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ABSTRACT 

In this study I will attempt to demonstrate that stylistic and compositional features 

and a non-traditional approach to form in the orchestral output of composer Silvestre 

Revueltas contributed to the development of a nationalist school in Mexico in the 

twentieth century. In the paper, I present a biographical sketch of Silvestre Revueltas 

(1899-1940), as there is little available printed information in English concerning the life 

and work of this composer who is acknowledged to be one of the most significant figures 

in the history of music in Mexico. I also address the cultural, artistic, and philosophical 

influences that shaped the cultural world in Mexico in the first quarter of the twentieth 

century, and their influence on Revueltas and his music. 

The heart of the paper is an overview of certain compositional and stylistic 

features in the music of Silvestre Revueltas, followed by observations on structural 

elements in two of his symphonic works: Janitzio and Alcancías. The document 

concludes with a brief summary of the influence of Revueltas on some of the 

contemporary composers of his time and on the musical life in Mexico and the United 

States in the first half of the twentieth century. I have also included in this document a 

chronological list of works and a substantial list of bibliographic references. 
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INTRODUCTION 

Silvestre Revueltas (1899-1940) is acknowledged to be one of the most 

significant figures in the history of music in Mexico. He was an accomplished violinist at 

an early age, and from around 1915 he held positions in the Aztec Theatre Orchestra and 

the Texas Theatre Orchestra of San Antonio, Texas. He soon became an accomplished 

conductor. Sometime between October 1927 and February 1928, he moved from Texas to 

direct the Mobile Symphony Orchestra in Alabama. He eventually returned to his native 

Mexico and became the music director of the Orquesta Sinfónica de México (1929-35), 

and the Orquesta Sinfónica Nacional (1936), for which he composed most of his 

significant orchestral works. His film scores, written during the 1930s golden era of film 

in Mexico, have been compared to those of master film scorers Erich Wolfgang Korngold 

and Miklós Rózsa.      

Little has been written about the orchestral music of Revueltas. This is partially 

because this repertory remains practically unknown outside of Mexico. Although in the 

United States conductors such as Esa-Pekka Salonen have begun to champion the music 

of Revueltas by performing and recording it, there is still a significant need to explore 

this repertory as part of the modern orchestral literature that blends traditional folk music 

of Mexico with compositional elements in the Western tradition. Because the music of 

Revueltas combines elements of both traditions, it becomes significant as an example of 

nationalist music in the Americas. 
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A complete examination of the symphonic repertory of Revueltas as a whole is 

needed. This exploration, however, lies beyond the scope of this document. Accordingly, 

in this paper I will attempt to demonstrate that stylistic and compositional features and a 

non-traditional approach to form in the orchestral output of composer Silvestre Revueltas 

contributed to the development of a nationalist school in Mexico in the twentieth century. 
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CHAPTER 1 

SILVESTRE REVUELTAS: BIOGRAPHICAL NOTES 

   There are three main sources available to consult for biographical information on 

Revueltas. Silvestre Revueltas: Por Él Mismo (Silvestre Revueltas: In His Own Words) is 

a compilation of letters and writings that provides autobiographical information from 

which significant data can be derived concerning the life of Revueltas. The first part of 

Eduardo Contreras Soto’s book Silvestre Revueltas: Baile, Duelo y Son (Silvestre 

Revueltas: Dance, Mourning and Son) provides one of the more complete biographical 

overviews. Contreras Soto is supposed to have spent a significant amount of time 

reviewing the family-administered and jealously-guarded Revueltas archive. In his book, 

however, there are not enough references to primary sources for it to be considered a 

primary source by itself. Nonetheless, the work of Contreras Soto is generally 

acknowledged and respected in Mexico and therefore his book is considered trustworthy 

as one of the richest resources for this biographical sketch. A third source is the annotated 

bibliography Silvestre Revueltas: Catálogo de Sus Obras (Silvestre Revueltas: Catalog of 

Works) published by the Universidad Nacional Autónoma de México. This catalog has 

been particularly helpful in determining composition and performance dates and general 

chronology, as well as the manuscript sources of Revueltas’s work. All three of these 

works are in Spanish; there are no published biographical resources in English. Unless 

otherwise noted, all translations in this document are the author’s. 

Silvestre Revueltas was born on December 31, 1889 in Santiago Papasquiaro, a 

small town in the state of Durango, Mexico. He was the son of José Revueltas Gutiérrez 
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(1871-1923) and Romana Sánchez Arias (1883-1939). He received his first violin and 

lessons when he was five. His restless quest for a better musical education eventually led 

him to Mexico City to continue his studies. He began studying violin at the 

Conservatorio Nacional de Música with José Rocabruna (1879-1957), a Spaniard who 

was concertmaster under Camille Saint-Saëns and Richard Strauss in Barcelona and had 

become the head of the violin department at the Conservatorio. At the same time, 

Revueltas also began to study composition with Rafael Julio Tello (1872-1946).  

Dissatisfied with his education in Mexico, Revueltas transferred to Saint 

Edward’s College, a Jesuit school in Austin, Texas. While at Saint Edward’s, Revueltas 

studied piano with Louis Gazagne, but Revueltas was not content at Saint Edward’s 

either. Sometime between 1918 and 1919, he and his brother Fermín left Texas and 

enrolled at the Chicago Musical College in Illinois. Revueltas studied violin there with 

Leon Sametini and graduated on June 19, 1919 with a degree in violin, harmony and 

composition. Revueltas and his brother remained in Chicago until July 1920 when they 

briefly traveled to Mexico City. By this time, Revueltas had become a violin virtuoso. He 

toured Mexico from 1920 to 1922 then returned to Chicago to study with Vaslav 

Kochanski and with the noted violinist and teacher Otakar Sevčík.1    

In 1923 Revueltas returned to Mexico upon notification that his father José had 

died on December 1. He remained in Mexico for a period of three years. After having 

fulfilled his family obligations, he began giving recitals. The summer of 1924 was a 

                                                
1 Silvestre Revueltas, Silvestre Revueltas por él mismo. Recompilación de Rosaura Revueltas. 

México [City]: Biblioteca Era, no. 184, 1989, 247. 



 15 

productive time for Revueltas that culminated in a meeting with Carlos Chávez (1899-

1978), one of the most significant figures not only of musical life in Mexico but also in 

the life of the young composer. This friendship helped Revueltas to grow as a composer, 

for Chávez continually encouraged Revueltas to compose. It also led to the involvement 

of Revueltas in a number of new composers’ associations created for the purpose of 

promoting new works.  

In 1926 Revueltas returned to the United States for a third time, now as an 

accomplished violinist and emerging composer. In the midst of a busy performing 

schedule Revueltas managed to complete a small composition for orchestra: Batik. With 

this piece Revueltas left his student phase of writing behind and grew into his mature 

compositional style. By February 1928 Revueltas had joined the Pan American 

Association of Composers founded by Edgar Varèse and Henry Cowell.  

Chávez further propelled the career of Revueltas in Mexico. In August 1928, 

Chávez was appointed Director of the newly created Orquesta Sinfónica Mexicana. 

Chávez was also named Director of the Conservatorio Nacional de Música, at that time 

called Escuela de Música, Teatro y Danza. He immediately invited Revueltas to become 

the head of the violin department, to direct the student orchestra, and to conduct some 

concerts with the Orquesta Sinfónica de México. Revueltas accepted the offer and served 

as Assistant Director of the Orquesta Sinfónica de México from February 1929 until 

1935. This new post marked his definitive homecoming and became a tremendous source 

of encouragement for him as a composer. The result was five premieres with the 
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Sinfónica: the first and second versions of Esquinas, Ventanas, Cuauhnáhuac, Janitzio, 

and Planos. 

The arrival of Chávez at the Conservatorio brought with it an influx of new blood 

that immediately supplanted the “old guard,” starting with the previous Director, Carlos 

del Castillo, and his group of aged musicians with their extremely conservative aesthetic 

and musical tastes. It was in the midst of this tremendous political turmoil that Revueltas 

took on the violin class and the student orchestra of the Conservatorio in early 1929.   

Throughout the 1930s Revueltas continued in his post as Assistant Director of the 

Orquesta Sinfónica de México. More important, and in great part through the constant 

encouragement by Chávez, Revueltas intensified his work as a composer. It was during 

this period that most of his significant compositions for orchestra were written. 

Chávez had fostered his own connections with the musical world in the United 

States for almost ten years. He had developed a particularly close relationship with Aaron 

Copland who invited Revueltas to participate in the third concert of Copland’s First 

Festival of Contemporary American Music in Yaddo, Saratoga Springs in 1932. At this 

concert, Revueltas’s Second String Quartet was premiered along with Walter Piston’s 

Sonata for Flute and Piano, Charles Ives’s Seven Songs, and Copland’s Piano Variations 

(1930) with Copland himself at the piano. This successful performance secured 

Revueltas’s reputation as one among the elite of American composers. 

 In 1933 Chávez was named as the Director of the Instituto Nacional de Bellas 

Artes, INBA, the principal arts administration institution in Mexico. Chávez subsequently 

named Revueltas Interim Director of the Conservatorio on March 1. Revueltas did not 
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have the temperament to lead such a highly polarized and politicized institution. His 

many critics, and now-displaced “old guard” musicians, were at this time on the 

defensive, which resulted in Revueltas handing in his resignation on April 30, only two 

months after his appointment to this position.   

 Revueltas was a musical progressive not only in his compositional technique, but 

also in his enthusiasm for new technology. Radio was emerging as an important medium 

in Mexico during the 1930s. Revueltas’s interaction with radio led to experimentation 

with early recordings of his own works and the works of Chávez to promote the Orquesta 

Sinfónica de México. His work in radio also led to his composition 8 por Radio, a piece 

for the eight musicians that made up the Orquesta de Cámara de la SEP, the chamber 

ensemble that performed for the radio station.   

 The year 1935 again brought significant changes to the musical scene in Mexico 

City. A new administration replaced Carlos Chávez as Director of the Conservatorio with 

one of the “old guard” displaced musicians of 1929, Estanislao Mejía. Mejía perceived 

this as a victory against the modern establishment, and launched a campaign attacking 

Chávez’s power and prestige. His most significant move was to change name of the 

Orquesta del Conservatorio to Orquesta Sinfónica Nacional, directly positioning it 

against Chávez’s Orquesta Sinfónica de México. Mejía then invited Revueltas to become 

the director of the renamed orchestra, and Revueltas accepted. This virtually ended 

Revueltas’s relationship with Chávez.   

 Compositionally, Revueltas had at this point turned completely to film scoring, 

another emerging medium. By the middle of 1935 he had finished his orchestral suite 
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Redes based on the film score first known as Pescadores written in 1934. Later in 1935 

he began working on another film: ¡Vamonos con Pancho Villa!. Shooting for the film 

began in November, and ended in January 1936. Because postproduction was greatly 

delayed, the final product was not premiered in Mexico City until December 1936. 

 Around 1936 Revueltas became involved in national politics. He became a 

member of the Liga de Escritores y Artistas Revolucionarios (LEAR), a leftist Mexican 

organization that had begun activities in 1933. By 1935 the organization, which now was 

one of Chávez’s principal critics, had become extremist.    

 Although Revueltas’s career flourished during this period, his personal life 

received some significant blows. Revueltas married three times. Around 1920, he married 

Jule Klarecy, an American singer that he had met in Chicago. With Jule he had a 

daughter, Carmen, in 1922, of whom little is known. Revueltas divorced Jule in 1927 and 

from that point on was associated with Aurora Viuda de Murgía, whom he had met in 

San Antonio, Texas. The details of their relationship remain uncertain. By 1930 he had 

met and married Angela Acevedo. With Angela, Revueltas had three daughters, Eugenia, 

Natalia, and Alejandra. On September 9, 1935, Fermín, his brother, best friend, and 

companion of youth, died. Shortly after, Revueltas lost his daughter Alejandra, who died 

in March 1936.   

The passing of the poet Federico García Lorca, who was executed by the 

supporters of General Franco in Granada, Spain on August 19, 1936, had a significant 

impact on Revueltas. Revueltas, an avid reader, was well acquainted with the work of 

García Lorca. The execution brought about international indignation. Many intellectuals 
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and artists, outraged by the execution, paid homage to the assassinated poet. Revueltas 

was so moved that he produced one of his most significant compositions, the Homenaje a 

García Lorca for chamber orchestra. It was premiered on November 14, 1936 with 

Revueltas conducting.   

 In December 1936, Revueltas was hospitalized at the Sanatorio Ramírez Moreno 

for fatigue and rehabilitation from alcoholism. Revueltas kept a busy schedule that 

included traveling and concertizing, conducting the Sinfónica Nacional, and trying to 

compose. Alcoholism was Revueltas’s lifelong problem. In the midst of this hospital stay 

Revueltas had time to compose without distraction. One result was the second and better-

known version of Janitzio. Even after this incident, Revueltas did not reduce his many 

responsibilities until 1938.    

