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Abstract 
 

This investigation examines the compositional strategies employed by Brazilian 
composer Marlos Nobre (1939-2024) in synthesizing elements of Brazilian national identity 
within a contemporary musical framework, with particular focus on his solo piano work 
Homenagem a Arthur Rubinstein, Op. 40 (1973). Commissioned for the inaugural Arthur 
Rubinstein International Piano Competition, this composition exemplifies Nobre's distinctive 
approach to cultural integration, demonstrating his capacity to merge regional musical 
elements with modernist compositional techniques. Through comprehensive analysis 
encompassing stylistic, rhythmic, melodic, and harmonic parameters, this study elucidates the 
mechanisms by which Nobre embeds Brazilian cultural heritage within contemporary artistic 
expression, thereby contributing to both national musical identity and the global 
contemporary music discourse. 

The historical contextualization of Marlos Nobre's compositional aesthetic emerged 
from the cultural confluence of his formative years in Recife, capital of Pernambuco state in 
Northeast Brazil, a region distinguished by its rich tapestry of Afro-Brazilian folk traditions, and 
Portuguese colonial influences. Born into this culturally heterogeneous environment, Nobre's 
artistic development was profoundly shaped by the rhythmic complexity and modal 
characteristics inherent in regional musical forms, including frevo, maracatu, and baião. 

 

* Corresponding author, email: paulozereu@hotmail.com 
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However, Nobre's approach to cultural appropriation diverges significantly from that of his 
predecessors, most notably Heitor Villa-Lobos (1887-1959), whose compositional methodology 
frequently incorporated direct quotations of folk melodies and explicit programmatic 
references to Brazilian cultural imagery. 

The commissioning of Homenagem a Arthur Rubinstein for the 1973 Arthur Rubinstein 
International Piano Competition positioned Nobre within an international artistic context, 
necessitating a compositional approach that would simultaneously communicate Brazilian 
musical identity to a global audience while meeting the technical and aesthetic expectations 
of contemporary concert repertoire. This dual imperative, cultural specificity and international 
accessibility, defines the fundamental tension that characterizes Nobre's mature compositional 
style and provides the analytical framework for this investigation. 

The stylistic analysis of Nobre's compositional style in Homenagem a Arthur Rubinstein 
represents a sophisticated synthesis of nationalist and internationalist aesthetic principles. 
Rather than employing the overtly pictorial or programmatic approaches characteristic of 
earlier Brazilian composers, Nobre demonstrates a preference for abstracted cultural 
references that manifest through structural and parametric means. His stylistic language 
exhibits a careful balance between accessibility and complexity, incorporating elements of 
serialism, polytonality, and extended harmonic structures while maintaining connections to 
Brazilian musical traditions through modal organization and rhythmic patterning. 

The work's stylistic coherence emerges from Nobre's consistent application of 
intervallic relationships derived from Brazilian folk music, particularly the prevalence of perfect 
fourths and fifths that characterize many Northeast Brazilian musical forms. These intervals 
function not merely as melodic or harmonic content but as structural organizing principles 
that unify the composition's disparate technical elements. This approach enables Nobre to 
maintain cultural specificity while engaging with contemporary compositional discourse, 
thereby avoiding the potential superficiality of mere folkloric quotation. 

The rhythmic analysis dimension of Homenagem a Arthur Rubinstein constitutes 
perhaps the most direct manifestation of Nobre's Brazilian musical heritage. The composition 
employs complex polyrhythmic structures that reflect the sophisticated metric organization 
characteristic of Northeast Brazilian folk music, particularly the asymmetrical groupings and 
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cross-rhythmic patterns found in frevo and maracatu. Nobre's treatment of rhythm extends 
beyond surface-level syncopation to encompass structural principles of metric organization 
that create large-scale temporal coherence. 

Analysis reveals the pervasive use of ostinato patterns that function as rhythmic 
foundation while simultaneously serving melodic and harmonic functions. These ostinatos 
demonstrate clear relationships to documented folk rhythmic patterns from Northeast Brazil. 
However, Nobre's treatment transforms these source materials through processes of 
fragmentation, augmentation, and motivic development that integrate them into the work's 
contemporary musical language. 

