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 12 Variaciones para la Segunda Miniatura
  (Variations for the Second Miniature, 1944) [8:02]
   Andante con moto – I. Allegretto con grazia – II. Andantino – III. 

Allegretto – IV. Allegro scherzando – V. Andante e tenuto – VI. Allegro 
moderato – VII. Allegretto giocoso – VIII. Andante maestoso 

  Nueve Preludios (Nine Preludes, 1947) 
 13 Grave e molto dolente [2:39]
 14 Allegro moderato [1:21]
 15 Andante [1:30]
 16 Allegretto [0:45]
 17 Presto [1:20]
 18 Lento [1:26]
 19 Allegro deciso [0:58]
 20 Adagio [2:38]
 21 Allegro furioso [1:10]

 22 Sonata Breve (Short Sonata, 1966) [9:38]
  Con fuoco – Allegro – Molto adagio – Meno – Presto – Meno mosso

  Total Time CD 1 = 52:00

CD 1
  Roque Cordero
 1 Miniatura para Piano (Miniature for Piano, 1941) [1:24]

 2  Preludio para la Cuna Vacía (Prelude for the Empty Cradle, 1943) [4:08]

 3 Nostalgia (1943) [2:26]

  Sonatina Rítmica (Rhythmic Sonatina, 1943) 
 4 Presto con furia [2:31]
 5 Adagietto [2:53]
 6 Allegro deciso [2:24]

  Cinco Miniaturas para Piano (Five Miniatures for Piano, 1944) 
 7 Allegretto e misterioso [0:58]
 8 Andante con moto [0:54]
 9 Scherzando [0:26]
 10 Andantino [1:14]
 11 Moderato e burlesco [1:01]

Roque Cordero: The Complete Works for Solo Piano
Tuyen Tonnu, piano
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The Composer
Roque Cordero (1917–2008) is universally acknowledged as Panama’s finest  
composer. He was, in addition, an impassioned educator, writer, and conductor 
whose accomplishments were honored with numerous awards and commissions.  
His frequent and enthusiastic participation in international music festivals and  
organizations gave him a prominent place in the community of Latin American  
composers during the second half of the twentieth century.
 Cordero’s story is remarkable. He was born into a non-musical working-class 
family who lived in the capital city. After primary school, his father enrolled him  
in the plumbing program at a vocational school. There, his interest in music awoke 
when the music teacher, Máximo Arrates Boza, unexpectedly offered him an  
opportunity to learn violin. Not long afterward, he began learning clarinet as well.  
In the school’s orchestra and band, his skills developed so rapidly that Arrates Boza, 
who also directed the municipal Firemen’s Band, invited Cordero to join the latter 
ensemble. Cordero’s ten years in the Firemen’s Band were crucial for his develop-
ment as a musician. His membership enabled him not only to learn instrumentation 
by serving as the group’s copyist, but also to conduct his early compositions  
in rehearsal and performance.
 Cordero first felt the inclination to compose around the age of fifteen. Lacking 
the necessary training and experience, he studied solfège and harmony on his own. 
A few years later, he took lessons in composition and harmony from local musi-
cians Herbert de Castro and Pedro Rebolledo. Having already composed a number 
of band pieces in a light, popular style, he now created more ambitious works for 
band. In 1939, approaching his twenty-second birthday, he completed his first work 
for orchestra. At that point, he realized he had reached the limit of what he could 
accomplish without rigorous professional training in composition. Because such 
training was not available in Panama, he turned away from composing and found 
other ways to develop as a musician. During the next four years he read books about 

CD 2
  Roque Cordero
  Tres Piececillas para Alina (Three Little Pieces for Alina, 1978) 
 1 Allegro e burlesco [0:59]
 2 Adagio espressivo [3:02]
 3 Agitato [1:03] 

  Five New Preludes for Piano (1983) 
 4 Libero – Largo – Libero – Largo – Allegro – Libero –  
  Lento – Più allegro [2:14]
 5 Lento [3:48]
 6 Allegro scherzando [1:27]
 7 Molto lento [4:02]
 8 Presto [1:14]
 
 9 Sonata for Piano (1985)  [15:12]
  Libero – Largo – Libero – Largo – Allegro – Adagio –  
  Allegro scherzoso – Più mosso – Moderato – Presto – Allegro –  
  Presto – Lento – Meno – Molto allegro

