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ABSTRACT 
 

The music of Latin America has been often seen as colorful, energetic, and 

even exotic. This music comprises a meaningful message as it reflects the culture, 

traditions, and history of each country and region. Many nationalistic composers have 

explored the cultural heritage of their countries by using popular folk materials in their 

compositions. The piano literature includes several composers who devoted 

themselves to the preservation of these musical treasures by embracing folklore and 

adapting it into their works. This study explores Ernst Widmer’s Kosmos 

Latinoamericano, a collection that was developed from one of his previous works 

Ludus Brasiliensis; both works were modeled after Béla Bartók’s Mikrokosmos.     

Ernst Widmer was a Swiss composer and pedagogue who developed his 

musical career mainly in Brazil. His four-volume pedagogical collection Kosmos 

Latinoamericano was written as a progressive piano method with Latin American 

flair, containing folk songs, dances, and rhythms from North, Central, and South 

American countries. Through the study of pieces in Kosmos, students are gradually 

exposed to different musical skills and elements such as reading, technique, 

improvisation, and artistry.  

Unfortunately, the collection has had little exposure in Brazil and abroad. 

Thus, one of the purposes of this research is to familiarize piano pedagogues with this 

engaging and valuable work.  The project centers on forty individual selections 

spanning the four volumes of Kosmos Latinoamericano, and provides an analysis 

regarding the cultural influences, performance practices, and suggestions for teaching 

and learning of each of the pieces selected. Further, since there is no known published 
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recording of Kosmos Latinoamericano, I created video recordings of the 40 pieces 

being performed and linked them to this document to provide another source of 

references for those interested in teaching, learning, or furthering researching this 

collection.   

I include biographical information about the author, primarily collected during 

my travels in August 2013 to Aarau, Switzerland, the birthplace of Widmer, to view 

archives of his manuscripts and published works; and Salvador da Bahia, Brazil, 

where I had the privilege of interviewing Widmer’s former colleagues, students, and 

family members. These interviews provided not only invaluable information about the 

author’s personal life but also remarkable insight about his style, his musical heritage 

and legacy, and his teaching philosophies.  
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CHAPTER I 

 
 

INTRODUCTION 
 

 
The idea of Kosmos Latinoamericano was the result of seeking “the perfect 

dissertation theme.” After several trials, and exhausting searches of endless 

possibilities for a dissertation project, I came across to this topic as a suggestion of one 

of my professors, Dr. William Westney. Although the composer Ernst Widmer was 

completely unknown to me, I decided to write an initial research paper for a 

bibliography class. Surprisingly, the presentation of this first paper was well received 

with colleagues and professors showing much interest. After pursuing the topic 

further, I realized that the available resources regarding Widmer and his musical 

output were quite limited which prompted my travels to Aarau, Switzerland, Widmer’s 

hometown where I visited his music archives, and to Salvador da Bahia, Brazil, where 

he made his career as a composer. These two trips gave me a much deeper 

understanding of the composer’s life—his personality, sense of humor, and passion for 

music, culture, folklore, art, freedom, and language—many of the characteristics that 

came to portrayed in his music, particularly in his Kosmos Latinoamericano.  

Ernst Widmer (1927-1990) was a Swiss composer who developed his musical 

career in Brazil. Between 1978 and 1982, Widmer wrote a four-volume pedagogical 

collection based on Béla Bartók’s piano work Mikrokosmos. Widmer’s Kosmos 

Latinoamericano was written as a progressive Latin American piano method 

containing folk songs, dances, and rhythms from North and South American countries.  
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Through the study of pieces in Kosmos Latinoamericano, students are gradually 

exposed to different musical skills and elements such as reading, technique, 

improvisation, and artistry. Most of the works within the collection are short and 

appealing in sound, characteristics that may encourage learners, especially young or 

developing musicians, to explore music making in a unique context. 

Statement of the Problem 

The piano repertoire catalog is vast, and often divided into the following 

categories: technique methods, which include technical exercises by such composers 

as Hanon, Czerny, and Beringer; performance repertoire; and methods that address 

other musical skills, such as sight reading, theory, and improvisation. American 

pedagogical methods, such as John Thomson’s Modern Course for Piano, Alfred’s 

Premier Piano Course, Faber & Faber’s Piano Adventures, and Hal Leonard All-In-

One Piano Lessons, often address these skills in separate books within each level of 

study.  

Few methods comprise all of the numerous elements of musical study into one 

collection. One that does is Bartók’s Mikrokosmos, which presents several of these 

elements within each of its six volumes, spanning in difficulty from very basic to 

advanced levels. Consequently, Mikrokosmos has become a valuable and often used 

tool in the piano teaching repertoire.  

Ernst Widmer’s Kosmos Latinoamericano, inspired by Bartók’s work, also 

comprises multiple components of music study within the set. Like Mikrokosmos, 

Widmer’s work presents more modern tonalities and compositional techniques, but 

often set within a Latin American musical context. This research will examine how 
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Widmer’s collection can effectively engage learners at the piano and act as a 

counterpart to more traditional piano works, which are considered to be staples of the 

teaching repertoire. 

Purpose of the study 

The purpose of this project is to introduce to a wider audience Ernst Widmer’s 

four-volume collection Kosmos Latinoamericano. Although the work was published in 

1982 by Ricordi and revised by the composer afterward, it is no longer widely 

available for purchase. Thus, it is largely unknown among piano teachers and 

performers. I believe that Kosmos Latinoamericano can effectively complement and 

enrich the existing traditional piano teaching catalog and deserves recognition.  

In an effort to familiarize readers with this work, I present an in-depth 

pedagogical analysis of 40 selections from Kosmos Latinoamericano. For each 

selection, the analysis primarily focuses on cross-cultural influences, performance 

practice, and suggestions for teaching and learning.  

Undoubtedly, this research has the potential for further development past this 

particular project. Future study might involve analyzing this work and others by Ernst 

Widmer from an ethnomusicological stance, focusing primarily on the predominant 

use of folk music in his writing. In addition, in light of the limited availability of this 

music in print and aural formats, possible projects could include a campaign to revise 

and rerelease revised scores with audio recordings of the pieces within each volume.  
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CHAPTER II 

 
 

INTRODUCTION TO ERNST WIDMER 

 

Biographical information 

Ernst Widmer (1927-1990) was a Swiss composer, pianist, conductor, and 

pedagogue. His musical training began at an early age in Aarau, Switzerland, his 

hometown, where he was initially exposed to the music of composers such as 

Stravinsky, Hindemith, and Bartók.2 In 1947 Widmer entered the Zurich Conservatory 

where he studied piano, conducting, composition, counterpoint, and theoretical 

analysis.  His first formal work Fünf Lieder im alten Stil, Op.1 (Five Songs in the Old 

Style) for female a cappella choir was written in 1949, when he was twenty-two years 

old. 1955 was an important year in Widmer’s life as he married the Brazilian soprano 

Sonja Born. Subsequently, he traveled the following year to Brazil for a holiday and 

he remained there for the rest of his life.3 

Once in Salvador da Bahia, Brazil, Widmer was appointed to teaching and 

choral conducting positions at the Federal University of Bahia (Universidade Federal 

da Bahia). During his time there, from 1956 to 1987, he taught piano, as well as 

composition, counterpoint, orchestration, improvisation, and music education courses. 

In addition to his teaching positions, Widmer was appointed director of the School of 
                                                
2	  Musinfo- The Database of Swiss Music. "Ernst Widmer." 
http://www.musinfo.ch/index.php?content=uber_musinfo (accessed March 15, 2013). 
	  
3 Ibid. 
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Music at three different points during his career, from 1963 to 1965, 1967 to 1969, and 

1976 to 1980. 

In several interviews I conducted in August 2013 with colleagues and former 

students of Widmer, I gained a clearer picture of Widmer’s role in advancing the new 

music culture at the Federal University of Bahia and in the city of Salvador de Bahia. 

During the 1960s Widmer led the “Grupo de compositores da Bahia” (Group of 

composers of Bahia), which included the musicians Lindembergue Cardoso, Jamary 

Oliveira, Fernando Cerqueira, Wellington Gomes, and Paulo Costa Lima. Several 

sources recognize Widmer as the founder of this group.4 However, according to Pablo 

Sotuyo Blanco, professor at the Federal University of Bahia and director of the 

institution’s Historical-Musical Documentary Archive, Widmer was not the founder of 

the group, but simply a great leader and promoter of new music.5 The group or rather 

the “artistic movement,” as it was considered by some, afforded many of Widmer’s 

students the chance to contribute their works to concerts, festivals, and competitions, 

not only taking place at the university but also at national and international levels from 

1966 to 1975. Some of these students, such as Costa Lima, became part of the 

university’s music faculty in later years.6  

Widmer also served as artistic director of two important music festivals in 

Bahia: Festival for New Music in Bahia, from 1969 to 1973, and Festival de Arte 

                                                
4	  Ibid. 
	  
5 Pablo Sotuyo Blanco, Interviewed by author, Salvador da Bahia, Brazil, August 29, 2013. 
 
6 Paulo Costa Lima, Interviewed by author, Salvador da Bahia, Brazil, September 3, 2013. 
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Bahia, from 1974 to 1982.  He was known as a mentor to a new generation of 

Brazilian composers, as well as a great promoter of musicians not only from Brazil but 

also from Europe and North America.7 

Ernst Widmer’s arrival to the musical scene of Salvador da Bahia was not just 

a consequence of his marriage. Brazilian singer and voice professor Sonia Born (born 

in Belgium to Brazilian parents) was only part of the reason why Widmer moved to 

Brazil. Hans-Joachim Koellreutter also played a crucial role in Widmer’s personal life 

and ultimate relocation. Koellreutter was a German flutist, composer, teacher, and 

musicologist who moved to Brazil in or around 1937. He was the founder of the 

“Seminários Livres de Música” (Elective Music Seminars) in Bahia in 1954.8 These 

seminars served as the foundation for the music school at the Federal University of 

Bahia, formalized a few years later. At this time, Koellreutter invited approximately 

forty musicians and scholars from Europe, including Widmer, to join the school’s 

faculty.9 

When Widmer was appointed to his position in Bahia, Koellreutter had been 

teaching composition to students individually in private lesson settings. In 1963 

Koellreutter left Bahia and Widmer took over composition instruction and began 

teaching students in a group class. At this time, Widmer also established that all 

composition students would write their first work during their first year of school, 
                                                

7 Musinfo- The Database of Swiss Music. "Ernst Widmer."  
	  
8 Sotuyo Blanco, interview. 
 
9 Costa Lima, interview. 
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which was in line with his philosophy that students needed to experience the creative 

process of composing as soon as possible, even before enrolling in more formal 

classes. The order proved effective in that by 1970, Widmer and three Bahian students 

of composition had received national prizes at the Festival of Guanabara in Rio de 

Janeiro (presently known as the Biennial of Brazilian Contemporary Music, one of the 

most important music festivals in Brazil. This success brought prestige and attention to 

the Group of Composers of Bahia, the School of Music, and Salvador da Bahia.10 

Professor Costa Lima believed that Widmer himself learned a great deal about 

composition just by teaching it. Widmer’s love for teaching was evident in his 

welcoming response to anything that was a contribution to his class. Costa Lima 

describes Widmer’s course as an open space for ideas, discussions, suggestions, and 

constructive criticism. A benefit of being one of Widmer’s students was receiving 

informative feedback, which he would give to them after conducting their works. “He 

would make comments as a friend, as director, and as teacher,” Costa Lima stated.11 

According to Sotuyo Blanco, Widmer’s career developed over several stages, 

including a formative stage during which the composer had to take the role of an 

educator of the audience with a more pedagogical approach to his presentations and 

performances. This time was marked by a series of essays, treatises, and musical 

compositions in which he took the chance to explain not only to his colleagues but 

also the general public the meaning behind his works. An example was the large-scale 
                                                
10 Ibid. 
	  
11 Ibid.	  
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project called Entroncamiento sonoros (Encounter of Sounds), which he used to 

explain that the “worlds of sounds” from the composer and from the listener were 

meant to understand and communicate with each other.12 The project became a series 

of presentations given by Widmer at one of the major theatres in the city and it 

included musicians, pre-recorded materials, audio-visual components, a narrator, and a 

script. The main point of the project was to analyze the repetitions of the world—

sounds created by nature—and the artificial world—sounds created by humans—and 

how they interacted with each other. As described by Sotuyo Blanco, the project was a 

success partly due to Widmer’s ability to explain things in concise, direct, and 

systematic ways.13 

Widmer was popular during his time in Salvador da Bahia, according to his 

family, friends, colleagues, and students. In the words of Sotuyo Blanco, “Widmer 

was the king of the place.” His leadership and active involvement in the musical life of 

the university and the city allowed him to frequently perform his own pieces as well as 

those of his students, many of whom were part of the Group of Composers of Bahia.14 

 

 

 
                                                
12	  Sotuyo Blanco, Interview. 
	  
13	  Ibid.	  	  
	  
14	  Ibid. 
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Widmer’s Personal Life 

In addition to conducting interviews with former students and colleagues of 

Widmer in August 2013, I was also able to speak with Widmer’s second wife who 

provided information regarding his personal life, which in her opinion had an impact 

on his professional persona.15 

Adriana Widmer (maiden name, Bispo) was a professional singer, originally 

from São Paulo, who moved to Bahia in 1957. Following Widmer’s divorce from his 

first wife around 1959, Adriana and Widmer began their relationship. They were 

married in 1962 until 1990 when Widmer died in Aarau, Switzerland following a long 

illness. Adriana and Ernst had one son, Rene, and two daughters, Laura and Barbara, 

none of whom are musicians. 

Mrs. Widmer described Widmer as a person of a great intelligence. He was 

bright, dedicated, persistent, captivating, and talented. He was a relaxed individual and 

did not like making plans for the future. He was said to be very productive and 

someone who could multitask effectively. An example of his productivity may be 

evident in his winning of thirty-three prizes for his compositions at national and 

international levels. Widmer spoke approximately five languages and showed a keen 

interest in other cultures. Mrs. Widmer mentioned that Widmer was a messy person; in 

fact, the disorganized characteristic of his personality might be reflected in his music, 

as seen in random and free elements of some of his pieces and improvisations. She 

                                                
15	  Adriana Widmer, Interviewed by author, Salvador da Bahia, Brazil. September 3, 2013. 
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explained, however, that the composer could get things done in time despite the 

disorganization that prevailed on his desk, in his agenda, and in other professional 

activities.16 

According to Mrs. Widmer, one of her husband’s favorite things in life was 

poetry. This interest is evident in vocal and choral works, which feature the texts of 

many poets such as Brazilians George Milina, Carlos de Moriel, Ferreira Gula, 

Manuel Valdeira, Mario Quintana, Myriam Fraga, Fernando Teso, the Swiss poet 

Silvia Paotte, and renowned Spanish poet Federico Garcia Lorca. Reading was also 

one of Widmer’s favorite pastimes. Widmer often read in different languages to keep 

them fresh in his mind. Some of his favorite writers were Julio Cortázar, José 

Saramago, Adélia Prado, Millôr Fernandez, Woody Allen, Agatha Christie, Edgar 

Allan Poe, and Gabriel García Márquez.17 

He was a lover of visual art, preferring the painters Vincent van Gogh, Arnaldo 

Pomodoro, Giacometti, and the Brazilian artist F. Oliverato (Widmer owned some of 

Oliverato’s work.). He frequently attended movie showings and enjoyed watching 

works of science fiction and comedy. Italian cinema, particularly the movies of 

Federico Fellini, are said to have been his favorite. 

Widmer was also deeply drawn to opera, especially the works of Wagner. “I 

should have been an opera composer,” said Widmer, according to his wife. She 

                                                
16 Ibid. 
 
17	  Ibid. 
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recalled traveling to Europe and watching thirteen separate operas in different 

countries during one trip.18 

Widmer was attracted to cultural diversity, which was ample in Salvador da 

Bahia during his lifetime. Widmer felt the city was in stark contrast to Switzerland 

where everything seemed monotonous or even predictable, such as the weather 

forecast, bus schedule, basic services, work routine, school calendars, or for that 

matter, people. He was attracted to a flexible life and work schedule, which was for 

him not only new, but refreshing and exciting as well.19 He also felt at home with 

Salvador’s warm tropical weather20 and was known for his casual dress and preference 

for sandals regardless of the venue, even at public recitals.21 He and his wife deeply 

enjoyed their life in Bahia. Mrs. Widmer recalled, “People were nice, food was great, 

music was wonderful; it was literally a paradise!”22  

Widmer was evidently a person with a great sense of humor.23 Paulo Costa 

Lima recalled this characteristic of Widmer, particularly during their lessons. Costa 

Lima said, “You had to be careful when speaking with him [Widmer] because he 

                                                
18 Ibid. 
 
19 Eduardo Torres, Interviewed by author, Salvador da Bahia, Brazil. September 2, 2013.  
	  
20 Ibid. 
21 Widmer, Interview. 
	  
22 Ibid. 
	  
23	  Ibid. 
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could make fun of you if you didn’t watch your step.”24 Widmer was known as an 

approachable man--humble, simple, and not too serious among those who knew him 

well. 

Widmer’s Legacy in Bahia 

According to his colleagues and family, Widmer’s last will required his entire 

musical output be donated to the Ernst Widmer Gesellschaft located in Aarau, 

Switzerland. The composer’s last wish naturally angered many of the people of 

Salvador da Bahia, particularly those belonging to the School of Music where Widmer 

had produced most of his works. This event brought up complications between the 

Federal University of Bahia and the Gesellschaft of Aarau regarding copyrights. 

Fortunately, both institutions reached an agreement allowing Widmer’s music to be 

performed and recorded by anyone related to the Federal University of Bahia. 

According to Adriana Widmer, the reason why Widmer made the decision to give his 

entire musical production to Switzerland was because he thought that the ineffective 

Brazilian system of preservation and cataloging of the 1990s would have resulted in 

lost archives.25 This system has changed over the past decades and today the Federal 

University of Bahia has a designated space in the main library of the campus in 

Ondina that preserves the musical outputs of Brazilian composers, particularly the 

“Compositores Bahianos” (Composers of Bahia). This archive is under the supervision 

of Professor Pablo Sotuyo Blanco. 
                                                
24 Costa Lima, Interview.  
	  
25 Widmer, Interview.  
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Professor Sotuyo Blanco expressed awareness of many Brazilians feeling 

betrayed by Widmer’s last wishes, a sentiment that still exists among some. This 

“wound” may be one of the reasons why Widmer’s music is not performed very much 

anymore in Bahia—in no more than three to four concerts a year, which also include 

other composers’ works. These are usually performed by small ensembles and by 

students of the university. In the past years, a special concert has been offered in 

memory of the anniversary of his death.26. 