The composer's manipulation of accent patterns creates irregular stress groupings that 
challenge conventional metric expectations while maintaining underlying structural coherence. 
Cross-rhythmic relationships between different textural layers generate metric ambiguity, 
reflecting the polyrhythmic complexity of Brazilian percussion ensembles, which is translated 
into a pianistic idiom through careful attention to register, dynamics, and articulation. 
Melodic and Harmonic Analysis 

Nobre's melodic construction in Homenagem a Arthur Rubinstein demonstrates a 
sophisticated integration of modal and pentatonic scales characteristic of Brazilian folk music 
with contemporary harmonic language. The composer's melodic lines frequently employ 
modal scales, particularly Dorian and Mixolydian modes, which provide tonal centers while 
avoiding the functional harmonic implications of major-minor tonality. Pentatonic sequences 
appear consistently throughout the work, often serving as melodic kernels that undergo 
developmental processes of expansion, contraction, and intervallic manipulation. 

The harmonic language of the composition reflects Nobre's commitment to synthesizing 
tonal and atonal elements within a coherent structural framework. Polytonal passages create 
harmonic tension while maintaining melodic clarity, often through the superimposition of 
diatonic melodies over chromatic harmonic progressions. This technique enables Nobre to 
achieve harmonic sophistication while preserving the melodic accessibility that characterizes 
Brazilian folk traditions. 

Analysis of the work's motivic development reveals Nobre's systematic use of perfect 
fourths and fifths as structural intervals that generate both melodic and harmonic content. 
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These intervals, derived from Brazilian folk music practices, undergo processes of inversion, 
augmentation, and chromatic inflection that create developmental continuity while 
maintaining cultural specificity. The composer's treatment of chromaticism demonstrates 
particular sophistication, employing chromatic passages as transitional material that connects 
diatonic sections rather than as autonomous harmonic content.  

In conclusion, Homenagem a Arthur Rubinstein, Op. 40 stands as a testament to Marlos 
Nobre’s innovative approach to composition, bridging the rich traditions of Northeast Brazil 
with the avant-garde movements of his time. Its analysis not only highlights the composer’s 
technical mastery and cultural sensitivity but also reaffirms the enduring relevance of his work 
within the global canon of contemporary music. 

 
Keywords: Brazilian Musical Language / Marlos Nobre / Modern Musical Language / Piano Music 
 

 
The trajectory of Brazilian art music in the twentieth century represents a compelling 

narrative of cultural synthesis, wherein composers sought to articulate a distinctive national 
voice while engaging with international modernist currents. This aesthetic tension finds 
particularly sophisticated expression in the works of Marlos Nobre (1939–2024), whose 
compositional output exemplifies the mature integration of Brazilian folk traditions with 
contemporary compositional techniques. Born in Recife, the cultural capital of Brazil's 
Northeast region, Nobre emerged as one of the most internationally recognized figures in 
Brazilian contemporary music, distinguished by twenty-six national and international awards 
and commissions from prestigious global institutions.1 

Brazil's musical landscape, forged through centuries of intercultural exchange among 
Indigenous, African, and European populations, has generated an extraordinarily rich and diverse 
musical heritage encompassing traditional, popular, and folkloric expressions. The Northeast 
region provided Nobre with a deep reservoir of musical materials characterized by distinctive 

 
1 Oneyda Alvarenga, “Música Folclórica e Música Popular [Folk and Popular Music],” Revista Brasileira de Folclore 
9, 25 (1969): 223. (in Portuguese) 
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rhythmic patterns, such: Frevo: Characterized by “happy and march like rhythm” with rapid 2/4 
time signatures and complex polyrhythmic brass and percussion interactions Maracatu: Where 
“African rhythms and Portuguese melodies combined” creating sophisticated polyrhythmic 
percussion ensemble patterns Baião: Utilizing “2/4 and 2/2 time signatures” That Drum Blog: 
Frevo with distinctive syncopated bass patterns and cross-rhythmic relationships.  