  Tres Meditaciones Poéticas (Three Poetic Meditations, 1995) 
 10 Largo e pensieroso [5:23]
 11 Adagio angoscioso [4:16]
 12 Lento e molto espressivo [4:32]

  Total Time CD 2 = 48:00
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 Cordero’s output comprises more than eighty compositions, the majority for 
chamber ensemble or orchestra. In his music, he frequently expressed his nationality 
through references to Panamanian folk rhythms and melodic ideas. His early works 
were tonal, though spiced with dissonances. In the mid-1940s he began to prefer 
the twelve-tone technique, which he learned about not long after beginning his stud-
ies with Krenek. By chance, he had come upon Krenek’s booklet about the method 
and had asked Krenek to teach it to him. Krenek was hesitant because Cordero had 
already asserted his intention to be a “Panamanian” composer. He doubted that the 
twelve-tone idiom, a Central European aesthetic, was compatible with his student’s 
Latin American nationalist aims. Cordero, however, overcame his teacher’s objec-
tions. He mastered the twelve-tone method—which he thereafter used with some 
liberty—and found a way to impart Panamanian flavor through rhythm, texture, 
tempo, and melodic contour.

The Music
Cordero was not a pianist and did not use the piano when composing. His compo-
sitions for keyboard include a dozen works for solo piano, two for duo piano, and 
two for piano and orchestra. Most remain unpublished. It is possible that three of 
the student works on this recording (Miniatura para Piano, Cinco Miniaturas, and 
Variaciones para la Segunda Miniatura) are performed here for the first time.
 More than half of Cordero’s works for solo piano were written before his thirtieth  
birthday. After that, he averaged only one per decade. Most of his compositions  
for solo piano are relatively brief, consisting of character pieces, preludes, and  
“miniatures.” His three works in the sonata genre are more substantial, though  
none is lengthy. The earliest, Sonatina Rítmica (1943), is cast in three movements, 
while Sonata Breve (1966) and Sonata for Piano (1985) are single-movement, 
multi-sectional works.
 

music, studied scores by European composers, performed with the Firemen’s Band 
and the nascent national orchestra, attended classes at the University of Panama, 
and taught music at his former vocational school.
 In early 1943, an unexpected scholarship gave him the opportunity to receive 
professional training in the United States. That scholarship, along with later financial 
assistance from conductor Dimitri Mitropoulos and funding from the Panamanian 
government, enabled him to study music education at the University of Minnesota 
and composition at Hamline University under Ernst Krenek. After graduating from 
Hamline University in 1947, Cordero married his former classmate Elizabeth 
Johnson, studied conducting in New York with Leon Barzin, and won a Guggenheim 
Fellowship. His two years in New York brought him into contact with prominent 
musicians including Aaron Copland, Edgard Varèse, and Henry Cowell.
 In 1950, Cordero returned to Panama City full of plans for improving music 
education and musical culture in his country. He obtained a teaching position at the 
national conservatory and soon became its assistant director, and later, director. In 
1964 he left the conservatory to become the conductor of the national orchestra. 
Unfortunately, his reforms at the conservatory and his efforts to professionalize the 
orchestra were not consistently supported. After sixteen years of hard work and 
frequent frustration, he accepted the reality that his labors would never bear fruit 
as long as certain attitudes and policies prevailed. With sorrow, he left Panama in 
1966 and completed his career in the United States. There, he continued to com-
pose and conduct while earning his income through other areas of expertise. From 
1966 to 1969, he taught composition and served as assistant director of the Latin 
American Music Center at Indiana University. In 1969, he moved to New York to 
work as a consultant for music publisher Peer-Southern. Three years later he became 
the first professor of composition at Illinois State University, where he remained until 
his retirement. To the end of his life, he expressed his fierce pride in his national 
identity by signing all correspondence “Roque Cordero, Panamanian composer.”  
In 2008, at the age of 91, he passed away in Dayton, Ohio.
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provides an opportunity for folkloric hemiolas, found abundantly here even though 
the mood is more sentimental than nationalist. Nostalgia was premiered in 
Minneapolis during February 1944, together with Preludio para la Cuna Vacía.

