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J
By Patrice Fisher and Friends

Arpa

Joropo is a Latin American musical genre, which 
originated in Venezuela. The word itself means fiesta 
or party. The feel is like a waltz, in 3/4 time, but more 
syncopated and polyrhythmic. I don’t pretend to be an 
expert on Joropo, but fell in love with this genre many 
years ago, when I participated in a music festival in 
Caracas, Venezuela. The best part of the festival was the 
opportunity to listen to all the other musicians who were 
performing there. This experience was the inspiration 
for my composition, “Joropo Para Lili,” on page 43. 
Even though my tune is not a traditional Joropo, the 
arrangement was influenced by the music that I heard 
in Venezuela. I created a virtual class on how to play 

“Joropo Para Lili” and the video is on my Patrice Fisher 
and Arpa YouTube page. As well as a playlist of some of 
my favorite harpists playing in Joropo Style.

I reached out to four of my Latin American harpist 
friends to try to gain a better understanding of the 
Joropo genre, so that I could share this wonderful genre 
with you.

Hopefully, you’ll learn more about the Joropo genre 
from the perspectives of many harpists in this article. 
This beautiful music often features harpists in a leading 
role. You can find many examples, by searching for some 
of the mentioned links or artists names on YouTube. 
Listen for yourself and I hope that you can incorporate a 
little Joropo in your musical life.

Alfredo Rolando Ortiz, 
Angel Tolosa, and Patrice Fisher at 

Somerset Harp Festival in 2019.  
Top: The Venezuelan Flag (with liberties).
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from  
Dr. AlfreDo rolAnDo ortiz: 

Even though I play the Joropo music style, I am 
not a musicologist. When I arrived in Venezuela 
from Cuba in 1958, the harp style for Joropo was 
quite different from what you see now. The special 
percussive effects and “noises” produced by holding 
groups of bass strings and letting them hit each 
other when abruptly released did not exist in the 
1960s. The incredible “machine-gun-like” effects, 
with thumbs on the bass strings at incredible speeds, 
did not exist then either. Long arpeggios were not 
used either. Strumming patterns “a la guitar” is 
not traditional at all. Exposure through TV and 
recordings to Paraguayan harpists little by little 
influenced much of what is done today on other 
types of harps throughout Latin America.

Accompaniment patterns in the style of the 
traditional harp playing of the plains (llanos) of 
Venezuela and Colombia can be found in my books. 
They also include the music styles of Joropo, Pasaje, 
and Tonada which can be accompanied with those 
same simple bass pattern. Both are discussed here.

Importantly, the loose tension on the 
strings of the harps played in the plains 
of Venezuela and Colombia allow the 
spectacular special effects on the bass 
strings, that seem to be included now in 
every video of that music on YouTube. 
Those are not possible on high tension 
strings (of European style harps) and you 
could actually hurt yourself by trying 
that, but those effects are not needed to 
play Joropos, Tonadas, Pasajes, etc. The 
music of the great Venezuelan harpist 
and composer, Juan Vicente Torrealba, 
is gentle and incredibly beautiful, using 
simple traditional accompaniment patterns. 
I’ve incorporated these into some of my 
arrangements.

Latin American Harp History, Music 
& Techniques has a very brief introductory 
history of our harps and music examples 

from Paraguay and Venezuela, with easy traditional 
accompaniment patterns. The left-hand pattern 
found in my composition, “Llano,” or the 
traditional Venezuelan song, “Seis Por Derecho,” is 
the most common basic pattern and quite easy for 
all, even beginners. My arrangement of “Seis Por 
Derecho” is on page 43. The songs in International 
Rhythmic Collection Volumes 1, 2 and 3 all have easy 
examples of music in the rhythmic style associated 
with the Joropo. 