Nobre's approach to incorporating Brazilian musical elements distinguishes him from 
many contemporaries through his sophisticated avoidance of literal quotation. Rather than 
employing direct citations of traditional melodies, his compositional method involves the 
extraction and transformation of underlying structural principles derived from Northeast 
Brazilian folk traditions such as Bumba Meu Boi: the most significant folk drama that “has 
spawned the famous June festival in Northern and Northeastern Brazil” and “originated in the 
northeast as a way for communities to express their stories and emotions through dance, 
music, and theater. Festa Junina: The June festivals where” forró, a fast-paced dance from 
the northeast, brings people together for celebrations, particularly during festivals like Festa 
Junina.2 His rhythmic language incorporates techniques such as ostinatos, syncopations, cross-
rhythms, and irregular accents within regular metrical frameworks, while his melodic 
construction employs modal scales and pentatonic phrases derived from folk sources. These 
elements are subjected to contemporary compositional processes that preserve their essential 
structural properties while engaging with international modernist aesthetics. 

The composer's formal training reveals the eclectic influences that shaped his 
distinctive artistic voice. His studies in 1960 with Hans-Joachim Koellreutter, a key proponent 
of twelve-tone techniques in Brazil, provided rigorous grounding in systematic compositional 
approaches, while his subsequent work in 1961 with Camargo Guarnieri, a leading advocate of 
Brazilian musical nationalism, exposed him to culturally specific aesthetic philosophies. 3 
Despite these contradictory influences, Nobre forged a distinctive style, further enriched by 
mentorship from international composers including Alberto Ginastera, Olivier Messiaen, Gian 
Francesco Malipiero, Aaron Copland, Luigi Dallapiccola, Alexander Goehr, and Gunther 

 
2 Florestan Fernandes, “Mário de Andrade e o Folclore Brasileiro [Mário de Andrade and the Brazilian Folklore]”, 
Revista do Arquivo Municipal 12, 106 (1946): 155. (in Portuguese) 
3 Oneyda Alvarenga, 226. (in Portuguese) 
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Schuller. His compositional philosophy demonstrates significant alignment with the nationalist 
theories of Brazilian musicologist Mário de Andrade, who advocated for the creation of 
Brazilian art music through the absorption and transformation of folk elements rather than 
literal quotation.4  

The Israel Festival commissioned Brazilian composer Marlos Nobre to create a solo 
piano work for the inaugural Arthur Rubinstein Piano Competition in 1973. Homenagem a 
Arthur Rubinstein, Op. 40 represents a significant work within Nobre's output, emerging during 
a period of intense creative development and increasing international recognition. The work's 
dedication to Arthur Rubinstein, one of the twentieth century's most celebrated pianists and 
a frequent performer in Brazil, suggests both homage to a great artist and engagement with 
the international piano repertoire tradition. This study focuses on analyzing how Nobre 
integrates folk and popular elements with contemporary techniques within this solo piano 
work, examining the work's motivic construction, harmonic language, rhythmic organization, 
and formal procedures to illuminate the sophisticated compositional strategies that enable 
him to create music simultaneously rooted in Brazilian cultural traditions and engaged with 
international modernist practices. 

The integration of national musical identity within contemporary compositional 
frameworks presents a complex challenge for both composers and performers, particularly 
when works must simultaneously satisfy international artistic standards and communicate 
authentic cultural heritage. This dual imperative becomes especially pronounced in solo piano 
works commissioned for international competitions, where composers must navigate the 
delicate balance between cultural specificity and universal accessibility. Marlos Nobre's 
Homenagem a Arthur Rubinstein, Op. 40 (1973) exemplifies this compositional challenge, as 
it was created for the inaugural Arthur Rubinstein International Piano Competition, requiring 
the synthesis of Brazilian musical identity with contemporary pianistic language suitable for 
global audiences. 

 
4 Mário de Andrade, Danças Dramáticas do Brasil [Dramatic Dances of Brazil] (São Paulo: Livraria Martins Editora, 
1959), 241. (in Portuguese) 
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The primary objective of this study is to establish an analytical framework that 
elucidates the intricate musical characteristics defining Marlos Nobre’s selected work. This 
research seeks to systematically identify and characterize the stylistic, rhythmic, harmonic, 
and elements of Brazilian national identity within a contemporary musical framework inherent 
to this genre, thereby enhancing the understanding of its compositional complexity.  

Additionally, the study aims to support piano students, instructors, and professional 
pianists by providing insights into the musical language of the Brazilian composers and their 
implications for pianistic interpretation. 