Sonatina Rítmica (Rhythmic Sonatina, 1943). Sonatina Rítmica was completed 
two months after Cordero began his composition studies with Ernst Krenek. In a 
program note, Cordero stated that his principal objective was “to demonstrate a total 
command of classical forms, while maintaining my personality as a ‘Panamanian 
composer.’ Thus the first movement, in sonata-allegro form, has a second subject 
related to the Panamanian pasillo, while the third movement, a rondo, exploits the 
rhythm of our mejorana.” The second movement, in ternary form, is not folkloric. 
The hands are crossed; the left plays a quarter-note ostinato in the middle register 
while the right plays an expressive, bittersweet melody in the low register. Krenek 
was so pleased with the work that he premiered it himself during March 1944.

Cinco Miniaturas para Piano (Five Miniatures for Piano, 1944). This set of minia-
tures, completed in early January 1944, was Cordero’s second piano work composed 
under Krenek’s tutelage. Each miniature is a tiny gem, deftly expressing a mood 
through skillful development of one or two salient motives. The second miniature in 
the set became the theme for his Variaciones para la Segunda Miniatura (Variations 
for the Second Miniature), the next composition on this recording.

Variaciones para la Segunda Miniatura (Variations for the Second Miniature, 
1944). These variations may have been a composition assignment from Krenek,  
to be completed during late December 1943 for submission during the first week  
of January. Cordero’s theme is the second of his five miniatures for piano, described 
above. The eight variations reveal the richness of Cordero’s thematic material as  
he transforms it through changes in tempo, meter, texture, and mood.

Miniatura para Piano (Miniature for Piano, 1941). In later life, Cordero asserted 
that he had composed nothing between 1939 and 1943 because he had realized, 
after completing his first orchestral work, that he had reached the limit of what he 
could accomplish without professional training. The date of this dancelike miniature, 
however, reveals that he had not been entirely silent during those four years. Lasting 
slightly more than a minute, Miniatura para Piano has the flavor of salon music and 
demonstrates Cordero’s fondness for seasoning his music with piquant dissonances. 
It has no pretensions of being a serious composition, and perhaps for that reason, 
Cordero omitted it from catalogs of his music.

Preludio para la Cuna Vacía (Prelude for the Empty Cradle, 1943). When Cordero 
began courting Elizabeth Johnson in July 1943, she asked why he no longer com-
posed. After listening to his explanation, she insisted that he should start writing 
again. By the end of the month, he had created this piece and dedicated it to her. 
Preludio para la Cuna Vacía marks the beginning of his return to composition after a 
four-year hiatus, and is the first piano work he included in his catalog. A mysterious 
two-bar opening gesture introduces thematic material in C major consisting of  
repetitive figures in contrary motion. The texture soon thickens and the tonal focus 
shifts toward B major. A slightly contrasting middle section leads to a reprise of 
the opening material, this time presented bitonally. The coda returns to C major, 
now flavored by modal mixture. Preludio para la Cuna Vacía was premiered in 
Minneapolis during February 1944, together with Nostalgia.

Nostalgia (1943). This poignant little piece dates from early October 1943 and is 
the last work Cordero wrote before becoming Ernst Krenek’s composition student in 
the middle of the month. The texture is simple, but effective: an ostinato in one hand 
plays against an expressive melody in the other. Nostalgia demonstrates Cordero’s 
fondness for compound meter, which in certain contexts can suggest Panamanian 
dances such as the mejorana or punto. Compound duple meter, in particular,  
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Five New Preludes for Piano (1983). When pianist Linda Hirt commissioned Cordero 
to write a sonata for her, Cordero decided to begin by writing a set of preludes. He 
intended to use elements from the preludes as thematic material for the sonata, and 
even considered titling the collection “Five Preludes for a Sonata.” In the end, he 
settled on Five New Preludes to distinguish them from his Nueve Preludios (Nine 
Preludes, 1947). He composed the first four preludes in Normal, Illinois and the fifth 
in Salem, Oregon. Hirt premiered the set in Chicago during May 1984.

Sonata for Piano (1985). This sonata, cast in a single movement with many sec-
tions, was commissioned by and dedicated to pianist Linda Hirt. Before working on 
the commission, Cordero decided to compose for her the Five New Preludes, then to 
incorporate some of their motives into the sonata. Indeed, the opening of the sonata 
is the same as the opening of the first New Prelude, and many of the musical ideas 
from the preludes appear transformed in the sonata. Hirt premiered the work in 
Chicago during April 1986.