AlfreDo is internationally acclaimed as 
a soloist of the Arpa Paraguaya (Paraguayan harp), 
a composer, author, educator, and recording artist. 
He has a multicultural repertoire, which covers 
the folk, classical, and popular music of many 
countries, as well as his original compositions. He 
has recorded over forty albums and is the winner of 
a Gold Record in South America. He is the author 
of several harp music books and articles and his 
compositions have been performed and recorded 
by classical and folk harpists in many countries. 
Find him at AlfredoHarp.com. You can hear 
Alfredo playing his Joropo composition "Llano" at 
Youtu.be/JANapuorIPg.
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from Angel tolosA moreno: 
Joropo has its roots in the coastal zones of 

Venezuela, specifically in three geographical areas 
that were the cultural laboratory where this genre 
evolved: North Central Coast Zone (Caracas, 
Estado Miranda, Estado Aragua), East Zone 
(Cumaná), and West Zone (Santa Ana de Coro 
and el Tocuyo). Each of these zones had things in 
common: commercial routes, exchange of language, 
musical instruments, music, slavery, and many 
others. Each of these aspects contributed to the 
development of the music. In fact, the exchange 
between these places marked the beginning of the 
personality of this genre. 

This is how the musical contribution 
came about: 

1. The North Central Coast region contributed 
the harp. 

2. The East Coast contributed the bandola — a 
small pear-shaped string instrument, similar 
to a mandolin.

3. The West Coast contributed the 
Venezuelan Cuatro — a family of four 
stringed instruments descended from the 
Spanish vihuela.

The North Central Coast Zone of Venezuela 
(Caracas, Miranda state, and Aragua state) is the 
birthplace of a new harp style that we know as 
Venezuelan harp. Joropo is the integrated cultural 
system that includes music, singing, dance, theatre, 
the manufacturing of musical instruments, attire, 
and gastronomy, among others. Joropo is the sum 
of its different regional expressions, manifested in 
two specific musical forms, known as the Pasaje and 
the Golpe.

The Venezuelan harp is present in three Joropo 
forms such as:

• Joropo Tuyero
• Joropo Aragueño  
• Joropo Llanero

Since the beginning, the Venezuelan harp 
has had a leading role, as a soloist instrument. 
However, Joropo can be interpreted in both ways: 
by a solo instrument or accompanied by other 
musical instruments. There are many excellent harp 
players throughout Venezuela. Some of the master 
interpreters are Juan Vicente Torrealba, Hugo 
Blanco, and Carlos Orozco. 

Of course, the Joropo is Venezuela’s identity 
card and the face of each Venezuelan. Joropo is 
a complex musical language, and the Venezuelan 
harp is one of the best instruments to reproduce all 
its harmonic, rhythmic, and melodic complexities. 
Joropo contains centuries of history and is in a 
constant evolution. Venezuela is a musical country, 
which has a lot to offer to the world.

Angel is a performer, educator, and researcher 
of the Venezuelan harp and ethnomusicologist. 
The harp and the Joropo are especially important 
to him. He has mixed various world music genres 
with the traditional music from Venezuela and 
created compositions of great complexity. He has 
been recognized as one of the most important 
modern Latin American harpists. You can find 
him on Facebook, Instagram, and his YouTube 
channel and with the Joropo Duo. Angel was 
interviewed for the Harptalk YouTube Series where 
additional master Joropo harpists are discussed 
and Angel should certainly also be included in 
that group. He also has a series of online classes 
on how to play Latin American music. Here is an 
unlisted link to his class on learning Venezuelan 
music at Youtu.be/1ofdJSTuh4M. You can contact 
Angel at angeltolosamoreno@gmail.com for more 
information, online classes, or PDF downloads of 
his music.
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from  
fernAnDo guerrero Briceno:

The Joropo does not have a precise definition. 
Joropo is not a piece, nor only a dance, nor a 
rhythm, but a social event, and always with the 
harp. To understand the genre, starting from the 
origins of Venezuelan music is important. The 
Indigenous civilizations that existed in what is today 
Venezuela were hunters and gatherers and their 
influence on Venezuelan music was minimal. 

Our authentic Venezuelan music was generated 
mainly after the Spanish Conquest. You must look 
at the influence of Spanish dances from the 15th 
century and the Moslem Arabic influences that 
were found in these dances, with rhythm structures 
of 3/4 and 6/8. Most of the Spanish settlers who 
arrived in Venezuela were from Andalucía in 
southern Spain. In their specialized singing styles, 
you will easily find the harmonies and rhythms 
of the Joropo style. The similarities are surprising. 
However, due to their geographic separation from 
Spain, the dances evolved in Venezuela through 
Black, Indigenous, and other influences. Joropo 
is played in different ways in different regions of 
our country.

