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 Rudepoêma is Heitor Villa-Lobos’s paramount masterpiece for solo piano, and one of the 

most impressive and difficult compositions in the entire piano literature. It was completed while 

Villa-Lobos was in Paris in the 1920s, during his second journey to Europe to promote his music 

abroad. During his maturation as a composer, Villa-Lobos was inspired by the music and 

aesthetic of many composers, including the ballets of Igor Stravinsky, at the time one of the most 

prestigious composers in Europe. Villa-Lobos was particularly inspired by Stravinsky’s 

rebellious attitude towards musical form and function, on view in his seminal work Le Sacre du 

Printemps (1913), and sought to emulate this aesthetic while creating Rudepoêma. Villa-Lobos 

used many musical features from both Stravinsky's Le Sacre du Printemps and Petrushka (1911), 

including a tableau structure that openly resists traditional aspects of musical form and 

development. Yet, despite sharing in Stravinsky’s own style—as a post-Romantic or Modernist 

rebel—this study will demonstrate that while Rudepoêma appears to embody the avant-garde, 

and reject musical tradition, the opposite is in fact true: he adds many traditional elements to the 

piece, including tonal function, motivic unification, and harmonic progression. 



 

 Chapter 1 discusses the historical context in which Rudepoêma was composed, including 

Villa-Lobos’s own development as a composer in Brazil. It traces his two journeys to Paris in 

1923–24, and more importantly in 1927–30, and considers what effect this European 

environment had on the creation of the piece. The various external influences on Villa-Lobos’s 

style while in Paris will be discussed, as well as Villa-Lobos’s own reasons for creating 

Rudepoêma: to be a significant composer in Paris, and to cater to the Parisian public’s 

fascination with and demand for exotic art. He also sought to earn publishing rights at the 

distinguished publishing house of Max Eschig in Paris.  

 Chapter 2 provides an overview of the primary musical components of Rudepoêma that 

are discussed fully in subsequent chapters. Although Villa-Lobos seems to eschew traditional 

forms and functions, upon closer inspection it is clear that he worked systematically using a 

variety of musical processes. Each of the main musical devices associated with Rudepoêma is 

discussed: localized tonal centers, motivic unity, tableau structure, black and white 

superimposition, the Momentum Formula, and rhythmic or melodic ostinatos. 

 The final five sections of chapter 3 place the elements described in the previous chapter 

in their musical context, and are divided according to the formal organization of Rudepoêma. 

Each tableau is fully analyzed, showing Villa-Lobos’s unification procedures. This will challenge 

Villa-Lobos's representation of himself as a composer who rejected traditional compositional 

techniques in the 1920s. 

 The extensive analysis of the musical landscape of Rudepoêma will prove that even in 

Villa-Lobos’s most extreme and rebellious compositions, he is firmly rooted in tradition. 

Rudepoêma is, at a deeper musical level, a highly controlled matrix of musical material that 

echoes the Western classical tradition from which he publicly sought to distance himself. 



 

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS 

 
 

 To the casual observer, completing a doctoral thesis might seem to be a task of isolation 

and solitary research. However, in my case, a network of support and inspiration abounded in 

order to compose and complete a document of such magnitude. Consequently, I am thankful and 

indebted to many individuals. Firstly, I wish to express deep gratitude to my thesis director Dr. 

Peter Loewen, whose help was necessary and appreciated in completing this document. I also 

want to thank the other members of my Thesis Committee for devoting their time and energy to 

this project: To my teacher, Jon Kimura Parker, for providing a constant example as both a 

master teacher and mentor. To Lydia Artymiw, who instilled a solid foundation of artistry and 

integrity that resides within me to this day. And to my siblings and parents, who have been there 

with me through years of maturity and support.  

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 



 

TABLE OF CONTENTS 
 
 

 
LIST OF FIGURES 
 
LIST OF TABLES 
 
 
Chapter 
 
 I. INTRODUCTION TO RUDEPOÊMA      
   
   Villa-Lobos in Brazil, 1917-1923 . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 4 
         
   Villa-Lobos and Artur Rubinstein . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 8 
    
   Villa-Lobos in Europe . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  . . . . . 11 
 
   The premiere of Rudepoêma in Paris . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 16 
 
 
 II. STRUCTURAL AND HARMONIC COMPONENTS OF RUDEPOÊMA  
 
   Tableau organization . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  22 
    
   Motivic unity in Rudepoêma . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  . . . . 25 
 
   Rudepoêma as five sections . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  30 
   
   Bitonality . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  34  
 
   The Momentum Formula . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  38 
 
   Quartal Harmony . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 42 
 
   Tonal usage in Rudepoêma . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  45  
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

 III. AN ANALYTICAL JOURNEY THROUGH RUDEPOÊMA  
 
   Section One: Exposition (Tableaux 1-10) . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 51 
   
   Section Two: Development (Tableaux 11-17) . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  78 
 
   Section Three: Recapitulation (Tableaux 18-21) . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  96 
 
   Section Four:  Slow Movement (Tableaux 22-25) . . . . . . . . . . . . . 107 
 
   Section Five: Coda (Tableaux 26-27) . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 121 
 
    
 IV. CONCLUSION 
 
   The legacy of Rudepoêma . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 128  
 
 
BIBLIOGRAPHY 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

LIST OF FIGURES 
 
 
 
 

Figure 1-1: Program copy from Rudepoêma premiere, October 24 1927 . . . . . . . . . . . . .   16 
 
Figure 2-1: Rudepoêma, tableau one, Modéré . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  25 
 
Figure 2-2: Rudepoêma, tableau one, Modéré . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  26 
 
Figure 2-3: Rudepoêma, tableau three, Très peu modéré . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  27 
 
Figure 2-4: Rudepoêma, tableau eight, Vif . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  28 
 
Figure 2-5: Rudepoêma, tableau eight, Vif . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  28 
 
Figure 2-6: Rudepoêma, tableau nine, Un peu moins . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  29 
 
Figure 2-7: Rudepoêma, tableau one, Modéré  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 34 
 
Figure 2-8: Petrushka, tableaux two, Più mosso . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  36 
 
Figure 2-9: Rudepoêma, tableau seven, Un peu plus . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  37 
 
Figure 2-10: Rudepoêma, tableau five, Mouvement calme de marche, tableau eight,  
 Vif, tableau nine, Un peu moins . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  40 
 
Figure 2-11: Rudepoêma, tableau seven, Un peu plus . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 42 
 
Figure 2-12: Rudepoêma, tableau nine, Un peu moins . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  43   
 
Figure 2-13: Rudepoêma, tableau nineteen, Un peu modéré et grandeose . . . . . . . . . . . . . 44 
  
Figure 2-14: Rudepoêma, tableau twenty-six, Large et violent . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  44  
 
Figure 2-15: Rudepoêma, tableau one, Modéré . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  . . . 45 
 
Figure 2-16: Rudepoêma, tableau eight, Vif . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  . . . . . . 49 
 
Figure 3-1: Rudepoêma, tableau one, Modéré . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  . . . . 53 
 
Figure 3-2: Rudepoêma, tableau one, Modéré . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  . . . . 54  
  
Figure 3-3: Rudepoêma, tableau two, Animé . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .   56 
 



 

Figure 3-4: Rudepoêma, tableau two, analysis of Un peu moins  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  58 
 
Figure 3-5: Rudepoêma, tableau three, Très peu modéré . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  59 
 
Figure 3-6: Rudepoêma, tableau three, analysis of Très peu modéré . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 61  
 
Figure 3-7: Rudepoêma, tableau four, analysis of Plus mouvementé . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 63 
 
Figure 3-8: Rudepoêma, tableau four, analysis of Plus mouvementé . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 64 
 
Figure 3-9: Rudepoêma, tableau five, Mouvement calme de marche . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  66 
 
Figure 3-10: Rudepoêma, tableau six, Animé . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  68 
 
Figure 3-11: Le Sacre du Printemps, Augurs of Spring . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  69 
 
Figure 3-12: Rudepoêma, tableau seven, Un peu plus . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 70 
 
Figure 3-13: Rudepoêma, tableau seven, Un peu plus . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  71 
 
Figure 3-14: Rudepoêma, tableau one, Modéré, tableau three, Très peu modéré . . . . . . . . 72 
 
Figure 3-15: Rudepoêma, tableau eight, Vif . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  . . . . . . 73  
 
Figure 3-16: Rudepoêma, tableau eight, Vif . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  . . . . . .  74 
 
Figure 3-17: Rudepoêma, tableau ten, Un peu moins . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 76 
 
Figure 3-18: Rudepoêma, tableau eleven, Un peu calme . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  78  
 
Figure 3-19: Rudepoêma, tableau twelve, Vif . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  . . . .  80 
 
Figure 3-20: Rudepoêma, tableau four, Plus mouvementé; and tableau thirteen, 
 Vif toujours . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  81  
 
Figure 3-21: Rudepoêma, tableau fourteen, Un peu moins . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  82 
 
Figure 3-22: Rudepoêma, tableau fourteen, Un peu moins . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 83 
 
Figure 3-23: Rudepoêma, tableau fifteen, Animando . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  85 
 
Figure 3-24: Rudepoêma, tableau fifteen, Animando . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  86 
 
Figure 3-25: Rudepoêma, tableau sixteen, Un peu moins . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 89 
 
Figure 3-26: Rudepoêma, tableau sixteen, Un peu moins, and analysis . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 91 



 

 
Figure 3-27: Rudepoêma, tableau sixteen, Un peu moins, and analysis . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 92  
 
Figure 3-28: Rudepoêma, tableau sixteen, Un peu moins, and analysis . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 93 
 
Figure 3-29: Rudepoêma, tableau seventeen, Moins, mais très rythmé . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 97 
 
Figure 3-30: Rudepoêma, analysis of tableau seventeen, Moins, mais très rythmé . . . . . .  98 
 
Figure 3-31: Rudepoêma, analysis of tableau seventeen, Moins, mais très rythmé . . . . . .  99  
 
Figure 3-32: Rudepoêma, tableau nineteen, Un peu modéré et grandeose . . . . . . . . . . . . . 100 
 
Figure 3-33: Petrushka, Russian Dance . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 102 
 
Figure 3-34: Rudepoêma, tableau twenty, Très animé . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  103  
 
Figure 3-35: Rudepoêma, tableau one, Modéré; and tableau twenty, Très animé . . . . . . . . 104 
 
Figure 3-36: Rudepoêma, tableau twenty-one, Moins Animé . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  105 
 
Figure 3-37: Rudepoêma, tableau twenty-one, Animé . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 106 
 
Figure 3-38: Rudepoêma, tableau twenty-two, Modéré presque lent . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 109 
 
Figure 3-39: Rudepoêma, tableau twenty-two, Modéré presque lent . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 110 
 
Figure 3-40: Rudepoêma, tableau twenty-two, Modéré presque lent . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 111 
 
Figure 3-41: Rudepoêma, tableau twenty-three, Moins; and tableau  
 twenty-four, Andante un poco tranquillo . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 112 
 
Figure 3-42: Rudepoêma, analysis of tableau twenty-four, Andante un poco tranquillo. . . 113 
 
Figure 3-43: Rudepoêma, analysis of tableau twenty-four, Andante un poco tranquillo. . . 114 
 
Figure 3-44: Rudepoêma, analysis of tableau twenty-four, Andante un poco tranquillo. . . 115 
 
Figure 3-45: Rudepoêma, tableau twenty-five, Très animé . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 117 
 
Figure 3-46: Rudepoêma, analysis of tableau twenty-five, Très animé . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 118  
 
Figure 3-47: Rudepoêma, analysis of tableau twenty-five, Très animé . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 119 
 
Figure 3-48: Rudepoêma, comparative analysis of tableau one, Modéré, and 
 tableau twenty-six, Large et violent . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 122 



 

 
Figure 3-49: Rudepoêma, tableau twenty-six, Large et violent . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 123 
 
Figure 3-50: Rudepoêma, score and analysis of tableau twenty-seven, Animé . . . . . . . . . . 125 
 
Figure 3-51: Rudepoêma, tableau twenty-seven, Animé . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 126 
 
Figure 4-1: Rudepoêma, orchestral version, tableau one, Modéré . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 131 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

LIST OF TABLES 
 
 
 
 

Table 2-1: Complete list of tableaux in Rudepoêma . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 24 
 
Table 2-2: Five major tableau groupings in Rudepoêma . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  30 
 
Table 2-3: Tempo listing in first Momentum Formula . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 39 
 
Table 2-4: Complete list of tonal points in Rudepoêma . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 48 
 
 
    
    
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 

1 

INTRODUCTION TO RUDEPOÊMA 
 
  

 The solo piano literature is one of the richest and most diverse collections in the entire 

canon of Western Music. When considering some of the preeminent works that comprise this 

vast collection, most of these are products of the European tradition. It is only relatively recently, 

within the last 100 years, that composers from the Americas have begun producing significant 

piano works that are now a part of the active repertoire of pianists today. Many of these 

composers, like Aaron Copland or Elliot Carter, absorbed the European tradition, either by 

analyzing this immense corpus of works or by studying composition in Europe for a portion of 

their lives. Other European composers such as Arnold Schoenberg, Sergei Prokofiev, and Igor 

Stravinsky immigrated to the United States and made an impact on the musical scene in North 

America in the course of the twentieth century. This influence of European music on composers 

from the Americas persisted during the early twentieth century. Yet through the rise of 

nationalism and other musical trends, composers from North and South America began to create 

works for the piano that were representative of their own heritage, rather than a mere imitation of 

European models. 

 The music of Brazilian composer Heitor Villa-Lobos (1887-1959) emerged from this 

independent, nationalistic movement in South America. His masterpiece Rudepoêma (1921-

1926) is among his greatest compositions for the piano, and one of the most complex and 

difficult works in the entire piano literature. The title loosely translates as “Rough Poem” or 

“Savage Poem,” and accurately portrays the dramatic character of the music. A typical 

performance lasts approximately twenty minutes—a substantial length for a single-movement 

work, presenting a supreme test of endurance for the pianist. The piece was composed during a 
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critical time in Villa-Lobos’s formation as a composer. It was conceived in 1921, and he 

completed the first draft in 1926, after having visited Paris for a year. It was premiered in the 

French capital on October 24, 1927 by legendary pianist and dedicatee Artur Rubinstein. 

Although it was written for one of the most famous pianists of the twentieth century, Rudepoêma 

has remained in relative obscurity among the works of Villa-Lobos’s contemporary composers, 

as well as his own more famous compositions. Apart from its own merits, Rudepoêma is also a 

means to better comprehend the complex musical language and influences of Villa-Lobos in the 

1920s. 

 Before embarking on a deeper musical analysis of Rudepoêma, it is first necessary to place 

the work in its proper historical context. Villa-Lobos had a gradual development as a composer 

during his youth in Brazil, and rose to prominence after his two trips to Europe in the 1920s. The 

first portion of this document will discuss salient aspects of this development, which includes 

identifying various musical influences on the young Villa-Lobos. Many composers, musical 

styles, and individuals contributed to this assimilation of influences, a fact that Villa-Lobos often 

denied for the sake of retaining a sense of individuality and pride. The issue of external 

influences on Villa-Lobos becomes especially important when assessing his two trips to Paris, 

around the time when Rudepoêma was completed. During this crucial time, Paris was the 

musical capital of the world and exerted an enormous amount of international influence on both 

composers and performers. The experiences he had while promoting his music abroad changed 

the course of his life, and his music. Rudepoêma is a perfect canvas on which to observe and 

assess a variety of these compositional developments and influences, providing a deeper 

understanding of Villa-Lobos and his music for both scholar and performer alike. A closer 
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analytical inspection of Rudepoêma equips the pianist with valuable information that fosters a 

more convincing interpretation in performance.  

 The analytical portion of this document will be divided into two categories. Like many 

other works Villa-Lobos composed during his life, Rudepoêma contains musical characteristics 

and processes that occur frequently throughout the piece. In the first section, I will give an 

overview of all the distinctive musical features of Villa-Lobos’s work—harmony, form, motivic 

unification, and tonal usage. In the second part of this thesis, I will examine how Villa-Lobos 

uses these musical devices to shape ideas in Rudepoêma.  

 Villa-Lobos was outspoken in his desire to be musically unique and rebellious. He wished 

to receive sole credit for creating and sustaining Brazilian nationalism. He himself stated that “as 

soon I feel myself being influenced, I jump out of it.”1 Rudepoêma has the semblance of this 

rebellion upon first glance, a piece that seemingly has no true structure that links it to the past or 

a traditionally tonal musical language. Yet, as this analysis will prove, even Villa-Lobos could 

not escape his upbringing in the classical tradition. Despite all of its improvisatory 

characteristics, the work remains firmly rooted in traditional musical procedures. The rebel is 

exposed, rebelling against his own self-proclaimed rebellion. 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                
1David P. Appleby, Heitor Villa-Lobos: A Life (1887-1959) (Lanham, Maryland: 

Scarecrow Press, 2002), 41. 
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HEITOR VILLA-LOBOS IN BRAZIL 

 Born in 1887 in Rio de Janeiro, Heitor Villa-Lobos had an uncommon development as a 

musician and composer. His father, Raul, was an amateur musician; hence, young Heitor 

gradually became involved in music, but lacked strict formal training. He became interested in 

playing the cello, and continued to perform throughout his youth and adult life. It is through his 

performances as a cellist in the Teatro Nacional that Villa-Lobos came into contact with 

European music, masterpieces that had a decisive influence on his development as a composer.2 

Before this, he went on two significant journeys throughout his native Brazil, exploring the rural 

countryside and performing diverse music on his cello. This chapter in Villa-Lobos’s life is a 

point of great debate among scholars. Some claim that he studied the indigenous folk music of 

native tribes he may have encountered, absorbing this influence into his own musical character. 

Vasco Mariz states that “in his several trips throughout Brazil, he eventually collected over one 

thousand musical themes and rhythms.”3 This assertion depicts Villa-Lobos’s sojourns into the 

Brazilian countryside as enthomusicological in purpose, similar to Béla Bartók’s own journeys to 

collect the folk music of central and eastern European cultures. There is little doubt that Villa-

Lobos heard and performed Brazilian folk music, but the notion that he collected native music 

for his own use is widely disputed, partially due to his own exaggerations about meetings with 

native tribes.4 Lisa Peppercorn claims: 

 It is a widely held but completely erroneous opinion that Villa-Lobos—in order to give his  
 music a Brazilian flavor—roamed through virgin forests in the Amazon region, mingled  
 with natives, collected folk material in the interior of Brazil, and used it all in his music. He 

                                                
2Appleby, 40. 
3Vasco Mariz, Heitor Villa-Lobos: Brazilian Composer (Gainesville, Florida: University 

of Florida Press, 1963), 12. 
4Eero Tarasti, Heitor Villa-Lobos: The Life and Works, 1887-1959 (Jefferson, North 

Carolina: McFarland & Company Inc., 1995), 39. 
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 did not collect one single melody and therefore no such tunes are used in his   
 compositions.5 
 
 Regardless of the exact details of these journeys, it appears he did make contact with 

native Brazilian tribes and communities well outside the city life of Rio de Janeiro, and that these 

indigenous groups did have an abundance of traditional music that Villa-Lobos could have heard 

and played himself. At the very least, he would have come into contact with a wide variety of 

folk music while traveling in rural Brazil. This music, an amalgamation of African, Portuguese, 

and native traditions, gradually became an integral part of Villa-Lobos’s own nationalistic style. 

 Some of the first traceable musical influences took place while he was performing in the 

Teatro Nacional. During these formative years, Villa-Lobos encountered many of the great 

European composers of the past and present: Claude Debussy, Richard Wagner, Peter Illyich 

Tchaikovsky, Igor Stravinsky, among others. These musical experiences left a permanent mark 

on the young Villa-Lobos, and his compositional development around the time reflects their 

influence. Among this diverse group, the music of Russian composers was particularly 

influential. Many features in Rudepoêma, both musical and aesthetic, are very similar to the 

music of Igor Stravinsky written around the beginning of the twentieth century. Like the 

previous debate regarding Villa-Lobos’s travels throughout Brazil, the question of when he first 

heard the music of Igor Stravinsky remains controversial. The famous Ballet Russes, led by the 

legendary Sergei Diaghilev, toured Brazil twice between 1913 and 1917, and thus brought some 

of the most important Russian music to Rio de Janeiro: the music of Nikolai Rimsky-Korsakov, 

Alexander Borodin, Dmitri Balakirev, and presumably Igor Stravinsky. David Appleby states: 

                                                
5L. M Peppercorn, The World of Villa-Lobos in Pictures and Documents (Aldershot, 

England: Scholar Press, 1996), 96. 
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This was also the year (1917) in which Dyagilev returned to Rio de Janeiro with the 
Ballet Russe for a second series of concerts, and the year in which Villa-Lobos heard the 
music of French and Russian twentieth-century composers for the first time. . . . Villa-
Lobos studied these works with fascination and absorbed their richness.6 

Simon Wright writes that “The influence of Stravinsky has often been perceived. 

