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I
n April 2010 an orchestra gathers for the fi rst time 
to work through Mahler’s Symphony no.1, and 
acquits itself honourably. This by itself might not 
be noteworthy, but the orchestra in question is 
comprised of 337 musicians, all of whom are under 
th e age of 16. Is it necessary to say that this is in 

Venezuela? El Sistema has been alternately described as ‘the 
Venezuelan music miracle’ and ‘the future of classical music’ 
by various luminaries, its orchestras have performed across 
the world, and its musicians are joining the ranks of the most 
storied ensembles in the industry. And yet the questions 
remain. What exactly is El Sistema? How does it work?

Those are simple questions. But I and the other eight young 
postgraduate musicians on the Abreu Fellows programme at 
the New England Conservatory were still wrestling with the 
answers even after months of study in Boston and two months 
of fi eld work in Venezuela. We had the privilege of being the 
fi rst group of individuals welcomed by the national organising 
body and encouraged to delve deeply into the inner workings 
of El Sistema. We had visited dozens of sites across the country, 
interviewed teachers, students and administrators, performed, 
taught and observed, and still our debate raged.

The discussion wasn’t purely philosophical either. For every 
example of pedagogy or practice cited by one of us, another 
could give a counter-example to prove the opposite. Small 
incidents led to grand extrapolations or generalisations, 
and theories or preconceptions found validation in isolated 
episodes. El Sistema, as we experienced, cannot be reduced 
comfortably to bullet points or pedagogical soundbites. Its 
founder, José Antonio Abreu, once described the organisation’s 
development and growth in terms of chaos theory. From this 
perspective, El Sistema is much like an orchard of apple trees: 
each tree is unique, its height, width, leaves and branches, 

size and number of apples distinct, and yet every tree grew 
from an indistinguishable seed, and every tree produces apples.

To understand El Sistema, it is important to accept that the 
seeds aren’t primarily pedagogical but philosophical and social. 
Each fl owering, as Abreu once described it, is distinct, and 
most suited to the local growing conditions, but is also fi rmly 
rooted in or determined by fundamental principles. (For all the 
possibilities latent within an apple seed, it will never produce 
peaches.) Ultimately, the most practical way to look at El Sistema 
is not by itself, given its unique cultural and economic context, 
but in comparison with underlying philosophies of Western 
art music pedagogy. It is in the framework under which music 
is taught – the ideals and objectives – that El Sistema is most 
divergent from the established practices of classical music, 
more so than in its methods.

IT WOULD BE EASY TO DISMISS El Sistema as an anomaly: 
it grew largely within a vacuum, and now receives signifi cant 
government funding. The fact that it gained international 
notoriety at roughly the same time as the current regime came 

Young conductor JONATHAN GOVIAS 
spent two months in Venezuela studying 
the country’s famed music programme. 
Here he gives a teacher’s perspective 
on its philosophy, and shares his 
experience of its transformative power
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An orchestra rehearsal in Acarigua

to power has also created a completely inaccurate correlation 
for some, given that the programme has successfully navigated 
six changes in government over 35 years. Its survival relates to 
brilliant leadership under Abreu, but also to the explicit social 
objectives of the programme. El Sistema does not focus on the 
production of musical excellence, but the promotion of positive 
social change through the pursuit of musical excellence. 

It’s such a simple idea, obvious on one hand, but quite 
radical when considered against the vast industry of 
conservatoires and schools fi ne-tuned to produce excellent 
performers. The social agenda permeates every aspect of 
El Sistema’s operations, is a core element of its advocacy and 
thus sustainability, and infl uences at the most fundamental 
level its practical activities. 

El Sistema is fi rst and foremost an ensemble programme, 
with the symphony orchestra, and increasingly chorus, the 
focal point of the participant experience. Students are assigned 
to groups from day one, regardless of their level of ability, and 
are expected to contribute as best they can. The larger facilities 
(núcleos) generally boast multiple orchestras of varying levels of 
ability, so the learning curve can be quite gentle, but the practice 
is maintained consistently even at the smallest núcleos with 
only one orchestra. In these the curve may actually be less steep, 
since the student can benefi t from the ongoing support and 
guidance of the more experienced players. The results of this can 
be extraordinary. At the núcleo in the small town of Acarigua, 
a young man named Samuel Vargas joined the only orchestra 
at age eleven, and rose to the position of concertmaster within 
three years, without the benefi t of a regular private instructor. 

The de-emphasising of the individual represents a complete 
inversion of the established music training paradigm in which 
private lessons constitute the primary learning experience, with 
ensembles added much later. Each method has its value, but the 
Venezuelan model would have little or no effect were it not 
paired with a level of frequency virtually unheard of  

 For students with motivation, 
untold doors will open

184 
centres across the country

337 
under-16s in the National Children’s 

Orchestra of Venezuela

368,000 
Venezuelans currently involved 

in the programme 
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