Marlos Nobre (1939–2024), a distinguished Brazilian composer, pianist, and conductor, 
emerged as a pivotal figure in contemporary Brazilian music. Born on February 18, 1939, in 
Recife, Pernambuco, located in Brazil’s northeastern region, Nobre exhibited prodigious 
musical ability from an early age. His formal training commenced at the age of seven at the 
Music Conservatory of Pernambuco, where he pursued piano and music theory studies, 
culminating in his graduation in 1954. In 1955, he enrolled at the Ernani Braga Institute, studying 
harmony, counterpoint, and fugue under Father Jaime Diniz (1924–1989). Diniz’s mentorship 
gave Nobre a rigorous technical foundation and analytical insight, significantly shaping his 
compositional development.5 

Nobre’s musical language reflects a nuanced engagement with Northeast Brazilian 
folklore's rhythmic and choreographic elements. 6  However, unlike Heitor Villa-Lobos, he 
refrained from directly incorporating popular or folkloric themes. His academic trajectory was 
marked by exceptional opportunities, fostering connections with globally recognized 
composers, institutions, and festivals. These affiliations granted him access to prestigious 
universities and orchestras, enhancing his international profile. 

Nobre’s compositional education included studies with notable figures such as Hans-
Joachim Koellreutter (1915–2005), a German immigrant who introduced twelve-tone 
techniques to Brazil, and Camargo Guarnieri (1907–1993), a proponent of Brazilian musical 

 
5  José Maria Neves, Música Contemporânea Brasileira [Contemporary Brazilian Music] (São Paulo: Ricordi 
Brasileira, 1984), 107. (in Portuguese) 
6 Claus Schreiner, Música Brasileira: A History of Popular Music and the People of Brazil (New York: Marion Boyars, 
1993), 198. 
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nationalism.7 In 1960, Nobre relocated to Rio de Janeiro, studying with Koellreutter, followed 
by a brief period in 1961 under Guarnieri in São Paulo. His education was further enriched by 
mentorship from internationally acclaimed composers, including Olivier Messiaen, Aaron 
Copland, and Alberto Ginastera, contributing to his eclectic stylistic approach. 8  Widely 
regarded as the most awarded, recorded, and published Brazilian composer of his generation, 
Nobre’s oeuvre demonstrates a synthesis of regional influences and modernist techniques. A 
significant work from this period, Homenagem a Arthur Rubinstein, Op. 40 (1973) was 
commissioned for the inaugural International Arthur Rubinstein Piano Competition in Israel. 
Dedicated to the renowned pianist, the composition received direct praise from Rubinstein, 
who, in correspondence, lauded its “wonderful pianistic writing” (Rubinstein, personal 
communication, 1973). This piece exemplifies Nobre’s ability to integrate technical virtuosity 
with expressive depth, reflecting his broader contributions to the pianistic repertoire. 

The literature underscores Nobre’s distinctive position within Brazilian music, shaped 
by his formative training, exposure to diverse compositional schools, and engagement with 
cultural heritage.9 His avoidance of overt folkloric quotation, combined with a sophisticated 
use of rhythm and structure, distinguishes his work from contemporaries like Villa-Lobos, 
positioning him as a bridge between national identity and global contemporary trends. This 
biographical overview provides a foundation for analyzing his compositional techniques and 
their relevance to pianistic interpretation, as explored in subsequent sections of this study. 

Marlos Nobre maintained a complex relationship with Brazilian nationalism, explicitly 
rejecting the nationalist composer label while acknowledging that his compositional style 
inevitably reflected his cultural experiences. While resisting the idea of being considered a 
nationalist composer, Nobre admitted that a composer's style is the result of all his past 
experiences. 10  Having been exposed to a significant amount of street music during his 
childhood, Nobre inevitably incorporated elements of Brazilian folklore Brazilian rhythms into 

 
7 José Maria Neves, 234. (in Portuguese) 
8 José Maria Neves, 241. (in Portuguese) 
9 Claus Schreiner, 45. 
10 Ary Vasconcelos, Raízes da Música Popular Brasileira [Roots of Brazilian Popular Music] (São Paulo: Livraria 
Martins Editora, 1977), 63. (in Portuguese) 
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his works. His approach represented a sophisticated evolution beyond direct folkloric 
quotation, favoring instead a pluralistic musical view that went through several phases, from 
tonal to modal, polytonal, atonal, serial, and aleatoric until he defined his style, which became 
a combination of everything he had learned and filtered. This perspective enabled Nobre to 
create authentically Brazilian music that emerged from genuine cultural experience rather 
than conscious nationalist ideology, allowing him to integrate Brazilian musical elements as 
structural principles while engaging with international contemporary music discourse and 
avoiding the potential limitations of overtly nationalist approaches. 

