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ABSTRACT 
 

In the collaborative integration of the components in Brazilian folk music 

language and of western art music style, Villa-Lobos’ compositional style is unique in 

reflecting a self-defined method apart from the development of nineteenth century 

Nationalism.  The purpose of this study is to identify the use of the Brazilian nationalistic 

elements in the music of the Brazilian art music composer Heitor Villa-Lobos as well as 

to examine his approach of the use of the representative components in his writing for 

clarinet.  The choice of compositions included in this document focuses on the three 

chamber music works with clarinet in the set of the Chôros: Chôros No. 2 (1924), 

Chôros, No. 7 (1924), and Quintette en forme de chôros (1928).  The Chôros was chosen 

because these compositions exhibit the maturity of Villa-Lobos’ writing style of Brazilian 

nationalistic language.  This study also discusses the historical background of traditional 

choro music as a prominent style in Brazilian popular music during the 1920s and 

analyzes how this genre influenced the set of Villa-Lobos’ Chôros.  
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CHAPTER 1 

BIOGRAPHICAL OVERVIEW OF HEITOR VILLA-LOBOS 

 Heitor Villa-Lobos (1887-1959) was a Brazilian composer.  He was undoubtedly 

the most creative and charismatic figure in twentieth century Brazilian art music.  He 

produced a massive number of compositions and his achievement in creating 

distinguished compositional styles stood as a high model for generations.           

Early Life (before 1920) 

Two circumstances of Villa-Lobo’s early life were his childhood in Rio de Janeiro 

and the stern discipline of his father (Raul Villa-Lobos) on his early music training.  

Villa-Lobos was born into a family with a despotic father and a mother who hoped that 

her son would have a medical career.  His father was a librarian of the Biblioteca 

Nacional and an amateur musician.  At a young age, Villa-Lobos had little interest in 

formal schooling or a career in medicine.  His father soon discovered his potential in 

music and instructed him on cello and clarinet.1 Villa-Lobos had said that the basic 

musical instruction he received from his father was sufficient and felt no need for further 

studies. He stated:          

With him, I always attended rehearsals, concerts and operas… I also learned how 
to play the clarinet, and I was required to identify the genre, style, character and 
origin of compositions, in addition to recognizing quickly the name of a note, of 
sounds or noises… Watch out, when I didn’t get it right.2 

                                                
1 David P. Appleby, Heitor Villa-Lobos: a Life (Lanham, Maryland: The Scarecrow Press, Inc., 2002), 8-9. 
 
2 Gerard Béhague, Heitor Villa-Lobos: the Search for Brazil’s Musical Soul (Austin, Texas: Institute of    
Latin American Studies, 1994), 3. 
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Villa-Lobos’ first contact with Brazilian rural folk music was at age of six when 

his family fled to a small town between Rio de Janeiro and Minas Gerais to avoid his 

father’s imprisonment.  Francisco Silva3 describes Villa-Lobos’ encounter at the time:  

 Cataguazes [a town in the state of Minas Gerais], with its tropical fruit trees on 
the banks of the Pomba River, was a source of enchantment.  The trees were filled 
with tropical birds, singing with all the glory of tropical song.  The most exciting 
part of his experiences was the new world of sounds and the strumming of guitars 
and homemade string instruments such as the “rebequinha”.  This kind of sound 
was entirely new to him.  He came to love the sounds of homemade instruments 
made by popular musicians in God’s rural Brazil.4 

     
His family returned to Rio de Janeiro in 1893.  After their return, his father resumed their 

family activities and invited musician friends to play excerpts from recent Italian operas.  

These circumstances allowed Villa-Lobos to be exposed to the idea of classical chamber 

music.   

After his father’s death (1899), Villa-Lobos began to embrace his real passion for 

his hometown city’s popular musical culture.  The music that Villa-Lobos was drawn to 

was called choro, the musical tradition celebrated among the carioca5 natives in Rio at 

the time.  This musical style attracted renowned performers and composers of popular 

music.  Villa-Lobos’ true ambition was to join a choro music group to improvise music 

for festive events.  Because of his technical ability and skills in improvisation, he 

eventually made his way to join the well-established choro ensemble directed by Quincas 

Laranjeira.  Villa-Lobos immersed himself in an environment surrounded by the most 

                                                
3 Silva, Francisco Pereira da (1918-1985) is the author of book Villa-Lobos.  It was published by Editora 
Três in Rio de Janeiro in 1974.  
 
4 David P. Appleby, Heitor Villa-Lobos: a Life, 8. 
 
5 Carioca refers to a native or inhabitant of Rio de Janeiro, Brazil.  The original word comes from the 
indigenous Amerindian language of Tupi people, meaning white man’s house.  
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famous popular artists of his time and absorbed their artistic essence and style.  This 

experience provides the foundation for his later practice of colorful sonority—authentic 

and spontaneous—in his music.     

Villa-Lobos claimed, between 1905 and 1912, he had traveled through the 

Brazilian northeastern states (Espírito Santo, Bahia, and Pernambuco), western states 

(São Paulo, Mato Grosso, and Goiás), and a few states in the Amazon region.  He told 

many stories of his personal encounters with aborigines in the Amazon jungle, during 

which time he collected assorted indigenous music, but his tales have failed to be proven 

by evidence.  Ever since his first exposure to the folk melodies in 1892, Villa-Lobos had 

strong interests in indigenous sound and rural music.  His enthusiasm made him “a slave 

of all things Brazilian,”6 which allowed him to capture the imaginations for the 

compositions of Brazilian characters.  There is a strong likelihood that Villa-Lobos’ trips 

going into the hinterland of the Northeast offered him the most valid studies of Brazilian 

folk music.7   

The statement regarding the years of his travel always raises an intriguing 

question for the authentication of those indigenous components used in his compositions.  

For many musicologists and theorists, Villa-Lobos’ stories and his bold statements have 

been considerable conjecture.  Those “thousands tunes” that Villa-Lobos claimed to 

collect have never been documented.  Villa-Lobos’ interest in indigenous ideas and his 

                                                
6 The phrase is an authentic quotation of Villa-Lobos’ own word. 
 
7 Vasco Mariz, Heitor Villa-Lobos: Life and Work of the Brazilian Composer (Washington, D.C.: Brazilian 
American Cultural Institute INC., 1970), 8-9. 
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use of them nevertheless remain valid and is a crucial point in the discussion of his 

compositional style.     

In 1907, Villa-Lobos returned to Rio de Janeiro after a few years of travel.  

During his short stay, he enrolled in the Instituto Nacional de Música for the classes in 

harmony and counterpoint.  Soon he found himself restrained by the strict rules in 

traditional formal principles.  He realized that he could never adjust himself to repeated 

use of these theoretical rules and instead continued to experiment with use of regional 

musical themes in his composition.  A few months later, he returned to his adventure of 

exploring the rural land of Brazil.   

After marrying pianist Lucília Guimarães in 1913, Villa-Lobos decided to make it 

his priority to become a composer.  They began with three concerts outside of Rio 

presenting several works by Villa-Lobos in the spring of 1915.  On November 15th of 

1915, Villa-Lobos gave his first concert consisting entirely of his compositions in Rio de 

Janeiro, a rather conservative musical environment.  The review of the concert was 

mixed.  Some critics referred to what they experienced as “the modern effects” and 

“preoccupation with external effects.”8 The second concert held in 1917 was favorably 

received.  Villa-Lobos consciously made the choice to present four of his songs in Italian 

and French rather than engage in a battle for songs in his native language, Portuguese. 

In 1917, Villa-Lobos met Darius Milhaud and French musician-diplomat, Paul 

Claudel.  For a European musician like Milhaud whose ears were attuned to Schoenberg 

or Stravinsky, unlike those conservative Brazilian music critics, Villa-Lobos’ music was 

                                                
8 David P. Appleby, Heitor Villa-Lobos: a Life, 38. 
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not offensive.  Milhaud was fascinated by the Brazilian style of salon music, particularly 

the elemental rhythm, syncopation, in this popular music.  Milhaud had said it “helped 

him to better understand the Brazilian soul” through the performance of Ernesto 

Nazareth, a famous choro musician at the time.9 Nazareth’s music, such as tango or 

maxixes, evidences the essential elements of Brazilian national style prior to Villa-Lobos’ 

innovation.  

Amazonas and Uirapurú were two orchestral works composed by Villa-Lobos in 

1917.  The form of symphonic poem allowed Villa-Lobos to compose with much 

freedom, apart from the restraints of the rules in Western traditional harmony.  The 

folkloric storylines and the choices of indigenous themes for both works freed Villa-

Lobos’ imagination, which advanced his ability to progress in his personal style.  In 

1918, Villa-Lobos was introduced to Arthur Rubinstein and he became the biggest 

supporter for Villa-Lobos’ music career.  Rubinstein performed and recorded Villa-

Lobos’ piano music, including piano suite A prole do bebê no.1 and helped establish 

sponsorship for Villa-Lobos’ trip to and stay in Europe.  Their encounter opened a path 

for Villa-Lobos to gain international recognition. 

“Week of Modern Art” and Parisian Experience (1920-1930) 

At the turn of the twentieth century, life in the city of Rio de Janeiro was 

permeated by groups of obstinate social elite.  The city embraced its imperial past and 

gravitated toward European cultural fashion despite the country’s political reality as a 

republic.  Music and the arts dearly lingered over their strong bond with nineteenth-

                                                
9 David P. Appleby, Heitor Villa-Lobos: a Life, 39. 
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century European tradition still while marching into 1922.  Conservatism endured to be 

the belief and the practice.  

Mário de Andrade was the spokesman for the modernismo movement in Brazil.  

The movement in February 1922 included a group of artists and musicians who sought 

new principles and demanded new meanings to their artistic creations against the 

preference of the conservatives who dominated the artistic life of the nation.  Brazilian 

modernists planned for a series of lectures and exhibits presenting the latest works in the 

arts.  The “Week of Modern Art” took place in São Paulo.  It was a turning point for 

Brazilian culture to emerge from the suffocating influence of European tradition.  Villa-

Lobos was a supporter for this progressive cultural movement in Brazil and was 

appointed to be the representative of the new trend in music.  He wrote new compositions 

particularly for “The Week” and organized its musical program.  However, there was 

strong opposition to the modernist movement.  

Villa-Lobos soon realized the way to develop a successful reputation in Brazil 

was through recognition in Europe.  He was encouraged by supportive colleagues and 

eventually funded by the Brazilian Congress to visit Europe.  The plan was to promote 

Brazilian music, and this circumstance provided a golden opportunity for Villa-Lobos to 

achieve recognition of his compositions overseas.   

Villa-Lobos made in total three trips to Paris between 1923 and 1930.  Several of 

Villa-Lobos’ compositions had been performed in different concerts prior to the Chamber 

Music Concert in May 1924.  This Chamber Concert, which took place at the Salle des 

Agriculteurs, used a number of famous performers but received negative reaction from 
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the public.  On October 24 and December 5, 1927, Villa-Lobos offered two concerts, 

which were programmed with the first performance of several pieces in the Chôros.  

These concerts were viewed as a touchstone to establish his name to the French public 

and critics.  The concerts included: Chôros No. 2, Chôros No. 3, Chôros No. 4, Chôros 

No. 7, Chôros No. 8, Chôros No. 10.  Overall, his music received positive comments 

from Henri Prunières in La Revue Musicale.  Prunières described in the review that he 

could hear the tropical “enchantments of virgin forests, great plains, an exuberant nature, 

lavish in fruits, flowers, and singing birds” and said the effect of the concerts “revealed a 

new world of sound.”10 

Villa-Lobos was convinced that the way to succeed in Paris was to compose 

music that implied strong exoticism.  He urged himself to develop a distinctively personal 

style of writing and desired to be considered innovative and original in composition.  

Villa-Lobos wrote approximately one hundred works during the ten years span of his 

European era.  The set of Chôros presented the novel idea of Villa-Lobos to mimic the 

improvisatory nature of Brazilian street musicians.  The series fulfilled the taste of 

Parisians by the power of sound that reflected the diversity of the tropics and 

geographical immensity of his native land.  The success of the Chôros expedited the 

maturity of Villa-Lobos’ compositional practice.   

Nonetto: Impressão rápida de todo o Brasil (A Brief Impression of the Whole of 

Brazil) was another self-defined masterpiece composed by Villa-Lobos in 1923.  The 

Nonetto includes several compositional innovations: panoramic instrumentation for 

                                                
10 David P. Appleby, Heitor Villa-Lobos: a Life, 75-76. 
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chamber music work, local percussion instruments, complex tone clusters, and 

polyrhythmic elements manipulated through a use of vocal syllables.  The first 

performance of the Nonetto, May 30, 1924, resulted in mixed opinions and greater public 

attention to Villa-Lobos’ music.    

Before returning to Brazil in 1930, Villa-Lobos insisted on giving two last 

concerts to make a final impression upon Parisians.  The two concerts were held in the 

Salle Gaveau in Paris on April 30 and May 5, 1930.  Villa-Lobo’s initial travel plan was 

to return to Brazil for a series of concerts.  After establishing a close relation to the inner 

circle of French musical society and Parisian concertgoers, he did not foresee a long-term 

stay in Brazil.  Villa-Lobos eventually returned to Rio de Janeiro on June 15 1930. 

Return to Brazil (1930-1943) 

Between 1930 and 1943, Villa-Lobos’ professional pursuit in his career 

coincidentally corresponded to the political success of the new Getúlio Vergas 

government.  Upon his return, Villa-Lobos became a strong advocate of music education.  

He was determined to change the absence of musical education programs in the public 

schools.  Villa-Lobos believed in order to open the Brazilian public’s mind to gain an 

understanding of his music education proposal, they needed to be exposed to great art 

music performed by top-notch musicians.  In reaction to his belief, he organized a 

marathon concert tour series in the state of São Paulo including 54 concerts, beginning in 

January 1931. 

In 1932 Villa-Lobos took a new government position in Rio de Janeiro and 

founded Superintendência de Educação Musical e Artística (Superintendency of Musical 
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and Artistic Education, SEMA).  One of the projects as the minister of SEMA was to 

produce educational anthologies for the school program.  Guia prático (Practical Guide) 

was the most valuable collection in terms of its scope and originality.  It contains 

Brazilian children’s songs and folksongs collected across diverse regions of Brazil.  The 

materials provide supplemental details of the melodies, including the origin, the place of 

collection, and performing directions.  The six-volume collection, began in 1932, was 

never completed or published.  The 137 melodies compiled to make the first volume were 

used with arrangements in Villa-Lobos’ piano works.11   

Villa-Lobos had offered the Vargas government his support to restore patriotic 

consciousness among the public through music.  He organized stadium vocal concerts of 

titanic forces, first in the city of São Paulo in May 1931, and on one occasion conducted 

40,000 performers to sing patriotic songs on subjects, such as the beautiful landscape of 

their country, the Amazon River, and etc.  To awaken pride in their national spirit, he 

appointed a committee to correct common errors in interpretation of the Brazilian 

national anthem and arranged the Hino da independência do Brasil for three-part a 

cappella chorus, reminding people of Brazilian independence from Portugal.  

In 1942, Villa-Lobos established an institution, the Conservatório Nacional de 

Canto Orfeônico (National Conservatory for Orpheonic Singing, CNCO), for training 

teachers to guide choral activity.  In the curriculum for the program, choral singing is 

used as an approach to introduce all aspects of music to the children.  For large choral 

singing activities, the procedure of warm-up focused on an exercise of six-part canon, 

                                                
11 Simon Wright, Villa-Lobos (New York: Oxford University Press, 1992), 67. 
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which was based on words: bondade (kindness), realidade (reality), amizade (friendship), 

sinceridade (sincerity), igualdade (equality), and lealdade (loyalty).  The first letter of 

each of the six words made up the spelling of Brasil.  

During 1930 to 1945, Villa-Lobos wrote another series of compositions, 

consisting of nine pieces and titled Bachianas brasileiras.  This work was inspired by 

Bach’s style and was criticized by some for the imitation of its inspiration.  A love of 

Bach’s music made Villa-Lobos believe the idea that common techniques to Baroque 

music simulated improvisation to Brazilian popular music.  The significance of the 

Bachianas brasileiras was somewhat overshadowed by the great tribute that Villa-Lobos 

paid to Bach.  Besides the series, the composer also transcribed several preludes and 

fugues from The Well-tempered Clavier for choral ensembles and an orchestra of cellos.     