 Another health crisis, perhaps the most serious yet, followed in 1938. Revueltas 

was admitted to a psychiatric hospital and underwent another rehabilitation treatment for 

alcoholism. During this hospital stay, he kept a diary full of pessimistic views, showing 

candidly his character and his position on many issues such as life, artistry, and the 

human condition. Excerpts from this diary are published in the book Silvestre Revueltas: 

Por Él Mismo.2    

 Revueltas left the hospital with a renewed desire to work, which was clearly 

therapeutic for him. After a number of unsuccessful projects, he wrote the score for one 

more film. The result was to become his best-known work, La Noche de los Mayas. The 

                                                
 2 Silvestre Revueltas, Silvestre Revueltas por él mismo. Recompilación de Rosaura Revueltas. 
México [City]: Biblioteca Era, no. 184, 1989. 
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film was premiered on September 7, 1939. Whatever satisfaction Revueltas might have 

had with this success was overshadowed by the death of his mother on August 27. Of all 

of the deaths that darkened the life of Revueltas, this was one of the more painful for him, 

as it was chronicled that at the funeral he wept uncontrollably.3  

 In late 1939 Revueltas went back to composing. Working was therapeutic to him. 

The result was the film score to Los de Abajo for which he turned to previously 

composed material, drawn mainly from Caminos, and pieced it together with a few new 

lines of music.  

 By 1940, Revueltas had turned his compositional focus from film to dance music, 

as dance was gaining tremendous national visibility in Mexico. In May Revueltas 

accepted a project to write music for choreography based on some engravings by José 

Guadalupe Posada. Posada’s engravings of cartoon skeleton figures or calaveras, 

traditional in Mexican folklore around El Día de Los Muertos (All Souls Day), depict the 

overthrow of the decadent bourgeois by the working class. The work would become the 

ballet La Coronela. By October, Revueltas had completed a piano score and three of the 

four scenes of the work, needing only to finish the last scene and orchestrate the work. 

Plans were set for a staged presentation of his new ballet, but tragedy struck again. On 

October 4, 1940, during the premier of another new work, El Renacuajo, the composer 

laid helpless in his apartment. He had drunk cold beer in an attempt to cure a hangover 

and had gone for a stroll in the cold night, wearing only a few light clothes. By the time 

                                                
3 Eduardo Contreras Soto, Silvestre Revueltas: Baile, Duelo y Son, Mexico D.F.: Consejo Nacional 

Para la Cultura y las Artes, 2000, 64.  
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Revueltas returned home, he had acquired an acute case of bronchopneumonia and was in 

such a bad state that it was impossible even to take him to the hospital. He died there 

early on the morning of October 5, 1940. 

 Revueltas’s death afflicted deeply the musical and cultural scene of Mexico. His 

body laid in state at the Conservatorio and his funeral was attended by virtually every 

musical and academic personality in Mexico. Julián Carrillo and Carlos Chávez, at times 

bitter rivals of Revueltas, stood together as honor guards before his casket. During the 

funeral Pablo Neruda read his now-famous poem A Silvestre Revueltas, de México, en su 

muerte, which would later become part of his moving Canto General. Revueltas was 

buried at the Panteón Francés in Mexico City. On March 23, 1976 his remains were 

moved to the Rotonda de los Hombres Ilustres of the Panteón Civil de Dolores in Mexico 

City, Revueltas’s final resting place.4  

  

         
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

                                                
4 Contreras Soto, 67. 
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CHAPTER 2 

CULTURAL AND ARTISTIC INFLUENCES IN MEXICO IN THE FIRST QUARTER 
OF THE TWENTIETH CENTURY:  

NATIONALIST PAINTERS, WRITERS AND PHILOSOPHERS 

 In order to understand Revueltas’s compositional philosophy, musical language, 

and approach to form, it is important to recognize the cultural and artistic influences in 

Mexico in the first twenty-five years of the twentieth century. This was a rich and 

tumultuous period when painters, writers, philosophers and educators all had a common 

goal: to define Mexican culture. 

 On November 20, 1910, upper class politician and writer Francisco I. Madero 

(1873-1913) called for a revolt against President Porfirio Díaz who had been in power 

since 1876. This sparked the Mexican Revolution, which threw the country into political 

upheaval that lasted until 1917. As the country experienced tremendous political struggle, 

it searched for national identity. The country was not only going through remarkable 

political changes but also an intense parallel struggle to define its own cultural identity. 

Mexico had much to define for itself. There were many unanswered questions. How are 

education and culture separated? Who or what should be responsible for defining culture: 

the state or the individual?    

 Madero won the presidency in 1911. The new government was confronted with a 

greatly divided country, where in many regions as much as eighty percent of the 

population was unable to read and write. Political changes and a new administration led 

to the formation of the Secretaría de Educación Pública, SEP (Secretary of Education). 

In the spirit of the revolution, philosophers, educators and artists quickly reacted both for 
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and against this new branch of government that was to administer the education system. 

At issue was an educational system accustomed to dictating not only what an individual 

should learn but also how each individual must conduct himself or herself in society.     

 In addition to the SEP, a number of other institutions were created to deal with 

these questions and related issues. In 1917 the Instituto Nacional de Bellas Artes or INBA 

(National Institute for the Arts) was created. Its mission was to achieve a synthesis of the 

aesthetic aspirations of “the most cultural elements” of the country. The mission of this 

new institution was problematic to enact because it was perceived as tremendously elitist. 

INBA’s authoritarian mission was in contradiction to that of the new government that was 

born of the revolution.5 

 As INBA began to conduct field research, it placed emphasis on culture in rural 

life. Attention was paid to the ordinary life of indigenous peoples in hundreds of villages 

all over the country. This brought about an awareness of popular culture unprecedented in 

the history of Mexico. The “discovery” of artes artesanales (folk arts) led to a new 

consciousness of syncretism—that is, the combination of the different forms of belief or 

practice—between Hispanic and Mexican native indigenous elements. This syncretism 

was observed in just about every aspect of life. In this cultural fusion, ordinary people 

created extraordinary works of art for everyday use: cups, glasses, tablecloths, shirts, 

furniture, food, music and dance. This folk-art tradition, dating back several hundred 

years, was found all over Mexico. Local arts and traditions were carefully catalogued by 

another newly created institution, the Departmento de Etnología of the Museo Nacional 

                                                
5Boletín de la Universidad, I, 1 (diciembre de 1917), 115. 
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de Arqueología, Historia y Etnografía (the Ethnology Department of the National 

Museum of Archeology, History and Ethnography).     

As the cataloging project developed, researchers, educators, government officials 

and artists became aware that artisan work was disappearing. From the viewpoint of the 

plastic artists, primarily painters, this was the result of Mexican intellectuals and artists 

often looking to foreign models and schools rather than to those within Mexico. After 

reviewing an exhibit of paintings at the Escuela Nacional de Bellas Artes in 1921, famed 

painter Diego Rivera (1886-1957) decried the extensive influence of Rodin and his 

followers among young Mexican painters and stated with great irony, “Why in a land 

with such marvelous architecture as Teotihuacán, Mitla, and the ancient and most pure 

plastic art of the world, the exhibit presented to us by these ‘master’ sculptors appears to 

portray to us the effects of a [foreign] train wreck?”6    

Rivera offered a solution: 

We need love, love for Mexican sculpture, ancient and colonial, both admirable, 
so that Mexicans—artists and the general public—look less to magazines from 
overseas, and much, so much more to the admirable National Museum, and all the 
manifestations of popular art in our country, which is modern, because it is still 
alive [today] with our race regardless of circumstances, and that someday it will 
be a revelation of people filled with and sensible to beauty that is still found in the 
world…That our artists know, and believe, and feel, so that they do not become 
merely one more working class, so that they bring a superior place to 
anecdote…and express through the purity of plastic arts the innermost feelings of 
our souls, in constant and intimate communication with the people, not just 
producing empty abortions of useless things.7 
 

                                                
6 Quoted in Claude Fell, José Vasconcelos: Los Años del Águila (1920-1925): Educación, Cultura 

e Iberoamericanism en el México Postrevolucionario, Mexico, UNAM, 1989, p. 364, author’s translation. 
7 Diego Rivera, “La Exposición de la Escuela Nacional de Bellas Artes,” Azulejos, 3, octubre de 

1921, pp. 21, 25. 
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Rivera believed that in order for a nation to have culture it was necessary to give 

people the ability to express themselves in their own words, with their own traditions and 

expressions, which often were devalued through transplanted European models. Mexican 

philosopher and Secretary of Education José Vasconcelos (1882-1959) declared, “The 

artist cannot merely ‘choose’ or ‘cultivate’ a school or style. He must create it; the 

American [artists] are called to be the initiators of a tradition.”8 

 Vasconcelos summarized the cultural situation succinctly: “Mexico lives in two 

distinct countries.”9 Writer Martín Luis Gusmán presented this dichotomy in terms of 

shadows and darkness, explaining that “The true Mexico lies in the harmonious 

dichotomy of the extremes of its people, bringing about two different races [Hispanic and 

Indian], [and] two civilizations in the melting pot that is our country.”10  

Painters, sculptors, writers and philosophers went on a search for their country. 

Nationalist tendencies in arts were evident from the turn of the century in the works of 

Saturnino Herrán (1887-1918). His paintings often represented scenes from the everyday 

lives of common people, particularly of the meztizo, or half-caste Indian groups. His 

technique, similar to that of Paul Gauguin and his post-Impressionist contemporaries, set 

the tone for a generation of painters preoccupied with portraying a more accurate picture 

of its land, its people, and its times. But their quest for national folklore became more 

than a trip to an exotic land as it had been for Gauguin. This was a discovery of the 

realities of their history, local customs, dances, decorative arts, and the very ethos of 

                                                
8 José Vasconcelos, El monism estético (1918), en Obras Completas, IV, 45. 
9 Fell, 362.  
10 Martín Luis Gusmán, “Luz y tinieblas,” México Moderno, I, 3 (octubre de 1920): 161. 
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Mexican civilization. Anecdotal portrayals of everyday events, common objects, and 

ordinary people became the topics of paintings, sculptures, poems, and novels. Through 

their work, these artists gave ordinary people a loud and clear voice. They portrayed the 

syncretism and fusion of popular art and culture. 

Beginning in 1922 there was an observable change, a true shift of the topics that 

artists chose for their work. A series of revolutionary painters emerged from the civil war 

-torn Mexico. José Clemente Orozco (1883-1949), David Alfaro Siqueiros (1896-1974), 

and Diego Rivera (1886-1957), who were to become the most celebrated painters in 

Mexico, used the large walls of public buildings as canvases to portray their message: the 

division of social classes, oppression and exploitation of the people, and a tremendous 

quest for a national identity.  

The collective work of the muralists and other artists resulted in a body of 

masterpieces that not only contributed to the socialization of the Mexican population but 

also became a universal means of expressing the collective ethos of the nation, promoting 

a new set of ethical and social values. Poet and writer Octavio Paz in his book Las Peras 

del Olmo most clearly demonstrated that the muralist movement best represented “a 

nation that [had] just discovered itself, and that [was] not content with recognizing its 

past, but searched [how through its history it] can insert itself in modern civilization.”11 

Indeed, the birth of Mexico as a modern nation was chronicled through the arts.  

 

                                                
11 Octavio Paz, “Tamayo en la pintura mexicana,” in Las peras del olmo (1957), Barcelona, Seix 

Barral, 1974, 192-193. 
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CHAPTER 3 

IN SEARCH OF MEXICO’S SONG: REVUELTAS’S QUEST  
FOR A NATIONAL STYLE 

 
Working in the aftermath of the Mexican Revolution, it was only natural that 

Revueltas would compose music that would be considered nationalist. Revueltas, through 

his painter brother Fermín, was fully aware of the tremendous philosophical turmoil that 

the arts were experiencing at this time. Similar issues had to be confronted by the 

musicians of the time. 

 In Mexico music and national identity have always been related. Writers, 

philosophers and educators began to address these links formally during the period that 

preceded Revueltas’s creative life. José Vasconcelos, Mexico’s education secretary and 

the former head of the Universidad Nacional Autónoma de México, extensively addressed 

the significant relationship between music and national identity, and the connection 

between popular song and the roots of its identity.12 In a letter dated October 1922, 

Chilean poet, educator and diplomat Gabriela Mistral wrote about the educational 

reforms of Vasconcelos who considered music, particularly singing, to be a true 

nationalizing element that can create and transform a national soul: “Music in Mexico is 

not found in aristocratic singing academies, or in the luxuries of the rich; it is the popular 

art par excellence, an art cultivated by the nation with intent to refine it, without the lack 

                                                
12 Claude Fell, José Vasconcelos: Los Años del Águila (1920-1925): Educación, Cultura e 

Iberoamericanism en el México Postrevolucionario, Mexico, UNAM, 1989, 413-417. 
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of care that is often found in popular art.”13 “The task of the [Latin] American musician is 

to tune and to ennoble the feelings of [his or her] race.”14 

Mexican composers like Manuel M. Ponce (1882-1948) embraced the vision of 

Vasconcelos and hailed the birth of a true national musical life in Mexico: “In 

reality…national symphonic music could very well be inspired by the popular melodies 

of the [people], without forsaking universality.”15 Ponce argued that as a composer 

“…there are two [new] ways to original creation that lead to a work of lasting, [universal] 

and abiding value: ennobling popular music and creating original work.”16   

Revueltas was interested in clearly portraying Mexico’s “song” in his music. For 

him, Mexico’s “song” was the musical representation of the soul of the country. For 

Revueltas, as for many artist of his generation, Mexico’s “song” was not found in 

traditional academic forms and structures such as sonatas or symphonies. Mexico’s 

“song” was found in the people and objects that surrounded him. It was found in the 

ordinary places where he lived and in the ordinary things that he did every day.    

 For Revueltas, Mexico’s “song” was represented in works like his tone poem 

Janitzio (1933, 1936). Janitzio, which means "place where it rains," and/or "place of 

fishing," is a colorful village on an island in the center of Lake Pátzcuaro, Michoacan. 