The individuals with whom I spoke consider Widmer’s legacy in Bahia to be 

invaluable. The foundation he provided to generations of composers is still producing 

musical results in the city he evidently held close to his heart. 

 

Influences in Widmer’s Compositional Style 

Brazilian culture and its music 

Widmer was drawn to Salvador da Bahia for many reasons, one of which was 

the cultural richness of the area, which was displayed in its music, art, and people. Not 

surprisingly, his attraction to what Bahia had to offer became very apparent in many of 

his compositions. To better understand how Brazil and particularly of Salvador da 

Bahia affected Widmer’s musical tastes and decisions, it is important to have a sense 

of the history of Latin America and how it came to be from a cultural perspective. 

                                                
26 Sotuyo Blanco, Interview. 
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The music from Latin American countries is vast and varied. The 

miscegenation of this entire region over approximately five hundred years of 

colonization from people from all over the globe produced unique cultures within each 

country. The European traditions brought to the Americas mainly by the Spaniards and 

Portuguese, as well as Italians and Germans, dramatically influenced the development 

of regions throughout North, Central, and South America. Another factor contributing 

to cross-cultural growth was the importation of African slaves. As a result of this 

practice, countries like Brazil, Colombia, and Venezuela contain racial roots from 

native Indians, Europeans, and from Africa. 

Brazil’s territory, larger than the continental territory of the United States, 

encompasses one half the area of South America. The Amazon River, situated almost 

entirely in Brazil, is the largest in the world. Brazil touches every South American 

country except Ecuador and Chile. Additionally, it is the only Latin American nation 

whose language is Portuguese.27 

According to Gerard Béhague, the late Franco-American ethnomusicologist 

and scholar of Latin American music, Salvador da Bahia de Todos os Santos (City of 

Savior of the Bay of All Saints) was the original name of Salvador da Bahia, Brazil. 

Until 1763, it was the capital of the Brazilian colony founded by the Portuguese.28  

Béhague stated, “As the major trade center of the South America Atlantic coast, Bahia 

was rapidly populated by Blacks and mulattoes. As in other areas of Brazil, numerous 
                                                
27	  Nicolas Slonimsky, Music of Latin America (New York: Da Capo Press, 1972), 109. 
	  
28 Gerard Béhague, Music in Latin America: An Introduction (New Jersey: Prentice-Hall, 1979), 70.  
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Black musicians flourished in Bahia. Documentary evidence points to formalized 

music instruction of Negro slaves as early as the 1600s.”29 Consequently, slaves made 

up many of the orchestras and choruses on the sugar plantations of wealthy people. 

Bahia became known as the largest “African city” outside the African 

continent. This could have been because of its geographical location, which made 

Salvador one of the main Northeast ports of entry not only in Brazil but also of South 

America.30 Early, in the 1900s, more than fifty distinct African languages/dialects 

were spoken besides Portuguese and other local Indian languages. Language is just 

one example of the cultural enrichment created by colonization, immigration, and 

racial fusion. Consequently, as noted by Widmer’s associate Costa Lima regarding the 

output of Widmer and his contemporaries, “Any kind of artistic production had to be a 

response to, or a product of, this enormous diversity.”31 

Many years later, the effects of the African slave influx are still felt in Bahia 

and across Brazil. In his book Music of Latin America, Nicolas Slonimsky states, 

“Brazilian folk music is of great brilliance, warmth, and vivacity. The diversity of the 

songs is large, from the Indian chants and ritual incantations of the descendants of 

Negro slaves to the Italianized ditties of the coastal towns, which corresponds to the 

diversity of the natural scene in the Brazil’s vast lands.”32  African rhythms are present 

                                                
29	  Ibid., 74. 
	  
30 Torres, Interview. 
 
31 Costa Lima, Interview. 
	  
32 Slonimsky, Music of Latin America, 109.  
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in Brazilian airs and dances. Examples of these include the batuque, also known as 

batucada, the most expressive of Afro-Brazilian airs performed by individuals dancing 

in a circle using percussive instruments such as clapping hands, drums, and pieces of 

iron, glass, or wood. The congada is derived from the word Congo and is a religious 

play of the Brazilian Negroes. The coco is a dance similar to the batuque; it represents 

the primitive African chants that consist of short phrases that are shouted out rather 

than sung. The jongo is a dance that is characterized by aggressive syncopated 

rhythms. In this dance there is a solo voice that is accompanied by drum instruments. 

The lundú is a song-dance that is performed with guitar accompaniment and has a 

variation called the corta-jaca, which is a dance in rapid tempo.33 The most 

recognized dance growing out of the Negro influence in Brazil is the samba, which 

Widmer used in his own selections throughout his time in Brazil. Samba combines 

elements of others dances such as tango, rumba, and fox-trot. It is usually 

recognizable through its duple meter, major tonality, and lively tempo as shown in the 

Example 1 below. 34 

 

                                                                                                                                       
	  
33 Ibid. 
	  
34 Ibid., 111, 113. 
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Example 1. Excerpt of Samba by Heitor Villa-Lobos. 

 

The African-influenced music and dance of Brazil eventually came into 

contact and mixed with European art forms introduced in the 1700s by “Jesuit 

missionaries who brought European music, mostly liturgical, into [Brazil]. Secular 

music was not long in following. As early as 1747, there were opera performances in 

Rio de Janeiro.”35 

Sacred music was predominant during the eighteenth century due to the strong 

influence of religious orders. Many musicians were quite active as chapel masters and 

organists opened in convents, churches, and monasteries. Bahia’s sacred music 

reached its splendor during the eighteenth century.36 Opera also gained popularity in 

Bahia, and opera houses were established in early 1700s. Other institutions such as 

Casa da Opera, Teatro do Guadelupe, and Teatro São João were established in 1798, 

                                                
35 Slonimsky, Music of Latin America, 118. 
	  
36	  Béhague, Music in Latin America: An Introduction, 72. 
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approximately.37 The genres of sacred music and opera continued to develop 

simultaneously, influenced by African and Amerindian elements. 

The most famous composer of Brazil, Heitor Villa-Lobos (1887-1959) is 

known for his combination of music styles. Most of his output results from a mix of 

European traditions and the national folklore of Brazil. 38 His collections of Chorôs 

and Bachianas Brasileiras are evidence of a musical hybridity that integrates elements 

of counterpoint, traditional forms, and elements of nationalism.39 Within his country, 

Villa-Lobos produced a great number of arrangements of Brazilian folk pieces and 

songs to include in his Guia Prático, Cirandas (round dances), and Cirandinhas (the 

diminutive form of Cirandas), which are currently used in music education programs 

across the country.40 Other Brazilian composers besides Villa-Lobos who wrote 

folkloric music compositions are Oscar Lorenzo Fernandez, Francisco Mignone, and 

Camargo Guarnieri. Their compositions have helped the preservation of the 

indigenous Brazilian rhythms in musical literature.41 

In the 1950s and 1960s, in Brazil there was a division between two groups of 

composers: Nationalists and Avant-Garde radicals. The Nationalist movement, based 

                                                
37 Ibid., 74. 
	  
38 Miguel Ficher, Martha Furman Schleifer, and John M. Furman, eds., Latin American Classical 
Composers: A Biographical Dictionary, 2nd ed. (Lanham, MD: Scarecrow Press, 2003), s.v. “Heitor 
Villa-Lobos.” 
 
39 Ibid. 
 
40 Ibid. 
	  
41	  Slonimsky, Music of Latin America, 115. 
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in São Paulo and guided by composer Camargo Guarnieri, was philosophically in 

disagreement with the Serialism and Avant-Garde movement, initiated by Koellreutter 

in Bahia. The Nationalists wrote a manifesto against Koellreutter’s ideas and musical 

stylistic influences. The composers of Bahia also wrote a one-line manifesto in 

reaction to the Nationalists: “Principalmente estamos contra todo e qualquer 

princípio declarado,” which translates to “We are mainly against all and any principle 

stated.”42 The idea of the declaration created by the composers of Bahia was primarily 

to proclaim their desire to not validate or take part in a pointless division regarding 

music composition. They felt that the world of composition could go in any 

direction.43 The music of Widmer is a fine example of this posture, as it included 

elements from both waves--nationalist through his use of folk materials, but also 

avant-garde in his combination of such folklore with modern musical language and 

non-traditional compositional techniques. 

The role of religion 

An influential element in the music of Ernst Widmer was religion. Even 

though he was not a religious person,44 he wrote many religious works, including six 

masses (in Latin, Portuguese, and German), psalms, organ music, a Christmas 

oratorio, and also some pieces for the Protestant Church. His Psalm 150 has been 

performed and recorded by numerous ensembles, unlike the rest of his choral religious 
                                                
42	  Costa Lima, Interview.  
	  
43 Ibid. 
 
44 Widmer, Interview. 
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works, which never gained popularity. According to Eduardo Torres, 30 percent of 

Widmer’s musical output was religious works, including his very last composition 

titled Ich bleibe Gott unter Ihrem Schutz or Ich bin Gott unter deinen Schutz (I Stay 

God Under Your Protection), a chorale prelude performed at Widmer’s own funeral.45 

Widmer infused into his choral works elements of African religion, which 

were and continue to be popular in Salvador da Bahia.46 In Brazil, religious rituals 

incorporate elements of music and dance. Widmer was particularly attracted to the 

practice of macumba, performed by Brazilian Negroes. Macumba, also known 

candomblé, means “dance in honor of the Gods” and came about as a result of the 

mixture of several beliefs from different regions in Africa, to which were later on 

added elements of Catholicism. Most likely originating in Salvador da Bahia during 

the time of slavery, the ritual is still in practice in Brazil and in other countries such as 

Colombia, Uruguay, Venezuela and Argentina, and with a similar variation in Cuba 

called santería.47 On his piece Utopia, for small ensemble, Widmer used a traditional 

instrument of candomblé called shekere, which meant to represent “The voice of 

God.”48 

 

                                                
45 Torres, Interview. 
	  
46 Ibid. 
	  
47Sounds and Colors- South American music and culture magazine “Candomblé.”  
http://www.soundsandcolours.com/articles/brazil/religious-‐rhythms-‐the-‐afro-‐brazilian-‐
indigenous-‐music-‐of-‐candomble/ (accessed September 3, 2014) 
	  
48 Costa Lima, Interview. 
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Widmer’s catalog and classical influences and trends 

Widmer’s compositional output is considered extensive. It includes 173 opuses 

and a few unnumbered works, totaling approximately 200 works. The composer 

himself created a catalog of his own composition in the 1970s, about twenty years 

after he wrote his first pieces. In it he decided to leave some works without opus 

numbers for unknown reasons. In existence are separate Brazilian and Swiss catalogs 

of his compositions as well.49 

His works includes chamber pieces, symphonies, songs in Spanish and 

Portuguese, choral works, an opera in three acts, pieces for film and theatre, and many 

piano works. His piano repertoire includes solos, duos, trios, suites, pieces for piano 

and tape, and didactical materials such as Ludus Brasiliensis and Kosmos 

Latinoamericano.50 

Widmer wrote three piano concertos: Bahia Concerto, Prismas, and Concerto 

for Piano and Percussion.51 The scores as well as the recordings of at least two of the 

concertos are held in Switzerland, in the public library of Aarau where most of 

Widmer’s manuscripts were archived after being donated by the composer. 

                                                
49 Torres, Interview. 
	  
50	  Musinfo- The Database of Swiss Music. "Ernst Widmer." 
http://www.musinfo.ch/index.php?content=uber_musinfo (accessed March 15, 2013) 
	  
51 Torres, Interview. 
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Widmer was a modern composer in the sense that he used the contemporary 

techniques available at the time. Although he leaned toward the experimental, he 

departed from nationalism and neo-classicism, with a certain tendency toward the old 

forms. His balancing between modern and traditional (new and old, present and past) 

was characteristic of the output of members of the Group of Composers of Bahia.52 

Widmer believed “eclecticism was a ‘style’ of a syncretic period.”53 According 

to Eduardo Torres, Widmer’s style was thought of as eclectic. Torres explained how 

Widmer defined in a treatise his own style as a mixture of regressive and progressive 

phases that often co-existed with each other. Widmer could have written a piece in the 

avant-garde style one day, followed by an atonal piece or a piece that included 

folkloric melodies the very next day.54 He was innovative but also a traditionalist; he 

was an idealist without being too controversial. He was a composer who used 

technical elements of the past and present, and sounds from Europe as well as Latin 

America. Torres recalled the words of Widmer in regard to his style explaining that: 

“The mixture of styles was not the result of inconsistency but the reflection of our time 

and place.”55 Other former students of his, such as the Brazilian music scholar Dr. Ilza 

Nogueira, shared similar statements regarding Widmer’s characteristic style. 

                                                
52 Luciano Carneiro de Lima e Silva, “Ernst Widmer's Concerto for Double Bass and Orchestra, Op. 
147: Analysis, Performance Edition and Chamber Transcription” (DMA diss., University of Iowa, 
1998), 10.	  
	  
53Ernst Widmer. Travos e Favos ART Revista da Escola de Música e Artes Cénicas da UFBA 
(Salvador: UFBA 1985), 70. 
	  
54 Torres, Interview. 
	  
55 Ibid. 
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Based on the words of Widmer, “Time and region mark the artist who marks 

region and time,”56 Dr. Nogueira divided Widmer’s music into two periods. The first 

period belongs to Widmer’s time in Europe and reflects a strong influence by 

composers such as Stravinsky, Bartok, and Hindemith (1947-1955). The second period 

comprises Widmer’s time after he arrived in Brazil (1956-1989).57 This second period 

reflects different elements such as nationalism, metric displacements, bitonality, and 

the Afro-Bahian rhythm, a rhythmic pattern based on the beat pattern (2+2+3) + 

(2+2+2+3).58 

Regarding Widmer’s style, Professor Costa Lima does not like to use the term 

“eclectic” to label it. He explained that eclecticism is more related to mixing different 

styles, whereas Widmer’s music is divided by a system in which all these elements can 

be possible, logical, and explainable.59 Costa Lima explained that the later musical 

style of Widmer included two different elements: “organicity” and “inclusivity” also 

known as “relativity.” The first one tends to be more organized and organic, while the 

second one is a “relativization” of the first organic idea. Widmer’s primary interest 

was the musical interaction of these two elements. An example of this approach in his 

music was the taking of a melodic or rhythmic motif from the folk music (organicity), 

and developing it into something completely different (inclusivity). This type of 

                                                                                                                                       
	  
56 Ernst Widmer, A formação dos Compositores Contemporâneos… (Unpublished, 1988),1. 
	  
57 Carneiro de Lima e Silva, “Ernst Widmer's Concerto for Double Bass…”12. 
 
58 Ibid., 13. 
59 Costa Lima, Interview.	  	  
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musical experimentation marked his octatonic style (based on an eight-note scale), 

even though he did not define it as such.60 There are more than twenty pieces from 

Widmer’s last years with characteristic octatonic strategies, including Kosmos 

Latinoamericano. Costa Lima also said that Widmer mentioned on many occasions 

that he was a heterodox rather than an orthodox.61  

Widmer’s compositional style is evident in works in which he required 

performers to improvise. The use of this technique is found in his pedagogical pieces 

and in higher-level artistic repertoire. In the piano piece “Rondo Mobile” (see 

Example 2), for example, Widmer wrote short snippets of material and gave the 

pianist a variety of options regarding what order or how many times to play them. 

Detailed “instructions” by Widmer are common in his pieces that include 

improvisation, as seen in Kosmos Latinoamericano. 

 

                                                
60 Ibid.	  
	  
61 Ibid.	  
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Example 2.  Excerpt of “Rondo Mobile” by Ernst Widmer. 
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Widmer’s use of improvisation was not limited to a pedagogical context. It 

extends to higher levels of artistry as improvisational elements can be seen in the 

performance of many of his works. Moreover, he combined improvisation with 

theatrical elements in his Concerto for Clarinet and Piano, one of the few pieces ever 

performed and recorded by the composer himself. The third movement of this duo 

piece involves both solo musicians improvising and also engaging in theatrics.62 For 

instance, the clarinet player is required to play into the inside of the piano and later 

takes off the mouthpiece of his instrument and blows air into a water container on 

stage as part of the performance.  

Widmer’s attraction to other alternatives of performance carried over to works 

written with a more interdisciplinary approach. His first symphony called Sertania Op. 

138 (Symphony of the Hinterlands), composed in 1983, integrates elements of 

incidental and film music. This major work by Widmer was originally composed for 

the motion picture “Boi Aruá” (1984), directed by the Brazilian filmmaker Francisco 

Liberato de Mattos.63 Sertania is a difficult work to describe stylistically because of 

the many different elements employed such as orchestral arrangements, as well as a 

popular song for solo voice with guitar accompaniment.64 It is, however, a work of 

great importance for the region of Bahia perhaps due to its content and the meaning 

                                                
62 Torres, Interview. 
	  
63	  Seth Josel, Sheer Pluck-Database of Contemporary Guitar Music “Sertania.” 
http://www.sheerpluck.de/composition-‐9998-‐4754-‐Ernst-‐Widmer-‐Sertania.htm	  	  
(accessed	  September	  1,	  2014). 
	  
64 Stanford University Libraries, “Sertania” http://searchworks.stanford.edu/view/308793 
(accessed September 2, 2014).	  
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behind it. The piece has been adapted into different versions, including a performance 

for music and dance.  