All nine pieces in the Bachianas brasileiras, have dual titles: baroque titles and 

Brazilian subtitles, with an exception of the Bachianas brasileiras No. 9 which is only 

given the title of Prelúdio (Prelude) and Fuga (Fugue) for the two movements.  The 

series includes works for orchestra of cellos, expanded chamber orchestra, solo piano 

with orchestra, soprano with an orchestra of cellos, duet for flue and bassoon, orchestra, 

and orchestra of voices (or orchestra of strings).  The Bachianas brasileiras No. 6 is the 

only chamber music composition in the series.  Composed in 1938 for flute and bassoon, 

it has two short movements with the title Ária and subtitle Choro for its first movement 

and Fantasia (Allegro) for the second movement.  This series, like the set of Chôros, is 

commonly regarded as a notable success in Villa-Lobos’ compositional achievement. 
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Final Years (1943-1959) 

After his more than a decade long endeavor to the music education program in 

Brazil, Villa-Lobos once again found the calling to travel abroad to connect his Brazilian 

music with the mainstream art music world.  He devoted the last years of his life mostly 

to conducting of world-class symphony orchestras playing his own music, recording 

projects, negotiating deals with publishers, and more writings of commissioned works—

particularly in Villa-Lobos’ style that was known from the 1920s.  He explored new 

territories this time, such as Argentina, Chile, Great Britain, Israel, and the United States.  

Prior to Villa-Lobos’ first visit to the United States in 1943,12 the American public 

already had a taste of his exotic music.  His music made its appearance on the concert 

programs for the New York World’s Fair and the Museum of Modern Art in New York 

City in 1939 and 1940.  Those concerts presented a number of Villa-Lobos’ compositions 

including: Chôros No. 4, No. 5, No.7, No. 8, No. 10, Aria from Bachianas brasileiras 

No. 1 and No. 5, and A prole do bebê No.1.  The compositions in general were given 

positive reviews by New York music critics: Olin Downes (The New York Times), Oscar 

Thompson, and Francis D. Perkins (other leading New York newspapers). 

 Villa-Lobos’ music was highly regarded by the American concert attendees.  

Their acceptance provided Villa-Lobos global fame and brought him great opportunities 

for more commissioned works.  Even though the exoticism in “Villa-Lobos’ style” was 

initially expected, many of those compositions were written in a more conventional 

approach and language compared to his earlier famous compositions.  In 1945, he wrote 

                                                
12 Vasco Mariz, Heitor Villa-Lobos: Life and Work of the Brazilian Composer, 24. 
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his first commissioned work for a Canadian pianist, Ellen Ballon.  The composition was 

written in a traditional four-movement structure and named with a conventional title, 

Concerto no.1 para piano e orquestra (Concerto No. 1 for piano and orchestra).  The 

composer wrote four more piano concertos (including Piano Concerto No. 5 premiered in 

London in 1955) and also produced several concerto compositions for a group of 

neglected solo instruments: Concerto for Guitar (1951), Concerto for Harp (1953), and 

Concerto for Harmonica (1955-56).  As with the Symphony No. 11 in 1955, those 

compositions ran into more adverse criticism than he expected. 

The second half of 1948 was by far the most difficult period of Villa-Lobos’ life.  

The composer was troubled by his deteriorating health and urged by his doctor to 

consider a surgical treatment in the United States.  Although the operation went 

successfully and eventually restored his vitality, Villa-Lobos was constrained to accept a 

lifestyle change in his professional ambition after this point.  It is suggested that the 

consequences of his health concern had a crucial affect in the creative life of Villa-

Lobos.13 In the final period, Villa-Lobos increasingly considered New York as the 

primary stage for his professional career but also frequently went on concert tour in many 

major cities around the world.  After the summer of 1959, Villa-Lobos was back again in 

Rio de Janeiro and attended his last concert on Independence Day.  His health declined 

drastically afterwards, and he passed away on November 17, 1959. 

                                                
13 Vasco Mariz, Heitor Villa-Lobos: Life and Work of the Brazilian Composer, 25. 
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CHAPTER 2 
 

CHORO: THE TRADITIONAL CHORO AND VILLA-LOBOS’ INNOVATIVE 
COMPOSITIONS 

  
The Traditional Choro 

 
Choro, a pronounced instrumental style in Brazilian popular music, emerged in 

the late nineteenth century in Rio de Janeiro and over time became a distinctive sound of 

Brazil.  The term “choro” originally denoted a small ensemble centered by flute or 

clarinet, guitar, and cavaquinho (a Brazilian guitar), and often including ophicleide, 

trombone, and percussion.  In the early days, choro was exclusively instrumental.  The 

human voice was rarely present.    

Choro was characterized with the use of improvisation and mixtures of Afro-

Brazilian and European musical elements.  It was interpreted with the syncopations and 

multi-rhythmic energy added to European dance music of the time (late 18th century): 

waltzes, polkas, mazurkas, quadrilles, and schottisches.  The music was rhapsodic and 

sometimes dissonant, and intended to be played at a lively tempo as showpieces by the 

choro soloists.  Choro was usually presented in an informal setting with no set time to 

begin or end.    

It is widely agreed by most choro musicians that the term “choro” is closely 

related to the verb chorar in Portuguese meaning to cry or to weep.  The traditional choro 

was synonyms to street music groups.  The first group of chorões, the ensemble that 

performed choro music, began in Rio de Janeiro around 1870.  The choro musicians of 

the early time were usually not professionals.  Most of them had civil service jobs and 
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came from the urban lower-middle class.  They gathered in their leisure time playing 

music in cafés or in the open air simply for fun. 

Several statements indicate diverse origins of choro, but all explanations point to 

certain types of musical traditions that were rooted in the city of Rio de Janeiro.  In 

Choro, the author Livingston-Isenhour and Garcia state:  

The Emergence of choro in Rio de Janeiro in the latter part of the nineteenth 
century represents both a continuation and a departure from earlier ensembles, 
styles, and genres.  The modinha and the lundu were still a part of popular culture 
at this time but represented only a fraction of the diverse musics found in the 
rapidly expanding urban context.  In this new environment, the terno ensemble1 
became indelibly linked to a new style of playing and, by the 1890s, to the new 
genre of choro….  This investigation leads to several important Afro-Brazilian 
instrumental groups from which the choro terno developed, including the 
choromeleiro, música de barbeiros (barbers’ groups), and fazenda (plantation) 
bands, all of which relied on the terno as their core instrumentation.2  
 

In Música Brasileira, the author Claus Schreiner suggests: 

Most song and dance forms in Rio were combined with the polca (whose 
Brazilianization is reflected in the new spelling), resulting in ever new variations.  
Polca-lundus and polca-tangos (influenced by the Cuban habanera) competed for 
the cariocas’ favor, both within the salon repertoire as well as by more popular 
orchestras. 
 
Whatever the case, a new bastard form—the maxixe, a hybrid of the polka, lundu, 
and habanera—suddenly appeared.  The maxixe was a merry dance characterized 
by a forced, lightly syncopated rhythm…. The maxixe which arose in 1870 
represents the first urban dance of Brazilian creation.  Popular music styles of the 
latter half of the nineteenth century became the melodic and rhythmic source 
material for a development within MPB3 known as choro.4  

                                                
1 Terno ensemble is a small instrumental group, commonly formed by violão, flute, and cavaquinho. 
 
2 Tamara Elena Livingston-Isenhour and Thomas George Caracas Garcia, Choro (Bloomington, Indiana: 
Indiana University Press, 2005), 58.      
 
3 MPB literally means Música Popular Brasileira, Brazilian Popular Music.  It designates a trend in post 
Bossa-Nova urban popular music. 
 
4 Claus Schreiner, Música Brasileira: a History of Popular Music and the People of Brazil (New York: 
Marion Boyars Publishers, 1993), 87-89. 
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Beginning as a style of playing, choro eventually evolved as the choro genre, and 

the music was published on sheet music with the term of choro in 1920s.  Claus 

Schreiner states that several Brazilian musicologists even consider choro as the only 

typical independent style of Brazilian music.5         

In structure, the traditional choros6 are often in duple time and in simple form, 

such as rondo.7 It has one or two melodic instruments accompanied by stringed 

instruments providing harmony and a bass line, and percussion instruments playing 

characteristic rhythmic patterns. These patterns usually contain a constant reiteration of 

sixteenth notes in variation.8 The “choro rhythm”, derived from the interpretation for 

Arraste-Pé, meaning “dragged foot”, is realized in this syncopated figure   in a 

duple time (See Example 1).9 

Example 1.  Choro Rhythm 

 

 

                                                
5 Claus Schreiner, Música Brasileira, 89. 
 
6 Sometime in the twenty years since the founding of Joaquim Antônio Calado terno called Choro Carioca 
in 1870, certain defining elements of the choro style coalesced and were stylized in composed pieces 
known as choros. 
 
7 Tamara Elena Livingston-Isenhour and Thomas George Caracas Garcia, Choro, 66. 
 
8 Claus Schreiner, Música Brasileira, 101. 
 
9 Ibid., 89. 
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Joaquim Antônio da Silva Calado, a flutist, was the leading pioneer choro 

musician in the late 1870s.  His solo performances often featured octave leaps and 

fleeting key changes.  Modeled after Calado’s virtuosic talents, choro melodies usually 

exhibit wide leaps, fast chromatic scalar passages, and fast repeated notes.10 In addition, 

the personal emotion and improvisatory style powered by the choro musicians is also a 

large part of the expected musical effect of choros.   

  Besides Joaquim Antônio da Silva Calado, a group of composers and performers 

from Rio de Janeiro, including the pianists Chiquinha Gonzaga and Ernesto Nazareth and 

the clarinetist and saxophonist Anacleto de Medeiros, began in the 1880s to add choros to 

their repertoire.  Choro groups appeared in public on radio and gained recognition around 

the globe in the 1920s. 

The Chôros 

The Chôros is a series of original compositions written by Heitor Villa-Lobos 

during 1920 and 1929.  These 17 works, scored for solos or ensembles of various sizes, 

are both vocal and instrumental (See Table 1 below).  It is believed that this series was 

given the title Chôros to advocate the Brazilian character utilized in its compositions.11  

Others, like Peppercorn, however, suggest that Villa-Lobos used the term in particular as 

a banner to garner attention and make his music more appealing to nationalistic 

audiences.12  The Chôros portrays Villa-Lobos’ perception of Brazil.  It is evident that the 

                                                
10 Tamara Elena Livingston-Isenhour and Thomas George Caracas Garcia, Choro, 66. 
   
11 Simon Wright, Villa-Lobos, 67. 
 
12 Lisa M. Peppercorn, Villa-Lobos: the Music: an Analysis of his Style. (Kahn & Averill, London: Pro/Am 
Music Resources Inc., 1991), 51. 
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Chôros compositions reflect a strong local color using the musical clichés in the 

traditional choro as a basis, and articulating it with a stylization of indigenous materials 

and of natural sounds.                

Table 1. The Chôros 
 

Number Instrumentation/Orchestration Date First Performance Duration  
1 solo guitar 1920 undocumented 3’ 
2 flute and clarinet 1924 02/18/1925, São Paulo 3’ 
3  

(Pica-pau) 
male chorus, clarinet, saxophone, 

bassoon, and 3horns 
1925 11/30/1925, São Paulo 6’ 

4 3 horns and trombone 1926 10/24/1927, Paris 6’ 
5 

(Alma brasileira) 
solo piano 1925 10/16/1940, New York 5’ 

6 orchestra 1926 7/18/1942, Rio de Janeiro 26’ 
7  

(Settimino) 
flute, oboe, clarinet, saxophone, 

bassoon, tam-tam, violin, and cello 
1924 9/17/1925,  

Rio de Janeiro 
9’ 

8 orchestra and 2 pianos 1925 10/24/1927, Paris 18’ 
9 orchestra 1929 7/15/1942, Rio de Janeiro 23’ 
10  

(Rasga o Coração) 
orchestra and mixed chorus 1926 11/11/1926,  

Rio de Janeiro 
11’ 

11 orchestra and solo piano 1928 7/18/1942, Rio de Janeiro 60’ 
12 orchestra 1929 10/21/1945, Boston 35’ 
13  2 orchestra and band * 1929 undocumented n/a 
14  orchestra, band, and chorus * 1928 undocumented n/a 

Deux Chôros Bis violin and cello 1928 3/14/1930, Paris 8’ 
Quintette en 

forme de chôros 
flute, oboe, clarinet, English horn/ 

French horn, and bassoon 
1928 3/14/1930, Paris 13’ 

Introdução aos 
chôros 

orchestra and solo guitar 1929 1942, Rio de Janeiro 11’ 

* lost composition 
 
 
 
 
 Villa-Lobos completed the entire series within a ten-year span.  The early Chôros 

earned him international recognition.  This strong acceptance encouraged his pursuit to 

continue this avant-garde project.  The Chôros compositions include: two solo works, 

guitar solo (Chôros No. 1) and piano solo (Chôros No. 5); two instrumental duos, for 

clarinet and flute (Chôros No. 2) and for violin and cello (Deux Chôros Bis); a setting for 

large wind ensemble with male chorus (Chôros No. 3); three chamber music 



 31 

compositions (Chôros No. 4, Chôros No. 7, and Quintette en forme de chôros); six 

orchestral works (Chôros No. 6, Chôros No. 8, Chôros No. 9, Chôros No. 10, Chôros 

No. 12, and Introdução aos chôros); a piano concerto (Chôros No. 11); and two works 

for large-scale multi-ensembles (Chôros No. 13 and Chôros No. 14).  Oddly, the numbers 

assigned to The Chôros and the dates of the compositions do not match.  The Introdução 

aos chôros was written after the entire series of Chôros was completed.  The intention 

was to use it as a prelude to the entire cycle to celebrate the completion of the work.  

Themes used in this introduction piece were ideas taken from the other works in the 

series.  An attempt to perform the bulk of the entire cycle takes more than three and a half 

hours, not including Chôros No. 13 and Chôros No. 14.  

Apart from the traditional West-European formality, the majority of these 

compositions are structured as single-movements, consisting of either multi-sections or 

multi-motives.  Whether Villa-Lobos’ Chôros represents a new form of composition is 

debated.  Although Lisa M. Peppercorn stated the designation of Chôros does not evoke a 

new form of composition but merely presents a title which stresses the strong local color 

of Brazil,13 Villa-Lobos argued in a note published by the French Editions Max Eschig in 

several of the scores: 

‘Le Chôros représente une nouvelle forme de composition musicale, dans laquelle 
sont synthétisées les differentes modalités de la musique Brésilienne, indienne et 
populaire, ayant pour principaux éléments le rythme et n’importe quelle mélodie 
typique de caractère populaire, qui apparait de temps à autre accidentellement, 
toujours transformée selon la personalité de l’auteur.  Les procédés harmoniques 
sont, eux aussi, presque une stylisation complète de l’original.  Le mot Sérénade 
peut donner une idée approximative de la signification du Chôros’. 

                                                
13 Lisa Peppercorn, Villa-Lobos, the Music, 51. 
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The Chôros represents a new form of musical composition in which are 
synthesized the different modalities of Brazilian music, Indian and popular, 
having as principal elements rhythm and any typical melody of popular character 
that appears here and there accidentally, always transformed according to the 
author’s personality.  The harmonic procedures are also almost a complete 
stylization of the original.  The word Serenade can give an approximate idea of 
the meaning of Chôros.14    
 
Diverse Brazilian instruments, mostly percussion instruments, are included to 

reference the local sound, particularly in the orchestral works.  Besides Chôros No. 1, the 

use of dissonance is a highlighted feature in all Chôros compositions.  This dissonant 

usage, combined with instrumental effects, empowers the composer’s attempt to achieve 

in sound an assimilation of the geographical wilds of Brazil.   

The Chôros, reflecting some of the most adventurous compositional experiments, 

represents the peak of Villa-Lobos’ compositional achievement.15 The series utilizes 

elements from Rio de Janeiro’s urban popular music of the early twentieth century, 

particularly the traditional choro, to showcase the exotic nature of the music of Brazil.  

As a notable art music composer from the Southern Hemisphere, Villa-Lobos’ Chôros 

not only impacts the music of Brazil but also establishes a singular niche within the 

music of the twentieth century.  A comparison of the features of the traditional choro and 

The Chôros is as below (See Table 2 below).  

 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                
14 Gerard Béhague, Heitor Villa-Lobos: the Search for Brazil’s Musical Soul, 74. 
 
15 Ibid., 105. 
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Table 2. A comparison of musical aspects of traditional choro and The Chôros  
 

Traditional choro The Chôros 
 

A style of playing, evolving into a music genre 
in the early twentieth century  

A set of compositions written by Heitor Villa-
Lobos during 1920 and 1929 

Amateur street musicians  Concert musicians 
An instrumental ensemble consisting of a 
melodic woodwind with strings and percussions 

Consisting of various instrumentations, 
especially featuring Brazilian local instruments 
(e.g. caracaxá, reco-reco, chocalhos) 

Using traditional structure and simple form, 
such as rondo (ABA) 

Mostly in a design of a single-movement 
structure detailed by multi-sections or 
unconventional musical events.      