L’Oiseau de feu was produced in Rio de Janeiro in 1917.”7 This is affirmed by Lisa Peppercorn, 

who states “in 1917 Villa-Lobos, still playing in the orchestra, heard Stravinsky’s music.”8 Other 

scholars debate the veracity of this assumption, citing the lack of evidence in terms of programs 

and reviews.9 Regardless, Villa-Lobos would have been in contact with a significant amount of 

new music while residing in Rio de Janeiro, since by 1918 he was acquainted with both Darius 

Milhaud and Artur Rubinstein. Through both musicians, Villa-Lobos would have become 

familiar with current European compositional trends, and in return he introduced them both to 

native Brazilian folk music. Simon Wright even suggests that Milhaud may have introduced 

Villa-Lobos to the works of Stravinsky, including the aforementioned ballet.10 By 1923, at the 

very latest, it is known that he heard Stravinsky’s Le Sacre du Printemps in Paris. Villa-Lobos 

comments that hearing the ballet was “the greatest musical experience of my life.”11 Most likely 

he had come into contact with Stravinsky’s music before his two trips to Paris and his admiration 

increased while he completed Rudepoêma there. For a composer who had so many musical 

experiences during his life, citing Le Sacre du Printemps as his greatest moment certainly 

demonstrates the admiration Villa-Lobos had for the Russian composer’s music. I shall later 

                                                
6Appleby, 40. 
7Simon Wright, Villa-Lobos (Oxford, England: Oxford University Press, 1992), 21. 
8L. M Peppercorn, Villa-Lobos: Collected Studies (Aldershot, England: Scholar Press, 

1992), 39. 
9Appleby, 40. 
10Wright, 22. 
11Appleby, 41. 
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establish how Igor Stravinsky’s music influenced the composition of Villa-Lobos’s Rudepoêma. 

 The Ballet Russes also performed Claude Debussy’s Prelude a l’apres-midi d’un faune, 

which highly influenced Villa-Lobos. At the time, France exerted considerable influence on 

Brazilian culture, and many affluent Brazilians would have spoken French and traveled to France 

for holiday.12 Villa-Lobos was among these individuals who did both, and thus it is no surprise 

that he was so familiar with French composers during his years at the Teatro Nacional. Once he 

became acquainted with Milhaud and Rubinstein, it is without doubt that Villa-Lobos came into 

contact with even more works of Debussy and other notable composers such as Erik Satie and 

Vincent d’Indy. Rubinstein performed a number of French works on his concert tours to Rio de 

Janeiro, and the close relationship he had with Villa-Lobos aided the transmission of many 

works and genres to the Brazilian composer. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
                                                

12Peppercorn, Villa-Lobos: Collected Studies, 59. 
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VILLA-LOBOS AND ARTUR RUBINSTEIN  

 Rudepoêma is dedicated to the great Artur Rubinstein, whom Villa-Lobos first met in 1919 

while the pianist was in Brazil. Rubinstein wrote a two-volume autobiography that contains 

many stories about his travels, and his initial meeting with Villa-Lobos is accurately recorded. 

Rubinstein was approached by two conservatory musicians who instructed him to seek out Villa-

Lobos, describing him as follows: 

A genius. . . He was expelled twice from the conservatory for rejecting any intervention or 
criticism from the teachers. He didn’t believe in any regular musical curriculum. We think 
that he is a man who relies entirely on his own creative genius and is completely 
independent.13 

 
 Intrigued by such a strong introduction, Rubinstein immediately wished to meet Villa-

Lobos, and the musicians told him that he was working as an orchestra member at a nearby 

cinema. After hearing the orchestra perform Villa-Lobos’s own Choros titled “The Amazon,” 

Rubinstein describes the memorable meeting of the two: 

He was a short man of dark complexion, clean-shaven, with dark, disorderly hair and large 
sad eyes, but his hands were his most attractive feature with their lovely shape, sensitive 
and alive. I addressed him in my broken Portuguese and he answered in his broken French. 
I expressed my great interest in the work I had just heard and asked him politely if he had 
written anything for the piano. All of a sudden he became rude. “Pianists have no use for 
composers. All they want is success and money.” This offended me and I turned my back, 
walking away.14 

 
 This event was not representative of what was to come. Even after Rubinstein was told that 

Villa-Lobos was reacting out of insecurity, due to the fact he was playing in a cinema, 

Rubinstein remained steadfast in his displeasure for the composer. What happened later that 

week is the most memorable interaction between the two. Rubinstein writes: 

                                                
13 Arthur Rubinstein, My Many Years (New York, New York: Alfred A. Knopf, Inc., 

1980), 90. 
14 Rubinstein, 91. 



 
 

9 

 
I was asleep under my mosquito net when somebody rapped at the door. . . I saw to my 
surprise ten or twelve men carrying different musical instruments. One of them was Villa-
Lobos, who tried to convey to me in his mixed French and Portuguese that he was here to 
comply to my wish to hear his compositions. ‘My friends are occupied during the day. This 
is the only time they are free to play.’15 

 
 After receiving permission from the residence for this impromptu performance to take 

place, as well as figuring out how to arrange a dozen musicians in a modest apartment, 

Rubinstein heard a number of new pieces by Villa-Lobos and was enthralled by the music: 

By then I was convinced that I was facing a great composer who had something important 
to say. I did not need to tell him so. He understood what I felt. When his friends had left, 
Villa-Lobos stayed behind and spent the whole day with me.16 

 
 From this moment onwards, Rubinstein became Villa-Lobos’s greatest musical ally, and 

chief exponent of his piano compositions. In order for the composer’s own ambitions for fame 

and success to become realized, Villa-Lobos needed a musician with a level of international 

distinction like Rubinstein’s to champion his music. This is exactly what occurred for many 

years, and Rubinstein’s recordings remain among the finest interpretations of Villa-Lobos’s 

music. Rubinstein was also the catalyst for Villa-Lobos’s aspiration to travel to Europe. While 

Rubinstein was having dinner with Carlos Guinle, eventual benefactor for Villa-Lobos’s first 

voyage to Paris, the pianist told Guinle that fame would only occur in Europe: 

Villa-Lobos must go to Paris. It is the only place where his work can get a hearing and be 
appreciated. This means staying in Paris for at least one year, giving a few concerts of his 
works and finding a publisher.17 

 

                                                
15 Rubinstein, 91. 
16 Rubinstein, 92. 
17 Rubinstein, 155. 
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 After this conversation, the gateway to Paris was open for Villa-Lobos and he seized the 

opportunity in December of 1922, fully funded by Guinle for the coming year.  
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HEITOR VILLA-LOBOS IN EUROPE 

 Villa-Lobos arrived in France in early 1923 in order to promote his own music through a 

series of concerts he would organize. Paris was one of the most important centers for music in 

the world at the time, and Villa-Lobos was eager to make his name known there. He did not wish 

to study composition with any prominent composers, something many other musicians who 

moved to Paris regularly did. Rather, his trip was a marketing campaign to garner fame and 

success. As Villa-Lobos himself said, “I do not go to France to study. I go to show them what I 

have done.”18 His plan in journeying to Paris was twofold: to champion his Brazilian heritage 

through music, and to use his personal connections to win over influential musicians and concert 

presenters as well as publishing rights.  

Exoticism had captivated the city of Paris and its public for many years leading up to 

Villa-Lobos’s arrival in 1923, and many composers and artists incorporated this cultural 

fascination to further their own careers and ambitions. The ballets of Igor Stravinsky, coupled 

with the complex and pseudo-Oriental choreography of Vaslav Nijiinsky, had exploited Russian 

exoticism before Paris audiences that readily embraced it. Eastern influences also abound in the 

music of Claude Debussy and Maurice Ravel. They, and many other composers, ballet 

companies, and opera productions at the time of Rudepoêma’s creation were also heavily 

involved in promoting the aesthetics of exoticism, and Villa-Lobos was an eager participant. His 

reputation as a South American composer provided the allure that would eventually catapult him 

to lasting success. David Appleby writes that “Villa-Lobos apparently was convinced that to 

succeed in Paris, a musician must be “exotic” and a “sensation.”19 Lisa Peppercorn affirms this 

                                                
18 Appleby, 62. 
19 Appleby, 73. 
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notion, stating that Villa-Lobos was keenly aware of being original in order to garner greater 

acclaim.”20 At this point in his career, full attention was given to promoting himself in this 

manner. Although it took many months of hard work, the public and music critics eventually 

gave the endorsement he sought so dearly.21 Lisa Peppercorn summarizes his experience while in 

Paris: 

The fruit of his sojourns in Paris in the 1920s was not that he became subdued by 
European influences then prevailing, nor was he overpowered by styles of his European 
contemporaries; rather, Paris awakened him to the possibility of creating his own, very 
personal musical idiom- to originate and compose music that, in form and content, was 
not only a novelty for non-Brazilians but for his own compatriots as well.22 

  
Villa-Lobos returned to Brazil for a few years after a successful introduction to Europe in 

1924. Before he left Paris, Villa-Lobos was able to fund the first of his three promotional 

concerts of new works in October 1923; subsequent performances followed in the spring of 

1924. Through this exposure, he received his first real recognition from Parisian critics. The 

distinguished journal Revue Musicale published a critique of these performances, which was 

predominantly positive but not without its share of criticisms.  

Villa-Lobos was acquainted with mixed responses to his music; he dealt with negative 

reactions throughout his formative years, especially at the famous “Week of Modern Art” in São 

Paulo in 1922.23 This major cultural event in Brazil pitted conservative audiences against the 

Brazilian modernist movement, of which Villa-Lobos was a contributing composer. Stravinsky’s 

Le Sacre du Printemps sparked similar controversy in Paris at its premiere in 1913. Negative 

                                                
20 Peppercorn, The World of Villa-Lobos in Pictures and Documents, 95. 
21 Peppercorn, Collected Studies, 34. 
22 Peppercorn, Collected Studies, 40. 
23 Vasco Mariz, Life and Work of the Brazilian Composer, 2nd edition (Washington, 

D.C.: Brazilian American Cultural Institute, 1970), 13-14. 
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comments from audiences or critics rarely affected Villa-Lobos. He continued to develop his 

musical voice and emerged as a composer better equipped to grapple with large-scale forms such 

as concertos and symphonies, even though the music he created at this time was quite original 

and experimental, resisting aspects of traditional structure and syntax. Rudepoêma was in the 

process of being composed during this crucial period, and upon further observation it will be 

evident that Villa-Lobos addressed and solved the issue of large-scale structural unification.  

 Having returned to Brazil, the primary objective was to raise enough money to procure an 

extended stay in Paris with his wife. Fortunately, his successes overseas enabled him to lobby for 

the necessary funds, and his general fame around Brazil greatly increased. The latter was 

personally important to Villa-Lobos, as his music was often poorly received and misunderstood 

by the public early on in his career. He also traveled to various parts of South America, 

conducting and performing concerts of his own music in order to gain even more prestige. Villa-

Lobos composed an enormous amount of music during his lifetime, which is difficult to imagine 

considering all of his frequent travels around the world. How he completed a work as complex as 

Rudepoêma during these years is nothing short of astounding.  

Villa-Lobos returned to Brazil a different composer, infused with new experiences and 

ambition to reach even greater heights. While preparing for his second and more important 

residence in Paris, Villa-Lobos sought to become even more individual and exotic rather than 

imitate any of the current styles in Europe.24 

In December 1926, Villa-Lobos and his wife Lucilia were able to depart for Europe for a 

more permanent stay in Paris. He was even more eager to create a permanent reputation among 

his contemporaries during this second, lengthier residence in France. Through his strategic 

                                                
24 Peppercorn, Collected Studies, 53. 
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acquaintance with the wealthy Guinle family he was able to receive a larger grant and an 

apartment at Place St. Michel to reside in until 1930. At the same time, the publisher Max Eschig 

offered a more permanent contract for Villa-Lobos, and Rudepoêma was officially published in 

1928.             

 His circle of important acquaintances was greatly expanded during these years and Villa-

Lobos came into contact with some of the most prominent musicians and artists of the twentieth 

century. Among them were Edgard Varèse, Igor Stravinsky, Pablo Picasso, Charles Ives, Sergei 

Prokofiev, Sergei Diaghilev, and Andrés Segovia. He was intimately connected to the latest 

trends in Paris, and through his promotional concerts he solidified his status as the greatest South 

American composer. 

 The sheer number and variety of musical activity in Paris certainly contributed to the 

evolution of Villa-Lobos’s musical development. During this period, wave after wave of artistic 

trends were at the forefront of the Parisian public: jazz and Afro-Cubana music from the 

Americas, the European avant-garde, and influences from Russia and the Far East. In the realm 

of visual arts genres such as cubism, expressionism, and primitivism pervaded much of the work 

created during this time. For Villa-Lobos, a composer who desired complete independence from 

tradition, this environment encouraged him to become even more creative and experimental. 

Vasco Mariz writes that “his stay in Europe in the twenties contributed greatly to the maturing of 

his style and to the cultural maturing of the man.”25 While Villa-Lobos would never fully admit 

that Paris had indeed influenced the evolution of his personal style, analyzing the music he 

created before and after living in Paris provides the clearest answer to this question. Lisa 

Peppercorn writes that “it was the turning point in Villa-Lobos’s life… He renounced the past, 

                                                
25 Mariz, Life and Work of the Brazilian Composer, 30. 



 
 

15 

took leave from traditions, broke almost completely with everything to which he had adhered 

previously.”26  

   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                
26 Peppercorn, Collected Studies, 53. 
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THE PREMIERE OF RUDEPOÊMA IN PARIS 

Rudepoêma was premiered on October 24 in Paris at the Salle Gaveau, the site of many 

of Villa-Lobos’s concerts during his time in Europe. This was the first of two concerts Villa-

Lobos produced in 1927 after returning to Paris. The second performance was on December 5 of 

the same year. The original program from this concert is reproduced below (Fig. 1-1): 

 
Figure 1-1: Program from the premiere of Rudepoêma on October 24, 192627 

 

 
It is not known how the audience at the world premiere of Rudepoêma reacted to the 

piece, but as a whole both concerts were very well received by critics. These two concerts at the 

Salle Gaveau firmly established Villa-Lobos’s name in Europe, and from then on he was able to 

enjoy a stature of recognition as a new force in the avant-garde movement of the 1920s.28  

                                                
27 Peppercorn, The World of Villa-Lobos in Pictures and Documents, 36. 
28 Mariz. Villa-Lobos, 19. 
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Inside the manuscript, Villa-Lobos writes a short dedication to Rubinstein that states: 

 My true friend: I do not know whether I have really been able to assimilate your 
soul with this Rudepoêma but I vow with all my heart that I feel I have engraved your 
temperament, writing it mechanically on the paper like an intimate film. Therefore, if I 
have succeeded, you are the real author of the work.29 

 
 It is clear here that Villa-Lobos was attempting to capture in music salient personality 

traits of Rubinstein. However, Rudepoêma is not simply a lifelike portrait of the pianist but an 

abstract depiction through Villa-Lobos’s compositional lenses. It is a synergy of many different 

influences, one of which is the highly engaging personality of Artur Rubinstein.  

In his autobiography, Rubinstein describes his first encounter with the piece: 

Heitor grabbed his manuscript out of my hands after the big hug I gave him, and 
rushed to the piano to play it for me. It was a very long and very complicated piece of 
music. The “Rude” of the title did not have the English meaning. In Brazil it meant 
“savage.” When I asked him if he considered me a savage pianist, he said excitedly “We 
are both savage! We don’t care much for pedantic detail. I compose and you play, off the 
heart, making the music live, and this is what I hope I expressed in this work.”30 

 
This quote is exceptionally important in understanding the title Rudepoêma. For 

Rubinstein tells the reader that the savage nature of the piece is not merely a depiction of 

indigenous Brazilian tribes, similar to Stravinsky’s depiction of ancient Russian tribes in the Le 

Sacre du Printemps. The element of folk music certainly is present in Rudepoêma, especially 

since Villa-Lobos was actively seeking to exploit his Brazilian heritage for career advancement 

abroad. Yet the title clearly refers to more personal qualities, as Rubinstein indicates in his 

autobiography. It is an allegory for intense passion and personality as well as elements of 

Brazilian folk music. The autobiography continues with more important information: 

On my return home, I put the Rudepoêma back on the piano stand and read it through 
again, this time undisturbed by the presence of the composer. It appeared to me to be a 

                                                
29 Rubinstein, 252. 
30 Rubinstein, 252. 
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monumental attempt to express the origins of the native Brazilian caboclos, their sorrows 
and joys, their wars and peace, finishing with a savage dance. The idea of this work is 
somewhat similar to Le Sacre du printemps, but with the difference that whereas 
Stravinsky’s work is clearly explained and each piece has a perfect form, Villa-Lobos’ 
great opus is a vast improvisation, as are all his large orchestral poems. However, his 
immense gift for musical invention often compensated for the lack of form and his refusal 
of discipline.31  

 
 This quote contains precious insight into the piece and its interpretation. Here, Rubinstein 

states that the composition is indeed about the life of the caboclos—Brazilians of both native and 

European descent. He does not delve into specific examples of where these depictions occur, but 

describes it in more generic terms. This quote, combined with the previous dialogue between 

Villa-Lobos and Rubinstein, describe the subject matter of Rudepoêma in multiple ways. This 

affirms its abstract nature and design. Rudepoêma can simultaneously describe the charismatic 

personality of Rubinstein, while also loosely depicting the landscape of Brazil and its diverse 

population.  

 Rubinstein’s emphasis on improvisation and the use of structure is outstanding, and I 

shall return to those matters frequently. Rubinstein and other critics have frequently described 

Villa-Lobos’s music as lacking traditional form, either because of his apparent lack of 

compositional skill or because of his focus on improvisation and experimentation. While one’s 

first impression of Rudepoêma may confirm this observation, deeper analysis will reveal that the 

piece is carefully constructed. In the same way that the emotional thrust of the piece can have 

multiple meanings, so too can the construction of Rudepoêma carry with it multiple musical 

dimensions. There are many separate aspects of the work that are experimental and 

improvisatory, but hidden beneath all of this is a high degree of cohesiveness that is completely 

derivative of traditional musical thought. 

                                                
31 Rubinstein, 252. 
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His extended stay in Paris allowed Villa-Lobos to be a permanent member of the artistic 

community for years to come. Coupled with his newfound artistic expression, Villa-Lobos was 

now able to capitalize on that which he desired so dearly: lasting fame and worldwide success. 

Rudepoêma was one of the pieces that helped Villa-Lobos achieve this objective, and Rubinstein 

continued to perform this piece well after the world premiere in 1927. Sadly, he did not record 

the piece for any major record label, even though the piece appeared on many of his future recital 

programs.32 Until a few years ago, no original recording of the piece by Rubinstein was known to 

exist at all. However an original radio broadcast from 1940 recently surfaced, featuring an 

abridged version of Rudepoêma, and Rubinstein can be heard performing approximately ten 

minutes of the piece.33 This is a major historical document. It is unfortunately only half of the 

total work, but it provides an intriguing example of performance practice for pianists interested 

in learning and performing Rudepoêma.  

Villa-Lobos’s time in Paris was the single most important step in his achievement as a 

composer of international renown. Without his deep friendship with Artur Rubinstein, who 

strongly pushed Villa-Lobos to travel overseas, the exponential growth in his musical prowess 

may never have happened at all. Villa-Lobos’s Brazilian nationalism blended with various styles 

and aesthetics typical of European modernism in the 1920s to create the complex musical 

language exhibited in Rudepoêma. After years of struggling for any recognition, both in Brazil 

and around the world, he finally was given the level of prominence that he believed his music 

deserved, and this lasted for the remainder of his life. Without Paris, there would be no 

                                                
32 Rubinstein, 479-480. 
33 “Rubinstein plays Villa Lobos “Rudepoêma,” (YouTube, August 20, 2013), accessed 

January 14, 2015, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=LW53963bf08 
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Rudepoêma. And without the success he gained in Paris, the fame and legend of Villa-Lobos 

would never have happened. 
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CHAPTER TWO 

STRUCTURAL AND HARMONIC COMPONENTS OF RUDEPOÊMA 

 During his maturation as a composer in the 1920s, Villa-Lobos sought to free himself 

from constraints inherent in the classical tradition. This recalcitrance resulted in compositions 

that are often difficult to understand on first hearing. Villa-Lobos was fond of improvisation, and 

this infusion of improvisation and freedom from restraint results in highly complex music that 

defies a proper definition or category. Yet, despite his avoidance of many traditional approaches 

derived from nineteenth-century practice, Villa-Lobos still created works using identifiable 

musical procedures. In doing so, he remained tied to the classical tradition even while attempting 

to distance his works from the musical legacy that influenced him so heavily during his youth. 