Influences of Béla Bartók 

Widmer was attracted to the works of the Béla Bartók (1881-1945), who made 

an important impact on Widmer’s life and musical output, not only when he was in 

Europe but during his time in Brazil as well. Bartók was a Hungarian composer, 

pianist, pedagogue, and is considered the founder of ethnomusicology.65  His music 

contains many folkloric elements not only from his native country but also from other 

eastern European countries such as Bulgaria and Romania. Bartok’s compositional 

style included elements of tonalism, atonalism, bitonalism, polyrhythms, as well as the 

use of pentatonic, octatonic, hexatonic, and whole-tone scales.66 Bartók’s music 

influenced many contemporary composers, not only from Europe but also from 

America where he lived during his last years.67 

In regard to his piano music, Bartók is perhaps best known for his 

Mikrokosmos Sz. 107, BB 105, a collection written between 1926 and 1939, consisting 

of 153 progressive pieces divided into six volumes.  Mikrokosmos was initially 

dedicated to the composer’s son, Peter. The first four volumes are written specifically 

for beginners and even contain introductory material in an appendix that can be used 

                                                
65 Benjamin Suchoff, Béla Bartók Essays (New York: St. Martin’s Press, 1976), 
	  
66 Ibid. 
	  
67 Ibid. 
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prior to the pieces in the main part of the collection.68 The last two volumes, five and 

six, can easily be included in the professional concert piano repertoire because of their 

level of difficulty. Across the six volumes, the music is arranged in progressive order 

depending on technical and musical difficulty.  However, as Benjamin Suchoff states, 

“. . .the teacher may alter this order in accordance with the ability of the pupil.”69   

Mikrokosmos is a staple of the piano teaching repertoire, which reflects its 

relevance and effectiveness in the learning process of the instrument. It is 

progressively well sequenced and provides an eclectic range not only in its musical 

complexity but also in its folkloric roots.70  It contains mainly solo pieces as well as 

repertoire for two pianos and pieces for voice with accompaniment.71Mikrokosmos 

comprises many elements important in the development of piano musicianship such as 

opportunities to explore modal, atonal, and modern harmonies; rhythmic complexity; 

hands and finger independence; compositional techniques such as canons and fugal 

imitations; as well as traditional and non-traditional formal structures. The pieces 

within the collection vary in terms of length, difficulty, melodic and harmonic 

structure, rhythmic challenges, and methods of sound production.  

                                                
68 Ibid, 424. 
	  
69	  Ibid. 
	  
70 Ibid. 
	  
71 Ibid., 425.	  
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 It is well documented that Mikrokosmos served as the primary model for 

Widmer’s Kosmos Latinoamericano.72 In fact, Widmer was approached in 1966 by the 

publishing house Ricordi to write a large-scale collection of piano pieces in 

progressive order of difficulty.  What came to be was a five-volume collection titled 

Ludus Brasiliensis, which eventually inspired the subsequent Kosmos 

Latinoamericano. In the preface of Kosmos, Widmer wrote in reference to the first 

collection that, like Bartók, he “wanted to do something similar in order to acquaint 

young people with the music of their time and to introduce them to the piano without 

hermetism and aesthetical concessions.” He continued, “But Mikrokosmos cannot be 

equaled and for this reason I produced something in which, though similar in its 

presentation, . . . could be used at the same time.”73  

Widmer’s locally published Ludus Brasiliensis contains 162 progressive pieces 

for piano. It includes reading exercises, improvisation pieces, and folkloric material 

mainly of Brazil. It was principally thought of as complementary material for the 

existing piano teaching catalog. According to Eduardo Torres, Widmer used two-

thirds of the material in Ludus Brasiliensis and included it in Kosmos 

Latinoamericano when he began writing it about ten years later.74 This was probably 

done in order to give the newer collection wider appeal; Ludus was primarily meant 

                                                
72	  Oscar Macchioni, “Ernst Widmer’s Kosmos Latinoamericano, A progressive piano method,” 
American Music Teacher (February/March 2011): 26.	  
	  
73 Ibid. 
 
74 Torres, Interview. 
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for teachers and students in Brazil as opposed to Kosmos Latinoamericano, intended 

by the large Argentinian Ricordi publisher to serve the larger Latin American market.  

Kosmos Latinoamericano Op. 134 was composed between 1978 and 1982. It is 

a collection of 146 pieces from early elementary to advanced levels, organized in four 

volumes. It comprises original compositions and improvisations, readings and 

exercises, popular melodies and rhythms from Latin America, as well as pieces that 

use “special effects” such as knocking on the piano’s frame or playing inside on the 

piano strings. The performance techniques used in the method are unique and quite 

varied, and thus can serve as a useful approach to introduce students to twentieth-

century repertoire.  Widmer provided very specific instructions for the performance of 

these innovative pieces in the music score, the result of which can be appealing, 

especially to beginning students.  

In the words of the pianist Oscar Macchioni, “They are all written using a 

variety of compositional techniques including parallel, inverted, tonal, pentatonic, and 

hexatonal melodies; fugues and canons; and bimodality among others.”75  These 

characteristics make the collection similar to Bartok’s Mikrokosmos, except that 

Widmer’s work was infused with the sounds and rhythms of Latin America. 

Macchioni explains, “Throughout the four volumes, Widmer uses traditional Latin 

American songs and dances. In fact, the majority of the popular melodies used by 

Widmer are intact, but when specific compositional techniques such as interval canon, 

                                                
75 Oscar Macchioni, “Ernst Widmer’s Kosmos Latinoamericano A progressive piano method,” 
American Music Teacher, Volume 60, Number 4 (February/March 2011): 26.	  
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and inverted canon, or bi-tonality/-modality are applied, the sonoric result is different 

from the original.”76  Widmer’s use of folklore music from Latin America is very 

similar to Bartók’s collecting songs from Eastern Europe.  In that sense, from a 

pedagogical standpoint, the use of native music serves to enrich the repertoire by 

providing students with a broader variety of styles from other cultures.   

A work similar to Ludus Brasiliensis and Kosmos Latinoamericano exists as 

an unpublished collection. 77 In Neue Klavier Heft (New Works for Keyboard), 

composed in Switzerland about a year before Widmer died, are character pieces with 

each one dedicated to a variety of people, including Eduardo Torres, who were close 

to Widmer during his lifetime.78 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                
76 Ibid.	  
	  
77	  Torres, Interview. 
	  
78 Ibid. 



Texas Tech University, Leobardo Guerrero, December 2014 

 32 

 

CHAPTER III 

 

PEDAGOGICAL ANALYSIS OF SELECTIONS FROM ERNST WIDMER’S 

KOSMOS LATINOAMERICANO 

Kosmos Latinoamericano comprises 146 pieces ranging from early elementary 

to advanced levels, divided into four volumes. The repertoire presents a varied display 

of musical contributions, including original compositions, brief pieces that function as 

sight-reading and technical exercises, and arrangements of popular melodies and 

rhythms from Latin America. Pieces in the collection are titled in Spanish or 

Portuguese, and English translations are provided for most of the works.  

The method can serve as a useful tool for introducing students to the twentieth-

century repertoire, as performance techniques presented across the four volumes are 

unique and quite varied. A number of pieces include non-traditional approaches such 

as knocking on the piano’s frame or producing sound by plucking and touching the 

piano strings. The composer guides the student with very specific instructions for the 

performance of these innovative pieces throughout the collection.  

Below are summaries of each of the four volumes of Kosmos Latinoamericano 

including brief descriptions of their contents and particular features, and general 

pedagogical suggestions for how the books may be used in conjunction with standard 

piano teaching repertoire. I have assigned each of the volumes a difficulty level range 

according to Jane Magrath’s leveling system as presented in The Pianist’s Guide to 
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Standard Teaching and Performance Literature, a classification of repertoire from the 

Baroque to the twentieth century.79 The system is divided in ten levels or grades in 

progressive order according to difficulty. Magrath’s leveling system takes into account 

several elements that influence the ease with which pieces might be learned, including 

note-value combinations, articulations, dynamics, tempi, length of the piece, as well as 

specific technical challenges such as octaves, thirds, sixths, and double notes, among 

others. Levels are assigned based on the presence, frequency, and combination of 

these elements in any given piece. A level span for each of the four volumes of 

Kosmos is meant to provide pedagogues with a general idea of the difficulty span of 

the pieces within and across Kosmos Latinoamericano, allowing for a more logical 

and sequenced layout of the material for teaching purposes. 

 

Synopsis of each of the volumes of Kosmos Latinoamericano 

VOLUME I 

In the first volume, Widmer’s guidance focused particularly on making the 

student familiar with his compositional style and language. Volume I consists of fifty-

five pieces, including five reading exercises, seven ‘improvisations,’ and a one-page 

appendix with additional exercises. Improvisation pieces are free style compositions 

that are based on a rhythmic or melodic pattern to promote the creativity of students; 

                                                
79 Jane Magrath, The Pianist’s guide to Standard Teaching and Performance Literature (Van Nuys, 
CA:  Alfred, 1995). 
	  



Texas Tech University, Leobardo Guerrero, December 2014 

 34 

these improvisations are gradually organized in terms of difficulty and structure. 

(Improvisations will be discussed in more detail later in the chapter.)  Compositions 

average one page in length with a few no longer than two pages. Widmer wrote many 

of the pieces using the five-finger pattern compositional technique, in which the 

pianist plays using only the keys (or notes) within an interval of a 5th. By using the 

five-finger patter in different keys (considered a ‘multi key’ approach in early 

instructional material), Widmer ensured that students would be exposed to a variety of 

tonalities, including D-flat, E-flat, G-flat, and A-flat, but would encounter them with 

similar finger settings.  

The composer used an array of scales including the pentatonic and hexatonic 

scales throughout the volume and wrote most pieces in regular time signatures (e.g., 

2/4, 3/4, and/or 4/4). However, the second piece in this volume, “Toc-toc,” is in 5/4. 

Although it is not common to see 5/4 in a children’s collection at such an early stage, 

the composer’s decision to use the 5/4 time signature seems to be logical and practical 

in terms of reinforcing the basic five-finger pattern hand position to a beginner 

student, while also challenging the student to think about how playing “in 5” feels 

different than playing in more common meters. Widmer’s approach makes sense in 

terms of rhythm as the piece is structured with constant quarter-note values (see 

Example 4).  

Elements of non-traditional piano techniques such as knocking on the box of 

the piano and clusters, which can be appealing to students, are presented early in 
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Volume I. Volume IV adds some other non-traditional techniques such as touching the 

strings inside of the piano. 

Part of the pedagogical material used in this first book of Kosmos 

Latinoamericano resembles that found in Béla Bartók’s Mikrokosmos Volumes I and 

II, in terms of the length of the pieces, the use of counterpoint, and similarities in 

phrasing, articulations, and tempi across pieces. Kosmos Latinoamericano, however, 

presents more rhythmic challenges as it includes smaller note-subdivisions such as 

sixteenth-note patterns, and the use of syncopation (see Examples 3 and 4). According 

to Jane Magrath’s leveling system, Mikrokosmos Volumes I & II are considered 

Levels 1-480. Using Magrath’s level assignment as a reference, Volume I of Kosmos 

Latinoamericano could be considered a difficulty ranking of Levels 1-3 because of the 

number of brief pieces containing simple finger positions, such as the five-finger 

pattern, parallel motion, simple contrary motion, simple imitation material, repetitive 

rhythmic patterns, few accidentals, and easy dynamic contrasts.  As well as being 

grouped with pieces from Bartók’s Mikrokosmos Volumes I & II, the pieces from 

Kosmos Latinoamericano’s Volume I can also be assigned alongside Beethoven’s 

easier sonatinas (e.g. Sonatina in G Major Anh. 5, No. 1), and selections from 

Schumann’s Album for the Young. 

                                                
80	  Ibid.	  
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Example 3.  Piece No. 4, from Mikrokosmos Volume I by Béla Bartók. 

 

 

Example 4. “Saudade,” No.4, from Kosmos Latinoamericano Volume I by 
Ernst Widmer. 
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VOLUME II 

The second volume of Kosmos Latinoamericano contains forty-one pieces. As 

in Volume I, Widmer included pieces intended for reading and improvisation. The 

complexity of the works in this volume grows through the increased used of 

counterpoint, imitative material, and challenging rhythms. Pieces are longer in length, 

ranging from one to three pages. Even though some of the selections are written in a 

simple five-finger pattern setting, other pieces, such as “Vivacidad” (Liveliness) No. 

63 (see Example 16), contain rhythmic displacements, different articulations, large 

dynamic contrasts, and fast tempi, making one-page compositions much more 

challenging intermediate-level pieces. 

 Syncopation in rhythm is presented more frequently in this volume, as in the 

pieces “Mano única II” (One hand II) No. 60, “Samba-lê-lê” No. 72, “Milonga” 

No.74, “Síncopas” (Syncopes) No. 75, and “Huayno” No. 73, which also combines 

elements of hemiola. This is mainly due to the presence of rhythmic complexity in 

folkloric repertoire, which was adapted or inspired much of the writing in Volume II. 

In fact, much of the folk music, particularly in Latin America, is derived from a 

variety of dances, which present different kinds of rhythms. From a pedagogical 

standpoint, the issue of learning to play complex rhythms accurately and with ease can 

often be a challenge for both students and teachers. Some students present a certain 

lack of basic rhythmic sense, which leads to difficulty in learning more complex 

rhythmic patterns and incorporating them in their playing. It can be useful, however, 

particularly to the student, if the learning and processing of rhythm is approached 
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through the use of body-movement activities similar to dance. The second volume of 

Kosmos presents numerous opportunities to practice producing complex rhythms with 

lively, engaging dance music. 

Form is another element from this volume that is worth mentioning. The last 

piece in Volume II, “Fantasía 1941” (Fantasy 1941) No. 96, is structured in a 

traditional ABA form, in which part A (or “Exposition”) presents the main material, 

followed by a contrasting B section (usually known as “Development”) and a 

returning part A (or “Recapitulation” sometimes in its original form or often in a 

modified version). This provides an opportunity for teachers to pair this type of work 

with more traditional repertoire pieces written in a similar structure in order to 

reinforce commonalities between pieces of different styles. Pieces to learn alongside 

Volume II include Clementi’s Sonatinas that, according to Magrath, rank between 

Levels 4 and 7. In this regard, Kosmos Latinoamericano Volume II can be graded 

Levels 4-5.  Other works from the traditional repertoire that can be paired with this 

Volume II are selections from Anna Magdalena Bach’s Notebook, Kavalevsky’s 

Sonatina Op. 27, Copland’s The Young Pioneers, and Bartók’s Mikrokosmos, Volume 

III.   

VOLUME III 

Volume III of Kosmos Latinoamericano is probably the most versatile volume 

in the collection in terms of rhythmic and folkloric content. It includes thirty-one 

pieces, fewer than the number of pieces in each of the first two volumes. However, 

compositions are longer, ranging from two to three pages. This volume contains, 
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besides regular reading and ‘improvisation’ pieces, two Latin American suites: “Suite 

Latinoamericana I” & “Suite Latinoamericana II,” and a suite of ten polyrhythmic 

studies: “Diez estudios polirrítmicos.” In addition, this volume offers an appendix 

with a table of formulas or suggestions for practicing polyrhythmic exercises.  

In “Suite Latinoamericana I,” which contains six pieces, Widmer wrote a large 

amount of imitation material. He also used rhythmic elements of syncopation and 

hemiola—a rhythmic change using three notes of equal value in the time usually 

occupied by two notes of bigger value (e.g., three quarter notes played in the place of 

two dotted-quarter notes in a 6/8 measure).81 This suite has many appealing melodies, 

colorful harmonies, and lively dance-like rhythms.  

“Diez estudios polirrítmicos” is a challenging set, not only in terms of rhythm 

but also due to the contrasting articulation played concurrently between the hands (e.g. 

legato against staccato), sudden dynamic contrasts, and the use of imitation. It also 

presents many cross-rhythmic patterns, which combine two different rhythms, each 

played by a hand, at the same time. The most common combination of this cross-

rhythm is “2 against 3,” which calls for producing a repeated pattern of two notes in 

one hand against three notes in the other hand. “Suite Latinoamericana II” has only 

four pieces and also includes elements of folk material, syncopation, cross-rhythms, 

and hemiolas.  

                                                
81 “Hemiola,” In Oxford Dictionary on line, http://www.oxforddictionaries.com/words/the-‐
oxford-‐english-‐dictionary	  (accessed June 04, 2014)	  
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The level of difficulty in Volume III is considerably higher than that in 

Volume II. Therefore, Volume III could be considered Levels 6-8, and its pieces may 

be paired with selections from J. S. Bach’s Two-Part Inventions, Mendelssohn’s Songs 

without Words, Mozart’s ‘Viennese’ Sonatina No. 5 in F major, and Debussy’s 

Children’s Corner.  

VOLUME IV 

The last volume of Kosmos Latinoamericano is the most difficult, technically 

and musically. It includes nineteen pieces that are considerably longer than those in 

the previous three volumes. The pieces Widmer wrote for Volume IV contain thicker 

textures (more notes, bigger chords, faster tempi, complex counterpoint, scales and 

arpeggios), rhythmic challenges similar to those described in Volume III, folk 

material, and many more non-traditional performance techniques. It also contains two 

Latin American suites: “Suite Latinoamericana III” & “Suite Latinoamericana IV,” 

each of which includes fewer pieces than Suites I & II but which are significantly 

longer, ranging from four to nine pages. 

Among the contents of Volume IV are several pieces that I have categorized as 

character pieces. Two of these pieces were written with other composers/musicians in 

mind (i.e., “Homenaje a Villa-Lobos” (Homage to Villa-Lobos) No. 140, and “Tres 

variaciones sobre un tema de D. Brubeck” (Three variations on D. Brubeck’s theme) 

No. 143). The contrast of styles between the two works shows the variety that Widmer 

used to structure this four-volume collection in which selections range from Latin 

American folk music to North American jazz.  
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Another important characteristic of Volume IV is the flexibility that Widmer 

offered pianists in several selections. For example, he included improvisation pieces, 

which are longer and more difficult in terms of musical ideas conveyed and the 

technique needed to execute them. “Pirámides” (Pyramids) No. 141 can be considered 

an improvisation of sorts—the composer notated all playable material but he left the 

order in which the material is played to the pianist. “Pirámides” is a unique 

composition in this collection in that it has elements of other improvisation pieces, 

contains non-traditional piano technique notation, and can be considered a character 

piece.  

Volume IV is a significant culmination of Kosmos Latinoamericano as 

Widmer incorporated all of the musical elements presented throughout the previous 

volumes and still managed to include additional innovative nuances. Volume IV may 

be ranked Levels 9-10 and grouped with selections from J. S. Bach’s Inventions and 

Sinfonias, Beethoven’s Sonatas, Opp. 14 or 49, Grieg’s Lyric Pieces, Chopin’s 

Preludes, Nocturnes, or Mazurkas, and Debussy’s Suite Bergamasque.  

 

Selected pieces from Kosmos Latinoamericano by Category 

While analyzing the individual pieces within the collection, I came to notice 

that each piece could be classified into one (or more) of a handful of categories. Five 

main categories organize the selections more systematically. The main purpose of 

establishing the categories was to better trace the progression of skills and concepts 
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through the entire collection. Even though the categories were used to arrange each 

piece in a particular grouping, I found that a number of pieces could fit into more than 

one category (e. g. a reading exercise inspired by a folk melody).  

The category labels and the division of pieces within each category have been 

made for the purpose of this research. Aside from the pieces that Widmer titled 

“Reading” or “Improvisation,” the remainder of his works in Kosmos 

Latinoamericano is inspired by folkloric elements. The five categories I established 

were Reading and Technical Exercises, Pieces for Rhythmic Development, 

Improvisations, Folk Inspired Pieces, and Character Pieces.  

