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Abstract 
 

Heitor Villa-Lobos is one of the most important names in South American music 

and probably the most important name in Brazilian music.  His musical output includes 

symphonies, symphonic poems, operas, chamber music, concertos, and choral music, 

among other genres.  His choral music output is significant and includes pieces in which 

the chorus seems to be used for color and rhythm in a primarily instrumental texture, 

educational music, folk and secular pieces, large scale choral pieces, and sacred music.   

This document provides a brief survey of his choral music and a conductor's study 

of his last two choral works, Bendita Sabedoria and Magnificat-Alleluia.  The research is 

divided into three chapters.  The first chapter, entitled "Survey of Villa-Lobos's Choral 

Music," briefly examines the principal categories of his choral output.  Works such as 

Nonetto, Quatuor (including female choir), Choros no.10, Missa São Sebastião, Missa 

Vidapura, and Pater Noster are used as examples.  The second and third chapters are 

entitled "A Conductor's Study of Villa-Lobos's Bendita Sabedoria" and "A Conductor's 

Study of Villa-Lobos's Magnificat-Alleluia," respectively.  The two works are examined in 

the areas of text, form, texture, harmony, rhythm, and orchestration, with suggestions 

for their interpretation and preparation of the two works included in the conductor's 

study. 

Villa-Lobos's choral music encompasses a variety of choral works in different 

categories.  Among these, Bendita-Sabedoria and Magnificat-Alleluia are outstanding 

works that deserve more frequent performances due to their inherent musical qualities. 

 xi



Chapter 1 

Survey of Villa-Lobos's Choral Music 

 

Heitor Villa-Lobos (1887-1959)1 is the most well known Brazilian composer of the 

20th century, famous for numerous aspects of his life, such as his prolific compositional 

output, his role as a music educator, his flamboyant personality as a conductor, and his 

guitar music, all part of a fascinating existence.  He is known as an outstanding 

orchestrator.  In addition, the uniqueness of his self-taught musical style has made his 

music quite different from that of many of his contemporaries.  Much of his choral music 

- despite a considerable output and much quality work - is unknown when compared to 

other areas of his overall musical production.  Therefore, Villa-Lobos's choral music is a 

relatively fresh area for academic study and performance. 

Villa-Lobos's choral music is actually present throughout the composer's vast 

output.  He consistently uses collective vocal music in many of his compositions, 

including the instrumental ones.  Of these, there are certain works that seem to fall into 

a category including primarily instrumental pieces with significant episodes of vocal 

music inserted mainly for coloristic effects and choral pieces in which the voices are 

used in the traditional sense, but with more pronounced timbral and rhythmic 

characteristics in the texture.  Three examples of this type of music are Nonetto, 

Quatuor, and Choros no.10.  In the examination of the first two works, the primacy is the 

instrumental setting and the voice seems to be treated as simply one more element of 

                                                 
1Luiz Heitor Corrêa de Azevedo, "Villa-Lobos, Heitor," in The New Grove Dictionary of Music and 

Musicians, ed. Stanley Sadie.  
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the texture, with rhythm, color, and instrumentation as its principal function.  Choros 

no.10, on the other hand, places the chorus in a more prominent role, although the use 

of syllables whose origin is unknown coupled with the rhythm of the vocal lines seem to 

give a certain instrumental quality to the use of the vocal ensemble in the piece. 

In these pieces, the voices are sometimes used in a manner that reveals little or 

sometimes a complete lack of relationship of the words to an actual textual message.  

Moreover, there is a relatively limited role of the vocal ensemble coupled with the style 

of the music, which departs somewhat from Villa-Lobos's own choral style, especially 

his sacred output.  In these hybrid pieces, the words are not intended to convey a 

textual message, but seem to be frequently employed as timbral color, be it 

percussively or, sometimes, melodically, notably when the composer employs boca 

chiusa (closed mouth) and syllables such as "an" "pinn."  Therefore, they represent a 

unique way in which the composer employs the human voice and reveal important 

elements of Villa-Lobos's overall choral style and his philosophy of vocal and 

instrumental music, making them important in the understanding of musical issues 

relevant to this project. 

Nonetto 

Nonetto, subtitled "Impressão rápida de todo o Brasil" (A quick impression of the 

entire Brazil), was composed in 19232 as a unique piece in one movement, with the 

suggested duration of about 18 minutes.3  The piece is 488 bars long of which about 1/3 

 

                                                 
2Ibid. 

 
3This duration is indicated on the Max Eschig edition (ME 2417). 
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include the participation of the vocal ensemble. Despite the title Nonetto4, the work is 

scored for a relatively large musical group as follows.5  

 
Flute 
Oboe 
Clarinet 
Alto saxophone (also baritone) 
Bassoon 
Harp 
Piano 
Celesta 
Percussion section 
 - Timpani 
 - Xylophone 
 - Bombo 
 - Tambourine de campagne 
 - Tambor grande 
 - Pandero grande 
 - Pandero pequeno 
 - Caixa 
 - Tam-tam 
 - Prato de bronze 
 - Triângulo 
 - Caxambo 
 
 (Typical Brazilian instruments): 
 - Puíta 
 - Reco-recos (small and large) 
 - Chocalhos (wood and metal) 
 - Two coconuts (of different sizes)  
 - Prata de louça grossa 
 - Whistles 
 - Mixed choir [emphasis is mine] 
 
  (Original instruments): 
   - Wood-block 
   - Assiete epaisse en faience 
   - Sifflet 

                                                 
4The spelling Nonetto is an archaic spelling of the currently employed spelling Noneto in the 

Brazilian Portuguese language.  Noneto means nonet, that is, a piece for nine part ensemble. 
  