This aspect is shared with Igor Stravinsky, one of Villa-Lobos’s primary influences and 

contemporaries. Stravinsky, even in a revolutionary piece such as Le Sacre du Printemps, 

follows a set of formal procedures that provide some semblance of organization. This includes 

the use of tableau organization, rather than progressive development of musical materials, such 

as in classical sonata form. Villa-Lobos uses similar compositional devices in Rudepoêma in 

much the same way as Stravinsky and other radical composers of the early twentieth century did. 

Following their model, Villa-Lobos created his own method of organizing his work. In this 

chapter, I will identify and define each of the essential musical devices that Villa-Lobos used to 

shape his ideas, in preparation for more thorough analytical study in subsequent chapters. 
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TABLEAU ORGANIZATION 

Villa-Lobos grappled with the problem of large-scale musical organization throughout his 

early years, and during the time in which Rudepoêma was conceived and completed. Most of the 

conventional means of organizing large movements of music were not of great interest to him, as 

he sought to distinguish his musical language from European contemporaries. The years living 

among other composers in Paris inspired Villa-Lobos to create more cohesive, experimental 

compositions on a grander scale; criticism of his formal weaknesses in Revue Musicale 

suggested a need to strengthen this facet of his composition. Rudepoêma has an initial 

appearance of being incoherent, without structural proportion. Even Artur Rubinstein, to whom 

the piece is dedicated, believed the piece to be more improvisatory in nature and, therefore, 

difficult to understand structurally. And yet, despite its improvisational elements, Villa-Lobos 

established subtle ways on uniting all of the musical materials.     

 Villa-Lobos applies similar architectural design to Stravinsky’s Le Sacre du Printemps —

that is, a series of sections or “tableaux,” which are non-developmental in nature, and which 

break up the entire composition into a number of discrete musical moments. This formal design 

limits or eliminates altogether the concept of musical development. This is the musical model 

that Modest Mussorgsky chose for his masterpiece Pictures at an Exhibition (1874). Both 

Mussorgsky, and later Stravinsky, abandoned traditional sonata form in favor of this structure. In 

doing so, they managed to utilize other means of unifying such extensive compositions. 

Mussorgsky chose to thread a single theme through the various tableaux, modifying its musical 

character to create contrast. Stravinsky, while not incorporating repetition of musical material as 

Mussorgsky did, unites Le Sacre du Printemps through a plot that drives to a powerful and 

dramatic conclusion, as well as a focus on native Russian folk music. Each tableau of Le Sacre 
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du Printemps is predominantly independent of its neighboring tableaux; changing orchestral 

timbres, motives, and harmonies make them discrete. Stravinsky also employs bitonality at 

various moments in the piece to avoid the appearance of functional tonality. The ballet is now 

considered one of the most important and influential works of all time, a piece of music that 

contributed to the dissolution of romanticism in the early twentieth century. Stravinsky’s 

rebellious attitude towards convention resonated with Villa-Lobos’s own artistic demeanor. 

Considering how meaningful Le Sacre du Printemps was to Villa-Lobos, it is not surprising that 

he chose to organize Rudepoêma in a similar manner. The tableau form had a profound impact 

on Villa-Lobos during the 1920s, at a time in his life when he was searching for non-traditional 

formal methods of structuring music. By using tableau organization in Rudepoêma, Villa-Lobos 

could juxtapose completely independent musical segments without creating a feeling of musical 

development.  

Villa-Lobos does not assign specific titles for individual tableaux in Rudepoêma, as 

Stravinsky does in Le Sacre du Printemps. Rather, Villa-Lobos distinguishes them by indicating 

a change in tempo. Specific metronomic markings indicate that a new tableau occurs, and he 

writes tempo indications in French, Italian, or Portuguese. Furthermore, the specific duration of 

each tableau varies from section to section, and there are no overtly connected tableaux. 

Rudepoêma opens with a single pitch and continually unfolds until the declamatory final chords 

are heard at the very bottom of the piano. Table 2-1 lists the twenty-seven individual tableaux in 

the piece: 
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Table 2-1: List of tableaux in Rudepoêma 

 

Rudepoêma has a large number of metrical shifts and tempo indications that contribute to 

the work’s improvisatory guise. Rarely does the specific tempo of the piece stay the same for any 

duration. Rather, the frequent alteration of tempo and meter fosters a restless and spontaneous 

spirit through the entire work. 
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MOTIVIC UNITY IN RUDEPOÊMA 

Although the form of Rudepoêma is organized around a series of tableaux, Villa-Lobos 

employs motivic repetition in order to unify the entire piece. The concept of motivic unity is one 

of the oldest traditions in Western music, and therefore one might assume that Villa-Lobos 

would have rejected it in order to project a modernist approach. Yet motivic writing is an 

essential design feature for Villa-Lobos, as it was for many modernists. Using a highly complex 

structural matrix at the motivic level, he seems to stray from the structural model of Stravinsky’s 

Le Sacre du Printemps. The form of Rudepoêma is more similar to Mussorgsky’s Pictures at an 

Exhibition; but in the case of Rudepoêma, the underlying material is motivic in nature, and not 

melodic like Mussorgsky’s work. Villa-Lobos introduces three principal motives in the opening 

series of tableaux, and these fragments appear in many different transformations in the course of 

the work. Figure 2-1 depicts the first motive: 

Figure 2-1: Rudepoêma, motive one34 

 

 

This first motive, a simple progression of four accented quarter notes in the left hand, 

offers a stable and somewhat monotonous musical idea; the syncopated descant material above, 

                                                
34 Heitor-Villa Lobos, Rudepoêma (Paris, France: Éditions Max Eschig, 1928), 1. 
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reminiscent of Brazilian folk rhythms, provides an immediate sense of musical superimposition 

at a rhythmic level. This sets up the complex rhythmic parameters of Rudepoêma immediately in 

the first two measures. Figure 2-2 shows the second motive that begins in the third measure in 

the right hand: 

Figure 2-2: Rudepoêma, motive two

 

The stark difference between these two melodic fragments is accentuated in the tableau 

organization; variation of musical ideas occurs within this episodic form. The motives become 

more elaborate through the addition of opposing rhythmic types, which is consistent with Villa-

Lobos’s emphasis on complex musical contrast. The opening motive occurs on the principal 

beats of each measure, and the second motive is primarily composed of syncopations. Even these 

syncopations are superimposed with the middle tenor line of the left hand, creating three 

individual layers of rhythmic texture. This type of rhythmic treatment emphasizes the distinct, 

Brazilian musical language that Villa-Lobos sought to recreate through his compositions. He 

illustrates the focus on rhythmic complexity that characterizes the work within the first six 
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measures. The final theme that is repeatedly used throughout Rudepoêma is seen below (Fig 2-

3):  

Figure 2-3: Rudepoêma, motive three, treble stave 

  

This accented motive is the last of the three principal themes that Villa-Lobos distributes 

throughout all tableaux. Also outstanding in this example is that he simultaneously introduces 

nearly every substantial musical characteristic that defines Rudepoêma as a whole. Within the 

first two pages of the piece, all the pertinent musical features are presented: emphasis on 

harmonic dissonance, dense musical layers, bitonality, shifting meters, and complex rhythms. 

Although Villa-Lobos avoids formal development by means of tableau organization, Rudepoêma 

immediately establishes everything that unfolds in all of the independent musical segments. This 

unfurling of brief musical ideas into an entire movement is brilliant in design. What makes this 

even more impressive is that without analyzing the work at a deeper structural level, many of 

these connective patterns would remain almost completely disguised.  

 Although each tableau in Rudepoêma does not contain direct motivic repetition, many 
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contain modifications of these melodic fragments. The first direct quotation of the opening 

motives occurs in tableau nine, marked Vif (Figure 2-4): 

Figure 2-4: Rudepoêma, repetition of motive three, right hand 

 

Villa-Lobos repeats this thematic idea a number of times as the music increases in 

intensity, and an entire cadential figuration unfolds based on this third motivic fragment: 

Figure 2-5: Rudepoêma, motivic repetition, right hand 

 

This passage is one of many cadenzas in Rudepoêma, and subsequent cadential passages 

are constructed in a similar manner using embedded motivic quotations. Villa-Lobos often 

transforms the original note values of these melodic fragments, as seen below (Fig. 2-6): 
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Figure 2-6: Rudepoêma, repetition of third motive, fourth measure, left hand  

 

This passage is a repetition of the third principal theme, and is an augmented variation of 

its original rhythmic construction. Villa-Lobos frequently composes motivic variations that are 

either augmentations or diminutions of their original form. This use of motivic variation and 

development contradicts his outspoken intention to refrain from traditional compositional 

methods. While he does succeed in doing so in a number of important aspects—tableau 

organization is an example—Villa-Lobos incorporates enough standard musical operations to 

show his reliance on traditional formal procedures. He sought to declare a complete lack of 

influence from anyone in order to retain individuality, yet his ambition to create large-scale 

works compelled him to echo the past for formulas of musical construction. 
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RUDEPOÊMA AS FIVE SECTIONS 

Although its design is fragmented and appears improvisatory, Villa-Lobos infuses 

Rudepoêma with musical elements that help unify the piece overall. The end result is an 

expansive structure that functions far more conventionally than Villa-Lobos would ever likely 

admit outright. This study will use conventional descriptions to label these five broad sections of 

the work, even if the titles do not fully adhere to Villa-Lobos’s intended abstract musical 

language and form: 

Table 2-2: Rudepoêma, divided into five discrete sections 
 
 
Tableau Section Primary Motives Pages   Tableaux Duration 
 
Exposition  1, 2, 3   1-14  11  5’48’’ 
 
Development  3   14-22  6  2’49’’ 
 
Recapitulation  1,2    23-28  4  3’07’’ 
 
Slow Movement 3   29-34  4  4’02’’ 
 
Coda   1, 2, 3   35-41  2  2’06’’ 

 

The choice of using the following descriptions suggests that Villa-Lobos utilized 

elements of sonata form in his structural design. This contradicts the compositional model of 

tableau organization set forth by Stravinsky in Le Sacre du printemps. Stravinsky completely 

avoids thematic and motivic duplication or progression throughout the entire ballet, a significant 

departure from classical tradition. Instead of thoroughly following this structural model, Villa-

Lobos constructs a hybrid work that uses features of sonata structure within the confines of 

tableau organization. His infusion of musical development is subtle. Villa-Lobos was attempting 
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to be an original composer at all costs, free from present or past influences as discussed in 

Chapter 1. Ironically, even if he resisted incorporating sonata form into Rudepoêma, tableau 

organization itself is a direct influence of Igor Stravinsky. Villa-Lobos was skillful in fusing 

these disparate musical forms, and this hybridization is the principal musical backbone that binds 

the entire work.           

 Based on the above compositional blueprint, a number of intriguing features emerge. 

Dividing Rudepoêma into five sections creates a symmetrical structure between the Exposition 

and the closing Coda, with the portion labeled Recapitulation serving as an architectural point of 

axis. Due to this subtle symmetry it is no surprise that Villa-Lobos restates both the opening 

motives and their tonal center in this Recapitulation. By doing so he adheres to traditional 

procedures he inclined to abandon during the 1920s. In having a central recapitulation of both 

melodic and harmonic materials, as well as a final recapitulation in the section labeled Coda, 

Villa-Lobos creates an extensive and complicated sonata form. This is precisely why the larger 

five sections in this study are classified as such. Although Rudepoêma displays tangible aspects 

of sonata form, its tableau structure also intentionally inhibits musical development. Villa-Lobos 

avoids nearly all harmonic tendencies associated with sonata form, even while utilizing other 

facets of the structural genre. The combination of a dissonant harmonic language with tableau 

organization shrouds any semblance of harmonic progressions or hierarchies.  

 The division of Rudepoêma into five sections also explains the function of the 

Development section, as well as the four tableaux that comprise the section entitled Slow 

Movement. It must be clarified here that using the term development applies to structural and 

motivic aspects of the piece, and not harmonic tendencies and progressions. In the opening 

tableaux, Villa-Lobos introduces all of the primary musical ideas that appear throughout the 
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remainder of the piece. It is a gradual unfolding of various characteristics that continually thread 

through the work. The Development is assigned this title, as its many tableaux begin to 

manipulate these musical materials in various ways. The opening motives are transformed, 

altered, and broken into even smaller fragments, all with the feeling of development. This is 

somewhat paradoxical considering Villa-Lobos’s choice of a formal structure that intentionally 

inhibits development. A wide variety of tempos and affects are explored in this wide panorama 

of tableaux that encompass the largest grouping within the work.    

 The penultimate grouping labeled Slow Movement carries with it a true sense of respite, 

as well as extreme contrast from the predominantly dramatic language of the work. It is this 

particular series of tableaux that provide some of the best evidence of Villa-Lobos’s conception 

of Rudepoêma as a unified composition. While there are other shorter moments of repose from 

the ceaseless emphasis on dissonance and percussive piano writing, this collection of tableaux 

provides the most reprieve, musically and emotionally.      

 The issue of proportion is a central issue among the tableaux in Rudepoêma. Each larger 

grouping of tableaux contains a contrasting number of individual musical sections, and the 

overall length of these groups decreases until the Coda, which contains just two tableaux. In fact 

there is a considerable difference in length between the opening two sections and the final two. 

Throughout the piece, Villa-Lobos gradually accelerates the tempo of consecutive tableaux in 

order to increase musical intensity. Due to this hastening of tempo, subsequent tableaux have the 

outward appearance of being shorter than former sections, even if they are the exact same length 

on the page. This procedure is one of the most important facets of Rudepoêma’s design, and it 

permeates the entire emotional and musical language of the piece. This speeding up of material 

ultimately explains why Villa-Lobos chose to truncate the final few sections. The entire 
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composition has the feeling of moving from order to disorder, of stability to chaos. There is a 

constant feeling of intensification, of acceleration into powerful climaxes that is represented in 

an arresting manner at the lowest range of the keyboard. Each of the five sections adheres to this 

formula of gradual acceleration towards a dramatic arrival. Even the Slow Movement, despite 

having the appearance and function of emotional relief, contains an extremely dramatic tableau 

that foreshadows the final climax of the piece. Villa-Lobos uses these five sectional groupings to 

promote the constant and fundamental emotional message of Rudepoêma.    

 While the piece preserves the feeling of spontaneity and uniqueness from convention, 

Villa-Lobos’s own concern for musical unification results in a number of characteristics that 

abide by tradition rather than break free from it. Seeing the work as a hybrid sonata structure, 

even a structure that violates sonata form’s emphasis on balance and symmetry, makes it appear 

completely cohesive and organic, and anything but improvisatory. 
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BITONALITY 

To ensure that his harmonic language would not be clearly tonal, Villa-Lobos saturated 

Rudepoêma with bitonal harmonies. This obscures a gravitational pull towards any particular 

tonal center. For example, although each harmony in this type of texture may form a major 

chord, the ensuing aggregate creates a vertical dissonance that eradicates any sense of tonal 

stability. Bitonality became a common harmonic device during the early twentieth century for 

two of Villa-Lobos’s contemporaries that he greatly admired: Stravinsky and Milhaud.  

Figure 2-7 is the first example of a bitonal passage in Rudepoêma. The right hand, which 

is written below the range of the left hand, executes an ascending D-flat major scale. Notice how 

Villa-Lobos accelerates and intensifies the passage by shortening the duration of individual notes 

as the range rises. This conforms to the piece’s fundamental musical and emotional identity in 

the subtlest of manners. At the same time, the accompanying figuration in the left hand repeats 

the opening ostinato, but neither voice in this left-hand passage is written in the key of D-flat 

major. This pattern is primarily written in an F-sharp minor tonality, but with the addition of a G-

natural, it takes on a Phrygian harmony. The result is a superimposition of two unrelated 

harmonic areas yielding strong dissonance: 

 
Figure 2-7: Rudepoêma, bitonal superimposition, first tableau  
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Soon after this particular passage, Villa-Lobos uses bitonality again in a cadential 

passage in the third tableau. It is somewhat more difficult to analyze due to the rapid nature of 

this pattern, but the entire descending line is created out of a bitonal context. In the right hand of 

this cadential descent, a series of tritones highlights the two contrasting tonalities. The uppermost 

notes of these tritones are constructed from pitches in the white-key collection, and the bottom 

notes are derived from black-key pitches. Each assortment is pentatonic in nature, the upper part 

a C-major pentatonic collection and the bottom a G-flat major pentatonic set. Villa-Lobos also 

enhances the overall tritone sonority by creating this pentatonic superimposition a tritone apart, 

pitches C and G. In choosing these two sets for a bitonal collection, Villa-Lobos creates 

maximum dissonance and contrast.          

 This particular use of bitonality is one of the most important hallmarks of Rudepoêma’s 

harmonic construction: a black and white key combination. The persistent use of this harmonic 

device likely resulted from Villa-Lobos’s exposure to the music of Igor Stravinsky. Specifically, 

this superimposition is heard most frequently in Stravinsky’s ballet Petrushka. It is identified so 

strongly with the ballet that this pitch collection is commonly referred to as the ‘Petrushka 

chord,’ the harmonic foundation of which is the octatonic collection. Villa-Lobos was very 

aware of Petrushka by the time he began to compose Rudepoêma in 1921, having possibly 

performed the piece as a cellist when Diaghilev’s Ballet Russes toured Brazil in 1917. In the 

example below, the left hand contains pitches exclusively taken from the black keys on the 

piano, and the upper right hand from white-key pitches. This passage represents Stravinsky’s 

Petrushka chord: 
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Figure 2-8: Stravinsky, Petrushka, bitonal harmony in piano solo35 

 

Villa-Lobos creates two separate layers of bitonality in Figure 2-9, both between the 

descending cadential pattern and the sustained harmonic pedal point beneath it. The harmony 

below is a combination of C and E major chords. Throughout Rudepoêma, Villa-Lobos 

frequently applies multiple layers of musical material for various purposes, and bitonal 

superimposition is one of these many applications:        

                                                
35 Igor Stravinsky, Pétrouchka (London, England: Boosey and Hawkes, 1965), 59. 
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Figure 2-9: Cadential passage in Rudepoêma incorporating bitonal textures 

 

 As will be observed in the analysis of the next chapter, a great number of bitonal 

passages appear in the tableaux of Rudepoêma. The reason for this is not simply because of the 

influence of Stravinsky. It is also because of the complex harmonic sonority that bitonality 

achieves, which subsequently obscures a strong perception of a central tonic key. It is one of the 

most important choices Villa-Lobos makes in creating the distinctive harmonic language of the 

work. 
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    THE MOMENTUM FORMULA 

 Villa-Lobos was keenly aware of the many difficulties associated with unifying pieces 

that utilize tableau organization, and he sought to add as much cohesion to Rudepoêma as 

possible without completely losing its modernist, radical nature. It has already been shown that 

Villa-Lobos sought unification through motivic means, creating a web of highly connected 

musical material. Melodic ideas that continually resurface throughout the piece bind all the 

contrasting material together, even if these connections are subtle or not immediately detectable 

at all.             

 The Momentum Formula, a term created by the author of this study, allows one to better 

understand how Villa-Lobos adds musical congruity to a work composed from discrete tableau. 

Observing his music this way not only adds linear coherence to a series of individual tableaux, 

but also strengthens the dramatic character the piece so often portrays. In many series of tableaux 

in Rudepoêma, Villa-Lobos gradually increases the tempo markings, an acceleration that 

heightens the dramatic aspects of the piece. Once the music reaches a maximum tempo and 

dynamic, the entire Momentum Formula begins again. This is how most of the metronomic 

markings relate to one another in the piece. The series of tableaux depicted in Table 2-3 

illustrates the implementation of the Momentum Formula:   
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Table 2-3: Progressive acceleration through successive tableaux in Rudepoêma    

Tableau  Tempo  Meter    Duration 
 
6   112  4    1’01’’ 
7   138  2/4    19’’ 
8   152  2/4    23’’ 
9   160  2/4    27’’ 
10   144  2/4 (effectively 6/8)  10’’ 
11   126  2/4    19’’ 

 

 Each of the first four tableaux increase in speed, and the music that accompanies these 

tempo changes also increases in complexity, volume, and drama. The final two tableaux have 

metronome markings that are less than the preceding sections, but that does not mean that the 

music has ceased to accelerate or intensify. In choosing a slower metronome marking, Villa-

Lobos is able to saturate the musical texture with faster, virtuosic, and more emotionally 

arresting passagework. This actually makes the tempo appear faster, and the musical character 

even more passionate.          