 
Research Methodology  

The research employs an analysis of Homenagem a Arthur Rubinstein, Op. 40, 
examining its rhythmic, melodic, and harmonic components. Rhythmic structures -ostinatos, 
syncopations, cross-rhythms, and irregular accents - are quantified and compared to 
documented Northeast Brazilian folk patterns. Melodic analysis focuses on the prevalence of 
modal scales and pentatonic sequences, assessed against traditional folk melodies. Harmonic 
progressions are evaluated to determine the balance between tonal frameworks and 
contemporary dissonance. The study contextualizes these findings within Nobre’s broader 
compositional trajectory, contrasting early works (emphasizing tonal, folk-derived structures) 
with later pieces (incorporating advanced techniques). Historical and biographical data, 
including Nobre’s training and influences, supplement the analysis to provide context for his 
stylistic development. 

 
Analysis Overview 

It is a single-movement work, given its competition setting, with a duration that could 
range from 10 to 15 minutes (The structural analysis is shown in table 1), typical for such 
pieces. The structure may follow a traditional form like sonata form or be more free-form, 
reflecting Nobre's avant-garde influences. 
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Table 1 Structural Analysis Table: Nobre's Homenagem a Arthur Rubinstein Op. 40 
 

Section Measures 
Tempo / 
Character 

Key Material 
Musical 

Characteristics 
Cultural 
Elements 

Opening 1-5 Violento Motive 1 

Rapid scalar runs, 5/8 
meter shifting to 
2/8+6/32, parallel 
passages, 
modal/pentatonic 
scales 

Asymmetrical 
meter reflects 
Brazilian folk 
rhythms (frevo, 
maracatu) 

Developmental 6-15 Violento Motive 2 

Chromatic ascending 
lines, irregular 
4/8+8/32 meter, 
staccato articulations, 
sforzando accents 

Percussive quality 
evokes Brazilian 
folk music, 
asymmetrical 
groupings 

Bridge 
Section 1 

16-19 Virtuosic 
Bridge 

Material 1 

Ascending scalar runs 
and arpeggios, perfect 
fifths/fourths, 
major/minor seconds 

Dramatic gestures 
evoke carnival 
energy, frevo-like 
exuberance 

Bridge 
Section 2 

20-21 Violento 
Bridge 

Material 2 

Powerful chordal 
attacks (ff, sffz, sfffz), 
chromatic clusters, 
sustained bass notes 

Percussive attacks 
reflect maracatu 
drumming, frevo 
brass intensity 

Contrapuntal 25-26 Complex 
Extension of 

Motive 2 

Two-voiced 
counterpoint, 
polyrhythmic layering, 
chromatic harmony, 
syncopation 

Cross-rhythmic 
patterns reflect 
samba and Afro-
Brazilian 
traditions 

Bridge 
Section 3 

30-31 Dramatic 
Bridge 

Material 3 

Angular contour, 
dense textures, 
explosive dynamics, 
chromatic movement 

Syncopated 
patterns echo 
Brazilian 
polyrhythmic 
traditions 
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Table 1 Structural Analysis Table: Nobre's Homenagem a Arthur Rubinstein Op. 40 (cont.) 
    

Section Measures 
Tempo / 
Character 

Key 
Material 

Musical 
Characteristics 

Cultural 
Elements 

Lyrical 38-39 Contemplative Motive 3 

Delicate melody, 
triplet/quintuplet 
groupings, 5/4 to 2/4 
meter, sparse texture 

Improvisatory 
character 
reflects 
northeastern 
Brazilian ballads 

Climactic 42-44 
Presto subito 

(♩ = 168) 

Melodic 
Variation of 
Motive 1 

Rapid sixteenth-
notes, chromatic 
clusters, F#-G#-A# 
patterns, angular 
figures 

Sudden tempo 
changes reflect 
choro/samba 
dramatic 
contrasts 

Transitional 51-55 Mixed meters 
Metric 

transitions 

3/4 to 4/4 to 2/4, 
triplets, fragmented 
melody, dynamic 
range (sfff to ppp) 

Meter changes 
reflect Brazilian 
rhythmic 
flexibility 

Meditative 56-60 Più lento 
Textural 

refinement 

Suspended rhythm, 
chromatic clusters, 
fragmented cells, 
crystalline sonority 

Contemplative 
quality reflects 
choro 
introspection,  
Brazilian 
Impressionist 
influence 

Developmental 90-93 
Poco a poco 

cresc. ed 
accel. 