5Note that the chorus is not included in the nine instrumental areas specified by the composer in the 
score, thus reinforcing its subsidiary function.  
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Nonetto was composed around the time the composer was deeply interested in 

striking instrumental sonorities. During this time, the term “Primitivism” was applied to 

Villa-Lobos's monumental works such as the symphonic poem Amazonas (1917) and 

the ballet Uirapuru (1917),6 pieces that may even have influenced Darius Milhaud in his 

L'Homme et son desir.7  The orchestral sonorities of this period in Villa-Lobos’s life may 

reveal some links to Stravinsky's style, although this concomitancy may have been 

simply coincidental,8 as Villa-Lobos was probably unaware of Stravinsky's own 

orchestration style, thus contradicting Horta's observations on the subject.9  Nonetto's 

unique score gives this piece interesting orchestral sonorities.  Its particular style and 

Villa-Lobos's avant garde goals at the time would eventually lead to mixed reactions 

from the conservative Rio de Janeiro critics on one hand10 and a more receptive 

reaction by the Parisian audiences on the other, the French being also interested in this 

kind of sonority during the early 1920s.11   

The choir enters in m. 43.  The preceding 42 measures do not seem to function as 

an introduction to this choral entrance, which actually lasts only one measure; rather, 

the previous section is an instrumental one to which the choir simply seems to  add a 

moment of color and rhythm on the word "ouahy" at m. 43 (Figure 1, p. 5). 
                                                 

6Azevedo, "Villa-Lobos." 
  

7Glenn Watkins, Pyramids at the Louvre: Music, Culture, and Collage from Stravinsky to the 
Postmodernists (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1994), 112-113. 
 

8David Appleby, The Music of Brazil (Austin, TX: The University of Texas Press, 1983), 121. 
  

9Luis Paulo Horta, in his Villa-Lobos, Uma Introdução (Rio de Janeiro, Jorge Zahar Editora, 1987), 
pp. 32-33, cites Russian music, specifically Firebird, as a significant influence on Villa-Lobos's musical 
style around this time, though this claim is not consistently supported by other sources. 

 
10Appleby, Music of Brazil, 121. 

  
11Eero Tarasti, Heitor Villa-Lobos: The Life and Works (Jefferson, NY: MacFarland, 1996), 45-46. 
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Figure 1.  Nonetto, mm. 43-46. 
NONETTO.  Music by Heitor VILLA-LOBOS.  © 1929 by editions DURAND (Eschig). 
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Later, the choir sings a melody with a coloristic quality and unusual text.  The terms 

used are "Ouahy" in the soprano and tenor lines accompanied by "gourou" on the altos 

and basses lines (Figure 2).  

 

Figure 2.   Nonetto, mm. 71-73. 
Nonetto, mm.71-73.  NONETTO.  Music by Heitor VILLA-LOBOS.  © 1929 by editions 
DURAND (Eschig). 
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Villa-Lobos may have collected the complete text during his Brazilian excursions.  

Thus, the text setting seems to mimic sounds from the Indians and the jungle, though in 

all probability, Villa-Lobos's own Brazilian excursions and therefore his collection of 

Brazilian musical materials may not have been as extensive as it is usually assumed.12  

Quatuor 

 Quatuor pour Harpe, Celesta, Flûte et Saxophone Alto mi bémol avec voix 

féminines (Quartet for harp, celesta, flute, and alto saxophone with female voices)13 is 

another example of Villa-Lobos's fascination with the color and vocal effects that can be 

obtained by the use of the human voice as one more element of a primarily instrumental 

fabric.  The piece was composed in 1921,14 lasts about 20 minutes,15 and is divided in 

three movements totaling 228 measures.  It is subtitled "Impressões da vida mundana 

(Impressions of the mundane [worldly] life)."  Its subtitle and coloristic style may be an 

indication of Villa-Lobos's interest in Debussy's impressionistic style, since Debussy and 

French music are possible influences in the composer's own musical practices.16  The 

first movement is entirely instrumental.  Thus, in Quatuor, the vocal ensemble is 

employed in the second and third movements only, but in episodic form, and only for a 

few measures at a time.   
                                                 

12Tarasti, Life and Works, 39-40.  The author explains that Villa-Lobos actually traveled through 
several Brazilian regions.  However, due to the very precarious conditions he would have encountered on 
trips of this magnitude in a country of the size of Brazil, his incorporation of Brazilian themes in his music 
(especially Indian themes) was more likely through available anthropological collections at the time or he 
may have simply created some of the themes himself. 
 
 13Note that the voices are not part of the "quartet" [quatuor], but an additional element to an 
otherwise instrumental piece. 
  

14Azevedo, "Villa-Lobos." 
  

15This duration is indicated on the Max Eschig edition. 
  

16Tarasti, Life and Works, 41.    
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The text is made of simple phonemes and there is no indication of their linguistic 

origin on the score.  In movement 2, for instance, the female choir performs for the first 

time in m. 16, when the composer indicates bouche fermée (closed mouth) (Figure 3).  

 

 

Figure 3.  Quatuor, mm. 16-31. 
QUATUOR (POUR HARPE, CELESTA, FLUTE ET SAXOPHONE ALTO MI BEMOL 
AVEC VOIX FEMININES).  © 1955 by editions DURAND (Eschig). 
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In m. 64, the composer does not even give an indication as to what text is to be 

sung.  This suggests that boca chiusa should be used here, a technique he applies in 

some of his choral pieces (Figure 4). 

 

Figure 4.  Quatuor, mm. 60-66. 
QUATUOR (POUR HARPE, CELESTA, FLUTE ET SAXOPHONE ALTO MI BEMOL 
AVEC VOIX FEMININES).  © 1955 by editions DURAND (Eschig). 
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Next, the female chorus returns in m. 77 on the syllable "pinn."  The parallel lines 

sung by the female choir are wave like, perhaps with a certain instrumental quality 

created by the prolonged vowel.  They are accompanied by the celesta and the harp, 

which punctuate the texture with chords that add color and harmony to the section.  The 

direction of the vocal duets is inverted, which creates another level of interest in the 

music (Figure 5). 

