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Formal Organization 

In Cirandinhas, Villa-Lobos already presents some of the features that will be 

further developed in the Cirandas. Most pieces from the Cirandinhas are in ABA form 

(with the exceptions of No. 1, “Zangou-se o cravo com a rosa” [The carnation became 

angry with the rose] in ABCA form, and No. 9, “Carneirinho, carneirão,” [Little sheep, 

big sheep] in AB form), each section consisting of a melody accompanied by tonal 

figurations. The main folk tune is presented in the B section in all but one piece (No. 11, 

“Nesta rua tem um bosque” [On this street there is a woodland]). The A sections are 

contrasting with the B sections in one or more elements such as key, tempo, and texture, 

and they all present a pseudo-folk melody, presumably written by the composer. Most of 

the pieces are labelled after their folk tune, although there are interesting exceptions. The 

second piece, “Adeus, bela morena!,” [Goodbye, pretty brunette!] contains the folk tune 

Fui no itororó [I went to the waterfall] (No. 129 in the Guia prático), while the seventh 

piece, “Todo mundo passa” [Everyone passes], contains the song Passa, passa, gavião 

[Pass, pass, hawk] (No. 97 in the Guia prático, labelled “Passe, passe, gavião”).100 In 

both cases, the title of the pieces is at least partly contained in the lyrics of the folk song, 

suggesting that these melodies might have been known by different names in different 

regions of the country (Example 2, below). 

                                                 
100. Pieces from Guia prático numbered according to the most recent edition (Rio de Janeiro: 

Academia Brasileira de Música / Fundação Nacional de Artes: 2009). Please see the Bibliography for the 

full reference. 
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Example 2. Excerpts from two pieces of Villa-Lobos’s Guia prático. 

Note. Reproduced with permission from Academia Brasileira de Música / Fundação Nacional de Artes. 

Finished a year later, Cirandas is a much more elaborate work than its 

predecessor. Each of the sixteen pieces from the set contains at least one song from Guia 

prático, totalling nineteen melodies. Similar to Cirandinhas, the pieces are mostly written 

in ABA form, with a few exceptions: the sixth piece is in AA form; Nos. 7, 9, and 11 in 

AB form; No. 8 in ABCA form; and the fifteenth Ciranda is in ABC form.101 Once again 

the folk material is usually presented in the B section, with the obvious exception of the 

sixth piece in AA form, as well as Nos. 2, 3, and 4 in which folk melodies are contained 

                                                 
101. This formal analysis coincides with the one proposed by Tarquinio (“A Teoria da 

Entonação”, 109-10). 
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intervals.113 The composer however delays this feature by breaking the sliding pattern in 

mm. 18, 20, 23 and 25, having one of the notes from the black-note interval slide 

upwards to a B-natural (Example 17, excerpt “a,” below). The white pentatonic is only 

presented in its pure state at the climax (mm. 32-33 of Example 17, below) of the 

transition, where the texture thickens by the addition of a third sliding voice in the right 

hand. The resulting descending lines strongly suggest a texture based on the chromatic 

scale, although it is the black-white technique that determines the pitches being used. 

This can be confirmed by looking at the few whole-step intervals in each of the voices 

(circled in Example 17, excerpt “b,” below), an inevitable result of the black-white 

alternation due to the absence of black keys between E-F and B-C. 

 

Example 17. Villa-Lobos, Cirandas, “Xô, xô, passarinho,” two excerpts. 

Note. Reproduced with permission from Wixen Music Publishing, Inc., on behalf of Fermata do Brasil. 

                                                 
113. Oliveira, “Black Key versus White Key,” 41.  
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Following the transition, the B section (mm. 34-67) presents the folk melody Xô, 

xô, passarinho, harmonized by chords in the left hand. These chords are formed by the 

same sliding movement found in the transition, alternating between black and white 

pentatonic scales. An inner voice is added to the intervallic progression, whose pitches 

move solely through the black pentatonic scale (Example 18, below). As pointed noted 

by Vetromilla, this inner voice also works as an axis around which the upper and lower 

voices slide from black to white keys.114 

 

Example 18. Villa-Lobos, Cirandas, “Xô, xô, passarinho,” mm. 34-37. 

Note. Reproduced with permission from Wixen Music Publishing, Inc., on behalf of Fermata do Brasil. 

A more elaborate example of black-white ostinato is found in “Fui no tororó.” 