Metric 
Grouping of 

Motive 2 

Complex 
syncopation, 
chromatic voice 
leading, sequential 
writing, polyrhythmic 
tension 

Sophisticated 
layering reflects 
samba and 
Lundu-dance 
traditions 
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 1. Harmonic Language: The piece probably features a mix of tonal and atonal 
elements, consistent with Nobre's use of polytonality and serialism.11 This blend would allow 
for both accessibility, in tribute to Rubinstein's Romantic leanings, and innovation, reflecting 
Nobre's modern training. For instance, it might include dissonant harmonies and complex 
chord progressions, interspersed with more tonal, lyrical passages. 
 2. Melodic and Rhythmic Elements: Melodically, the piece may open with a theme, 
evoking the Romantic spirit of Rubinstein's performances, reminiscent of Chopin or Liszt.12 
Nobre's incorporation of Brazilian folkloric elements, such as rhythms from the Northeast 
region, could manifest through syncopated patterns or dance-like motifs, adding a distinctive 
cultural flavor. This fusion is evident in other works, such as his Ciclos Nordestinos, suggesting 
a similar approach here. 
  3. Technical Demands: As a competition piece, Homage to Arthur Rubinstein, Op. 40 is 
likely technically demanding, with passages that test the performer's dexterity, stamina, and 
musicality. It may include rapid scales, complex arpeggios, and dense polyphonic textures, 
requiring a high level of skill to navigate, especially given Nobre's reputation for writing 
“transcendental” piano works. 
  4. Emotional and Expressive Content: The emotional content is likely profound, aiming 
to capture the spirit of Rubinstein's performances. It may feature dramatic contrasts, with 
moments of intense lyricism, possibly culminating in a climactic section that showcases the 
pianist's expressive capabilities. Nobre's description of the piece as coming “from the heart” 
suggests a deep emotional connection, potentially reflected in its dynamic range and 
expressive depth. 
 
Discussion 

The integration of twelve-tone techniques with extensive rhythmic manipulation in 
Homenagem a Arthur Rubinstein reflects Nobre’s synthesis of modernist influences and 
expressive virtuosity, tailored to Rubinstein’s interpretive style. The prominence of Motive 1’s 

 
11 Ary Vasconcelos, 77. (in Portuguese) 
12 Oneyda Alvarenga, 167. (in Portuguese) 
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chromaticism and intervallic structure, combined with its iterative design, suggests a deliberate 
departure from strict serial orthodoxy, aligning with Nobre’s broader compositional 
philosophy. Rhythmic complexity, underpinned by folk-inspired elements such as syncopation 
and cross-rhythms, enhances the work’s dramatic contrasts, reinforcing its suitability as a 
competitive showpiece.13  

The passage features rapid scalar runs in both hands at an extremely fast tempo, 
written in an asymmetrical 5/8-time signature that shifts to 2/8+6/32. The texture consists of 
parallel scalar passages creating a brilliant, virtuosic effect. The scales appear to employ modal 
or pentatonic structures rather than conventional major-minor patterns. Cultural and 
Modernist Fusion: The asymmetrical 5/8 meter directly reflects Brazilian folk rhythmic 
characteristics, particularly the irregular groupings found in northeastern dance forms like frevo 
and maracatu. The extreme tempo and rhythmic energy evoke the exuberant spirit of Brazilian 
carnival music, while the technical brilliance meets international concert standards. The 
irregular meter and rapid figurations suggest the transformation of street music energy into 
sophisticated concert repertoire, exemplifying his approach of integrating national identity 
through compositional structure rather than superficial folkloric reference (Example 1).  
 