 

 

Figure 5.  Quatuor, mm. 77-78. 
QUATUOR (POUR HARPE, CELESTA, FLUTE ET SAXOPHONE ALTO MI BEMOL 
AVEC VOIX FEMININES).  © 1955 by editions DURAND (Eschig). 

 

The choir returns in mm. 89-92, on the syllable "An."  Again, the voices contribute to 

the overall instrumental quality of the section, combining with the instruments to add a 

deeper dimension of timbral and rhythmic content to it (Figure 6, p. 11). 
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Figure 6.  Quatuor, mm. 89-92. 
QUATUOR (POUR HARPE, CELESTA, FLUTE ET SAXOPHONE ALTO MI BEMOL 
AVEC VOIX FEMININES).  © 1955 by editions DURAND (Eschig). 
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Finally, the female chorus returns on the syllable "Oun!" in m. 96.  They sing on a 

longer episode that will extend to m. 123 (Figure 7). 

 

 

Figure 7.  Quatuor, mm.95-98. 
QUATUOR (POUR HARPE, CELESTA, FLUTE ET SAXOPHONE ALTO MI BEMOL 
AVEC VOIX FEMININES).  © 1955 by editions DURAND (Eschig). 
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In movement 3, the female choir sings for the first time in m. 107.  Here, one must 

pay attention to the composer's indications in Quatuor, which need careful interpretation 

by the conductor.  They indicate a somewhat experimental use of the voice.  Thus, 

conductors must employ creativity combined with discerning understanding of the 

requirements of the score.  The score's indications in French read as follows: "Battez 

légèrement la bouche avec la pointe des doigts de façon à bien marquer chaque 

croche" (Tap slightly the mouth with the tip of your fingers in such a way as to mark well 

each eighth note).  Villa-Lobos adds a footnote with the following additional instructions: 

"On peut aussi prononcer sur chaque croche la syllabe 'Lou!' sans battre. Ex. Lou! Lou! 

Lou!" (one can also pronounce on each eighth note the syllable 'Lou' without tapping the 

mouth.  Ex. Lou! Lou! Lou!), which is followed by triplets indication (Figure 8, p. 14). 

In addition, the rhythm of the vocal ensemble at this point consists of triplets against 

the two eighth notes that subdivide the movement's 2/4 meter signature.  This rhythmic 

motive is maintained throughout the passage (Figure 8, p. 14).  

Choros no.10 

In Choros no. 10, the role of the vocal ensemble is much more prominent, thereby 

pointing it more towards a primarily choral composition.  The piece includes a significant 

portion in which Villa-Lobos combines rhythmic syllables with a text in Portuguese.17  

Composed in 1926,18 only a few years later than Quatuor and Nonetto, it extends some 

                                                 
 17This indication is a case in point regarding the composer's view of the instrumental potential of the 
human voice.  There are actually two editions of Choros no.10.  In one, there is an extended section 
where the collected syllables are combined with a long text in Portuguese.  However, the Portuguese may 
be completely replaced by the syllable "Ah" in another edition, which may again suggest the voices could 
be considered as one more element of an otherwise instrumental texture. 
 

18Azevedo, "Villa-Lobos."  
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Figure 8. Quatuor, mm. 104-118. 
QUATUOR (POUR HARPE, CELESTA, FLUTE ET SAXOPHONE ALTO MI BEMOL 
AVEC VOIX FEMININES).  © 1955 by editions DURAND (Eschig). 
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common trends of the earlier examples, such as the incorporation of possibly collected 

text, the somewhat programmatic nature of the texture and, of course, the use of the 

chorus.  In this case, the composer employs the chorus extensively for color and 

especially for rhythm along with the optional long section in Portuguese. 

The piece is scored for chorus and orchestra.  It is 291 measures long with the 

vocal ensemble appearing in about 2/3 of it.  Percussive syllables span from mm.177-

291, whereas the "Rasga o coração" (tear the heart apart) section in Portuguese (along 

with the collected texts) extends from mm. 217 to the end of the composition, except for 

mm. 265-266, 282-284, and 290-291 (the last two measures of the composition).  He 

also included Brazilian musical materials such as samba, chorinho, and marcha 

rancho.19  Additionally, he used an Inca theme, thereby going beyond Brazilian music in 

this work.20  The incorporation of syllables with intense rhythmic and textural function 

once again suggests that the voices are one more instrumental layer of the piece's 

overall orchestral texture.  One illustrative example of the style of the piece is the 

powerful rhythmic effect created by the choir singing on a text that sounds intensely 

percussive against the orchestral background (Figure 9, p. 16).  

Although these pieces may not necessarily be viewed as purely choral 

compositions, their stylistic elements reveal certain creative preferences by the 

composer.  Some of these characteristics are actually found in Villa-Lobos's choral 

music, especially his interest in using vocal syllables for rhythm or color as one more 

element of texture and orchestration, elements clearly present in Bendita Sabedoria, 

                                                 
19José Pedro Boéssio, "Choros No.10 by Heitor Villa-Lobos: Aesthetic Connections with the 

Week of Modern Art" (D. Mus. diss., Indiana University, 1996), 70. 
 

20Ibid.  
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Figure 9.  Choros no.10, mm. 218-219. 
CHOROS NO.10.  Music by Heitor VILLA-LOBOS.  © 1928 by editions DURAND 
(Eschig). 

