).   

A couple of recitals in collaboration with soprano Julia Araya, and the projection 

of the documentary and avant-garde films Manicomio (Madhouse) and Imagen 68 (Image 

68), for which Rocío Sanz composed the music, were the only works the musical 

community had heard. Not even her Cantata a la Independencia (Independence Day 

Cantata), winner of the 1971 competition organized by the state, or her Christmas cantata 

Sucedió en Belén (It happened in Bethlehem), winner of the competition organized by the 

National Theater in 1976, were performed by then.265  

Considering her music was not heard in her home country since 1972, and that in 

1984 a concert in her honor, organized by the School of Music of the University of Costa 

Rica and the National Theater, with all music by the composer took place, suggests that 

learning about her participation in the international movement of women in music, 

influenced the musical community to pay more attention to the composer.  
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                
265 The events in 1971 and 1972 were organized after Sanz won first place with her Cantata a la 
Independencia in a competition organized by the Ministry of Culture. 
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Conclusion: Is Rocío Sanz Really Invisible? 

The telling of stories of Rocío Sanz’s career transforms the idea of this woman as 

a person who focused her life and work on children and children’s music, to one who had 

an eclectic career as a composer in Mexico. Through the research and writing of this 

dissertation I argued that in Costa Rica news about her musical activities in Mexico were 

not publicized, nor were her works, except for her radio show El rincón de los niños. The 

circulation of her music, therefore, has been limited by omission, not by absence. 

The scarcity of information about her avant-garde music, her contributions as 

collaborative composer in performing and visual arts, and even, her teaching experience 

at the dance academy and the complete achievements of her work in Radio UNAM, 

creates the false idea that what is known about Rocío Sanz is a complete depiction of her 

life. That, reinforced by the fact that most of her avant-garde music is unknown, portrays 

the composer as one with a single story.  

The ease of the dissemination of her work in radio production is not accidental. 

Without dismissing the great contribution of her children’s program, her case highlights 

how society is more comfortable with a woman who dedicates her efforts to children 

only, instead of one who also composes avant-garde music, and collaborates in 

performing and visual arts collectives. Prejudices in her home country still operate in that 

regard. 266  

                                                
266 Sanz is not the only case whose career is well-recognized and accepted in only one area of their 
multifaceted work.  María Isabel Carvajal, known as Carmen Lyra (1887-1949), one of the most 
revolutionary educators in Costa Rica, is better remembered for her stories for children (Los cuentos de mi 
tía Panchita) than for her critical literature and political activities. Her work is unconditionally accepted as 
a children’s tales writer, but not as the founder of the communist party that cost her dying in exile in 
Mexico. Sanz grew up close to this woman, who as friend of Sanz’s mother, influenced their thinking and 
life style.  
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During Rocío Sanz’s lifetime, avant-garde music drew small audiences in 

Mexico. In Costa Rica, however, there were fewer opportunities available for the 

circulation and promotion of lesser-known forms of music. Her “música rara”, as people 

described it when I interviewed them, did not find much space in the musical community. 

It was not until 2014 that one of her last works was premiered in the country –Canciones 

de la muerte, which is described as one of her “música rara” works. 267   

Conversely, some of her tonal vocal pieces circulated with good acceptance. They 

integrated the vocal repertoire of some of the singers and voice students in the country. 

Julia Araya promoted Rocío Sanz’s vocal music. They collaborated while both were 

living in Mexico. Upon Araya’s return to her home country to join the faculty of the 

University of Costa Rica she included some of the composer’s works into the required 

repertoire. The children’s songs are among them as well as her song cycles Canciones del 

verano and Canciones de la noche. 268  

Additionally, Rocío Sanz won two national music competitions in Costa Rica, one 

in 1971 with her Cantata a la Independencia for baritone, choirs, and symphonic band, 

and another in 1976 with her a capella Christmas cantata Sucedió en Belén, published as 

Cinco Villancicos by the Mexican Liga de compositores.  Despite these achievements, 

