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About Oscar Nieto 
 

Oscar Nieto has dedicated more than 50 years to teaching, dancing, and studying the origins of flamenco 

and regional and classical Spanish dance forms. He is also a student and teacher of flamenco cante 

(singing). 

Oscar is a master and a trailblazer in flamenco on the west coast of 

North America. He is the first flamenco dancer ever to receive the 

prestigious Jacqueline Lemieux Prize, awarded every two years by 

the Canada Council for the Arts to dance professionals who have 

made a profound contribution to dance in Canada. As of 2021, this 

award has since been given to two more outstanding flamenco 

artists in Canada – Veronica McGuire and Rosanna Terracciano.  

Oscar has been dubbed “a flamenco Fred Astaire” by the LA Times in 

recognition of his technical accomplishment and charisma as a 

performer. 

Born in Texas and raised in Los Angeles, he began dancing at eight 

years of age under the musical influences of Tex-Mex rock and pop, 

show tunes, musicals, jazz, Latin, Mexican and Spanish music and 

dance. 

He launched his professional 

career in Antonio Gades’ production of El Amor Brujo at the Chicago 

Lyric Opera House in 1969 and has built his reputation as a dancer 

performing with the Jose Greco Company, Lola Montes, the Boston 

Flamenco Ballet, and Jose Antonio Ballet Siluetas. He worked with 

Ciro in New Orleans and toured the United States with his company. 

He has choreographed for the Vancouver Opera. 

Oscar created his company, Mosaico de Danzas, in Los Angeles in 

1972. Inspired by his first visit to Spain in the mid-seventies, he then 

fused song and dance together in his teaching career.  

Later, in the mid-1990s, Oscar established Mozaico Flamenco in 

Vancouver, BC which evolved into Al Mozaico Flamenco Dance 

Academy and Mozaico Flamenco Dance Theatre. He continues as 

artistic director of both the Academy and Company along with co-

founder Kasandra “La China” Lea.  

  

 Oscar Nieto circa 1968 

Oscar Nieto circa 2007 photo by Adam 
Smith 
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Foreword 
 

When I was growing up in East Los Angeles in the 1950s and 60s, I 

was taunted for my passion for dance. I was lucky to have met my 

first dance teacher, Lilly Aguilar, who supported my ambitions and 

with whom I studied from about 1961 to 1967, learning and 

performing a diverse repertoire including Mexican folkloric dances, 

ballet, Afro-Cuban and jazz.  

It was Ms. Aguilar, as she was always known to me, with her 

guidance and training who prepared me for my professional career. 

I taught at her school and started my own company, Mosaico de 

Danzas, before I joined Lola Montes’ company in 1971. Both Lilly 

and Lola had a profound influence on me in those early days. 

 

 

Nearly 60 years later, I am now based in Vancouver, 

BC, Canada. I am an established performer, teacher, 

choreographer, singer, historian and mentor and 

have received numerous awards and grants. I have 

also overcome cancer. Although I still deal with the 

after-effects of my chemotherapy and have since 

been diagnosed with Parkinson’s disease I continue 

to teach and, occasionally, perform. 

A couple of years ago I was teaching a class. My 

student, Michelle Harding, had taken over some of 

my classes when I was ill and she has continued 

with me as a co-teacher. I saw her running the 

students through some technique exercises and I realized that I was learning from her. She has studied 

in Spain and other places and has learned different ways to present technical drills. 

So, there we were. The student teaching the teacher. 

I had an “ah ha” moment. Maybe we should document some of my techniques so they don’t simply 

disappear. I asked Michelle to work on this project with me. As a teacher herself, I know she is carrying 

on my legacy because I see her using and reworking my pedagogical approaches when she teaches her 

classes.  

Dance is a fleeting thing. Flamenco, in particular, is a form that is largely undocumented in an organized 

way. Since it comes from an oral tradition it is usually taught by a watch-and-learn approach where the 

teacher demonstrates, the student copies, and there is rarely a written record.  

Oscar Nieto with the Lola Montes dance company circa 1972.  
Oscar is in the back row, far right. 

Lilly Aguilar 
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There is no established curriculum like there is in, say, Royal Academy of Dance (RAD) ballet. It is up to 

each teacher to decide what is important, in what order to teach it, and how to teach it. Over the years I 

have studied with many teachers and I notice that there are some essentials that are constants. They 

might be taught in different ways but the purpose can be the same. 