 16



where Villa-Lobos employs vowels, neutral syllables, and boca chiusa.  In addition, the 

interplay of instruments and voices, each intensifying the other, will be found in 

Magnificat-Alleluia.  Therefore, when Villa-Lobos intentionally blurs the boundaries of 

his instrumental and vocal languages in these pieces, he actually reveals deeper 

characteristics of the works.  This principle, instead of weakening the overall design of 

some of his pieces, actually further unifies them, reinforcing both the vocal and 

instrumental areas, along with adding beauty to the works.   

Categories of Choral Music 

Villa-Lobos's choral music can be divided into five categories: those pieces in which 

the chorus is used instrumentally within a primarily instrumental fabric (examples are 

Nonetto, Quatour, and Choros no.10); educational music - notably from his years as 

Head of the SEMA21 – Superintendência de Educação Musical e Artística da Prefeitura 

do Distrito Federal – (Superintendence of Art and Music Education of the Federal 

District Government [Prefecture]) - folk and secular pieces; longer choral pieces; and 

sacred choral music.  The classification into five categories, though far from 

comprehensive, fully encompasses his choral music output.   

His educational music was created not only because of Villa-Lobos's own 

educational beliefs, but also because of the requirements of his position as a 

government official for the Getúlio Vargas regime.  The choral pieces he composed 

during this educational period are numerous and varied in style.  During this time, Brazil 

began to develop a coordinated national plan of musical education.  Sadly, the 

extremely heavy schedule of trips and official engagements Villa-Lobos kept during 

                                                 
21Lisa Peppercorn, Villa-Lobos, The Music: An Analysis of His Style.  Translated by Stefan de 

Haan.  (London: Kahn & Averill.  White Plains, NY: Pro/Am Music Resources Inc., 1990), 112.   
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those times may have been so taxing on the composer that it contributed to the end of 

his relationship with his first wife, Lucília Guimarães.  Ultimately, Villa-Lobos announced 

its end through a letter dated 28 May 1936 he wrote to her from Berlin.22   

The educational period produced a remarkable number of choral compositions.  

The best known characteristic of his educational plan was to assemble large groups of 

people (up to 40,000) to perform choral music which Villa-Lobos himself conducted.  

These assemblages were known as orfeões.  The orfeões included some of his most 

nationalistic choral pieces and revealed the influence of the Vargas's totalitarian 

regime’s philosophy.  A fine example of this repertoire is found in certain pieces of Villa-

Lobos’s Guia Prático, which consists of several volumes of vocal (many of them choral) 

pieces and instrumental music.23   

Although they are similar in style to the educational choral works, the folk and 

secular choral pieces Villa-Lobos wrote are in a different category within his choral 

output. The two types frequently share characteristics, most notably in their employment 

of Brazilian folk themes and materials. They are characterized by their simplicity, which 

served the patriotic and educational objectives for which they were intended.   

Villa-Lobos's folk and secular choral works are numerous, and produced throughout 

his career.  Since Villa-Lobos's music made him a major name in Brazilian and South 

American musical Nationalism,24 it is not surprising that many of these compositions 

                                                 
       22Lisa Peppercorn, "Correspondence between Villa-Lobos and His Wife Lucília," Music and Letters 
61:3/4 (July-October 1980) : 290.  In the letter, Villa-Lobos does not provide any specific details as to why 
the relationship ended, simply implying that affection had ceased and that the end was inevitable. 
 

23Vasco Mariz, Heitor Villa-Lobos: Life and Works of the Brazilian Composer (Washington: Brazilian 
American Cultural Institute, 1970), 22-3.   

24Isabel Aretz, America Latina en su musica (Mexico City: Siglo xxi Editores, Paris: UNESCO,1977), 
157.  
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are nationalistic in nature.  Their style reveals Brazilian musical elements and texts that 

depict the country and its culture.  Some of them are also patriotic in nature, exalting the 

greatness of the country, encouraging the people to work for the progress of the nation 

(thus falling into the category of pieces composed while serving the dictator Getúlio 

Vargas regime), or simple arrangements of folk tunes.   

Villa-Lobos also composed pieces in a category that includes select large scale 

pieces incorporating vocal forces.  Magnificat-Alleluia, Choros nos. 10 and 14, 

Bachianas no. 9, Nonetto, Missa São Sebastião, Symphony no. 10, and Missa Vidapura 

are examples of this repertoire.  These works span a large gamut of compositional 

characteristics: from single movement pieces for choir and orchestra to multi-movement 

compositions for a cappella chorus.  A notable example is his Bachiana no. 9, which "is 

a textless piece for mixed choir, described by the composer as an 'orchestra of 

voices'."25  

 Missa São Sabastião 

The large scale Missa São Sebastião (Mass in Honor of Saint Sebastian) is one of 

Villa-Lobos's best known choral works.  It was composed in 1937, during Villa-Lobos's 

educational period as Head of SEMA.  The piece is scored for three parts a cappella.  It 

is primarily in the polyphonic style typical of Villa-Lobos's unaccompanied sacred choral 

works, a manner of composition that resembles Renaissance music but incorporates his 

own style.  The piece is divided in five movements, the prescribed Kyrie, Gloria, Credo, 

Sanctus, and Agnus Dei.  It can be performed by unaccompanied women's chorus, 

                                                 
25Azevedo, "Villa-Lobos," 765.  
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boy's voices, or men's voices.26  This versatility of performance may be related to Villa-

Lobos’s views during his educational period, when he composed much fine and yet 

accessible choral music.  The mass is typical of his unaccompanied choral music, 

including modulations, chromatic harmonies, occasional meter changes, and careful 

treatment of the Latin text.  This large scale a cappella work may include elements of 

Brazilian folklore, possibly including macumba elements,27 along with highlighting other 

characteristics of the composer's sacred choral music style (Figure 10, p. 21).  

Missa Vidapura 

Missa Vidapura28 is another example of a large-scale choral piece by Villa-Lobos.  

