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Dancing Hands: How Teresa Carreño Played the 
Piano for President Lincoln
Written by Margarita Engle
Illustrated by Rafael López
Atheneum, 2019, 32 pp
ISBN: 978-1-4814-8740-5

This picturebook recounts Maria Teresa Carreño’s 
historic visit to the White House to play the piano 
for Abraham Lincoln. Engle carefully crafts a story 
of the tiny but fierce musical prodigy that hums in 
a waltz of symmetry and contradiction to Rafael 
López’s carefully crafted mixed media illustrations. 
On the cover Teresa Carreño is depicted playing a 

piano. Her hands are dancing across the piano and the dark keys of the piano float into 
the sky along with flowers and sunshine. An aura of her tropical homeland of Venezuela 
surrounds and protects her as the dark gray tones of the South American revolutionary 
war and the unknown fog of emigration to the United States encroach upon the lighter 
tones of her childhood innocence. Within this contrast, Teresa’s figure is framed–a 
Latina in a white dress bowing her head in concentration as she plays the piano. López’s 
art juxtaposes how the complexities of Carreño’s journey as a childhood prodigy, 
immigrant, and international figure can show us how music reconciles the dark and light 
sides of grief, war, and change. 

Although the book is written for upper elementary students, the themes of loss, isolation, 
and gender discrimination have far-reaching implications for teenage and adult 
audiences. The crisp illustrations carefully beg the pondering of deep questions: How is 
music a universal language and how do we use music to connect with others, especially 
those who are unfamiliar? How do we use our own talents to assert our self-value and 
overcome the challenges of life? How can we use our passion to challenge the prejudices 
of the dominant society that may be applied to us and used to question our rightful place 
in society?

For me, as a Venezuelan-American, this book is life-changing. As a young girl, I knew of 
Teresa Carreño’s legacy. When my mother and I lived in Caracas, Venezuela (Maria 
Teresa’s birthplace), we would trek along la Avenida Paseo Colón and pause at the Teresa 
Carreño Cultural Complex. We would sit on a bench along the opposite street or within its 
gardens and I would listen to my mother tell stories of this great woman, whose music 
still to this day moves Venezuelans with her melodies as a symbol of national pride. My 
mother reminded me, as does Engle’s author’s note at the end of the book, that despite 
her natural ability to woo international audiences, she still had to overcome the stigma of 
being a free, entrepreneurial woman who “divorced three times before finding happiness 
with her fourth husband”. Thus, Teresa Carreño’s story is one that serves to teach girls 
how important the fierce determination of the heart is in moving mountains and nations 
and paving the dreams of girls everywhere who are inspired by her resilience and 
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fortitude. Teresa Carreño was not dubbed Le Leona (The Lioness) for kowtowing to 
dominant ideas of gender roles in her time.

Dancing Hands: How Teresa Carreño Played the Piano for President Lincoln can be 
paired with other books that explore music as a focal point for identity, growth, and the 
shattering of dominant perceptions of gender such as Drum Dream Girl (Margarita 
Engle & Rafael López, 2015); Miguel and the Grand Harmony (Matt de la Peña & Ana 
Ramirez, 2017); Little Melba and Her Big Trombone (Katheryn Russell-Brown & Frank 
Morrison, 2014); and Trombone Shorty (Troy “Trombone Shorty” Andrews & Bryan 
Collier, 2015).

Born in Los Angeles, Cuban American author Margarita Engle is an award-winning 
writer, holding accolades such as a Newberry honor, Pura Belpré, Golden Kite, Walter, 
Jane Addams, and NSK Neustadt. She also served as the 2017-2019 Young People’s Poet 
Laureate. Most of her books depict influential Latin American figures across 
international history.

Illustrator Rafael López was born in Mexico City and lives in San Diego. His legacy is 
defined by his art. He is an internationally recognized illustrator holding multiple 
honors including the 2017 Tomás Rivera Children’s Book Award, two Américas Book 
Awards, and three Pura Belpré honors. Among other diverse projects, his Urban Art 
Trail Movement seeks to bring diverse communities together through the creation of 
large-scale murals that can be found across shared communal spaces such as children’s 
hospitals, public schools, and under freeways. He also created two official posters for 
the Obama presidential campaign in the 2008 and 2012 in an attempt to secure the 
Latinx vote.

Francis Maffi-Mahmood, Texas Woman’s University
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