 Figure 2-10 analyzes three of the six tableaux in the preceding example. The opening 

section begins with the metronome marking of 112, and the musical texture is somewhat sparse 

in comparison to subsequent tableaux. The dynamic level is mezzo-forte, even with the continual 

rinforzandos on the downbeats of each measure. There is a certain level of emotional ambiguity 

in this opening tableau, which is aided by the fixation on a singular pitch in the rhythmic 

ostinato. The next example is derived from the ninth tableau, and it is immediately clear that 

intensification has taken place. The metronome marking has now increased to 160, having 

increased steadily from the original metronome marking of 112. The meter of this tableau is 

changed to 2/4, and the effect is that of doubling the tempo, an alla breve. The final excerpt 

below is taken from the eleventh tableau, which is the climax of this first instance of the 
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Momentum Formula. The metronome marking has been reduced to 126, but the sheer number of 

notes that have been added to each measure due to subdivision hastens the acceleration to 

powerful climaxes. The dynamic level is now triple forte, an exponential increase from the 

opening mezzo-forte in the sixth tableau. This is one of many instances where the pianist must 

restrain from playing too loudly too soon, or else Villa-Lobos’s intentions for acceleration and 

intensification to immense levels will be concealed: 

Figure 2-10: Rudepoêma, progressive increases of tempo and textural complexity  
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Once this climax has been reached, Villa-Lobos suddenly stops all forward momentum 

with the twelfth tableau, titled Un peu calme (a bit calmer). Besides reducing the metronome 

marking to 54, the musical texture of this tableau is completely static and ambiguous, as if to 

counter-balance all of the ferocity from the previous six sections. This oasis of calm lasts only 

one brief tableau, for in tableau thirteen he creates another series of tableaux connected by the 

Momentum Formula.          

 While all of the musical aspects vary considerably from tableau to tableau in Rudepoêma, 

Villa-Lobos uses the Momentum Formula to create the sense of linear progression and 

intensification, as opposed to harmonic progression. It is one of his main choices in unifying the 

entire structure of the composition. The concept of order to complete chaos is not only a 

localized musical component, but more importantly comprises the very narrative of the piece as a 

whole. In this way, all aspects of the piece adhere to a single aesthetic. Not every tableau is 

directly related to another in this manner, but all of the major climactic moments that occur in the 

piece follow the Momentum Formula. Without these distinct increases in tempo and intensity, an 

audience hearing the piece for the first time may not be able to easily follow the emotional arc of 

Rudepoêma, robbing them of the underlying dramatic message of the work. 
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QUARTAL HARMONY 

 Much of the harmonic language in Rudepoêma is comprised of dissonant and complex 

triadic harmonies, but many additional passages in the piece are composed of quartal harmony. 

Apart from a striking difference in the sound quality of these chords, quartal harmony removes 

the perception of tonal centricity and triadic harmony or hierarchy; this is likely why Villa-Lobos 

chose to immerse so much of Rudepoêma in it.      

 Figure 2-11, which has already been discussed above, is also compelling for its use of 

quartal harmonies in the brisk descending figuration occurring in the upper two staves. Each 

hand has a series of chords based on quartal harmonies. Villa-Lobos places this flurry of quartal 

harmony above a bitonal, triadic chord, the final result being an impressive amount of dissonance 

for a single cadential passage. He creates many different types of superimpositions in 

Rudepoêma beyond merely duplicating the Petrushka chord described earlier in this chapter. In 

the case of Figure 2-11, he places two completely different chord types on top of each other: 

Figure 2-11: Rudepoêma, black and white key superimposition 
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 Two tableaux later, Villa-Lobos again chooses a quartal figuration in the right hand of 

Figure 2-12. During this brief episode, the chords in the top stave are derived from a diatonic 

white-key collection, which directly contrasts with the internal tremolo figuration and the B-flat 

pedal point below: 

Figure 2-12: Rudepoêma, black and white key superimposition divided between the hands 

 

The next excerpt presents another interesting blend of bitonality, rhythmic juxtaposition, 

and a combination of quartal and tertian harmonies. This particular moment is the recapitulation 

of two of the original three motives heard in the opening of Rudepoêma. The quartal harmonies, 

though subtle, are present in the tenor texture of the left hand in this example. In addition to this 

tenor voice, a brief ascending arpeggio in the right hand is derived from a quartal set. Another 

noteworthy observation in this portion of the tableau is the emphasis on bitonality in the outer 

two voices: the bass restates the original F-sharp Phrygian modality heard at the beginning of the 

piece, and an altered version of the second motive is present in the right hand. The material in the 

right hand is built entirely from a collection of white-key pitches, which clashes strongly with the 

F-sharp tonal center of the left hand: 
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Figure 2-13: Black and white key superimposition, divided between each hand

 

The Coda of Rudepoêma presents the most extensive and powerful usage of quartal 

harmony in the entire piece, depicted in the next example. This moment is the climax of the 

entire work, and Villa-Lobos creates a brilliant alteration of quartal harmonies in the middle 

texture of this passage. This frenetic sequence of quartal chords, containing elements of white 

and black key superimpositions, breaks up a restatement of two of the opening motives from the 

beginning of the piece:  

Figure 2-14: Rudepoêma, black and white key superimposition with quartal harmonies 
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TONAL USAGE IN RUDEPOÊMA 

It can be argued that Rudepoêma contains traces of atonality, since it lacks notable 

features that define key, harmonic progressions, or hierarchies. Upon closer inspection, Villa-

Lobos appears to refrain from completely abandoning every aspect of tonal usage. The opening 

passage and its two motives were discussed earlier in this chapter, but this particular moment is 

also important for explaining patterns of tonal usage in Rudepoêma. During this quiet and 

subdued episode, Villa-Lobos composes the first motive with F-sharp as its tonal center. This is 

strengthened by the additional tenor voice in the left hand, as well as the second motive that 

appears in the right hand one measure later. It is not explicitly F-sharp minor, since Villa-Lobos 

changes the modality by using G-natural pitches instead of G-sharp, and refrains from employing 

harmonic progressions associated with this key. This instead creates Phrygian harmony, though it 

is still centered around F-sharp. Figure 2-15 illustrates this opening moment of the piece: 

Figure 2-15: Rudepoêma, usage of F-sharp minor tonal center in the first tableau

 

Villa-Lobos places the two predominant recapitulations of these opening motives at 

structurally important moments, thus it can be argued that he was devising an abstract tonal 

scheme that centered around F-sharp. The use of this F-sharp tonal center at these significant 

moments is compelling evidence to support this theory. There is little doubt that Villa-Lobos 
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intentionally chose these exact moments and particular pedal points in which to duplicate these 

original materials. He would be clearly aware that the audience would hear the return of principal 

motivic material in their original tonal centers, thus creating a perception of overarching tonal 

centricity even through large segments of harmonic or tonal ambiguity. For someone as 

rebellious as he proclaimed to be, composing these recapitulations at all, especially in their 

original tonal centers, would not be the way in which to distance his music from conventional 

form and function. Yet this is precisely what he chose to do.     

 This does not suddenly imply that Rudepoêma was conceived and constructed as a tonal 

work in the traditional sense, with implied harmonic progressions and hierarchies associated with 

a central tonic key. All of the tableaux in between these two recapitulations in fact do quite the 

opposite. These sections bear little harmonic resemblance to the implied tonality of F-sharp, and 

Villa-Lobos may have simply chosen to use the same tonal center for these recapitulations 

merely to aid large-scale unification. Out of the numerous tableaux that are heard between the 

restatements of the principal motives in the tonal center of F-sharp, only one of them (Moins, 

mais tres rhythme, p. 23) retains the F-sharp tonic. Yet this tableau elides directly with the 

middle recapitulation, and it is not preceded by any tonal implications from previous tableaux. In 

attempting to discover some tonal hierarchy and structure in Rudepoêma, evidence of harmonic 

patterns related specifically to the key of F-sharp would need to be embedded in music 

surrounding these recapitulations. The evidence for this is scarce and nearly absent throughout 

the entire composition.          

 Villa-Lobos unites each individual tableau through the same process of retaining familiar 

musical elements. Each tableau is a complete musical entity that possesses its own tonal center, 

frequently with a pedal point in the lower register of the piano. Individual sections also contain 
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their own distinct rhythms, musical character, and they are not necessarily connected to 

surrounding tableaux. The pedal points used in these tableaux, much like the ostinato rhythms, 

are repeatedly emphasized until the next section arrives. Once this occurs, a completely new 

tonal center and musical characteristics supplants the preceding material. This process does not 

create a sense of tonal progression, but is instead closer to tableau structure that is a fundamental 

aspect of Le Sacre du Printemps and related compositions. Despite the fragmented and 

seemingly arbitrary choice of individual tonal centers that comprise tableaux in Rudepoêma, the 

fact that each section has strong tonal centers is evidence that Villa-Lobos did not completely 

discard all attributes of the musical tradition he wished to abandon.     

 Table 2-4 lists every tableau in Rudepoêma with its tonal center. It must be stressed that 

while these tonal centers are heard throughout an entire tableau, they do not create any familiar 

tonal progressions. Rather, they give each section a unique musical identity: 
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Table 2-4: Complete list of tableaux, with specific tonal centers listed  
 
 

Tableaux  Tonal Center   Duration 
 

Exposition  
 

1-2   F-sharp    1’01’’ 
3   C-sharp    23’’ 
4-5   D-sharp    1’46’’ 
6   n/a, E-flat in final measure  18’’  
7   E    21’’ 
8   A-sharp    27’’ 
9-11   B-flat    1’30’’ 

 
Development 

 
12   B-flat, G-sharp   59’’  
13   B-flat     14’’ 
14   E-flat, B-flat auxiliary   19’’ 
15   B-flat     30’’ 
16-17   D-flat    47’’ 

 
Recapitulation  

 
18   F-sharp    1’14’’  
19   F-sharp, B auxiliary  30’’ 
20   E    36’’ 
21   A-flat, D-flat auxiliary  47’’ 

 
Slow Movement 

 
22-24   A     4’05’’ 
25   B-sharp    15’’ 

 
Coda 

 
26   F-sharp    33’’ 
27   C-sharp    1’17’’ 

 

As shown in the diagram above it is difficult to detect any overarching tonal plan for 

Rudepoêma based on the sequence of tonal centers, apart from the two F-sharp recapitulations 

previously discussed. If F-sharp were indeed the central tonality, and Villa-Lobos wished 

surrounding tableaux to reflect this hierarchy, large-scale tonal progressions would likely be 

detected or within the sections themselves. This is simply not the case. The closest relationship 

between adjacent tableaux in terms of tonal relationships is an ascent or descent by whole-step or 
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half-step. Villa-Lobos seems to extract the elements of tonal centricity that he wishes, and 

discard the supporting elements that make tonality what it is.     

 Figure 2-16 illustrates how Villa-Lobos often uses localized tonal centers in a tableau. 

Right from the beginning of this section, Villa-Lobos emphasizes the A-sharp tonal center 

through relentless repetition. This rapidly repeated pitch is transformed into a pedal point that is 

sustained throughout the entire tableau, strongly reinforcing the function of this pitch as a tonal 

center. This is the systematic formula that Villa-Lobos uses in nearly every subsequent tableau: 

Figure 2-16: Rudepoêma, utilization of pedal points as a tonal center 

 

At the deepest structural level Villa-Lobos superimposes two musical ideas: a repetition 

of tonal centers and motives in structurally important moments that invites comparison to an 

abstract sonata form, and segregated tableaux that are completely independent of one another and 

maintain no overarching tonal progressions or identity. Rather than labeling Rudepoêma atonal, 

it may be more appropriate to define Rudepoêma as a composition employing multiple pitch 

centers, and a hybrid of contrasting structural genres. However, even in this overall definition 

some caution must be employed as the traditional understanding of tonality involves harmonic 

progressions that suggest a tonal hierarchy. In Rudepoêma these processes are abandoned in 

order to retain the avant-garde, improvisatory nature of the piece. Villa-Lobos chooses to create 

the work using elements from both tonal and non-tonal sources, and the result is a composition 
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that defies exact definition. In short, he uses elements of tonality for centricity rather than 

functionality. It is a perfect reflection of his compositional language in the 1920s, a complex and 

unique blend of many varying influences that has no direct counterpart among his 

contemporaries. Rudepoêma is tonal in certain respects, and post-tonal in others. It has motivic 

unification to bind the work together, but there is also an atmosphere of improvisation and 

experimental spontaneity. It is a depiction of Artur Rubinstein’s passionate character, but also is 

a reflection of much more than that. Rudepoêma is a fascinating journey into the abstract, and the 

undefined. It is a perfect illustration of the musical language and aesthetic of certain composers 

in the early twentieth century.  
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CHAPTER THREE 

AN ANALYTICAL JOURNEY THROUGH RUDEPOÊMA 

 

 While Rudepoêma is constructed as a series of independent tableaux, the form of which 

was designed to limit or eliminate musical progression, Villa-Lobos essentially composes a 

hybrid work that involves both structural segmentation and unification. Tableau organization, 

when used in the manner that Stravinsky follows in Le Sacre du Printemps, is independent of 

sonata form and its hierarchical processes. Yet Villa-Lobos adds many features from 

conventional musical forms that surface upon closer inspection. Independent tableaux are related 

to one another motivically, rhythmically, or tonally, and the strategic return of fundamental 

material from the opening creates a large-scale sonata form, albeit a highly abstract one. Villa-

Lobos chose this compositional structure to avoid tradition, and yet he cannot fully extricate 

himself from unity and musical development. Incorporating subtle means of unity ensures that 

the piece maintains its coherence, even at a subliminal level. He takes this a step further and 

chooses to have primary pitch centers and motives appear at the three important architectural 

pillars in the piece. This musical organization makes the overall form more obvious to the 

performer and audience, and enhances their ability to trace musical progression through 

successive tableaux.  

 This calls into question his commitment to musical rebellion and attempt at originality. He 

clearly sought to provide the listener with a set of musical ideas that return, evolve, and conclude 

in streamlined fashion, which inevitably affects how one perceives his ultimate ambitions in 

designing the piece. Rudepoêma is highly original in some respects, and highly traditional in 

others. A brief comparison to the form and function of Le Sacre du Printemps better serves this 
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observation. In Le Sacre du Printemps, Stravinsky succeeded in breaking through traditional 

restraints of form and aesthetic without regard to the audience’s perception. Villa-Lobos, on the 

other hand, seems to be keenly aware of an audience’s need, and this is evident in his many 

compositional choices. His desire for success and fame in Europe, proven by numerous personal 

quotes outlined in the first chapter, outweighed his desire to completely break free from tradition. 

He could have removed any semblance of traditional formal progression as Stravinsky did. But 

Villa-Lobos remains rooted, even if only marginally, to the classical tradition in which he often 

expressed such disdain.  
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SECTION ONE: EXPOSITION  

Tableau 1: Modéré  

 The opening tableau of Rudepoêma presents many essential musical characteristics that 

Villa-Lobos uses to unify and define the work. Most importantly, two of the three principal 

motives are stated for the first time in their entirety. The musical character is introductory in 

nature, as the overall dynamic level is far less than the dramatic music that immediately follows. 

Villa-Lobos allows precious few moments of respite during the progression of tableaux. The first 

two measures contain this first four-note motive heard in the left hand:  

 
Figure 3-1: Rudepoêma, motive one in first tableau 

 

 This motive is repeated several times in an ostinato pattern. Ostinatos are fundamental 

musical devices that appear throughout most of the subsequent tableaux in the piece. Each 

tableau also has particular musical components that are often self-contained, thus giving each 

section a unique identity. This includes motivic figurations, and rhythmic or harmonic elements. 

Villa-Lobos systematically uses ostinatos to emphasize these patterns and make them completely 

apparent to the audience. In this first tableau the main rhythmic formula is superimposed 

between a stable left hand and syncopations in the right hand. Rhythmic complexity is a principal 

feature of Rudepoêma’s musical texture and Villa-Lobos establishes this focal point immediately 

at the beginning of the piece.  
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 The opening motive is important for the assessment of tonal usage. As discussed earlier, 

the F-sharp pedal point possesses a level of importance at structurally important moments in the 

piece. It is no surprise that Villa-Lobos chooses to begin Rudepoêma in this manner. The motive 

itself is comprised of four notes beginning on F-sharp, and continues to circle around this tonal 

axis with two pitches above and one below. The use of pitch G gives the theme a Phyrgian 

quality, rather than outlining the sonority of F-sharp minor. Villa-Lobos seems to abandon true 

tonality and its harmonic conditions by avoiding a direct association with a minor key, but 

cannot separate himself completely from aspects of tonal usage altogether. Hence, modality 

gives the passage both a familiar and unfamiliar quality.  

 The second motive of Rudepoêma occurs three measures into the piece, and is now heard 

in the right hand. This new theme is six notes in length, and is highly syncopated against the 

rather static left hand, still repeating the first motive in an ostinato figuration: 

 

Figure 3-2: Rudepoêma, motive two  
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Unlike the previous motive centered on F-sharp, this second motive begins on C-sharp 

and circles around this pitch until it settles on A. These pitch choices may be disguised 

references to the F-sharp minor triad, and C-sharp as a concealed dominant of F-sharp. There are 

tableaux in Rudepoêma centered on C-sharp that resolve to a section utilizing an F-sharp as a 

tonal center. Dissonant harmonies, and the lack of discernible harmonic progressions hide 

recognizable tonal usage, but this motion from C-sharp to F-sharp in subsequent tableaux 

suggests that underlying tonal principles remain. Hence, the implicit relationship between tonic 

and dominant tonal centers is presented in a subtle manner right at the outset. 

 The first tableau also introduces another essential harmonic characteristic in Rudepoêma: 

bitonality. Later tableaux fixate entirely on this concept, but Villa-Lobos creates a brief moment 

in which this superimposition occurs. The final three measures of this tableau exhibit this 

bitonality. Villa-Lobos combines the pitch collections of D-flat major and F-sharp, which 

consists of the two possible tonal centers for tonic and dominant associations. Already in this 

brief tableau, he presents many distinctive features that encompass the fundamental musical 

language of the entire work.  

 

Tableau 2: Un peu moins-Très sauvage-Animé  

 The second tableau offers a complete contrast with the preceding section. It fully embodies 

the dramatic spirit suggested by the title Rudepoêma. While the opening tableau is significant in 

presenting two of the three motives, musically speaking it functions as an introduction that 

fosters suspense for the powerful arrival of the next tableau. Here Villa-Lobos fully unleashes 

the extraordinary percussive power of the piano. The entire section is marked fortissimo and 

above, with decisive accents and an expanded keyboard range that adds a massive orchestral 
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sonority to the sound. This is the first occurrence of multiple-stave piano writing and the first use 

of a cadenza in the piece. Both of these musical devices will return often throughout the piece. 

The opening motive is repeated three times in the left hand with thunderous octaves to heighten 

the dramatic power. Placing the first motive in the same tonal center as the preceding tableau is 

noteworthy. Frequently, the tableaux in Rudepoêma are made of independent musical identities 

and constructs. However Villa-Lobos connects these opening tableaux with motivic repetition 

using a common tonal center. When tableaux elide in this way, it unifies the structure apart from 

other large-scale procedures discussed in the preceding chapter.  

 The cadenza in this second tableau, labeled Animé, marks the first moment in Rudepoêma 

where the superimposition of black and white keys occurs simultaneously. This brisk passage 

contains careful voice leading in the bitonal descending sequence. In the right hand, each of the 

descending tritone chords is comprised of a pitch from the black key collection, and one from the 

white key collection. The same voice leading is manifested in the left hand as well, but in 

reverse: 

 
Figure 3-3: Rudepoêma, first cadential passage   
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 The cadenza itself is a hemiola, in that the written triplets sound like a sequence of duplets 

when performed. This is not necessarily radical for Villa-Lobos to incorporate hemiolas into the 

musical texture of Rudepoêma, but he greatly expands on this concept in future tableaux and the 

result is rhythmically compelling. 