The indigenous community of this pueblito has for centuries conserved the authenticity of 

its customs such as the Purépecha Indian language, its traditional clothing, the Danza de 

                                                
13 “Epístola a Gabriela Mistral sobre la enseñanza del canto en México” (octubre de 1922), quoted 

in Boletín de la SEP, I, 2, 361-362, author’s translation. 
14 Ibid., 402. 
15 Fell, 415. 
16 Ibid.  
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los viejitos, which is a representation of an old men’s dance, and the velación at noche de 

los muertos, or All Saints Eve. This ceremony in Janitzio attracts visitors from across the 

globe every November 1st and 2nd. Revueltas tried to depict this colorful little town in 

music. In his symphonic poem Janitzio, he portrayed what sounds like a band of amateur 

musicians playing with great enthusiasm, wrong notes and all, while a myriad of other 

events happen all around. Revueltas presented these events as a colorful kaleidoscopic 

episode unfolding in someone’s life. 

  Revueltas chose numerous other subjects from Mexico’s history, daily life and 

culture as the inspiration for his compositions. Alcancías is a piece named after clay 

piggy banks, a traditional artisan craft. Cuauhnáhuac is the ancient name of the modern 

city of Cuernavaca. Homenaje a Federico García Lorca is an homage to an important 

Latin-American literary and revolutionary figure. Redes is a musical score to a socially 

critical film. Sensemayá is the chant of an ancient Indian snake-charmer inspired by a 

poem by Cuban poet Nicolás Guillén. La Coronella is a ballet score honoring a female 

hero of the Mexican revolution. La Noche de Los Mayas is a movie score reflecting the 

vastness and majesty of one of the great civilizations in the history of humanity. To 

Revueltas, his compositions represented a musical portrayal of his nation. To him, this 

was Mexico’s “song.” 
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CHAPTER 4 

MELODY AND FOLKLORE: REVUELTAS’S USE OF FOLK-LIKE MELODY AS 
THE BASIS FOR AN INDIGENOUS SOUND 

 
Beyond the thematic and programmatic elements, Revueltas made his music 

sound Mexican through his compositional technique. Revueltas’s concept of and attitude 

towards “the national” is clearly illustrated in his melodic material. With the exception of 

the ancient Mayan tune Xtoles in La Noche de Los Mayas, and the popular Mexican 

children’s round A la vívora de la mar quoted in Troka, Revueltas never used or quoted 

existing popular melodies. Instead he wrote melodies that sound like popular music or 

resemble well-known tunes. Revueltas’s music sounds familiar to a Mexican listener. The 

impression of familiarity comes from the aural recognition of analogous intervals or even 

identical interval sequences corresponding to those heard in popular and traditional tunes. 

Revueltas also creates familiarity in his works by using folk rhythms and traditional 

indigenous instruments in his orchestration.  

 The Andante molto espressivo section of Cuauhnáhuac (Example 1) is an 

example of Revueltas’s approach to presenting and developing melodic materials.    
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Example 1, Revueltas, Cuauhnáhuac, seven measures before rehearsal 24  
     to rehearsal 2717 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                
17 Silvestre Revueltas, Cuauhnáhuac, full score, New York: G. Schirmer, 1946, 17.  
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Ex. 1 (cont.) 
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Ex. 1 (cont.) 
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 The melodic material presented in the first violin at rehearsal 24 is derived from 

two intervals, a major second and a minor third. These two intervals become the two 

basic cells out of which Revueltas builds his thematic material. The two intervals create a 

generally pentatonic sound world as they develop into two-measure cells. As the melodic 

material unfolds, the units grow longer much in the same manner as a folk musician 

would improvise a tune. The constant repetition of the basic major second/minor third 

interval groups creates melodic cohesion and begins to build a sense of familiarity 

because it resembles any of hundreds of Mexican folk melodies based on this pentatonic 

scale segment. As the melody grows longer, it becomes more difficult to determine where 

it begins or ends, or where new phrases are articulated. Revueltas builds complexity by 

adding an equally simple counter melody in the cello that begins just one beat after the 

violin tune. The question of which line is primary or secondary becomes irrelevant as 

both lines become dependent on each other. Eventually, this melodic material grows into 

a full string statement of the same material in octaves at rehearsal 27.  

These two developmental statements of the same melody contain all of the 

elements that define Revueltas’s melodic architecture. In general, Revueltas’s melodies 

are simple. They are built on diatonic and/or pentatonic scale segments, exploiting the 

minor third/major second interval sequence produced by this scale. They are written 

within the range of an octave, which makes them singable, and are often harmonized in 

thirds. These are also general characteristics shared with traditional Mexican folk 

melodies extensively discussed in the book La Canción Mexicana: Ensayo de 
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Clasificación y Antología (The Mexican Song: Classification Essay and Anthology) by 

musicologist, folklorist and composer Vicente T. Mendoza.18 

The apparent simplicity of Revueltas’s thematic material is deceptive. Most of his 

works begin with simple melodies, but do not continue or conclude simply. Revueltas’s 

music often goes through complex thematic transformation or musical development of 

the basic melodic cells. He uses variations and transformations of rhythm, melody, 

timbre, texture, and harmony to change his materials constantly, rarely stating his 

material in the same way twice.    

 This continual manipulation is due to his interest in portraying the music of his 

country. Still today, most folk musicians playing in a local wind band or mariachi band 

are not educated formally in music. They have learned their instruments mostly by ear as 

skills that are passed down from generation to generation through aural tradition. Some 

use the equivalent of a jazz chart, written in some type of musical shorthand, to learn 

their music. In Revueltas’s time, the majority of people in Mexico were illiterate and folk 

musicians had to learn their music completely by rote. The result is that in a strophic 

work that contains three verses with three choruses, one will never hear the same version 

of each verse or chorus twice within the same performance, let alone from performance 

to performance. Revueltas’s compositions reflect this ongoing flux. 

Revueltas’s continuous change of melodic material leads to thematic 

development. Constant thematic development of simple melodic material makes 

                                                
 18 Vicente T Mendoza, La Canción Mexicana: Ensayo de Clasificación y Antología, Mexico: 
Fondo de Cultura Económica, 1982. 
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Revueltas’s music highly economical. His long melodies can always be reduced to simple 

melodic cells. While melodic and thematic sections are seldom identically repeated or 

quoted, the smaller and simpler melodic cells are often used as ostinati becoming part of 

Revueltas’s rhythmic architecture. Indeed, Revueltas’s use of constantly repeated 

melodic cells fuses the concepts of melody and rhythm, economizing his compositional 

elements. It is often difficult to determine if a compositional cell is, in its essence, a 

rhythmic or melodic gesture. The constant exposition and development of cells, 

sometimes similar and often contrasting, and their superimposition upon each other, are 

fundamental to Revueltas’s musical grammar and syntax. They become his basic 

architectural building blocks. 
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CHAPTER 5 

REVUELTAS’S USE OF FOLK-DANCE RHYTHMS 

Another element that contributes to the sense of familiarity experienced by a 

Mexican listener when hearing the Revueltas’s music is his use of traditional Mexican 

folk-dance rhythms. Revueltas builds his themes, tunes, or melodies on widely known 

popular dance rhythms. Although a Mexican listener might be experiencing a Revueltas 

melody for the very first time, he or she is hearing a rhythmic structure that is 

predominant in his or her own popular music. Revueltas was not preoccupied with 

reconstructing indigenous music as an ethnomusicologist would, or with idealizing 

indigenous sounds. Due in great part to his socialist ideologies, he was more interested in 

writing music to which the people of Mexico could relate, making it accessible to all the 

people of his country.  

In the music of Revueltas, one can find many of Mexico’s most popular and 

recognizable dance rhythms. For example, in his work Caminos (1934) Revueltas uses 

the corrido: a strong festive 2/4 march with an offbeat accompaniment, somewhat 

resembling that of a revolutionary military band (Example 2). 
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Example 2, Revueltas, Caminos, first eight measures of rehearsal 319 

 

                                                
19 Silvestre Revueltas, Caminos, full score, New York: Southern Music Publishing Co., 1971, 5.  
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 In Mexico, a folk dance may take on many different forms and characters 

depending on the geographical region of Mexico from which it originated. The Caminos 

example resembles some of the corridos heard in the northeastern part of the country. 

Caminos stands in contrast to a completely different type of corrido found in Redes 

(1935) (Example 3). The Poco meno section that begins two measures after rehearsal 29 

has the indication Tempo de corrido. The sound of this corrido section is gentler than the 

militaristic one in Caminos, sounding more like a son, a traditional dance of the east-

central region of Veracruz. Since the film Redes was set in this geographical region of 

Mexico, it provides an appropriate musical background for the dramatic theme of the film 

for which it was scored. The son character comes from traditional 6/8 basic rhythms 

emphasizing the second beat of the duple subdivision of 6/8, and its alternation with 4/8. 
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Example 3, Revueltas, Redes, one measure before rehearsal 29 to rehearsal 3120 

 

                                                
20 Silvestre Revueltas, Redes, full score, New York: Southern Music Publishing Co., 1971, 39-40.  
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Ex. 3 (cont.) 
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A different type of son, the huapango, is featured in the third movement of 

Alcancías (1932) (Example 4). The primary rhythmic feature of this dance rhythm in 6/8 

is the disruption of the basic 6/8 meter with syncopations (see timpani and contrabass) 

resulting in a hemiola-like effect as this sequence from rehearsal 36 to 38 illustrates:     

Example 4, Revueltas, Alcancías, one measure after rehearsal 36 to rehearsal 3821 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                
21 Silvestre Revueltas, Alcancías, full score, New York: Southern Music Publishing Co.,         

1971, 45-47.  
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Ex. 4 (cont.) 
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Ex. 4 (cont.) 
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 There is a strong waltz tradition in Mexican popular music. The Mexican waltz 

has tremendous variety in character. Historically, French and Austrian influences are the 

result of the French intervention in Mexico in 1862, and the strong influence of the court 

of Emperor Ferdinand Maximilian Joseph of Austria, who was crowned emperor of 

Mexico in 1864. Therefore, some Mexican waltzes are derived from the French tradition 

as represented by the piano waltzes of Fréderic Chopin and the French salon waltz. 

Others resemble those of the Viennese tradition. Some Mexican waltzes are slow and 

reflective while others are fast and energetic. An example of a waltz in Revueltas’s music 

is seen in Janitzio (1933) (Example 5). 
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Example 5, Revueltas, Janitzio, first nine measures of rehearsal 2722 

 

                                                
22 Silvestre Revueltas, Janitzio, full score, New York: Southern Music Publishing Co., 1966, 31.  



 47 

  One of the richest and most varied traditions in popular music is that of the 

canción ranchera. Canciones rancheras are a type of heartfelt narrative cowboy or 

rancher song. The subjects of these songs are diverse, and their character and general 

musical style are varied. Some are slow and melancholic ballads reminiscing on some 

personal (or national) tragedy. Others are fast, cheerful and even flippant. Revueltas 

illustrates the more reflective type in the second movement of his previously mentioned 

Alcancías (1932) (Example 6). At rehearsal 29 the violin sections carry the lyrical song 

melody in a simple 2/4 meter, while the lower strings present a somewhat contrapuntal 

accompaniment. The meter changes reflect the liberties that a singer would take while 

performing the song, as he or she would stretch certain notes for emphasis and hold 

others as fermatas. At rehearsal 31, the climax of the song mimics traditional “ay ay ay” 

mournful mariachi howl, a traditional cry, scream, or hoot, here imitated in the strings 

and winds. 

Example 6, Revueltas, Alcancías, one measure before rehearsal 29 to rehearsal 3223 

  

                                                
23 Silvestre Revueltas, Alcancías, full score, New York: Southern Music Publishing, 1971, 36-38.  
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Ex. 6 (cont.) 
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Ex. 6 (cont.) 
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 There is no doubt that a Mexican listener would recognize these folk-dance 

rhythms and forms. By using a familiar rhythmic framework, Revueltas immediately 

built a bridge between his compositions and his listeners. This minimizes the newness 

and unfamiliarity of his compositions while bringing to his people new music that closely 

resembles the sounds of their own familiar music. In this way Revueltas makes his music 

accessible to the most unlearned listener, which is a clear philosophical and 

compositional objective of his work.  
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CHAPTER 6 

RHYTHM: REVUELTAS’S USE OF OSTINATI, LAYERING AND PERCUSSION 

 Rhythm is of foundational importance to the music of Revueltas. In a 1937 

interview for the Mexican newspaper Frente a Frente he explained: “Inside of me there is 

a peculiar interpretation of nature. Everything is rhythm. The language of the poet is the 

common language. Everybody understands it and sustains it. The language of the painter 

is color and form. Only the musician has to refine his own language. For me, music is all 

of these together. My rhythms plow mightily and are dynamic, tactile, visual, and reflect 

images according to the melodic line and they move with dynamism.”24  

In Revueltas’s music melodic cells and rhythmic cells are used interchangeably. 

His patterns are often repeated in an insistent fashion that become ostinati, acting as both 

the material and the context of his rhetoric. Cells and patterns used as rhythmic material 

eventually will be used as melodic material. Materials used as simple rhythmic and 

melodic accompaniments eventually will be promoted to primary thematic functions. The 

results are varied as the rhythm accomplishes different pictorial purposes in different 

works. In Janitzio, insistent rhythmic patterns create a festive atmosphere, while in the 

movie score Redes, repeated patterns mimic the constant sighing and moaning of people 

in a funeral procession. 