 

READING AND TECHNICAL EXERCISES 

Exercises include pieces that could be considered drills for the development of 

students’ reading, physical technique, and musicianship skills. The benefit for students 

using Kosmos is that they may develop these three musical aspects simultaneously 

with many of the exercises.  

Reading exercises focus on sight-reading, however, they also incorporate 

elements of technique practice and musicianship. The reading exercises emphasize the 

development of finger strength and evenness through the practice of legato and 

staccato articulations in five-finger pattern positions, contrasting dynamics, and 

melodic interaction between the hands. The development of artistry or expressiveness 

at the piano begins with the presentation of simple yet lyrical melodies of most of the 
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pieces throughout the collection. These exercises, titled “Lecturas” (Readings), 

progress in complexity throughout the four volumes, starting with pieces written 

within the five-finger position in the first volume and expanding to longer and more 

difficult selections across the last three volumes. Reading exercises in Volumes III and 

IV present more chromatic, contrapuntal, and independent melodic lines. For example, 

the last reading exercise in Volume IV, “Lectura IX” No. 135, includes parallel and 

contrary moving melodies, imitation material between hands, different articulations 

within the same phrase, and many accidentals.  

Technique exercises are presented in two sub-categories: exercises for only 

one hand and exercises for both hands. Two-hand exercises are also considered 

musical pieces that focus on specific technical content such as ornamentation or 

articulation.  

 

1) “Toc-Toc,” No. 2, Volume I 

“Toc-toc” refers to the sound of knocking. Although the piece is only six 

measures in length—one of the shortest pieces of the entire collection—it incorporates 

several musical elements that are important in the early stages of learning, such as 

legato articulation and rhythm. The piece is structured in two three-measure phrases 

and contains a melody played in unison between the hands, alternated with the  non-

traditional technique of knocking on the piano box first with the right hand and then 

the left. This particular feature of knocking not only makes a reference to the title but 

also encourages vigorous physical engagment with music and reinforces steady 
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rhythmic execution as the entire piece is composed of consecutive quarter-note values. 

The use of the 5/4 time signature might seem an odd choice for a beginning piece. 

However, the constant quarter note rhythm of the five-finger melodic pattern played 

only on the black keys makes the meter more atractive for students (see Example 5 

below). 

 

Example 5.“Toc-toc,” No. 2 from Kosmos Latinoamericano Volume I 
 
 

Teachers may first suggest playing hands separate to ensure that students 

connect each of the notes with proper weight transfer from one finger to the next with 

a slow attack. Once the legato technique has been practiced with separate hands, it 

should be easier for students to play with hands together. This piece can be initially 

used as a reading exercise as the parallel motion facilitates the excecution or it can be 

used as technique exercise since it provides the necessary elements for beginning 

students to develop finger evenness and strength. As is the case for a number of pieces 

in Volumes I and II, there are for “Toc-toc” some indications  in regard to the key 
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signature, time signature, fingering, and other specific performance techniques. These 

notes are meant to help students to become familiar with the composer’s musical 

language and writing style.  

2) “Lectura II” (Reading II), No. 16, Volume I 

This piece can be used by the teacher to also reinforce legato technique. 

“Lectura II” is composed using two five-note patterns—one centering around the notes 

in D minor and a second made up primarily of the notes from A major. “Lectura II” 

presents a simple lyrical melody played in unison between the hands an octave apart.  

Although this piece could be initially used as a relatively easy sight-reading 

exercise, teachers and students can also explore further. The approach used to 

reinforce finger and sound evenness in “Toc-toc” can be used here as well.  Teachers 

might emphasize the strengthening of the “weak fingers”—typically 4 and 5 (ring and 

pinky, respectively). The first three notes of the right-hand melody, A—G-sharp—A 

use fingers 5—4—5. A similar situation happens in the left hand at the end of the 

same phrase with fingers 5 and 4 playing the notes E—D—E—E. (see Example 6). 

Again, guiding students to use their entire hand to transfer weight from fingers 5 to 4 

and vice versa will help them to produce a strong tone, comfortably and confidently. 
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Example 6. “Lectura II” (Reading II), No. 16, from Kosmos Latinoamericano 
Volume I 

 

Another important feature of this piece is the hand position change from a D 

minor pattern to an A major pattern and back, reinforcing, mostly aurally at this point, 

the relationship between tonic (D minor) and dominant (A major) harmonies. Four 

phrases are separated by quarter rests between them, which forces students to 

physically lift both hands in order to change positions and start a new phrase. Teachers 

might encourage students to use the lifts as gestural endings to the each phrase and as 

a way to release tension in the wrists, giving the students an integral association of a 

physical-musical concept in only eight measures.  

3) “Sin rumbo” (Adrift), No. 58, Volume II 

This piece possesses a nonchalant, relaxed mood partly due to the repetitive 

left hand, staccato pattern. The seemingly random left-hand pattern  accompanies a 
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simple right hand melody giving the piece an innocent yet witty feel. “Sin rumbo” is a 

more complex piece than the previous two described here in that it incorporates 

several technical challenges at once. It is twenty-three measures long and requires the 

execution of different articulations between hands. The setting used by the composer 

gives the impression of a bi-tonal piece (see Example 7). 

 

Example 7. “Sin rumbo” (Adrift), No. 58, excerpt from Kosmos 
Latinoamericano Volume II    

 

Piano students should to be able to execute a legato right-hand melody against 

moving staccato open fifths in the left hand. Teachers should guide students in 

learning hands separately at first. After this, students can begin playing hands together 

forte at a comfortably slow tempo, allowing them to attend to contrasting articulations 

between the hands. More difficult sections containing chromaticism (e.g., measures 12 

to 14) should be repeated until students feel secure and can perform them successfully 
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without stopping. Finally, if teachers feel it is appropriate, they may choose to use this 

piece to address dynamic balance between the hands—with right hand playing a 

louder melody against a softer left-hand accompaniment.  

4) “Mano única II” (One Hand II) No. 60, Volume II 

This is a lively short piece based on dance rhythm popular in Latin America. 

Although it is a simple repetitive melodic pattern, the forceful rhythm and forte 

dynamic encourage a physically energetic and engaged approach to its performance. 

“Mano única II” belongs to the group of exercises that addresses technical skills. 

There are a few pieces for only one hand among these exercises, which focus on a 

particular skill such as rhythm, articulation, dynamics, or/and phrasing. “Mano única 

II” was composed using two five-note syncopated patterns (See Example 8).  

 

Example 8. “Mano única II” (One Hand II) No. 60, from Kosmos 
Latinoamericano Volume II. 
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Widmer used the rhythmic pattern found in “Mano Única II” in several pieces 

across the four volumes of Kosmos. Presenting it in Volume I in a one-handed piece 

encourages students to focus mainly on an accurate and expressive execution of the 

rhythm without having to attend to many other variables. Teachers might have 

students subdivide the rhythm if they hare having difficulty grasping the relationship 

between sixteenth- and eighth-note values. After, a more musical approach to student 

practice might include listening to Samba-lê-lê later in Kosmos or other pieces that use 

the same pattern, making up lyrics, and/or using body movement to facilitate fluid and 

stylistic rhythmic execution. 

5) “Mano única III” (One Hand III), No. 61, Volume II 

“Mano única III” calls on the left hand to execute several musical elements 

using modern harmonic language.  Even though this piece is about the same length as 

the previous one, they are different in terms of character, technique, tempo, and sound 

result. Its performance should be energetic, making full use of the arm and upper 

body. As shown in Example 9, pianists play a combination of single notes and 

harmonic intervals, contrasting articulations, contrasting dynamics, and a large cluster 

played with the forearm—all of which make up a fun piece with showcase quality.  
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Example 9. “Mano única III” (One Hand III), No. 61, from Kosmos 
Latinoamericano Volume II.   

 

Teachers should guide students in practicing small sections to focus on one 

articulation or physical approach (e.g., measures 1 to 5; measures 5 to 8). This method 

will help students become familiar with the separate physical sensations of legato, 

staccato, marcato, and sforzando. Although this is a relatively short piece, it demands 

a lot of sound and energy from the player, which means students should release 

tension whenever possible by using arm and wrist movements properly to avoid 

injury. 

An interesting feature that emphasizes the element of modernity in this piece is 

the cluster at the end, which requires the student to play with the entire forearm over 

the black keys on the low register of the keyboard. This unexpected ending might be 
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very attractive particularly to beginner students as they have the chance to explore new 

and non-traditional techniques at an early stage.  

6) “Sertão” (Sertão), No. 67, Volume II 

Sertão is a region in northwestern Brazil, characterized by its scarcely 

populated wilderness. Widmer used a question-answer composition technique in 

“Sertão.” Similar to some of Bartók’s Mikrokosmos in terms of phrasing and imitation, 

left hand material in this piece is repeated after the right hand presents it (see Example 

10). Initially, the musical ideas are performed one after the other but eventually they 

get closer to each other until they overlap, making these simple short phrases much 

more difficult to play (see Example 11).  

 

Example 10. “Sertão” (Sertão), No. 67, excerpt from Kosmos Latinoamericano 
Volume II.  
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Students now have the opportunity to rehearse phrasing in a more musical and 

challenging piece. Practicing separate hands can be a good start in order to hear and 

learn different musical ideas independently; however, bringing hands together early on 

the learning process is highly recommended so that students become familiar with the 

concept of counterpoint. “Sertão “ can serve as a gateway to the contrapuntal 

repertoire of more traditional composers, particularly J. S. Bach who wrote his Two-

Part Inventions in a similar style.  

 

Example 11. Counterpoint section from “Sertão” (Sertão), No. 67, excerpt 
from Kosmos Latinoamericano Volume II. 
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7) “Serenata” (Serenade), No. 86, Volume II 

“Serenata” has a particular rocking feeling like that of a lullaby, due perhaps to 

the lilting characteristic of the 6/8 time signature. Each of the hands takes turns 

producing a singing legato melody against a simple off-beat, eighth-note 

accompaniment. This provides students a good opportunity to practice bringing out the 

melody between hands as it is played by each one of the hands at different times. 

Widmer wrote the piece using bitonality (i.e., use of two different keys 

simultaneously, see Example 12), a common approach across the collection. In 

“Serenata,” the right hand uses the A-flat key signature while the left hand is played in 

the key of F major. The piece is particularly attractive in terms of sound result as the 

melody and accompaniment are initially separated by three octaves but move closer 

toward each other and out again throughout. This piece also challenges students to 

think “out of the box,” in the sense that they have to approach this piece intelligently 

in order to effectively integrate musical elements that are different from more 

traditional repertoire.  
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Example 12. “Serenata” (Serenade), No. 86, excerpt from Kosmos 
Latinoamericano Volume II 

 

“Serenata” can be used to familiarize students with bitonality, as well as other 

common twentieth-century compositional techniques typical in the works of 

composers like Bartók, Prokofiev, and Debussy among others. Other pedagogical uses 

for this piece include the practice of the legato technique, musical phrasing, 

articulation, and balance between hands. 

8) “Lectura VIII” (Reading VIII), No. 105, Volume III 

This exercise is appropriate for sight reading practice because of the repetitive 

nature of materials in each of the hands (see Example 13). At the same time, the left 

hand eighth-note pattern against the simple right-hand melody could be somewhat 

difficult to coordinate for some students if it not approached properly.  



Texas Tech University, Leobardo Guerrero, December 2014 

 55 

 

Example 13. “Lectura VIII” (Reading VIII), No. 105, excerpt from Kosmos 
Latinoamericano Volume III. 

 

Students will realize the lack of bar lines in the piece, which might be 

surprising for some. The ambiguity might prompt teachers and students to discuss why 

Widmer decided not to include them and how no bar lines might lead to more creative 

approaches to learning and performing the piece. Even so, teachers might feel that 

dividing the piece into 2/2 measures might facilitate initial readings, helping students 

to organize the repetitive eighth-note pattern better, as well as to feel a larger, more 

natural pulse since many of the longer notes (i.e., dotted half notes and half notes) 

would fall on the down beat when played in 2/2.  

The eight pieces described in this section are only a selection of a group of 

pieces that can function as appropriate reading and technical exercises for developing 

pianists. There are certainly additional pieces within the collection, not necessarily 

labeled as an exercise or “reading” that can be used as teaching material in these areas. 
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Among these other pieces are “Saudade” No. 4, “Esconde-esconde” No. 8, “Scherzo” 

No. 18, “Lo que tú haces yo lo sé también” (What You Do I know) No. 19, “Melodía 

dividida” (Divided Melody) No. 28, “Ay mamá, mira Don José!” (Look Mother, Don 

José) No. 32, “Lectura IV”(Reading IV) No. 52, “Lectura V” (Reading V) No. 53, “En 

ésta calle” (In This Street) No. 71, “Lectura VI” (Reading VI) No. 81, “Triste” (Sad) 

No. 109, “Diez estudios polirrítmicos IV” (Ten Polyrhythmic Exercises IV) No. 117, 

“Diez estudios polirrítmicos VIII” (Ten Polyrhythmic Exercises VIII) No. 121, 

“Lectura IX” (Reading IX) No. 135, and “Canción triste” (Sad Song) No. 137.    

 

PIECES FOR RHYTHMIC DEVELOPMENT 

Rhythm plays an important role in the entire collection of Kosmos 

Latinoamericano. It is particularly emphasized in Volume III, which contains the 

entire suite of “Ten Polyrhythmic Exercises” as well as an appendix with suggested 

rhythmic methods to practice these particular exercises. Additionally, Volume III 

includes two other suites with Latin American folk material composed with 

representative dance rhythms from different countries in Central and South America. 

The category of pieces for rhythmic development promotes the study of syncopation, 

hemiolas, cross rhythms, and meter changes. Volume III is perhaps the most 

remarkable and challenging book of the collection as it incorporates technical, 

folkloric, musical, and modern harmonic elements at a higher level of complexity.  
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9) “Danza hexatonal” (Hexatonal Dance), No. 29, Volume I 

“Danza hexatonal” was written using two whole-tone scales, which Widmer 

specifically indicated in the score. Even though the piece appears bitonal—three 

sharps in the right hand/treble clef and three flats in the left hand/bass clef—the sound 

result is quite consonant. This is due to the use of enharmonic equivalents, as both 

hands are actually using in the same whole-tone scale. It may be that Widmer wanted 

to heighten the attention of students when taking in the score. In this case, he used a 

“bitonal-like” key signature, which happens to be a much simpler pattern than what 

appears on the page—a good opportunity for teachers to engage students in analyzing 

the “hidden” elements in the pieces of the collection. 

As indicated in the score, thumbs of both hands share middle D of the 

keyboard with the outer three fingers playing the black keys F-sharp, G-sharp, and A-

sharp (B-flat, A-flat and G-flat for the left hand). The addition of C and E in the 

second finger of left and right hands, respectively, completes the six-note whole-tone 

scale. The static hand allows students to focus on other musical elements such as the 

rhythmic challenge, articulations, and dynamics contrasts in the piece.  

The placement of accents by Widmer on different beats within measures 

creates the alternation between a duple feel and hemiola or triple feel. This rhythmic 

effect is apparent in measures 7 to 10 in Example 14.   
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Example 14. “Danza hexatonal” (Hexatonal Dance), No. 29, excerpt from 
Kosmos Latinoamericano Volume I.  

 

Students should be guided in practicing this piece slowly, making sure that 

accents are indeed emphasized. Students should not only be encouraged to aurally 

notice the accent but also be taught to connect the desired sound to the appropriate 

physical approach. For example, a louder accent might be felt as a heavier or faster 

attack on the keys.   

A technical challenge of this piece might be playing the staccato notes on the 

black keys at the ff dynamic level. A good approach for this issue is practicing slowly 

with big and generous arm/hand movements until students feel comfortable “landing” 

on the black keys. Even though the tempo in this piece is marked Presto, it is highly 

recommended that students start practicing at a much slower speed in a loud dynamic 
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which encourages confident key attacks. The hope is that playing softer on the black 

keys will be easier after technical security is attained.  

10) “Capoeira” (Capoeira), No. 43, Volume I  

Capoeira is a Brazilian tradition that incorporates martial arts, dance, 

acrobatics, and music. Today this practice takes the form of a performance regularly 

seen on the streets and in the Capoeira clubs across Brazil.82 Widmer’s version of 

Capoeira presents parallel melodies, syncopation, and the use of imitation. It is 

assumed that he used eighth-note patterns to imitate percussion instruments, such as a 

drum or conga, typically used in the Capoeira musical style. The texture of this piece 

is very simple, which allows the student to focus on the execution of rhythmic patterns 

containing syncopation and tied notes that, according to the composer’s indication, 

should be played “sin rigidez” (relaxed without rigidity or stiffness) (see Example 15).  

 

                                                
82	  Nestor Capoeira, Capoeira: Roots of the Dance-Fight-Game. Berkeley California: Blue Snake 
Books, 2002.	  
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Example 15. “Capoeira” (Capoeira), No. 43, excerpt from Kosmos 
Latinoamericano Volume I. 

 

Teachers may want to have students begin the learning of this piece with a 

dancing approach, a practice commonly used in musical methods, such as Dalcroze. 

Because the piece is not too complex, students might also tap each one of the hands 

separately and then together focusing on executing rhythms with precision and 

inflection. Of course, listening and watching Capoeira music and its dance style may 

provide a better sense of the piece and how Widmer intended it to sound. Another idea 

to integrate the rhythmic sense is to “walk the notes,” which involves students taking 

actual steps to match notes of the music played by the teacher. These activities can 

help the student develop a stronger sense of rhythm.  
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11) “Vivacidad” (Liveliness), No. 63, Volume II  

As mentioned in the section of this chapter introducing pieces for pianistic 

exercises, “Vivacidad” can function as a valid technique exercise since it is athletic 

and requires each one of the pianist’s fingers to be active in its execution. This one 

page piece works well for reinforcing finger evenness and strength, as well as dynamic 

control and expression.  

This piece can be considered yet another “musical puzzle” for students, as they 

seek out a way to play it comfortably. Written using continuous sixteenth notes in 4/4, 

the piece sounds quite interesting because of the distribution of accents within each of 

the measure. The rhythmic displacement makes it feel as if it is written in mixed 

meter. Since the piece simply comprises a D minor pentascale melody played in 

unison by the hands and octave apart, the complexity is in the accurate execution of 

the accents, dynamic contrasts, and musical expression within each one of the short 

phrases (Example 16).  
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Example 16. “Vivacidad” (Liveliness), No. 63, excerpt from Kosmos 
Latinoamericano Volume II.   

