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Introduction

The sound of a flute beckons me to follow. I do. It takes me away from the 
din of children playing during the habitual recess that comes after music 
classes. I turn a corner of the building and continue down a long corridor. 
There, I meet a little girl of about eight. She is kneeling in front of a bench, 
her toes pressed into the ground, and holding a flute high in her hands. Her 
eyes are fixed on a piece of white paper lined with staffs. The sheet music 
is propped on a bench— her makeshift music stand. Her thin fingers rise 
and fall like little hammers onto the silver keys of the flute. Her chin is cast 
slightly down as she directs a flow of air across the mouthpiece. I scramble 
to find my sound recorder. The girl is playing a passage from Tchaikovsky’s 
Marche slave and keeps stumbling on a high note that, as I know from expe-
rience, requires a tightening of the diaphragm and a prayer to the gods to 
come out right. Every time she gets the note wrong, she starts again. Finally, 
she gets it right. I sigh silently with relief. She puts her flute down. Only 
then does she feel my gaze and turn her head to look at me.

I speak to her briefly, ask her what it is that she likes about music. “With 
music, I create my own stories and bring them into being,” she replies. The 
end of recess is then called, and she rushes to where the entire orchestra of 
two dozen or so children between the ages of six and ten is gathering for 
rehearsal. As I look on, I am left thinking about her stories. Where do they 
come from? Where do they take her?

The children are sitting on chairs brought over to a meadow next to 
the school building. Many of the children are so small that their feet do 
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not touch the ground. They begin playing the second movement of Gustav 
Mahler’s First Symphony. Re- la- re- la thump the drums, reminiscent of the 
human heart. At some point, they all put their instruments down and begin 
to sing: re- la- re- la, in a low but powerful chant. Mothers are gathered nearby 
to listen. Some have children playing oboes, and the mothers breathe in and 
out in synchrony with the young players. A light wind is blowing, first seen, 
when the tall, centennial trees nearby begin to sway, and then felt, as it gen-
tly descends to caress all of us gathered there. Within a few minutes, it is all 
over. The conductor’s hands collect the sound, and then there is silence. But the 
music has transformed the atmosphere, still hovering above all of us in the music- 
imbued silence.1 These are the words that I, at the time a doctoral student at 
Brown University, jot down in a notebook.

This encounter took place in January 2015 at a music school in Sarare,2 
a small town in northeastern Venezuela. The school is part of the Fundación 
del Estado para el Sistema Nacional de Orquestas Juveniles e Infantiles de Vene-
zuela (FESNOJIV) or State Foundation of the National System of Youth and 
Children’s Orchestras of Venezuela, a nationwide music education network 
popularly called El Sistema.3 This Venezuelan initiative aspires to remedy 
poverty by bringing free classical music education and instruments to close 
to one million children and youth all over the country, whose total popu-
lation is just under thirty million.4 Though the majority of the participants 
are children, many, including most of my interlocutors, are young people 
over the age of eighteen.5 Founded in 1975 by Venezuelan economist and 
musician José Antonio Abreu, the state- funded institution has weathered 
seven jolting changes in government. Hugo Chávez (and, after his death, 
the incumbent president Nicolás Maduro) enthusiastically incorporated the 
institution into the political agenda of the socialist project. Fueled by an oil 
boom, the institution grew exponentially during those years and became 
famous around the world. El Sistema encompasses 1,210 orchestras for chil-
dren and youth in Venezuela. These are housed within smaller El Sistema 
branches, such as Sarare, called núcleos, 423 in number and scattered 
throughout the country. Activities at the núcleos take place daily between 2 
p.m. and 6 p.m., after regular school classes are over.

Sarare is a three- hour drive from the capital, Caracas, along a road that 
meanders between the sand and crashing waves of the coast and steep green 
hills of tropical vegetation. Like most neighborhoods that hold El Sistema 
núcleos, this one in Sarare is in one of Venezuela’s barrios, or working- class 
neighborhoods on the urban periphery.6 Barrios, which house around 50 
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percent of the Venezuelan population, are almost entirely constructed by 
their residents.7 Barrios have lower- quality public infrastructure, schools, 
health care facilities, and legal protection, a symptom of their exclusion 
from the rest of the city. Barrios are also the areas most severely affected by 
police and drug- related gun violence. Barrio residents are generally peo-
ple of indigenous and Afro- Venezuelan descent who find themselves in 
the lowest socioeconomic strata of Venezuelan society.8 Long a part of the 
urban landscape, barrios expanded significantly in several waves of urban-
ization over the course of the twentieth century.9 They became the focus of 
the socially progressive policies of Hugo Chávez’s government (1999– 2013), 
which succeeded in dramatically decreasing poverty.10 Yet barrio residents 
have continued to live in the shadows of different forms of social exclusion. 
As Venezuela rapidly descended into political and economic crisis over the 
course of my research (2011– 2015), I watched as the barrio residents’ precar-
ious livelihoods were hard hit.

In my fieldwork, it was a priority for me to study the significance of 
music practice for residents of Venezuela’s many barrios, such as the girl play-
ing the flute in Sarare. In their music lives, I could listen to one instance of 
the creativity people summoned to build new worlds in the face of political 
violence, of imagining and presenting themselves otherwise, of affirming a 
right to a future. Beyond the artistic dimensions of these transformations, 
El Sistema also provided students with scholarships and membership in a 
world- famous musical community, thus placing residents of the barrios in 
ambiguous and fluctuating class and social positions.