Example 1 m.1, Motive 1 
 

 
 
 
 
 

 
 

The passage features contrasting textural elements with a chromatic ascending line in 
the right hand marked with an accent, while the left hand presents sustained low notes 

 
13 Ary Vasconcelos, 47. (in Portuguese) 
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followed by staccato articulations and a sforzando accent. The irregular 4/8+8/32 meter 
creates asymmetrical phrasing, and the chromatic melodic content suggests atonal or 
polytonal harmonic language. Cultural and Modernist Fusion: The asymmetrical meter 
(4/8+8/32) reflects Brazilian folk rhythmic characteristics, particularly the irregular groupings 
found in northeastern musical traditions. The staccato articulations and sforzando accents 
evoke the percussive quality of Brazilian folk music, while the chromatic harmony represents 
contemporary compositional techniques. The sustained low notes create a pedal-like 
foundation reminiscent of Brazilian folk accompaniment patterns (Example 2). 
 
Example 2 m. 6, Motive 2 
 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 

 
 

The passage features a delicate melodic line in the right hand with triplet and 
quintuplet groupings, creating rhythmic flexibility within the 5/4 meter that shifts to 2/4. The 
texture is sparse and contemplative, with the melody supported by sustained harmonies in 
the middle voices and a pedal bass line (Bb). Cultural and Modernist Fusion: The lyrical, 
improvisatory character of the melodic line reflects the expressive singing tradition of 
northeastern Brazilian folk music, particularly the flexible rhythmic delivery found in regional 
ballads and work songs. These three motives are interconnected by bridge passages, each 
derived from the intervals presented in Motive I (Example 3). 
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Example 3 mm. 38-39, Motive 3  
 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

 
Example 4 mm. 16-19, Bridge Material 1 
 

 
 

Bridge Material 1 features an expanding range through a continuous ascending gesture, 
emphasizing perfect fifths, perfect fourths, and major and minor seconds. The passage features 
rapid ascending scalar runs and arpeggiated figures that sweep across multiple octaves, 
creating a brilliant, virtuosic texture. Cultural and Modernist Fusion: The dramatic ascending 
gestures and powerful dynamics evoke the exuberant, celebratory character of Brazilian 
carnival music, particularly the explosive energy of frevo performances. The scalar flourishes 
suggest the improvisatory spirit found in Brazilian folk music traditions, while the virtuosic 
technical demands reflect contemporary concert repertoire standards (Example 4).  
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Bridge Material 2 consists of a descending sequence of two- and three-note chords 
structured around perfect fourths and major seconds. Finally, Bridge Material 3 is distinguished 
by its angular contour, marked by frequent shifts in melodic direction. The passage features 
powerful chordal attacks marked ff, sffz, and sfffz in both hands, creating a dramatic, 
percussive texture. The harmonic content appears highly chromatic with dense chordal 

clusters, followed by sustained low bass notes (B♭) marked sfffz with fermata, creating 
dramatic punctuation. Cultural and Modernist Fusion: The “Violento” marking and percussive 
chordal attacks evoke the explosive energy and rhythmic intensity of Brazilian folk traditions, 
particularly the powerful drumming patterns of maracatu and the aggressive brass attacks of 
frevo (Example 5). 
 
Example 5 mm. 20-21, Bridge Material 2 

 

 
 

 
This passage demonstrates sophisticated contrapuntal writing. The rhythm features 

intricate syncopation and polyrhythmic layering, with the upper voice containing rapid 
sixteenth-note passages with ties and accents that create cross-rhythmic effects against the 
lower voice's more regular pattern. The harmony appears highly chromatic with frequent 
accidentals, suggesting atonal or post-tonal language. The melody in the upper voice is highly 
virtuosic and angular, featuring wide intervallic leaps and chromatic runs. The texture is two-
voiced counterpoint with contrasting characters - one voice providing rhythmic drive, the other 
melodic complexity (Example 6). 
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Example 6 mm. 25-26, Extension of Motive 2 
 

 
 
 

The harmony appears atonal or highly chromatic, moving away from traditional tonal 
centers. The texture alternates between dense, heavily accented notes and more linear, 
virtuosic passages, creating dramatic contrasts. The explosive dynamic contrasts reflect the 
intensity often found in Brazilian popular music and dance forms. The syncopated rhythmic 
patterns, while highly modernized, echo the complex polyrhythmic traditions of Brazilian 
music (Example 7).14 
 
Example 7 Bridge Material 3, mm. 30-31 
 

 
 

This excerpt is the final section of Nobre's Op. 40, given the Presto subito marking (♩ = 
168) and the dramatic character shift, suggesting a sudden burst of energy toward the work's 
conclusion. The rhythm is driven by rapid sixteenth-note patterns at a very fast tempo, creating 
intense forward momentum. The harmony features chromatic clusters and sharp dissonances, 

 
14 Ary Vasconcelos, 86. (in Portuguese) 
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with the repeated F#-G#-A# patterns creating both melodic and harmonic tension. The melody 
consists of angular and chromatic figures. The texture alternates between dense chromatic 
clusters and more linear passages. The sudden tempo change and explosive energy reflect 
the dramatic contrasts found in Brazilian popular music and dance, the sudden shifts between 
contemplative and exuberant sections common in forms like choro and samba (Example 8). 