 

Students should be encouraged to learn the piece at slow tempo, exaggerating 

the accents, incorporating hand/arm movement to release tension. Practicing separate 

phrases might help the weaker fingers in the left hand (4 and 5) as well as the correct 

execution of the entire phrase. Linking phrases would be the next step in the practice 

process and later, using a metronome to develop a steady pulse. The composer also 

provided rhythm variations at the bottom of the page for extra practice purposes 

(Example 17). These alternatives can serve to reinforce finger strength by switching 

the accents are placed.  
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Example 17. Instructions for extra practice of  “Vivacidad” (Liveliness), No. 
63, excerpt from Kosmos Latinoamericano Volume II.   

 

12) “Dónde está la ma’ Teodora?” (“Where Is Mother Teodora?”), No. 76, Volume II  

“Dónde está la ma’ Teodora?” is one of the most popular songs in the history 

of Cuban music. It is originally in a Son style, which is a type of dance that is very 

rhythmic and lively. Widmer’s version calls for non-traditional techniques by the 

pianist. It begins with a rhythmic pattern that can be played on the box of the piano (or 

clapped) a unique and enticing start to a pedagogical piece that also serves to reinforce 

the rhythm that will be repeated throughout (see Example 18). 

“Dónde está la ma’ Teodora?” is written in an imitative style using the C major 

scale, providing students learning or reviewing scales the opportunity to practice them 

in a more musical setting.  
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Example 18. “Dónde está la ma’ Teodora?” (“Where Is Mother Teodora?”), 
No. 76, excerpt from Kosmos Latinoamericano Volume II 

 

Teachers might suggest that students approach the piece in small sections so 

that they become confortable with the imitative melodic lines and fingering within the 

scales. Also, practicing the scales in different ways such as adding a staccato or legato 

articulation, or using dotted rhythms can reinforce finger strength, evenness, and better 

sound production.  

The closing of the piece is identical to the opening, which serves as a 

reminiscence of the material previously used. Since the last part is only a non-pitched 

rhythmic pattern, students can be encouraged to approach it creatively and perhaps 

play it with a small percussion instrument to add interest to the performance. The 

‘marching’ tempo mark, the brightness of the C major tonality, and the unusual 

opening/ending give this piece a lively spirit that can be attractive to beginner 

students. 



Texas Tech University, Leobardo Guerrero, December 2014 

 65 

13) “Diez estudios polirrítmicos II” (Ten Polyrhythmic Studies II), No. 115, Volume 

III  

This suite of ‘Ten Polyrhythmic Studies’ is a worthy set of pieces for student 

pianists’ rhythmic development. The pieces within the suite provide many challenges 

that can assist in bringing focus to playing with a steady pulse as well as developing 

hand coordination, sound balance, finger strength, a larger dynamic range, execution 

of different articulations, and the ability to respond to sudden shifts between hands. 

Study “II” presents learners with a number of the same pianistic demands as it starts 

with a rhythmic pattern that is shared between both hands (see Example 19). The 

pattern changes slightly every four measures by adding a new harmonic interval in the 

right hand and a new note in the left hand, as well as a rhythmic displacement of these 

new elements. The shifts of the patterns become more constant during the second page 

and start changing every two measures and later every measure, making this exercise 

more challenging. The shifting sections on the second page are based on a cross-

rhythm pattern with right hand playing triplets against left-hand eighth notes. The 

complexity of the study is not only rhythmic but also involves such challenges as 

playing staccato triplets in one hand against legato eighth notes in the other.  
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Example 19. “Diez estudios polirrítmicos II” (Ten Polyrhythmic Studies II), 
No. 115, excerpt from Kosmos Latinoamericano Volume III. 

 

Students can be guided to practice small sections that present the same pattern 

(e.g., measures 2 to 4, 5 to 8, and 9 to 12) so as to master the physical coordination of 

these sections before juxtaposing them to parts that are produced differently. Next, 

students can practice successive sections with the goal of accuracy and fluency; since 

this step might be complex for some students, practicing at slow tempo is highly 

recommended. The second page needs to be approached carefully, beginning with 

focus on the physical execution of the rhythms. Teachers might have students tap the 

rhythm on the their laps before attempting to play on the piano. Isolating sections, 

such as measures 16 to 21, is recommended to make sure that students are able to 

control not only the cross rhythm but also the articulation and dynamic contrasts (see 

Example 20). Finally, connecting sections at a slow tempo with no stops should give 
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students the confidence to perform this piece from beginning to end at increasing 

tempos.  

 

Example 20. Measures 16-21, cross rhythms of  “Diez estudios polirrítmicos 
II” (Ten Polyrhythmic Studies II), No. 115, excerpt from Kosmos 
Latinoamericano Volume III.  

 

14) “Diez estudios polirrítmicos V” (Ten Polyrhythmic Studies V), No. 118, Volume 

III 

Study No. V is similar to No. II in terms of the use of cross-rhythm patterns, 

although note values are larger than previously used. The distribution of the cross 

rhythms remains constant between the hands throughout this study with left hand 

playing steady quarter-note intervals of a fifth while the right hand plays the triplet-

note pattern.  
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Study No. V includes tied notes in both hands and calls for a bigger dynamic 

range as compared to No. II. The loud dynamic marks may actually help students to 

maintain a steady pulse. It is suggested that pianists use active arm movements, 

particularly in playing the staccato quarter notes in the left hand to establish a good 

rhythmic foundation.  

In more challenging spots where rhythm is affected by tied notes (e. g., 

measures 7 and 8) (Example 21), students may become more comfortable with 

execution by grouping the triplet quarter notes into half notes or by conducting a 4/4 

pattern with one hand while singing or playing the phrase. Personally, I have found the 

last tactic to be of most help in rhythmically challenging sections since marking the 

pulse allows for one to better feel the musical flow of an irregular rhythmic pattern. 

There is a practice suggestion by the composer at the bottom of the page that indicates 

how this section might be approached (see Example 22). 
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Example 21. “Diez estudios polirrítmicos V” (Ten Polyrhythmic Studies V), 
No. 118, excerpt from Kosmos Latinoamericano Volume III.  
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Example 22. Composer’s suggestion for rhythmic practice of  “Diez estudios 
polirrítmicos V” (Ten Polyrhythmic Studies V), No. 118, excerpt from Kosmos 
Latinoamericano Volume III.  

 

15) “Diez estudios polirrítmicos VIII” (Ten Polyrhythmic Studies VIII), No. 121, 

Volume III 

In Study No. VIII Widmer once against incorporates cross rhythms that 

alternate between hands. He reinforces the switch of pulse in his meter indication (see 

Example 23). This piece in particular is quite challenging in the sense that students are 

exposed to different levels of cross rhythms as the composer keeps changing the 

pattern constantly throughout the piece. As discussed previously, teachers may 

approach the learning of this study by having students practice rhythmic patterns by 

tapping hands on their lap, limiting repetitions to small sections containing the same 

patterns, and connecting successive sections at a slow tempo. These approaches can be 

done away from the piano to provide learners with a sound rhythmic foundation so 

that focus can then turn to note reading when at the piano.  



Texas Tech University, Leobardo Guerrero, December 2014 

 71 

 

Example 23. “Diez Estudios Polirrítmicos VIII” (Ten Polyrhythmic Studies 
VIII), No. 121, excerpt from Kosmos Latinoamericano Volume III.  

 

The pieces discussed in this section have been identified as appropriate for the 

development of students’ rhythmic skills. They are quite challenging and 

sophisticated, as they address not only rhythm but also integrate many important 

elements of good musicianship. As well as in the previous category of reading and 

technical exercises, other pieces within the collection that can be investigated for 

strong rhythmic features and therefore useful for reinforcing rhythmic playing are: 

“Percusiones” (Percussions) No 3, “Calbalgata” (Cavalcade) No. 12, “Ay mamá, mira 

a Don José!” (“Oh Mother, Look Don José!”) No. 32, “Samba-lê-lê” No. 72, 

“Alternativa”(Alternative) No. 82, “Marcha” (March) No. 100, “Diez Estudios 

Polirrítmicos” (Ten Polyrhythmic Studies), Nos. I, III, IV, VI, VII, IX & X, “Huella” 
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No. 124, “Ábreme la puerta” y “Allá arriba es mi camino,” (“Open The Door” and 

“Up There Is My Way”) No. 131, and “Sirirí” No. 139.  

 

IMPROVISATION PIECES  

Many classically trained musicians are often not comfortable improvising. 

Even though more recent pianos methods have addressed improvisation in their 

materials, there still remains fear or hesitation among teachers and students when it 

comes to exploring what improvisation may have to offer. In this regard, the 

opportunity to improvise seems to be one the most important offerings of Kosmos 

Latinoamericano. Widmer took care in not only introducing learners to this musical 

concept from the very start with “pieces” titled Improvisation, but also provided 

sufficient guidance and experiences throughout the collection to encourage students to 

explore their imaginations and creativity in manageable ways. The composer began 

the concept of improvisation in the collection with brief pieces presenting a simple 

pattern, such as a two-note figure, given as a model upon which students can expand 

on the keyboard. Some selections call for non-traditional techniques, such as playing 

with the entire forearm. Improvisations become more elaborate as they appear 

throughout the collection but the sequence in which concepts are introduced across the 

four volumes allows Kosmos to serve as a pedagogically sound method for integrating 

the skill of improvisation in young students’ musicianship.  
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16) “Improvisación I” (Improvisation I), No. 14, Volume I 

The first improvisation piece introduces the concept to students in a clear and 

approachable manner. Widmer took care in articulating how the student should play 

the piece by providing written instructions in the score (see Example 24). Widmer 

often provided optional endings, which are helpful for students who may not know 

how to conclude their creative explorations.  

 

Example 24. “Improvisación I” (Improvisation I), No. 14, excerpt from 
Kosmos Latinoamericano Volume I. 

 

For teachers wishing to establish a comfortable and engaging approach to 

presenting improvisation pieces, they might begin by playing their own creation based 

on the instructions provided in the score. Students can get a sense of what their own 
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improvisations could sound like. To add variety, teachers can ask students to play 

improvisations repeatedly, each time in a different mood (e.g., happy, sad, angry, 

scared, etc.) to begin a discourse about musicality and expression. Widmer’s 

presentation of these pieces is quite simple and friendly. It is important that teachers 

present it in the same way to students, encouraging them to make their own 

compositions, versions, or arrangements of the same piece.   

17) “Improvisación II” (Improvisation II), No. 15, Volume I 

 Widmer used a large flat or sharp sign at the start of a score to indicate that 

only black keys should be used, as is the case for “Improvisation II.” The initial 

motive created by Widmer to be used by students in improvising is much longer than 

the one in “Improvisation I,” giving the student a clear idea of the style Widmer 

imagined for this piece. In addition, the instructions beside the musical example 

provide students specific directions for how to continue in their own creation (see 

Example 25).  
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Example 25. “Improvisación II” (Improvisation II), No. 15, excerpt from 
Kosmos Latinoamericano Volume I. 

 

As discussed in regard to “Improvisation I,” teachers can ask students to 

explore different musical characteristics such as varying tempi and dynamics to 

produce numerous performances of the same “piece.” There is indication from the 

composer that suggests improvising for at least two minutes. This is a good time frame 

for a final performance; however, it might be useful to vary the length of the piece 

during rehearsal in order to explore how shorter improvisations might differ in regard 

to content in comparison to longer ones. 

 18) “Improvisación VI” (Improvisation VI), No. 54, Volume I 

 “Improvisation VI” subtitled “Tower,” is interesting in terms of musical 

composition and performance. Widmer presented the idea of a growing cluster in 
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which notes are gradually added, first with the left hand and then with right, along 

with an intensifying dynamic. Subsequently, the cluster becomes gradually smaller 

within a decrescendo. A similar idea but with inversed dynamic marks is used as an 

optional conclusion. This idea is framed by the two five-finger patterns provided at the 

beginning of the piece, which are in two different keys (Example 26).  

The second section of the piece calls for pianists to use non-traditional 

techniques. One of the main features of this section is the right hand “silent” cluster 

over the white keys. This effect allows the harmonics of notes played by the left hand 

to resonate, creating an echo sound result, attractive to developing musicians who 

rarely have the opportunity to perform works with such sonorities. The given 

indications by the composer even suggest playing with the fist, an uncommon piano 

technique but one that adequately fits within the context of non-traditional or 

contemporary improvisation.  

This is an attractive piece for students due to the numerous features that 

provide freedom and exploration in an almost unlimited way—in the second section, 

students can play as loud or soft as they like, choose their own tempo, and play with as 

many technical approaches as they wish without restrictions.  
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 Example 26. “Improvisación VI” (Improvisation VI), No. 54, excerpt from 
 Kosmos Latinoamericano Volume I.   

 

19) “Improvisación VII” (Improvisation VII), No. 55, Volume I 

 Widmer subtitled this piece “Arrullo” (Lullaby). The tempo indication ‘Calm,’ 

is one example of how the composer meant to establish a relaxing mood typical of a 

lullaby. Several features make improvising interesting for students. The piece is 

bitonal—the composer wrote different accidental patterns for each staff. The five-

finger patterns provided by the composer at the opening and closing sections of the 

piece seem to belong to two different modes as well, part of a Locrian scale in the 
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right hand and part of a Lydian scale in the left. These key signatures or modes are 

used in the opening and closing sections (Example 27). The middle section seems to 

be a variation of these initial harmonies as the right hand presents only A-flat, and the 

left hand now presents a B-flat, which corresponds to the F major key signature. All 

three sections encourage the student to improvise over the given pattern, which is 

different between the sections. Even though the opening and closing sections share the 

same key signature/five-finger pattern, the melodic contour is retrograde and inverted 

(a compositional technique in which the melody is played “upside down” and 

“backwards”). The middle section contrasts with the lyrical sections as it is based on 

shifting harmonic intervals alternating between hands. 
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Example 27. “Improvisación VII” (Improvisation VII), No. 55, excerpt from 
Kosmos Latinoamericano Volume I.  

 

This improvisation piece can promote the development of melodic creativity in 

students. Practicing sections separately might be a good approach to develop more 

ideas with only one pattern. Eventually, the student should string the sections together. 

Tempo variation between sections might add extra interest to the piece. 
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 20) “Improvisación IX” (Improvisation IX), No. 69, Volume II 

 This piece is appropriate for older students new to or hesitant with the skill of 

improvisation as it provides an excellent framework to encourage students to explore 

their ideas within a set of given rules. As seen before, Widmer provided an initial idea 

based on a five-finger pattern in the left hand. Pianists are to improvise using the given 

eighth-note rhythm. Notes in the left hand are taken from the provided pattern, first as 

single notes and later on as growing clusters (Example 28). As in other improvisations, 

Widmer calls for only the use of black keys of the keyboard, limiting pitches but still 

allowing consonance in sound since only the notes of a major pentatonic scale are 

used.  

 

 Example 28. “Improvisación IX” (Improvisation IX), No. 69, excerpt from 
 Kosmos Latinoamericano Volume II. 

 

Students can and should use as much range of the keyboard as possible. 

Teachers can help students execute the piece with a steady tempo by using their own 
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playing of other percussive instrument as background. With this in mind, playing the 

piece at differing tempi can prompt students to what might need to be different in their 

execution when playing slowly versus more quickly. Of course, adding dynamics in 

accordance to melodic or harmonic changes only serves to add more interest to the 

performance. 

 21) “Improvisación XIII” (Improvisation XIII), No. 132, Volume IV 

 This piece is one of the last improvisations of the collection and it is unique in 

the sense of melodic creativity. Widmer presented a one-page theme consisting of a 

right-hand repeated motive over a left-hand arpeggiated pattern (Example 29). The 

harmonic writing is modern but even students who are not attracted to less tonal music 

may relate to the melody, which is expressive and aurally interesting. The task of this 

improvisation is to continue the same legato and espressivo melodic idea while 

exploring different pitches and registers of the piano. 
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Example 29. “Improvisación XIII” (Improvisation XIII), No. 132, excerpt from 
Kosmos Latinoamericano Volume IV. 

 

A useful approach during practice may be to play hands separately so that 

students can focus on creating new right hand melodies without the distraction of the 

left hand arpeggio. Once hands come together, students can focus on the balance 

between hands, with the right hand melodic line projecting with more tone and 

inflection over the softer left-hand accompaniment, which serves as coloristic texture 

and a metric reference. The type of texture found in this piece is similar to the works 

of Romantic composers such as Chopin. Therefore, it could be used as a preparatory 

exercise prior or parallel to similar works from the traditional repertoire.    
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 The selections described in this section are, in my opinion, are quite effective 

for introducing the skill of improvisation to pianists of varying levels of experience. 

The remaining improvisation pieces, spread across the four volumes, offer many more 

opportunities for students to continue developing yet another facet of their 

musicianship. A total of fifteen improvisation pieces are in Kosmos Latinoamericano 

(Volume I includes seven improvisation pieces, Volume II contains three, Volume III 

has two, and Volume IV presents three).  

 

FOLK INSPIRED PIECES 

The uses of folk music and folk-inspired elements is one of the principal 

characteristics of Kosmos Latinoamericano, similar to that of Béla Bartók’s 

Mikrokosmos. Yet, Widmer’s contributions are unique in the sense of the cross-

cultural combination. Widmer took Bartók’s idea of borrowing folk material from his 

native Hungary as well as from neighboring regions and integrating it into his 

compositions. Widmer, however, expanded the concept into a much larger project, as 

he not only extended it geographically, but also culturally. Widmer borrowed material 

from almost every single country of the American continent, including the United 

States. The folk material used in Kosmos Latinoamericano includes dances, lullabies, 

popular songs, and traditional rhythmic patterns that represent the spirit and musical 

heritage of a particular country or region. Volumes I and II include a few short pieces 

that mention the name of the country of origin. The folkloric influence is stronger in 

Volumes III and IV, in which each volume includes two Latin-American Suites, four 
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in total. As previously mentioned, the pieces with folk material are aurally interesting 

and can be technically challenging in terms of achieving accurate and stylistic 

rhythmic execution. In many cases, experiencing the rhythms, often derived from 

dance music, through listening and movement will allow students to integrate rhythms 

through more natural, whole body experiences.  

22) “Dormite niñito” (Sleep Baby), No. 44, Volume I 

 “Dormite niñito” is a lullaby from El Salvador and based on a short but lyrical 

melodic motive. It is a collaborative work for three hands, and can serve as a 

performance piece as piano duo, either for teacher and student or for two students. The 

upper two parts are composed of imitative material and written in a question/answer 

dialogue (see Example 30). The bottom line is crafted of a steady rocking rhythm in 

6/8 time, typical of a lullaby. The piece is structured in binary form with the second 

half modulating momentarily to the relative minor key, which adds a more of a 

melancholic, sentimental mood at this point.  