Rocío Sanz’s continues to remain outside of the collective memory of Costa Rica’s 

cultural icons. 269  
                                                
267 During my research, some people refer to Sanz’s music as “rara” (odd). That description implied in 
most of the cases, a dismissive opinion. One of the pieces receiving that description was the Cantata a la 
Independencia. Even, when I was looking for a flute piece by a Costa Rican composer for my master’s 
recital in 2007, I was discouraged by the same description, and advised later, that it was better to perform 
only printed music to be safe. 
268 When recitals had program notes, they included a short biography about Sanz pointing out her 
children’s radio show, children’s songs, and children’s stories, not her music. Although when it was the 
case, a note highlighted the composer was the author of the text. 
269 Differently is for the other composers of her generation, Bernal Flores, Benjamín Gutiérrez, and 
Ricardo Ulloa Barrenechea. Among them, Gutiérrez is the composer with more circulation since most of 
his music style is closer to a nationalist and romantic aesthetics.  
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The distance between countries and the time that passed between events made 

people forget Rocío Sanz and her music. From her debut in Mexico in 1958 to her debut 

in Costa Rica in 1971 thirteen years went by.  Then, another thirteen years passed from 

when the composer won the competition in 1971 and the premiere of the cantata the same 

year in Mexico, to the first performance in Costa Rica in 1984.  From that concert 

organized by the University of Costa Rica in 1984, and the last performance of the 

cantata in a memorial event in 1994 organized by the same institution, another ten years 

went by. Moreover, twenty-nine years passed between the premiere in 1985 of Canciones 

de la muerte in the United States, to the performance for the first time in the country in 

2014. Finally, Rocío Sanz’s Flute Sonata and Hilos, her suite for chamber string 

orchestra, were each performed once, in 1994 and 1995, respectively. 

While voice students included some of her songs in their recitals, and choirs 

performed both the children’s songs and villancicos, and scattered performances of her 

piano music, cello piece, and the woodwind quintet were programmed, the presence and 

contributions of the composer in the national musical imaginary were never truly 

acknowledged. All that makes her invisible.  

BUT SHE IS NOT INVISIBLE 

In the summer of 2013, I presented a paper titled: “Rocío Sanz: la compositora 

invisible” (Rocío Sanz: The Invisible Composer) in the Third Congress of Central 

American Cultural Studies (CCEC). That year the conference was held at the University 

of Costa Rica and then, instead of choosing one of my chapter’s topics to present an 

advance on my research, I decided to challenge the audience, mostly from the Central 

American academia, to think about the invisibilization of Rocío Sanz as an academic and 

artistic failure.  
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To demonstrate my point, I argued that what we still know about the composer is 

an incomplete story. Then, I talked about the circulation of her radio show, children’s 

songs, and stories as the best-known parts of her life. I said this facet of her career, 

highlighted in short biographical entries in dictionaries and encyclopedias, is frequently 

inaccurate and always incomplete. I commented about the few works performed in the 

country with little frequency and, I urged performers to play her music more, discuss it, 

and tell other stories about her life in their concert programs and to the audience. 

During the Q&A session, I was questioned and my argument about the invisibility 

of the composer was challenged. The audience members claimed that I was 

demonstrating that Rocío Sanz was not invisible –the popularity of her radio show, the 

publication of her children’s stories, the recording of her children’s songs and villancicos, 

demonstrate that she is not completely excluded from the musical imaginary. She even 

appears in encyclopedias and dictionaries as I commented, and I was already writing a 

dissertation about her. They argued that I should also understand that worldwide, women 

composers are just not as famous as men. 