 A more complex type of ostinato is created by layering rhythmic or melodic cells 

in an intricate texture that maintains a character of improvisation. Two examples show 

his use of this ostinato most effectively. In Sensemayá (1938) (Example 7), Revueltas 

                                                
24 Contreras-Soto, 73. 
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built his texture layer by layer, one line and one instrument at a time beginning in the first 

measure. As the texture becomes more complex, over a period of forty-four measures the 

composer creates a tremendous and carefully controlled crescendo, always built on 

simple rhythmic-melodic cells.   

Example 7, Revueltas, Sensemayá, beginning to rehearsal 925 

  

                                                
25 Silvestre Revueltas, Sensemayá, full score, New York: G. Schirmer, 1949, 1-5.  
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Ex. 7 (cont.) 
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Ex. 7 (cont.) 
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Ex. 7 (cont.) 
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Ex. 7 (cont.) 
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 Sensemayá was inspired by the poem of the same name by the Cuban poet 

Nicolás Guillén; it portrays a ritual death of a snake. Sensemayá begins with the bass 

clarinet, the gong, two tom-toms and a bass drum, each with a different rhythmic-melodic 

pattern that is constantly repeated. The constant repetition of rhythmic and melodic 

patterns reflects the hypnotic nature of the snake charming ritual. The first bassoon and 

the claves enter at rehearsal 1 with two new, simple cells. The bassoon represents the 

rhythmic words mayombe-bombe-mayombé26 in the original poem, which are repeated 

several times. The tuba enters at rehearsal 2, followed by the basses at rehearsal 3. As 

each subsequent instrument or section enters, a new and always simple rhythmic-melodic 

pattern is added. The composer continues to add layers, always one at a time, until the 

entire orchestra is playing. The result is a long and sustained climactic build-up with a 

limited use of thematic material. 

 A similar effect is found “Noche de Encantamiento,” the last movement of La 

Noche de los Mayas (1939) (Example 8). Through a series of orchestral variations one 

can clearly hear Revueltas’s process of superimposing rhythmic motifs accumulating and 

building the phenomenal sonorous mass shown in the example. 

 

 

 

 

                                                
26 Two distinct forms, mayombe and mayombé appear in the original poem, creating two different rhythms. 
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Example 8, Revueltas, La Noche de los Mayas, three measures after rehearsal 2227 

 

                                                
27 Silvestre Revueltas, La Noche de los Mayas, full score, New York: Southern Music Publishing, 

n.d., 65 
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  Revueltas constructs this massive wall of sound through a process similar to that 

used in Sensemayá. Throughout each of the orchestral variations in the last movement of 

La Noche de los Mayas, the listener can clearly discern each one of the simple rhythmic-

melodic elements as they are added in succession. As was the case in Sensemayá, each 

instrument or section of instruments gradually introduces a new rhythmic or melodic cell 

with each successive entrance. As each variation unfolds, thirteen individual indigenous 

percussion instruments, piano, xylophone, first violins, second violins, violas, cellos, 

basses, trombones and tuba, trumpets, two groups of horns, bassoons, clarinets, oboes and 

flutes, each with a different rhythmic or melodic cell, produce as many as twenty-eight 

different layers in a magnificent example of complex simplicity and creativity. This 

approach to composition based on musical bricks or cells begs comparison of Revueltas’s 

music to that of Stravinsky, particularly The Rite of Spring. 

 Beyond these technical compositional aspects of the music of Revueltas, the 

Mexican listener would clearly relate to Revueltas’s musical rendering of Mexico’s 

indigenous music. To this day, one can find Mexican folk music that is built on simple 

rhythmic/melodic cells and a rich percussive sound-world that dates back to the great 

Mayan and Aztec civilizations. While an uneducated listener would not be able to 

understand the complexities of Revueltas’s layering of ostinati, he or she would 

recognize the music and indigenous sounds of his or her native land in the compositions 

of Revueltas. 
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CHAPTER 7 

ANALYTICAL CHALLENGES AS A RESULT OF FOLKLORISM IN 
REVUELTAS’S MUSIC 

 
 Harmonic analysis of the music of Revueltas is a difficult task where harmony is 

the vertical result of horizontal layering of melodic cells, tunes and themes. While most 

of his works can be understood using a traditional approach to harmonic analysis, often 

there are foreign elements that require a contextual analysis specific to each work.  

An extreme case of this is in Sensemayá (see Example 7). Analyzing each of the 

short melodic elements that form the layers of ostinati is as challenging as trying to make 

sense of the vertical harmonic elements of the music. Sensemayá begins with two pitches 

introduced in the bass clarinet, E# and F#, in alternation. At rehearsal 1, the bassoon 

introduces a second layer and a new collection of pitches. This cell is built on the pitches 

F-Gb-G-Ab-B. Whether this collection is to be understood as a pentachord (0,1,2,3,6) is 

open to discussion as it is difficult to determine the relative importance and function of 

individual notes. A new melodic layer enters at rehearsal 2 where the tuba introduces a 

chant-like melody that is dominated by two reciting pitches, D and F. This layer 

represents the Indian chant of the snake charmer, the most recognizable folk element in 

the composition. Once again, there is no apparent hierarchy of either pitch. The F is often 

longer, but the D seems to be an arrival point. The insertion of the pitch G one measure 

before rehearsal 3 adds a pentatonic flavor to the opening two pitches by creating the 

major second/minor third interval sequence characteristic of pentatonic scales. Three 

measures after rehearsal 3, a B-flat triad is outlined, though this is by no means an 

indication of the melody moving to a particular diatonic tonal center. In the context of 
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this B-flat triad, the introduction of the pitch E brings tension one measure before 

rehearsal 4, before the primary reciting pitch D returns at rehearsal 4. This time the 

reciting tone D is not an arrival point, since it eventually passes to C#. The prolongation 

of this C# emphasizes it as a temporary goal. This arrival is the closest thing resembling a 

traditional cadence. After twenty-one measures of music, there is still no solid primary 

tonal area. There is no obvious primary theme either, as it is unclear where the melodic 

material starts or ends. If trying to make sense of individual lines is difficult, trying to 

make harmonic sense with any sort of consensus is practically impossible.  

The lack of clear harmonic function leads to difficulty in determining the form 

and overall structure of the entire work. With his tendency towards non-tonal 

organization of thematic material that was based on layering of rhythmic-melodic cells 

Revueltas placed more emphasis on texture. This is a characteristic not only of 

Revueltas’s music but also of the music of his contemporaries. “The purely textual aspect 

is now supreme: form…is a texture characterized by thematic development.”28 In the 

compositions of Revueltas, cells that reflect nationalistic elements are pieced together to 

create musical themes. These themes are superimposed to created textures that, grouped 

together, evolve into larger forms. While it is often difficult to analyze the function of 

each individual compositional element in the music of Revueltas, considering each 

composition as a whole is a satisfactory experience, particularly for the unlearned 

listener. In Revueltas’s compositional style, emphasis is taken away from the individual 

compositional elements and placed on the composition as a whole. I believe this 

                                                
28 Charles Rosen, Sonata Forms, New York: W. W. Norton & Co., 1988, 403. 
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compositional choice might be a reflection of Revueltas’s socialist ideas. The work of 

Revueltas gives evidence for a preference to the ensemble rather than solo works. He did 

not write any concertos. His songs have a good sense of balance between the singer and 

the accompanist as equal collaborators. Even as a conductor, Revueltas believed that the 

orchestra could function perfectly as an ensemble of equal collaborators without the need 

for a director.29 While the theorist may have a difficult time identifying and labeling each 

compositional element, the listener can relate to the music simply by listening to it, for an 

entire work sounds like something they have heard before. 

A secondary problem in analyzing Revueltas’s music comes from his interest in 

portraying the music of his land. Like his contemporary, the American composer Charles 

Ives (1874-1954), Revueltas was fascinated by the music of amateur musicians and 

ordinary people. Revueltas’s music reflects every foible and irregularity that one would 

find while listening to a town band on a Sunday afternoon in the city square plaza: 

musicians play out of sync either ahead of or behind the beat, in the wrong key, with 

wrong notes or wrong rhythms, or the right rhythms but on the wrong beat. These 

planned errors often create a chaotic effect. Revueltas faced a challenge in notating these; 

consequently his scores can be difficult to decipher and interpret. Caminos (1934) 

(Example 9) is an excellent example of this complexity. 

 

 

 

                                                
 29 Contreras-Soto, 81.  
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Example 9, Revueltas, Caminos, beginning to rehearsal 1030 

 

 

 

                                                
30 Silvestre Revueltas, Caminos, full score, New York: Southern Music Publishing, 1971, 3-10.  
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Ex. 9 (cont.) 
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Ex. 9 (cont.) 
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Ex. 9 (cont.) 
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Ex. 9 (cont.) 
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Ex. 9 (cont.) 

 



 69 

Ex. 9 (cont.) 
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Ex. 9 (cont.) 
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In this excerpt from Caminos, Revueltas begins with a sharp “stinger” chord and a 

military trumpet call. These are followed by the presentation of a simple folk-like melody 

in the oboe at rehearsal 1. The gentle timpani and cymbal accompaniment immediately 

brings to mind a traditional Mexican corrido march. Marches like this can routinely be 

heard even today on a Sunday afternoon in the town square of many Mexican pueblos. A 

second incisive chord at rehearsal 2 brings back the trumpet call, as if the band were 

starting over, abruptly interrupting the oboe melody. Perhaps Revueltas’s intention was to 

convey that the band, with the exception of the oboe, was not ready to play. A third 

punctuating chord abruptly interrupts once more, three measures after rehearsal 2. The 

oboe melody returns at rehearsal 3, this time played by the entire orchestra. One senses 

that there are wrong notes, but in the midst of this rich texture, it is difficult to pinpoint 

what might be wrong. This typical “wrong note” setting of the simple melody illustrates 

the interest of Revueltas in how amateur musicians play with great gusto regardless of the 

actual written notes or key signatures. The “wrong note” or even “out of tune” fortissimo 

trumpet and horn fanfare starting in the third measure of rehearsal 3 highlights the 

“common practice” of the louder the better that is typical of some brass players. At 

rehearsal 4 the music dissolves as if the orchestra has fallen apart. The oboe melody of 

rehearsal 1 returns four bars before rehearsal 5, greatly transformed from its original 

presentation. This is typical of the composer’s music. The trumpet call returns at 

rehearsal 5, again varied and joined by a different instrument, the trombone.    

The music becomes more erratic at rehearsal 6. A moment of “good ensemble” 

occurs at rehearsal 7, but this is short lived. Revueltas’s band members lose the beat and 
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get out of sync by the third measure of rehearsal 7. Revueltas employs accented notes on 

weak beats to portray musicians losing the pulse. Faster rhythmic patterns between 

rehearsal figures 9 and 10 portray musicians trying, unsuccessfully, to catch up, 

becoming even more lost. Order is finally restored by one more trumpet call at rehearsal 

10, this time supported by the trombones.  

  All of these deliberate and, by normal standards, wrong notes and rhythms 

would have been recognized and enjoyed by the average Mexican listener. Analyzing the 

abundant “wrong notes” and dissonant harmonies produced by the layering of out-of-

sync melodies is a challenging task. But these quirks would have struck a chord with 

great success with the general Mexican population, which most certainly was familiar 

with performances where these types of sounds, quirks, problems and sonorities were 

common. Revueltas’s music sounded Mexican to the Mexican population. 
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CHAPTER 8 

REVUELTAS AS MODERNIST  

 Revueltas did not like to be labeled as an “academic” musician. He would rather 

be seen and accepted as a Romantic bohemian or a musician of the salons and cantinas 

rather than as a professor of the Conservatorio Nacional de México. He spoke about his 

training, saying “…my better teachers did not have titles or degrees, but knew more 

[about music] than the ‘other’ ones.”31 But the fact that he liked to be seen as a musician 

of the people and that he wrote music with the general Mexican population in mind did 

not mean that he was unaware of the contemporary compositional trends and techniques 

of his day, or that he was incapable of composing in these contexts. His position as an 

anti-intellectual was in many ways more posture than practice. His heart was with the 

deeply imbedded traditions of his land, while his mind was heavily influenced by the 

avant-garde music of his day. As a conductor of the Orquesta Sinfónica he championed 

not only the works of Stravinsky, Debussy, Honegger, Milhaud and Varèse but also those 

of his contemporary Mexican musicians such as José Pomar, Luis Sandi, Eduardo 

Hernández Moncada, Francisco Agea, Ricardo Ortega and Candelario Huízar, to name a 

few. 

 In a letter entitled “In Valencia, 1937” Revueltas wrote: 

Music in Mexico is only nine years old. There was a small group of us. Our 
excitement and impetus has fought against the ancestral apathy of the dark and 
cavernous musical academia. We bathed, cleansed and dusted the old National 
Conservatory that is crumbling with tradition, and moths and glorious sadness, 
and full of antique professors that anesthetize the public, taking turns directing all 

                                                
31 Revueltas, 29. 
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nine ill-fated Beethoven symphonies year after year, contributing to nothing but 
mediocre musical routine and the progress of Romantic laziness and professional 
ineptitude.32 

 
While not his first choice for his compositional style, Revueltas had a superb 

command of the modern compositional techniques and sounds of his time. We can 

observe some of these characteristics in the opening five measures of Alcancías  

(Example 10). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

                                                
32 Revueltas, 198 
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Example 10, Revueltas, Alcancías, beginning to rehearsal 133 

 

 

                                                
33 Silvestre Revueltas, Alcancías, full score, New York: Southern Music Publishing, 1971, 4-5.  
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Ex. 10 (cont.) 
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   This opening section is atonal, that is, it lacks a primary tonal center or key. 