Tres Meditaciones Poéticas (Three Poetic Meditations, 1995). On at least one  
occasion, Cordero declined to supply program notes for these movements because 
“they express intensely personal feelings.” Fortunately, his unpublished memoirs are 
informative. In 1994, he fulfilled a commission from the Cincinnati Symphony to 
write a fanfare. The music he composed for the fanfare suggested a related musical  
idea suitable for solo piano. Once the fanfare was complete, he set to work on the 
piano piece. He decided to create three slow movements, which he confessed was 
a challenge because it is difficult enough to maintain a listener’s interest during 
one slow piece, to say nothing of three. The inspiration for the second movement 
came on New Year’s Eve of 1994, when he unexpectedly visualized his deceased 
sister Natividad joyfully dancing in the street on their last New Year’s together. In 
the midst of that remembrance he began to hear music in his head, “a very slow 
and sad dance.” This music became the opening of the second movement, fittingly 

Nueve Preludios (Nine Preludes, 1947). Cordero wrote the earliest of these preludes 
(number 5) in August 1946 during a brief visit to Panama. The remaining eight  
were composed several months later in Minneapolis and completed during April 
1947. In a program note, he explained that the preludes “do not accept either  
programs or titles, as they are intended to express moods rather than ideas; they  
are quite independent from each other, and they can be played in whatever order  
the performer wants to.” Their style needs no label: “I do not want to call this  
music tonal or atonal; it is simply music, and as such it must be listened to in  
order to grasp its meaning.” The premiere performance, given in New York during 
April 1948, featured seven of the preludes.

Sonata Breve (Short Sonata, 1966). Cordero began work on Sonata Breve in March 
1966 while visiting Caracas to judge a composition contest. Additional professional 
travel, as well as his move to Indiana University, delayed completion until late July. 
Though in appearance a single movement comprising six sections, Sonata Breve  
can be analyzed as a three-movement form with the movements linked by attacca 
indications. Together they create a large-scale sonata form with two principal themes,  
the first based on the tone row and the second on its retrograde. An improvisatory 
introduction (Con fuoco) introduces the exposition (Allegro) and first part of the 
development. The remainder of the development unfolds during the second  
movement (Molto adagio – Meno) and first part of the third movement (Presto). 
In the recapitulation (Meno mosso), the second theme is presented before the 
first. Sonata Breve is dedicated to Cordero’s wife and was premiered in St. Paul, 
Minnesota during November 1967.

Tres Piececillas para Alina (Three Little Pieces for Alina, 1978). Cordero dedicated 
these short pieces to Alina Odnoposoff, daughter of the internationally acclaimed 
cellist Adolfo Odnoposoff. Adolfo had previously commissioned Cordero’s Sonata for 
Violoncello and Piano and had premiered it in Caracas with his wife at the piano. Tres 
Piececillas para Alina was first performed in Normal, Illinois during November 1979.
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marked Adagio angoscioso. In all three movements, Cordero makes use of syncopated  
rhythms reminiscent of the Panamanian tamborito. Because of the slow tempi, the 
effect is nostalgic. Tres Meditaciones Poéticas was premiered during April, 1995 in 
Normal, Illinois.

—Marie Labonville

Note from the Engineer
Tuyen and I decided to pursue a forward, under-the-hood sound to take advantage of 
the visceral impact of the Steinway concert grand piano. Several of Cordero’s pieces 
are extremely complex and stunningly explosive, and Tuyen is a dynamic and athletic 
pianist. We did not want to soften or smooth aggressive passages by locating the 
microphones farther out from the piano. To that end, we placed two microphones 
just off the lip of the piano, four feet apart and five feet off the floor, hard-panned 
left and right. In this arrangement the recording captures significantly more of the 
instrument (and its mechanical inner workings) and less of the reverberant acoustics 
of the concert hall. With no compression used at any stage in the recording, some of 
the pieces are relatively quiet, leaving plenty of headroom to accommodate very loud 
moments. This recording has as close to a pure, unprocessed microphone-to-disc 
sound as we could manage.