That response replicates the attitude towards Rocío Sanz’s avant-garde music 

when she was alive, and the reason why only her tonal music was performed. Except for 

the documentary forum for Imagen 68 and Manicomio in 1972, in which Rocío Sanz 

discussed her collaborative work and music style, her avant-garde music has taken too 

long to be performed in the country. 270 

Thus, perhaps the composer is not invisible, because there is really not such thing; 

however, she has been consciously overlooked. The most obvious example was when 

                                                
270 I want to comment here that in Costa Rica, this kind of reticence towards avant-garde music is changing 
today, but in contrast to the performing and visual arts, that have explored the most contemporary 
aesthetics, in music there has been always a backlash against atonality and other “radical” forms (from the 
perspective of the eyes and ears of the music community and the general audience). 
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official authorities did not premiere the Cantata a la Independencia in 1971. 

Furthermore, she has certainly been unheard by not performing her avant-garde music, 

and not playing her tonal music more often. And finally, Rocío Sanz has been selectively 

ignored in the discussion of music.  The reviews of her debut with the NMM collective 

exemplify how she was viewed differently compared to her male colleagues.  

On that occasion, the composer was described as traditional and honest while the 

commentary about her male fellow composers’ works was fully detailed. Also, after the 

Costa Rican premiere of Canciones de la muerte, no one from the national media 

published a review. The only commentary that circulated in social networks, was a 

synopsis written by a blogger who talked in detail about all the music in the program, and 

only about the virtues of the soloist when referring to Rocío Sanz’s music. Similar the 

NMM review, the extensive musical commentary focused on the pieces by male 

composers.271    

I was pleased my paper made people to react and think about Rocío Sanz. Even 

though I suspected some in the audience did not know anything about the composer, and 

attended the panel to listen to other papers, they stayed and engaged in the discussion. To 

support my thesis, one of the attendees, a renowned novelist, confessed feeling 

manipulated by the system, because she, as a woman and writer, never heard about the 

composer, even though she is a friend with musicians who have played her music. Her 

testimony illustrates how the network of avant-garde music is small, but considering that 
                                                
271 Another example happened in 2001. In 1999, Zamira Barquero released a CD that includes Sanz’s 
Bertolt Brecth songs from The Good Person of Setzuan. This is one of the cases when Sanz used the music 
she wrote for plays to be performed as concert music. Two years later, in 2001, Andrés Sáenz (1937-2013), 
theater and music critic for La Nación, the most widely circulated newspaper in Costa Rica, wrote the CD 
review. It was a short commentary, but when he talked about the songs by Sanz, he only said, “Of special 
interest are Sanz’s songs […] however it is a shame she did not have a more poetic translation of the 
original German.” http://wvw.nacion.com/ancora/2001/mayo/27/ancora7.html Interestingly, when the play 
was on stage in Mexico, Sanz received a good review for the complete score. It is one of the few theater 
reviews I found that wrote an extended comment on Sanz’s music (Solórzano 2005, 129) 
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the most frequently pieces performed in the country belong to Rocío Sanz’s tonal works, 

it also reveals how Rocío Sanz remains unseen to the musical and artistic community. 272 

IN HER OWN WORDS 

Similar to the music critics, Rocío Sanz did not write about her music either. This 

is still intriguing. She was an excellent writer and it would have been very interesting to 

find sources with her reflections about the music she composed. She probably had those 

conversations with her NMM colleagues only, but not in letters to her friends in Costa 

Rica. As a matter of fact, correspondence became less frequent and reserved to personal 

stories when she was overloaded with her job activities. On the other hand, not describing 

or explaining the compositional process she followed, or the aesthetics in her music, was 

a conscious choice. 

She mentioned in letters and interviews, that her music is the one that speaks for 

her. On a few occasions she wrote about her writing rituals, like when her mother died. 

She also mentioned scheduling sessions to record a new theater music score, and 

commented about the instrumentation she chose. But they were all comments about her 

every day activities, not a discussion about her aesthetics or politics.  In the end, her goal 

was for her music to be performed. Then, the discussion about her music may have 

happened later.  

Rocío Sanz saw the brief moments when her music was performed as ephemeral. 