Oliveira demonstrated the pitch organization in the ostinato at the beginning of the A 

section as being formed by the alternation white-black-black-white.115 The interval 

structure of this ostinato has been analyzed by Paulo de Tarso Salles. It consists of the 

alternation between minor and major thirds, intervals which are also found between the 

melody and the bass line in the left hand116 (Example 19, below). 

                                                 
114. Vetromilla, “O mapeamento do cruzamento de domínios,” 100-1. Vetromilla demonstrates 

that this inner voice is also present in the transition from mm. 17-31 as half notes. Moreover, she shows 

that, in the section between mm. 17-31, this inner voice is already written entirely in black keys, with the 

exceptions of the notes F and C. Vetromilla believes that these deviations are indication of a tonicization of 

the forthcoming tonality of F minor in which the folk melody will be presented from m. 36 (Ibid., 99). 

 

115. Oliveira, “Black Key versus White Key,” 40 
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Example 19. Villa-Lobos, Cirandas, “Fui no tororó,” mm. 4-9. 

Note. Reproduced with permission from Wixen Music Publishing, Inc., on behalf of Fermata do Brasil. Analytical content adapted 

from Salles, Villa-Lobos: processos composicionais, Fig. 2.2-11. Used with permission. 

We can apply these analytical models to different iterations of the ostinato figure 

found throughout the movement. A scalar motion upwards using the W-B-B-W pattern 

(mm. 28-29) leads to the transitional section (mm. 30-61), in which the tonal stability of 

D♭ Major is replaced by a harmonic unsettled texture, while the theme modulates to A 

Major.117 The interval structure of the theme remains unaltered, but the accompanying 

ostinato starts with a major third instead of the minor third from the beginning. The result 

is a small change in the black-white organization, becoming W-B-W-B (Example 20, 

below). 

The ostinato assumes the form W-B-B-W at the end of the transition (m. 50), 

leading to the B section in A Major that presents the folk tune Fui no tororó (mm. 62-81). 

                                                 
116. Salles, Villa-Lobos: processos composicionais, 83-4. 

 

117. For a detailed harmonic and structural analysis of this movement, please see Tygel, “Béla 

Bartók e Heitor Villa-Lobos,” 324-38.  
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Before reaching the B section, however, the ostinato is taken over again by the right 

hand, this time in the same key of the theme (A Major), using the W-B-W-B structure 

(mm. 55-61, Example 21, below). 

 

Example 20. Villa-Lobos, Cirandas, “Fui no tororó,” mm. 30-35. 

Note. Reproduced with permission from Wixen Music Publishing, Inc., on behalf of Fermata do Brasil. 

 

Example 21. Villa-Lobos, Cirandas, “Fui no tororó,” mm. 58-63. 

Note. Reproduced with permission from Wixen Music Publishing, Inc., on behalf of Fermata do Brasil. 
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A closer look at the intervallic structures of all instances of this ostinato reveals 

an extra layer in their black-white relation. The ostinati figure found in “Fui no tororó” 

can be classified as an example of compound melody, a term used in Schenkerian analysis 

to describe melodic structures that are “composed of distinct components of the voice 

leading.”118 This is done by a “rhythmic displacement of the components” that belongs to 

each voice “contained within a single melodic structure.”119 Examples of the use of 

compound melody can be found in J. S. Bach suites for solo string instruments, in which 

a single melodic line implies a bass line and inner voices, as well as in the Alberti bass 

figurations in much of the piano music from the Classical period. The frequent use of 

compound melodies by Villa-Lobos has been extensively discussed by Salles, who calls 

the phenomenon “zigzag figurations.”120 

Example 22 below shows a rhythmic reduction of the four different instances of 

ostinato from “Fui no tororó” analyzed above (Example 19-Example 21, above). 

Comparing both voices from the ostinati, one realizes that Villa-Lobos employs the 

contrast of black keys versus white keys in two additional levels: either horizontally, by 

alternating between black and white keys in the same voice (mm. 4 and 50), or vertically, 

by juxtaposing black and white keys in different voices (mm. 4, 30, 50, and 55: only 

analytical reduction shown). Analyzing the ostinati as compound melodies provides a 

more elegant representation of the relationship between black and white keys found both 

                                                 
118. Allen Forte and Steven Gilbert, Introduction to Schenkerian Analysis (New York: W. W. 

Norton & Company, 1982), 67. 

 

119. Ibid., 70. 

 

120. Salles, Villa-Lobos: processos composicionais, 114-29. 