Enjoy — Aaron Paolucci

The Performer
Vietnamese-American pianist Tuyen Tonnu is known for her sensitive command of 
timbral color, singing lyricism, and striking style. She has graced the world’s stages 
with solo and chamber music concerts in the U.S. as well as Asia and Europe. 
 As a champion of new music, Tonnu’s performances have garnered praise  
for their powerful and insightful interpretations. Her collaborations have included  
premieres and works by Hans Otte, Tristan Murail, Sheila Silver, Libby Larsen, 
Jeffrey Mumford, Adrienne Elisha, Martha Horst, Lukas Ligeti, and Steven 
Rosenhaus, among others. For the past two decades, she has been the foremost 
interpreter of the piano music of the late Egyptian-American composer Halim 
El-Dabh, whose first piano concerto was composed for her. In 2001, Tonnu was  
one of ten musicians selected from the U.S. to perform in Alexandria, Egypt for  
the inauguration of the Bibliotheca Alexandrina. 
 Other notable performances include collaborations with the Escher String 
Quartet and the Stony Brook Contemporary Chamber Players, the world premiere 
of Martha Horst’s Piano Concerto No. 1 with the Illinois State University Symphony 
Orchestra, and the U.S. premiere of Roque Cordero’s Piano Concerto No. 1 with  
the Texas Christian University Symphony Orchestra. 
 Dr. Tonnu is Associate Professor of Piano at Illinois State University. Her 
teachers and coaches have included James Avery, Daniel Shapiro, Anne Epperson, 
Thomas Hecht, Christina Dahl, Gilbert Kalish, and Sergei Babayan.

Tonnu_1833-34_book.indd   13-14Tonnu_1833-34_book.indd   13-14 7/20/20   9:44 AM7/20/20   9:44 AM



Acknowledgments

Recording Dates: December 17–20, 2019 and  
March 8, 9, and 11, 2020

Recording Site: The Center for the Performing Arts Concert 
Hall, Illinois State University, Normal, Illinois 

Piano: Steinway D 574756

Recording and Mastering Engineer: Aaron Paolucci

Liner Notes: Marie Labonville 

Piano Technicians: Tom Zasadny and Chuck Beck, RPT

Publisher: Peermusic Classical (for Sonatina Rítmica  
and Sonata Breve)

Cover Design: Marry Tonnu 

Artist Photo: Hanah Kai-Lynn Gan 

This project was partially funded by the Cordero family.

Tonnu_1833-34_book.indd   15-16Tonnu_1833-34_book.indd   15-16 7/20/20   9:44 AM7/20/20   9:44 AM



TROY1833-34
WWW.ALBANYRECORDS.COM
ALBANY RECORDS U.S.
915 BROADWAY, ALBANY, NY 12207
TEL: 518.436.8814    FAX: 518.436.0643
ALBANY RECORDS U.K.
BOX 137, KENDAL, CUMBRIA LA8 0XD
TEL: 01539 824008
© 2020 ALBANY RECORDS    MADE IN THE USA

WARNING: COPYRIGHT SUBSISTS IN ALL RECORDINGS ISSUED UNDER THIS LABEL. 
DDD

Ro
qu

e 
Co

rd
er

o:
 T

he
 C

om
pl

et
e 

W
or

ks
 f

or
 S

ol
o 

Pi
an

o 
  

  
  

  
  

TR
OY

18
33

/3
4

Roque Cordero: The Com
plete W

orks for Solo Piano           TROY1833/34

CD 1
Roque Cordero
Miniatura para Piano (Miniature for Piano, 1941) [1:24]
Preludio para la Cuna Vacía (Prelude for the Empty Cradle, 1943) [4:08]
Nostalgia (1943) [2:26]
Sonatina Rítmica (Rhythmic Sonatina, 1943) [7:48]
Cinco Miniaturas para Piano (Five Miniatures for Piano, 1944) [4:33]
Variaciones para la Segunda Miniatura (Variations for the Second  
   Miniature, 1944) [8:02]
Nueve Preludios (Nine Preludes, 1947) [13:47]
Sonata Breve (Short Sonata, 1966) [9:38]
 
Total Time CD 1 = 52:00

CD 2
Roque Cordero
Tres Piececillas para Alina (Three Little Pieces for Alina, 1978) [5:04]
Five New Preludes for Piano (1983) [12:45]
Sonata for Piano (1985)  [15:12]
Tres Meditaciones Poéticas (Three Poetic Meditations, 1995) [14:11]

Total Time CD 2 = 48:00
 

Roque Cordero: The Complete Works  
for Solo Piano
Tuyen Tonnu, piano

Tonnu_1833-34_inlay.indd   1Tonnu_1833-34_inlay.indd   1 7/20/20   10:04 AM7/20/20   10:04 AM


