
Leyenda del Quetzal

y la Serpiente

SCORE

For orchestra

by José Luis Elizondo



Instrumentation for

Leyenda del Quetzal y la Serpiente

Duration: Approximately 5 minutes
Recommended string size: 10-8-6-6-4

Instrumentation

1 Piccolo Timpani: A, D
2 Flutes
2 Oboes Percussion I
2 Clarinets in Bb Güiro (made of wood, not metal)
1 Bassoon Snare Drum
1 Horn in F Bongos (play with hands)
Violins I Bass Drum
Violins II
Violas Percussion II
Cellos Claves
Basses Cabasa

Rain Stick



Expressions used in the score for

Leyenda del Quetzal y la Serpiente

GERMAN CZECH

Leyenda del Quetzal y la
Serpiente

Die Legende vom heiligen
Quetzal-Vogel und der
Schlange

Legenda o ptáku
Quetzalu a hadovi

always in the background immer im Hintergrund vždy v pozadí
birdlike wie ein Vogel jako pták
bold kräftig silný
bright hell jasný
broad voller Klang, großzügig žřetelný 
constrained verhalten omezený
firm but noble bestimmt und sanft rozhodný ale mírný
focused fokussiert soustředit se 
gentle sanft mírny
heroic heroisch heroicky
hypnotic hypnotisch hypnotický
in the background im Hintergrund v pozadí
light leicht lehký
like an incantation wie eine Beschwörung jako zaklínadlo
lyrical lyrisch lyrický
mysterious mysteriös záhadný
noble sanft mírny, ušlechtilý
precise präzise přesný 
reserved zurückhaltend zdrženlivý
rhapsodic rhapsodisch rapsodický
rhythmic rhỵthmisch rytmický
ritualistic ritualisiert, rituell rituální
stately stattlich majestátně 
steady konstant konstantní
strong stark silný
with authority mit Authorität s autoritou
with energy kraftvoll energicky



Leyenda del Quetzal y la Serpiente

Legend of the sacred Quetzal bird and the snake

Program Notes

Elements of Mexican folklore have inspired most of José Elizondo’s musical output. In Leyenda del
Quetzal y la Serpiente, he wanted to explore an imaginary world evocative of the Aztec myths and
stories he read as a child. Mexican painter Fedra González created a watercolor image for him,
featuring an emerald green bird and a coiled snake, illustrating the Aztec legend of the sacred Quetzal
bird and the snake. The word Quetzal literally means “precious feather” and the Quetzal bird is
associated with different divinities in Aztec mythology, as well as with the concepts of rebirth,
transformation, hope and magic. Its song was ingeniously embedded as an acoustic effect in several
Aztec and Mayan pyramids.

Leyenda del Quetzal y la Serpiente is not intended to be a programmatic piece. There is no narration
of a story. Instead, Elizondo endeavors to express in it concepts and images that he associates with
the two animal protagonists of the story. For example, an exotic bird-like melody emerges time and
time again in the upper woodwinds, floating above continually transforming orchestral textures.
Leyenda’s cyclical structure provides the composition with a distinctive ritualistic flavor. It also
projects a sinuous shape into the slithering wanderings of the pizzicato strings and lower woodwinds,
evocative of the snake.

Leyenda del Quetzal y la Serpiente was commissioned by Sergio Buslje, music director of the Pan-
American Symphony Orchestra. The premiere of the work was sponsored by a grant of the US-Mexico
Fund for Culture (Fideicomiso para la Cultura Mexico-EUA), the Humanities Council of Washington DC,
and the DC Commission on the Arts and Humanities. The Pan-American Symphony Orchestra gave the
world premiere performance of this work on June 1st, 2002 at 8pm at the Festival “Mexican Journeys:
A Celebration of Mexican Symphonic Music”.
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