However, a lot of these teachings have been lost 

because they haven’t been documented, especially not 

in English and not in written form. Of course in the “old 

days” there would not have been a visual record either. 

I’ve gone back to Spain to visit some of my past 

teachers such as Luisa Triana and Jose Antonio. When I 

tell them I still teach and preserve some of their 

material, they are delighted because even they have 

long forgotten some of it. 

So, that’s the inspiration for this video series and 

accompanying booklet. Although these videos 

represent only a small sample of my teaching methods, I 

feel that many of the concepts I cover are applicable to 

other dance disciplines. When I talk about the musculature of the body and how movement is generated 

in the second episode, for example, I think any dancer would benefit from increased kinesthetic 

awareness. The concepts of  “Functional Flamenco Linguistics” and “Lego Flamenco” are also useful for 

any dancer wanting to create their own original choreographies and to be able to improvise. 

Besides my wish to pass along some of what I have learned over the years and fill a gap in the 

documentation of flamenco techniques and pedagogy in English, I have personal reasons for choosing to 

present this information from a North American perspective. 

I am not Spanish. I grew up in the United States and I moved to Canada where I have been teaching and 

performing for decades. I have dedicated my life to the study of flamenco and Spanish dance. Although I 

speak Spanish, I conduct most of my classes in English and I have developed terminology and techniques 

that reflect my background and the world that I live in. 

I hope these videos will resonate with you. 

I want to thank the Canada Council for the Arts for supporting this project and all my teachers and 

mentors, my fellow performers, and the musicians and singers and dancers who have been part of my 

flamenco journey. I am grateful to Peter Mole and Kirill Deljanin for their participation in the videos. I 

want to thank Michelle Harding who helped create this project, direct the videos, and write this booklet. 

To all my students over the years: I may have been your teacher, but I’ve learned so much from you. 

Oscar Nieto 

July 2021, Vancouver, BC  

Oscar Nieto with students at the MCCC studios in Hong 
Kong. 2011 
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Video Episode 1: Introduction 
 

This booklet is intended to accompany the four-part video series Lessons in Flamenco – The Legacy of 

Oscar Nieto in which I demonstrate some of the key approaches to teaching and learning I have 

developed over my career. I feel some of these methods are unique to me. 

I created the video series to introduce students and teachers of flamenco dance to a small sample of 

these methods. This booklet provides additional information, expanding on concepts introduced in the 

videos, practice tips for dancers and more detailed breakdowns of techniques and rhythms. 

 

In the series, I introduce: 

 

“Cognitive Awareness Learning” (CAL). I developed this approach to help both learners and instructors 

identify how people prefer to learn as individuals. I also focus on the physiology of the dancer and how 

movement is generated through the musculature of the body. 

 

In the following episode I demonstrate “Functional Flamenco Linguistics”, an idea I came up with when I 

was reading a friend’s PhD thesis. I explain a way of thinking about flamenco steps and basic 

combinations as having functions, much like verbs, nouns, syntax and grammar have functional roles in 

the way language is structured. We also spend some time working on flamenco rhythms. 

 

In the final video, I work with the concept of “Lego Flamenco” which is a term I use to describe various 

options for combining the basic steps and combinations in either a choreography or an improvised 

setting in response to the cante (singing). 

 

I hope you enjoy these videos and that they help to open up the art of flamenco to you. In my 

experience, flamenco is both challenging and rewarding, yielding positive benefits to the body, mind and 

spirit.  

 

Welcome to Lessons in Flamenco – The Legacy of Oscar Nieto. 
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Video Episode 2: CAL and Physiology of the Dancer 
 

What is CAL? 
 

CAL stands for Cognitive Awareness Learning. It is an approach to teaching and learning that I have 

developed over my teaching career. It’s about how to learn and how we learn. 

I’ve found that the traditional watch-and-copy method is not always the ideal way for all students to 

learn. That’s why I developed CAL which encourages students to become aware of their learning styles. 

It also encourages teachers to be more aware of how individuals learn best and to use different 

approaches to help them succeed. 

Different people learn differently. Some people are primarily visual learners – so the watch-and-copy 

approach can work well for them. But what if your learning style is more audio-based, for example? 