“My life has gone in the most ephemeral way, in musical notes taken by the wind” she 

said. 273 Comparing the time dedicated to prepare a one-day broadcast, a theater 

manuscript score, or composing a piece, she knew that after the show, the play, or the 

                                                
272 The writer who made those comments is Anacristina Rossi (1952). One of her friends, composer and 
pianist Pilar Aguilar (1956), included Sanz’s piano piece Evoluciones, in her CD Remembranzas (2001) 
273 Aguilar 1984 
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concert, all her hours or work were gone except when a recording remained. That was 

possible with the radio show, and the music for theater, dance, and film, but almost never 

with her concert music.  

On a few occasions, Rocío Sanz attended invitations to discuss her music in Costa 

Rica. Like in 1971 in a colloquium in collaboration with Julia Araya, in which they 

discussed the composer’s songs after Araya’s performance, and the same year, after the 

showing of Imagen 68 and Manicomio. The newspaper articles reported on the success of 

both events describing that the attendees, mostly music college students and faculty, 

participated enthusiastically. Unfortunately, the articles did not include comments on the 

questions and answers.274  

Based on the fact that Rocío Sanz did not produce accounts on the discussion on 

her music, it is necessary to study her manuscript scores and performances so that these 

stories can also be told.  

TRACING DOCUMENTS AND STORIES 

Writing the first extensive work on Rocío Sanz has been exciting and challenging.  
Discovering and documenting her life became a difficult task to do. I traced stories from 

her life and career from primary sources, mainly from personal letters, oral stories, and 

score manuscripts. I also drew information from newspapers, bulletins, magazines, and 

references in secondary sources. The amount of material I collected is bigger than I 

imagined, making it difficult to decide what to use, and which stories to leave for further 

research. 

                                                
274 La Prensa Libre 1971; Trejos 1972. In conversation with Costa Rican composer Carlos Castro, he 
remembered that when he was a student in the 1980s, his professor Bernal Flores organized a meeting with 
Sanz and composition students. He does not remember that the conversation focused on her compositional 
process, but on the problems of circulating in avant-garde music. (July 2013, used with permission) 
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Discrepancies in the media, and even more, in secondary sources, complicated the 

reconstruction of stories. Since no critical editions of her avant-garde music have been 

published yet, and not every manuscript, to which I had access, including her letters, is 

dated or commented, it was not always easy or obvious to comprehend the context in 

which Rocío Sanz composed her music.  

Letters and catalogues are incomplete. I needed to visit the archives in order to get 

access to the information because not everything is digitalized or even catalogued. Not all 

the information was available to the public, nor every person I contacted remembered 

well or wanted to share stories of the composer. Travels to Costa Rica allowed me to 

collect material.  My contacts in Mexico helped to clarify gaps in the information.   

Still, I was unable to access all the possible available material. However, pieces of 

information within the letters, like names of the conductors performing with an orchestra, 

or the musicians in itinerant concerts, or films playing in theaters, and even neighborhood 

descriptions and street activities, to mention only a few examples, helped to reconstruct 

many stories. The stories I heard from Elsa and Carlos Matías Sáenz Ferreto, and Jorge 

Figuls, as well as others by musicians who had the opportunity to meet her, were very 

helpful to clarify information and tie up loose ends.  

The limitations in a research project like this, which is a first attempt to learn 

about Rocío Sanz, a woman composer who had not been studied extensively before, 

allow many possibilities for future research. I hope that new scholars of Rocío Sanz will 

challenge this biography in the future. I also hope my work motivates other musicians to 

learn more about the composer and her music and to perform it.  

One of the main limitations I found when conducting this research was that most 

of the people I interviewed had a similar idea about Rocío Sanz that was restricted to her 

work for children.  This common and narrow imagination of the composer made it 
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difficult to discuss other aspects of her life and work. At the same time, this idea of Rocío 

Sanz, offered an opportunity to challenge the interviewees (family and close friends, 

musicians and composer who had met her, and others who only had a vague idea about 

who she was) to begin a broader discussion about gender and music in the context of 

Rocío Sanz's legacy. 