 Each tableau in Rudepoêma contains a tonal center emphasized by low pedal points, and 

occasionally the tonal focal point changes midway through the section. In the current tableau, the 

tonal center of F-sharp is a continuation from the preceding tonal center. Once the cadenza 

occurs nine measures later, C-sharp becomes established as a new tonal center. Soon this new 

pedal point merges with the third tableau in precisely the same manner as the first two sections. 

There is strong evidence of tonic to dominant bass progression here from F-sharp to C-sharp. 

Even within the highly dissonant chordal texture above this bass motion, the feeling of a tonic to 

dominant progression is quite clear. 

 This tableau contains many contrasting harmonies in the right hand, and at first glance they 

appear to be somewhat arbitrary or improvisatory. Yet Villa-Lobos was a predictably systematic 

composer, and even in his most experimental compositions there are a number of underlying 

principles that organize the musical material. For this sequence of chords he uses voice leading 

to connect each dissonant harmony to the next. Figure 3-4 below illustrates how Villa-Lobos 

employs voice-leading principles in each chord of this tableau. The first and fourth chords of this 

sequence are respelled to better represent this process: 
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Figure 3-4: Rudepoêma, voice-leading principles in sequential patterns 

 

 

 Each successive chord has at least one common tone associated with the former harmony, 

allowing for an organic progression through dissonant harmonic terrain. This use of voice 

leading appears throughout Rudepoêma, even in moments when the musical language feels all 

but logically constructed. Observing the details that have already emerged in Rudepoêma within 

two tableaux—tonal centers, motivic repetition, and careful counterpoint—the conclusion must 

be that Villa-Lobos outwardly rejects musical tradition while covertly using its fundamental 

mechanisms. It is captivating to discover a deeper matrix of musical connections within a 

framework that takes on the appearance of disjunctive improvisation. Based on the opinions 

Artur Rubinstein had of the piece’s improvisatory nature, and architectural problems, one would 

not immediately expect Rudepoêma to possess such a strong level of unity at different layers of 

musical texture. 
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Tableau 3: Très peu modérés  

 This tableau presents the third and final motive used in Rudepoêma. The theme is written 

in the upper treble of the right hand and it is six notes in duration, like the previous motive. Each 

of these motives shares common characteristics. For example, the overall linear motion of each 

motive is that of descent. In the first theme, the final three pitches lower from pitch A down to E. 

Similarly, in the second motive the final four notes move downwards spanning the interval of a 

perfect fifth. In the final motive depicted below, four of the six pitches that comprise this melody 

are in a stepwise descent of a perfect fourth. While it may not be obvious to the listener at first, 

these melodic similarities create additional cohesion within complex musical textures: 

 
 
Figure 3-5: Rudepoêma, final motive in treble stave 

 

 
 The tonal center is now C-sharp, a continuation and an enharmonic respelling of the D-flat 

pedal point used in the cadential passage of the previous tableau. In the final two measures of 

this section, Villa-Lobos uses chromatic voice leading to smoothly connect the transition to a 

new pedal point in the fourth tableau. The bass progresses from the original pedal point of C-

sharp to D and arrives at D-sharp near the beginning of the next tableau. Even though the tonal 
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center for this third tableau is clearly C-sharp, the third motive does not accentuate this pedal 

point. Rather, the motive arrives on pitch B, and later on E when the theme is transposed down a 

fifth. The use of pitch D in the right hand motive emphasizes a Phyrgian quality against the pedal 

point much like the opening tableau; otherwise each hand displays opposing pitch collections. 

This continues the predominance of musical superimposition that Villa-Lobos returns to so often 

throughout the piece. 

 The third tableau also introduces the concept of metrical shifts in the piece. Villa-Lobos 

uses three different meters during this brief section: 4/4, 7/8, and 9/8. Even when the meter is 

altered, the forward motion remains steady unlike the jarring rhythmic patterns in Le Sacre du 

Printemps. Musical flow appears to have been a matter of priority for Villa-Lobos in 

Rudepoêma. Even when a tableau contains a large number of metrical shifts, the forward 

momentum is never completely disrupted. This point strengthens the argument that he was 

constantly concerned with finding efficient ways to better unify the piece, even though tableau 

organization might initially imply structural fragmentation. Villa-Lobos was a musical rebel at 

heart, but not always in practice. 

 Analyzing the harmony in Rudepoêma is often challenging, but also reveals a carefully 

considered system of organization. The following example illustrates three of the chords that 

occur in the first five measures of the tableau: 
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Figure 3-6: Rudepoêma, harmonic dissonance and complexity 

 

 

 The first chord in this excerpt is a large collection of pitches spanning a wide range at the 

keyboard. Villa-Lobos arranges the harmony in ascending thirds, with a single treble pitch A that 

lies outside the ascending sequence of thirds. The next chord is a slight modification of the first, 

transposed a fourth below the preceding harmony. The right hand retains the same intervallic 

spacing as the original chord but Villa-Lobos adds accidentals to two internal pitches. In the 

second harmony the left hand has a different chord than the preceding one, but maintains the 

equal distribution of black and white pitches through this transformation. The final chord is 

similar to the first, and again Villa-Lobos places accidentals on two of the internal pitches but 

preserves the same intervallic relationship. These harmonies, while appearing initially to be mere 

improvisatory clusters, once again are seamlessly connected through voice leading and 
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sequential progression. The tableau ends with a final statement of the third motive in the left 

hand, and a transition into the next section through motivic fragmentation. 

 

Tableau 4: Plus mouvementé  

 The fourth tableau provides emotional contrast and relief from the previous section’s 

dramatic intensity. Furthermore it presents a musical operation that Villa-Lobos systematically 

uses in giving Rudepoêma its unique identity.   

 Villa-Lobos arrives at the tonal center of D-sharp through chromatic ascent, and the 

previous pedal point C-sharp is transformed into the opening pitch of the thematic fragment in 

the right hand. This is yet another crucial example of organic voice leading through a common-

tone. Pitch choice for tonal centers, while not necessarily following standard tonal progressions, 

seems to be logical and follows the rules of counterpoint. Villa-Lobos will often leave the 

principal tonal center temporarily and return to this pitch later in the tableau. It is abundantly 

clear that D-sharp is the dominant pedal point of this section, but Villa-Lobos modulates to a 

secondary pedal point before returning to D-sharp in the final few measures. While many aspects 

of large-scale development and progression are absent from the formal construction of 

Rudepoêma, in certain tableaux these progressions and modulations still occur. The pedal point 

returns to D-sharp with stepwise voice leading, a duplication of the previous tableau’s bass 

progression.  

 Villa-Lobos varies the treatment of thematic material throughout Rudepoêma. He often 

restates one of the three motives in its entirety, usually at structurally significant parts of the 

piece. More often, however, he breaks down the original themes into melodic fragments. In this 

tableau, a four-note melodic idea is heard in the right hand, and repeats a number of times until 



 
 

63 

the end of the section. Much like the other three motives, this fragment centers around a different 

tonal center, C-sharp, than the D-sharp pedal point underneath it. This truncated motive is 

associated with the middle pitches of the original second motive. The intervallic relationship 

between these two thematic moments remains constant. Both are scales that span the interval of a 

minor third. But instead of descending a minor third, this newer motivic fragment is inverted and 

in retrograde:  

 
Figure 3-7: Rudepoêma, motivic connection between adjacent tableaux 

 

 This process frequently occurs when subsequent motivic material arises. It is important to 

note that these fragments are not newly composed themes, but rather are derived from the three 

opening motives that Villa-Lobos incorporates in order to create a more musically cohesive 

composition. 

 Black and white-key superimposition is an intricate part of this particular tableau. The first 

three measures are constructed of two alternating chords: D-sharp minor and C major. The 

former is taken from the black key pitches, and the latter from the white key collection. This 

bitonal combination creates a mysterious harmonic result that supports the ominous character of 

the tableau. This superimposition slowly begins to break down in subsequent arpeggios as is 

typical of Villa-Lobos’s compositional style, even though they are still reminiscent of this 

bitonality. Two more instances in this tableau contain bitonal characteristics and they both occur 

in the cadential flourish towards the end of the section. The two ascending passages in the right 

hand, shown below, illustrate how Villa-Lobos uses a subtler form of bitonality. The first note of 
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these sextuplet flourishes is a white key, and the remaining pitches are black keys. The analyzed 

pattern begins in the fourth beat of second measure, right hand: 

 

Figure 3-8: Rudepoêma, voice leading principles in cadential flourishes 

 

 

 
 At the peak of this cadential moment one measure later, the left hand and the right hand are 

completely superimposed against one another in this same way. The descending right hand 

cascade that follows is completely from the white-key collection, and the left hand violently 

repeats a G-sharp pitch for a dissonant combination. Villa-Lobos invents many intriguing bitonal 

combinations in Rudepoêma. Some involve the use of both hands, and others are restricted to one 

hand alone.  
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 Cadenzas form an integral part of Rudepoêma’s musical landscape, and are often near the 

end of a particular Momentum Formula. Usually these Momentum Formula sequences take place 

over the course of many individual tableaux, but Villa-Lobos also creates compressed versions 

within the span of a single tableau. In this tableau there is a steady crescendo beginning in the 

fourth measure coupled with a perceived acceleration due to a swift accumulation of notes. This 

rapid intensification continues until an exceptionally loud climax is achieved, with the loudest 

dynamic level yet written. This tableau is in essence a self-contained Momentum Formula. There 

is cohesion at multiple layers of the musical structure, uniting vastly different episodes both large 

and small.  

 In the same cadential passage described above, Villa-Lobos adds quartal harmony to 

connect the material even more organically into the fundamental language and identity of 

Rudepoêma. Even in composing works that appear outwardly free from strict forms and 

harmonic progressions, he uses a few basic musical elements repeatedly for the sake of unity and 

identity. In this tableau, while the emphasis may be focused on bitonality Villa-Lobos still 

manages to insert a succinct reference to quartal harmony. In this way Villa-Lobos is always 

sensitive to the whole work’s continuity, cohesiveness, and logic. 

 

Tableau 5: Mouv’t calme de marche  

 This tableau is far more extensive in length than preceding sections. The music also fosters 

a sense of musical progression that the next broad grouping of tableaux, labeled Development in 

this analysis, expands upon. The overall structure of this tableau is tertiary in design. The title 

contains the word “march,” which describes the ostinato rhythmic pattern that fosters the feeling 

of forward momentum and emotional urgency. Furthermore, this pattern reinforces the D-sharp 
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tonal center, which is a continuation from the previous tableau’s pedal point. This tonal center is 

not the lowest pitch in the piano texture, as most of the other pedal points are in the piece. But 

the perpetual repetition of this rhythmic pattern strengthens the notion that this pitch is the 

principal tonal center in the tableau. It is also the beginning of the first major Momentum 

Formula used in the piece, one that lasts for the next six tableaux and arrives at the first 

substantial climax in Rudepoêma. 

 Every tableau in the piece has certain melodic elements, even if all sections are not exact 

replicas of the opening three themes. Some are fragments, and others are only loosely based on 

these fundamental motives. In the current tableau, Villa-Lobos composes melodic and harmonic 

fragments that are shadows of the original motives, and not direct repetitions of anything 

specific. These are moments where he is decidedly freer in his handling of motivic material, 

painting an overall atmosphere of improvisation and spontaneity. Much of the harmonic material 

appears to be bitonal but is not completely so. Villa-Lobos often constructs harmonies that 

appear to be bitonal, but then add elements to muddle a purely bitonal pattern. 

 
Figure 3-9: Rudepoêma, bitonal harmony divided between hands 

 

 The harmony of the downbeat in Figure3-9 is similar to the arpeggio sequence of the 

previous tableau. The combined hands create a bitonal aggregate, but Villa-Lobos slightly affects 
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the purity of this harmony. In this instance, the addition of G in the right hand slightly distorts 

the black and white key juxtaposition. Even though this chord may not be perfectly bitonal due 

to an extra pitch added in the right hand, the same harmonic effect is produced. A similar 

instance occurs in the next two measures. The descending octave flourish is almost exclusively 

based on the white-key collection, except for a single chromatic passing tone. Had the note not 

been written, this would be a perfect example of bitonality, as the tonal center below this passage 

is D-sharp.  

 

Tableau 6: Anime  

 The tableaux in Rudepoêma not only vary in length and emotional character, but also in 

structural function. Many present important musical material and contain a larger degree of 

structural importance. Others function more like transitions between two more substantial 

tableaux. The sixth tableau is in the latter category and is a brief episode that conveys a spirit of 

improvisation. This feeling of transition is furthered by the fact that Villa-Lobos removes any 

concrete motivic or tonal material from within the musical texture. More structurally significant 

sections often contain continuous pedal points that reinforce a stable tonal center. Rhythmic 

ostinatos are also more constant throughout. In this tableau, neither is present for any notable 

duration. It begins with a harmony that appears in the last tableau, as well as a brief continuation 

of the rhythmic ostinato from the preceding section. Soon, however, Villa-Lobos’s fondness for 

improvisation emerges and strict patterns or formulas are limited.  

 Even though this portion of the piece is transitional in nature, there are subtle references 

to these structurally significant components. Figures 3-10 below highlights these attributes: 
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Figure 3-10: Rudepoêma, motivic fragmentation in transitional tableaux 

 

 The motivic fragment that occurs at the top of this multiple stave example is reminiscent 

of the latter two motives from the opening of the work, though there are as many differences as 

there are similarities. All of the primary themes have an emphasis on melodic descent, and the 

fragment depicted above does as well. Furthermore, the melodic motive above is six notes in 

length, the same length as the second and third themes. Finally, upon closer inspection of the top 

line of this example, hidden black-versus-white construction can be observed. On each quarter-

note beat, the right hand chords—either spelled as a major sixth or as an augmented fifth—have 

the same formula: a black-key pitch on the top, and a white key pitch on the bottom. While it is 

somewhat disguised due to the highly saturated musical texture, this bitonal construction is 

nevertheless present. Although the tableau does not maintain a stable tonal center throughout the 

entire section, perhaps as an additional means to create textural contrast and the feeling of 

transition, it concludes with an E-flat pedal point. This is an enharmonic respelling of the D-

sharp tonal center from the previous two tableaux. Even when the musical texture appears to be 

ambiguous and improvisatory, a deeply embedded network of musical connections still exists. 
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Tableau 7: Un peu plus  

 The seventh tableau lies midway through the first Momentum Formula in the work, and 

the tempo increase from 138 to 152 reinforces the feeling of gradual acceleration and musical 

intensification. Although many sections in the piece have complex, often conflicting rhythmic 

patterns, this tableau is rhythmically more straightforward. The ostinato is quite similar to 

Stravinsky’s famous ‘Augurs of Spring’ in Le Sacre du Printemps, both in rhythm and in musical 

character: 

 
Figure 3-11: Stravinsky, Le Sacre du Printemps, The Augurs of Spring36 

 

Not only does the rhythm appear to be influenced by Stravinsky in this moment, but 

Villa-Lobos also composes bitonal harmony that reflects Stravinsky’s own harmonic pattern: 

 
                                                

36 Igor Stravinsky, Le Sacre du Printemps (New York, NY: E.F. Kalmus Orchestra 
Scores, 1933), 11. 
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Figure 3-12: Rudepoêma, tableau seven, rhythmic ostinato 

 

 The downbeat of the first measure is a superimposition of C major and E major chords, 

divided between the hands. This harmony is then transposed into two closely related repetitions, 

both revolving around the original harmony. It is not a direct copying of Stravinsky’s own 

harmonies in the example on the preceding page, but comparable enough to suggest a degree of 

discernible influence. As has been shown in repeated moments throughout Rudepoêma, Villa-

Lobos will incorporate many influences but blend them with his own musical language. These 

are not exact replicas, but rather a fusion. This amalgamation is a central idea in the composition, 

both in terms of the music itself and in its dedication to Artur Rubinstein. It is an abstract 

portrayal of Rubinstein and not a literal representation, all the while interspersed with many 

other subject matters and musical ideas.   

 Quartal harmony becomes increasingly prominent as the work unfolds, and there are 

relevant examples in this tableau. Two brief cadential interruptions occur over the course of this 

tableau and both are constructed with quartal harmony. They also reiterate Villa-Lobos’s 

emphasis on bitonal combination between the white and black keys. Figure 3-13 displays the 

first cadenza: 
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Figure 3-13: Rudepoêma, bitonal construction in cadenza 

 

 Similar to many other cadenzas in the piece, Villa-Lobos incorporates multiple staves to 

display a number of musical voices occurring simultaneously. This creates a more orchestral, 

dramatic effect. Fortunately for the pianist, the damper pedal eliminates the need for any 

additional hands in order to properly execute these difficult technical moments. To make the 

black and white superimposition even more apparent to the audience, Villa-Lobos rapidly 

alternates these two pitch sets between the hands, which results in a dazzling keyboard flourish. 

 The melodic fragment that occurs in this tableau moves mostly stepwise from pitch to 

pitch, and the only melodic leaps that take place are the interval of a fourth, either up or down. 

This creates a subtle association with quartal harmony that Villa-Lobos was so fond of utilizing 

in Rudepoêma. The pervasive use of quartal harmony in the piece allows for completely new 

harmonic possibilities outside the realm of triadic sonority. It also further separates his harmonic 

language from traditional influences from which he sought independence. Additionally, these 

quartal leaps connect melodic fragments to the opening three motives. All three themes at the 

beginning of the composition have an association with the interval of a fourth. The first motive 

has a total range of a fourth from pitch E up to A. The second and third themes are displayed 
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again in Figure 3-14. The second motive leaps up a fourth, which is exactly what is happening in 

the seventh tableau. The final motive combines both of these characteristics. The entire range of 

the melody is a fourth, and the first four notes descend from pitch D down to A:  
 
Figure 3-14: Rudepoêma, quartal use in melodic range and voice leading 

 

 

 The melodic fragments in this tableau, while not direct repetitions of the opening three 

motives, still contain concealed references to these foundational themes. 
 
Tableaux 8-10: Vif, Un peu moins, Un peu moins 

 The next three tableaux comprise the latter half of the first significant Momentum Formula 

in the piece. While the whole work is a single-movement entity, certain tableaux have a sense of 

interconnection, effectively conjoining successive tableaux into a larger grouping. The 

acceleration through the Momentum Formula explains the consolidation of these three tableaux 
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into one continuous forward progression. The furious climax in the tenth tableau is the pinnacle 

of this first large set, and it is one of several structurally important arrivals in the piece.  

 The eighth tableau begins with a brisk alternation between the previous section’s tonal 

center of B and the new pedal point of A-sharp. The latter will remain until the eleventh tableau, 

one of the largest instances of tonal connections between disparate sections. The rapid tremolo 

described above is yet another example of white and black key superimposition, this time at the 

layer of tonal pedal points. This tableau is also the first section to duplicate one of the original 

motives in its entirety. Villa-Lobos restates the third motive throughout the entire tableau as 

depicted below:  
 
Figure 3-15: Rudepoêma, repetition of opening motive in right hand 

 

  

 After this thematic repetition is heard twice, Villa-Lobos breaks down the motive into 

smaller fragments until a cadential passage engulfs the musical texture. This is a fascinating 

observation, as Villa-Lobos is utilizing both complete motivic repetition as well as thematic 

fragmentation in the same tableau. In all of the preceding sections that follow the presentation of 

these three primary motives, only thematic fragmentation occurs. In later tableaux, the 

combination of both full and fragmented melodic processes will become more prevalent. 

Another fascinating development is how Villa-Lobos alters the structure of a cadential passage. 
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This is the first cadenza that incorporates one of the three original motives in its entirety. It also 

features quartal harmonies and bitonality surrounding the white and black key combination: 

 
Figure 3-16: Rudepoêma, cadential passage 

  

 The next two tableaux complete the Momentum Formula and are seamlessly connected to 

one another. The shared tonal center of B-flat, which is an enharmonic respelling of the A-sharp 

pedal point in the preceding section, assists in aiding musical continuity. The ninth tableau, Un 

Peu Moins, is only thirteen measures long yet is still comprised of the fundamental musical 

foundations in the piece. This tableau functions as a transition between the previous section and 

the climactic arrival in the tenth tableau. A rapid pattern of triplets in the right hand is heard over 

a powerful reiteration of the B-flat pedal point in the lowest region of the piano. The first five 

measures in the right hand are completely composed of pitches from the white keys, which 

emphasizes bitonal superimposition over the pedal point B-flat. Each individual chord in these 

triples is constructed from quartal harmony. Even in the smallest tableaux, Villa-Lobos ensures 

that there are direct or implied connections to the basic musical components of the piece. In the 

middle texture between the low pedal point and the triplets above, Villa-Lobos places an 

augmented repetition of the third motive in the tenor voice. This is one of the most overt attempts 

to create an orchestral sonority in the entire composition. Each of the three musical layers has a 
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vastly different sonority, analogous to the different instrument classes in a symphony orchestra. 