Widmer gave two different fingering suggestions for the middle line, which 

can be played by either of the two players. The setup of “Dormite niñito” provides 

teachers with flexibility as it can be played by students with varying levels of 

experience—from beginners who may only be able to handle the top melody line to 

more versed players who could play the lower left-hand accompaniment alongside the 

middle line with the right hand.  
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 Example 30. “Dormite niñito” (Sleep baby), No. 44, excerpt from Kosmos 
 Latinoamericano Volume I. 

 

Teachers should certainly suggest that partnering students learn their parts 

separately before practicing as an ensemble. Once together, it is recommended 

practicing at a slow tempo in order for players to become comfortable with the other 

part, which sometimes might be distracting to young students, particularly those who 

are unfamiliar with playing as part of an ensemble.  

The benefits of learning this piece are many, especially in the realm of 

ensemble playing. Students will develop awareness of concurrent musical lines played 
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by another individual and the harmonic effects that are created as a result. They may 

learn to balance lines by listening critically to themselves and to others and decide 

what needs emphasis. Finally, the social benefits of working as a team can begin early 

on in students’ musical lives. This is particularly important for pianists who may or 

may not have many opportunities to collaborate with others in the early years of study. 

23) “Pobre corazón” (Poor Heart), No. 47, Volume I 

 “Pobre corazón” is a popular song from the music genre known as “Folklore 

Andino” (Andean Folk), which is a traditional type of music from South American 

countries such as Peru, Bolivia, and Ecuador. The Andes is the longest continental 

mountain range in the world. The region includes seven countries such as Venezuela, 

Colombia, Ecuador, Peru, Bolivia, Chile, and Argentina.83 Although originally the 

Indian population of this region comes from the same background as the Incas, they 

are culturally diverse across the region. Traditional Andean folk music uses wind 

instruments such as pan flute, zampoña, and antara, string instruments similar to 

guitars and drums.  

The main melodic tune of “Pobre corazón” is simple yet attractive. Widmer’s 

version of this song is based on imitative material between the hands, which might 

appear sparse on the page given the simplicity of the melody (Example 31). This 

piece, however, may be a challenge for some students because of the level of hand 

control or independence needed to execute some of the contrapuntal sections. For this 

                                                
83 Edgardo Civallero and Sara Plaza, “Music of Ecuador: A Brief Summary,” Land of the winds, 2011, 
3, accessed September 2, 2014, http://landofwinds.blogspot.com/2011/01/music-of-ecuador-brief-
summary.html 
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reason, teachers may suggest learning each hand separately to make sure students 

become comfortable and physically confident with the rhythms, fingering, positions, 

and melodic shifts. Next, learners should put hands together slowly, focusing on small 

sections at a time, particularly where rhythms overlap to ensure accuracy and fluency. 

The tempo provided by Widmer is much slower than the tempi used in other more 

traditional versions. Widmer’s tempo suggestion, however, works in this case given 

the arrangement. 

 

Example 31. “Pobre corazón” (Poor Heart), No. 47, excerpt from Kosmos 
Latinoamericano Volume I. 
 
 
Another useful type of practice for this piece is the “out of context” method. 

This practice technique allows students to become familiar and comfortable with every 

single aspect of the piece, rhythm, fingering, note accuracy, sound production, speed, 

and even musicality. Out of context practice involves stretching the tempo deliberately 

in order to play everything in the most comfortable possible way. This practice might 
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also include changing dynamics purposely so that students can play and learn every 

single note with a physically healthy and engaged approach. This particular approach 

of learning promotes the conquering of technical and musical challenges in isolated 

ways before all sections are recontextualized. Practicing in this way can easily be 

transferred to other more traditional works that also involve contrapuntal material, 

such as that of J.S. Bach, requiring more careful bimanual coordination.  

24) “El teje del Sebucán” (The ‘Teje’ of Sebucán), No. 48, Volume I 

 This is a traditional dance from Venezuela performed originally by groups of 

women. In English the word “teje” means weave or braid and relates to the 

performance that combines dancing while weaving large strips of ribbon around a 

pole. The original time signature for this Venezuelan dance is 6/8. However, Widmer 

arranged the version in Kosmos in 5/8 time, adding a contemporary flavor to the 

traditional work. Consequently, the playing of the rising five-finger patterns in the left 

hand fits naturally in the 5/8 meter, which may help students develop a more natural 

rhythmic sense or taste for the 5/8 time signature, which is often unseen in earlier level 

piano repertoire (Example 32). 

This piece is structured in binary form and presents several attributes, both 

technical and musical. It is a practical piece for students learning scales as both hands 

are based on major scalar patterns. Developing finger strength, particularly in 4 and 5 

in both hands, is important in executing passages that are even and fluid.  
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Example 32. “El teje del Sebucán” (The ‘Teje’ of Sebucán), No. 48, excerpt 
from Kosmos Latinoamericano Volume I. 

 

Students should take notice of accents that are often placed on downbeats of 

measures. More active arm movements to produce a larger tone can be imitative of 

foot stomps produced on strong beats by dancers of this music.  

25) “A mi me llaman el Negro” y “Cuando voy a casa de Peña” (“I’m Called The 

Negro” and “When I Go To Peña’s Home”), No. 50, Volume I  

 This piece is a compilation of two traditional Mexican folksongs. “A mi me 

llaman el Negro,” also known as “La Llorona” (The Moaner), consists of a sad melody 

that has been arranged and recorded by many popular and folk artists. It is a nostalgic 

song that describes the grief and suffering related to life, love, and death. “Cuando voy 

a casa de Peña,” beginning in measure 17, is a much happier and cheerful tune. Even 
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though both pieces are written in ¾ time signature, they are quite different in terms of 

mood and character (Example 33).  

Widmer’s version juxtaposes the two contrasting pieces in a rounded binary 

form, which is a form typical of the Baroque and Classical periods. The work as a 

whole is a sound fit for an early-intermediate piano student as it is not too challenging 

from a reading standpoint, but does present some coordination challenges when it 

comes to executing syncopated rhythms. To address rhythmic challenges, particularly 

in which notes are tied leading to a syncopated feel, students may first play the melody 

with these notes untied to better feel the underlying steady pulse.  
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Example 33. “A mi me llaman el Negro” y “Cuando voy a casa de Peña” (“I’m 
Called The Negro” and “When I Go to Peña’s Home”), No. 50, excerpt from 
Kosmos Latinoamericano Volume I. 

 
The tempo marking of the first song is faster than the version typically heard in 

Mexico. Teachers may listen to recorded versions of the song and discuss with 

students what their preference might be. Stylistically, slower tempo would be more 

appropriate for this piece, which can also facilitate the learning process and give better 
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performance results. Although the tempo remains the same when the second song 

begins, the lack of syncopation and placement in the higher register of the piano make 

it feel lighter than the start of the piece.   

26) “En esta calle” (“In This Street”), No. 71, Volume II 

 “En esta calle” is a traditional lullaby from Brazil. “Nesta Rua” (in 

Portuguese), is one of the most popular songs in the Brazilian folk music. It has been 

used in many versions and arrangements for a variety of ensembles. Two of the better-

known examples are Heitor Villa-Lobos’ versions included in his albums Cirandinhas 

and Cirandas, two collections of popular children’s songs for piano solo.84 Villa-

Lobos used the same tune and combined it with other materials. The version in 

Cirandinhas is much easier than the one in Cirandas, which is a collection of higher 

level of difficulty.  

  The melody of  “En esta calle” is simple, yet lyrical and attractive. This piece 

is structured in four main phrases. The principal challenge of this piece is the 

execution of imitative material used in each of the phrases. The melodic material is 

identical in both hands, except for the last phrase, in which the rhythm of the left hand 

is slightly changed. The fact that the right hand comes in two beats after the left hand 

might present a challenge for some students who are not familiar with this type of 

counterpoint (Example 34).  

                                                
84	  Ficher, et all, eds., Latin American Classical Composers… “Heitor Villa-Lobos.”	  
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Through this piece, teachers can emphasize legato technique in both hands and 

the development of hand independence and control. After discovering the most 

comfortable fingering for each of the hands separately, students should put hands 

together very slowly to become familiar with the interaction between melodic lines. A 

useful practice tactic may be to stop at strategic points to make sure that notes and 

fingering are in place. Although the dynamic mark is p espressivo, it is recommended 

to play with generous sound production for practicing purposes, in order to emphasize 

the independence of the hands. Once players are physically comfortable playing the 

overlapping legato lines, softer dynamic playing will be facilitated. 

 

Example 34. “En esta calle” (“In This Street”), No. 71, excerpt from Kosmos 
Latinoamericano Volume II. 
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Harmony provides the framework for this tonal piece. Each one of the phrases 

is based on diatonic chords in F minor (mainly using the i, iv, and V7 chords). 

Teachers might find it useful to emphasize the identification of individual chords 

across the progression by asking students to play one hand as written while playing the 

corresponding blocked chord with the other hand. This exercise not only serves to help 

one better understand harmonic function in music and how harmonies can shape 

dynamic decisions, but it may also aid the process of memorization. 

27) “Samba-lê-lê,” (Samba-lê-lê), No. 72, Volume II 

 This is a lively and upbeat song from Brazil sometimes used in children’s 

games or dance performances. Villa-Lobos wrote an arrangement of this piece and 

placed it in the collection Guia Prático, which includes 137 Brazilian folk songs 

divided in eleven volumes.85 The energetic mood of “Samba-lê-lê,” derives from the 

quick tempo, syncopated rhythm, as well as the major key tonality (Example 35).  

Syncopated rhythms may be difficult to learn for some students and can often 

be challenging to teach effectively and efficiently. Because syncopated rhythms are 

often associated with dance rhythms of a particular genre or culture, individuals who 

lack familiarity with these genres or cultures may not hear nuances in the rhythms 

and/or lack the bodily experience of dancing or singing music in which off beats are 

stressed. This is a common occurrence with classical musicians initially playing jazz-

like material.  

                                                
85 Ibid. 
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From a pedagogical point of view, the most common technique for teaching 

and learning syncopation may involve counting and subdividing the beats. This 

approach, however, does not always guarantee that the pattern has been completely 

integrated, both physically and intellectually. One of the advantages of “Samba-lê-lê” 

is the existence of lyrics that are often sung in rhythm, which could easily be used by 

teachers and students during the learning process. Learners can listen to recorded 

versions of the piece being sung and hum along until they know the melody relatively 

well. The next step might be to sing or hum the melody while clapping a steady eighth 

or quarter note pulse followed by singing and clapping the rhythm. Following, 

students could move to larger counting units and leave behind subdividing to test if the 

syncopated rhythm has integrated successfully. After some practice with these steps, 

students may move on to using both hands to tap the piece as written. Even though all 

of these activities occur away from the piano, they can be executed in ways that are 

musical, vigorous, and expressive—all of which support authentic performance of this 

type of piece and can be transferred to playing on the keyboard. 
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Example 35. “Samba-lê-lê” (Samba-lê-lê), No. 72, excerpt from Kosmos 
Latinoamericano Volume II. 

 

28) “El Pajarillo” (The Little Bird), No. 110, Volume III 

 “El Pajarillo,” an animated piece is linked to traditional folklore of Bolivia in 

Kosmos, although, it is generally attributed to Argentina. While there is no record 

regarding its composer, it was made popular by the folkloric duo “Leda y Maria,” 

which popularized many songs in South America through their recorded folk albums. 
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Leda Valladares was a singer, composer, musicologist, poet, and folklorist. María 

Elena Walsh was a poet, novelist, musician, playwright, writer, and composer. These 

Argentinian artists formed their duo in the 1950s to promote the traditional music of 

not only their country but also of other Latin American countries.86   

Much of the dance music from Latin American contains a certain level of 

rhythmic complexity and this piece is no exception. “El Pajarillo” is written in 6/8, 

typically felt in two, but has a ¾ feel in alternating measures (Example 36).  

 

Example 36. “El Pajarillo” (The Little Bird), No. 110, excerpt from Kosmos 
Latinoamericano Volume III. 

                                                
86 Cyclopaedia.net. "Duo Leda Y Maria," http://www.cyclopaedia.es/wiki/Duo-Leda-y-Maria-
2#youtube.  (accessed September 3, 2014). 
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The use of imitation material in the second half of the piece presents identical 

lines between the hands delayed by one beat. Once again, practicing hands together at 

a slow tempo is recommended to develop bimanual independence. The “out of 

context” approach, as described earlier, may be beneficial as well. Tactics such as 

pausing on certain notes to ensure accuracy in coordination can help students develop 

security. The use of a metronome at a comfortable tempo is advisable at some point in 

the learning process to assure a steady tempo, preferably after the above activities 

have been done successfully.  

29) “Cielito,” No. 111, Volume III 

 “Cielito,” meaning ‘little sky,’ is from Argentina and contains a lyrical 

melancholic melody reminiscent of feelings of loneliness or nostalgia for something or 

someone. Although this dance originated in the region of Rio de la Plata, Argentina, it 

is also popular in countries such as Uruguay and Chile. Even though it now is 

classified as a folk dance, it used to be performed in Argentinian ballrooms as an 

elegant and sophisticated dance, probably due to its British roots or/and slow tempo.87  

“Cielito” is based on an unchanging melodic pattern that continues steadily 

until the last part of the piece where it is presented slightly differently. The piece is 

structured in three parts; the first one is perhaps the easiest as the imitative material 

between the hands is spaced by one measure, making it comfortable to produce (see 

Example 37); the middle section presents contrapuntal material; and the last part, the 

                                                
87 Ana Maria Maurer, AquiFolklore, "Cielito," http://www.aquifolklore.com.ar/English/index.htm. 
(accessed September 3, 2014). 
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most challenging to play, includes not only a variation of the original theme in the 

right hand but also new material in the left hand, also based on the original theme. 

This last section has a thicker texture, more dynamic contrast, and other rhythmic 

intricacies, such as syncopation resulting from tied notes (see Example 38).  

 

Example 37. Original theme of “Cielito,” No. 111, excerpt from Kosmos 
Latinoamericano Volume III. 
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Example 38. Last section of “Cielito,” No. 111, excerpt from Kosmos 
Latinoamericano Volume III. 

 

Many of the approaches for practicing discussed for other pieces in this 

category could be applied to the learning of this piece. The character of this piece in 

particular seems to call for some rubato in order to achieve an even more expressive 

performance. It is important to keep in mind that this piece is based dance, which can 

encourage students to approach with a sense of movement and lilt.    

30) “Huayno” (Huayno), No. 112, Volume III 

 This piece presents ethnic characteristics of traditional Andean folk music. It is 

marked in the score as a dance from Bolivia, but it seems to have originally come from 

Peru and eventually made part of folk music in Bolivia, Chile, Ecuador, and 
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Argentina.88 After the dance was adopted by another region or country, it gradually 

changed and became mixed with local traditions and practices. Therefore, it is quite 

common to see Huaynos specified by country (e.g., Huayno Boliviano (Bolivian 

Huayno), Huayno Peruano (Peruvian Huayno), etc.).    

The introduction of this version of “Huayno” imitates the sound of a pan flute 

or zampoña, typical wind instruments of the Andean folk music. This beginning 

portrays the mystical-like opening call of an old Indian ritual. The prevalent rhythm is 

based on a dance-like pattern that might be associated with the music of the pre-

Columbian cultures. The simplicity of the rhythm seems to emulate the sound of a 

drum that is leading a dancing ritual or celebration.  

The main challenge of this piece is the imitation material presented at the 

beginning, following the introduction. There are three melodic motifs interweaving at 

this point: a sixteenth-note pattern (m. 10), a drum-like pattern (mm. 8, 9, and 14), and 

a syncopated pattern (starting at m. 11), which could be a combination of the two 

previous patterns (see Example 39).  

 

                                                
88 Edgardo Civallero and Sara Plaza, “Music of Bolivia: A Brief Summary,” Land of the winds, 
http://landofwinds.blogspot.com/2010/08/music-bolivia-history.html. (accessed September 2, 2014) 
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Example 39. “Huayno” (Huayno), No. 112, excerpt from Kosmos 
Latinoamericano Volume III. 

 

The continuous staccato articulated melody and accompaniment requires the 

student to be able to play detached articulation at a quick tempo. Therefore, teachers 

can guide students in grabbing or plucking the keys while maintaining strong finger 

joints and relaxed wrists. Using the weight of the arms to produce a full sound will aid 

in achieving an energetic staccato articulation. Playing at a softer dynamic should 
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involve slowing down the attack while still keeping fingers strong and arms and wrists 

relaxed.  

Nevertheless, some students might find it difficult to play in the key of F-sharp 

minor, which requires the player to use mainly the black keys and play higher on the 

keyboard. This position might be more uncomfortable for some depending on hand 

size. Teachers of students with large hands or wide fingers might opt to not to have 

their students play this piece if they have challenges in playing white keys higher up 

on the keyboard, in between black keys. On the other hand, the piece would be 

effective for students figuring out how to approach pieces that present specific 

technical problems like those described here. 

31) “Oiga cocherito” y “Triste es ausentarse” (“Listen Little Coachman” and 

“Sorrowful Is To Go Away”), No. 113, Volume III  

 Widmer used two songs of different tango styles from traditional Argentinian 

folk music to craft this piece: tango and milonga. Even though these dances are 

typically in duple meter, Widmer crafted them in triple meter here. The milonga is a 

much older type of dance than the tango. Stylistically, it was faster than tango in its 

original form. There are some discrepancies, however, about the musical 

characteristics and differences between the two dances, particularly with the inclusion 

of new stylistic trends in the last decades.89 In Astor Piazzolla’s version of  “Milonga 

                                                
89 Gabriela Mauriño, Libertango, "Tango and Milonga: A Close Relationship," 
http://www.nytutoring.com/libertango/articles/Tango_Milonga.html. (accessed September 2, 2014). 
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del angel,” the milonga dance took an important turn regarding its original style and 

character, becoming a much slower and nostalgic type of dance. 

 This work is written in ternary form—ABA—in which section A comprises a 

fast, driving tango. Section B contrasts this mood with a slower, much more lyrical 

melody of nostalgic character, typical of a milonga (Astor Piazzolla’s style). Widmer’s 

pairing of these two contrasting songs into one piece is effective not only because of 

the tempo difference but also because the distinct characters and personalities each of 

the songs brings to life.  