Common-practice period tonal harmony had dominated Western music from the 

seventeenth through the nineteenth centuries. By the early twentieth century, composers 

such as Alexander Scriabin (1872-1915), Claude Debussy (1862-1918), Igor Stravinsky 

(1882-1971), and Edgar Varèse (1883-1965) routinely wrote music in which a hierarchy 

of pitches focusing on a single central tone or tonic gave way to a series of pitches that 

functioned independently of one another. As a conductor, Revueltas was well acquainted 

with many of the works of these composers. It is not uncommon to find in the music of 

Revueltas sections, or even entire works such as Sensemayá (see Example 7), which he 

chose to write using these modern techniques. In the music of Revueltas, atonality is 

sometimes the result of the superimposition of melodic cells.  

More often, Revueltas’s atonality is the result of his interest in portraying the 

music of his land. From an anecdotal perspective, when the author has heard numerous 

performances by folk ensembles, there was rarely a moment of silence between works 

performed. The musicians are always playing something. They are always tuning, drilling 

a short challenging passage, or practicing some difficult interval. The listener is always 

hearing something in a live performance, similar to what one would hear at a symphony 

hall as the orchestra warms up before a concert. The author has even heard in the middle 

of a performance a musician loudly practicing a couple of times a passage he or she just 

missed, completely undaunted by the fact that the performance was continuing. 

Revueltas’s portrayal of this cacophony often resulted in atonal sections within otherwise 

tonal music.  
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The atonality at the beginning of Alcancías comes from its primary motivic cell 

material. It is derived entirely from two interval types, thirds and fourths. Its pointillist 

and transparent texture is reminiscent of some of the compositions of Anton Webern 

(1883-1945), a contemporary of Revueltas. The compositional technique in the opening 

bars of Alcancías can be compared to the opening of Webern’s Sechs Stücke für 

Orchester Op. 6, a composition that would have been considered avant-garde when it 

was written between 1909 and 1910. 

 While his music was mostly tonal, Revueltas often employed impressionist 

compositional techniques such as planing (harmonic parallelism or parallel voice- 

leading) and quartal harmony (as in the opening bars of Alcancías). Revueltas also used 

non-functional chords as a result of “wrong note” harmony and harmonization to portray 

Mexican folk elements.  

Besides atonality, Revueltas also used other contemporary compositional 

techniques. The use of motoric gestures and musical cells in compositions such as 

Sensemayá and the last movement of La Noche de Los Mayas can be considered 

minimalist, even though minimalism as a compositional aesthetic would not flourish until 

the 1970s, almost forty years after the death of Revueltas. Other modernist gestures found 

in the music of Revueltas include complex mixed meters, irregular rhythms, polyrhythm, 

polytonality, and tone clusters. 

Thus far, I have discussed some of the individual compositional elements in the 

music of Revueltas. In the next two chapters, I will explore how Revueltas pieces these 

elements together as part of larger structures. In Chapter 9, I will detail some of the 
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compositional aspects in Janitzio. In Chapter 10, I will explore the work Alcancías and 

analyze Revueltas’s use of two indigenous forms: a canción ranchera song form in the 

second movement and a huapango in the third movement.  
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CHAPTER 9 

ASPECTS OF FORM AND MUSICAL ARCHITECTURE IN JANITZIO 

 In general, Revueltas has a tendency towards a three-part organization in his 

music. This is a reflection of the neoclassical musical affinity seen from 1925 to 1950 

when composers looked back to Classical and Baroque structures for inspiration. These 

defining characteristics were also found in the music of Stravinsky, Falla, Villa-Lobos, 

Poulenc and even Manuel M. Ponce, music that was all familiar to Revueltas.  

Revueltas generally organized his music in groupings of three using rhythmic-

melodic cells as building blocks. Large works such as Alcancías or the Homenaje a 

Federico García Lorca are in three movements. Single movement works such Janitzio, 

Colorines, and Caminos are constructed in three main sections ABA, a typical three-part 

structure. Individual phrases are most often divided into three, rather than two, sub-

phrases. It is worth mentioning that there are some works, such as Cuauhnáhuac, 

Ventanas, or Planos/Danza Geométrica, that do not fall into any sort of organized 

structural pattern but are free and through-composed. 

The listener can easily discern a fast-slow-fast tempo structure in the works of 

Revueltas, but the traditionally prescribed individual movements of classical forms do not 

govern this. Tempo distribution is governed, as are most compositional elements in the 

music of Revueltas, by the unfolding of thematic material through developmental 

procedures. Revueltas’s tempo changes are a natural consequence of his lyrical melodic 

elements as they progressively render the narrative of a work.  
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Revueltas’s forms and musical architecture are also driven by melody. Constant 

development and transformation of basic thematic materials from the beginning and 

throughout the entire work are typical of Revueltas’s style. Musical materials are 

presented, transformed, varied, substituted with new material, and finally brought back 

with a conclusive function, part of the discourse or rhetoric of a work. Revueltas delivers 

musical ideas in the same way that a speaker would deliver a speech.    

    Revueltas’s tone poem Janitzio (1936) is scored for piccolo, 2 flutes, 2 oboes, E-

flat and B-flat clarinets, 2 bassoons, 4 horns, 2 trumpets in C, 2 trombones, tuba, cymbal, 

drum, bass drum, and strings. The seven-minute, one-movement work is written in 

ternary form (Figure 1). 

Figure 1, Janitzio, overall form diagram, mm. 1-386  

A    B     A’   

Con brio   Lento espressivo (molto sostenuto [Tempo I] 
e cantabile), 

    Tempo I 
 
mm. 1-177   mm. 178-238    mm. 239-386 

 Form in Revueltas’s music is not governed by harmonic relationships, such as the 

traditional harmonic movement from tonic to dominant in the exposition of a sonata-

allegro procedure. Rather, Revueltas’s form emerges through thematic and melodic cell 

development. Form is often articulated by juxtaposing individual sections that are clearly 

distinguishable by contrast, a characteristic that defines the work of Revueltas. Revueltas 

uses contrast as a basic developmental technique. He manipulates his often-simple 
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compositional elements to create contrast within individual sections, and from section to 

section. It is from these contrasting sections that the musical architecture is constructed. 

Revueltas marks the three main structural divisions of the work with double bars 

at measures 176 and 238. In Janitzio there are several obvious contrasts between each of 

the three main sections, A B A’. First is the contrast of tempo: fast-slow-fast. Second, 

there is the contrast of rhythmic and lyrical elements between the A and B sections and 

between the two main thematic ideas within the A section (mm. 1-6 and mm. 89-99). 

Finally, contrast is heard on the proportions of each section, with the A sections 

considerably longer than the B section. 

 Contrast becomes a governing principle within each section as well. The principal 

contrasting element within each section is orchestration. Within each of the main 

sections, it is primarily through changes in orchestral texture that smaller individual 

sections are defined. Revueltas skillfully changes orchestration from section to section to 

delineate the different sections within his form. He uses orchestration not only to 

delineate structures, but also to highlight a specific motivic cell that he wants to feature as 

the principal thematic element within each section. 

The work is clearly in ternary form. Within the A section (mm. 1-177), there are 

two contrasting thematic groups: thematic group a (mm. 1-64), and thematic group b 

(mm. 89-136). The thematic groups are connected by a developmental transition (mm. 

65-88). Section A comes to an end with a closing section (mm. 137-176) that also serves 

as a transition to B. The A section is outlined in Figure 2. 
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Figure 2, Janitzio, form diagram, section A, mm. 1-176 

Section A (mm. 1-176) 

Thematic group a transition  Thematic group b closing 

(mm. 1-64)  (mm. 65-88)  (mm. 89-136)  (mm. 137-176) 

In Revueltas’s music, cells build and expand into phrases that lead to large-scale 

form. The opening 64 measures (Example 11) introduce the thematic material that will be 

developed throughout the entire work. 
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Example 11, Revueltas, Janitzio, mm. 1-6434 

 

 

                                                
34 Silvestre Revueltas, Janitzio, full score, New York: Southern Music Publishing, 1966, 3-9. 

X Y X 
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Ex. 11 (cont.) 
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Ex. 11 (cont.) 
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Ex. 11 (cont.) 
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Ex. 11 (cont.) 
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Ex. 11 (cont.) 
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Ex. 11 (cont.) 
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Revueltas divides his opening thematic group a into four phrases of 16, 12, 18, 

and 18 measures, respectively (Figure 3).   

Figure 3, Janitzio, form diagram, thematic group a, mm. 1-64 

Thematic group a (mm. 1-64) 

a1  a2  a3  a4 

(mm. 1-16) (mm. 17-28) (mm. 29-46) (mm. 47-64) 

Revueltas’s melodic material is often structured to portray nationalistic aspects of 

Mexican music, as was observed in Chapter 4. In Janitzio, melodic structure and the way 

in which the melodic elements are developed resemble that of a simple folk song form. 

This folk song form is one of the many catalogued in the monumental classification essay 

and musicological masterwork La Canción Mexicana (the Mexican song) by Vicente T. 

Mendoza.35 Textually, the lyrics in folk songs are frequently structured in verses of four 

phrases with four lines of rhymed text. Musically, the phrase subdivision of the text lines 

often fluctuates between two- and three-fold partitions.  

These opening sixteen measures, marked section a1, are divided into two 

balanced phrases of eight measures, not unlike classical antecedent and consequent 

phrases. In turn, the antecedent and the consequent are also divided each into two sub-

phrases of four measures each. This shows Revueltas’s interest in and meticulous care for 

balance and symmetry in the classical sense (Figure 4). 

 

                                                
35 Vicente T. Mendoza, La Canción Mexicana: Ensayo de Clasificación y Antología, Mexico: 

Fondo de Cultura Económica, 1982.  
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Figure 4, Janitzio, form diagram, mm. 1-16 

a1 (mm. 1-16)  
16  [8 + 8]  
       (4 + 4)     (4 +4)  

Janitzio starts with a simple, catchy, song-like tune that quickly becomes familiar 

to the listener through repetition. It is built upon a strong rhythmic structure. The entire 

work is generated by three motivic cells that are presented in the opening four bars: cell 

X (m. 1), an ascending perfect fourth E-A; cell Y (m. 2), a scale segment G#-A- B- (C#); 

and cell Z (m. 3), a descending major third C#-A. Revueltas expands these three basic 

cells throughout the opening sixteen bars, building upon his introduction of the most 

prominent thematic elements of the work. Introduced by the brass, the antecedent of the 

theme begins with cell X (m. 1), the most recognizable gesture throughout the piece. This 

tune is immediately repeated in thirds and harmonized in such a way that it gives the 

impression of being sequenced in measures 5 through 8. 

 The key of A-major is strongly established by two gestures. The opening two-note 

gesture E-A functions not only as a melodic cell but also as a strong V-I linear cadence. 

This harmonic function is deliberate, and is confirmed in measures 5 through 8 in the 

tuba part. It is often the tuba, almost always the bass voice, which delineates and/or 

clarifies the harmonic context of a given section. 

 The consequent phrase (mm. 9-16) is entirely derived from its antecedent. The 

opening cell X is now in the upper winds and violins in measure 9, while cell Y from 

measure 2 has become part of the contrapuntal accompaniment figure in the lower winds 

and strings in measures 9 through 12. This three-note ascending scale is varied, becoming 
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more of a gruppetto or turn-figure (measure 10 upper strings and winds) to create a sense 

of motion. The Z cell now returns with an ascending variant in measures 11 and 12. 

Section a1 closes with a “busy-texture” figure in the strings in measures 13 through 16, 

accompanied by a clear waltz in the brass and percussion. The “busy texture” is made up 

of cells X, Y and Z in diminution.    

While this consequent phrase is certainly related to the opening antecedent, it also 

stands on its own as an independent musical entity that Revueltas develops throughout 

the work. As the section closes, the basses and bassoons again bring harmonic clarity. 

The harmonic movement from I to V is highlighted by the tuba pedal tone E [V] starting 

in measure 11 that shifts to B [V of V] in measures 13 to 16, with its resolution in 

measure 17. 

As the work continues, the instrumental texture gradually becomes more and 

more complex. The work begins with a single layer, with the melody presented in unison 

(octaves) in the opening four measures. Revueltas adds a second layer in measure 5 

where the melody of the opening four measures is accompanied by the tuba. The 

rhythmic accompaniment of the percussion, beginning in measure 7, brings in a third 

layer. The texture changes character as a busy sixteenth-note figuration appears in 

measure 13 in the upper strings, creating a fourth layer. This continual layering creates 

momentum and brings dynamism to this opening section a1. 

Section a2 also features symmetrical phrases, but they are structured quite 

differently from the opening a1 section (Figure 5).  
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Figure 5, Janitzio, form diagram, mm. 17-28 

a2 (mm. 17-28) 

12  [6 +     6] 

      [2+ (4 + 4) + 2] 

Measures 17 and 18 feature an ascending/descending scale-figure in sixteenth 

notes that serves as link to section a2 (mm. 17-28). Revueltas introduces a new theme in 

the trumpets in measure 19. The listener can recognize this theme as the continuation of 

the a1 theme. The melodic material of this exposition unfolds in a descriptive and 

pictorial way, as if the listener is looking around Janitzio, glancing at different scenes all 

from the same place. The new melodic theme presented in the trumpets in measure 19 is 

derived from the opening X, Y and Z cells, but it is constructed with the cell elements in 

a different order. Although this tune is organically related to the opening material, this 

permutation makes it a new and independent theme as well.  