In executing this fiendishly difficult passage, the pianist must ensure that these sonorities are 

clearly distinguishable from one another as well as highlight the return of the third motive in the 

middle register of the piano. 

 A breathtaking cadenza follows, and the rest of the tableau is an intensification towards the 

final climax in the next section. The tenor voice once again repeats the third motive from the 

beginning, though it is somewhat difficult for this thematic repetition to be perceived due to such 

frenetic motion in the right hand. This is the first tableau where a primary motive is repeated in 

augmentation. Motivic variation and repetition are highly traditional means of musical 

development and progression. The harmonic progression in the right hand, which is another 

example of hemiola, involves continuous pairing of two thirds to create seventh chords. These 

harmonies are all different versions of seventh chords and follow no strict sequential pattern. The 

uppermost pitches of these harmonies are almost always white keys, which would create a 

bitonal superimposition over the low B-flat tonal center, but Villa-Lobos again blurs the purity of 

this sequential pattern by incorporating two passing notes composed from black-key pitches. The 

question of Villa-Lobos’s intentions arises once more, because he has proven to be a highly 

methodical composer when he wants to. The slight modification of this sequence may indeed be 

the result of improvisation, or perhaps his voluntary avoidance of too many perfectly constructed 

patterns for the sake of maintaining the appearance of spontaneity. 

 The next tableau is the culmination of the first Momentum Formula, and is the most 

extensive moment of musical drama that Villa-Lobos has composed so far. There have been 

many occasions leading up to this arrival that were exhilarating, either in terms of dynamic level 

or in speed, but this tableau is a powerful culmination of these moments. The actual tempo here 
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is slower than the preceding tableaux, a curious observation considering the amount of 

acceleration that has occurred. This is explainable by the expanded subdivisions of beats. The 

ninth tableau contains tremolos in the left hand comprised of thirty-second notes, and the climax 

contains twelve sixteenth notes per measure. Both increase the number of notes executed per 

measure even though the tempo indications may seem to suggest a release of tension and 

acceleration. In this moment of dramatic culmination, there are no instances of motivic repetition 

or fragmentation. Rather, Villa-Lobos creates the sense of total musical and emotional 

breakdown, heightening the sensation of chaos. 

 Even in this climactic tableau, there are still connections to Rudepoêma’s fundamental 

identity. The first three measures in Figure 3-17 illustrate both of these musical associations. The 

right hand passage is a perpetual rhythmic ostinato that is made up entirely of white key pitches 

over forceful B-flat pedal points in the left hand, creating another instance of the prevalent black 

and white combination. The seventh chord in the left hand is also an example of disguised 

superimposition. The bottom two notes of this dissonant chord are black keys, and the top two 

are white. This directly corresponds to the separation of black and white pitches between the 

hands described above: 

 
Figure 3-17: Rudepoêma, bitonal separation between staves 

 

  



 
 

77 

 This powerful tableau continues unabated until the arrival of a new set of musical sections. 

Even though the dynamic level of this new grouping is still forte, it appears significantly softer 

and less frenzied than what has just transpired. Villa-Lobos succeeds in composing ten 

successive tableaux that are connected in subtle ways, a seamless progression of forward 

momentum from the opening until the climactic arrival. This is a remarkable compositional 

achievement in tableau organization. It also proves how valuable musical flow is to Villa-Lobos, 

and how important it is to the overall meaning of Rudepoêma. 
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SECTION TWO: DEVELOPMENT 

 
Tableau 11: Un peu de calme 

 This tableau is the first true moment of emotional respite in Rudepoêma. The fourth tableau 

in the piece, Plus mouvementé, begins in a soft dynamic range but quickly crescendos into a 

furious climax. In the eleventh tableau there is no similar intensification in the course of the 

section. It is a complete contrast from all of the dramatic music preceding it. In addition to being 

an emotional oasis, this tableau consists of some of the most complex rhythmic patterns in the 

entire work. Written over three different staves, the passage becomes a tour de force of 

coordination for the pianist. Each line is not exceedingly complex in itself, but the combined 

result is exceptionally difficult to execute properly:  

 
Figure 3-18: Rudepoêma, rhythmic complexity in multiple staves 

     

 The outcome is a haunting tableau of rhythmic ambiguity. This eerie atmosphere is 

magnified by the pianist holding down the pedal for the duration of the tableau. This pseudo-

impressionistic treatment of musical texture is to establish maximum emotional contrast. There 

are no direct melodic duplications of the original motives but, rather, associated fragmentations. 
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A curious technical moment, displayed in the above example, is the octave glissandi in the 

uppermost staff. The pianist’s hand, in one brisk motion, seamlessly glides from the black keys 

to the white keys below. Besides being a subtle reference to the harmonic juxtaposition 

appearing in every musical layer of Rudepoêma, it is the closest pianistic technique to simulate a 

portamento on a string or wind instrument. Used in this context it furthers the pathétique, 

ambiguous mood of the tableau.  
 
Tableau 12: Vif  

 Although the eleventh tableau appears to form a part of the broader second section labeled 

Development, it is in this twelfth section that the furious emotional energy begins to return. The 

first few measures are a brief elision of material, similar to the beginnings of many other 

tableaux, that eventually dissipates into the new tableau’s musical substance. The previous B-flat 

tonal center is retained for a number of measures until the new A-flat tonal center arrives via 

chromatic descent. This transition features effective voice leading in the left hand over these 

measures, and the two opposing tonal centers appear together as a major ninth for thirteen 

measures. Similar to the technique used previous in Figure 3-15, there is a brief ascending figure 

in the right hand during this tonal center transformation in which the superimposition between 

black and white emerges once again. A pattern of triplets, written out as a hemiola, has two 

distinct layers of bitonality. First, each sixth chord is derived from the white key collection and 

the notes in between these harmonies are taken from black key pitches. The sixth chords are also 

superimposed against the black-key rhythmic ostinato in the left hand, described above. Villa-

Lobos operates with a deep awareness of multiple musical layers frequently throughout the 

piece. 
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 This tableau is Villa-Lobos at his most improvisatory and experimental. Midway through, 

he instructs the pianist to hold down three D-sharps without playing them while simultaneously 

creating a piercingly loud crescendo multiple times using other pitches. This causes the strings 

whose keys are silently depressed to resonate loudly with sympathetic vibrations. After the 

crescendo comes to a sudden halt, everything but the silently held D-sharp pitches are quickly 

released. The result is an ethereal acoustical effect. Only the harmonics are heard, but the timbre 

is unlike anything a pianist can achieve depressing a key. For such a visceral and powerful work, 

this tableau affords an otherworldly moment of sound color, seen in Figure 3-19:  
 
Figure 3-19: Rudepoêma, use of harmonics in tableau twelve 

 

  
 The third primary motive is repeated during this moment, composed as a sequence of 

major and minor seconds. For the next few tableaux, the interval of a second evolves into an 

important part of motivic repetition. This binds a series of tableaux into a slightly more coherent 

set of episodes. Each of these contains unique characteristics to make them independent of each 
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other, but the intervallic and motivic connection ensures that the piece remains structurally 

intelligible. 

 Much musical material carries over into the next tableau, Vif toujours. Even though the 

tableau changes from a simple to a compound meter, the transition is nearly undetectable. The 

third principle motive is obsessively repeated multiple times before a cadential passage briefly 

interrupts the ostinato. This cadenza, and a more extensive version five measures later, is 

constructed out of the bitonal superimposition of black and white keys that has permeated most 

cadential passages in the piece. 

 Villa-Lobos does something in this tableau that he has not yet done when handling motivic 

repetition and fragmentation. During the descending pattern in the right hand, the left hand 

quotes one of the motivic fragments from the fourth tableau, and not one of the original three 

motives. It can be seen as quarter notes in the tenor voice of the left hand below in Figure 3-20. 

This fragment is similar to the opening motives, but not a direct quotation:  
 
Figure 3-20: Rudepoêma, fragment repetition 
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 This is another example of how the concept of motivic repetition evolves throughout 

Rudepoêma, and proves that Villa-Lobos was actively unifying discrete tableaux through 

tangible means rather than creating one completely unconnected section after another. In this 

way he parts ways with Stravinsky, and by comparison is far more traditional than his Russian 

contemporary. 

 The subsequent tableau transforms the third motive in a number of interesting ways. While 

still maintaining the same number of notes, Villa-Lobos slightly changes the intervallic 

relationship between each pitch in the melodic set. In this example of thematic transformation, 

the stepwise descent is altered in the third note of the motive. Instead of continuing a purely 

scalar descent like the original motive, the third pitch is an augmented third below the preceding 

note. The final three pitches in this modified version of the theme abide more closely to the 

original, even though the final stepwise motion is changed from a major second to an augmented 

second: 

 
Figure 3-21: Rudepoêma, fragment repetition  

 

 The following measure reflects an even more abstract modification of the third motive. Not 

only are the various intervallic relationships changed, but also the entire melody has been 

inverted. This new version of the original motive is then heard in the left hand, and subsequently 

becomes the principal ostinato of the tableau. This type of thematic treatment is reminiscent of 
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Baroque fugal technique, highly complex procedures that would seem to be the antithesis of 

what the rebel Villa-Lobos would seek to accomplish in his experimental aesthetic. The octave 

glissando technique from the eleventh tableau reappears during the middle of this section, 

another example of musical progression and unification that tableau organization usually inhibits 

by design. The tableau concludes with a small cadential passage, Muito vivo, which is once again 

composed with bitonal combination in mind. Five scalar passages are written sequentially, 

divided equally between the hands. Both hands begin with white key pitches, and each group of 

thirty-second notes finishes on a black key: 

 
Figure 3-22: Rudepoêma, bitonal cadential passage 

 

 

Tableau 15: Animando 

 The texture of this tableau is markedly different than the sections preceding it, but it still 

remains related due to the continuation of the rhythmic ostinato that has progressed through four 

successive tableaux. In doing so Villa-Lobos once again disregards the normal function of 

tableau organization as expressed by Stravinsky in Le Sacre du Printemps. Even in 

Mussorgsky’s Pictures at an Exhibition, which has a singular theme that saturates many of the 

tableaux, the individual movements represent completely different scenes with correspondingly 

contrasting music. Villa-Lobos not only repeatedly uses a primary motive through many 

tableaux, but also develops both melodic and rhythmic components so as to bind contrasting 
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sections. This motivic ostinato, a complete restatement of the third principal theme, is now 

placed in the right hand. The B-flat tonal center is heard in the third consecutive tableau, also in 

the right hand. In order to separate the detached articulation of the ostinato and the half-note 

pedal point pitches, the pianist must employ the sostenuto pedal in this entire tableau. This is a 

rarely used pianistic device, but the resulting effect is extensive textural contrast within a single 

hand.   

A surprising moment of thematic treatment occurs in this particular tableau. While the 

right hand continues both the rhythmic ostinato and rearticulation of the B-flat pedal point, the 

left hand simultaneously states this third motive in augmentation. The utilization of thematic 

stretto is not only an impressive compositional achievement, but it also calls to mind the 

treatment of a fugal subject in the Baroque Era. This contrapuntal emphasis enamored Villa-

Lobos, for he composed his famous Bachianas Brasileiras (1930-1945) with this very subject in 

mind. But it is peculiar for something as traditional as thematic stretto to surface in Rudepoêma, 

in light Villa-Lobos’s desire to renounce traditional styles and forms. Yet this stretto occurs twice 

in the tableau, in addition to other repetitive musical material that resembles the third motive as 

well: 
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Figure 3-23: Rudepoêma, use of motivic stretto  

 

 

 The second half of the tableau repeats the left hand ostinato figuration from the previous 

section, although the intervallic relationship is slightly modified. This is another moment of 

musical development through separate tableaux that never occurs in Le Sacre du Printemps. 

More and more, the case against Villa-Lobos’s rejection of traditional compositional 

progressions is mounting. Additionally, the fact that there is a second half is an intriguing 

development, since most of Rudepoêma’s tableaux retain a single rhythmic ostinato or motivic 

focus. Certain tableaux in the piece function as a transition between two larger sections, as I have 

shown. But Villa-Lobos now creates this transitional function within a single tableau. This 

evolution of musical processes over many distinct sections is of critical importance when 

assessing the many unification procedures in the piece. Villa-Lobos chose tableau organization 

for Rudepoêma yet a discernible progression occurs as the work unfolds, a highly systematic 

emphasis on unification, development, and coherence. These principles all point to Villa-Lobos 

respecting musical tradition rather than abandoning it.  

 The second half of this tableau also evolves and expands the concept of hemiola. Here 

Villa-Lobos chooses to repeat one of the local melodic fragments from the twelfth tableau 



 
 

86 

instead of the primary motives from the beginning. This rhythmic treatment soon blossoms into 

one of the most characteristic aspects of Rudepoêma. The meter of this tableau is in 2/4, but the 

actual musical material in either hand is not in this meter at all. The left hand ostinato, which is a 

modification of the third motive and comprised of perpetual sixteenth notes, is a six-note pattern 

and thus conflicts rhythmically with the duple meter. The right hand thematic quotation is a 

theme that is in a compound 3/8 meter. Villa-Lobos indicates this by writing a series of dotted 

quarter notes in a row. The complicated result completely conceals any stable sense of meter for 

both audience and pianist:  

 
Figure 3-24: Rudepoêma, metrical ambiguity  

 

 This begs consideration as to why Villa-Lobos would compose the entire passage in this 

manner. It is a thoroughly confusing metrical juxtaposition, one that could be solved by writing 

the given example in a different meter, 3/8 in the current example. In many tableaux, the meter 

frequently changes. Furthermore, rapid metrical changes are a hallmark of Le Sacre du 

Printemps, one of Villa-Lobos’s primary influences while composing the work. Yet here he 

chose to retain the duple 2/4 meter, seemingly for no other reason than to continue the simple 
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metrical organization from earlier on in the tableau. Upon closer inspection, it appears that the 

resulting rhythmic distortions are more visually syncopated than acoustic. When listening to or 

performing this example, the theme is clearly heard in a 3/8 meter with no apparent rhythmic 

contradictions. The ostinato pattern in the left hand eventually evolves into the implied 3/8 

meter. One must ultimately choose a meter that best serves all of the contrasting patterns 

occurring within a single measure. The two available metrical choices, 3/8 and 2/4, favor only 

one of the hands’ patterns. Once the right hand begins its syncopated theme, a meter of 3/8 

would clearly favor the right hand melody and the left hand ostinato would have to change its 

notation. Villa-Lobos, though, retains the 2/4 meter yielding a series of dotted quarter notes in 

the right hand. As stated earlier, the right hand melody does not appear syncopated once played, 

and the ear eventually resolves any apparent rhythmical contradiction a few measures into the 

pattern. Only in the first measure, when the right hand begins its syncopated dotted quarter notes, 

is there a decisive metrical clash. But due to the extensive length of this right-hand theme, the 

supposedly syncopated meter soon becomes the perceived meter of the entire section. If Villa-

Lobos were to suddenly change the meter into 3/8 when the right hand motive begins, the 

ostinato pattern in the left hand would be somewhat obscured, ultimately resulting in cross-bar 

beams that do not frequently occur in Rudepoêma when rhythmic patterns are consistent. Villa-

Lobos does compose these figurations, but only when rhythmic patterns are changing in 

duration. The pianist in concert can assist in projecting this rhythmic complexity with physical 

cues, much like an orchestral conductor would do to make a hemiola clear to the ensemble. For 

the most part, the music preserves a seamless transition from one meter to the next, additional 

evidence that Villa-Lobos placed a high degree of importance on musical flow. It is only when 
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examining the score that this moment in the tableau fully emerges as a complex assortment of 

rhythmic superimpositions. 

 

Tableaux 16-17: Un peu moins, Muito animando 

 
 The following two tableaux are, like other groups in Rudepoêma, a fully integrated pairing 

sharing many musical traits. Only a brief cadenza separates the two. Each tableau continues the 

hemiola pattern that was developed in the previous section. The tonal center has now shifted 

from B-flat to D-flat and remains the fundamental pedal point until the arrival of the next section 

labeled Recapitulation. The entire musical character is one of ominous foreboding, of 

intensification to the second major climax in the piece. The significance of choosing a D-flat 

tonal center at this critical junction will be further analyzed below.  

 The sixteenth tableau begins with a lively dance rhythm in the left hand, exhibiting the 

same hemiola figuration as in the preceding section. However, the meter has now changed from 

2/4 to 6/4. Villa-Lobos makes the intended hemiola obvious to the pianist by placing accents on 

each of the lowest D-flat pitches, the second note being an offbeat of the 6/4 meter. The second 

half of the bar follows exactly the opposite rhythmic procedure, but creates a similar hemiola 

effect because the rhythm in the first half of the bar implies 6/8. The latter half of each bar 

returns to a duple 6/4, which is the current meter of the tableau, but it contrasts rhythmically with 

the first portion of each measure. Each measure in this tableau has two hemiola effects working 

against each other, continuing Villa-Lobos’s emphasis on superimposition at every level of the 

piece. An additional syncopation is added in the second half of each measure, where a tenor 

voice is heard on every offbeat, complicating the rhythm even further. When performing these 

intricate measures, one must decide which meter to emphasize. The pianist must decide whether 
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the hemiola in the first three beats should become the dominant meter in the second half of the 

measure, or whether it should remain a hemiola within the prevailing 6/4 meter. Each measure, 

no matter which meter the pianist ultimately chooses to highlight, will be affected by the 

sensation of a hemiola. This complicated rhythmic ostinato is depicted below: 

 
Figure 3-25: Rudepoêma, Un peu moins, metrical ambiguity, left hand

 

  
 The next four measures state the same melody as shown in Figure 3-25, using the same 

pitches. The question, again, is why Villa-Lobos chooses a meter in the above example that 

creates numerous metrical complications, instead of catering to the implied hemiola. One of the 

potential reasons for this choice may be the pattern repetitions, which would explain why the 

barlines in these two tableaux are where they are. The pattern, regardless of the meter, is a 

grouping of twelve eighth notes, so the barline may reflect this continuation throughout the 

examples. In Figure 3-24 the pattern would have to be rewritten entirely when the right hand 

theme enters in the next measure, so it appears Villa-Lobos opted to continue this pattern without 

any changes. The apparent rhythmic pattern in these measures, when considering the accented D-
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flat pitches, follows the pattern 3+3+2+2+2. Neither of the available meters can perfectly satisfy 

this pattern, so Villa-Lobos had to choose which hand should retain the element of pattern 

continuation. And he chose the left hand ostinato pattern over the right hand motive. In modern 

notation a composer would divide these measures into two separate ones, the first measure in 6/8 

and the second in 3/4. This would honor both rhythmic implications in the complete pattern. This 

type of metrical organization is something that Stravinsky frequently incorporated in Le Sacre du 

Printemps, but Villa-Lobos decided to retain larger, more complete groupings of patterns rather 

than breaking them up into smaller measures. 