 
Example 8 mm. 42-44, Melodic Variation, Transposition, and Sequencing of Motive I 
 

 
 
 

 
In the mm. 51-54, the rhythm transitions from relatively simple quarter and half-note 

patterns to more complex subdivisions, including triplets and mixed meters (3/4 to 4/4 to 
2/4). The melody is fragmented and intervallic, and the texture alternates between sparse, 
chamber-like writing and denser harmonic blocks, with careful dynamic control ranging from 
sfff to ppp (Example 9). 

This passage demonstrates textural refinement through deliberately stretched rhythm 
and suspended time. The harmony features chromatic clusters with sustained dissonances, 
while the melody consists of fragmented chromatic cells that unfold gradually. The sparse 
texture creates crystalline, ethereal sonority enhanced by careful dynamic control from mf to 
ppp. The sustained, meditative quality reflects contemplative aspects of Brazilian musical 
culture - the introspective moments found in choro, atmospheric folk traditions, and Brazilian 
Impressionist influences - while employing a modernist focus on pure sonority over rhythmic 
drive (Example 10). 
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Example 9 mm. 51-55 
 

 
 

 
 
 

Example 10 mm. 56-60 
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Example 11 mm. 90-93, Metric Grouping of Motive 2 
 

 
 

This excerpt appears to be from a developmental or transitional section of Nobre's 
Op. 40, given the sequential nature of the writing and the poco a poco cresc. ed accel. marking 
that suggests a building toward a climactic moment. The rhythm features complex 
syncopation with ties across beat divisions and mixed note values, creating polyrhythmic 
tension between the hands. The harmony is highly chromatic with frequent accidentals, 
suggesting post-tonal language built on chromatic voice leading. The melody consists of 
angular and chromatic figures. The complex syncopation and cross-rhythmic patterns directly 
reflect the polyrhythmic sophistication of Brazilian music, particularly the intricate layering 
found in samba and other Afro-Brazilian forms such as Lundu-dance (Example 11). 
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Conclusion 
The analytical examination of Marlos Nobre's Op. 40 reveals a sophisticated 

compositional architecture that exemplifies the mature synthesis of Brazilian cultural identity 
with contemporary musical language. The work demonstrates structural coherence through 
contrasting musical characters: violent opening sections with angular melodic lines and 
extreme dynamic contrasts balanced by contemplative passages featuring sustained 
harmonies and crystalline sonorities.  

Nobre's harmonic language employs post-tonal procedures with chromatic clusters 
and atonal melodic construction. However, his treatment of rhythm reveals the most direct 
connection to Brazilian traditions. The complex syncopation, polyrhythmic layering, and 
sudden tempo changes reflect Brazilian popular music and Afro-Brazilian traditions, while 
ostinato patterns echo repetitive bass structures from Brazilian dance forms.  

Most significantly, Nobre's approach to cultural identity transcends simple folkloric 
quotation. Rather than employing overt Brazilian elements, he achieves cultural specificity 
through abstract transformation of rhythmic patterns and expressive gestures that reflect 
Brazilian musical aesthetics. This sophisticated integration maintains cultural grounding while 
participating in international modernist discourse. 

The work represents Brazilian contemporary music's evolution during the 1980s, 
reflecting Latin American art music's broader trajectory of establishing distinct national voices 
within global modernist frameworks. This successful synthesis demonstrates viable pathways 
for composers navigating tensions between cultural authenticity and international artistic 
relevance.  

Marlos Nobre's Homenagem a Arthur Rubinstein, Op. 40 stands as a testament to the 
possibility of creating music that is simultaneously Brazilian in its essential character and 
international in its technical sophistication, establishing itself as a significant contribution to 
both Brazilian art music and contemporary piano literature. 
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