The work actually falls into a limited number of longer sacred choral works by the 

composer.  In this limited group are the multimovement Bendita Sabedoria (six 

movements), Missa Vidapura (five movements), Missa São Sebastião (five 

movements), and Magnificat-Alleluia (one movement). 

The mass was composed in 1919 and employs the large-scale forces of the chorus, 

vocal soloists, and orchestra.  Its style is different of its secular counterparts Choros 10, 

or his Symphony no.10.  In the Missa, Villa-Lobos employed a more meditative style 

with religious overtones.  Vidapura sounds sometimes contemplative, sometimes grand 

with the vocal soloists and chorus assuming the central role, differently from the more 

secondary, coloristic-instrumental function of the voice in the secular works.  The 

                                                 
26Heitor Villa-Lobos, Missa São Sebastião (Associated Music Publishers, 1937).    27Henry Cowell.  "Villa-Lobos: Mass of San Sebastian, for Three Voices, a cappella."  Musical 

Quarterly 34 (April 1953): 341.  The word macumba refers to the practices of the African-Brazilians, 
notably to their culture and folklore. 
 

28Although the work is generally known as Missa (mass) Vidapura, the Max Eschig edition (M.E. 
9010) and other sources (including the New Grove article by Luis Heitor Correa de Azevedo), name it 
missa-oratório (oratorio mass). 
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Figure 10.  Missa São Sebastião, movement 3, Credo, mm. 119-142. 
MISSA SÃO SEBASTIÃO (MASS IN HONOR OF ST. SEBASTIAN).  By: Heitor Villa-
Lobos.  Copyright © 1937 (Renewed) by Associated Music Publishers, Inc. (BMI).  
International Copyright Secured.  All Rights Reserved.  Used by Permission. 
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section from mm. 1-24 of the fourth movement, Sanctus, illustrates important stylistic 

characteristics of the mass (Figure 11, pp. 23-24). 

Villa-Lobos's sacred music is, perhaps, his most comprehensive choral output and it 

is in his sacred choral music that Villa-Lobos created his most consistent choral music 

style.  This category encompasses a variety of choral compositions such as the above 

mentioned large scale Vidapura and Missa São Sebastião, shorter and yet 

multimovement pieces such as Bendita Sabedoria, or the many motets from his great  

collection Música Sacra.  These works were composed through most of Villa-Lobos's 

active life as a composer, the first examples as early as 1905,29 and continued through 

his career with pieces such as Vidapura (1919), Missa São Sebastião (1937), and his 

two last choral pieces, Magnificat-Alleluia (1958) and Bendita Sabedoria (1958). 

Pater Noster 

A notable example of this repertoire is Pater Noster, which, according to editor 

Wilbur Skeels from Cantus Quercus, is part of the collection Música Sacra.30   This 

work, which collects sacred pieces written from 1937-1952, culminates the composer's 

choral anthology series, a group of choral compositions directly related to the 

polyphonic style stemming from the great Missa São Sebastião.31  Pater Noster is a 

 
                                                 

29Azevedo, "Villa-Lobos." 
  

30Some of the pieces included in the collection are Ave Marias (including a rare setting in 
Portuguese), Praeseppe, Cor Dulce, Cor Amabile; Panis Angelicus, Sub tuum praesidium, and his great 
Pater Noster.  The pieces are mostly in liturgical style, presenting characteristics similar to Renaissance 
music and Villa-Lobos's own musical style.  Although the collection itself has not been published in the 
U.S. yet, recently, Cantus Quercus, a publisher from California, has begun publishing individual pieces 
from the collection (World Wide Web address: www.cantusquercus.com). 
 

31Heitor Villa-Lobos, Sacred Choral Music, Corydon Singers and Orchestra, Matthew Best, 
Conductor, Hyperion CDA 66638.  Audio Compact Disc.  Notes, p.5. 
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Figure 11.  Missa Vidapura, movement 4, Sanctus, mm. 1-24. 
MISSA VIDAPURA.  Music by Heitor VILLA-LOBOS.  © by editions DURAND (Eschig). 
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 Figure 11 (cont.). 
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motet scored for SATB a cappella choir.  Its imitative style, typical of Villa-Lobos's 

motets during this period, confirms his ability as a composer of fine choral music.  

Accordingly, Pater Noster  is polyphonic with the vocal lines and structure being 

delineated by the Latin text.   

Like Missa São Sebastião, Pater Noster has a certain Renaissance flavor clothed in 

modern fashion, notably its harmony.  The form is directly influenced by the Latin text of 

the Lord's Prayer, since important phrases and sections of the work correspond to the 

phrases of the text.  The motet, while relatively short, is an intense work of poignant 

harmonies and beautiful melodic materials, so typical of Villa-Lobos (Figure 12, p. 26). 

Bendita Sabedoria and Magnificat-Alleluia - Late Works 

Villa-Lobos's active life as a composer seems to fit well in three fifteen-year periods.  

The first, from about 1915/1930, the second from around 1930/1944-5, and the last from 

approximately 1944-5/1959, the year he passed away.32  The last fifteen-year period 

was one of maturity in Villa-Lobos's career, when he wrote many instrumental 

compositions, such as his Bachiana no.9 (1945), his piano concertos no. 1 (1945), no. 2 

(1948), and his Symphonies nos. 8, 9, and 10 (1950, 1950, and 1952 respectively), this  

last work including chorus and soloists.33  He also composed a few additional motets as 

part of approximately 35 such pieces written between 1905-52, along with other choral 

music towards the end of his life.34

 

                                                 
 32Lisa Peppercorn, "The Fifteen Year Periods in Villa-Lobos's Life," Ibero-Amerikanisches Archiv 5/2 
(1979) : 179. 
  
 33Azevedo, "Villa-Lobos." 
  