That is not an easy discussion in an environment designed from and for the male 

perspective, and that has been little challenged in stories like Rocío Sanz. While some 

exalted the sacrifice the composer made to dedicate her time to children, others 

complained because she did not produce more music. It seems that it is still difficult to 

comprehend, even for professionals in the field, that Rocío Sanz also had to make a 

living. For that, she dedicated her time, and energy to a job she loved and gave her 

tremendous satisfactions, while it secured a salary, public health, and a pension for when 

she retired.  

The implications were the restrictions in her production in composition. However, 

she did not stop writing completely. Her collaborative work with the performing and 

visual arts, although in small amounts, continued for a while. She found the time to 

compose. Before and after her radio show Rocío Sanz produced other works that still 

have not been performed in her home country.  

Another limitation I found in the research was not only that Rocío Sanz did not 

write about her music aesthetics, or music critics excluded her from any discussion. In 

general, I found people that I talked with had difficulties when I asked their opinion about 

her music. The comment almost always deviated to her children’s songs, villancicos, and 

even the radio show. When I asked her family and friends about conversations with the 

composer about her music, they could not recall listening to her works, although they 

claimed to have attended performances when they visited her in Mexico.   
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In Costa Rica it is still difficult to talk about contemporary music, particularly 

when the composer is a woman.  However, if the inclusion of pieces by women 

composers continues to be absent or disregarded, the limitations stated here in this 

research will continue, not only in terms of scholarship, but also in the performance and 

production of music.275 

FURTHER RESEARCH 

After finishing the chapters for this dissertation, I realized that stories regarding 

her collaborative work, which would give a more complete idea of Rocío Sanz the 

composer, are still missing. I traced data from primary sources, such as the composer’s 

letters, and newspaper and magazine articles. I also made contact with dance and theater 

scholars in Mexico who knew or had met the composer. A few secondary sources in 

theater and dance touched on Rocío Sanz’s collaborations; however, without complete 

scores, and recordings currently available, I decided this would be a future project.  

The AHM at the University of Costa Rica holds some reel tapes that supposedly 

contain some soundtracks from Rocío Sanz’s plays. Curating that material would be part 

of a collaborative research project that combines the production of musicological writing 

and the digitalization of these recordings. If Rocío Sanz transferred some of the music 

she wrote for theater to the concert hall, it would be interesting to add these sound tracks 

to her collection of avant-garde music.  

The discussion of her electroacoustic music is also pending. It is necessary to 

determine if Rocío Sanz used that aesthetic only in her ballet music, or in theater and film 

as well. That would be an important aspect of her career to document, not only because it 
                                                
275 Costa Rica is not the only country where it remains difficult to discuss and present avant-garde music. 
In general, this is a common problem in many countries, including the United States. One of the main 
problems in the discussion about contemporary music is that it requires a different vocabulary than when 
describing historic and traditional forms that are more familiar for musicians and the general audience.  
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has been omitted from her stories, but also, because it portrays a very different idea of 

Rocío Sanz as the composer who switched writing music to produce radio programs. 276 

Even though Rocío Sanz’s music handwriting is neat, and easy to read from the 

manuscript scores, the publication of her avant-garde music would be an important step 

to increase circulation and discussion about her music. Since the international community 

showed interest in her works during the ICWM, there is no reason to think that other 

music networks outside of Costa Rica, would not be interested in incorporating Rocío 

Sanz’s music in their repertoire. Having printed and electronic scores could also stimulate 

scholarly work on music analysis.  

 Since the full manuscript score of the Cantata a la Independencia remains lost, 

one of my goals is to assess if the remaining materials are sufficient for a performing 

edition, or if additional reconstruction needs to be done. Moreover, it would be 

interesting to promote the writing of a new symphonic band version from the surviving 

piano-vocal score. Through a careful study of her music that allow to understand the 

musical thinking of Rocío Sanz, learning the stories around the cantata, and 

understanding the theatrical character of the piece, it would be an important and 

collaborative opportunity to put this work on stage one more time.  