Maybe you learn better when you can hear the rhythms and, as we sometimes do in my classes, vocalize 

them.  

Some people are what I call analytical learners. For 

example, they like to have things counted out and broken 

down into small pieces. Some are more holistic in that they 

need to see the big picture so they can understand how it 

will all fit together before they start. 

Others need to take time to observe and process before 

they are ready to try a new step. To the teacher, this can 

look as if the student isn’t “getting it” which can be 

frustrating for everyone. This student probably needs time 

to think about the information before feeling ready to execute it. 

Other people learn better from a particular spot in the studio and will tend to gravitate to that part of 

the room. Some people need to focus on the way a movement feels in the body – the way the weight 

shifts during a step or the feeling of a muscle contraction, for example. I call those folks kinesthetic 

learners. 

I like to think of myself as a co-learner rather than a 

teacher because student and teacher are equal 

participants in the process, and both contribute to it. 

When I think of it this way, I am more open to 

experimentation: “Let’s try this to deal with such 

and such a problem or learning block …”. 

 

The more a student is aware of what makes learning easier for them, the more they will be able to ask 

the questions that will accelerate their process. The same goes for the teacher. The more he or she can 

Oscar brings humour and wisdom to every 

class and recognizes that every dancer, no 

matter their level has something to 

contribute. 

- Mark P., student 

Oscar is a profoundly kind human 
being with an incredible sense of 
humour.  Nothing takes the edge 
off the hard work and frustration 

of learning like kindness and 
humour. 

 
- Cathy F., student 
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assess and respond to a student’s way of learning, the more the teacher will be able to present 

information in different ways tailored to those learning preferences. 

 

Physiology of the Dancer 
 

No matter how a dancer learns best, in my mind there is no escaping the need for physical awareness of 

what the body is doing in any given movement. Even when the body is “still”, in flamenco it is never 

static. There is always a lot going on below the surface. 

Kinesthetic awareness is critical. When the dancer is aware of how movement is generated through the 

body’s musculature, he or she is then able to achieve the tension and power of embodied movement. In 

flamenco, this sensation is sometimes called peso (weight). It is what gives flamenco its distinctive look 

and flavour – a feeling of grounded, internal and intentional movement. 

In the video I talk about the way the muscles shorten 

(concentric contraction) and lengthen (eccentric 

contraction). I also focus on the superficial muscles of the 

back, torso and lower leg. There are obviously a lot more 

muscles involved in generating the movements that are 

demonstrated here, but these are, in my opinion, some of 

the most important ones. The video presents a few 

examples of the way I focus on musculature when I teach. 

It is worth noting that any new activity requires the body 

to learn new positions and ways of moving that are “natural” to that discipline. This means that the 

student sometimes has to un-learn movements to which his or her body has become habituated. For 

example, it’s natural for most people to raise their shoulders when they raise their arms. But in 

flamenco, the shoulders must stay down which means engaging muscle groups that the student may not 

be accustomed to using.  

It’s also important to be aware that there are many movements that people do unconsciously. For 

example, I had a student who was a piano teacher. Whenever she was focusing on learning something 

new or executing a difficult passage of choreography, her fingers would begin to twitch as if she was 

playing piano but she had no idea she was doing it. I have another student, Michelle, who is in some of 

these videos, who tends to mark the beat of the music by moving her head back and forth like a chicken 

without realizing it.  

There is nothing unusual about these kinds of unconscious movements, but they can be difficult to 

control. Sometimes they stem from emotional or cultural origins that the student may not be aware of. 

It is not rare for this to bring up frustration and/or emotional reactions. Over time, by focusing on 

individual muscle groups and resisting the lure of self-judgement, students can gain control of these 

unconscious movements and become more intentional. 

This is why it is so important to develop kinesthetic awareness. It will eventually lead to “muscle 

memory”, a sort of automatic reflex that increases with practice and will result in the achievement of 

Oscar manages to meld human 

anatomy with musical theory so his 

students are able not to just repeat 

choreography, but instead embody 

and express it viscerally. 

- Andrea W., student 
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the flamenco aesthetic when dancing choreography or improvising. Eventually, muscle memory allows 

you to execute the movements from within, but without thinking about it so much. If students can 

combine the idea of kinesthetic awareness with traditional ways of learning flamenco through imitation, 

they will have a powerful learning methodology. 