Theme a2 is divided into two phrases of four measures each (mm.19-22 and 23-

25), as was a1. The trumpet theme, the most prominent layer of the orchestral texture, is 

accompanied by a new counter melodic cell in the horns, a second instrumental layer. 

These melodic ideas are set against a busy four-layer accompanying canvas of elements 

marked 3, 4, 5 and 6 in Example 11. The upper winds layer develops the three-note scalar 

motive Y (m.2), providing a third layer. The low strings and bassoons present an ostinato 

bass figure as a fourth layer. The pizzicato violin figure, derived from measures 13 

through 16, is the fifth layer. A reduction of the violin accompaniment figure is presented 

in the percussion, the sixth and final layer. Two final measures of a2 (mm. 27-28) link to 
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the next section by recalling the ascending/descending scales from measures 17 through 

18. The tuba in measure 28 confirms the temporary inflection to V (E major).  

 The third member of the first thematic group, a3, is composed of slightly longer 

phrases than its predecessors, thus continuing the constant development of thematic 

material. However, a3 is the first section constructed of irregular phrases (Figure 6). 

Figure 6, Janitzio, form diagram, mm. 29-46 

a3 (mm. 29-46) 

18 [11+          7 ] 

      (6 + 5) + (4 + 3)     

Section a3 is made up of three distinct layers. The melodic material is divided 

between the upper winds and the horn. The upper winds layer, a3a (mm. 29-39), 

continues the wind figuration of measures 19 to 28, but with changed articulation from 

staccato to legato; the figure thus becomes melodic rather than accompaniment. 

Revueltas has shaped this material into a melodic pattern derived from the opening a1 

section in the winds (mm.10-12). A second layer, a3b, functions as a counterpoint to a3a 

and is found in the horn. It is also based on the melodic material from a1, mainly the 

descending-third motif of measure 11. The horn seems to evoke a lost player searching 

for the right notes, or trying to find his or her place with the ensemble. The final layer, 

a3c, is the continuation of the element 4 rhythmic bass accompaniment of the low winds 

and strings, which had begun in measure 19. The bass ostinato figure tonicizes the 

dominant, E major. 
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Section a3 is clearly divided in two semi-phrases (11+7). These sections can be 

further divided into 6, 5, 4 and 3 measure segments (Figure 7). 

Figure 7, Janitzio, form diagram, mm. 29-46 

a3 (mm. 29-46) 
18  [11+        7] 
       (6 +      5)       (4 +     3)  
       (3 + 3) (3 +2) (2+2) (2 +1) 

 Revueltas’s procedure of condensing the phrases from six down to three 

measures in length is similar to the process of liquidation in composers such as 

Beethoven. The concept of liquidation is used by Schoenberg in his analytical writings 

and quoted in Music Theory and Analysis in the Writings of Arnold Schoenberg (1874-

1951) by Norton Dudeque. The process of liquidation or naturalization consists of 

gradually depriving motifs of their distinctive features and “dissolving” them into 

smaller, less distinct components, as happens typically in cadential or transitional 

passages. This is a standard technique of Classical composers.  

In section a3, this process of liquidation serves a developmental function. As the 

phrase subdivisions shorten, the thematic material is also condensed. This process distills 

the most basic form of the rhythmic/melodic cells. The melodic material of a3 is thus 

distilled to its final and most basic cell form in measure 46 when the upper strings play a 

three-note scale fragment, derived from cell Y, first presented in measure 2. The basic 

three-note cell is reiterated clearly three times in the upper strings (mm. 44-46). The 

accompanying ascending/descending scales are made of two consecutive three-note 

segments. They function as a link in the same way they linked a1 to a2 in measures 17 

and 18. This process of shortening the phrases down from six- to one-measure cells 
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creates a sense of momentum, giving the impression of the music getting faster. This is a 

common trait in Mexican popular music, and it is common in the music of Revueltas. He 

further exploits this later in the work.  

The final section of the first thematic group, a4, functions as a closing group. Like 

section a3, section a4 is eighteen measures long. Unlike a1, a2 and a3, this section is 

constructed of three phrases of ever-shorter length, further divided into two symmetrical 

sub-phrases (Figure 8). 

Figure 8, Janitzio, form diagram, mm. 47-64 

a4 (m. 47-64) 
18  [ 8 +  6 +       4] 
       (4 + 4)     (3 + 3)      (2 +2) 

Revueltas gives the final melodic material labeled a4 to the brass, who had 

presented the original a1 theme at the beginning of the piece. This brass figure in 

measure 47 is the final variation of the horn cell a3b from measure 35. Revueltas has 

promoted what was once secondary cell material to a primary thematic role. The brass 

fanfare is echoed in the winds in measures 51 to 54 and contrasted by a final, lyrical 

string statement in measures 58 to 60. This lyrical statement is preceded by a cadential 

pattern in measures 55 to 57 that briefly hints at flat-VI. It is followed by a repetition of 

the brass material in measures 61 to 64. Revueltas again uses liquidation, reducing phrase 

length from 8 to 4 measures to create both momentum and a sense of conclusion.   

 In summary, in thematic group a Revueltas is more interested in the narrative and 

pictorial elements of his music than in creating a traditional structure, such as sonata 

procedure. His formal architecture derives from his materials that portray elements found 
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in traditional popular Mexican music, particularly folk song. This approach to form was 

possibly what led some of the “old guard” musicians of Mexico to criticize Revueltas and 

label him an “uneducated” musician. But his choice of form within his compositions is 

deliberate. Revueltas continues to build his structure using a second four-section, song-

like thematic group for the next major section (Figure 9). 

Figure 9, Janitzio, form diagram, mm. 89-138 

Thematic group b (mm. 89-138) 

b1   b2   b3   b4 
(mm. 89-99)  (mm. 100-107) (mm. 108-123) (mm. 124-136) 
11  [6 + 5]  8  [4 + 4]  16  [8 +      8]  12  [8 +       4] 

               (4+4)  (4+4)        (4+4) 

 While the scope of this paper does not allow for a complete analysis of the entire 

work, a few observations should be made about thematic group b. Thematic group b is 

more compact than thematic group a. It is only 47 measures long compared to the 64 

measures of thematic group a. It is primarily lyrical rather than rhythmic in character and 

is built in regular phrases. It is melodically a more unified group than group a as it 

follows a continual melodic statement in four phrases. As was the case in thematic group 

a, thematic group b is also modeled upon a traditional strophic song form of four text 

lines to four melodic phrases. It is difficult to determine whether thematic group b is 

actually a secondary thematic group as one would find in a sonata process. Both groups 

have equally important and prominent roles in shaping the piece, and individual thematic 

elements from both groups are equally developed throughout the work. Because the 

primary differences between a and b are developmental in nature, thematic group b is a 

second, contrasting, developmental thematic group. 
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 Thematic groups a and b are part of the larger A section (see Figure 2) of an ABA 

form (see Figure 1). Some observations will also be made about the middle B section of 

Janitzio, measures 177 to 210 (Example 12).  
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Example 12, Revueltas, Janitzio, mm. 177-21036 

 

 

                                                
36Silvestre Revueltas, Janitzio, full score, New York: Southern Music Publishing, 1966, 23-27. 
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Ex. 12 (cont.) 
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Ex. 12 (cont.) 
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Ex. 12 (cont.) 
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Ex. 12 (cont.) 
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Section B stands in tremendous contrast to the opening A. While the framing A 

sections of Janitzio are characterized by complex developmental techniques and strong 

rhythmic drive, the central B section is striking in its simplicity and slower tempo. It is 

shorter (only 34 measures long), and more straightforward. As is common in Revueltas’s 

music, this middle section is lyrical and features a simple two-part cantabile tune over an 

ostinato bass accompaniment. The melody is presented first by a group of two solo 

instruments, clarinet and bassoon (mm. 177-180) with some brass doublings for color 

(mm. 181-183). The entire orchestra takes up the two-part tune once (mm. 196-203). The 

melody returns to its simpler voicing at the end of the B section (m. 204).  

Section B is clearly separated from A by a double bar, a new tempo marking, 

Lento espressivo (molto sostenuto e cantabile), and a new time signature, 3/4. The meter 

changes throughout the section create the effect of short, measured fermatas. This new 

section is clearly in G major, established not only through the insistent G pedal in the 

basses, but, as was the case in section A, by the tuba part which provides a dominant D at 

measure 183 and a clear V-I cadence in measure 190. These three interjections are the 

only additions to the otherwise two-part texture over the bass ostinato.  

As is typical in the music of Revueltas, section B continues the thematic 

development of A. B is developmental in a number of ways. Besides clear contrast in 

orchestral texture and tempo, Revueltas continues the development of the basic thematic 

material from the beginning of the work. The B section is divided into three phrases that 

are clearly delineated by orchestration (Figure 10).    
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Figure 10, Janitzio, form diagram, mm. 177-210  

Section B (m. 177-210)  

d1   d2   d3 

(mm. 177-195) (mm. 196-203) (mm. 204-210) 

Section d1 is the longest and most elaborate of B’s three sections, and it 

introduces what sounds like new thematic material. The melodic thematic material, 

however, is derived from cells X, Y and Z introduced in the first four measures of the 

work. The clarinet melody in measure 177 highlights a major third and is derived from 

the Z cell. The countermelody of the bassoon begins with the three-note scale segment 

(m. 177) of cell Y. Cell X is found in measure 178 in the bassoon countermelody and 

measure 180 in the clarinet melody. 

Section d1 sounds like two improvised, spun-out melodies. The clarinet melody 

outlines a G major triad with an added sixth scale degree E, typical of traditional Mexican 

folk melodies. The melodic material could cadence on just about any G between 

measures 177 and 195, but the melody keeps going on and on, adding to its 

improvisatory, folk character. At measure 181, a horn and trumpet double the melody, 

enriching the color and delineating a structural division. Section d1 is subdivided into 

three sub-phrases (mm. 177-183, mm. 184-190 and mm. 191-195), with each section 

once again clearly delineated both by changes in orchestration and by the melodic and 

harmonic motion of the tuba. 

 A second developmental statement, d2 (mm. 196-203), brings structural clarity to 

the melodic elements introduced in d1 with a full orchestral texture. This section recalls 
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the opening d1. The melodic phrase has settled into two regular sub-phrases of four 

measures each (mm. 196-199 and mm. 200-203). The basic two-voice texture over the 

bass ostinatos is maintained, but the two parts have been masterfully re-orchestrated to 

create a full and majestic sonority. The two-part texture is broken at measure 200 when 

the brass instruments introduce a slightly dissonant quartal harmony to this otherwise 

diatonic section. This not only adds orchestral color but also contributes to the indigenous 

sound of the piece by recalling caracol horn calls. The caracol, an indigenous instrument 

made from the conch of a large sea snail, is still a popular folk instrument that produces a 

rather recognizable sound that is imitated in this section. Each caracol usually produces 

two pitches generally a fourth apart. Revueltas concludes this section by clearly 

reaffirming the key of G major, this time not only with the tuba, but also with the 

trombones and bassoons (mm. 202-203). 

 The final subdivision of the B section, d3 (mm. 204-210), completes a simple 

ternary form. This seven-measure phrase also recalls the opening d1 section. Predictably, 

this short section is slightly developed and re-orchestrated; the two melodic parts are 

given to the violins and the cellos while the basses continue their G ostinato. Unlike any 

previous section, d3 actually has some feeling of conclusiveness, which is accentuated by 

the basses breaking their ostinato in measure 210 with a final V-I cadence. 

 The significance of this B section goes beyond its structural and developmental 

functions. With this new section, Revueltas adds not only structural contrast to his 

architecture but also a highly identifiable associative element for the audience, that of the 

caracol. The same association can be said of the opening a and b thematic groups with 
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their song-like folk form. Although this is newly composed music, to the Mexican 

listeners it sounds familiar. It unequivocally sounds like the music of their homeland. 
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CHAPTER 10 

ASPECTS OF FORM AND MUSICAL ARCHITECTURE IN ALCANCIAS 

 Janitzio is an example of Revueltas’s adaptation of folk forms within a one-

movement work. Alcancías (1932) serves as an excellent example of a multi-movement, 

symphony-like work that is composed using folk forms as entire movements. Alcancías is 

written in three movements: Allegro, Andantino and Allegro vivo. The first movement is 

written in a complex and unorthodox three-part architectural structure. The second 

movement is a lyrical folk song. The last movement resembles a lively traditional dance, 

the huapango. Alcancías is scored for piccolo, oboe, E-flat and B-flat clarinets, horn, 2 

trumpets in C, trombone, timpani, xylophone, maracas, snare drum, suspended cymbals, 

güiro, bass drum and strings.  

An in-depth exploration of the complexities of the formally unorthodox first 

movement lies beyond the scope of this paper, but a survey of its architecture is provided. 

It gives the impression of a through-composed movement that gains momentum as its 

materials are presented. Formally, the first movement can be outlined as follows    

(Figure 11). 
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Figure 11, Alcancías, movement I, overall form diagram, mm.1-165 

Introduction (mm. 1-5) 

A (mm. 6-30) 

a1   episode 1 a1’  episode 2 a1”  
(mm. 6-8) (mm. 9-17) (mm. 18-22) (mm. 23-26) (mm. 27-30) 

B (mm. 31-82) 

b1   b2  b3 
(mm.31-50)  (mm. 51-62) (mm. 63-82) 

C (mm. 83-165) 

c1   c2   c3 
(mm.83-109)  (mm. 110-131) (mm. 132-165) 

The first movement is a three-part form, ABC, with each section made of three 

smaller units. It serves as an excellent example of Revueltas’s predilection for triple 

subdivisions and the creative way in which he applied and combined them to create 

extended, more elaborate forms. 