34Simon Wright, Villa-Lobos (Oxford, New York: Oxford University Press), 140.     
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Figure 12.  Pater Noster, mm. 1-6. 
Copyright © by Heitor Villa-Lobos; © 1999 by Villa-Lobos's heirs; this edition published 
exclusively by Cantus Quercus Press and copyright © 1999.  Used by permission.  All 
rights reserved. 
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 During the educational phase, Villa-Lobos was very prolific in composing choral 

music, notably because he wrote many didactic works.  Conversely, relatively fewer 

choral works than in the educational phase mark the last fifteen-year period in Villa-

Lobos's life.  His choral music, however, would become significant towards the end of 

this last compositional period, primarily through the creation of his last two choral 

pieces.35  These two pieces, among his best-known vocal sacred works, reveal the 

more experienced Villa-Lobos and concentrate several aspects of his established 

musical style, such as his harmonic language and his orchestration.  Interestingly, they 

were written during the last two years of the composer's life, when he was very ill.  In 

fact, Villa-Lobo'shealth had progressively declined due to a bladder cancer operation in 

1948.36

 The two choral works, Magnificat-Alleluia and Bendita Sabedoria (Blessed 

Wisdom), are sacred pieces, an indication that Villa-Lobos may have welcomed 

religious expression through music during those difficult times.  In fact, 

Magnificat-Alleluia was performed at the last concert the composer attended on 7 

September 1959,37 just a few weeks before he passed away, on 17 November 1959.38  

The piece, according to Peppercorn, had been "commissioned by Pope Pius XII, 

                                                 
 35Bendita Sabedoria and Magnificat-Alleluia are Villa-Lobos's last choral works.  They were 
composed during the last two years of the composer's life. 
 
 36Lisa Peppercorn, The World of Villa-Lobos in Pictures and Documents (Aldershot, England: Scolar 
Press; Brokfield, VT: Ashgate Pub. Co.: 1996), 309.  Lisa Peppercorn is one of the most important 
important researchers of Heitor Villa-Lobos's life and music, having written numerous articles and book on 

e subject. th   
37Lisa Peppercorn, Villa-Lobos, The Music: An Analysis of His Style.  Translated by  

Stefan de Haan  (London, Kahn & Averill.  White Plains, NY: Pro/Am Music Resources Inc.1990),  
113-114.    

38Azevedo, "Villa-Lobos."    
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transmitted by the Archbishop of Milan, subsequently Pope Paul VI, and composed in 

1958."39   

 Bendita Sabedoria, according to the same author, was first performed in Paris on 3 

November 1958 "on the occasion of the opening of the new UNESCO building at Place 

Fontenoy, Paris.  René Alix conducted the chorus of Radiodiffusion Française."40  The 

two pieces contrast in style: Magnificat-Alleluia is grand and symphonic; Bendita 

Sabedoria,41 on the other hand, is more intimate and contemplative. 

Villa-Lobos's choral music offers much unknown and still inaccessible music for 

performance.  It encompasses a variety of styles throughout the composer's life, from 

short motets in Renaissance style to large-scale works for orchestra, chorus, and 

soloists.  It also includes educational and secular pieces of intense Brazilianism, as 

Villa-Lobos represents a major voice in Brazilian Nationalism.  It also reveals the 

experimental Villa-Lobos when pieces of a hybrid nature exist in a position that 

simultaneously link them to choral and instrumental music, as the composer employs 

the vocal forces for rhythm and timber.  Some of these characteristics are found in Villa-

Lobos's overall choral output and notably in his two final choral works, Magnificat-

Alleluia and Bendita Sabedoria.

                                                 
 39Peppercorn, Pictures and Documents, 291.    

40Lisa Peppercorn, Villa-Lobos.  Illustrated Lives of the Great Composers (London: Omnibus Press, 
1989), 135.   

 41Heitor Villa-Lobos, Bendita Sabedoria (Paris: Edition Max Eschig, 1958).  
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Chapter 2 

A Conductor's Study of Villa-Lobos's Bendita Sabedoria  

Bendita Sabedoria - General Introduction 

 Bendita Sabedoria is one of the most beautiful representatives of Villa-Lobos's 

unaccompanied sacred choral music. It is a set of six short movements for a cappella 

choir, with voicing varying from SATB to SSAATTBB.42  Small jewels of composition, 

these movements combine, in a short collection, a full spectrum of simple vocal effects, 

rhythmic variety to highlight the text, harmonic complexity, and clever setting of the Latin 

language.   

 The music of Bendita Sabedoria also illustrates many stylistic and interpretive 

aspects of the composer's choral output.  The collection's six short movements exhibit 

inherent musical simplicity.  Closer examination, however, reveals fine a cappella choral 

music that could be performed either in the concert hall or in church.  If the wisdom of 

biblical texts and the atmosphere created by the unaccompanied chorus suit the work to 

worship and contemplation, the vocal, harmonic, and formal intricacies of its fabric will 

challenge the conductor and singers to bring the work to high performance standards. 

 The form of Bendita Sabedoria shows common traits among its six movements.  

Musical phrases generally corresponding to their textual counterparts, cadences 

delineating musical phrases and sections, and a relative economy of materials used to 

unify the structure, are some of the principal aspects of the collection's formal design. 

                                                 
 42The 1958 Max Eschig edition (ME 6996) lists the collection as for "Côro misto a 6 vozes" (Six parts 
mixed choir), although the voicing varies widely within each piece, according to the harmonic, formal, and 

xtural aspects of the composition. te  
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 As one would expect in a vocal piece, the text is one of the elements influencing its 

structure.  Five of the six movements use portions of verses taken from the book of 

Proverbs (nos. 1-5), whereas one (no.6) is based on a text based on Psalms 90:12.43   

 The complete verses and their respective translations are shown in Table 1 (p. 31).  