 Because most of the tableaux in Rudepoêma appear to be highly controlled in terms of 

motivic repetition and rhythmic ostinatos, areas of harmonic ambiguity are most often reserved 

for cadential passages. When coupled with expansion into multi-stave piano writing, harmonic 

ambiguity and superimposition become principal features in these sections. The ensuing example 

contains two moments of harmonic complexity that will be analyzed in detail. The first occurs at 

the beginning of the cadenza. As is common in the numerous measures containing multiple 

staves, the lowest two staves are used to create a sustained, orchestral sonority with the aid of the 

damper pedal. Villa-Lobos creates modal contrast, which is a new type of superimposition in this 

cadenza. As seen in the example below, the left hand is comprised of two distinct harmonies 

played simultaneously. The first is an F-major seventh chord, heard in the lowest stave. Above 

this very clear harmony, a compelling contrast occurs in the form of an F-major dominant 

seventh chord. This jarring clash, even though both chords are derived from the same harmonic 

root, is escalated by the inclusion of a D-flat. This pitch addition is similar to principles in jazz 

harmony, where the fifth scale degree of a dominant chord is substituted for a minor submediant 

pitch a half step above it. These two opposing chords alter the expected harmonic resolution. The 
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lowest harmony suggests that the tonal area is F major, even with the major seventh pitch above 

it. The second harmony implies that the modified F-chord is a dominant harmony of a B-flat 

tonality. The differences here are minute but the harmonic implications alter completely by 

simply lowering a pitch by a half step:  

 
Figure 3-26: Rudepoêma, analysis of Furioso, downbeat harmony 

 

 Once the right hand begins its phrase in the upper two staves, another layer of harmonic 

complexity is added to the musical texture. Three separate harmonic events unfold from these 

two descending lines. The top line of the right hand is a series of octaves that descends in an 

ambiguous scalar fashion, similar to an octatonic collection. The first half is somewhat 

chromatic, and the second half is completely derived from the white key collection. When this 

rapid octave passage is simplified by removing all passing tones in between stronger beats, it 

forms a half-diminished chord centered around F-sharp. This is a substantial harmonic clash 
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against both left hand staves, whose tonal center is F. The second stave immediately below this 

octave figuration has even more ambiguity than the other three lines. If the four eighth-note 

chords are individually examined, two opposing scales are implied. The upper notes of the 

chords form an F major triad with an additional pitch D, though the result still retains a major 

triadic sonority. The lower pitches of this sequence form the exact same harmony, but are a half-

step above, with G-flat as its tonic. This is one of the most elaborate areas of harmonic 

combinations in Rudepoêma as shown in Figure 3-27 below:  

 
Figure 3-27: Rudepoêma, Furioso, complex harmonic layering in cadential passage 
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 The three measures that follow are the most remarkable harmonies in the piece, and 

contain an astounding amount of harmonic complexity. Even more fascinating is Villa-Lobos’s 

ability to compose such a dense harmonic area with only three staves of music, rather than the 

four staves used a few measures earlier. Figure 3-28 separates all six harmonic layers that 

comprise this unique cadential moment: 

 
Figure 3-28: Rudepoêma, various harmonic components in cadential passage 

 

 
  

 The first half of this measure is a combination of three different harmonic areas. The 

bottom chord is an F-minor triad, enharmonically respelled with a G-sharp instead of an A-flat. 

A B-major dominant seventh chord occurs in the lower half of the right hand stave, and above 
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this is a G-sharp pedal point that extends through this passage. This G-sharp pedal point is a 

direct repetition of the climactic moment in the fourth tableau, yet another example of how Villa-

Lobos binds tableau organization through various means. The final element in this measure is an 

A octave at the very bottom of the piano. The reason he places this particular pitch at the bottom 

of the entire harmony implies a tonal progression, which will be discussed further below.   

 The upper stave contains two radically different harmonies. The uppermost chord forms a 

G dominant seventh chord, and the three pitches below it are composed of quartal harmony. 

When every aspect of this harmonic accumulation is separated, it becomes evident that there are 

six tonal centers being simultaneously superimposed: F, B, A, G-sharp, quartal, and G. This 

collection contains the white and black-key bitonality that has been so prevalent in the piece, but 

the harmonic aggregate simply defies any proper means of description. This passage represents 

Villa-Lobos’s most sophisticated and orchestral moment in the piece. Very few moments in 

Rudepoêma, an already dissonant harmonic landscape, contain this level of complexity. Villa-

Lobos was not only expanding his harmonic realm far outside traditional tonality and harmony, 

but even outside the realm of bitonality. Pianists performing Rudepoêma from memory should be 

thankful that this harmonic daring is not more commonplace in the piece. 

 This tremendously complex passage seems to inhibit any sense of tonal center or 

progression, but careful analysis of this tableau reveals interesting tonal implications. Observing 

the motion of the left hand bass over the entire tableau conveys the following large-scale 

progression: D-flat, F, A, D-flat/C-sharp. When combined as a single harmony, this is an 

augmented chord built upon D-flat/C-sharp. This vertical harmonic result, perhaps at first 

appearing random or the result of unfolding improvisation, is in fact carefully selected to portray 

a tangible harmonic progression. Two important things occur at this moment in the piece. The 
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pitch D-flat/C-sharp is an ascent from the previous tableaux’s pedal points of G-sharp and B-flat. 

This heightens the emotional drama of the passage. An even more important function of this C-

sharp tonal center is to prepare the next section, which is a vitally important pillar in the overall 

architecture of Rudepoêma. Villa-Lobos brings back the F-sharp tonality once more at the very 

middle of the piece, and thus fosters the perception of recapitulation and return to a pedal point 

not heard since the beginning of the work. The tonal center in Un peu moins is thus a hidden 

dominant for Rudepoêma’s F-sharp tonal center, the central pedal point that carries a stronger 

impression of tonal hierarchy. The stepwise ascent in the bass in the course of the previous 

tableaux ceases once it arrives at this critical C-sharp pedal point. Even more important is the 

overall bass motion in this tableau: D-flat, F, A, C-sharp. This is an augmented variation of a 

dominant triad, abstract enough to be hidden but nevertheless implies the same harmonic 

progression. The feeling of a dominant harmony arriving to tonic in the next tableau is 

exceptionally clear. It is true that Villa-Lobos avoids most conventional harmonic and motivic 

devices at a surface level, but on closer inspection these progressions are deeply embedded 

within the structure of the piece. 
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SECTION THREE: RECAPITULATION 

 

Tableau 18-19: Moins, mais tres rythme, Un peu modere et grandeose  

 Villa-Lobos returns to the F-sharp tonal center, from the opening of Rudepoêma, through a 

vast exploration of contrasting pedal points and various musical characters. A secondary pedal 

point on D is written as a descant above in the right hand, and functions as an auxiliary tonal 

center. But this central section is important to the architecture of the entire piece, as it unifies its 

form; and this may be the reason why Villa-Lobos chooses to restate the original F-sharp tonal 

center at this moment in the work. The next time F-sharp is used as a tonal center is in the final 

section of the piece, perhaps to express a logical signal of closure in this organization of tableau. 

It also has the resemblance of an abstract, hybrid sonata form. This emphasis on motivic and 

tonal unification has been a central topic of discussion through this study. Rudepoêma contains 

strong ties to this overarching sonata-like construction through various musical processes. 

Returning to the tonal center of F-sharp directly in the middle of the composition, and repeating 

two of the primary motives used to organize the piece further strengthens this argument. Villa-

Lobos was playing both sides, creating a segmented composition while concurrently making it 

fully connected by numerous means.  

 This third large grouping of tableaux begins by incorporating a number of musical features 

that have evolved in the previous sections, notably metrical ambiguity through hemiolas. The 

bottom two staves in this tableau continue the rhythmic pattern described earlier in Figure 3-24, 

but with a few more specific features that clarify why Villa-Lobos chose to notate the tableau 

this way. In the previous example, the metrical pattern was 3+3+2+2+2. In the current tableau, 

this metrical subdivision of the measure changes slightly, but with serious implications. In this 
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modified ostinato pattern, the metrical pattern changes to 3+3+4+2. The grouping of individual 

beats into four separate groups is likely the primary reason why Villa-Lobos chose to notate the 

passage in a 6/4 meter. The pattern itself, twelve eighth-notes in length, already determines 

where the bar lines will be and the only choice is whether or not to represent this pattern as a 6/4 

or 12/8 meter. As observed earlier, each metrical choice is better suited to only one of the hands. 

The left-hand pattern becomes rhythmically unintelligible when using a 12/8 meter, even though 

6/4 is not the best possible alternative. It is simply the better option of the two. Since Villa-Lobos 

was conscious of limiting the number of barlines in a complete rhythmic pattern, he did not 

notate the tableau with multiple metrical changes. The right hand theme is far better notated 

using a 12/8 meter. As can be seen in the duplication of this pattern below, the right hand melody 

can still be faithful to its implied rhythmic organization by placing it in a 6/4 meter. In terms of 

notation, it is also far easier to notate a duple meter using compound rhythms, than to duple 

notate a compound meter. This may be the reason Villa-Lobos chose to compose the tableau in 

this manner:  

 
Figure 3-29: Rudepoêma, left hand rhythmic pattern 
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 Figure 3-30 displays the result of composing this excerpt in 12/8 instead of 6/4:  

 
Figure 3-30: Rudepoêma, rhythmic pattern rewritten in 12/8 meter 

 

 The first half of the measure is better expressed in a 12/8 meter, but the latter part of the 

measure is where the rhythms become confusing. The way it is notated above in Figure 3-29, 

while not perfect, is certainly a better option than the version depicted immediately above.  

 The beautiful theme that is accompanied by this rhythmic ostinato discussed above is the 

most extended melodic moment in the entire work. It is also a newly composed theme, with little 

resemblance to the original three motives that bind Rudepoêma together. In fact this is one of the 

few moments in the entire piece that could be labeled overtly lyrical, and almost romantic in 

character. Musically speaking it is a complete change from all of the energetic and percussive 

music that led to this tableau, especially the enormous climax that appeared two measures prior 

to this new section. The whole composition was intended to be a musical photograph of Artur 

Rubinstein, and this melodic moment may very well pay homage to Rubinstein’s greatest 

achievement, namely his recordings of the works of Frederic Chopin, whose music is highly 

lyrical. This tableau has a unique musical character that evokes the melancholy of Chopin’s 

melodies: 
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Figure 3-31: Rudepoêma, tableau 18, primary melodic phrases in right hand

 

  
 As this example shows, the consequent phrase of this eight-measure theme is identical to 

the first, transposed a whole step above the original melodic line. The theme bears little tangible 

relation to the three opening motives, due to the scope of its lyrical qualities, but it has two slight 

connections to the first and third motives. The first is the total range that these separate motives 

share—a fourth. The notation in Figure 3-30 includes an E-sharp, which makes the theme appear 

to span a fifth, but with an enharmonic substitution the range appears as a fourth or augmented 

fourth for both sets of phrases. Furthermore, the second and third primary motives conclude a 

third below their starting pitches. Yet even with these subtle connections to the opening, this 

lyrical theme stands on its own as a beautiful musical contrast.  

 This haunting theme is repeated once more in its entirety, but is briefly interrupted by a 

powerful cadential section that has a somewhat militaristic character. The interruptive quality 

cannot be overstated. It emerges suddenly, and the music immediately returns to the consequent 

phrase of the melody without transition. In order to avoid being labeled too much of a romantic 

in this beautiful tableau, it is possible that Villa-Lobos inserts this bombastic cadenza. He again 

uses the octave glissando technique in this brief outburst, which brings unity to these contrasting 

tableaux. 
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 The recapitulation of Rudepoêma ensues immediately after the consequent phrase of this 

theme, and the transition between them is nearly unnoticeable. Villa-Lobos ensures that there is 

no doubt as to his musical and structural intentions in creating this recapitulation. In every prior 

instance where primary motives were utilized, a single theme or melodic fragments of this theme 

appears. In this tableau, Villa-Lobos reestablishes what happens in the third measure of the work. 

The first two motives are heard together with new musical material, which creates an overall 

sense of musical evolution and development. It is a return to opening material, but the music has 

evolved over the course of numerous tableaux; thus it is not a direct replica of the opening bars. 

A few of the melodic notes in the second motive have been slightly altered from the original, but 

the feeling of structural return is still abundantly clear: 

 
Figure 3-32: Rudepoêma, recapitulation of tonal center and motives 

 

 Other predominant musical elements of the piece appear in this recapitulation, including 

the emphasis on white and black key superimposition in the fourth beat of Figure 3-32. Over a 

tonal center of F-sharp, the entire right hand is composed entirely from the white key pitch 

collection. Additionally, the rapid arpeggio in the final beat of this measure above is a pattern of 

ascending fourths, thereby combining two main musical features into one gesture. The return to 

an F-sharp tonal center is relatively brief, for the music rapidly intensifies in preparation for a 
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new pedal point in the subsequent section. During these measures of increasing tension, the left 

hand retains the rhythmic ostinato of the previous section, another example of cross-tableaux 

continuation. The B pedal point that was featured during the brief militaristic interruption in the 

previous tableaux is the final bass pitch before the tableau changes. This in effect becomes the 

dominant harmony for the new tonal center of E in the next tableau. Villa-Lobos often avoids 

most elements of tonal center repetition or harmonic progression over subsequent tableaux, but 

these underlying procedures still appear within Rudepoêma’s abstract musical texture. 

 

Tableau 20-21: Très anime, Moins Anime 

 The final two tableaux that constitute the Recapitulation section bring this larger group to a 

percussive and resounding close. Villa-Lobos was conscientious about creating maximum 

textural contrast and balance in the piece, as well as frequent variation in musical character. As 

the work unfolds through the progression of tableaux, Villa-Lobos tends to blend individual 

sections together through various means more often. Some of these transitions are almost 

imperceptible. The Recapitulation section includes a number of these moments, far more than in 

earlier tableau junctions where the transformation is more jarring. The gradual evolution of more 

streamlined transitions is an interesting architectural feature in the piece, illustrating how 

effective Villa-Lobos is at handling large-scale musical structure and flow.  

 The twentieth tableau, Très anime, begins with a lively rhythmic pattern that becomes the 

pervasive ostinato through the entire section. This rhythm material appears to be influenced by 

Stravinsky’s Petrushka. In particular, the ostinato seems inspired by the famous ‘Russian Dance’ 

from the ballet’s first scene: 
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Figure 3-33: Stravinsky, Petrushka, Russian Dance37 

 

 
 Its emphasis on white-key diatonicism and folk rhythms is similar to Villa-Lobos’s usage 

in this current tableau, for the entire right hand passage in this section is composed using the 

same pitch collection: 

 

 

 
                                                
37 Stravinsky, Pétrouchka, 59. 
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Figure 3-34: Rudepoêma, rhythmic similarities to Petrushka 

 

  

While Le Sacre du Printemps may have had a more direct influence on the piece, both 

structurally and in terms of character, the example depicted above attests to the influence of 

Petrushka as well.  

 Unlike the previous tableau, which contains instances of complete motivic usage, Villa-

Lobos returns to thematic fragmentation in this section. A three-note motive is heard four times 

in the alto voice of the right hand in the second excerpt of Figure 3-35. This is reminiscent of the 

opening motive of the piece, also displayed below, even though the later motivic fragment 

eliminates the final note of the original theme: 
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Figure 3-35: Rudepoêma, original motive and repetition in twentieth tableau 

 

 
 The concept of motivic repetition continues to be a prevalent component of Rudepoêma’s 

architectural framework, even when Villa-Lobos uses smaller melodic fragments. What often 

seems to be a new motive in later tableaux is actually truncated or a slightly modified version of 

the opening three themes.  

 The final tableau of the Recapitulation section continues the Petrushka-like rhythmic 

ostinato and its emphasis on the white key pitch collection. Soon Villa-Lobos superimposes 

black and white keys—another musical characteristic associated with the ballet, and which has 

been a critical part of Rudepoêma’s harmonic language. The tonal pedal point in the tableau 

ascends from E to A-flat, thus preparing the harmonic clash between black and white in each 

hand. A brilliant cadenza showcases this pattern, while also adding remnants of quartal harmony 

to the figuration: 
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Figure 3-36: Rudepoêma, Animé, bitonality in cadential pattern 

 

  
 The coda that follows this cadenza is almost entirely built on quartal harmony, and 

bitonality persists through the contrast between white-key pitches in the right hand, and a 

temporary C-sharp/D-flat pedal point low in the bass. The arrival of C-sharp as a tonal center 

immediately suggests a return to the principal F-sharp pedal point in the piece, as it did earlier 

via a dominant-to-tonic progression. Villa-Lobos alludes to the tonal implications of this pedal 

point, but instead resolves to a final tonal center on D—a pitch that has assumed dominant 

function now acquires a leading tone function. Both concepts are traditional harmonic 

procedures, and the stepwise ascent from C-sharp to D emphasizes his fixation on effective 

counterpoint. 

 One subtle example of fragment repetition occurs right at the end of the tableau. A 

percussive rhythmic pattern is repeated multiple times before a final crescendo, but this is not a 

new ostinato or harmony at all. It is a direct quotation from the twelfth tableau in nearly identical 

form: 
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Figure 3-37: Rudepoêma, rhythmic and motivic repetition in two contrasting tableaux 

 

 

  
 The conclusion of the Recapitulation section ends in the opposite way as the beginning of 

the Development. The Development began after an enormous climax, while the Recapitulation 

ends by dissolving into total silence. This provides a symmetrical balance between sectional 

transitions. Villa-Lobos remains ever conscious of proportion and contrast, even through a 

segmented tableau structure. The attention to cohesiveness and organic musical progression is 

surprising considering his apparent avoidance of traditional methods of composition.  
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SECTION FOUR: SLOW MOVEMENT 

 

Tableaux 22-24: Modéré presque lent, Moins, Andante un poco tranquillo   

 This fourth section in Rudepoêma is three tableaux in duration, much shorter than the 

preceding sectional groupings. The final Coda also contains only three tableaux. Sensitivity to 

structural proportion is a high priority for Villa-Lobos. The gradual shortening of broad sections 

provides a sense of urgency and forward momentum, a true “drive to the cadence.”  While unity 

and coherence are important to Villa-Lobos in designing the matrix-like connective tissue in the 

piece, so too is the feeling of endless and inevitable propulsion towards the final climax on the 

last page of the work. 

 While there may be only three tableaux in the Slow Movement, the decreased metronome 

marking ensures that the overall proportion does not suffer too much imbalance. More 

importantly, audience and pianist are given a moment of respite after so many dramatic episodes. 

This provides emotional contrast against a backdrop of almost constant musical intensity. The 

pianist in this tableau should maintain a slower tempo, with no sudden crescendos and 

accelerations, so the structural needs and emotional contrast of this particular tableau will be 

more effective. This also makes the final pages of Rudepoêma seem even more startling and 

powerful, in addition to providing the pianist with a chance to physically and mentally recover 

before the climactic finale. The stagnation of forward motion in the opening part of this Slow 

Movement seems designed to counteract the large amount of acceleration and forward motion 

that has preceded it. Musical pacing is an important component for the performer throughout the 

piece, especially in terms of gauging accurate tempo changes to make the various Momentum 

Formulas. But the Slow Movement demands absolute regulation of tempo in order to create 
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enormous contrast with all of the more chaotic, spontaneous-sounding music surrounding it. 

When performing such a tremendously difficult work such as Rudepoêma, it is quite challenging 

to remove an internal sense of drama and momentum if one has been completely submerged in 

this emotional realm for fifteen minutes. Yet sensitivity to this facet of musical pacing can create 

a more meaningful performance, and thus prepare an even stronger climax in the final moments 

of the piece.  

 The section begins with an ostinato at the softest dynamic of the entire work. Villa-Lobos 

instructs the performer to execute this passage très lié et murmuré, or “very connected and 

whispered.” The sonic landscape that this haunting passage creates is an immense change from 

the louder, percussive, and more detached sonorities than comprise most of Rudepoêma. This 

murmur in the middle register of the piano is markedly different than the two additional sound 

layers in other parts of the keyboard range. As seen in Figure 3-38, the A tonal center is executed 

at a mezzo-forte dynamic, significantly louder than the quiet ostinato in the middle texture. This 

is to combat the natural decay of piano sound, and to enhance the perception of sustained pedal 

point texture in the bass. The mixture of these two sound layers is an extraordinary acoustical 

event. The motivic fragment is stated in the third measure with an unexpected fortissimo 

dynamic. This separation of multiple sound layers in the piano texture characterizes Villa-

Lobos’s symphonic approach to the piano and its sonority. It is also another technical challenge 

the pianist must overcome in order to make these three layers sound clear: 
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Figure 3-38: Rudepoêma, contrasting sound layers 

 

  
 This melodic fragment in the right hand passage is derived from the previous tableau, 

which is itself a modification of the first opening motive. This is chief example of how Villa-

Lobos connects the thematic content of a particular tableau to both the beginning motivic 

material, and to surrounding melodic material for a more organic whole.  This motivic fragment 

is repeated twice, and evolves into a newly-composed melody similar to the theme used in the 

opening of the Recapitulation section. The unfolding of this new melodic material transpires 

while three distinct layers of sound are maintained. The blossoming of this melodic material 

occurs after a scalar descent in the right hand, and eventually the original motivic fragment 

returns. The disparate sound layers continue for a number of measures until Villa-Lobos begins 

an exciting buildup of musical tension, effectively a localized Momentum Formula that erupts 

directly into the next tableau. This crescendo is rhapsodic in appearance, but two associations 

with music heard previously occur. The onset of this dramatic section, labeled un peu plus, is 

based on the new thematic line that emerged earlier in the tableau. These two separate moments 

are shown in Figure 3-39: 
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Figure 3-39: Rudepoêma, motivic continuation in adjacent tableaux 

 

 

 This motivic fragment is not only transformed later on in the tableau, but it becomes the 

rhythmic ostinato that drives the music forward. The second reference takes place in the 

descending cadential flourish that shifts directly into the next tableau. This brilliantly virtuosic 

moment is a repetition of the very first cadenza of the piece, although Villa-Lobos slightly alters 

some of the pitch content for the sake of musical variety here: 
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Figure 3-40: Rudepoêma, similarities in divergent cadenzas 

 

 

 The left hand passagework is nearly identical in both examples, and Villa-Lobos fills in the 

right hand with additional chords on each of the sixteenth notes in the descending scale. In both 

examples above, the element of bitonal black and white superimposition is present, but 

somewhat shrouded due to the flurry of notes. In both cadenzas the left hand simultaneously 

outlines a pentatonic scale with both the black and white key collections. The right hand also 

alternates between black and white keys in both examples.  

