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My understanding of measures 25-33 as a transition section can be mainly supported by 

four aspects: this section introduces the key signature that will be used in the B section, where 

Villa-Lobos explores the contrast between black keys and white keys chords. The new key 

signature is presented in a smooth way, for it being the parallel major (fact that shows its 

relation to both part A and part B).  The tempo indication is also a transition between sections 

A and B – Villa-Lobos’ marking for this section is un peu animé (a little faster), and for the B 

section is movement de marche, modérée (tempo of moderate march).  Also, the rhythmic 

ostinato used in this transition section is at the same point melting the rhythmic pattern in A, as 

the same time as introducing the accentuation of the rhythmic patter of B.  Finally, the B 

section’s melody highlights the interval of ascending 3rds, and this transition section highlights 

also the interval of 3rd, but descending; so, the interval presented is associated with the B 

section, but its motion is connected still to the A section. 

 
Figure 5-5 Exemplification of the rhythmic relations between ostinatos of part A, 

transition, and part B 
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Figure 5-6 Exemplification of the intervals of descending 2nd on sections A, descending 3rd 

on transition section, and ascending 3rd on B section 

The middle section is very rhythmic and strong (opposing the sentimental and lyric A 

part), with syncopations and accent marks (sfz) and is constituted of dynamics that are in the 

range of forte – contrasting with the first section, softer in dynamic.  While the first part had its 

melodic idea based mainly on descending 2nds, this part has its melody based in ascending 3rds, 

as can be seen in Figure 5-6.  This section also utilizes the triplet figuration present on section 
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A – this middle section is mainly a short development of everything that happened so far in the 

piece. 

 

Figure 5-7 Four last measures of Choros no. 5 

After this section, the A section returns. The last four measures of the piece are a subtle 

interruption of the previous discourse, and are a big contrast of dynamic. Villa-Lobos’ 

indication of pedal suggests that all sounds are sustained, creating a big blur of sound, and then, 

step by step, each layer of sound gets released, leaving the solitary E to sound until it dies – see 

Figure 5-7.  All this aspects suggest a very intimate and sentimental approach to this ending, as 

illustrated by Carlos Alberto Assis: 

The non-restatement of the second theme [here presented as transition section] and the 
absence of a Coda lead us to an impression of deliberate interruption, especially with 
the sudden irruption of the big arpeggio at the final measures.  The absence – something 
that is kept in the memory – can be compared, metaphorically, to the saudade [the 
closest translation would be nostalgia], and this fact becomes relevant concerning the 
alma brasileira [Brazilian soul].88 

                                                 
88 “A não reexposição do Segundo tema e a ausência de uma Coda nos remete a uma impressão de 
interrupção deliberada, principalmente com a brusca irrupção do grande arpejo dos compassos finais. A 
Ausência – aquilo que fica somente na memória – pode ser comparada, metaforicamente, à saudades, e 
este fato torna-se muito relevante no que diz respeito à alma brasileira.”  Carlos A. Assis,  “Fatores de 
Coerência nos Choros nº 5 (‘Alma Brasileira’) de H. Villa-Lobos,”  Per Musi  20  (2009). 
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This quote reaches another intriguing factor of this piece – its subtitle: Brazilian soul. 

Villa-Lobos never explained his reasons for designating this piece like that – aspect that causes, 

until nowadays, many scholars to discuss its meaning.  Some suggestions can be exemplified 

below: 
 
It is an essentially Brazilian piece, as expressed by its subtitle “Brazilian Soul.”89  
 
To Chôros No. 5 he even added the subtitle Alma Brasileira to emphasise its Brazilian 
atmosphere.90  
 
The sorrowful tone of the minor 2nd (of the appoggiatura to the dominant), the soft 
triplets, the sensual vagueness and the sentimental suggestions included in the extremes 
parts of this work (its structure is A-B-A) leaded the author to call the Choros Nº 5 of 
Brazilian Soul.91 
 
The real reason to the subtitle given to this Choros, we may never know.  But what is 

known to us is that this is an important piece within the pianistic works of Villa-Lobos (and his 

works in general), composed using a Brazilian inspiration of the choros and its life-style, and 

that carries a deep emotional trace, reflecting Villa-Lobos idea of the sadness intrinsic to the 

Brazilian people. 

  

                                                 
89 Vasco Mariz,  Villa-Lobos: Life and Work of the Brazilian Composer  (Washington, D.C.:  Brazilian 
American Cultural Institute, 1970), 36. 
90 Lisa M. Peppercorn, The World of Villa-Lobos in Pictures and Documents   (Hants, England:   Sco-
lar Press,  1996), 129. 
91 “O tom dolente daquela 2ª menor (da apogiatura para a dominante), as quiálteras molengas, a vagueza 
sensual e as sugestões de ordem sentimental contidos nos trechos extremos da obra (sua estrutura é A-B-
A) levaram o autor a denominar o Choros Nº 5 de Alma Brasileira.”  Adhemar Nóbrega, Os Choros de 
Villa-Lobos  (Rio de Janeiro:  Museu Villa-Lobos e Ministério da Educação e Cultura,  1975), 52. 
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6 CONCLUSIONS 

The music written in Brazil before the twentieth-century followed strictly European 

norms.  The Old Continent was the model for many things, among them, the Arts.  Brazil’s best 

composers would study in Europe and seek recognition there, in order to be also recognized in 

their home country; for this reason, they would learn and recreate the models used in Europe.  