From my perspective, further research about Rocío Sanz, necessarily requires, 

joining forces between instrumentalists, singers, composers, actors, dancers, and 

filmmakers, to tell the stories of the composer. This transformative effect could not only 

reach women in music, but also the entire artistic community. 

By making Rocío Sanz visible, other women can benefit from that effect, for 

example in the case of prospective and professional composers who have been 

                                                
276 Some entries in dictionaries and encyclopedias mention the composer took a class or workshop of 
electronic music in Mexico in the late 1960s, but it does not provide further details.   
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discouraged by the male institutionalization of the profession, resulting in a lack of 

opportunities. Another case would be in relation to the discussion of solidarity. Rocío 

Sanz obtained most of her support from women.  

Her half-sister Graciela Moreno is one of these women that made the circulation 

of her music possible. Their relationship was not close, and they never acted publicly as 

sisters. However, Rocío Sanz gave her some of her score manuscripts, and evidence 

suggests that it was Moreno who recovered the Cantata a la Independencia’s full score to 

make the performance possible. Moreno not only supported Rocío Sanz, as director of the 

National Theater, she promoted other national productions, especially in the performing 

arts, not in music. She made the exception with her sister and that is a necessary story to 

tell. 

A DIFFERENT KIND OF STORY 

While I proposed to tell a different kind of story by telling contrasting episodes of 

Rocío Sanz’s life and career, after completing this manuscript, I see myself that her story 

is even more fascinating and diverse than I foresaw at the beginning. From singing her 

villancicos in college without even knowing that she composed them to be performed at 

the gardens of the National Theater, a place where I sang them every December, to learn 

that most of her works are aligned to avant-garde aesthetics, expanded the panorama I 

first had.  

The little I knew at the beginning of this project, and the loving comments I heard 

from some of the people that shared documents and stories with me, made me imagine 

Rocío Sanz as a charming person at first. Then, reading her early letters, full of drawings, 

stories, and good sense of humor, made me see the clever and creative person she was. 

When she started talking about the tragedies in her life, she turned into a heartbroken 
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person. Resilience became a trait. I was moved by her personal story, especially 

considering that she ended transferring her creative talents to radio production, making 

her career widely diverse.  

She was a dedicated person, committed to do an excellent job regardless the 

means. There is no doubt the radio show gave her satisfaction, but according to her 

letters, it was music, writing avant-garde concert music over commissions and broadcast 

programming, her main goal.  

The stories of Rocío Sanz allow us to see the gendered and creative intersections 

she experienced as a woman composer. They reveal a musical environment unable to 

fully meet her desires and choices. Throughout her life, not only at the end, her letters 

show her concern about the limitations in music training, and music circulation. Even 

though she is not explicit about these restrictions given by her sex, her letters show 

awareness of the limitations to be a woman in music and also, a foreigner in her country 

of residence, and in her home country. 

 The description in letters of difficult moments reveals her awareness. The level of 

consciousness she had made her suffer sometimes. Even the happy letters she wrote as a 

young student, reveal enduring feelings of some kind. While her early death was a 

tragedy, at the end she could recover a space to write music, as she wanted; in the ICWM 

she was not invisible. 
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Appendix 1: Rocío Sanz’s Works: A Non-Exhaustive List 

 

WORKS  
Manuscript scores in the Archivo Histórico Musical (AHM)  
Published scores by Universidad de Costa Rica [UCR] 
Published scores by Ediciones Liga de Compositores de México (ELCM) 
Unavailable works, lost or unreachable (UW)  

ORCHESTRAL 
Suite de ballet, 1959 (AHM) 

STRING ORCHESTRA, VOCAL-STRING ORCHESTRA 
Suite Palenque, 1971 (AHM) 
Suite Hilos, 1983-84 (AHM) 
Canciones de la muerte, para soprano y orquesta de cuerdas: I. La muerte espera; II. La 
fiera (muerte inesperada); III. La muerte prevenida. 1984 (AHM) 