After that day in Sarare, I returned to Caracas, where I was living, the 
image of the girl nestled in my mind. The Venezuelan capital, routinely 
referred to as one of the most dangerous cities in the world, is infamous 
for its high homicide rates.11 These statistics generate pervasive fear among 
the population. But violence is not evenly distributed. It is feared the most 
by the upper classes who live in gated communities and commute in bul-
letproof cars and by foreigners, such as myself, who perceive themselves 
to be likely targets of such violence. Statistically, however, the perpetrators 
and casualties of this violence are predominantly young men of color who 
live on the urban margins and frequently form part of armed neighborhood 
groups called bandas.12 Throughout the book I will refer to everyday violence 
to describe the overall sense of insecurity that gripped daily life in urban 
Venezuela. This insecurity became magnified by anti- government protests 
that flooded the streets of Caracas in February 2014 and by the excessive, 
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lethal force used by state police aiming to quell them. As I walked home that 
evening, I saw that protesters had once again blocked traffic and set trash on 
fire. Already that same day (and certainly now), the scene in the little núcleo 
seemed but a dream. Yet it had touched me and continues to resonate in me.

My fascination with this scene— of the girl kneeling on the ground and 
playing the flute— is also viscerally personal. A couple of decades earlier, in 
an entirely different historical and geographic context, that eight- year- old 
girl was me.

When I was two years old, a wave of revolutions brought about the 
fall of communism in Eastern Europe and thrust my native Bulgaria into 
political and economic transition. Observing the scene from our balcony in 
Sofia, as a small child waving a blue flag, I was in awe. Traffic on the four- 
lane boulevard below, one of the few points of predictability in my life, was 
stopped because of the crowds. Someone was pushing an upright piano on 
the street and playing the rock ballad “Wind of Change” by the Scorpions. 
The protests in Venezuela, similarly targeting a repressive socialist govern-
ment, reminded me vividly of those very first childhood memories in Bul-
garia. When I was six, I began playing the piano. At eleven, I also took up 
the flute. Like the girl in the coastal town in Venezuela, and like the count-
less other musicians and their families that I talked to, I could frequently be 
found playing on my own, engrossed in the music. In the struggle to get a 
note right. In the endless repetition to master a phrase, until it was settled 
in the muscle memory of my fingers. In the little stories I told myself to 
accompany each piece. In the skip to my step that the hour of playing music 
gave me. In the sense of purpose and stability that music provided, a coun-
terpoint to the movement of social tectonics around me. A decade later, I 
moved to the United States to attend college and would find in music a form 
of sustenance in the face of another life transition.

The encounter with the girl kneeling on the floor so she could use a 
bench as a music stand has haunted me for years. There is only a single line 
in my fieldnotes dedicated to the girl— A little girl is kneeling on the floor in 
front of a bench on which her score is poised— and the recording of her playing 
Tchaikovsky’s slow and mournful melody. I never learned her name, and 
yet the sensorial memory of her lives with me in vivid detail. What was 
it that moved this girl to spend recess learning a passage from a piece by 
Tchaikovsky? What drove her mother to dedicate a few hours daily to bring-
ing her to and from the núcleo? What did it mean, for people involved in 
El Sistema, to be moved so deeply by music? What repercussions did that 
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experience have on their daily lives? Finally, why had such an extraordinary 
number of young people in Venezuela chosen to invest their desires in clas-
sical music?

EnchantMEnt

Thinking through the encounter with the girl –  and seeking the vocabulary 
to describe it –  led me to the idea of enchantment. “Me encanta,” my inter-
locutors would often say about music, meaning that music enchants them 
or, more colloquially, that they love it. But enchantment also lingered in 
how they described music as magical. In how they said “me llena” –  literally, 
music “fills me” but also “touches” or “overwhelms me.” To be enchanted 
is to experience wonder and fascination. To be, as the girl was, paying rapt 
attention. To let oneself be moved. To enchant is to have a strong influence 
over another, to move them deeply. Such was the power that the girl exer-
cised over me, that each of the musicians in the little orchestra had over one 
another, and over their audience, in the moment of playing together.

If scholars have described enchantment as a “temporarily immobilizing 
encounter,” I was struck by the movement that could live in enchantment, 
by the embodied dimensions of creation.13 Breathing. Fingering. Coordina-
tion. Enchantment, as the concept emerged from my fieldwork, requires the 
active cultivation of a skill, what we might think of as bodily techniques.14 
Each time the girl repeated the musical phrase, she was reaching for a vision 
she had of the music. In the labor of creation, she was building a sonorous 
world that, as I came close to her, I, too, began to inhabit. In its incomplete-
ness, in the forward momentum of its creation, it pointed toward a future. 
It was a world of the imagination, a dimension of reality, that disobeyed 
a linear temporality and incorporated futurity as an element of the every-
day. Enchantment also speaks of musical vibrations. Its root, in French, is 
chante, which means “song.” The verb “to sing” also sounds in the Spanish 
en- cantar.15 To enchant, then, can mean to surround with song and sound.

What draws me to the concept of enchantment is that it simultaneously 
contains, and goes beyond, surprise and wonder.16 While “to wonder” is to 
feel curiosity or doubt, as in a state of hesitation, “to enchant” implies deci-
siveness and certainty –  a power over another.17 Surprise, and even won-
der, may dissipate once the phenomenon that surprised us is explained. 
Enchantment lingers and, by doing so, transforms us. Enchantment con-