The piece consists of imitative material, syncopated rhythms, and, at times, 

contrasting articulations between the hands. Pianists may consider a slow play through 

at first to determine how the rhythms, harmonies, and articulations interact. Playing 

with the correct articulation from the start allows learners to integrate the musical 

content and desired sound with the appropriate physical approach (see Example 40). 
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Example 40. “Oiga cocherito” y “Triste es ausentarse” (“Listen Little 
Coachman” and “Sorrowful Is To Go Away”), No. 113, excerpt from Kosmos 
Latinoamericano Volume III. 

 

Although section B contains double notes in intervals of thirds, they should be 

accessible to students because of the slow tempo. It is still recommended that pianists 

find the best fingering possible for a good legato sound when playing passages of this 

nature (Example 41). 
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Example 41. “Oiga cocherito” y “Triste es ausentarse” (“Listen Little 
Coachman” and “Sorrowful Is To Go Away”), No. 113, excerpt from Kosmos 
Latinoamericano Volume III. 

 

Of course, listening to recorded tangos and milongas, which can be easily 

found online, can help students pick up on nuances of these kinds of dances. Listening 

to the specific songs in Widmer’s arrangement can also serve as a resource for style 

and execution. Certainly, locating a translation to the sung lyrics of “Oiga cocherito” y 

“Triste es ausentarse,” can further inform performers.  

32) “Huella” (Huella), No. 124, Volume III 

This piece from Argentina is very different than the tango and milonga 

mentioned earlier. This type of dance is also known as “música sureña” (Southern 

music). It was originally from smaller Argentinian cities outside of Buenos Aires. It 

also was practiced in neighboring countries such as Bolivia, Uruguay, and Chile. It is 
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characterized by the use of “giros” and “zapateos” (turns and stepping) as well as 

scarce hand contact between dancers.90  

“Huella” is one of the most challenging pieces of the collection, most likely 

because of the constant rhythmic changes that occur throughout the piece. The piece is 

based on the alternating duple and triple-feel measures. The hemiola, as well as the 

chromatic melodies, modulating harmonies, detailed articulation, and fast tempos 

create a difficult work better suited for advanced musicians (see Example 42).   

Structured in a theme and variations from, the main melody is presented 

repeatedly in varying ways, including in a major key, minor key, differing octaves, 

with added accidentals notes, and with rhythmic changes. The second part of the piece 

is similar to the first but with a higher level of difficulty due to new elements such as a 

two-octave separation between the hands, wider dynamic ranges, and additional 

accidentals. 

                                                
90	  Ana Maria Maurer, AquiFolklore "Huella" January 1, 2003 
http://www.aquifolklore.com.ar/English/index.htm. (accessed September 3, 2014).	  
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Example 42. “Huella” (Huella), No. 124, excerpt from Kosmos 
Latinoamericano Volume III. 

 

The practice of this piece calls for a generous physical approach incorporating 

fingers, wrists, and arms. “Out of context” practice would be benefit initial readings 

and subsequent rehearsals until players feel comfortable staying in time and working 

up to faster speeds.  
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33) “Velo qué bonito” (Look How Beautiful It Is), No. 128, Volume IV 

 “Velo qué bonito,” is a traditional Christmas carol from Colombia, and often 

associated with people of African descendant in that region of South America. 

According to its lyrics, this song is related to Christmas season. It makes reference to 

“Niño Jesús” (Baby Jesus) as well as to “San Antonio” (St. Anthony). “Velo que 

bonito” also known as “San Antonio,” is a very popular song in the northeast part of 

Colombia.91 Although the song comes from the early twentieth century, there are some 

modern versions arranged in Hip-Hop style. 

Widmer’s version of this piece is structured in a rounded binary form—ABA. 

The main four-measure theme is repeated in major, minor, augmented, and diminished 

variations. In section A, the main theme is presented over a two sixteenth-note ostinato 

pattern in the lower register of the piano, reminiscent of a bass drum. The rhythm in 

the second phrase of this first section seems to emulate a drum-like tremolo using the 

main notes of the theme. This rhythmic-melodic motive should be approached with 

rotation of the wrist in order to obtain a light and even sound effect with a relaxed 

hand position (Example 43). Section B develops mainly in A minor with a short 

middle phrase that returns to the major key temporarily. This middle section is quite 

interesting as it presents some counterpoint as well as colorful harmonies.      

                                                
91 Coral Cristóbal De Morales, "Velo Que Bonito" January 1, 2001 
http://cristobaldemorales.net/medios/repertorio/velo_bonito. (accessed September 2, 2014). 
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Example 43. “Velo qué bonito” (Look How Beautiful It Is), No. 128, excerpt 
from Kosmos Latinoamericano Volume IV. 
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 Although a metronome might be used for practicing almost any type of music, 

a creative way to develop steady pulse in students can be through “walking” their 

pieces. In this piece, in particular, learners can step to a steady eighth-note pulse while 

singing the melody. This tactic is similar to activities used in the Dalcroze method, 

which involve physical movement in order to better integrate rhythmic patterns. Since 

many of these pieces are based on dance patterns, it would be appropriate to approach 

them with more physical activities, body movement, and even dancing itself.    

34) “Ábreme la puerta” y “Allá arriba es mi camino” (“Open The Door” and “Up 

There Is My Way”), No. 131, Volume IV 

 Once again, Widmer combined two songs into larger single piece. “Ábreme la 

puerta” and “Allá arriba es mi camino,” are folkloric pieces from Bolivia. The first 

song also known as “Verbenita” (Little Verbena, typically a flower, but in this case, 

the name of a woman) contains a lyrical melody that evokes an imploring request for 

love.92 The second part has a more lively dance-like spirit. The melody is presented in 

the higher register of the piano at this point and can be considered to be imitative of a 

pan flute or zampoña (see Example 44). 

There are several musical trends typical of the folk music of South America in 

this piece, including the use of simple yet lyrical melodies, syncopated rhythms, strong 

drum-like accents in the left hand chords, colorful chords within a simple harmonic 

progression, meter changes, and a wide dynamic range (Example 45). 
                                                
92 Edgardo Civallero and Sara Plaza, “Music of Bolivia: A Brief Summary”  
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Example 44. First theme from “Ábreme la puerta” y “Allá arriba es mi 
camino” (“Open The Door” and “Up There Is My Way”), No. 131, from 
Kosmos Latinoamericano Volume IV.  
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Example 45. Rhythmic complexities of “Ábreme la puerta” y “Allá arriba es 
mi camino” (“Open The Door” and “Up There Is My Way”), No. 131, from 
Kosmos Latinoamericano Volume IV.  

 

This is a demanding performance piece in regard to technique and 

interpretation and therefore most appropriate for more advanced players. Because of 

the physical demands, students should be encouraged to play it with active use of the 

arm, to include points of relaxation, and not hesitate in deliberately stretching a bit the 
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tempo during large leaps or unusually thick chords to arrive at a clean and energetic 

musical performance.  

It is clear from the number of pieces presented in this section of the important 

role of folk music and styles of Latin America in Kosmos Latinoamericano. Even 

though Widmer’s arrangements are creative and very suitable for piano playing, the 

essence of original songs and dances is present in his pieces. In addition to 

arrangements, Widmer also included a number of original compositions influenced by 

folk traditions. Other pieces in the collection based or influenced by folk music 

include “Vidala de los indios” (Vidala Of The Indians) No.  13, “Ay mamá, mira a 

Don José!” (“Oh Mother, Look Don José!”) No. 32, “Lorito-lorito” No. 41, “Na Bahía 

tem” No. 42, “Paloma blanca” (White Pigeon) No. 46, “Vidalita” No. 51, “Milonga” 

No. 74, “Vidala de Chilecito” (Vidala From Chilecito) No. 108, “Triste” No. 109, “El 

sapo” (The Toad) No. 125, “Hace tres años” (Three Years Ago) No. 126, “Media 

caña” No. 127, “Pueblo de mi corazón” (Town Of My Heart) No.130, “Estilo” 

No.144, “Chacarera” No. 145, and “Punta d’arena” No. 146. 

 

CHARACTER PIECES AND OTHER PERFORMANCE SELECTIONS 

This category contains pieces that can easily be included in one or more of the 

author-created categories already described as they, for example, might contain, strong 

folkloric influences or might be used to develop rhythmic capabilities in students. The 

purpose of creating this particular category of character pieces/performance selections, 
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however, was to highlight worthwhile selections that present unique musical features, 

such as the use of unusual compositional techniques, distinct rhythmic or melodic 

patterns, or interesting musical ideas. 

35) “Cabalgata” (Cavalcade), No. 12, Volume I 

 “Cabalgata” is a character piece representing the exciting movement of a horse 

cavalcade. Although the “ride” is short in duration, the energy is intense due to 

rhythmic pattern and closeness of the hands on the keyboard. Players are instructed to 

place each hand on a different five-finger pattern, based on the Lydian mode in the 

right hand and Dorian mode in the left. Even though the rhythmic pattern is repetitive, 

necessary for a horse riding effect, the staccato left-hand moving line adds melodic 

interest to the piece. At the end of the piece, a sudden metric change and tempo 

relaxation in measures 13 to 16 encourages students to imagine what might cause a 

fast moving body of animals to change course so suddenly (see Example 46).  
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Example 46. “Cabalgata” (Cavalcade), No. 12, excerpt from Kosmos 
Latinoamericano Volume I.  

 

Even though the staccato eighth notes in the left hand ground the rhythmic 

pattern, students should be made aware that the two right-hand sixteenth notes on the 

second half of each beat should be felt as if they are moving or falling into the left 

hand note. This gives the sense of forward motion, emphasizes the contrast in 

articulations, and, most importantly, emulates the energetic gallop of horses. 
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36) “Guitarra” (Guitar), No. 94, Volume I 

 The piece recreates the guitar as it is full of arpeggios, often played with the 

same notes as open guitar strings—E, A, D, G, B and E. Written in ABA form, 

“Guitarra” can be paired with more traditional repertoire composed in a similar 

structure, such as sonatinas. The main challenge of this piece early on is the constant 

shift in tempo that occurs every few measures. Melodic motives are to be played lento 

while accompaniment material or harmonic fillers are played at a moderato tempo 

(Example 47). Because of these sudden changes, students at an early advanced level 

might be better equipped to play the piece than less experienced pianists. 
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Example 47. “Guitarra” (Guitar), No. 94, excerpt from Kosmos 
Latinoamericano Volume II. 

 

 Because the piece is so evocative, students should be urged to listen to 

classical guitar recordings and/or to create an image or character with a story behind it 

to help achieve a more expressive interpretation.  

37) “Fantasía 1941” (Fancy [Fantasy] 1941), No. 96, Volume II 

 “Fantasia 1941” can serve as an effective performance piece. It contains many 

interesting nuances such as colorful harmonies, bitonal chords, dynamic contrasts, 

tempo changes, and playful melodies. It calls for some virtuosic playing, ideal for an 

advanced and capable student.  
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This piece is structured in a traditional ABA form. The sections can be 

considered similar to the exposition, development, and recapitulation of a sonata form, 

providing students the opportunity for simple form identification even if they are 

unaware of the specific labels in musical analysis. Subsequently, students can relate 

this ABA form to other pieces from the traditional repertoire. 

The opening trill is only one of the many technical challenges of this piece. It 

needs to be played with a relaxed right hand and with ease. A sound approach to 

trilling here is using strong fingers (e.g., 2 and 3 or 1 and 3) in order to obtain an even 

sound quality (Example 48). The middle section calls for a separate practice approach, 

as it is much faster than the previous one. It includes a number of tempo changes such 

as ritardandos that return to the original tempo. A good tactic for this particular 

section is to take more time in each subsequent ritardando to make a more obvious 

contrast between phrases and therefore a more expressive and interesting performance 

(see Example 49).  



Texas Tech University, Leobardo Guerrero, December 2014 

 120 

 

 

Example 48. “Fantasía 1941” (Fantasy 1941), No. 96, excerpt from Kosmos 
Latinoamericano Volume II.     
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Example 49. Middle section of  “Fantasía 1941” (Fantasy 1941), No. 96, 
excerpt from Kosmos Latinoamericano Volume II.     

 

38) “Pirámides” (Pyramids), No. 141, Volume IV 

 This is a modern piece that is technically challenging, musically interesting, 

and structurally different than others presented thus far. The piece is composed of six 

brief lines or ‘variations’ that Widmer suggested could be played in any order. It calls 

for traditional as well as non-traditional performance techniques, such as playing 

directly on the inside strings of the piano (Example 50).  
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Students might take note of the title of the work. One might deduce that each 

of the variations alludes to the triangular shape of a pyramid in the way the melodic 

material is constructed (moving up then down on the keyboard), how dynamic changes 

occur (gradual crescendos followed by diminuendos and vice versa), and in the 

increasing and subsequent decreasing of number of pitches per measure, as seen in 

variation 6 (see Example 51).  
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Example 50. “Pirámides” (Pyramids), No. 141, excerpt from Kosmos 
Latinoamericano Volume IV. 
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Example 51. Variation 6 of “Pirámides” (Pyramids), No. 141, excerpt from 
Kosmos Latinoamericano Volume IV.    

 

Since some of the variations can be considered difficult, students should learn 

each one well separately. Once pianists can move between the variations more 

comfortably, experimenting with playing them in different orders can give them more 

of a sense of freedom, spontaneity, and expressivity. One might notice that what 

sounds like a high level of randomness is actually occurring within an organized 

framework. Perhaps this manifestation reflects the personality of the composer as 

described by Widmer’s widow Adriana: “He was not a very organized person, but 

within that disorganization he knew exactly what he had, or what he was working 

on.”93       

 

                                                
93	  Adriana Widmer. Interview with author, Salvador da Bahia, Brazil, September 3, 2013.	  
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39) “Ping-Pong” (Ping-Pong), No. 142, Volume IV 

 A piece full of energy and freedom, it is descriptive not only because of the 

title but also because of the specific rhythms it contains and physical gestures it 

requires in order to achieve the effect of a bouncing ball. This piece contains many 

dynamic marking ranging from pp to ff, as well as tempo rubato, which adds an 

interesting flow reminiscent of the back and forth movement of a ping-pong ball (see 

Example 52).  
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Example 52. “Ping-Pong” (Ping-Pong), No. 142, excerpt from Kosmos 
Latinoamericano Volume IV.  

 

 Certainly, having knowledge of what a fast-paced ping-pong game looks and 

sounds like would provide students with a starting point of what Widmer had in mind. 

Pianists could emulate the same physical vigor exhibited by ping-pong players in 

order to execute this character piece in a convincing way. For instance, the repeated 

notes of the opening should be played at libitum, as free as possible not only in terms 
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of tempo but also in terms of physical gestures. The rolled chords between measures 

10 and 14 might be isolated to focus on clarity, energy and freedom, as students 

integrate the accelerando and crescendo gradually (see Example 53 below).  

 

Example 53. Measures 6-14, “Ping-Pong” (Ping-Pong), No. 142, excerpt from 
Kosmos Latinoamericano Volume IV.  

 

40) “Tres variaciones sobre un tema de D. Brubeck” (Three Variations On A D. 

Brubeck’s Theme), No. 143, Volume IV  

 Widmer borrowed styles from all across the Americas, including jazz from the 

United States. His version of this theme by the late jazz artist Dave Brubeck is quite 

modern and attractive. It recreates the idea of the alternation between the piano and the 

drum section within a jazz band by having pianists play a theme on the keyboard 

followed by a drum-like percussion effect. Although Widmer’s rhythmic marking only 
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indicates “Percusión” (Percussion), the distribution of the rhythmic pattern in both 

hands suggests that the pianist could tap almost anywhere, including on the box of the 

piano (Example 54).  

The theme and variations are relatively short but contrasting. They are detailed 

in regard to articulation markings, dynamics, and time signature changes. The 

phrasing structure of this piece is based on a constantly changing meter pattern—two 

measures of 3/8 followed by one 4/8 measure usually consisting the percussion effect.  

This three-measure phrase structure is presented not only in the theme but also across 

three variations.   
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Example 54. Theme of  “Tres variaciones sobre un tema de D. Brubeck” 
(Three Variations On A D. Brubeck’s Theme), No. 143, excerpt from Kosmos 
Latinoamericano Volume IV. 

 

Listening to the original recording by Dave Brubeck and his band in order to 

have an overall idea of the style and the flow of the music is recommended for all 

pianists. Many of the approaches discussed within this chapter would apply to the 

learning of this piece, as many of the same features of rhythmic accuracy and full tone 

production are important factors here as well. In this work, in particular, seamlessly 

connecting the parts played on the keyboard to those played as percussion might 

require students to focus their practice on these transitions in order to improve fluidity 

and overall flow of the piece. Increasing tempo speed is recommended to train players 
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to be able to shift back and forth to the keyboard quickly, accurately, and comfortably. 

Although short, it can serve as an effective recital piece—lively, modern, attractive, 

and visually appealing to an audience.   

 Other works in Kosmos Latinoamericano can also be described as selections of 

special interest. These include “Homenaje a Villa-Lobos” (Homage to Villa-Lobos) 

No. 140, written without bar lines in an improvisatory style. Character pieces are 

prevalent throughout the collection as well: “Trapecio” (Trapeze) No. 6, “Timbales” 

(Kettledrums) No. 11, “Campanas” (Bells) No. 25, “Noche” (Night) No. 26, “Oboe y 

Fagot” (Oboe and Bassoon) No. 31, “Trombones” (Trombones) No. 34, “Laguna” 

(Lagoon) No. 102, and “Cacería” (Hunting) No. 104. 
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CHAPTER IV 
 

CONCLUSIONS 

 

Kosmos Latinoamericano is a unique collection worthy of inclusion in the 

piano teaching repertoire. It is a method that introduces students to music of Latin 

America; it reinforces important pianistic skills such as rhythm and polyphony; it 

stimulates the creativity of students by providing improvisation exercises; and it 

encourages the exploration of new sounds with modern techniques such as knocking 

on or playing inside the piano. Overall, Widmer’s pieces are creative, witty, and 

surprising and challenge students to approach their learning in more intelligent ways.  

The value of this collection also goes beyond the music as it can serve to 

encourage students to explore a variety of cultures and their contributions to the arts. It 

incorporates three different languages throughout the collection: Spanish, English, and 

Portuguese and combines the use of popular dances and rhythmic traditions, 

representative of the countries within the Americas where these languages are spoken. 

The collection also embodies the cultural and racial miscegenation that occurred not 

only in Salvador da Bahia during the Brazilian Colony before 1800s but also across 

the Americas and which inevitably influenced music as we know it today. 