In free and often dissonant counterpoint In free tonality and featuring dissonances 
Following conventional harmony Using non-functional harmony; as a result of 

linear writing style 
Often in duple meter Having frequent meter changes 
Rhythmic features: syncopation and sixteenths Taken ideas from the rhythmic features of local 

music, both folk and popular 
Improvisation  Nationalistic components emphasis 
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CHAPTER 3 

VILLA-LOBOS’ MUSICAL LANGUAGE 

The Man: Personality and Style 

 Before examining Villa-Lobos’ music, it is necessary to begin with an 

acknowledgment that he was an extraordinary individual as evidenced by his 

controversial personality and his independent musical style.  “The elucidation of his 

profession of faith as a composer must begin with an attempt to understand his own 

personality,”1 especially for an innate musical genius who received little formal musical 

training, denied traditional musical structure favoring a belief in freedom to innovate, and 

endeavored to establish his own musical identity transformed from his native Brazilian 

spirit.   

 Love of nature and love of his homeland are two of the most important elements 

in the life and music of Heitor Villa-Lobos.  He is often reported to have said that music 

creation constituted, for him, a biological necessity.  It may explain his enormous output 

of compositions—“the fruit of an extensive, generous and warm land”.2 Two goals 

guided Villa-Lobos during his adult life: expressing his thoughts in music and presenting 

his music to the public.  For Villa-Lobos, music belongs to the people— it comes from 

them and should represent them.3 All of his creative efforts were geared toward 

understanding and expressing the soul of his people.  Throughout his life, Villa-Lobos 

                                                
1 Gerard Béhague, Heitor Villa-Lobos: the Search for Brazil’s Musical Soul, 151. 
 
2 Ibid., 152. 
 
3 Eero Tarasti, Heitor Villa-Lobos: the Life and Works, 1887-1959 (Jefferson, North Carolina: McFarland 
& Company, Inc., Publishers, 1995), 61. 
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sought ways to express his ideas, and he achieved them by writing his own music and 

through his commentary.  “Considero minhas obras como cartas que escrevi à 

Posteridade, sem esperar resposta.”  (“I consider my works as letters that I wrote to 

Posterity, without expecting any answers.”)4   

 In an attempt to analyze Villa-Lobos’ compositional intent and how he conducted 

the process, one must comprehend his thoughts on the approach to music writing.  He 

once expressed himself: 

 Like the performing artist, the composer is frequently accused of a philosophy 
that can be expressed thus: I live for my art, everything else is of no interest to 
me. But what is this art if not an expression of humanity and of everything that 
refers to humanity . . .  There are three types of composers: those who write 
“paper-music” according to the rules of fashion; those who write to be original 
and achieve something that others did not achieve and, finally, those who write 
music because they cannot live without it. Only this third category has value. 
These composers work toward the ideal, never toward a practical objective. And 
the artistic consciousness, which is a prerequisite for artistic freedom, imposes on 
them the duty of making the effort for finding the sincere expression not only of 
themselves but of humanity. To reach such an expression, the serious composer 
will have to study the musical heritage of his country, the geography and 
ethnography of his and political aspect, or musical. Only in this manner can he 
understand the soul of the people. (Presença de Villa-Lobos, vol. 2, 1966)5 

      
Villa-Lobos’ style is as simple as the uniqueness of the individual or as difficult as the 

multiplicity in his compositions.  He did not favor a preconceived compositional plan and 

wrote his music to follow nothing but the sound he was hearing at the time.    

 As much a genius as Villa-Lobos was, his personality, like most geniuses, had 

tragic flaws.  It was not an isolated opinion that he possessed character traits of rudeness 

and conceit.  After Darius Milhaud and Arthur Rubinstein visited Rio de Janeiro in 1918, 
                                                
4 Reprinted in Museu Villa-Lobos, Villa-Lobos-Sua obra (2nd ed. Rio de Janeiro: MEC, 1972). 
 
5 Gerard Béhague, Heitor Villa-Lobos: the Search for Brazil’s Musical Soul, 153. 
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Milhaud wrote in La Révue Musicale that Villa-Lobos exhibited “Un temperament rude 

et plein d’hardiesses.”6 (A fierce temperament and full of boldness).  

 Villa-Lobos’ statements are often contradictory, which confuses the interviewers 

and the researchers for the accuracy of the information given by the composer himself.  

Typical of Villa-Lobos is the fact that, for a long time, the precise year of his birth was 

not confirmed even with authorized information directly from Villa-Lobos himself.  

Among different documents, the year of his birth varied from 1881 to 1891.  Eventually, 

thanks to Vasco Mariz, who worked in the Brazilian Ministry of Foreign Affairs, the 

composer’s birth date was finally uncovered.  He was born on March 5, 1887 in Rio de 

Janeiro.7 

 Villa-Lobos’ multiple trips throughout Brazil during 1905 to 1913 are subject to 

varying interpretations.  As Appleby describes:  

Luiz Paulo Horta accepts the composers’ version of a first trip to the northern 
states: Espírito Santo, Bahia, and Pernambuco . . . .  Vasco Mariz, however, 
discounts most of these stories and states: “It is proven now that Villa-Lobos went 
to the Amazon area only once, in 1912 as cellist for an operetta company.8 
  

Due to insufficient documentation, biographers argue that Villa-Lobos’ tales are over-

embellished.  Villa-Lobos was always interested in folk materials and was often asked 

about his use of indigenous melodies.  On some occasions, he claimed to have collected 

thousands of folk and Indian tunes throughout his years of traveling but never felt the 

need to document them in any written manner because he memorized them all.  He also 
                                                
6 Eero Tarasti, Heitor Villa-Lobos: the Life and Works, 42. 
 
7 Detailed discussion is found in an extensive article published by Lisa Peppercorn in Monthly Musical 
Record (London, No. 898, July-August 1948), 153-56, entitled “History of Villa-Lobos’ Birthday Date.” 
 
8 David P. Appleby, Heitor Villa-Lobos: a Life, 24. 
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stated that the indigenous melodies he used had been forgotten by the present generation.  

One time a reporter inquired: “If the melodies have been lost by the present generation of 

Indians, how did you acquire them?”  Villa-Lobos answered, “From parrots.  Brazilian 

parrots heard these melodies many years ago and did not forget them.  They live to a 

fairly old age.  I listened to the parrots and took down the melodies.”9        

 While a portrayal of Villa-Lobos’ personality may remain controversial, one 

cannot argue the fact that Villa-Lobos was a truly gifted composer, bold and charismatic, 

with his own individual symbols of identity in a nationalistic style.  There are two sides 

to every coin, and not everything is black and white.  Perhaps the rudeness is the negative 

side of his boldness while his exaggeration with embellished vocabulary may be merely 

the biological reflection of the colorful and diversified country such as Brazil.              

 As Arthur Rubinstein has recalled in his book:  

“A genius,” they said.  “He was expelled twice from the conservatory for 
rejecting any intervention or criticism from the teachers.  He didn’t believe in any 
regular musical curriculum.  In our opinion he is a man who relies entirely on his 
own creative genius and is completely independent.”10 
  
Villa-Lobos was a complex individual but acknowledged by many of his 

contemporaries as the greatest musical talent of his time in the Southern Hemisphere.11 

He followed no style or fashion.  He obeyed his instincts completely regardless of 

convention and any existing rules.  Suzanne Demarquez, a French critic, has written 

                                                
9 David P. Appleby, Heitor Villa-Lobos: a Life, 25. 
 
10 Arthur Rubinstein, My Many Years (New York: Alfred A, Knopf, 1980), 98.  

11 The well-known French art critic, Clarendon, who always opposed Villa-Lobos, has conceded in writing: 
“Il a du genie, mais il n’a pas du talent” (He has genius, but he has no talent). 
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several essays on the composer, published on La Révue Musicale.  She concludes, in her 

second essay, that it is inappropriate and impossible to generalize Villa-Lobos’ manner of 

composing with simple stylistic terminology because his technique changes in reaction to 

the varying mood of each work.12 Villa-Lobos expressed in an interview that in his music 

there are no so-called “influences”.  His music belongs to no school or any particular 

trend but completely American.  “When I write, it is according to the style of Villa-

Lobos.”13  

National Influence: The Components of Brazilian Music 

 Brazilian music is the product of a multicultural tradition.  It is the result of a 

mixed heritage from Amerindian, Portuguese, and African.  Of these three ethnic 

traditions, the influence of Portuguese and African is stronger and more evident than 

Amerindian.  Amerindian influence is often assumed in many Latin American countries, 

but its presence is not obvious in the development of the music in Brazil.  Amerindian 

musical tradition has been better preserved elsewhere than in Brazil because of less 

interference of African musical practice. 

Mario de Andrade believes that the Indian element has no more significance than 

having been psychologically assimilated into the musical culture of Brazil— explained in 

his document Ensaio sobre a Música Brasileira.14 Two facts are found in the colonial 

history: Primitive Amerindian musical traditions lost its socio-cultural function to the 

                                                
12 Eero Tarasti, Heitor Villa-Lobos: the Life and Works, 59. 
 
13 Simon Wright, Villa-Lobos, 67. 
 
14 Claus Schreiner, Música Brasileira, 11. 
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settlement of European culture (first brought by Christian missionary) as early as in the 

mid-sixteenth century;15 and an integration of Amerindian musical culture with Afro-

Iberian tradition failed to occur.  Amerindians had been banished into the country’s 

interior.  Today, primal society still exists in the vast isolated Amazonian region, and 

those aboriginal tribes continue practicing their indigenous music in a form of 

primitivism.   

Although the contribution of Amerindian music on advancing the musical identity 

of Brazil is not always conspicuous, traces of Amerindian music are recognizable in a 

few isolated incidences, such as the ethnic compositions of the Northeast or the “Yellow 

Bird Song” melody in the first of Villa-Lobos’ Três Poêmas Indigenas.16 The influence 

of Música indígena upon the panorama of Brazilian musical history is undeniable, and it 

evidences in two aspects: the presence of folk instruments and the modal characteristics 

based on monotonous melodies.  The instruments of Amerindians include: aerophones 

(wind instruments, particularly with funnel-shaped ends),17 idiophones (such as today’s 

folk instrument reco-reco), and membranophones (various drums).18 Aside from the 

common assumption of simplicity in the melodic practice, it is agreed that the indigenous 

                                                
15 Claus Schreiner, Música Brasileira, 9-10. 
 
16 David P. Appleby, The Music of Brazil (Austin, Texas: University of Texas Press, 1983), 4. 
 
17 Claus Schreiner, Música Brasileira, 68. 
 
18 David P. Appleby, The Music of Brazil, 113. 
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music of Brazil is more frequently based on three or four tones and also characterized by 

rhythmic reiteration in short phrases.19  

Portuguese influence is significant in the formation of Brazilian music.  The 

Portuguese discovered Brazil and settled there in the sixteenth century.  They brought 

European cultural traditions to this new land and predominated in the population of 

Brazil until the end of black slave trade in 1850.  In the realm of music, the activities of 

the early colonial period were of religious character.  Along with the success of replacing 

the sociological importance of Amerindian culture, the European musical concepts were 

implanted in the root of the music in Brazil.  Those concepts included tonal major-minor 

system, medieval modes, musical forms, and musical instruments.  

The Portuguese brought with them a variety of musical instruments: bandolim, 

bandurrilha, cavaquinho, clarinet, flute, diverse guitars, lute, rebeca, violin, piano, and 

etc.  A guitarlike instrument called in Portuguese viola was found widely used in Brazil.  

While bandolim and cavaquinho were frequently used in urban instrumental music, viola 

was common in popular folk music.  It was the accompanying instrument particularly 

used to support modinha da rua, a type of popular genre—originated in the Portuguese 

song form moda—prevailing in lower classes in the nineteenth century.20 The Viola 

gradually declined in popularity, which led to the rise of Violão used later by Brazilian 

professional guitarists in the twentieth century.21 

                                                
19 Nicolas Slonimsky, Music of Latin America (New York: Thomas Y. Crowell Company, 1945), 109. 
 
20 Tamara Elena Livingston-Isenhour and Thomas George Caracas Garcia, Choro, 22-24. 
 
21 David P. Appleby, The Music of Brazil, 8 and 114. 
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The importation of Africans into Brazil impacted sociological and cultural 

circumstances in Brazil.  There were approximately three million Africans, across three 

main ethnic and cultural groups, who were sent to Brazil to work in slavery from the first 

documented record in 1538 until late nineteen century.  African Negroes, like Portuguese 

settlers, brought with them their cultural traditions: music, dance, and native instruments 

that were fundamentally important in their lives.  According to Claus Schreiner, “the 

music which the slaves brought with them from Africa (chiefly from the west coast) 

exhibited the following characteristics: multiple percussive lines or parts, polyrhythms, 

polymetric vocal polyphony, choreographic features, mystical-religious references, the 

use of a stanza-refrain form, and specific instrumentation.”22    

With the importation of a sizeable African population, a consequential change 

was apparent both in social and cultural aspects.  Their slavery status and state of 

intermarriage, however, prevented the occurrence of pure African cultural tradition from 

acculturation of African and European practices.  African cultural significance evolved 

into so-called Afro-Brazilian character.  In The Music of Brazil, the author David 

Appleby states: 

The results of this acculturation on the music of Brazil may be seen in the 
following elements in the traditional and folk music of Brazil: emphasis on 
rhythm, the importance of drums and percussion instruments, the so-called 
metronome sense of West Africa; the use of call and response patterns in music of 
the folk and popular music; the use of Afro-Brazilian instruments; the use of short 
motives, and a manner of singing that can be clearly identified as common to 
Brazil and Africa.”23  
  

                                                
22 Claus Schreiner, Música Brasileira, 13. 
 
23 David P. Appleby, The Music of Brazil, 106. 
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 The result from the acculturation between African and European music arose in 

the eighteenth century.  For example, lundu, combined African rhythm with European 

harmony, developed to be a popular music genre in the early eighteenth century Brazil.  

Lundu evolved over time into three separate forms: the dance lundu, the vocal lundu, and 

the instrumental lundu.  The instrumental lundu, popular in the late nineteenth century, 

was a rendition of lundu songs with the melody played by the clarinet or the flute 

accompanied by Portuguese folk guitar called viola.  It is believed that lundu was a 

precursor of other representative musical genres of the twentieth century, such as choro. 

The Synthesis: Villa-Lobos’ Musical Solution 

Between 1920 and 1929, Villa-Lobos wrote approximately one hundred 

compositions, and according to various sources, the number may be even greater.  This is 

the period in which his interest in local materials and national subjects found original 

expression and his personal style of composition reached maturity through departure 

from traditional European music.  

Villa-Lobos’ music represents a musical portrait of Brazil.  It is a combination of 

a geographical impression of the Amazonian jungle in music, an art form of urban music 

improvised on street corners in Rio de Janeiro, and an aural depiction of Brazilian festive 

culture.  Beyond a theoretical analysis of Villa-Lobos’ works, his music sounds Brazilian 

simply because the composer’s sensitivity is consciously attuned to his mother country.  

His personal experience, especially from his early travels, had a dynamic impact on his 

pseudo-folk writing style.  Many of his ideas pertaining to folkloric emphasis result from 

a reflection of his musical and cultural adventure.  Those ideas motivated him to innovate 
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a free style that accommodated his needs for music with a pronounced Brazilian 

character.  In Notes for Amazonas,24 reproduced in Villa-Lobos’ official catalogue 

(Museu Villa-Lobos 1972:186-187):    

 The harmonic and rhythmic atmosphere and the atmosphere created by the  
timbres respond to an original principle of instrumentation form, imitated from  
the effects and suggestions felt by Villa-Lobos when he traveled, for a long time,  
through the Amazon valley.  The forests, rivers, waterfalls, birds, fish and wild  
animals, the native foresters, the caboclos (mestizos) and the legends of the  
Marajó Island, all influenced psychologically in the making of this work.25  
 
In a pursuit of Brazilian nationalistic style, Villa-Lobos is never interested in a 

direct use of existing folkloric materials.  He does not depend on the local sources for his 

indigenous ideas.  Rather, his attempt is to write art music that projects a local color that 

depicts the true musical nature of Brazil.  Both his compositional language and his 

aesthetic attitude cannot be defined solely by the substantial use of Brazilian folk music.  

Undoubtedly, all of his work is characterized by its defined originality.  It is also evident 

that he reworked a few folk-like themes—taken ideas from his own compositions, Três 

poemas indígenas—and made them the motives for his other works.  Villa-Lobos 

explained his intentions and compositional processes:  

 I do not use ready-made folk songs and dances.  My themes often suggest folk  
themes, that is they have the aspect of folk themes.  I do not believe in quoting  
anyone else’s music.26   

 
While the Chôros is widely acknowledged as the first peak of Villa-Lobos’ 

compositional achievement, the question of whether the series of the Chôros (1920-1929) 

                                                
24 Amazonas, a symphonic poem, was composed by Villa-Lobos in 1917. 
   
25 Gerard Béhague, Heitor Villa-Lobos: the Search for Brazil’s Musical Soul, 54.  
     
26 Simon Wright, Villa-Lobos, 67. 
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represents a new form of composition remains controversial.  It is evident that it was 

against Villa-Lobos’ interest to continue composing in a conventional manner, using 

traditional methods, especially when the conservative approach of art music writing had 

no longer satisfied his needs.  It was Villa-Lobos’ aspiration to break the habit of 

imitating European musical models and search for his own language of Brazilian 

nationalism.       