Although there are historical references as early 
as 1749, the first documented mention that we have 
found of the Joropo is from 1815, in documents 
related to Venezuelan independence, regarding a 
party where the Joropo was danced and sung. It 
was already a popular dance and song. Xoropo 
was the old name for a rudimentary construction 

that served as a dance hall and a place 
for country musicians to play. The 
word Joropo can mean dance, dancing 
environment, party, social event, but 
does not refer to music. The sub-genres of 
Pasaje, Golpe, and Corrido are included 
in the Joropo genre. Even among the 
most competent musicians, there is often 
confusion about terms like Joropo, Pasaje, 
Golpe, and Corrido, especially those 
genres that include the harp. 

In the sub-genre Pasaje, the rhythm 
(melody-accompaniment) is accented in a 
syncopated way, outside the strong beats. 
The notes are arranged polyrhythmically, 
in both three-beat bars in 3/4 time, 
played simultaneously with two beat bars 
in 6/8 time. When played together fast, 

they generate the phenomenon called a hemiola 
which is imposing a two-beat rhythm on a three-
beat structure. Patrón Yámico below. 

The rhythm enclosed — imprisoned — in 
written music is only a suggestion. Remember 
that writing is only a useful tool for preserving 
music, but it is not generally what’s expected of the 
musician. The “mischief” with which rhythms are 
subtly modified, I have no doubt, is an intangible 
by-product of miscegenation: imponderable and 
metaphysical, inexplicable, and most beautiful. A 
particular quality of Venezuelan rhythm is that, 
generally, the rhythmic patterns obey the “short-
long” scheme, while the European pattern is the 
inverse “long-short” rhythm. Patrón Yámico above.

One of the particular qualities of the Pasaje 
genre is the tempo, approximately in the Allegro 
Moderato speed (quarter note = 152). While in 
waltzes, a quarter note = 120-130). Pasaje has two 
and occasionally three sections and is used in 
traditional pieces by well-known composers.     … 
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Patrice Fisher 
Patrice is a Latin jazz harpist and composer, 

who favors the music of Latin America, 
saying that, not only is the harp comfortable 

harmonically with the music, but she is drawn 
to its complexities and syncopations: “That’s 

what makes you want to dance.” Patrice 
lives in New Orleans, where she has been 

composing and performing since the 1980s. 
She has appeared at numerous international 

jazz festivals with her group, Arpa, and 
has published three books of her original 

compositions, as well her arrangements of Latin 
American, Celtic, and traditional jazz standards. 
You can find more information at PatriceFisher.

com, as well as Facebook, Instagram, and her 
YouTube channel.

The Golpe sub-genre is a matrix of 
improvisation. In instrumental performance, 
Golpe is open to variations, while keeping its 
harmonic structure. The speed of the Golpe 
is considerably faster than that of the Pasaje, 
ranging from quarter note = 176 to 200.

The Golpe is cyclical and obeys certain 
rules and has a fixed structural and harmonic 
sequence. Including:

1. A polyrhythmic structure in 3/4 and 6/8.
2. A proper harmonic sequence, known as 

Nomoi Modes.
3. Certain melodic elements that 

characterize the genre and appear in the 
development (improvisation).

4. The sequence occurs in a precise number 
of measures. The most frequent patterns 
are in groups of 4, 8, 16, and 32 measures.

The Golpe sub-genre has different names 
in other countries. In Spain, they are called 
los Palos. There are Flamenco rhythmic 
patterns like Sevillanas and Fandangos or 
dances like Españoletas and Canarios. In 
Veracruz, Mexico, they are called Piés, like 
El Colás and La Bruja. In the Baroque 
period, these dances had the same forms 
and therefore, the musicians, knowing the 
patterns, even if they did not know the music, 
could cut and paste the form and play along 
perfectly. This is called “Counterpoint Alla 
Mente” or improvised composition.