The actual score of the piece does not make any specific reference to the scriptural 

verses selected by the Brazilian composer.  There is only one general observation 

regarding the origin of the texts, which reads Seis corais a capela – Palavras da Bíblia 

(Six a cappella choral works on words of the Bible).  No information is provided as to 

why the piece includes sustained vowels inside the biblical verses. Whether they are for 

emphasis or whether the composer interpolated them with the goal of deepening the 

musical setting of the biblical passages is not clear, although, from Villa-Lobos's own 

overall style, it is possible that he was thinking of the voices as instrumental color when 

adding the vowels.  It is likewise possible that Villa-Lobos had the Portuguese language 

in mind when setting Latin texts, notably by the way he combines syllabic divisions and 

their corresponding rhythmic durations.  Therefore, the syllabification of both Bendita 

Sabedoria and Magnificat-Alleluia is probably influenced by the composer's native 

language, a characteristic that would demand careful attention from those performing 

the piece. 

 Villa-Lobos's harmonic language in Bendita Sabedoria favors constant movement 

within a tonal framework.  The overall harmonic language includes extended chords, 

                                                 
 43Heitor Villa-Lobos, Villa-Lobos, Missa São Sebastião, Magnificat-Alleluia, Bendita Sabedoria [and 
other choral music], Corydon Singers and Orchestra conducted by Matthew Best, Hyperion CDA 66638, 
1993, Compact Disc.  Movement 6 seems to actually be based on verses of chapter 89 and, possibly, 
chapter 90, although this connection is completely not clear.     
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delayed or deceptive cadences, chords with added notes, bichordal sonorities, quartal 

and quintal sonorities, and areas of tonal ambiguity, paired with occasional stronger  

 

Table 1.  Bendita Sabedoria, verses on which the text of each movement is based. 

Movement Biblical verse   Complete biblical verses and translations44

1 Proverbs1:20   
  

"sapientia foris praedicat in plateis dat vocem (suam)."  

Wisdom preacheth abroad, she uttereth (her) voice in the streets: 
2 Proverbs 

20:15 
"est aurum et multitudo gemmarum vas autem pretiosum labia 
scientiae." 
 
There is gold and a multitude of jewels: but the lips of knowledge 
are a precious vessel. 

3 Proverbs 4:7 "principium sapientiae posside sapientiam et in omni possessione 
tua adquire prudentiam." 
 
The beginning of wisdom, get wisdom, and with all thy possession 
purchase prudence. 

4 Proverbs 24:5 "vir sapiens et fortis est et vir doctus robustus et validus." 
 
A wise man is strong: and a knowing man, stout and valiant. 

5 Proverbs 
3:13,14 

beatus homo qui (in)45 invenit sapientiam et qui affluit prudentia (v. 
13) melior est adquisitio eius negotiatione argenti et auro primo 
(auri primissimi)46 fructus eius (v. 14).  
 
Blessed is the man (that) findeth wisdom, and is rich in prudence 
(v. 13): The purchase thereof is better than the merchandise of 
silver, and her fruit than the chief and purest gold. 

6 Psalm 89:12 Score: dexteram tuam sic notam fac et eruditos corde in sapientia. 
 
Vulgate: ut numerentur dies nostri sic ostende et veniemus corde 
sapienti. 
  
Translation (Latin Vulgate): Can number thy wrath? So make thy 
right hand known: and men learned in heart, in wisdom. 

                                                 
 44Latin Vulgate.Com: Helping You Understand Difficult Verses [on-line resource]; available at 
http://www.latinvulgate.com; Internet.  This service provides texts from the Latin Vulgate and Douay-
Rheims English translation.  Additions (vowels), selections (portions of the verses), and adaptations 
(movement 6) of the biblical texts will be discussed under the analysis of each movement. 
 

45The score reads in (in) instead of qui (that).      
46The score reads auri primissimi (finest gold) instead of auro primo (finest gold).       
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structural cadences producing clear tonal centers, which will be shown on the analysis 

of the work.   

 The rhythmic design of Bendita Sabedoria is primarily influenced by the flow of the 

text and the corresponding vocal lines.  Meter signatures usually remain constant within 

each movement, with the exception of movement number one (Table 2). 

 Rhythmic durations are relatively conservative.  The rhythmic structure emphasizes 

the textual delivery and keeps the regular beat divisions according to the meter 

 

Table 2.  Bendita Sabedoria, meter signatures of each movement. 

Movement Meter Signatures 

1 3/4; 4/4; 3/4; 4/4; 3/4 

2 6/4 

3 6/4 

4 4/4 

5 4/4 

6 4/4 

 

 

signature.  On the other hand, simple prolongations through dotted notes, ties, along  

with occasional melismatic sections provide further rhythmic variations in the pieces.  

Rests are appropriately placed to the presentation of the text and the nature of the vocal 

phrases.  Occasional use of triplets functions as a means of variation in rhythmic style, 
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but, again, these triplets seem to be a byproduct of the textual requirements of each 

vocal line. 

 The texture of Bendita Sabedoria encompasses a variety of options.  Pitch range is 

designed to allow the voices to stay comfortably within each vocal range, although 

extremes of range are occasionally used, most notably in the bass and soprano voices.  

Polyphonic texture is used in movements nos. 1, 3, and 5, which will be discussed in the 

analysis of each individual movement.  Another striking characteristic of the textural 

element of the work is the use of paired voices, perhaps in an allusion to Renaissance 

style.  This device is found in movement no. 2, sections of movements 4 and 5, and a 

brief passage of no. 6.  These paired voices are highlighted in several different ways, 

such as by boca chiusa accompaniment, vowel chordal accompaniment, or by simple 

reiteration of these dialogues among the voices.  The density is frequently thick, except 

for the beginning of certain polyphonic sections, where the gradual thickening of the 

texture is accomplished by the addition of voices through the texture.   