However, it was not Villa-Lobos’ focus to innovate a new musical form.  This 

unconventional structure arose when Villa-Lobos experimented to escape the traditional 

European model.  Determined to write music in a Brazilian style, he moved away from 

the European academicism and began to compose works with a structure independent of 

traditional forms and without a clear pattern.  It was Villa-Lobos’ desire to search for the 

Brazilian essence to incorporate into his compositions.  With such motivation, he decided 

to seek new means of expression.   In the early 1920s, he began to compose like a 

mosaic, utilizing compiled motivic materials and small rhythmic fragments.  His 

technique varies according to the demand of each work, and his style of writing within a 

freer framework is self-explained in the works (1922-1929) which bear a characteristic 

rhapsodic form.27 

Form 

Villa-Lobos’ improvisational freedom influences his compositional techniques 

and greatly impacts the forms of his music.  During the 1920s, he wrote some of his most 

notable works in a free style.  The form is realized as a single-movement structure 

                                                
27 Villa-Lobos explained in an interview: “My artistic creed is la liberté absolue.” For more information on 
the discussion, see: Simon Wright, Villa-Lobos (New York: Oxford University Press, 1992), 67. 
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consisting of multi-sections in which the traditional development is replaced by tableaux-

organized materials.  Within the seventeen compositions in the set of the Chôros, three 

are lost— Chôros No. 9, Chôros No. 13, and Chôros No. 14.  In the remaining fourteen 

scores, three are clearly not organized in this single-movement structure: Chôros No. 1, 

Chôros No. 5, and Deux Chôros Bis.  The Chôros No. 1 (1920) is constructed in a rondo 

form, the Chôros No. 5 (1925) is identified as an equivocal arch form of ABC(B)A, and 

Deux Chôros Bis is clearly written for two distinct movements (See Table 3).  

Table 3.  Structural overview of the set of Chôros 
 

Date Number Form Multi-section/ Multi-motive 
1920 1 rondo form: ABACA n/a 
1924 2 single-movement 5 sections 
1925 3 single-movement 8 sections 
1926 4 single-movement 9 sections 
1925 5 arch form: ABC(B)A n/a 
1926 6 single-movement 16 sections with18 motives 
1924 7 single-movement 12 sections 
1925 8 multi-parts 5-6 sections 
1929 9 (lost) undocumented 
1926 10 2 parts 5 events 
1928 11 single-movement 3 sections with 29 motives 
1929 12 unrestrained rondo form  13 motives 
1929 13  (lost) undocumented 
1928 14  (lost) undocumented 
1928 Deux Chôros Bis 2 movements n/a 
1928 Quintette en forme 

de chôros 
single-movement 8 units 

1929 Introdução aos 
chôros 

single-movement 9 sections 

 
 
 
 

In fact, no fixed formula or standard is apparent in Villa-Lobos’ works in 

Brazilian character.  Each composition in the Chôros has its own organizational idea, 

which distinguishes it from one another.  The applied terminology of ‘single-movement’ 

structure, therefore, may be a simplistic approach to generalize the organization of Villa-



 46 

Lobos’ output.  In some cases, to describe the compositions by sections can be difficult 

and not purposeful because the aesthetic content of certain works is fairly abstract.  In 

Chôros No. 10, it is very challenging to analyze the music by clear-cut change of 

sections.  The form of the music is better explained through the examination of its 

musical texture rather than by trying to square the formal analysis of Chôros No. 10 to 

match the so-called multi-section structure.  The score is constructed on thematic 

characters.  These characters present the use of indigenous symbolism with an emphasis 

on instrumental effects.28 

Villa-Lobos’ compositional practice differs from the European musical tradition; 

therefore, his formal thinking is distant from that arch structure and noticeably 

asymmetric.  His thematic motives are usually brief and undeveloped in character, and 

are often noted as melodic-rhythmic motives.29 He often compiles short motives and 

repeats them either in their original form or in variations.  In Villa-Lobos’ music, it is 

very rare that those motives grow in thematic development.30 Villa-Lobos has said:  

In all my Chôros, I have no fixed formula for the use of themes.  I use them for 
development or atmosphere, as I feel the need.  I never repeat themes purely for 
the pleasure of repetition or to create ‘cyclic’ music.”31 
  
The tonal language in his compositions during 1920s is characterized by 

dissonances, ambiguous key center, atonality, and non-functional sound aggregates.  It is 

                                                
28 Eero Tarasti, Heitor Villa-Lobos: the Life and Works, 84-150.   
 
29 Ibid., 324. 
 
30 Lisa Peppercorn, Villa-Lobos, the Music, 36. 
 
31 Simon Wright, “Villa-Lobos: Modernism in the Tropics,” The Musical Times 128, no. 1729 (March 
1987): 133.  
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evident that Villa-Lobos builds the frame of the works entitled Chôros upon timbres and 

effects, and the idea is found especially in his orchestral compositions.32  

Instrumentation 
 

Between 1923 and 1929, Villa-Lobos composed many of his most interesting 

works.  He created a style which is distinctive from that of his earlier music.  The style is 

recognized for its nationalistic characteristics.  Rhythm and instrumental colors are two 

elements that accentuate such style.  Villa-Lobos broke traditional boundaries of 

composition in his use of instrumentation.  He redefined the meaning of chamber music 

by using large numbers and rare combinations of instruments.   

In the Nonetto (Impressão rápida de todo o Brasil, 1923), a work of pronounced 

Brazilian character, the application of instruments pushes the definition of chamber music 

to its utmost limits.  Its instrumentation includes flute/piccolo, oboe, clarinet, saxophone, 

bassoon, celesta, harp, piano, an extended percussion section using eighteen instruments, 

including the local instruments: puita, reco-recos, xucalho (wood and metal), côcos, 

whistle, and china plate rubbed on the surface with a knife requiring at least two 

percussionists, and a mixed chorus (See Figure 1 below).33  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                
32 Eero Tarasti, Heitor Villa-Lobos: the Life and Works, 84-150.    
 
33 Lisa Peppercorn, Villa-Lobos, the Music, 44. 
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Figure 1. Instrumentation page of Nonetto 

 
 
 
 

An examination of the instrumentation of the orchestral compositions in the 

Chôros shows that Villa-Lobos not only employs every standard orchestral instrument 

but also saxophone, harp, or piano and extensive percussion section including Brazilian 

instruments (See Table 4 below).  These mixtures of instrumentation create contrasting 

timbral effects, supporting the complex sonorities of Villa-Lobos’ music. 
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Table 4.  Instrumentation of the set of Chôros 
 
Date Number Instrumentation Brazilian Instruments 
1920 1 solo guitar n/a 
1924 2 chamber: flute and clarinet n/a 
1925 3 male voices, clarinet, saxophone, 

bassoon, and 3horns 
n/a 

1926 4 chamber: 3 horns and trombone n/a 
1925 5 solo piano n/a 
1926 6 orchestra tartaruga, camisão grande, cuica, 

reco-reco, tambu, tambi, 
tamborim, roncador, chocalhos, 

tamborim de samba 
1924 7 chamber: flute, oboe, clarinet, saxophone, 

bassoon, tam-tam, violin, and cello 
n/a 

1925 8 orchestra and 2 pianos bombo, tamb. de camp.(tambor de 
campo), caixa, chocalhos de 

metal, caracaxá, nuita, matraca 
1929 9 orchestra Brazilian native instruments 
1926 10 orchestra and mixed chorus tambor, caxambu, puitas, surdo 

drums, reco-reco, chocalhos de 
metal e de madeira 

1928 11 orchestra and solo piano requinta, reco-reco, chocalhos, 
tambor, bombo 

1929 12 orchestra cuica, bombo, tambor 
1929 13 (lost) 2 orchestra and band  undocumented 
1928 14 (lost) orchestra, band, and chorus  undocumented 
1928 Deux Chôros Bis chamber: violin and cello n/a 
1928 Quintette en forme 

de chôros 
chamber: flute, oboe, clarinet, English 

horn/French horn, and bassoon 
n/a 

1929 Introdução aos 
chôros 

orchestra and solo guitar n/a 

 
 
 
 

Wind instruments are essential in the formation of a traditional choro group, 

which includes clarinet and/or flute plus various other wind instruments.  In the Chôros, 

Villa-Lobos maximizes the use of wind instruments by number and variety.  In his 

orchestral works, the composer uses many Western wind instruments (See Table 5 

below). 
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Table 5.  Extensive wind section in five orchestral works of the Chôros 
 
 Orchestration Extensive Wind Section Number of Winds 
Chôros No. 6 orchestra 1 pic, 2 fl, 2 ob, 1 Eng. hn, 1 cl, 1 

bass cl, 1 sax, 2 bn, 1 con. bn, 4 hn, 
3 tp, 4 trbn, 1 tuba   

 
24 

Chôros No. 8 orchestra and 2 piano 2 fl, 2 ob, 1 Eng. hn, 4 cl, 1 bass cl, 
1 sax, 2 bn, 1 con. bn, 4 hn, 4 tp, 3 
trbn, 1 tuba 

 
26 

Chôros No. 10 orchestra and mixed chorus 1 pic, 2 fl, 2 ob, 2 cl, 1 sax, 2 bn, 1 
con. bn, 3 hn, 2 tp, 2 trbn 

 
18 

Chôros No. 11 orchestra and solo piano 3 fl, 2 ob, 1 Eng. hn, 2 cl, 1 bass cl, 
1 soprano sax, 1 alto sax, 2 bn, 1 
con. bn, 4 hn, 4 tp, 4 trbn, 1 tuba 

 
27 

Chôros No. 12 orchestra 2 pic, 3 fl, 3 ob, 1 Eng. hn, 3 cl, 1 
bass cl, 2 sax, 3 bn, 1 con. bn, 8 hn, 
4 tp, 4 trbn, 1 tuba  

 
36 

 
 
 
 

In the chamber works of the Chôros, four out of the five use wind instruments.  

Furthermore, three of those four pieces are written as wind chamber works (See Table 6 

below).  Wind instruments dominate the landscape of the instrumentation in the Chôros. 

The clarinet is one of the primary instruments in the traditional choro ensemble. 

Likewise, the clarinet is selected for most of the compositions in Villa-Lobos’ Chôros.  It 

is used for three of the four wind chamber works, the only choral-instrumental piece, and 

almost every large-scale composition (See Table 6 below). 
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Table 6.  Usage of the clarinet in the Chôros 
 
 Genre Usage of Clarinet 
Chôros No. 2 chamber: winds  1 
Chôros No. 3 choral: male chorus with wind septet 1 
Chôros No. 4 chamber: winds n/a 
Chôros No. 6 orchestral 1 
Chôros No. 7 chamber: strings and winds  1 
Chôros No. 8 orchestral  4 + 1 bass clarinet 
Chôros No. 9 orchestral missing score 
Chôros No. 10 orchestral with choral 2 
Chôros No. 11 orchestral 2 + 1 bass clarinet 
Chôros No. 12 orchestral 3 + 1 bass clarinet 
Chôros No. 13 orchestral with ensemble missing score 
Chôros No. 14 orchestral with ensemble missing score 
Deux Chôros Bis chamber: strings n/a 
Quintette en forme de chôros chamber: winds 1 
Introdução aos chôros orchestral 2 + 1 bass clarinet 
 
 
 
 

The audacious experiment in the timbral treatment of Villa-Lobos’ works sounds 

new and thus remote from the European musical traditions.  Sometimes special requests 

are demanded by the composer to create unique color effects.   A novel use of the clarinet 

in the Nonetto suggests the sound of a particular kind of Amerindian trumpet.34  On the 

music, it states: Enlever le bec et souffler dans la clarinette comme dans un cor.  Sinon, 

chanter les notes, trés justes, dans le bec soul comme dans un mirliton. (Remove the 

mouthpiece and blow into the clarinet as if it were a horn.  If not, sing the notes at a very 

exact pitch, into the removed mouthpiece, as if it were a kazoo).35 

 

  

                                                
34 Simon Wright, Villa-Lobos, 40. 
 
35 Lisa Peppercorn, Villa-Lobos, the Music, 49. 
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Rhythm 

Brazilian character is more often present in the rhythm than the melody.  Specific 

rhythmic elements come from the strong heritage of dance music, especially found in 

Afro-Brazilian culture.  Villa-Lobos’ motives use rhythmic elements more often than 

melodic ones.  Syncopation and ostinato are the two important rhythmic signatures that 

the composer incorporates frequently in his music.   

Syncopation is an identifying element of Brazilian music.  It is frequently found 

in the music of Villa-Lobos.  The syncopated figure  is the basic rhythm common 

to most Afro-Brazilian dances.36 This figure often appears back-to-back as a rhythmic 

pattern of  and occurs in Villa-Lobos’ music either in its original form or 

variations (e.g.  ).  An accompaniment motive in the Chôros No. 8 played 

by low strings and two pianos gives a clear example of this rhythmic pattern near 

rehearsal number twenty-six (See Example 2a and 2b below). 

Example 2a. Chôros No. 8, low strings, bars 198 – 200 

 

 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                
36 Nicolas Slonimsky, Music of Latin America, 111. 
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Example 2b. Chôros No. 8, two pianos, bars 198 – 200 
 

  
  
 
 
 
 
At measure 133 in Chôros No. 8, the rhythmic pattern is used in variations with an 

omission of the first eighth note for the soli motives played by the clarinet section and a 

local instrument, bombo (See Example 3). 

Example 3. Chôros No. 8, bars 133 – 135 
 

 
 
 
 
 
In Chôros No. 3, the same figure is used in rhythmic augmentation (See Example 4 
below). 
  
 
 
 



 54 

Example 4. Chôros No. 3, 3 horns, bars 96 – 99  

  
 
 
 
 

Ostinato figures which seem to come from the Amerindian tradition are very 

abundant in Villa-Lobos’ works.  At the beginning of Chôros No. 8, the solo passage by 

the Caracaxá instrument provides an example of rhythmic ostinato pattern.  The passage 

consists of a continuous sixteenth-note rhythm with detailed markings of accents and 

dynamics (See Example 5 below). 
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Example 5.  Chôros No. 8, bars 1 – 4 
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Another common use in Villa-Lobos’ technique is to pair a rhythmic ostinato 

pattern with a distinctive melody.  In Chôros No. 3, a typical example is found at 

measure 39 (See Example 6). 

Example 6.  Chôros No. 3, bars 39 – 49 
 

 
 
 
 

Constructed with a dotted rhythm, another important rhythmic figure found in 

dances and associated with Brazilian popular music is the “Habanera” rhythm.37 This 

rhythmic figure or  can be found in the Nonetto where the 

figure appears in the piano accompaniment at rehearsal number thirteen (See Example 7 

below).  

 

 

                                                
37 Gerard Béhague, Heitor Villa-Lobos: the Search for Brazil’s Musical Soul, 71.   
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Example 7. Nonetto, bars 124 – 125 

 
 
 
 
 

Villa-Lobos’ music reflects the Brazilian exoticism through its own unique 

language.  The composer’s desire to include the indigenous spirit serves as a fundamental 

power to his ad hoc creativity.  With elements of the score, including local-influenced 

instrumentation, atypical rhythmic combinations, tone-color effects, unrestricted 

harmonic language, and pseudo-folk music themes, his primitivistic ideas are transcribed 

into modern compositions, which certifies his identification with Brazilian nationalism. 
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CHAPTER 4 
 

CHÔROS NO. 2 
  

Overview 
 
 Chôros No. 2, scored for clarinet and flute, was a brief composition dedicated to 

Mario de Andrade, “the Pope of Modernism” in Brazil.1 Composed in Paris, this concise 

wind chamber work is dated 1924 as recorded in the catalog of Villa-Lobos’ work.  

Published also in Paris by Max Eschig, the work was first performed in São Paulo in 

February 1925.  Villa-Lobos arranged this music for solo piano and it can also be heard 

in another arrangement for violin and cello.  

Considering that the clarinet and flute are the two favored instruments of the 

traditional choro ensemble, the instrumentation of the work reminds the listener that this 

composition is firmly rooted in the world of cariocan popular music.  The music projects 

a vivid image of two street musicians engaging in an episodic musical conversation as 

that in Rio de Janeiro at the beginning of the twentieth century.  

Analysis of Chôros No. 2 

 Chôros No. 2 consists of fifty-four measures and is approximately three minutes 

in length.  This compact work can be divided into five sections: (1) measures 1 – 9, a 

percussive opening of five bars followed by three relatively lyrical measures; (2) 

measures 10 – 13, characterized by the use of ostinato; (3) measures 14 – 23, a “weeping” 

section, which features the flute as a soloist; (4) measures 24 – 48, an extensive section in 

                                                
1 Simon Wright, Villa-Lobos, 63. 
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the work with two primary motives; (5) measures 49 – 54, a reminder of the previous 

motive in the accompaniment forming a closing section (See Table 7).    