With the turn of the twentieth-century, socio-political changes took place in Brazil.  The country 

became independent from Portugal, had its slavery abolished, and the Republic was establish.  

All those rejections to the European dominance needed to be shown in the Arts field.  

Modernism came, in Brazil, as a perfect aesthetic to rebut the foreign influences.  Led mainly by 

Mario de Andrade’s ideas, Brazilian artists tried to create a form of Art that would represent their 

own land, free from alien influences.  The nationalism, then, became the main path to follow. 

Villa-Lobos is, undoubtedly, one of the most famous Brazilian composers of all time; in 

his country and abroad.  He is seen as the composer who changed the path of the Brazilian 

classical music, leaving a legacy.  But there is a problem: he was not the only innovative 

composer during the twentieth-century, so why is he pointed out as the greatest composer and 

better representative of Modernism in Brazil?  Brasílio Itiberê da Cunha, Alexandre Levy and 

Alberto Nepomuceno are some of the composers that foreshadowed the nationalism.  It is true 

that they did not take it so strictly as Villa-Lobos did, but it is also true that other composers 

from Villa-Lobos’ lifetime, such as Francisco Mignone, Guerra Peixe and Camargo Guarnieri, 

also based their compositional style in nationalistic writing.  It is also a fact that Villa-Lobos, 

although friends with Mario de Andrade, would not seek advice from him, or even bother to 

belong to any aesthetics, as opposed to what the other Modernist composers would do.  Villa-

Lobos himself claimed that he did not followed any tendencies or had any influences in his 
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music, and was always trying to find a “way of his own” to compose.  The way he found his 

identity was through the use of nationalistic elements in his music.  For all the reasons listed 

above, it is possible to believe that he was never trying to sympathize with the Modernist 

aesthetics. It may, however, seem that he recognized the perfect opportunity in the Modernism 

and appropriated it. 

His works before the Week of Modern Art were, basically, Post-Romantic and 

Impressionist.  During the Week, he was exposed to the ideas that were emerging in the Arts, and 

he could realize that the nationalism was becoming a tendency.   It is a fact, however, that pieces 

such as Amazonas and Uirapuru, which have considerable nationalistic tendencies, were 

composed before the Week of Modern Art (they were both composed in 1917).  It is possible 

that, thanks to the Week, Villa-Lobos recognized that the path he was seeking for himself was 

modern (innovative), and would probably became a tendency.  Therefore, he probably thought he 

was in the right way.  Also, after his first trip to Paris, in 1923, he realized that the exotic and 

unknown could be a high-seller element in his music – Brazil, with its forests, animals, people 

and traditional music, had all these elements he needed.  The fact that he was a raconteur, and 

used his stories to gain the attention from the Europeans, reinforces that idea. 

Villa-Lobos’ set of Choros are a masterpiece.  The idea of naming this sixteen-piece set 

after a Brazilian urban style of music that was being born and growing during his lifetime, and 

that did not use any specific form, was brilliant.  This not only prevented him from being 

criticized for not composing well in pre-established forms (as the sonata-form, for example), 

since the choro was a genre free of form; but also offered him the perfect national element to his 

music, without necessarily mean only the music from the chorões, since the choro was also a 
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“way” of playing any type of music, offering room for the use of any nationalist element (such as 

Brazilian instruments in the orchestra, or the representation of his native land, for example). 

His Choros no. 5 is one of his most famous piano pieces, being often performed.  Its first 

section, A, is written in the style of the seresteiros cariocas, and exemplifies the way they would 

write their own modinhas.  It contains a bass line representing the guitar, a center, representing 

the harmony, and a melody, representing the soloist instrument - in this case, the voice (the 

melody line is perfectly singable, for the intervals it uses, and also for its small range).  The 

harmony in this section is also simple, and the rhythm is carefully written to provide the 

syncopate characteristic of Brazilian music; those elements also illustrate other characteristics of 

the modinhas.  The contrasting B section is the most Modernist and “Villalobian” one.  It still 

features Brazilian rhythms, but now uses polyrhythms, polytonalism (especially between white 

keys and black keys, a typical characteristic of Villa-Lobos), and explosive effects.  It can even 

be seen as a representative of Villa-Lobos achieving “unconscious nationalism.”  The piece is 

full with Villa-Lobos’ personality, and can be easily identified, at first hearing, as a composition 

written by him. 

The reason why this Choros is his only piece called Brazilian Soul is unknown.  It can be 

speculated, however, within the characteristics the music present, the reasons for this subtitle.  

The work portrays the modinha, which is a lament, a sad type of song.  Villa-Lobos though that 

the Brazilian people were a suffering people, and that songs like the modinha would provide 

them an emotional outlet.  Villa-Lobos represented the sadness of the people in the A sections; 

but also “happy moments,” like in the transition, in Major key and with syncopated dance 

rhythms, which contains a melody that can also remind of children’s folklore music; and 

exuberant moments, like the development B section, which can be seen as a representation of 



05

50 

 

Brazil’s hugeness and diversity.  In a poetic way, these sections “describe” Brazil in its social, 

cultural and nature features.  This is not, however, Villa-Lobos’ only composition to do that, but 

it is, still, the one claimed as Brazilian Soul. 
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