 As is typical in the music of Revueltas, there is great contrast between the first 

and second movements. The first movement of Alcancías can be described as modernist, 

angular, motoric, and, for the most part, tonally ambiguous. The second movement stands 

in tremendous contrast to the first movement with its lyric, rounded, tonal, and traditional 

folk elements. 

 In his monumental ethnomusicological work La Canción Mexicana: Ensayo de 

Clasificación y Antología, Vicente T. Mendoza notes a series of basic characteristics of 

what he calls the “Canción Mexicana romántica y sentimental” (romantic and sentimental 

Mexican song). Two basic elements that are present in the vast majority of this type of 
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song are an Italianate lyrical quality that comes from the opera and zarzuela traditions, 

and a basic structure that is composed of two musical phrases of two sub-phrases each (or 

a variation of a four sub-phrase structure). Both of these characteristics are present in the 

second movement of Alcancías (Example 13). Aurally, this movement clearly recalls the 

sound of a melancholic canción ranchera, a traditional Mexican folk song. The structure 

of the movement can be outlined as follows (Figure 12). 

Figure 12, Alcancías, movement II, overall form diagram, mm. 1-67 

Introduction A (Verse 1) Interlude A’ (Verse 2) Coda 

(mm. 1-8) (mm. 9-31) (mm.32-39) (mm. 40-59) (mm. 60-67) 
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Example 13, Revueltas, Alcancías, movement II37

 

                                                
37 Silvestre Revueltas, Alcancías, full score, New York: Southern Music Publishing, 1971, 30-39. 
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Ex. 13 (cont.) 

 

Verse 1 
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Ex. 13 (cont.) 
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Ex. 13 (cont.) 
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Ex. 13 (cont.) 
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Ex. 13 (cont.) 
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Ex. 13 (cont.) 
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Ex. 13 (cont.) 
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Ex. 13 (cont.) 

 



 121 

Ex. 13 (cont.) 
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The typical four-section structure of a canción ranchera described by Mendoza is 

present in section A, which is made of four phrases, a, b, c and d. This structure is further 

explored below. The second movement is clearly anchored in B-flat major. This is 

established at the beginning and the end of each phrase where the double bass has an     

F-B-flat melodic motion. While this motion is not always functional, this gesture most 

often implies V-I in the key of B-flat. 

 The lyrical qualities of this movement first appear in the introduction (mm. 1-8). 

The violins present melodic elements that resemble an improvised melody. This occurs  

over a pizzicato pattern in the low strings that imitates a guitar accompaniment. The 

melodic range of a third in measure 1 and the inflection of D-flat in the bass in measure 6 

highlight the motivic importance of the interval of a third, which was a fundamental 

building block in the first movement. This thematic link not only ties together the first 

and second movements, but also foreshadows the only significant harmonic motion that 

will ensue throughout the second movement. Here, Revueltas uses a third-related 

harmony instead of the usual V-I cadence. 

 Following the short introduction, Revueltas presents the equivalent of two verses 

of a song (A mm. 9-31 and A’ mm. 40-59) connected by a short interlude (mm. 32-39). 

The movement ends with a final coda (mm. 60-67). Songs are usually composed around 

melody, and this movement is no exception. Mendoza’s typical four-phrase structure of 

verse 1, the A section, can be charted as follows (Figure 13). 
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Figure 13, Alcancías, movement II, form diagram, mm. 1-31 

A (verse 1) 

Introduction a  b  c  d 

(mm. 1-8)  (mm. 9-17) (mm. 18-22) (mm. 23-28) (mm. 29-31) 

B-flat: I I  V  I  V-I 

In the opening phrase a (mm. 9-17), the introduction material from measure 1 is 

developed into a recurring motto or vamp in the strings that functions as a type of prelude 

and interlude before and after the a melodic material is presented (mm. 9-12 and 15-17). 

This vamp figure is unique in this movement. It has a folk character that resembles a 

guitar player repeating a few chords while the singer prepares to begin his serenade. The 

vamp tonicizes B-flat. It also balances the six-measure overlapping oboe melody (mm. 

11-16) to complete a full eight-measure phrase, with an additional measure (m. 13) that 

can be considered a measured fermata. The string vamp returns as a three-measure link 

that overlaps with a (mm. 15-17), where it brings back the material of the prelude (mm. 

9-10) and functions as a link between phrases a and b, modulating from I to V.    

 Phrase b (mm. 18-22) serves as a consequent to the antecedent a. This antecedent 

and consequent pattern will be repeated in sections c and d. The melodic material of b is 

four measures long (mm. 18-21), but Revueltas adds an extra measure (m. 22), the 

equivalent of a long dramatic pause that would be traditional in folk singing. The basses’ 

V-I cadence in measure 22, along with the nearly empty texture (only trumpet and 

trombone completing a B-flat triad), make it clear that this is the end of a section. 
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 Parallel phrases are typical in this type of folk song structure; here, phrases c and 

d are parallel to a and b. Phrase c (mm. 23-28) is a six-measure unit, as was the melodic 

material of a. The melody is now played by the E-flat clarinet, with some melodic 

embellishments added by the trombone (mm. 23-24) and the horn (mm. 26-28). Similar 

instrumental embellishments are typical in mariachi music and would be familiar to a 

Mexican listener. The string vamp continues as the melody’s accompaniment. Phrase c is 

the climax of the four phrases. Harmonically, the bass moves from I to V (mm. 25-27). 

Aurally, the melody mimics an “ay-ay-ay” grito de mariachi (mariachi howl), another 

common trait in a canción ranchera.  

Phrase d (mm. 29-31), the shortest of the four, ends verse 1. The melody has 

returned to the oboe, this time doubled by the piccolo. In addition to concluding the 

verse’s melody, phrase d has a cadential function, bringing back the tonic with a clear 

bass V-I motion (mm. 31-32).  

 An eight-measure interlude (mm. 32-38) joins the two verses of the song, A and 

A’. Of interest is the inflection of G in measure 35 that parallels the ascending third 

motive of measure 6 but is now in inversion. This transition also echoes some of the 

melodic elements of the first verse, contributing to the organic cohesiveness of the 

movement. Phrase structure and harmonic outline are the same in both verses (Figure 14).  
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Figure 14, Alcancías, movement II, overall form diagram, mm. 1-67 

Introduction (mm. 1-8)  
B-flat: I 

A (verse 1) 
a  b  c  d 
(mm. 9-17) (mm. 18-22) (mm. 23-28) (mm. 29-31) 
B-flat: I V  I  V-I 

Interlude (mm. 32-39)    
B-flat: I 

A’ (verse 2) 
a  b  c  d 
(mm. 40-45) (mm. 46-49) (mm. 50-55) (mm. 56-59) 
B-flat: I (V)  V  V-I 

Coda (mm. 60-67) 
B-flat: I 

The principal difference between the two verses is orchestration. In A the 

thematic material is presented primarily by one or two soloists, while in the second verse 

(A’) Revueltas chooses a fuller orchestration. This choice may be an evocative gesture 

more than a compositional choice. It is typical in Mexican popular music, and 

particularly for this type of popular canción ranchera, for the listening crowd to join in 

the singing once it has recognized the tune, in a type of sing-along. Some people might 

join in for a phrase or two, or even every other word, depending on how well they 

remember the song. Others might sing an entire verse or only the chorus. The most 

familiar section would be the “ay-ay-ay” mariachi howl. It is only at this climactic point 

(mm. 50-55) that Revueltas uses the full orchestra, evoking how the entire crowd would 

join in singing at this familiar point in the song.  
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 As the movement comes to an end, the song dissolves into a short eight-measure 

coda. Like the interlude between A and A’, the coda solidifies B-flat as the tonal center 

and echoes some of the melodic elements of the work in fragments. Revueltas brings 

back the melodic third interval that opened the movement, providing unity as well as 

evoking the sonorous elements of the first movement.  

 The third movement of Alcancías is another excellent example of how Revueltas 

composes music that “sounds” Mexican. Here Revueltas develops, expands, and 

combines some of the basic structural elements of the movement with those found in the 

huapango, masterfully evoking that folk form. 

The traditional Mexican huapango is a vigorous dance characterized by complex 

rhythmic patterns mixing duple and triple meters that reflect its intricate steps. Men and 

women in couples dance the huapango. Sometimes the men sing during the dance. When 

the huapango is not danced, it often features two singers alternating witty repartees, often 

improvised. Huapangos are different in style depending on the Mexican geographical 

region in which they originate. The region also determines the instrumentation, from 

huapangos performed by a guitar duo to a full mariachi band with violins, trumpets and 

guitarrones. A traditional huapango is highly improvisatory in character. Its form 

features a chorus or estribillo that constantly returns, alternating with verses or couplets, 

which are often improvised. It is not uncommon to hear an introduction and musical 

interludes between verses. It is typical to use a busy melodic or accompaniment pattern 

for the musical introductions and interludes, which is often given to the violin or the folk 

harp. The third movement of Alcancías can be outlined as follows (Figure 15). 
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Figure 15, Alcancías, movement III, overall form diagram, mm. 1-221 

Introduction (mm. 1-16)  

A 
a  b (developmental transition) c (theme b) b’ (closing) 
(mm. 17-38) (mm. 39-65)   (mm. 66-78) (mm. 79-97) 

B (developmental interlude)  
(mm.98-129)  
d1  d2   d3           d4 
(mm. 98-111) (mm. 112-116) (mm. 117-122) (mm. 123-129) 
 
A’ 
a  b (developmental transition) c (theme b) b’ (closing) 
(mm. 130-134) (mm.135-160)  (mm. 161-175) (mm.176-188) 

Coda  
(mm. 189-221) 

  In Revueltas’s complex ternary form, the a and b sections (perhaps the two 

alternating repartees) are combined to become the improvised verses, and the c sections 

develop into the estribillo or chorus. Yet, as is typical in Revueltas’s music, it is rather 

difficult to pinpoint the function of each section in a definitive manner. Form is 

secondary in importance to the natural unfolding of the folk thematic material. It is clear 

that Revueltas’s primary goal is to bring about those elements that best reflect the sounds 

of popular music in his beloved Mexico. The main characteristic of this movement is the 

constant development of recurring musical material. It is this development, and not the 

form, that contributes to the improvisatory quality of the huapango “sound” celebrated in 

this movement. By maintaining the improvisatory character of this type of Mexican folk 

music, Revueltas relegates structure to a secondary role. Form and musical structure are 

byproducts of the exposition of the huapango rhetoric:  a series of recurring familiar 



 128 

tunes, both in the verses and the choruses, which are constantly changing as they are 

presented by different members of the ensemble. Revueltas achieves his goal masterfully. 

A Mexican listener would have no idea that he was listening to the complex three-part 

form outlined above. But with great enjoyment, he or she would easily recognize and 

identify the huapango “sound.”  

 By looking at some of the thematic materials and forms that Revueltas used to 

convey Mexico’s “song” to its listeners, one can conclude that his concept of form and 

musical architecture are highly original and unique to his music. Revueltas’s combination 

of original forms with folk elements contributed to the birth of a nationalist school of 

composition in Mexico in a climate that celebrated the traditional arts of the Mexican 

people. Revueltas’s style greatly influenced not only subsequent generations of Mexican 

composers, but also American composers such as Aaron Copland. Revueltas’s influence 

on other composers will be examined in the next chapter. 
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CHAPTER 11 

REVUELTAS’S INFLUENCE 

 In 1926, Carlos Chávez and Mexican architect Ricardo Ortega moved from 

Mexico City to New York City to launch an intense public relations campaign promoting 

Mexican culture. They carried this out under the sponsorship of French-born composer 

Edgar Varèse, a friend of Chávez’s since 1924. During this period, Ortega corresponded 

frequently with Revueltas, who was in San Antonio, and along with Chávez encouraged 

him to compose by promoting his works around New York musical circles. 

 Varèse, with the help of Aaron Copland and Henry Cowell, had organized 

associations of composers including The International Composers Guild and the Pan 

American Association of Composers, which promoted performances of their members’ 

works and the works of other contemporary composers. Chávez was an active member, 

and he promoted the inclusion of Revueltas in these organizations and concerts sponsored 

by them. Varèse was particularly interested in Revueltas not only as a composer, but also 

as a willing and able conductor who could perform the modern repertory that he wanted 

to promote. By 1928 Revueltas had accepted membership in the Pan American 

Association of Composers. This began a productive relationship between Revueltas and a 

number of American composers who would champion his music, among them Aaron 

Copland.   

 In 1932 Copland organized the first Pan American Contemporary Music Festival 

at Yaddo, in Saratoga Springs, New York. There, Copland premiered Revueltas’s Second 

String Quartet, which was a great success. In attendance was Nicolas Slonimsky, a 
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significant American promoter of contemporary composers. The successful premier 

brought Revueltas modest but firm acceptance by the audience and a performance 

opportunity in the coming concert series of the Pan American Association of Composers 

later that year. On November 4, 1932, Slonimsky presented Colorines in New York. The 

work was received with such praise that he took Colorines on his history-making tour of 

Cuba in 1933. 