A unique characteristic of the collection is that the music seemingly crosses 

musical time periods. It is reminiscent of the nationalistic movement due to its 
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folkloric content representative of various Latin American regions or can easily be 

considered part of the contemporary period because of the modern musical language 

and non-traditional techniques used by Widmer. Today, very few pedagogical 

collections of this size comprise these characteristics concurrently. Instead, music 

methods or collections are characterized or defined by particular features such as time 

period, the composer’s style, performance level, cultural backgrounds, or stylistic 

trends. The music of Kosmos Latinoamericano is distinct in that it sounds either tonal 

and traditional, or modern. This can serve a range of musicians, from beginning 

leaners to advanced musicians, and constitutes a variety of styles and offerings to fit 

the tastes of teachers and students.  

Another feature is the unique manner in which the concept of improvisation is 

presented in Kosmos Latinoamericano. The sequential approach Widmer used to 

introduce students to improvising is pedagogically sound in that each piece only 

requires students to do what they should do well and reliably at that point in the 

collection. Various creative opportunities afforded in the improvisations allow for 

student exploration and expression in a context that is accessible at each step of the 

way, which may lead not only to students’ increased imagination but also increased 

confidence and artistry in performance. 

The use of folk elements is perhaps one of the most important characteristics of 

this collection. In Kosmos Widmer adapted a multitude of songs from North and South 

Americas, as well as based many of his own original pieces on folklore of these 

continents. Teachers who wish to enrich students’ knowledge beyond the music might 
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find this repertoire provides many opportunities to do so. Discussions about the 

geography, history, culture, and society related to each of the various songs and 

dances arranged in Kosmos can enhance the learning of a particular piece in many 

ways. For example, a student who is playing a Brazilian samba, might also learn that 

the samba is just one of the many types of dances in Brazil; that Brazil is the only 

Latin American continent where Portuguese is the official language; and that Brazil, 

the largest country in South America, is bigger than the contiguous United States. In 

addition, other interesting facts about the dress code for samba dancing, racial-cultural 

traditions of the art, and its role in the Carnival of Rio de Janeiro provide a rich 

foundation from which to start the learning process of a piece. Not to mention, this 

knowledge and its application in a musical context can be used as a way to integrate 

the arts into other school subjects or topics. 

In regard to performance, many of these pieces are excellent options for 

student recitals. Their sounds are quite appealing, even of the pieces in the first two 

volumes, which are relatively easy and short, but that also have a showcase quality. 

Selections from Volumes III and IV can be used for performances, festivals, and/or 

competitions for more developed students, as the level of difficulty in part of the 

collection is higher.  

Kosmos Latinoamericano may encourage teachers to approach recital planning 

in more creative ways. One might make use of the collection as a model and ask 

students to prepare for recital while reflecting on the cultural-historic elements of their 

pieces. A theme recital of international music or music of the world could then involve 
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students performing and speaking about when and where pieces were written, 

influences that composers may have encountered, and what could have been 

happening in society during the lives of these composers. In this instance, the focus on 

the cultural tie-in to music would undeniably add a unique perspective to music 

learning and performance for students who would not otherwise consider this when 

studying the works of Bach, Haydn, or even Bartok.  

Another option for taking full advantage of what Kosmos Latinoamericano has 

to offer might be to provide collaborative performances opportunities with other 

disciplines such as dance. Because this collection includes a large number of folkloric 

pieces, many of which are dances, it might be of interest to have pianists performing 

many of the traditional music of Latin America such as tangos and sambas alongside 

student dancers. The learning and rehearsing for such activities could prove enjoyable 

as well as insightful for pianists and dancers learning to express music in ways that are 

stylistic and authentically accurate.  

In summary, Kosmos Latinoamericano is a valuable collection containing 

striking and accessible pieces for a wide array of learners. In conjunction with 

standard repertoire, it can provide students with additional opportunities to practice 

skills that are important to any developing pianist. At the same time, the pieces in the 

collection can introduce students to new sounds and interesting techniques that can be 

explored with a sense of freedom and excitement. Kosmos Latinoamericano can be 

considered a musically attractive, practical, progressive, and innovative piano method 

that can effectively complement the current teaching repertoire.   
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Further research 

As the author of this study, I believe that Ernst Widmer’s Kosmos 

Latinoamericano, practically unknown among piano pedagogues today, could be of 

enormous musical and cultural benefit to students. This comprehensive examination of 

the collection, the first one ever completed, is only the first step in bringing the work 

to the attention of teachers and pianists.  

Recognition of the value of this work on a more widespread level can be 

achieved through several ways. These include releasing a revision of the printed 

edition, making available an audio recording of many if not all of the pieces in the 

collection, and actively promoting Kosmos Latinoamericano through various avenues.  

Revised printed edition  

One of my major goals following the completion of this dissertation is to 

review and improve the current and only edition of Kosmos Latinoamericano, which is 

difficult to locate and purchase in the United States. The publisher of the existing 

edition was Ricordi-Argentina. The print date is 1985 for Volumes I and II and 1986 

for Volumes III and IV. Released late in his life (Widmer died in 1990), it is unlikely 

Widmer promoted the collection extensively as he was ill for a few years before his 

death. Although it is impossible to know for sure, this may explain why Kosmos 

Latinoamericano never became popular in Brazil or worldwide. Ludus Brasiliensis, 

the work on which Kosmos is based, seemed to have better received promotion and 
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distribution in Brazil. This could be because it was an older collection, written ten 

years before Kosmos, or probably because the composer was alive and healthy and 

might have had a better chance to promote it among his colleagues and students, or 

even to use it in his own teaching. The fact is that Ludus Brasiliensis is known among 

many Brazilian pianists and teachers, whereas Kosmos Latinoamericano is not. Thus, 

the principal reason to release a revised edition is to make it available for purchase 

again across the globe.  

In my opinion, revisions would benefit the collection in several ways. During 

my study of many of the pieces within the collection, I often felt that different 

fingering alternatives would be of help to the learner. Similarly, tempos could be 

revisited and remarked in ranges (e.g., quarter note equals 80-92) instead of absolute 

values for many of the pieces, particularly those in Volumes I and II, in order to make 

them more accessible to younger students.  Finally, most of the titles are printed in 

Spanish or Portuguese. Some of the English translations are incorrect or misspelled 

(e.g., Fantasía 1941 from Volume II No. 96, is translated as Fancy 1941, instead of 

Fantasy). It is unknown whether Widmer or his editors translated the titles. In any 

case, corrections of these inaccuracies would seem to be necessary in a reissue.  

An updated release of all four volumes of Kosmos would certainly be a large-

scale undertaking. Another option for publication that might be more appropriate 

given the size of collection is a compilation of selected pieces from each of the 

volumes. This might appeal more to teachers and students who wish to include just a 

few of more appealing pieces in the repertoire at any given time. The release of a 
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compilation could also serve as a reliable indicator to determine how Kosmos 

Latinoamericano is received. If this first project is a success in terms of sales, then the 

release of the complete collection could follow.  

The current option for accessing the music scores for Kosmos Latinoamericano 

is through use of the inter-library loan system offered by some institutions. The 

universities that carry some of the volumes are University of Texas in Austin, 

University of Puerto Rico-Campus Rio Piedras, and Brigham Young University. The 

only university in the United States that has all the four volumes is Cornell University. 

Texas Tech University’s Library is in the process of including in its catalogue volumes 

I, II and IV of Kosmos Latinoamericano.94  

Recording project  

The recordings included as part of this document are primarily meant for 

educational purposes and for those who access the dissertation in future research 

through the Texas Tech University Library system. The availability of these materials 

to the public outside of learning institutions might be partially restricted due to 

copyright issues. Moreover, the creation of a YouTube channel for public use is still 

uncertain until further authorization is approved.  

Undoubtedly, making commercial recordings of the pieces in Kosmos could 

bring the work as a whole to the attention of a larger audience. The collection includes 

146 pieces divided into four volumes. Preparing and recording all would require quite 

                                                
94 This will be possible by a personal donation of scores this author has made to the Texas Tech 
University Library.    
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a bit of time, effort, and financial resources. As the goal is to begin promoting the 

collection as soon as possible, a much more realistic alternative to begin would be to 

professionally record the forty pieces included in this study. Considering that there are 

no existing recordings of these pieces, producing and making available electronic 

media as a stand-alone product or to accompany a revised print edition would provide 

teachers with a valuable resource.  

Promotion to the national and international piano pedagogy community  

The previous two projects would be incomplete without dedicated promotion 

of the collection. Probably the most effective way to reach piano teachers via presence 

at state and national conferences. In the United States, these may include Music 

Teachers National Association (MTNA) Conference and National Conference of 

Keyboard Pedagogy (NCKP), as well as the hundreds of conventions hosted by state 

affiliates of Music Teachers National Association. International conferences of note 

include Australasian Piano Pedagogy Conference, World Piano Pedagogy Conference, 

Singapore International Piano Pedagogy Symposium, as well as others in Latin 

American countries such as Chile and Brazil. At a more local level, promotion of the 

collection could occur through workshops hosted by local music teacher groups or 

clubs at universities with piano pedagogy programs.  

 Through this study and from my experiences in presenting this project to 

colleagues here at Texas Tech University as well as at the state and national level, I 

am encouraged by the enthusiasm I have observed. I am hopeful that the agenda I have 

set forth will prove successful in bringing Ernst Widmer’s Kosmos Latinoamericano, a 
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work that is rich in pedagogical value, to the attention of many more teachers over the 

next few years and subsequently to the young pianists of future generations. 
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APPENDIX 

 
 
Video Recordings of Performances of Selected Pieces from Kosmos Latinoamericano 
 
 

1) “Toc-Toc,” No.2, Volume I: 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=cLRDnRtFH5o&list=UUwzoHCi8AxqrPj
QKxtTogLg 
 

2) “Lectura II” (Reading II), No. 16, Volume I: 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=0HawpRRUcyU&list=UUwzoHCi8AxqrP
jQKxtTogLg&index=8  

 
3) “Sin rumbo” (Adrift), No. 58, Volume II: 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ayjukjqm2Uo&list=UUwzoHCi8AxqrPjQ
KxtTogLg 

 
4) “Mano única II” (One Hand II) No. 60, Volume II: 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=TktQVGWC2Wg&list=UUwzoHCi8Axqr
PjQKxtTogLg&index=26 

 
5) “Mano única III” (One Hand III), No. 61, Volume II: 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=xPz9z2TgjOY&index=25&list=UUwzoH
Ci8AxqrPjQKxtTogLg 

 
6) “Sertão” (Sertão), No. 67, Volume II: 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=XexZvgdZwrU&index=24&list=UUwzoH
Ci8AxqrPjQKxtTogLg 

 
7) “Serenata” (Serenade), No. 86, Volume II: 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=SsCH5NwQHHs&list=UUwzoHCi8Axqr
PjQKxtTogLg&index=18 

 
8) “Lectura VIII” (Reading VIII), No. 105, Volume III: 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=RdVd7g4Ol4c&index=15&list=UUwzoH
Ci8AxqrPjQKxtTogLg 

 
9) “Danza hexatonal” (Hexatonal Dance), No. 29, Volume I: 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=tY7txhejGaI&list=UUwzoHCi8AxqrPjQK
xtTogLg&index=34 
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10) “Capoeira” (Capoeira), No. 43, Volume I: 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ybmnUKews6U&list=UUwzoHCi8AxqrPj
QKxtTogLg&index=33 

 
11) “Vivacidad” (Liveliness), No. 63, Volume II: 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=_gJrU7aGix4&index=20&list=UUwzoHC
i8AxqrPjQKxtTogLg 

 
 

12) “Dónde está la ma’ Teodora?” (“Where Is Mother Teodora?”), No. 76, Volume 
II: 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=rUOC5jxU3TM&index=19&list=UUwzo
HCi8AxqrPjQKxtTogLg 
 

13) “Diez estudios polirrítmicos II” (Ten Polyrhythmic Studies II), No. 115, 
Volume III: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=2-
CfM_1Xj2I&list=UUwzoHCi8AxqrPjQKxtTogLg&index=10 

 
14) “Diez estudios polirrítmicos V” (Ten Polyrhythmic Studies V), No. 118, 

Volume III: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=yUo1Kdeq-
Zw&index=9&list=UUwzoHCi8AxqrPjQKxtTogLg 

 
15) “Diez estudios polirrítmicos VIII” (Ten Polyrhythmic Studies VIII), No. 121, 

Volume III: 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=LJhvwUdUUUg&list=UUwzoHCi8AxqrP
jQKxtTogLg&index=8 

 
16) “Improvisación I” (Improvisation I), No. 14, Volume I: 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=U0od5zoeTLk&list=UUwzoHCi8AxqrPj
QKxtTogLg&index=1 

 
17) “Improvisación II” (Improvisation II), No. 15, Volume I: 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=vv38omxSd4Y&index=37&list=UUwzoH
Ci8AxqrPjQKxtTogLg 

 
18) “Improvisación VI” (Improvisation VI), No. 54, Volume I: 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=YSW-
hCh9VU8&list=UUwzoHCi8AxqrPjQKxtTogLg&index=28 

 
19) “Improvisación VII” (Improvisation VII), No. 55, Volume I: 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=dagZYKj1VxE&list=UUwzoHCi8AxqrPj
QKxtTogLg&index=3 
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20) “Improvisación IX” (Improvisation IX), No. 69, Volume II: 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=qiOc8w_DPjk&index=23&list=UUwzoH
Ci8AxqrPjQKxtTogLg 

 
21) “Improvisación XIII” (Improvisation XIII), No. 132, Volume IV: 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=o7z3RIQAlZs&index=7&list=UUwzoHCi
8AxqrPjQKxtTogLg 

 
22) “Dormite niñito” (Sleep Baby), No. 44, Volume I: 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=D1j_78CLiSk&list=UUwzoHCi8AxqrPjQ
KxtTogLg&index=32 

 
23) “Pobre corazón” (Poor Heart), No. 47, Volume I: 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=6IlNOoCGAmc&list=UUwzoHCi8AxqrPj
QKxtTogLg&index=31 

 
24) “El teje del Sebucán” (The ‘Teje’ of Sebucán), No. 48, Volume I: 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=qHIxyIT6xrU&index=30&list=UUwzoHC
i8AxqrPjQKxtTogLg 

 
25) “A mi me llaman el Negro” y “Cuando voy a casa de Peña” (“I’m Called The 

Negro” and “When I Go To Peña’s Home”), No. 50, Volume I: 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=WZp2OjkbPnY&index=29&list=UUwzo
HCi8AxqrPjQKxtTogLg 

 
26) “En esta calle” (“In This Street”), No. 71, Volume II: 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=OI5nNxiZSOE&list=UUwzoHCi8AxqrPj
QKxtTogLg&index=22 

 
27) “Samba-lê-lê,” (Samba-lê-lê), No. 72, Volume II: 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=5jiJhOlDFbQ&list=UUwzoHCi8AxqrPjQ
KxtTogLg&index=21 

 
28) “El Pajarillo” (The Little Bird), No. 110, Volume III: 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ky2DqO_wVNQ&index=14&list=UUwzo
HCi8AxqrPjQKxtTogLg 

 
29) “Cielito,” No. 111, Volume III: 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=TSSBCN_WBLw&list=UUwzoHCi8Axqr
PjQKxtTogLg&index=13 

 
30) “Huayno” (Huayno), No. 112, Volume III: 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=YccfpfEcqAU&index=12&list=UUwzoH
Ci8AxqrPjQKxtTogLg 
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31) “Oiga cocherito” y “Triste es ausentarse” (“Listen Little Coachman” and 
“Sorrowful Is To Go Away”), No. 113, Volume III: 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=2Q3vVfiRKwo&list=UUwzoHCi8AxqrPj
QKxtTogLg&index=11 

 
32) “Huella” (Huella), No. 124, Volume III: 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=zakWka49u0c&list=UUwzoHCi8AxqrPjQ
KxtTogLg&index=2 

 
33) “Velo qué bonito” (Look How Beautiful It Is), No. 128, Volume IV: 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=JtTCkfg3-
s4&index=1&list=UUwzoHCi8AxqrPjQKxtTogLg 

 
34) “Ábreme la puerta” y “Allá arriba es mi camino” (‘Open The Door” and “Up 

There Is My Way”), No. 131, Volume IV: 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=1Ww9Bk1yaGk&list=UUwzoHCi8AxqrPj
QKxtTogLg&index=2 

 
35) “Cabalgata” (Cavalcade), No. 12, Volume I: 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Ftaf0ABHgc0&list=UUwzoHCi8AxqrPjQ
KxtTogLg&index=36 

 
36) “Guitarra” (Guitar), No. 94, Volume I: 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=eNWfWBh-
rCY&index=17&list=UUwzoHCi8AxqrPjQKxtTogLg 

 
37) “Fantasía 1941” (Fancy [Fantasy] 1941), No. 96, Volume II: 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=2PlhlvTpT1k&index=16&list=UUwzoHCi
8AxqrPjQKxtTogLg 

 
38) “Pirámides” (Pyramids), No. 141, Volume IV: 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=1Kwb3GPslK4&list=UUwzoHCi8AxqrPj
QKxtTogLg&index=6 

 
39) “Ping-Pong” (Ping-Pong), No. 142, Volume IV: 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ZikRa8pEI4o&list=UUwzoHCi8AxqrPjQ
KxtTogLg&index=5 

 
40) “Tres variaciones sobre un tema de D. Brubeck” (Three Variations On A D. 

Brubeck’s Theme), No. 143, Volume IV: 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=TZ8pLzUIhI4&list=UUwzoHCi8AxqrPjQ
KxtTogLg&index=4 
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Interviews  
 
 

1) Dr. Paulo Costa Lima, video (English) 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=uiOFP4dXDsk&list=UUwzoHCi8Axqr
PjQKxtTogLg 
 

2) Dr. Paulo Costa Lima (Part 2) 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=nGWAWfohkCA&index=1&list=UUw
zoHCi8AxqrPjQKxtTogLg 
 

3) Dr. Pablo Sotuyo Blanco, Video (Spanish) 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=qzY79m2a4n0&index=4&list=UUwzoHC
i8AxqrPjQKxtTogLg 

 
4) Dr. Pablo Sotuyo Blanco (Part 2) 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=9ACxzkufRaY&list=UUwzoHCi8AxqrPj
QKxtTogLg&index=5 

 
5) Dr. Pablo Sotuyo Blanco (Part 3) 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=UGS7QiPjTvs&list=UUwzoHCi8AxqrPj
QKxtTogLg&index=3 

 
6) Eduardo Torres, Video (English) 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ERVNZn4LpsY&list=UUwzoHCi8AxqrP
jQKxtTogLg 
 

 
 
 

 
 
 
 