 The second tableau in this group immediately emerges following the cadenza described 

above. This entire section has a vigorous sense of arrival that recalls the first Momentum 
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Formula’s climax in the tenth tableau. The rapid sextuplet pattern that was an aspect of suspense 

and buildup of tension in the preceding section transforms into the new ostinato pattern for the 

entire tableau. Villa-Lobos introduces a completely new motivic fragment that soon becomes the 

rhythmic pattern for the next tableau’s ostinato:  

 
Figure 3-41: Rudepoêma, motivic continuation and transformation 

 

 Villa-Lobos includes the three-note motivic fragment stated at the beginning of the Slow 

Movement in the final tableau. This assists in fostering the perception of a ternary structure 

between these three individual tableaux. Furthermore, the ostinato described above transforms 

the musical texture in this final tableau into a reminiscence of the haunting opening of the Slow 

Movement. This rhythmic pattern is also an interesting harmonic progression, using chords that 

are often found in jazz composed around the same time as Rudepoêma. The first harmony is a 
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hexachord of ascending thirds and the second is a major dominant ninth chord. The wide spacing 

between intervals somewhat hides the harmonic foundation on ascending thirds: 

 
Figure 3-42: Rudepoêma, original harmonic voicings, and tertiary foundation 

 

 

 This pattern evolves into a new pair of ostinato harmonies, whose pitches are almost 

exclusively derived from the whole-tone scale. This ostinato continues for quite some time until 

the music dissolves into silence, much like the ending of the Recapitulation section. The final 

harmony of this tableau is an intriguing combination of various constituents. While it is just a 

single chord, there are a total of five distinct harmonic implications occurring simultaneously, an 

amazing feat of compositional ingenuity. The example below separates all five of these various 

harmonies: 
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Figure 3-43: Rudepoêma, analysis of various harmonic components   

 

 
  
 A similar level of harmonic complexity occurs in the three measures immediately before 

the final chord, as displayed in the figure below. Six harmonies are proceed over the perpetual 

ostinato rhythm. It is the combination of these chords with the motivic fragment that creates such 

an intricate harmonic result. Figure 3-44 depicts these six chords below. The sequence begins in 

the third measure of the excerpt: 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 

115 

Figure 3-44: Rudepoêma, original harmonies, and outlined tertiary foundation  

 

 

 
 Villa-Lobos retains the wide chordal spacing in these harmonies as he has throughout the 

entire tableau, and in this example each hand moves in an expanded contrary motion. The bottom 

analysis depicts the ascending sequence of thirds in each vertical harmony, although Villa-Lobos 
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chooses to write a few of the chords in a different inversion for voice-leading purposes in the 

bass. Though each harmony is itself comprised of ascending thirds, he does not employ 

traditional harmonic progressions to the music itself. Although they appear to leap downwards in 

Figure 3-44, the final two chords in the right hand actually retain the same ascending pattern, just 

at a lower range, likely for acoustical reasons. The first three harmonies possess elements of the 

bitonal superimposition heard in most tableaux throughout the piece. The stave below depicts the 

location of each pitch as a collection of ascending thirds, clearly showing how complicated some 

of these harmonies are.  

 

Tableau 25: Très animé 

 This brief section is a bridge between the final two groupings of tableaux in the piece. 

Based on its transitional nature, this tableau can be considered part of either section. It is 

included in the Slow Movement because of its relationship with the Coda. The tableau following 

Très animé has a sense of arrival, due to the dynamic restatement of musical material not heard 

since the Recapitulation section. It also begins the final intensification into complete musical 

chaos. Très animé is effectively a prelude to this massive return of fundamental musical 

components, preparing the most important recapitulation in the entire composition.  

 The rapid ascent from the bottom of the keyboard range begins almost as softly as the 

previous tableau ends. But like so many other moments in Rudepoêma, Villa-Lobos does not let 

audience or pianist rest in solace for very long. In the short span of only eight measures, the 

dynamic range increases from a muted pianissimo to a dramatic fortississimo before the arrival 

of the Coda section. This virtuosic passage is another example of hemiola used in the piece. Even 

though this pattern is written with two groups of sextuplets in a 2/4 meter, the hemiola 
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subdivides these into three groups of sixteenth notes, effectively creating a 3/4 metrical pattern. 

The pianist executing this passage has to decide which metrical grouping to adhere to, either the 

written score or to the hemiola. Unlike the previous hemiolas, Villa-Lobos provides no specific 

clues in the form of accents and rinforzandos to make clear what his metrical intentions are in 

performing this cadential passage: 

 
Figure 3-45: Rudepoêma, metrical ambiguity in cadential passage 

 

 This sequence is constructed using a series of repeated descending figures in the right 

hand, and a mirror image of this pattern in the left hand. The bottom half of this ascent is 

composed entirely out of the white key collection, and the right hand has an even division 

between black and white keys. The bar lines separate each complete hemiola pattern from one 

another, and each portion of this ascending sequence is repeated a perfect fifth above the 

preceding one. The hands begin a perfect fourth apart for each hemiola pattern, but this 

eventually breaks down as the music intensifies. Figure 3-46 shows the sequential pattern, taken 

from the musical excerpt seen previously in Figure 3-45: 
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Figure 3-46: Rudepoêma, voice-leading analysis of passage in Figure 3-45 

 
  

 The two remaining parts of this sequence are formed with each hemiola grouping outlining 

either a D-major ascending scale in the right hand, or a D-major Lydian scale incorporating the 

modified G-sharp pitch. Villa-Lobos returns to quartal harmony, not only in the interval 

relationship between the hands at the start of each hemiola pattern, but also in the final four 

chords heard before the Coda. Each of these four chords in the right hand is constructed from 

quartal harmonies derived from the white key pitch collection, and the progression is illustrated 

in Figure 3-47, beginning in the third measure of the excerpt: 
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Figure 3-47: Rudepoêma, voice-leading analysis of harmonic sequence 

 

 

 
 Even though the right hand passage in Rudepoêma is descending quickly through the range 

of the piano, the pattern is nevertheless a stepwise ascending one. Villa-Lobos connects each 

harmony through a common tone, as reproduced in the second half of the example above. This is 

precisely how the chords are able to sound organically connected even within such disjunct 

leaping motions. What is most impressive about this brief tableau is how successfully Villa-

Lobos is able to create such tension and dynamic power with very little musical material. Earlier 

representations of the Momentum Formula intensified over numerous tableaux, creating a longer 

duration of suspense and emotional buildup. Each consecutive instance of this formula begins to 

shorten in duration, but still fulfill the dramatic emphasis of escalation towards climactic 

moments. Not only is this evidence of a strong awareness of long-term architectural proportion, 

but Villa-Lobos also makes a strong emotional statement by shortening tableaux and their 

musical processes. The closer one gets to absolute chaos the more accelerated the music 
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becomes, similar to the effects of helplessly revolving around a whirlpool as one approaches the 

center. The overall narrative of the piece involves order progressing to disorder, and subsequent 

re-order that begins the whole process once again. Ceaseless inevitability is the underlying 

emotion that guides Rudepoêma forward without pause until the cataclysmic conclusion. 
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SECTION FIVE: CODA 

 

Tableau 26: Large et violent 

 The penultimate tableau in Rudepoêma is the largest climactic arrival in the entire piece, 

and includes the final use of F-sharp as a tonal center. Villa-Lobos limits the return of this 

particular pedal point in order to create a clearly distinguishable arc over multiple tableaux, in 

the hybrid sonata form that has been fully uncovered from extensive analysis. The F-sharp tonal 

center is only heard in three places during the piece: the beginning of the Exposition, the middle 

of the Recapitulation, and in the first tableau of the Coda. This latent ternary structure 

successfully binds the entire work together, despite the persistent infusion of improvisatory 

musical materials. Regardless of how many opposing tonal centers are heard in between these 

structural pillars, the calculated return of this F-sharp pedal point at crucial structural points 

maintains the perception of a large-scale, abstract sonata form.  

 To make this unification process even more substantial, Villa-Lobos restates the first two 

opening motives in both the previous Recapitulation and in this current tableau. The second 

motive appears in the right hand as powerful octaves, and the theme now lasts eight measures 

through the use of melodic augmentation. The first motive is heard in the left hand, as it was 

previously, repeated twice. Villa-Lobos changes the G-natural to G-sharp in this theme, altering 

the Phyrgian quality that defined the entire opening tableau. Minor modifications to the original 

intervallic progression occur, but both themes are clear recapitulations both in form and function: 
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Figure 3-48: Rudepoêma, original motives, and altered motives below in Coda 

 
 

 The immensity of this recapitulation is bolstered by a frenetic accompaniment in the 

middle texture of the piano. The harmonic foundation of these rapid chords corresponds to two 

of the main musical features in Rudepoêma. The right hand chords are all constructed from 

quartal harmonies and almost always derived from the white key pitch collection, as well as the 

outermost pitches in the left hand chords. The left hand chords fluctuate between purely quartal 

harmonies and occasional triadic construction. Villa-Lobos’s intentions for including brief 

alterations to a pure pattern are unknown, but it has been suggested earlier in the study that he 

may have prevented exact repetition occasionally for a tongue-in-cheek rebellion against 

sequential perfection. Another possibility is that these minor changes happen due to the 

improvisational musical character of the composition. The middle pitch of these chords in the 

left hand is taken from the pentatonic collection of black keys to create the frequently used 

bitonal combination: 
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Figure 3-49: Rudepoêma, quartal and bitonal elements in musical texture 

 

  
 This captivating tableau is a summation of all of Rudepoêma’s substantial musical 

processes. Motivic repetition, the return of a tonal center without typical tonal hierarchical 

qualities, quartal harmonic language, and bitonal superimpositions are all synchronously 

displayed right at the very end of the piece as a sort of compositional aggregate, binding all the 

disparate musical ideas and procedures into a single entity. Villa-Lobos intensifies this already 

breathtaking section with a crescendo that unleashes a furious final tableau, the true coda of the 

entire work. 

 Much like the pacing in the latter half of the piece, this final tableau is an unceasing 

whirlwind, driving the work to a colossal close. An interesting twist is how Villa-Lobos leaves 

the F-sharp tonal center for the final tableau, opting instead for a C-sharp pedal point. Tonally 

speaking, this C-sharp functions as the dominant of F-sharp. What is curious is that the roles are 

reversed in these final two tableaux. F-sharp is the most prevalent of all the various tonal centers 

in the piece, so one would assume that Villa-Lobos would conclude the work with this pedal 

point. He employs a more traditional emphasis on dominant-to-tonic tonal motion as he 

approaches the Recapitulation section where the F-sharp pedal point is used again. The C-sharp 
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bass preceded this electrifying arrival, but this expected tonal progression has now been reversed 

at the end of the piece. Why this is so remains subject to debate, though it would not be outside 

the realm of possibility that Villa-Lobos decided to intentionally avoid traditional tonal 

procedures by reversing these progressions right at the end. Regardless, the latter tonal center 

begins the episode but gradually loses control over the harmonic substructure until the powerful 

final chords. Villa-Lobos instructs the pianist to play the final four chords using the fist of the 

left hand. When coupled with the damper pedal, the result of these astonishing strikes creates a 

unique and thunderous sonority. This musical evolution, from stability to complete chaos, is an 

aesthetic Villa-Lobos has been developing throughout the entire piece. What better manner in 

which to illustrate this focal point than having the pianist produce a sonority, and a visual effect, 

that would have stunned the first audience, and still astounds audiences today.  

 Villa-Lobos continues the rapid ostinato tremolo that comprised the middle texture of the 

preceding tableau. This alternation unfolds all the way until the final crashing chords in the 

bottom of the piano. Additionally, the superimposition of white and black pitches continues 

between the hands as well as within each harmony of the right hand: 
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Figure 3-50: Rudepoêma, black and white superimposition in musical texture 
 

 

 
 

 While this feverish ostinato unfolds, Villa-Lobos states the third principal theme of the 

piece repeatedly, starting with two modified iterations on white keys and then primarily focusing 

on the pentatonic black key collection for the remainder of the tableau: 
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Figure 3-51: Rudepoêma, black-key restatement of third motive, left hand 

 

 This completes a full restatement of all three principal motives used in Rudepoêma, and in 

their original order. This parallel unfolding of thematic material on either side of the piece 

underscores the abstract sonata-form structural foundation through these five sections, both 

thematically and tonally.  

 The final pages echo the emotional scheme of the Momentum Formula by using a 

continuous crescendo until the very end, even though the actual tempo does not accelerate during 

the tableau. A pianist performing Rudepoêma can convincingly depict the feeling of a 

Momentum Formula by gradually accelerating the tempo until a maximum speed is reached in 

the final few measures. The entire tableau has the semblance of a drawn-out cadenza due to its 

rapid and unrelenting virtuosic passagework that traverses the entire range of the piano. This 

creates a sense of inevitability towards the unavoidable chaos that these final measures embody. 

The main emotional thrust of the entire piece, from the subdued opening tableau to the final 
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moments, is continuous intensification. Maurice Ravel’s famous Bolero, or the lengthy first 

movement crescendo in Dmitri Shostakovich’s Seventh Symphony, mirror this type of perpetual 

intensification. The arrow of emotional buildup, however varied throughout the course of 

twenty-seven unique tableaux, only points towards one inescapable musical and emotional 

outcome.  

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 



 
 

128 

CONCLUSION 
  

 
THE LEGACY OF RUDEPOÊMA 

 
 
 Rudepoêma remains Villa-Lobos’s crowning achievement in piano composition, and 

perhaps the greatest piano work in the canon of South American music. Through the 

combination of tableau organization and tangible threads of musical unification at every level, 

Villa-Lobos creates a hybrid structure that echoes classical sonata form. This choice not only 

binds the work together architecturally, but, paradoxically, contradicts the fragmentation of 

tableau structure composition as seen in Stravinsky’s Le Sacre du Printemps, and Villa-Lobos’s 

own rebellious avoidance of traditional form. While a few of these musical unifications are 

somewhat obvious to the casual listener, such as the return of the three primary motives heard in 

architecturally significant moments throughout, most of the other motivic, harmonic, tonal, and 

rhythmic relationships are disguised beneath a seemingly improvisatory musical character and 

structure. In fact, Rudepoêma is a highly unified work, far more traditional than Villa-Lobos 

would ever likely admit to. Even in his most experimental and complex work for solo piano, he 

retains all the musical processes that comprise the classical canon: motivic unification, tonal 

return, musical development and recapitulation, and architectural proportion. The principal aim 

of this study has sought to reveal the hybrid structural nature of Rudepoêma, and to prove that 

Villa-Lobos was as traditional in his approach as he was unique.  

 The question of Rudepoêma’s legacy and place in the great literature of twentieth-century 

piano composition is an intriguing and necessary one to ask. Due to its unique structure, highly 

virtuosic language, and overall dramatic character, the piece should be heard and programmed 

far more often than it currently is. In the last twenty years, many more prominent pianists have 
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been championing the work, including the virtuoso Marc-André Hamelin. In 2011, I asked Mr. 

Hamelin about Rudepoêma’s legacy, and his response is transcribed below: 

 The work has never had a famous “big-name” exponent; Rubinstein himself only ever 
 played it a couple of times — as I'm sure you know, he reportedly didn’t like it very much 
 — and when a work is not adequately promoted, it has every chance of dying a slow 
 death. One could argue that Horowitz’s championing of Rachmaninoff’s Second Sonata 
 did not have an immediate effect on other pianists’ repertoire, but the work did finally 
 emerge from obscurity, to the point where we are now saturated with it. I think that 
 Barber’s sonata would have had to endure a very slow climb without Horowitz’s 
 advocacy. What is needed is someone with enough persuasive power to show everyone 
 else that it’s “ok” to play these pieces.38 
  
 Marc-André Hamelin has certainly been an artist with more than enough persuasive power 

to inspire many other pianists, including me, to learn and perform Rudepoêma all around the 

world. Social media and YouTube have positively affected the dissemination of the piece; the 

word “Rudepoêma” typed into a YouTube search query at the time of this writing contains more 

than 1,060 videos, including many individual performances by pianists around the world. Piano 

compositions occasionally have a rapid rise to prominence in the repertoire of performing artists, 

often contingent on the conditions that Mr. Hamelin outlined above. A more typical process is a 

gradual inclusion into the canon of performing literature, and the work is currently experiencing 

a rising trend that will hopefully continue for years to come.  

 As Rudepoêma continues to emerge from within the enormous oeuvre of Villa-Lobos’s 

prodigious compositional output, more analytical focus on the piece will take place. A number of 

relevant discussions outside the realm of this current study will shed important light on its 

distinct musical features. In particular, a comprehensive examination of various Brazilian folk 

music influences would better aid the performer and listener in identifying harmonic and 

rhythmic patterns that lie outside any European models. Villa-Lobos traveled through Brazil in 

                                                
38 Marc-André Hamelin, email interview to author, June 1, 2011. 
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his early years, absorbing regional folk music and blending it with his own musical style and 

aesthetics. Incorporating knowledge of specific origins of folk music in Rudepoêma will deepen 

an overall understanding of its unique and varied landscape. The breadth of folk music in Brazil, 

both modern and ancient genres, is so vast that an entire thesis on this topic would be required 

for a complete discussion as it relates to the work.  

 Villa-Lobos also created an orchestrated version of the piece in 1932 for an extensive 

orchestral ensemble. As Eero Tarasti states, “When one compares the piano version of 

Rudepoêma to the orchestral arrangement made by the composer himself, one can only be 

amazed at how ‘orchestral’ the piano work already is.”39 Rarely performed and recorded, study 

of this score allows the pianist to hear the various symphonic sonorities in the piano writing 

realized by an orchestral ensemble. A comprehensive analysis of the entire orchestrated version 

is outside the scope of this particular study, but a future comparative analysis would prove useful 

to aspiring performers and audiences eager to more effectively grasp the complex musical 

language of the piece. As the original version of Rudepoêma gains popularity among pianists and 

audiences, the symphonic rendition deserves to be known and performed in concert around the 

world.  Figure 4-1 below is a duplication of the first page of Villa-Lobos’s manuscript copy of 

Rudepoêma as an orchestrated work: 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                
39 Tarasti, 266.  
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Figure 4-1: Rudepoêma, orchestral version, page one40 

 

 The issue of performance practice is also a compelling and important. There are frequent 

passages in the piece that demand specific techniques, and in certain instances the pianist must 

utilize unusual physical solutions to better execute particular virtuoso passages. Technical 

considerations are only one facet of this performance practice issue. Interpretative considerations 

also are important when considering how to prepare Rudepoêma for live performance. As has 

been discussed throughout the course of this study, the tableaux structure is a fundamental aspect 

of the piece and thus it demands due attention in terms of interpretation. Issues such as the 

proportions of tempos between tableaux, sensitivity to dynamics in order to better enhance the 
                                                

40 Gil Jardim, O Estilo Antropofágico de Heitor Villa-Lobos (São Paulo, Brasil: Edição 
Philharmonia Brasileira, 2005), 71. 
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semblance of the Momentum Formula, and making the recurring motivic and rhythmic patterns 

become audible to the listener are all valuable to the performer. When a pianist is fully equipped 

with a deeper knowledge of a piece of music, it is far easier to convey the principal musical and 

emotional materials of the work to an audience; this in turn aids in a more successful 

performance. For a piece as dazzling and complex as Rudepoêma, both performer and audience 

member benefit from a deeper understanding of how the piece is held together and what musical 

processes occur at every layer of construction. An audience hearing a performance of the work 

for the first time should be able to understand the piece for what it is: a dramatic and abstract 

tone poem, virtuosic in character, that has the initial appearance of an improvisatory tableau, but 

on closer inspection is a highly connected work showing traditional musical organization. Heitor 

Villa-Lobos, the outspoken musical rebel, is playing both sides by using traditional procedures in 

a fragmented architectural design. But the end result is a unique and powerful composition: the 

Brazilian Rite of Spring. 
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