PIANO 
Evoluciones (AHM) 
Rondó para piano a cuatro manos, 1981 (AHM) 

CHAMBER MUSIC 
Cinco piezas breves para quinteto de vientos. 1962; rev. 1984 (AHM) 
Pieza para cello y piano (AHM) 
Piezas breves para cuarteto de cuerdas, 1972-76 (AHM) 
Sonata para flauta y piano, 1966 (AHM) 
Suite para flautas dulces sobre juegos infantiles costarricenses (AHM) 

CHORAL, CHORAL-SYMPHONY BAND 
Cantata a la Independencia Centroamericana, 1971 (piano-vocal score) (AHM) 
Cantata a la Independencia Centroamericana, 1971 (full score) [UW] 
Cinco villancicos para coro mixto, 1983 (ELCM)  

SONG [MS] 
Poetry by Rocío Sanz unless otherwise stated 
A unos ojos (A Oki María). Poetry by Rubén Darío (AHM) 
Canciones de la noche, 1973 (AHM) 
Cinco canciones de Brecth (La buena mujer de Sezuán): I. Canción a la viuda Shin 
(Escena 7); II. Canción de Shen-te ante los dioses; III. Canción de las tardes tristes; IV. 
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Canción del agua; V. Entreacto cantado “Shenta se transforma en Shui-ta” Poetry by 
Bertolt Brecht; no translation data [MS: vs score] 1963-64 
Cinco canciones del verano 

SONG [UCR; ELCM] 
Poetry by Rocío Sanz unless otherwise stated 
A unos ojos. Poetry by Rubén Darío, 1995 [UCR]  
Canciones de la noche (A María Luisa Rangel): I. Prólogo (La guitarra) y la noche 
amiga; II. Campana; III. La noche murmura; IV. Tiempo de noche; V. Epílogo (Guitarra 
sola), 1995 [UCR]  
Cinco canciones de verano, 1983 [ELCM]  

PERFORMING ARTS: THEATER, DANCE, FILM 
Canción sobre la familia real. 18th century anonymous text. nd. (Probably from a theater 
score) (AHM) 
Canciones para el Auto Sacramental de Pedro Telonario: Canción de peregrinos, 
Canción de marineros, Canción de Gitanas (AHM) 

RECORDINGS 
Ars Harmonica [AH]; MUSITICA; SIBÖ; Universidad Autónoma de México [VOZ 
VIVA]; Universidad de Costa Rica [UCR]; UNAM-SACM-INBA [USI]; Unknown [UK] 
El rincón de los niños [VOZ VIVA] 1974; 1975 (2nd edition) 
El niño y la música, 1978 [UK] 
Rondó para cuatro manos, Dúo Veláquez-García Renart,1992 [USI]   
Evoluciones para piano, Pilar Aguilar [AH]  
Canciones para niños pequeños, 1999 [UCR]  
A unos ojos. Poetry by Rubén Darío, 1999 [SIBÖ]  
Cinco canciones de Brecht: Canción a la viuda Shina; Canción de Shen-te ante los 
dioses; Canción de las tardes tristes; Canción del agua; Entreacto cantado. Poetry by 
Bertolt Brecht (no translation data), 1999 [SIBÖ]  
Canciones de la muerte, 2015 [MUSITICA]  

WRITINGS 
 La palabra descontenta, 1979, 1985, 1986 [CONAFE] [EDUCA] 
El cuento vacío, 1985, 1986 [EDUCA] 
El insomnio del la Bella Durmiente, 1986 [Editorial Costa Rica] 
Cuentos descontentos, 1987, 1988 [Fomento Educativo] 
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Appendix 2: Letter of Authorization: Sáenz-Ferreto’s Family  
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Appendix 3: Letter of Authorization: Archivo Histórico Musical, UCR 
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Appendix 4: Letter of Authorization: Archivo de Gestión, UCR 
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Appendix 5: Letter of Authorization: Archivo Central MCJ 
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Appendix 6: Letter of Authorization: Mario Solera 
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