Table 7. Structural layout of Chôros No. 2 

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) 

mm. 1 – 9 mm. 10 – 13 mm. 14 – 23 mm. 24 – 48 mm. 49 – 54 

opening ostinato ‘weep’ carnival closing 

 
 
 
 

The sonority of this work is essentially chromatic.  The tonalities of the two 

voices are independent but occasionally match as if by accident.  The piece begins with a 

lively opening, in which two instruments engage in a restless communication with 

constant tonal and semitonal clashes.  The clarinet plays a descending line of sixteenth 

notes in four-note groups, repeated three times in the opening measure, followed by a full 

chromatic scale, from E flat to F, in the second measure (See Example 8 below).   
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Example 8. Chôros No. 2, bars 1 – 9 
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In bar 3, the clarinet introduces an ostinato figure that continues for two more measures 

(See Example 8 above).  The elements of chromaticism, descending movement, and 

dotted rhythm are common characteristics found in South-American folk music,2 

especially the dotted rhythmic figure, which is commonly associated with Brazilian 

popular music.3 The combined use of these three musical characteristics contributes to 

Villa-Lobos’ nationalistic style.  Both the flute and the clarinet play the descending 

passage with continuous staccato articulations during the opening three bars and 

occasionally ornament their rhythmic patterns with grace notes and exaggerated 

dynamics.  The meter consistently shifts between three beats and four beats from the 

beginning to bar 9 (See Example 8 above).  The opening percussive passage continues 

until the clarinet settles with two semi-melodic fragments repeated back-to-back while 

the flute soars to a high A flat.  The high A flat in the flute and D (written F for clarinet in 

A) in the clarinet create a clashing dissonance of a tritone.  This distinct tritone continues 

until the two voices move into a transition consisting of what is essentially a repeated 

ostinato for four bars, mm. 10 – 13.   

This opening section has a strong improvisatory feel.4  It centers around two 

primary notes— F sharp in the flute and E (written G for clarinet in A) in the clarinet.  

Improvisatory language is an important trait of Villa-Lobos’ music.  It is often associated 

with the fact that he spent years playing in an improvisational choro ensemble during his 

early adolescence. 
                                                
2 Eero Tarasti, Heitor Villa-Lobos: the Life and Works, 6. 
 
3 For further discussion, see chapter 3 section 3, The Synthesis: Villa-Lobos’ Musical Solution. 

4 Simon Wright, Villa-Lobos, 61. 
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 Section two, consisting of bars 10 to13, focuses on the use of rhythm.  Because of 

varied rhythmic elements, this section can be divided into several small segments.  The 

clarinet essentially repeats a two-measure pattern.  In bars 10 and 11, the clarinet plays 

almost the same notes, but the rhythm is varied in bar 11 with an introduction of a 

syncopated rhythm (See Example 9), with the added emphasis of accents.  Béhague 

states, “The peculiar rhythmic characteristic of Brazilian music, however, is syncopation, 

either by irregular accentuation or anticipation.”5  Syncopation as a common rhythmic 

characteristic in Brazilian folk music is due to the influence of the African culture present 

in the diversified society of Brazil.  The repeated use of a perfect fifth, A flat and E flat, 

in the flute, combined with accented rhythms suggests an allusion to indigenous elements 

(See Example 10).6 

Example 9.  Chôros No. 2, bars 10 – 11 

 
 
 
 
Example 10. Chôros No. 2, bars 10 – 11 
 

 
 

                                                
5 Gerard Béhague, “Brazil.” In New Grove Dictionary (2nd ed.), 274. London: Macmillan Publishers 
Limited, 2001. For more information on Brazilian culture, see: Claus Schreiner, Música Brasileira: a 
History of Popular Music and the People of Brazil. (New York: Marion Boyars Publishers, 1993), 40-46. 
 
6 Eero Tarasti, Heitor Villa-Lobos: the Life and Works, 92. 
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 The flute is featured in the “weeping” section, mm. 14 – 23.  The clarinet plays 

only a fragmental accompaniment, which is constructed of two half-step intervals, Bb-A-

Ab in descending movement.  The atmosphere is somber and the melody is simple in its 

lyricism.  While there is not a definition of “chôros” in Portuguese, the related verb 

chorar meaning “to weep” may be the inspiration behind this innovation.  The phrase 

begins in a descending motion and then climbs to high G at bar 15, and later resumes its 

descending motion with a seven-tone group before finally reaching a fortissisimo climax 

on high B flat.  Villa-Lobos is known for creating phrases incorporating wide melodic 

leaps and disjunctive motion.  These two characteristics are found in the melodic line 

played by the flute in this section (See Example 11).   

Example 11. Chôros No. 2, bars 17 – 18   

 
 
 

A two-measure interlude precedes the next extensive section.  The flute descends 

from its upper to lower register by fourths while the clarinet also moves in incrementally 

downward motion in semi-chromatic tones.  The clarinet plays a dotted rhythm tied to a 

triplet with an accent marked on the sixteenth to offset the symmetric beats.  The tied 

notes played with an accent give a clear impression of syncopation.  This fragmental 

figure is marked violent et rythmé in addition to a dynamic marking of forte and 
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crescendo, which hints at the pseudo-Habanera rhythmic motive found in the next section 

(See Example 12). 

Example 12. Chôros No. 2, bar 22 

 
 
 
 

This extensive section demonstrates a ‘melodic-rhythmic’ idea that Villa-Lobos 

frequently uses in many of his works, such as Nonetto.7 Two primary motives dominate 

this section: an ostinato in the accompaniment and a quarter-note triplet.  Before the 

clarinet lands on one of the primary motives, a three-note segment, consisting of two 

half-step intervals in descending movement with precise accents, provides a short but 

strong introduction at measure 24.  The first motive, which utilizes the sixteenth and the 

dotted rhythm, now heavily accented over dramatic dynamic swells, serves as an 

accompaniment (See Example 13). 

Example 13. Chôros No. 2, bars 24 – 25 

 
 
 

                                                
7 Eero Tarasti, Heitor Villa-Lobos: the Life and Works, 324. 
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This treatment evokes an aural image of a percussion section, which provides a rhythmic 

voice in the background in the ensemble of chorões and other folkloric musical groups.  

The motive first played by clarinet is marked “SOLO” and, after 6 bars, gradually recedes 

into the background as accompaniment while the flute plays the second motive in its 

upper register.  This passage consists of a quarter-note triplet and two quarter notes with a 

grace note slurred upward to each note (See Example 14).  The flute and the clarinet 

alternate playing these two basic motives in an exchange of roles throughout this section.  

Instead of developing into a melodic line, the two motives remain as a melodic-rhythmic 

idea with slight rhythmic variations from time to time. 

Example 14. Chôros No. 2, bars 31 – 32 

 
 
 
 

One of the characteristics of Villa-Lobos’ compositional style is his use of many 

different types of motives, seldom developing his motives in a classically defined way.  

Instead, in order to create unity, he often uses repetition of an idea with slight alterations 

or ornamentations.  Section four of Chôros No. 2 is a classic example of this practice.  

Throughout the section, the first motive, a rhythmic motive with a dotted rhythm, occurs 

34 times: 26 times played by the clarinet and 8 times by the flute.  The triplet, the primary 

rhythmic figure in the second motive, occurs 20 times: 6 times by the clarinet and 14 

times by the flute.  The first motive (clarinet motive) has two variations.  The first 
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variation occurs in bar 26, in which the clarinet motive varies its original idea of a group 

of four sixteenths and evolves into a more complex unit.  The new rhythmic figure is 

constructed of two thirty-second notes, two sixteenths, and a sixteenth rest.  This 

rhythmically embellished figure is employed four times in total, as the rhythmically 

varied motive occurs back-to-back twice— once in measure 26 (See Example 15) and 

again in measure 49 (See Example 16). 

Example 15. Chôros No. 2, bar 26 

 
 
 
 

In addition to the same dynamic indication, from soft to loud, this rhythmically 

varied motive is also ornamented with the addition of an accent on the second sixteenth 

in measure 26.  The employment of these additional accents changes the emphasis of the 

beats and adds another layer of color to the dynamic language. 

Example 16.  Chôros No. 2, bar 49 

 
 
 

This motive also occurs in bar 49, evolving in a different manner but born out of 

measure 26.  Here the dynamics are reversed— p < in bar 26 and rf > p in bar 49.  The 
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articulation has also been modified, staccato on the second sixteenth note to replace the 

accent used in bar 26.  Comparing this variation in bar 49 to the original, one can find the 

two are different in many aspects.  However neither incorporates accents.  A chart below 

(See Table 8 below) compares the original clarinet motive (clarinet motive) and its two 

variations (measure 26 and measure 29), revealing the complexity of Villa-Lobos’ 

motives in his compositional language. 
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Table 8.  Comparison of the clarinet motive and two variations, Chôros No. 2, section 4 

  
Clarinet motive 

vs. 
Measure 26 

 

 
Clarinet motive 

vs. 
Measure 49 

 
Measure 26 

vs. 
Measure 49 

 
Pitch 

 

 
Identical 

 
Altered 

 
Altered 

 
Rhythm 

 

 
Altered 

 
Altered 

 
Identical 

 
Dynamic  

(surface level) 
 

 
Identical 

 
Altered 

 
Altered 

 
 

No Accent 

  
Accent on the second 

sixteenth  
 

 
 
 

Accent (>) 
  

Accent on the second 
sixteenth 

 

 
 
 

No Accent  
 

No Accent 

 
rf or rff 

 

 
Different beat 

 
Different beat 

 
Same beat 

 
Articulation 
(broad level) 

 

 
Similar 

 
Altered 

 
Altered 

 
None 

 
None 

 
 
 

Staccato 
 
 
 

 
 
 

None  
Staccato on the second 

sixteenth 

 
Staccato on the second 

sixteenth 

 
 
 
 
With the use of many musical ideas—layered dynamic expression, detailed articulations, 

bi-rhythmic combinations, chromatic tones, and embellished notes—the character of the 
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music in this section, notably in its circuslike atmosphere, resembles the carnival type of 

music that is a characteristically Brazilian cultural phenomenon. 

 The language of the voices in the closing section is accumulative and progressive.  

It brings back the staccato sixteenth-note figure from the opening section for flute; 

meanwhile, the clarinet continues, for two measures as accompaniment, the previous 

‘clarinet motive’ functioning as an ostinato.  The clarinet then prepares the closing 

section by “growling” in the lower register with fast tremolo anticipating the Animando.  

The flute finally moves into this final mood one measure later.  While the clarinet plays a 

dissonant sonority, consisting of E and F, with a tremolo in the chalumeau register,8 the 

flute is pushed to its limit as it sustains a long D in the altissimo register, the highest note 

of the entire work.  The screaming flute and the furious clarinet together, building in 

volume from fortissimo, create an unfamiliar primal timbral effect.  The two instruments 

sustain this dissonant sonority for more than four beats coming to an abrupt stop and a 

surprising silence at the end of bar 53.  The composition then ends with a conventional 

sonority: a soft, innocuous perfect fourth (See Example 17). 

Example 17. Chôros no. 2, bars 52 – 54 
 

 
 
 
 

                                                
8 Chalumeau is the lowest register of the clarinet named by Valentin Roeser in a treatise of 1764.  
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Treatment of The Clarinet 

 Villa-Lobos reflects Brazilian exoticism using his own unique language in Chôros 

No. 2 for clarinet and flute.  Projected from the traditional choro, the clarinet voice in 

Chôros No. 2 performs the traits of the choro style, including 1) the predominance of 

sixteenth notes, 2) “Habanera” rhythm,9 3) syncopations, 4) ostinato, 5) dissonant 

sonorities, and 6) extreme dynamic demands.  

In Chôros No. 2, Villa-Lobos utilizes notes encompassing almost three octaves 

for the clarinet— D to c2.  Nonetheless, he seems to be charmed by the characteristics of 

the chalumeau register of the clarinet and makes extensive use of these notes in this duo 

composition.  Other than the opening section, the clarinet begins the remaining four 

sections in the chalumeau register.  The clarinet continues in this range for all of section 

three and throughout section five, except for the last note before the closing of the piece.  

While the clarinet’s capacity to play a wider range of notes is not fully employed in this 

composition, Villa-Lobos may have consciously chosen to use the clarinet in the first 

place to introduce many of the figures which represent the characteristics of his 

nationalistic style.   

In bar 1, the clarinet begins with a four-tone sixteenth note figure in a descending 

motion, structured by intervals of minor seconds (Gb-F-E-Eb in written pitch) to make 

three dissonances in a row.  The harmonic intervals created between the clarinet and the 

flute (measure 1, beat 1) include an alternation of consonance and dissonance (M3, m7, 

M3, M7) typical of Villa-Lobos’ style.  In bar 2, the clarinet plays a chromatic 

                                                
9 Habanera rhythm, referring to the rhythmic figure of , is widely used in dances and associated 
with Brazilian popular music.  
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descending phrase, the opening double grace notes slurred into the first note of the 

chromatic scale.  In bar 3, the clarinet demonstrates its dramatic dynamic capabilities 

with the first rf> on the second eighth-note of beat one.  In the same bar, the clarinet 

presents the first use of Habanera rhythm (beats 2 and 3).  This use of the Habanera 

reinforces the flute’s subdivision and accentuation of that rhythm.  In measure 3 – 5, the 

clarinet repeats that same rhythmic motive three times to give the listener a strong sense 

of ostinato.  In bar 8, the clarinet introduces the first syncopation figure on the first beat 

(See Example 8 above).                   

 In order to underline the exoticism of this composition, special attention to the 

multi-layered use of musical markings is essential and their execution exaggerated.  

These markings are not decorative; rather, they speak to the Brazilian character of the 

work.  Among the five sections of this composition, section four contains several motivic 

passages that include the most dynamic and articulation markings (See Example 13 and 

15).  Because of these meticulous indications, the technical demands of these passages 

are extensive.  The clarinet, called upon for its versatility, is chosen to execute those 

musical ideas in these motivic passages 26 times.  In recognition of the clarinet’s 

dynamic capability, Villa-Lobos uses the clarinet to demonstrate the loudest acoustic, fff, 

in bar 24 and the softest sound, pp, in the last measure. 
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CHAPTER 5 
 

CHÔROS NO. 7 
  

Overview 
 
 The Chôros No. 7 for chamber ensemble: flute, oboe, clarinet, alto saxophone, 

bassoon, violin, cello and tam-tam (off-stage), is widely known as Settimino.  Dated from the 

same year as the Chôros No. 2, it was composed in 1924 and premiered in the Instituto 

Nacional de Música in Rio de Janeiro in September 1925 by local musicians: Ary Ferreira, 

flute; Antão Soares; Rodolfo Atanásio; Felipe Dechamps; Assis Republicano; Cardoso 

Menezes; Newton Pádua, cello.1 Dedicated to Arnaldo Guinle, this work is, numerically, the 

last Chôros composition in chamber music form. 

The music begins with a touch of Amerindian primitivism; later it exhibits some 

aspects of the popular street music, choro.  Villa-Lobos has declared that this work was a 

“synthesis of syntheses.”2 Throughout the music, woodwinds predominate in all aspects.  

The clarinet plays a recognizable local folk tune, in altered form, to begin the music; later 

it plays a modal melody which is immediately followed by a repetition played by the 

flute.  The other signature of this composition is the frequent occurrence of various 

syncopation patterns.  In the mid-section, the clarinet presents the Afro-American 

syncopation,3 with added ornaments and appoggiaturas. 

 

                                                
1 David P. Appleby, Heitor Villa-Lobos: a bio-bibliography (Westport, Connecticut: Greenwood Press, 
Inc., 1988), 51.    
 
2 Simon Wright, Villa-Lobos, 68.   
 
3 Gerard Béhague, Heitor Villa-Lobos: the Search for Brazil’s Musical Soul, 71. 
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Analysis of Chôros No. 7 
 
Chôros No. 7 is a through-composed composition.  This single-movement 

chamber music work includes twelve sections which are specified by meticulous tempo 

indications along with double barlines (See Table 9 below).  The use of double barlines, 

however, is much more frequent in this composition.  Those double barlines are applied 

virtually to every single meter or tempo shift like a divider to signal each change.  The 

meters change 24 times using seven types of meter: 2/4, 3/4, 4/4, 3/8, 5/8, 5/4, and 7/4.  

The duple meters, 2/4 and 4/4, are utilized 13 times, more than half of the total 

alternations.     