 Copland became a good friend and supporter of Revueltas. The Chávez, 

Revueltas, and Copland group remained strong throughout subsequent years. Copland’s 

El Salón México had been “in the works” since his first trip to Mexico in 1932, when 

Chávez took Copland to the colorful Salón México in Mexico City, a Harlem-style night 

club with a grand Cuban orchestra. Copland later recalled: “I realize that it would be 

foolish for me to attempt to translate some of the more profound sides of music into 

musical sounds—the ancient civilizations or the revolutionary Mexico of our own time—

for that one really has to know the country well.”38 El Salón México was premiered in 

Mexico City on August 27, 1937 with Carlos Chávez conducting the Orquesta Sinfónica 

de México at the Palacio de Bellas Artes. Of the experience, Copland wrote:  

I felt nervous about what Mexicans might think of a ‘gringo’ meddling with their 
native melodies. At the first of the final rehearsals I attended, an unexpected 
incident took place. As I entered the hall the orchestral players, who were in the 
thick of a Beethoven Symphony, began to applaud vigorously…I was moved by 
that gesture… and the reviews that appeared in the newspapers after the premiere 
were no less kind. They seemed to agree that El Salón México might well be taken 

                                                
38 Aaron Copland and Vivian Perlis, Copland 1900 through 1942, New York: St. Martin’s/Marek, 

1984, 246-247. 
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for Mexican music—“As Mexican as the music of Revueltas,” which was like 
saying at that time, “as American as the music of Gershwin.”39 
 

 For Revueltas’s composer contemporaries from the United States and Latin 

America, his music defined the “sound” of Mexican music, a quality they attempted to 

recreate in their own compositions. The significance and quality of Revueltas’s music is 

undeniable, but his influence extended far beyond his compositions. Equally important 

was his enthusiastic support for a new generation of composers and conductors. 

Revueltas wrote: 

Our youth is following in our footsteps…and little by little a new generation is 
forming…Our new concert season (1937) is featuring new works by Mexican 
composers, both known and unknown…New blood saturates our habitual 
concerts… There are new composers forming in the last nine years…Some are 
still young, but some such as Raúl Lavista and Daniel Ayala are well on their 
way…Both our orchestras are promoting the new musical production of our 
country, and in the process they are creating new conductors: Abel Eisenberg, 
Hernández Moncada, Meza, Mariscal, and Contreras.40 
  
In Mexico City on November 25, 1935, there was a concert exclusively featuring 

new music by four young composers: Salvador Contreras, Daniel Ayala, Blas Galindo 

and José Pablo Moncayo. This concert was billed as a performance by the Grupo de los 

Cuatro. These composers, the Mexican avant-garde, in a sense brought to fruition the 

ideals of Revueltas, for their sole purpose as a group was to perform their own works and 

to promote new Mexican music that portrayed and honored the vast cultural traditions of 

their country. Blas Galindo’s Sones de Mariachi and José Pablo Moncayo’s Huapango 

are just two of the many masterworks written around this time that eventually became 

                                                
39 Aaron Copland and Vivian Perlis, Copland 1900 through 1942, New York: St. Martin’s/Marek, 

1984, 246-247. 
40 Revueltas, 199. 
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part of the significant body of nationalist music in Mexico, which to this day influences 

Mexican composers. 

Upon his death, recognition of Revueltas’s success as a composer, conductor, and 

master teacher was short lived. Besides frequent performances of his more popular works 

such as Janitzio, La Noche de los Mayas, Redes or Sensemayá, and the use of some of his 

techniques by new generations of composers, the rest of Revueltas’s compositions were 

soon forgotten.  

Today, with the exception of these popular works, the majority of his 

compositions remain virtually unknown, both in Mexico and abroad. It was not until 

1999 when the Colloquium “Carlos Chávez-Silvestre Revueltas: Diálogo de 

Resplandores” was organized in Mexico City to celebrate the centenary of the birth of 

both composers that his works were reconsidered. The papers presented in this 

colloquium were subsequently published in the book Carlos Chávez-Silvestre Revueltas: 

Diálogo de Resplandores edited by Yael Bitrán and Ricardo Mirands (see bibliography). 

With the Colloquium as a catalyst, a number of worthy research efforts have emerged 

from the musicological communities in Mexico and the United States. Subsequently, a 

number of papers and scholarly articles have been written on the life and work of 

Revueltas. This has also led to a revival of interest in performing his music. 
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CHAPTER 12 

CONCLUSION 

 Today, the recognition of Silvestre Revueltas’s legacy as a conductor, composer 

and master teacher does not reflect the significance of his work. There is still a 

remarkable lack of published information on this composer’s life and work. Contreras 

Soto notes in his book Baile, Duelo y Son that although many in Mexico and the world 

feel a great deal of respect for Revueltas, the lack of information about his life and work 

has led to an almost mythical understanding of the composer, lacking much depth.41 

 Through Revueltas’s own writings, we find that there were many political and 

social beliefs, concepts, and attitudes associated with his music. For Revueltas, his music 

was a means of communication that aimed to bring Mexican people the sounds of their 

own music. He wanted even simple and uneducated people to relate immediately to his 

music. He sought for listeners to easily identify his music as Mexican music.  

Famed Mexican painter Diego Rivera wrote that in order to accomplish the goal 

of effortless association between the object and the subject of the artistic creation, the 

artist must provide a familiar structural design, a familiar architecture.  

Pictorial work must be open to everyone, without distinction of social or cultural 
background, while [being] organized, ‘built’ in such a way to avoid cacophony 
and confusion; all [artistic] ‘languages’ (cubism, futurism, impressionism, etc.), 
can become citizens [of the universal state], as long as that they preserve unity 
and legibility of the work through solid [compositional] structure. All is 
architecture.42 
 

                                                
41 Eduardo Contreras Soto, Silvestre Revueltas: Baile, Duelo y Son, Mexico D.F.: Consejo 

Nacional Para la Cultura y las Artes, 2000, 9.  
42 Letter of Diego Rivera to Alfonso Reyes, 7 August, 1917. Alfonso Reyes archives, quoted in 

Fell, p.405. (author’s emphasis). 
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 Everything has an architecture or structural design. To recognize meaning in a 

work of art, the observer must be able to relate to the structural design. The simpler the 

process of association between the spectator and the architecture, the easier it will be to 

establish meaning. In the case of Revueltas’s music, because his musical architecture 

evokes folk forms his works are attractive to Mexican listeners, regardless of their 

knowledge of music. The listener can easily relate to Revueltas’s music due to the strong 

association between his structures and those found in Mexican folk music. 

I have explored how Revueltas included in his music structural elements that were 

highly identifiable because of their association with folk traditions, intuitively known to 

his Mexican audience. This is why Revueltas’s music can sound familiar to Mexican 

listeners, even on its first hearing. This impression of familiarity comes from the aural 

recognition of architectural structures corresponding to those heard in popular traditional 

Mexican folk music. Revueltas wrote music that sounds like popular folk music while not 

directly quoting any existing music.  

 I have demonstrated how Revueltas achieved his Mexican sound by creating 

melodies built upon intervals or interval patterns similar to those heard in popular, 

traditional and folk music. He based many of his compositions on traditional Mexican 

folk dance rhythms. He then richly orchestrated them, sometimes imitating indigenous 

sounds, like the caracol horn calls in Janitzio, or actually using indigenous instruments, 

as in the enormous percussion section in La Noche de los Mayas. With melodies 

composed of smaller rhythmic and melodic cells, often assembled in layers, Revueltas 

evokes the simplicity of Mexican indigenous music traditions that go back to pre-
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Columbian times. Larger sections, often with contrasting instrumentation, are built from 

the accumulation and repetition of melodies. Together they resemble traditional Mexican 

musical forms, easily recognizable to the native listener. They are adaptations of popular 

song, dance, and other traditional forms drawn from the rich Mexican folk-music 

tradition. While these resulting forms and structures were considered new, bold, and 

unorthodox at the time, it is this fresh fusion of folk architectural elements that make 

Revueltas’s music a significant example of nationalist music in the Americas.  

The complete output of Silvestre Revueltas merits further, more extensive study. 

Much work is still needed:  a complete biography with deeper insight and understanding 

of certain periods of his life and compositional style, detailed analysis of most of his 

music, better understanding of his ideas as composer and conductor, and above all, a 

broader dissemination and performance of his works.   
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APPENDIX: CHRONOLOGICAL LIST OF WORKS  

[+] denotes works for orchestra 

[*] denotes possible date of composition 

1918 Adagio (piano) 
 
1924 El Afilador (violin and piano) 

Tragedia en Forma de Rábano (piano) 
 
1926 Batik (two flutes, two clarinets, string quartet) 
 Elegía (voice and piano) 
 Retablo (voice and piano) 
 
1929    El Afilador (flute, English horn, clarinet, bass clarinet, bassoon, two 

horns) 
 Cuatro Pequeños Trozos (two violins and cello) 
 + Pieza para Orquesta 
 
1930 Cuarteto No. 1 (string quartet) 
 
1931 Canción (Cuauhnáhuac) (1931/1939) (piano) 
 Cuarteto No. 2 (Magueyes) (string quartet) 
 Cuarteto No. 3(string quartet) 
 + Cuauhnáhuac (string orchestra version) 
 + Cuauhnáhuac (first orchestra version) 
 Dúo para Pato y Canario (voice and piano) 

+ Dúo para Pato y Canario (voice and orchestra) 
 + Esquinas (first version) 
 Madrigal (violin and cello) 
 Ranas (voice and piano) 
 + Ventanas (orchestra) 
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1932 + Alcancías (chamber orchestra) 
 + Colorines (chamber orchestra) 
 Cuarteto No. 4 (Música de Feria) (string quartet) 
 + Cuauhnáhuac (second orchestra version) 
 + Parián (voice, chorus and orchestra) 
 Ranas (voice and piano) 
 + Ranas (voice and orchestra) 
 El Tecolote (voice and piano) 
 + El Tecolote (voice and orchestra) 
 Tres Piezas para Violin y Piano 
 Troka * 
 
1933 + Esquinas (orchestra, second version) 
 + Janitzio (orchestra, first version) 

Ocho por Radio (8 X Radio) (clarinet, bassoon, trumpet, two violins, 
violoncello, contrabass, percussion) 

 + El Renacuajo Paseador (ballet) (first version)  
Toccata (Sin fuga) (violin soloist, piccolo, piccolo clarinet, clarinet, bass 

clarinet, horn, trumpet, timpani) 
 + Troka (orchestra) 
 
1934 Allegro (Ostinato) (piano) 
 + Caminos (orchestra) 
 + Danza Geométrica (Planos) (orchestra) 
 + Pescados (Redes), (orchestra, first version) 

Planos (clarinet, bass clarinet, bassoon, trumpet, piano, two violins, 
violoncello, contrabass) 

 
1935 + Redes (orchestral film score, second version) 

 
1936 Amiga que te vas (voice and piano) 
 + Caminos (orchestral movie score) 
 + El Renacuajo Paseador (chamber orchestra, second version) 

+ Homenaje a Federico García Lorca (chamber orchestra) 
 + Janitzio (orchestra, second version) 
 + Los Caballeros (incidental music) (orchestra)  
 + Redes (suite for orchestra from the film score) 
 + Son (from Homenaje a García Lorca) (orchestra) 
 + ¡Vamonos con Pancho Villa! (orchestral film score) 
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1937 Caminando (voice and piano)  
+ Caminando (voice and orchestra)  
Coquetea para Genio * (piano) 
+ Frente a Frente (voice and orchestra) 

 México en España (voice and piano) 
 + México en España (voice and orchestra) 
 + No sé por qué piensas tu… (voice and orchestra) 
 + Sensemayá (chamber orchestra version) 
  
1938 Canto de una Muchacha Negra (voice and piano) 

Canto de Guerra de los Frentes Leales (Itinerarios) (chamber version for 
10 instruments) 

+ El Indio (orchestral film score) 
+ Ferrocarriles de Baja California. (Musica para charlar and Paisajes 

suites for orchestra come from this score) 
Siete Canciones (Cinco canciones para niños y dos canciones profanes) 

(voice and piano) 
 + Hora de Junio (Tres sonetos) (narrator and orchestra) 
 + Itinerarios (orchestra) 

+ Itinerarios (Canto de Guerra de los frentes leales) (voice and orchestra, 
unfinished) 

 + Música para Charlar (Paisajes) (orchestra) 
 + Sensemayá (Symphonic version) 

+ Tres Sonetos (Hora de Junio for voice and orchestra) (chamber version 
for 10 instruments)  

 
1939 Allegro (Ostinato) (piano) 
 Canción [Cuahunáhuac] (piano) 
 + El Signo de la Muerte (orchestral film score) 

+ La Noche de los Mayas (orchestral film score) 
+ La Noche de los Mayas (orchestral suite arr. by  

José I. Limantour, 1960) 
+ Los de Abajo (orchestral film score) 
+ Siete Canciones (Cinco canciones para niños y dos canciones profanas) 

(voice and orchestra) 
+ Un Retablo (Un velorio, from Upa y upa)(orchestra) 

  
1940 Dos Pequeñas Piezas Serias (wind quintet)  

+ La Coronela (unfinished ballet) 
+ La Coronela (unfinished ballet, completed by Blas Galindo, orchestrated 

by Candelario Huízar) 
+ La Coronela (unfinished ballet, completed by José I. Limantour, 

orchestrated by Eduardo Hernández Moncada, 1962) 
+ ¡Que viene mi marido! (orchestral film score) 
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