 The entire work is a cappella, therefore, orchestration in its strictest sense, does not 

apply to Bendita Sabedoria.  Important considerations about the use of vocal forces 

relate to the frequent change in the number of voices, despite the prescription "para 

côro misto a 6 vozes" (for 6 part mixed choir).  Departures from this indication abound in 

each movement.  In addition, Villa-Lobos's style challenges the singers to demonstrate 

their vocal technique in a very skilled manner: 

 
 This very freshness [referring to his nationalism, spontaneity and creative  
 spirit as a composer], can persuade the most learned listener as well as the most 
 naïve, producing its effect through colour, rhythmic energy and the simple 
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 beauty of its melodies, but above all through its magical sonorities which, even 
 in chamber or choral pieces, give the impression of an orchestral brilliance.47   

 

Bendita Sabedoria - Movement 1 

[Oh!] Sapientia foris praedicat in plateis       Wisdom preacheth abroad, she uttereth 
dat vocem [suam].     [her] voice in the streets:48  
______________________________________________________________________ 

 The text of movement 1 of Bendita Sabedoria is taken from the Old Testament book 

of Proverbs, 1:20.  The edition omits the word suam (her), thereby setting only a portion 

of the actual text. 

 Formal organization is influenced by the text.  Section 1 is all sustained vowels (Oh 

and Ah), section 2 is the full Latin text, and section 3 is a portion of the Latin text 

combined with the sustained vowel sound “Ah.”  The relationship of form, scriptural text, 

and added vowels is shown in Table 3. 

 

Table 3.  Bendita Sabedoria, movement 1, relationship form, scriptural text, 
and added vowels. 

 
Oh! Ah! Sapientia foris praedicat in plateis49 dat 

vocem [suam]!  
Wisdom preacheth abroad, she 
uttereth [her] voice in the streets:50     

Oh! Ah! Sapientia 
 
Wisdom 

Section 1 - Cadences: 
m.1; m.25 
 

Section 2: cadence: m.25 Section 3 - Final 
cadence at m.51 

                                                 
 47Azevedo, "Villa-Lobos," 765.    
 

 48www.latinvulgate.com 
 
 49In m. 36, the edition includes "prateis," a misprint of the correct plateis (street[s]). 
  
 50www.latinvulgate.com  
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Figure 13.  Bendita Sabedoria, movement 1, section 1, analysis chart 
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Figure 14.  Bendita Sabedoria, movement 1, section 2, analysis chart 
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Figure 15.  Bendita Sabedoria, movement 1, section 3, analysis chart 
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Appendix: Consent Letters 

Consent Letters from the Publishers to Use the Music Scores 
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Vita 

Hoffmann Urquiza Pereira was born in Recife, Pernambuco, Brazil.  He is in his 

fourth year as Director of Choral Activities/Assistant Professor of Music and now in his 

second year as Head of the Music Department at Hiwassee College (Madisonville, 

Tennessee), where he conducts the Hiwassee Concert Chorale and Shalom Chamber 

Choir, along with teaching all levels of music theory, ear training, and music 

appreciation.   

He has brought a wealth of conducting experience to the Hiwassee community, 

having studied choral and orchestral conducting in both Brazil and the United States for 

over 19 years.  His teachers in choral conducting include Drs. Fred Spann and 

Alcingstone Cunha (Seminário Teológico Batista do Norte do Brasil), Dr. Brian Trevor, 

Dr. Sara Lynn Baird (Louisiana State University), and Dr. Kenneth Fulton (Louisiana 

State University).  He studied orchestral conducting with Henrique Gregori 

(Conservatório Pernambucano de Música, Brazil), Osman Giuseppe Gioia (Orquestra 

Sinfônica do Recife, Brazil), and Michael Butterman (Louisiana State 

University/Jacksonville Symphony Orchestra, Fl/Rochester Symphony Orchestra, NY), 

along with additional participation in conducting workshops with internationally 

renowned conductors such as Sir David Wilcocks (King’s College, Cambridge), James 

Paul (Baton Rouge Symphony Orchestra), Robert Porco (Indiana University), David 

Davidson (Dallas Symphony Chorus), and Rodney Eichenberger (Florida State 

University).    

With musical preparation in both the church and professional fields, Urquiza Pereira 

holds degrees of Bacharel em Musica Sacra (Bachelor of Sacred Music) from 
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Seminário Teológico Batista do Norte do Brasil (North Brazil Baptist Theological 

Seminary), Licenciatura em Música (Licentiateship in Music) from Universidade Federal 

de Pernambuco (Pernambuco Federal University), and a Master of Music Degree from 

Louisiana State University.   

Hoffmann has worked as music director in several churches since 1986, including 

Igreja Batista do Pinheiro (Maceió, Brazil), Igreja Presbiteriana de João Pessoa (João 

Pessoa, Brazil), and St. John’s United Methodist Church (Baton Rouge, Louisiana).  His 

conducting appointments prior to Hiwassee College include the Sião Festival Coral 

(Salvador, Brazil) and graduate work with the LSU A Cappella Choir, LSU Chamber 

Choir, and the LSU University Orchestra.  He was also Assistant Conductor of LSU 

Women’s Chorus and LSU Glee Club.   

Throughout his career, he has conducted a variety of choral repertoire that includes 

Mozart’s Credo Mass (K.257), Pachelbel's Jauchzet dem Herrn, and Handel’s Chandos 

Anthem no.4, among many other choral pieces.  He also conducted Haydn's Symphony 

no.1 with the LSU University Orchestra and did graduate work in orchestral conducting 

that included Mendelssohn's Italian Symphony, operas, oratorios, and other orchestral 

repertoire.  
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