The utilization of duple meters is commonly favored in Villa-Lobos’ music, and 

this septet is no exception.  As traditional choro music is predominately in duple meter, 

this piece contains 274 measures of 2/4 time.  This exceeds the half of the total measure 

number of 372.  There are also 24 bars in 4/4 time.  These two meters together add up to 

298 bars, an 80% of the entire composition, making this septet music a work in duple 

time.  Scored for seven instruments (five woodwinds and two strings) and an additional 

off-stage tam-tam, the composition is approximately nine minutes in duration. 
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Table 9. Structural layout of Chôros No. 7    

Section Tempo Meter Measure Number 
(1) Lento (  = 66) 2/4, 5/8, 5/4, 7/4 mm.     1 – 9 
(2) Animado (  = 100) 4/4 mm.   10 – 16 
(3) Um pouco mais (  = 120) 2/4, 3/4 mm.   17 – 103 
(4) Menos ainda (  = 144) 3/4, 2/4, 4/4 mm. 104 – 128 
(5) Tempo di Valsa (um pouco lenta) (  = 58) 3/8 mm. 129 – 150 
(6) Um pouco movido (  = 96) 2/4 mm. 151 – 209 
(7) Quasi andante (  = 76)  4/4, 3/4 mm. 210 – 226 
(8) Animado (  = 108) 2/4 mm. 227 – 256 
(9)  =96 2/4 mm. 257 – 298 

(10)  =104 2/4 mm. 299 – 342 
(11) Vivo 2/4 mm. 343 – 348 
(12) Um pouco menos (  = 132) 2/4, 3/4 mm. 349 – 372 

 
 
 
 

Motive 

The music is compiled with a disconnected sequence of the various parts.  The 

formal structure, consisting of twelve sections, is composed with a design of multiple 

motives.  Each section contains diverse motives and some musical ideas exist across 

various aspects: solo, accompaniment, melody, or rhythm.  It includes one Habanera4 

motive that, more than any of the other motives, is carried through the various sections.   

In section 1, the opening melody played by the clarinet and the cello is the 

primary motive and accompanied by the violin’s octave sextuplets.  In section 2, a 

pentatonic motive is featured in the leading melody played by the bassoon.  Accompanied 

by a D minor chord, this melodic idea (D-Eb-F-Gb-Ab) moves within a narrow range and 

repeats itself twice.   
                                                
4 Habanera rhythm, referring to the rhythmic figure of , is widely used in dances and associated 
with Brazilian popular music. For further discussion, see chapter 3 section 3, The Synthesis: Villa-Lobos’ 
Musical Solution. 
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The combination of six motives builds the landscape of section 3.  The six 

motives include: pseudo-improvisatory motive, staccato motive, triplet melodic motive, 

Habanera motive, sixteenth ostinato motive, and four tone solo motive.  Three of these 

motives share the idea of a melodic feature, and the other three are rhythmic in nature.  

Section 3 is delineated in four phases, beginning with a setup of the pseudo-

improvisatory solo versus the staccato figures.  At measure 40, the music moves into the 

second phase where it shows its compositional plan of the triplet melodic motive versus 

the treatment based on Habanera figure.  The following stage is characterized by the 

encounter of two rhythmic motives.  The Habanera motive is carried into this third phase 

and placed in contrast to an ostinato pattern consisting of a four-sixteenth figure (See 

Example 18).  

Example 18. Chôros No. 7, bars 65 – 66 
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In the final stage beginning at measure 77, the music returns to its earlier idea of melodic 

motive against rhythmic motive.  This sixteenth ostinato continues to accompany a new 

short motivic idea, the punching “Solo” phrases played in turn by the bassoon, the oboe, 

and the saxophone. 

In section 4, the central melodic motive is first played by the clarinet at measure 

104 and reappears in the violin at measure 116.  This motive begins with a stepwise 

movement followed by a wide leap.  This section has an additional two bars that function 

as the transition to the next Valsa section (section 5).  The employment of transition is a 

rare practice in Villa-Lobos’ compositional language.  The signature triples in the 

transition recede into the background as the accompaniment in section 5.  Section 5 

assimilates a traditional fashion of Valsa, featuring the bassoon playing a tonal solo 

melody with a traditional three-beat accompaniment.  This section presents a traditional 

dance style in 3/8. 

The central section, section 6, is particularly recognized for the clarinet theme.  

This longest section includes three musical layers and two major motives.  The clarinet 

motive is the primary idea, powered by Afro-American syncopations5 with excessive 

ornaments and ties.  This motive eventually evolves into another sequential ostinato, a 

sub-motive suggesting a rhythmic-melodic idea and repeating 16 times with limited 

variation (See Example 19 below). 

 
 
 

                                                
5 Gerard Béhague, Heitor Villa-Lobos: the Search for Brazil’s Musical Soul, 71. 
 



 77 

Example 19. Chôros No. 7, bars 171 – 172 
 

 
 
 
 

The clarinet continues its leading role and plays the rhythmic-melodic motive, 

supported by an accompanying chord on F major in various rhythms played by the 

bassoon and the string section.  The other motive emerges at measure 173.  It contains a 

semi-melodic idea built in octave leaps and played by two high winds as the oboe is in 

the supporting position. 

 The music of section 7 is constructed with the use of stepwise movement.  The 

oboe plays an ostinato based on a repeated four-tone fragment (G-F#-F-Eb) moving in 

downward stepwise motion.  This ostinato appears in altered rhythms and repeats 14 

times in total.  The violin begins the melodic motive at measure 212.  This melody is 

tonal in nature and built primarily by four tones (Bb-Cb-Db-Eb) with occasional 

appearances of A flat and F flat.  This motive reoccurs in the cello at measure 220.  

The outline of section 8 separates the music for the winds and for the strings.  The 

winds, in groups or individually, present a number of unrelated motivic ideas— either 

melodic or rhythmic.  Meanwhile, the strings introduce an ostinato, consisting of a 

retrograde Habanera rhythm and two sets of the four-sixteenths figure, which repeats 12 

times.  The use of this Habanera ostinato continues in the following two sections.  In 

section 9, the Habanera ostinato fades into the background, which allows the contrast of 

the lyric melodic motive played by the clarinet at measure 257 to be heard.  The lyric 
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motive reoccurs at measure 277 in two voices: the clarinet and the flute.  The same 

Habanera ostinato also reoccurs parallel with the lyric motive second time around.  This 

reoccurrence uses the oboe and the saxophone playing in complete unison.  As the same 

as the use earlier in the section, this reoccurrence of the Habanera ostinato is put in place 

to support the reappearance of the lyric motive at measure 277.  The circumstance 

demonstrates a timbrial fusion as the clarinet and flute play at the same pitch in octave 

along with the oboe and the saxophone play in unison. 

Other than the melody (lyric motive) and the rhythmic accompaniment (Habanera 

ostinato), a chordal sonority is the third layer of the musical ideas in section 9.  This 

chordal accompaniment reveals a basic use of traditional European harmony.  Besides 

those three musical ideas, Villa-Lobos scored a tam-tam playing in the distance along 

with the repeated melody.  This peculiar effect seems to mimic the exotic native sounds 

of the Brazilian Amazon jungle.   

In section 10, there are three motivic ideas, including the ostinato motive from 

section 8.  The string section plays pizzicato in sixteenths to accompany the 

Habanera/Afro pattern at measure 301 (See Example 20).   

Example 20. Chôros No. 7, bars 301 – 304 
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This motivic pattern can be further detailed as a two-set motive.  Based on the 

identical use of a string of fourths, the second two-bar segment is a slight variation of the 

first segment.  The Habanera/Afro motive first occurs in the bassoon and reoccurs in the 

clarinet.  At measure 317, this motive mutates and repeats its new pattern five times (See 

Example 21).  In the end of section 10, the oboe, the saxophone, and the bassoon 

introduce another motivic pattern, whose idea is derived from the germ of the 

Habanera/Afro motive. 

Example 21. Chôros No. 7, bars 317 – 318 
 

 
 
 
 
 

Section 11, with merely 6 measures, is the shortest section of the composition.  

This section consists of 11 time four-sixteenth figures and sixteenths sextuplets.  Every 

wind instrument speaks in the same rhythmic language and all use stepwise ascending or 

descending components.  The motivic idea or musical language here shows no relation to 

any of the previous or upcoming sections.  In a tempo of Vivo, this episodic music 

sounds dissonant and abrupt.  

In the final section, there are two motives.  The flute and the violin hold a long E 

flat throughout the entire final section.  The pitch range in between these two voices 

encompasses two octaves.  The remaining instruments play the opening clarinet/cello 

motive in augmentation and repeat it twice back to back.  The sonority powered by these 

five instruments suggests a treatment centered in the mood of minor mode and in a use of 
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dissonant effect.  The music eventually finishes with a play of all instruments in unison 

on E flat for three bars.  The reappearance of the opening Amerindian motive6 suggests 

an arch form in Western European tradition and reconfirms the indigenous color for 

Chôros No. 7.     

Tonality 

Overall this work is tonal in nature.  However, a constructive tonal structure is not 

evident in the composition.  Instead of designing with a use based on traditional chordal 

structure, the harmonic writing of the voices and motives leans toward a linear writing 

style.  The melodic opening phrase played by the clarinet and the cello is a classic 

example.  Based on five tones (Gb-Ab-Bb-Cb-Db) the melody played by the clarinet 

seems as if it is in a tonal center of G flat major or symbolized a use of pentatonic scale.  

The phrase is also added with a few chromatic notes and moves parallel with the cello 

primarily by intervals of M3 or m3 and A4 at random (See Example 22). 

Example 22. Chôros No. 7, bars 1 – 4 
 

 
 
 
 

                                                
6 Lisa Peppercorn, Villa-Lobos, the Music, 53.  
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Another example of voice leading can be found in section 4.  The melodic motive 

played by the clarinet reveals a pantonic color, which is accompanied by a single long 

note on G along with two inharmonic motivic fractions. 

Intervals and chords utilized in this composition are based on traditional harmony.  

Section 11 is a classic example.  The sonority created by the winds involves a C major 

chord, an A flat minor chord, and a B flat major chord (played by the flute, the oboe, and 

the clarinet) and intervals on P5, P4, and A4 (found between the low winds) while the 

strings play essentially a C major chord throughout the entire section.   

Although the music demonstrates a semi-tonal texture, a frequent use of an 

unfunctional chord progression reflects the importance of the dissonant sonority in the 

composition.  The inharmonic accompaniment played by the bassoon, the violin, and the 

cello from section 9 suggests a strong use of a dissonant element through a string of 7th 

and 9th chords: A minor 9th, G major 9th, D diminished 7th, E minor major 7th, and a 

number of intervals on A4.  A mix of traditional triads and dissonant effect is present in 

the closing section.  The chords created by five instruments in the returning motive 

includes B flat minor, C minor, G minor, F sharp minor, D diminished, D flat augmented 

chords, as well as a random dissonant interval on A4.  This passage uses the original 

clarinet/cello motive in a harmonized version that does not suggest any particular key.  

A frequent use of the diversified pentatonic scales and the tonal idea based on 

four tones signifies a modal or indigenous influence.7 The use is found in the treatment 

on rhythmic segments and melodic motives— rhythmic segments: the sixteenth motive 

                                                
7 Lisa Peppercorn, Villa-Lobos, the Music, 55.  
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from section 3 and the oboe ostinato figure (G-F#-F-Eb) from section 7; and melodic 

motives: the opening clarinet/cello motive (Gb-Ab-Bb-Cb-Db), the bassoon phrase from 

section 2 (D-Eb-F-Gb-Ab), the clarinet theme (C#-D-E-F#) from section 6, and the 

clarinet lyric melody (B-C#-D-E-F#) from section 9.  

Texture and Timbre 

The blend of instrumental color contributes to the richness of sonorities of the 

Septet.  The ad hoc combinations of the instrumental texture reveal the composer’s great 

interest in timbre.  In contrast to more traditional musical texture, Villa-Lobos’ writing 

minimizes the focus on single voice or individual pitches in preference for multiple levels 

and massive texture.  In section 6, diverse musical ideas are found on three levels.  Along 

with the primary clarinet theme, there are two groups of supporting voices: a rhythmic 

accompaniment and an octave submotive played by the flute and the oboe.  In section 8, 

multiple motives are also exhibited in three layers.  The strings demonstrate a consistent 

ostinato motive in contrast to the winds of two parts— three voices presenting an 

episodic passage topped with the clarinet carrying out the solo melodic line.  This 

arrangement also creates a timbral encounter of the strings versus the winds (See 

Example 23 below).   
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Example 23. Chôros No. 7, bars 231 – 234 

 
 
 
 

Another example of three-tier texture occurs in section 10.  Three independent 

ostinato motives occur simultaneously against one another throughout the entire section 

(See Example 24).   

Example 24. Chôros No. 7, bars 299 – 302 
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The presentation of multi-levels in texture is found in section 9.  The double-

layered primary melody, played by the clarinet and the flute, is accompanied by a chordal 

structure (three instruments: bassoon, violin, and cello), a double-layered ostinato pattern 

(two instruments: oboe and saxophone), and a single note phrase by tam-tam (See 

Example 25). 

Example 25. Chôros No. 7, bars 277 – 280 
 

 
 
 
 
 

Unison is the powerful tool to Villa-Lobos for creating a sound mass.  The use 

becomes the characteristic signature of the composer in his dynamic compositions.  The 

use of pitch unison is found in three sections.  In section 6, the sequential segment of the 

substructural motive is played in an octave four times by the flute and the oboe (See 

Example 26 below). 
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Example 26. Chôros No. 7, bars 179 – 180  

 
 
 
 

The clarinet and the flute simultaneously play the lyric melody in the exact same 

pitch for 22 bars in section 9 while the oboe and the saxophone play together an ostinato 

passage in the same intonation (See Example 25 above).  The flute and the violin 

synchronize their pitch on three long E flats encompassing two octaves throughout the 

entire closing section (See Example 27).   

Example 27. Chôros No. 7, bars 349 – 351 
 

 
 
 
 

In the same manner, all instruments match their pitch on four E flats 

encompassing three octaves for three more bars in the end of the Septet composition (See 

Example 28 below).   
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Example 28. Chôros No. 7, bars 369 – 372 
 

 
 
 
 

The unison by all of the voices occurs also at measure 200.  The music is 

designed in the same rhythm and progresses exactly in the same contour with fast 

changing dynamics— f<ff>pp (See Example 29 below). 
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Example 29. Chôros No. 7, bars 200 – 201 
 

 
 
 
 
Instrumental color and instrumental texture has an important role in implementing 

the spectrum of the sonority in this composition.  In section 9, the use of tam-tam reflects 

an indigenous influence.  Through a subtle exposition of tam-tam playing a monotonous 

rhythm in the distance, the music is coated with a primal color of sound.  The music 

suggests some form of indigenous primitivism while it derives little from first-hand 

Amerindian sources.   

In two sections, 3 and 4, a use of glissando is found in the violin to embellish the 

timbral effect for the mood in the section.  A use of tone-color melody is also found in 

section 3, written for the bassoon, the saxophone, and the oboe.  In section 5, the double 

reeds are given the melody in contrast to the two-string and two-wind accompaniment.  

In section 12, the flute and the violin—the high wind and high string—hold a single long 
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pitch to accompany the lower voices playing the returned melodic motive in 

augmentation. 

Rhythm 
 
 While rhythm is the characteristic signature in Villa-Lobos’ music writing, the 

various use of the Habanera rhythm in numerous motives is a significant feature in this 

Septet composition.  The primary rhythmic idea in section 3 is based on the use of the 

Habanera rhythm by accentuations, which resemble two figures  and 

 in augmentation.  The treatment is first used in the clarinet, the saxophone, 

the bassoon, and the violin at measure 40 (See Example 30) and found in a similar 

manner at measure 49 in those voices again plus the cello (See Example 31 below).  

Example 30. Chôros No. 7, bars 40 – 42 
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Example 31. Chôros No. 7, bars 49 – 50 

 
 
 
 
 

A principal rhythmic motive consisting of the Habanera rhythm and the four-

sixteenth figure tied over occurs for 116 bars and across three sections.  This motive 

utilizes retrograde Habanera rhythm.  It first appears in section 8 and repeats 15 times.  

This Habanera motive, also an ostinato, is embellished with grace notes and played in 

deliberate articulations (See Example 32).  

Example 32. Chôros No. 7, bars 227 – 228  

 
 
 
 
 

The idea is first introduced by two winds, the oboe and the clarinet, and used 

again by the strings for most of section 8 as a consistent background support 

accompanying the winds’ phrases.  It reappears in the oboe and the saxophone in the end 
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of the section before progressing into section 9.  This Habanera motive occurs 21 times in 

section 9 and is repeated seven times by the saxophone in section 10. 

              Syncopation and dotted rhythm color the rhythmic ideas with a hint of local 

music.  The clarinet theme from section 6 consists of Afro-American syncopation and a 

segment of either quarter-note triplets or double eighth notes with abundant ornaments.  

This theme develops into an ostinato and repeats eight times.  In the same section, the 

rhythm used in the accompaniment includes the dotted figure of Habanera rhythm and 

syncopation in augmentation.  In section 10, the music presents another motivic pattern 

consisting of a combination of the dotted figure of Habanera rhythm and Afro-American 

syncopation.  This Habanera/Afro motive repeats five times in diverse key centers.  It is 

first introduced by the bassoon at measure 301 and moves across other voices: the 

clarinet, the cello, and the saxophone.  