 

Practicing 
 

The material presented in this video represents a small sample of strengthening exercises I use in my 

classes. They are like drills used by musicians and athletes, and there is no substitute for repetition. They 

are meant to build muscle memory and, over time, free the dancer to concentrate on other things once 

that muscle memory has been achieved. That does not mean that any dancer is ever finished with these 

kinds of exercises. No matter what level – from beginner to professional – these exercises form an 

important part of ongoing training. Even the most accomplished athlete still needs to practice and so do 

we dancers. 

I also acknowledge that most dancers do not have the luxury of being accompanied by musicians when 

they practice. I certainly don’t. I most often use metronomes and recorded click tracks. There are many 

available online. My go-to standby is a series called Solo Compás which is widely available online. These 

tools are indispensable for maintaining a steady rhythm and for building speed. Gradually increase the 

tempo of the click track to work on speeding up. Alternatively, try keeping the tempo the same and 

subdividing the rhythm into smaller increments. The golpe exercise demonstrated at minute 5:49 in the 

video is a good illustration of this. 

 

Footwork Exercises 
 

These exercises are focused on the lower leg – particularly the calf muscle.  

Relevé (1:16) 
This demonstration emphasizes the difference between how the relevé is executed in ballet with a 

straight leg vs. flamenco with a bent knee. The reason for the bent knee approach in flamenco is to keep 

the upper body stationary and level. This is an important part of the flamenco “look” which requires a 

certain groundedness or peso (weight). 

I also want students to focus on feeling the concentric (shortening) and eccentric (lengthening) 

contractions in the lower leg while keeping the weight of the body slightly forward so there is pressure 

on the ball of the foot at all times.  

Talon (3:07) 
Here the dancer demonstrates three approaches to the talon – striking the floor with the heel. 

1. Dropping the heel from a relevé position: The energy of the movement is upward in that the 

heels are raised off the floor until one intentionally strikes the floor and immediately returns to 
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relevé. However, even though I say the energy is upward, this is not reflected in the upper body 

which stays level. 

2. Raising and lowering the heel from a standing position: The energy of the movement is down 

and into the floor in that there is always a return to having both heels on the floor between each 

talon. 

3. Exchanging heels: There is only ever one heel on the floor. As one is raised, the other drops. A 

challenge with this exercise can be to separate the upper body from the lower body. It’s 

important not to let the upper body betray what’s going on downstairs. 

Golpe (5:07) 
Golpe means to strike or hit. It is a basic stomp in which the whole foot hits the floor. Here we make a 

distinction between two ways the golpe can be approached. In the first one, the foot goes straight up 

and down, rather like marching, causing the knee to flex in a forward up-and-down motion. In the 

second one, the knees remain more or less parallel and the lower leg hinges from the knee behind the 

body to initiate the golpe. 

The second way is traditional in flamenco because it does not engage the large muscles of the upper leg 

(the quadriceps) as much. The result is a more efficient movement that can support greater stamina by 

using gravity to do a lot of the work. 

Golpe (5:49) 
This exercise involves repeating golpes on one side. We look at a couple of different approaches: using 

gravity to create a bounce-back effect as opposed to laborious bashing into the floor. The bounce 

approach is more efficient because it uses less energy and supports greater speed. 

Also note that the dancer demonstrates the exercise in single time, double time, triple time and 

quadruple time. This is an example of subdividing each beat of music into smaller and smaller 

increments. The tempo of the music does not change, but the dancer does more between each beat. 

Practicing golpes (and many other exercises) this way with a metronome or click track is an excellent 

method for improving and achieving evenness of time. 

Picado (6:51) 
I use the term picado, which means to make a motion like a pick or to chop something up. This is my 

personal term for this step which is also called planta talon meaning that the ball of the foot hits the 

floor and is followed by the heel of the same foot dropping.  

It’s important here to maintain focus on controlling the contraction of the calf muscle because the 

tendency is to drop the heel too early. I call this a “slipping heel” because it causes an irregular rhythm 

which can be a disaster in performance.  

Picado (7:36) 
Here we use the picado in rhythmic patterns that emphasize the need to avoid the “slipping heel” and 

train the dancer to execute the step with accuracy and control. In the first pattern, we combine single 

time and double time picados. The second pattern increases the double time portion to quadruple time. 