The word Corrido does not refer to 
an event, such as the Joropo, nor to music, 
such as the Pasaje or Golpe, although the 
Corrido is always associated with them. The 
significance of the Corrido is the lyrics. The 
term refers to the content of the stories told by 
the singer. Music will always be at the service 
of singing. The Corrido can be accompanied 
by a slower Pasaje or superimposed on a faster 
Golpe, like “Seis Por Derecho.” The music 
is often performed by a Criollo ensemble of 
guitar, bass, and maracas, but, almost always, 
accompanied by a harp. Therefore:

• Joropo indicates a social event.
• Pasaje is a composition, generally by a 

known author.
• Golpe is an anonymous and 

cyclical genre.
• Corrido refers to the lyrics that tell stories 

based on a harp beat.

fernAnDo is a Venezuelan 
pedal harpist, lawyer, and teacher. He 
has participated, both as a lecturer and 
a performer, at many Latin American 
harp festivals. He has made numerous 
arrangements of academic and popular music 
for one or more harps. He has a wonderful 
book in Spanish called, El Arpa en Venezuela. 
You can find him on Facebook and YouTube. 
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from Doris ArBelAez: 
To discuss the history of Joropo harp as it 

developed in Colombia, it is impossible to ignore 
two facts: the musical influence of the Spanish 
Baroque and the Jesuit missions, established in the 
17th century. I’m going to talk about a specific type 
of Joropo, which is the music from the Colombian-
Venezuelan Orinoco plains. This is not just a 
rhythm but is recognized as a musical genre that 
has been accepted as representative of the regional 
culture of both countries. 

Joropo is also a multi-dimensional cultural 
practice that contains elements of music, voice, 
poetry, and dance which has diversified over time. 
The consolidation of Joropo music, as a genre, is 
derived from a set of rhythmic-harmonic structures 
from the Spanish Baroque. 

The early introduction of many European 
instruments like the violin, vihuela, guitar, and 
the Spanish harp with a single row of strings, 
accompanied the process of domination of 
Indigenous people and enslaved Africans. These 
instruments were used in churches, missions, and 
convents. The systematic work of the mostly Jesuit 
missions gave birth to many musical traditions, 
which are still practiced among peasants and 
the Indigenous people today. The important role 

of those instruments and musical structures has 
remained in many American regions, from the 
United States to Argentina, including the Orinoco 
plains. Joropo music is a result of this process. 

The Joropo rhythm can be played on solo harp, 
but Joropo music is characterized by the polymetry 
of the musical ensemble. For this reason, the 
rhythmic, timbral and harmonic contribution of 
the other instruments in the ensemble is needed. 

In my opinion, some of the most important 
Venezuelan harpists from the Orinoco plains that 
are masters of the Joropo genre are Ignacio “el 
Indio” Figueredo, Juan Vicente Torrealba, and 
Joseíto Romero. Some Colombian harpists can also 
be mentioned, such as David Parales, René Devia, 
Darío Robayo, and Carlos “Cuco” Rojas. 

The existence of a varied repertoire for the 
llanero harp can be understood through its 
fluctuating position, between the rural and the 
urban, and between the commercial and the 
traditional. The growing influence of individual 
creation within the musical canon and the 
changing conditions of the performance, have 
given a challenging role to the harp within the 
llanero culture. My transcription of "Seis por 
Derecho" is on page 43. 

Doris is a Colombian harpist, musicologist, 
and anthropologist. She studied all three 
specializations in Bogota, Colombia. She performs 
traditional Llanero music with her group, Mayele. 
She has published a book in Spanish called, El 
arpa llanera y su tradición en el Torneo Internacional 
del Joropo (The llanera harp and its tradition in the 
International Joropo Tournament). You can find her 
on Facebook and YouTube.

the columBiAn flAg
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The complete piece is in my book “Latin American Harps History, Music & Techniques” 
This version is as it was performed in the 1960s in Caracas, Venezuela. Enjoy! 

Alfredo Rolando Ortiz

Play as slow as it feels comfortable to you and then try faster little by little having FUN!
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Above are the rhythms that other instruments play to accompany Joropo. 
From Doris Arbelaez's book El arpa llanera y su tradición en el Torneo Internacional del Joropo.