The sixteenth figure is the rhythmic feature of the traditional choros.  The 

treatment of sixteenth notes in this composition also reflects the aspect of ostinato.  In 

section 3, the sixteenth motive passes from voice to voice.  It occurs in the oboe 12 times, 

in the clarinet 30 times, and in the violin 26 times.  The strings pizzicato motive from 

section 10 is also based on an intensive use of four-sixteenth pattern.  It repeats 88 times 

in the violin and 30 times in the cello.  In section 11, the four-sixteenth figure repeats 11 

times while the ostinato pattern of the four-sixteenths occurs two and a half times. 

The use of ostinato reinforces the rhythmic features and provides substantial 

density to the musical texture.  The examples in the composition include: the retrograde 

Habanera motive repeated 43 times across three sections; the sequential passage of the 
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clarinet theme from section 6 repeated 16 times; the altered musical idea of 

Habanera/Afro motive, played by the clarinet, repeated five times; the motivic idea based 

on the melodic germ of the Habanera/Afro motive from section 10, played by the oboe, 

the saxophone, and the bassoon in augmentation, repeated four times. 

Treatment of The Clarinet 
 
 Villa-Lobos’ approach on incorporating indigenous intensity into his 

compositions is different from earlier musicians who practiced musical nationalism.  His 

technique is to compose music based on folk music components instead of a borrowing of 

folk music originals.  At the very least, the Brazilian color present in Villa-Lobos’ music 

comes from a direct quotation of the local sources.  Nevertheless, various rhythmic and 

melodic materials in his compositions are traced back to the key elements in the music of 

the natives. 

The clarinet is given the most solo passages in Chôros No. 7.  There are six 

phrases marked “Solo” plus one passage at measure 104 where the clarinet plays the 

primary melody solely.  Five of the seven solos are based on melodic elements and two 

exhibit a rhythmic color.                   

 The opening melody suggests an indigenous feeling.  The music reminds listeners 

of the theme of the second song, Teiru, in the set of songs titled Três Poemas Indígenas 

by Villa-Lobos.8 The repeated three notes in the ending of the opening phrase match the 

similar treatment appearing in the indigenous melody (See Example 33a and 33b below).   

 
 

                                                
8 Lisa Peppercorn, Villa-Lobos, the Music, 53. 
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Example 33a. Teiru, bars 10 – 14 
 

 
 
 
 
 
Example 33b. Chôros No. 7, bars 1 – 4 
 

 
 
 
 
 

This opening theme demonstrates a number of elemental features present in native 

folk music.9 Based on a diversified pentatonic scale, this passage moves within one 

octave and in a downward motion at the beginning.  The theme has limited development 

and repeats twice back to back with slight alternations. This is the classic example of 

Villa-Lobos’ thematic writing. 

The clarinet plays a brief and rapid passage at measure 25.  The music is 

chromatic and improvisatory in nature.  This solo phrase, repeated twice, also displays a 

clear descending movement, which reflects an influence of South-American folk music.10 

The unlabeled solo melody at measure 104 sounds diatonic.  This phrase, written in the 

                                                
9 Lisa Peppercorn, Villa-Lobos, the Music, 55. 
 
10 Eero Tarasti, Heitor Villa-Lobos: the Life and Works, 108-150. 
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chalumeau register, uses the idea of double repetition and includes a melodic line 

consisting of a conjunct step and a big leap in ascending motion in the first three notes.  

The use of large melodic leaps is appreciated by Brazilians and commonly found in the 

traditional choro.11      

The elements of the clarinet theme, consisting of syncopation in the beginning 

motive and sixteenths in the sequential passage, suggest a strong influence of traditional 

choro music (See Example 34).   

Example 34. Chôros No. 7, bars 151 – 154 
 

 
 
 
 
 
The music, in 2/4 time, demonstrates a treatment of duple to triple pulsation in a duple 

meter.  Such an idea is commonly found in urban popular music, particularly in African 

and Iberian music.12 The theme is written with four tones and the pattern repeats eight 

times like an ostinato.  The sixteenths sequential motive, functioning as a rhythmic 

ostinato, repeats 16 times.  The result of the syncopation theme and the sixteenths 

sequential ostinato allows the clarinet to predominate section 6 in folkloric quality and in 

measure number quantity. 

                                                
11 It is agreed by Mário de Andrade in his Ensaio sobre Música Brasileira that Brazilians appreciate large 
melodic intervals, especially of the seventh, octave, and ninth. 
 
12 David P. Appleby, the Music of Brazil, 115. 
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The clarinet plays a lyric pentatonic solo melody in 2/4 at measure 255.  Marked 

“Solo” and “espressivo”, this passage reflects the lyricism of the popular choro style.13 

The melody is written in a narrow range, a space of five notes (G#-F#-E-D-C#), and 

incorporated with double repetition.  The tuneful melody projects a simple sonority and 

evokes indigenous music, particularly while it is combined with a tam-tam at measure 

277.                     

 The clarinet Solo at measure 313 sounds diatonic.  The motive moves downward 

by a perfect forth and repeats twice back to back.  While the use of double repetition 

reflects an influence of Amerindian music,14 the musical idea contains the basic dotted 

figure of Habanera rhythm and Afro-American syncopation (See Example 35).  The sub-

motive repeats five times, which also utilizes the basic dotted rhythm and syncopation. 

The entire passage is written in 2/4 time. 

Example 35. Chôros No. 7, bars 313 – 316 
 

  
 
 
 
 

Duple time, a typical feature of the traditional choro music, predominates in 

Chôros No. 7 and among the Solos for the clarinet.  Six clarinet phrases begin in 2/4 

time, and four Solos stay in 2/4 throughout the entire passages.  Eero Tarasti states: 

                                                
13 Gerard Béhague, Heitor Villa-Lobos: the Search for Brazil’s Musical Soul, 82. 
 
14 Lisa Peppercorn, Villa-Lobos, the Music, 5 
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“descending movement is commonly found in South-American folk music….” Five 

phrases marked “Solo” progress downward at the beginning of their phrases, and one 

shows its entire phrase in a clear descending motion.  A few features of indigenous 

music, including melodies moving within the narrow space, a use of diversified 

pentatonic scales, and immediate repetition of a short motive, are found in the clarinet 

Solos.  Four Solo motives move within an octave and three of them are based on a 

pentatonic scales or a four-tone idea.  Four Solos utilize the feature of double repetition.  

Although the pitch-range for the clarinet in the composition is written from D flat to e3, 

two Solo melodies are written in chalumeau register. 

Brazilian color is most present in the rhythmic elements.  Villa-Lobos 

incorporated several local rhythmic figures into the motives in the composition.  Those 

motives played by the clarinet include: the tied dotted figures by accentuation at measure 

40, the Habanera rhythm by accentuation at measure 49, the retrograde Habanera motive 

at measure 227, the Habanera/Afro motive at measure 313, and the sixteenths figure at 

measure 63 and 343. 
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CHAPTER 6 
 

QUINTETTE EN FORME DE CHÔROS 
  

Overview 
 
 Villa-Lobos composed the Quintette en forme de chôros in Paris in 1928 and 

revised the score in 1953.  The music was published by the French Editions Max Eschig 

and given a premier in Paris at the Salle Chopin on March 14th, 1930 with clarinetist 

Louis Cahuzac.  On the program for the concert at the Salle Chopin, the listing of the 

Quintette composition did not include the supplementary title “en forme de chôros” (See 

Figure 2 below).  On the first manuscript page of the Quintette, according to the facsimile 

document, the composition was titled as Quintetto para Flauta, Oboé, Corn’ Inglez, 

Clarinete e Fagote, omitting the terminology of “chôros” (See Figure 3 below).  As 

Peppercorn suggested, the subheading possibly was added shortly before the music’s 

publication to give the composition a “Brazilian touch”1 (See Figure 4 below). 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                
1 Lisa Peppercorn, Villa-Lobos, the Music, 46. 
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Figure 2. The concert program of March 14, 1930 
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Figure 3. First manuscript page of Quintette 
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Figure 4. First page of Quintette, 1953 edition 
 

 
 



 100 

Analysis of Quintette en Forme de Chôros 
 
The one-movement composition, scored for flute, oboe, English horn (or French 

horn), clarinet, and bassoon is approximately twelve minutes in length.  Based on 

different tempo indications and divisions by the double barlines, this quintet composition 

has eleven conjoint sections.  These sections include: (1) Lent, opening measure – two of 

rehearsal 2; (2) Un peu plus vite, three of rehearsal 2 – rehearsal 4; (3) Animé, rehearsal 4 

– rehearsal 6; (4) Plus vite, rehearsal 6 – one of rehearsal 11; (5) Trés animé, two of 

rehearsal 11 – rehearsal 20; (6) Plus vite, rehearsal 20 – rehearsal 21; (7) Trés lent, 

rehearsal 21 – rehearsal 23; (8) Un peu plus vite, rehearsal 23 – two of rehearsal 24; (9) 

Un peu animé, three of rehearsal 24 – rehearsal 26; (10) Animé, rehearsal 26 – rehearsal 

28; (11) Trés vite, rehearsal 28 – closing measure.  While focusing on the use of motivic 

features, however, the music is analyzed in eight characteristic units.  The dominating 

features integrate segmental ideas for each section.  The analysis is detailed as below 

(See Table 10).   

Table 10. Characteristic features of Quintette en forme de chôros 
  

Unit Measure Number Characteristic Feature 
( 1 ) mm.     1 –  17    extreme pitch-range experimentation 
( 2 ) mm.   18 –  35   individual segment  
( 3 ) mm.   36 –  45   melodic-rhythmic motive  
( 4 ) mm.   46 –  91      double reed soli   
( 5 ) mm.   92 – 149 rhythmic motive  
( 6 ) mm. 150 – 163 melodic “weeping” solo 
( 7 ) mm. 164 – 200  lyricism 
( 8 ) mm. 201 – 308  double repetition   
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In addition to the eight-unit layout, the unit 7 can also be divided into three parts.  

The three-part structure can be described as an arch form— lyricism, episode, lyricism, 

which includes separate melodic materials in the lyric sections.  The episodic seven bars 

(mm. 178 – 184) are built in two concepts: tableaux-organized materials and Habanera 

rhythmic figures.  Unit 8, consisting of one third the length of the composition, is the 

longest unit.  The conceptual idea of double repetition is taken as an unconventional 

motive, integrating assorted other musical ideas, to bring unity to the final unit.  This 

treatment is applied in a number of ways including in the solo melody (See Example 36), 

duo rhythmic segments (See Example 37), melodic accompaniment (See Example 38 

below), and melodic-rhythmic motive (See Example 39 below).   

Example 36. Quintette en forme de chôros, bars 211 – 216  

 
 
 
 
 
Example 37. Quintette en forme de chôros, bars 211 – 213 
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Example 38. Quintette en forme de chôros, bars 263 – 270 

 
  * Clarinet is notated in concert pitch   

 
   
 
Example 39. Quintette en forme de chôros, bars 263 – 266 
 

 
  * Clarinet is notated in concert pitch 
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Another compositional design in unit 8 presents groupings of voices.  The five 

voices are often organized in duos or trios, playing identical rhythms and occasionally in 

the same contour to contrast against each other.  One feature of the leading rhythmic 

figure is the conjunct descending or ascending step.  The slurred two-note figure is often 

followed by a double repetition of a single-pitched note (See Example 40).  A creation of 

such a motivic idea is inspired by native Indian music.2 

Example 40. Quintette en forme de chôros, bars 241 – 243 
 

 
 
 
 

Instrumentation 

Instrumentation is one of the identifying characteristics in Villa-Lobos’ 

compositional language.  Because of a rare and diversified instrumental selection, his 

music offers effective instrumental sound.  Quintette en forme de chôros, dissimilar to the 

common wind quintet (flute, oboe, clarinet, bassoon, and French horn) uses the English 

horn as the alternate to the French horn.  Such instrumentation makes this final chamber 

music work of the Chôros a true woodwind quintet composition.  Throughout the 

composition, the English horn is given seven solo phrases and is particularly featured in 

unit 4.  Most of those solos demonstrate the melodic motives of the composition.       

The opening unit demonstrates the use of instrumental colors.  Almost all the 

instruments play in their extreme pitch ranges beginning with the clarinet in the opening 

                                                
2 Lisa Peppercorn, Villa-Lobos, the Music, 55. 
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measure.  All, except the oboe, reach their lowest pitches and three of them also ascend to 

their highest notes— clarinet (C sharp-g3), bassoon (A sharp-d2), and flute (b-c3).  The 

English horn plays its lowest note (e) in this unit but hits its highest note (a1) later in unit 

8.  Built in a foundation of pandiatonicism, this opening unit presents no strong tonal 

center.  With a use of extreme tones and traditional harmonic deficiency, it offers a strong 

primal feel.   

The music in unit 4 and 6 focuses on the use of individual instruments.  The oboe 

and the English horn are featured in an extensive duo passage while the bassoon is given 

a leading role in unit 4.  At measure 47, the bassoon marked “Solo” plays a simple four-

tone melody accompanied by the flute playing triplets alternating between two notes, e 

and f sharp, and the clarinet playing a tremolo between d sharp and e.  Fifteen bars later, 

the oboe begins with its solo phrase in triplets and merges into the duo passage.  The 

clarinet parallels the oboe for the opening three bars of its solo, supported by the 

inharmonic accompaniment, the same as the bassoon solo earlier on.  At measure 66, the 

English horn and the oboe engage in an extensive 26-bar duo cadenza.  The two voices 

do not match in several aspects—harmony, tonality, or rhythm—but nevertheless their 

rhythmic motives are derived from the same rhythmic germ built with eighth-note triplet 

and four-sixteenths figure.  The oboe and the English horn also have the same staccato 

articulation on their triplets.  The four-tone melodic motive returns in a varied rhythm 

played by the English horn in the duo section.   

A song-like flute solo constitutes unit 6.  The music sounds somber and, with 

random sharps and flats, has an obscure tonal center.  The incoherent melodic line is built 
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with disjunctive motions and wide leaps encompassing two octaves— including a 

number of 7th intervals.  The acoustic effect for this solo passage evokes an aural image 

of a serenader soloing in the traditional choro music.                      

Rhythm 
 

It is evident that rhythmic elements are important and notably present in Villa-

Lobos’ musical language.  Unit 3 contains a typical example of the composer’s use of 

melodic-rhythmic motive.3 The basic motive in the unit is a melodic-rhythmic pattern, 

consisting of two sets of rhythmic figures— five single-pitched eighth notes followed by 

two accented sixteenths progressing upward in major or minor second, and two eighth 

notes plus three eighth notes in a stepwise descending line (See Example 41).   

Example 41. Quintette en forme de chôros, bars 36 – 37 

 
  * Clarinet is notated in concert pitch 
 
 
 

                                                
3 Eero Tarasti, Heitor Villa-Lobos: the Life and Works, 324.   
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This motive simultaneously occurs in the flute, the English horn, the clarinet, and 

the bassoon at measure 36.  The oboe’s rhythm differs from those four instruments but 

soon joins with an accented single eighth note at the second half of the third beat to 

accentuate the sixteenths of the motivic pattern.   

Typical of Villa-Lobos’ motivic ideas, this pattern does not return in strict 

repetition nor grow further in development.  Two approaches are used to vary the 

pattern— it can be modified through the number of eighth notes of the same pitch and 

through prolongation of the stepwise descending line.  In tonal dialect, three voices, the 

flute, the English horn, and the clarinet, are put together to make up a string of 6/4 chords 

at measure 36, moving parallel downward or upward in diatonic progression on the 

motive.  This harmonic idea continues through the variations of the motivic pattern while 

the bassoon moves within the five black keys on the keyboard, which leads to a 

suggestion of a diversified pentatonic scale. 

Unit 5 is another example of Villa-Lobos’ use of rhythm.  There are two primary 

solo passages and two types of accompaniment built in separate rhythmic patterns.  The 

first solo motive is rhythmic in nature.  Rooted in a generic idea of two rhythmic figures, 

double eighth notes and a syncopated figure , this motive is first introduced by the 

bassoon at measure 97 (See Example 42a below).  This solo motive reoccurs in a 

different key played by the English horn at measure 103 (See Example 42b below) and 

once again by the flute at measure 110 (See Example 42c below), in which the composer 

played with the rhythmic combinations consisting of three basic rhythmic cells.   
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Example 42a.  Quintette en forme de chôros, bars 97 – 100 
 

 
 
 
 
 
Example 42b. Quintette en forme de chôros, bars 103 – 104 
 

 
 
 
 
 
Example 42c. Quintette en forme de chôros, bars 110 – 113 
 

 
 
 
 
 

The second solo motive is melodic, first played by the English horn at measure 

130 (See Example 43 below).  Its melodic line moves only within a narrow space of four 

tones (C-D-Eb-F).  The clarinet reintroduces the second solo motive at measure 138.  

This second motive extends the basis of four-tone and becomes a six-tone melody (F-G-

A-Bb-C-D), which implies a tonal center of F. 
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Example 43.  Quintette en forme de chôros, bars 130 – 135  
 

 
 
 
  
 
 Unit 5 begins with a simple background sound in the flute, playing a single pitch 

in eighth notes.  It evolves into a rhythmic pattern at measure 99 and turns into the type 

one accompaniment played by the flute and the clarinet (See Example 44).  The motive of 

the type one accompaniment is based on double eighth notes and rhythmic 

figures or .  The duple rhythms are the generic materials across varied 

accompaniments of this type one motive.  A demonstration of the type one 

accompaniment appears in the oboe, the English horn, and the clarinet together at 

measure 115.  The three voices create a 6/4 chord of E minor and play against A flat in 

the bassoon, the fifth tone of D flat major.                     

Example 44. Quintette en forme de chôros, bars 99 – 101 

 
  * Clarinet is notated in concert pitch 
 
 
 
 

The type two accompaniment is established at measure 127 also together in three 

voices, the English horn, the clarinet, and the bassoon (See Example 45 below).  The 
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sonority between the English horn and the clarinet often suggests a dissonant interval, 

A4.  This motivic passage consisting of a dotted rhythm and three sets of eight notes 

repeats itself back to back and demonstrates the essential rhythmic germ of Habanera 

rhythm. 

Example 45. Quintette en forme de chôros, bar 127 
 

   
  * Clarinet is notated in concert pitch 
 
 
 
 

The episodic passage in unit 7 presents a particular use of Habanera rhythm.  The 

clarinet plays a dotted figure by accentuation.  The treatment uses tenutos to change the 

strong beats of the duple rhythms.  With a weight on the first half of the first beat and the 

second half of the second beat, it evokes a feel of Habanera rhythm while the use 

resembles the rhythmic figure  in augmentation.  The bassoon replaces the 

standard dotted figure in Habanera rhythm with sixteenths and sixteenth rests.  The tied-

over sixteenth is also added with a tenuto.  The use of sixteenth rests plus tenuto makes 

this rhythm focus more on the offbeat and also energizes the syncopated nature of the 

Habanera rhythm (See Example 46 below). 
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Example 46. Quintette en forme de chôros, bars 178 – 179 
 

 
 * Clarinet is notated in concert pitch 
 
 
 
 

Melody 
 

Villa-Lobos’ melody carries traits of the popular choro music.  The strong 

lyricism and simple expressiveness portrays the serenading aspect of the style and 

explains its distinctive impact on later music.4 Two examples, such as the two solo 

melodic motives found in unit 7, support such a point.  They illustrate the musical 

poeticism in Villa-Lobos’ melodic language.  In the key of E minor, the first melodic solo 

is played by the oboe at measure 164 beginning on the offbeat with très expressif (See 

Example 47).  

Example 47. Quintette en forme de chôros, bars 164 – 166 
 

 
 
 
 

The English horn and the bassoon lead the opening of the unit with an incomplete 

E minor chord (B and G) and soon move individually in a chromatic descending motion.  

                                                
4 Gerard Béhague, Heitor Villa-Lobos: the Search for Brazil’s Musical Soul, 82. 
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The first melody is restated by the clarinet with a number of long slurs in f at measure 

173 (See Example 48). 

Example 48. Quintette en forme de chôros, bars 173 – 177 
 

 
 
 
 
 
This clarinet solo mostly plays in the same key as the original motive except for a few 

passing accidentals.  The passage is two-bars longer, and the extension is based on his 

original material instead of substantial development.  This treatment is the result of 

identification of components in Villa-Lobos’ musical style.5 

As tuneful as the first solo melody, the second melodic solo motive sounds tonal 

but again shows the characteristic of missing development in its recurrences.  The 

melodic motive first occurs in the oboe at measure 185 and repeats in variation at 

measure 194 in the flute and at measure 199 in the clarinet (See Example 49a – c below).  

The motive is established in the strong tonal center of G sharp and reappears twice in G 

melodic minor.  Typical of Villa-Lobos’ thematic motives, the flute passage presents 

undeveloped melodic theme but only a three-bar prolongation of the elements in the end.  

                                                
5 Lisa Peppercorn, Villa-Lobos, the Music, 36. 
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The clarinet varies the original rhythm through a use of thirty-seconds and a 12-note 

group and plays the motive in a contrasting dynamic f against the remainder voices.  

Example 49a. Quintette en forme de chôros, bars 185 – 188  
 

 
 
 
 
 
Example 49b. Quintette en forme de chôros, bars 194 – 196 
 

 
 
 
 
 
Example 49c. Quintette en forme de chôros, bars 199 – 200 
 

 
 
 
 

Timbre 
 

Villa-Lobos’ compositions are often criticized for the deficiency of thematic 

development or transitional passages to connect independent musical ideas.  Instead, he 

attempted to use repetition, unison, and ostinato as a tool to abolish segregation in the 

structure and create unity.  The composer used a single pitch, d2, as a theme in unit 2 to 

create linkage of voices.  This motive, a long d2, is played in turn by the oboe, the 
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bassoon, and the flute within the opening three bars of unit 2.  The clarinet repeats d2 

four times in the opening phrase to establish its solo melody.  The repetition of an 

exclusive pitch played by multi-instruments in a moderate tempo supports an effective 

timbral sensation in sound (See Example 50). 

Example 50. Quintette en forme de chôros, bars 18 – 20 
 

  
  * Clarinet is notated in concert pitch 
 
 
 
 

The final 26 bars demonstrate the composer’s use of unison and ostinato.  It also 

demonstrates the climax of the composition through a rapid tempo and a string of built-up 

dynamics.  This quintet music at rehearsal 34 takes a turn with all five voices joining 

together to play in unison.  The five instruments are separated by different rhythmic 

language into two groups, the sixteenths versus the combination of sixteenths, dotted 

rhythm, and syncopation, playing intensive articulations in a strong dynamic of f (See 

Example 51 below).  This design brings timbral collision and creates a full tension in 
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sound effect.  From measure 292 to 300, the English horn, the clarinet, and the bassoon 

play a rhythmic ostinato with identical use of staccato.  This ostinato passage is 

immediately followed by another pattern of ostinato with different articulation— slur two 

and tongue two, played eight times by the English horn and the clarinet.  In the final four 

bars, the five voices are eventually consolidated in exact rhythm and articulation, 

repeating single-pitched sixteenths (See Example 52 below). 

Example 51. Quintette en forme de chôros, bars 282 – 283 

 
  * Clarinet is notated in concert pitch 
 
 
 
 

The final phrase begins with a tonal sonority in the powerful dynamic of fff, 

leading the way with all-inclusive expressions (rffz, crescendo, tenuto, and accents) to the 

peak of the music where it concludes with an inharmonic tone cluster, including 

dissonant intervals of m2 and A4, in powerful dynamic marking ffff (See Example 52 

below).  The treatment with the focus of diverse devices—unison, ostinato, dissonances, 
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speedy tempo, identical articulation, and punching dynamics—empowers the music to 

exaggerate instrumental effects to the maximum.  The timbral fusion supports Villa-

Lobos’ attempt to capture the primal effect in primitivism.       

Example 52. Quintette en forme de chôros, bars 304 – 308 
 

 
 * Clarinet is notated in concert pitch 
 
 
  
  

Treatment of The Clarinet 
 
A close look at Villa-Lobos’ clarinet writing in Quintette en forme de chôros 

reveals a number of devices that are present in his Brazilian nationalistic language.  As 

the composer favored local color and rhythmic element, his approach of writing in a 

nationalistic style leans toward taking elemental traits of the music born from the natives 

in Brazil as the basis for his musical ideas rather than using complete folk tunes.6 His 

melodies, lyric or rhythmic, virtually exist without thematic or harmonic development but 

                                                
6 Lisa Peppercorn, Villa-Lobos, the Music, 56. 
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often show certain typical features derived from the music of the popular style in Brazil.  

Those uses and their combinations fit the purpose for the clarinet writing of Villa-Lobos.              

The opening unit offers an example of instrumental effect and local music 

influence.  The clarinet, paired with bassoon, plays in the chalumeau register on its 

lowest pitch (C#) in the opening measure to begin this quintet composition.  In 12 bars it 

soon reaches its highest pitch (g3) while playing the pseudo-improvisatory atonal melody 

at measure 13 (See Example 53).  The clarinet, encompassing over three octaves, 

demonstrates its capability of producing diverse sounds within the widest range in pitch.  

The phrase is initially singled out and given the loudest dynamic, ff, among the voices in 

the unit.  This solo-like passage, exhibiting an unstructured contour plus random 

accidentals, illustrates the episodic spirit of traditional choro music. 

Example 53. Quintette en forme de chôros, bars 11 – 15 
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In unit 2, the use of the four-tone solo phrase played by the clarinet alludes to a 

common characteristic of native Indian melody, moving within the space of five notes.7 

Another similar example is found in the melodic motive of the clarinet in unit 5.  This 

solo phrase eventually evolves into a six-tone melody, with an extra two tones occurring 

only once (See Example 54).  The practice of the employment of four tones or six tones 

in the motives suggests Villa-Lobos’ interest, apart from the traditional diatonic scales, in 

diversified modal patterns frequently found in folk music.8 There are two more examples 

of motives composed based on the idea of six tones: the two solo passages at measure 

199 and measure 211.   

Example 54. Quintette en forme de chôros, bars 138 – 144 
 

 
 
 
 
 

Another feature of Villa-Lobos’ melody is that the tune usually moves within a 

narrow range.  The idea reflects a characteristic trait of indigenous music.9 Those 

melodies or motives often progress in stepwise ascending or descending line and even 

                                                
7 Lisa Peppercorn, Villa-Lobos, the Music, 55. 
 
8 David P. Appleby, the Music of Brazil, 115. 
 
9 Lisa Peppercorn, Villa-Lobos, the Music, 55. 
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repeat back to back immediately.  The example of the four-tone solo melody of the 

clarinet from unit 2, composed within one octave moving in a stepwise descending 

contour, well explains the first two aspects above as do both the clarinet solos at measure 

199 and at measure 211.  The melodic passage of the clarinet at measure 211 also 

demonstrates the idea of immediate repetition by making the three-bar motive into a six-

bar phrase.  This repetition of the motive, along with a few other examples from this 

composition, leads to the notion of undeveloped motivic component, which explains the 

basis of Villa-Lobos’ thematic ideas.  This classic example of using the aspects above, 

plus the four-tone idea, appears in the melodic-rhythmic segment from unit 3, which is 

played by four instruments including the clarinet.                         

The use of a descending component, commonly found in South American folk 

music,10 is evident in Quintette en forme de chôros.  The element is incorporated in the 

music across assorted musical disciplines.  The treatment points to Villa-Lobos’ attention 

on a focus of the underlying idea.  The facet of descending motion occurs at the opening 

phrase of the composition, played by the clarinet and the bassoon, moving downward by 

intervals of minor third in the clarinet and a major second in the bassoon.  The same 

treatment appears in various motives in the clarinet throughout the composition.  It 

includes: three clarinet solo phrases, the type two accompaniment motive from unit 5, 

and the supporting triplets from unit 8.  At rehearsal 34, the clarinet passage progresses in 

a descending contour for eight bars.   

                                                
10 Eero Tarasti, Heitor Villa-Lobos: the Life and Works, 108-150. 
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There is little evidence that Villa-Lobos’ musical ideas are based on a complete 

use of folk music sources.  However, an assumption of his great interests in the elements 

taken from Brazilian folk materials cannot be mistaken.  Those elements usually are 

incorporated into his motives or used in a subtle format as a reminder to show a linkage 

of an indigenous feature.  At measure 94, there is an example of such an idea.  It is a 

unique practice to treat the clarinet as a single-pitched percussion instrument, considered 

for its capacity of performing in a wide range of pitch.  Villa-Lobos used the clarinet to 

provide consistent rhythmic support to the solo phrases.  It utilizes only three different 

pitches throughout 21 bars and repeats a single pitch on B in various rhythmic patterns 

for 18 bars plus.  The treatment simulates the role of drumbeats in a certain style of 

indigenous music.   

Inspired by folk music,11 the use of immediate repetition in Villa-Lobos’ 

composition is not limited to melodic writing.  There are several examples of immediate 

repetition of a short rhythmic motive present in the clarinet writing in this composition.  

That includes: the sequential phrase of the type one rhythmic accompaniment and the 

three time type two rhythmic accompaniment from unit 5; the Habanera motive of the 

episodic passage from unit 7; and the repeat of the oboe solo from unit 8.  Many of those 

motivic phrases consist the element of immediate repetition on single pitch.                                 

As the Habanera rhythm is one of the favored features of Brazilian popular 

music,12 the use of dotted rhythmic figure  in the composition illustrates the 

                                                
11 Lisa Peppercorn, Villa-Lobos, the Music, 55. 
 
12 Gerard Béhague, Heitor Villa-Lobos: the Search for Brazil’s Musical Soul, 71. 
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connection of the music and the local inspiration.  Several motives played by the clarinet 

consist of this rhythmic figure, either in its original form or variation, including: the 

opening phrase, the type two rhythmic accompaniment from unit 5, the segment of dotted 

figure by accentuation from unit 7, and the sequential phrase from the final unit.                

While the sixteenth note is the rhythmic trait predominating in the traditional 

choro music, a rhythm based on the sixteenth note is found and heavily used in the final 

unit in the composition, especially for the ostinato patterns close to the ending.  The 

clarinet plays the rhythmic figure  51 times during the final unit.  In the same final 

section, the clarinet also plays 18 consecutive bars of triples in 2/4 time, which is 

immediately followed by a set of duple rhythm.  The pattern of a combination of duple 

and triple pulsations with a basic duple meter is the identifying element in African or 

Iberian music.13 The intensive use of the Habanera rhythmic figure (in eight bars) and 

triplets (in 18 bars) plus basic syncopation  (in three bars) during the closing 

section suggests the fundamental impact of urban popular music on Villa-Lobos’ 

composition.                  

The clarinet has 72-bars of complete rest, the fewest number among the five 

instruments in this quintet composition.  There are six “Solo” phrases played by the 

clarinet.  Five of them are melodic and one is rhythmic.  The five melodic solos are 

tuneful and expressively lyric.  Lyricism, as such, is the featured trait of the popular 

choro style.  Four of the melodic solos give a sense of modal feel by using non-traditional 

seven-tone scales, which reflects an influence of Indian music.  The pantonic solo melody 

                                                
13 David P. Appleby, The Music of Brazil, 115. 
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is written in disjunct motion.  As stated by Mário de Andrade in his Ensaio sobre Música 

Brasileira, the use of wide leaps and large melodic intervals may be encouraged by the 

taste of Brazilian people.14       

Another characteristic of the traditional choro music is a use of duple meter.  In 

the composition, there are 74 meter changes.  Duple meters, including 2/2, 2/4, and 4/4, 

are used 34 times.  This is pushing close to half of the meter changes.  There are a total of 

192 bars of dupe meter in this 308 measure composition: 119 bars of 2/4, 71 bars of 4/4, 

and 2 bars of 2/2.  Five of the clarinet’s lyric solos are predominately in duple meter with 

limited meter alternations, and one solo completely stays in 4/4 time. 

 

                                                
14 Lisa Peppercorn, Villa-Lobos, the Music, 55. 
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CONCLUSION 
 

The fact that the clarinet is commonly used in Brazilian popular music, especially 

favored in choros, is the self-evident explanation of Villa-Lobos’ use of the clarinet in his 

Chôros compositions.  The consistent use of the clarinet in various size ensembles of 

these compositions affirms the essentiality of the instrument to the music writing of the 

composer.  Undoubtedly, every instrument in the different chamber music configurations 

in Chôros plays an important role in fulfilling Villa-Lobos’ goal in his approach to his 

Brazilian Nationalism.  However, the characteristics of the clarinet bring unique qualities 

to the ensemble in accentuating the prominent features in the music with a Brazilian 

nationalistic emphasis. 

Villa-Lobos consistently fought against the influence of other art music 

contemporaries.  He welcomed the inspiration of the local music—that once was 

neglected by the elite art music circle—and allowed it to impact on his ideas for his art 

music writing.  The composer consciously incorporated the characteristic features of 

either local folk music or popular music into his compositions and used the clarinet to 

promote this gesture.  Nevertheless, it was never Villa-Lobos’ initiative in integrating 

three Brazilian musical traditions— art music, folk music, and popular music.  The result 

of a fusion of these three styles, proven in his music, is the by-product of his approach to 

his idea of Brazilian nationalism.  The clarinet serves as common ground and 

accommodates the musical demands of the popular choro music and Villa-Lobos’ art 

music compositions.  This evidences the versatility of the instrument and its importance 

in the music of Brazilian nationalistic language. 
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