The second pattern requires the dancer to “get off the foot” by which I mean that when the dancer goes 

onto the planta, the other foot is picked up off the floor so that all their weight is on the ball of the foot. 
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The principle is similar to that demonstrated in the first talon exercise in which the energy of the 

movement is upward, rather than downward into the floor.  

The goal is to strengthen efficiency, balance and the control of speed. Balance, especially, can be 

improved by doing both of these exercises without relying on the barre.  

Standing Heel (9:22) 
Almost every teacher has a variation on the standing heel which involves repeatedly raising and 

lowering the heel while standing on one leg. The most important points are to maintain pressure on the 

ball of the foot to prevent sliding backward and to keep the upper body level.  

My emphasis in this exercise is still on control over the lower leg muscles, but when you try this exercise, 

you will find that a lot of core abdominal strength is required. Another important muscle group to be 

aware of is the adductor muscles, located at the inner thigh. Discovering and developing the inner thigh 

muscles will support your balance for other movements including turns.  

While it can be tiring to stick with standing heel exercises, this is a very important technique that will 

pay off in accuracy and balance.  

Challenge yourself to try this exercise without using the barre for support. 

 

Upper Body Exercises 
 

Superficial Back Muscles (10:49) 
 

 

 

We call muscles such as the trapezius and deltoids “superficial” only because they are part of the outer 

layer of muscles – not because they are in any way trivial. The deeper muscles are, of course, also 

involved, but I focus on these superficial muscle groups because I find they are most important. They are 
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sometimes difficult for students to locate in their bodies but kinesthetic awareness of these muscles is 

crucial for generating tension in the body, leading to more intentional, powerful movement.  

One key to achieving the flamenco aesthetic is to focus on keeping the shoulders down, even when the 

arms are raised. I often say that the arms are raised not simply by lifting them, but by pulling down into 

the back. 

Also note that when the dancer adds the floreo (hand movements) the overall rounded shape of the 

arms is not compromised. The hand movements are generated in the muscles of the wrist and forearm 

and do not affect the arm as a whole because the arm is moved from the muscles in the back. It can be 

challenging to avoid involving the elbow once the hand movements are introduced. If you find that 

happening to you, try focusing on limiting the impetus for the floreo to the wrist. 

Floreo is, incidentally, not a universally-used term for the hand movements. Other terms include manos 

(hands) or muñecas (wrists). 

These are exercises that may feel tedious but, as with the standing heel exercise, if you can persevere 

you will see results in the quality of your dancing and you will create muscle memory so that you will not 

always have to be so consciously deliberate. 

Torso (3:18) 

 

The use of the torso in flamenco is sometimes overlooked, especially at the beginner level, but it is very 

important to introduce the use of the torso early in my opinion.  

Dancers who do not use the torso effectively look one-dimensional and flat. When the torso is engaged 

and used well, it brings life and multi-dimensional nuances to the dance. 

I always emphasize that, when doing movements such as the one I call “pull the rope” in the video, the 

twist of the torso initiates the motion and the arms follow through from there. Again, this is another 

aspect of the flamenco “look” that takes a great amount of work to achieve. But if you stick with it and 

can eventually combine these upper body principles with the footwork exercises, you will find your 



 

13 
 

dancing becomes more expressive, more generated from within and ultimately more engaging for the 

viewer.  
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Video Episode 3: Functional Flamenco Linguistics 
 

What is Functional Flamenco Linguistics?  
 

I came up with the term “Functional Flamenco Linguistics” when I was reading a friend’s PhD thesis. In 

the paper, he explained different layers of the functionality of language and I made a connection 

between the way language works and the way flamenco is structured. 

At one level, we have words which have a function in a sentence – nouns, verbs, adjectives, etc. At 

another level, we have things like grammar and syntax, which put a structure around the way the words 

are used and help express meaning. We could go further. There is logic around the ways we organize 

these sentences into paragraphs, essays, stories, and so forth. 

It occurred to me that thinking about flamenco in this way can be helpful when it comes to 

communicating with a group in performance. After all, when a dancer is working with a cuadro 

(flamenco ensemble) it’s all about communication through the common physical and musical language 

of flamenco. Whether you have a set choreography, are purely improvising, or doing something in 

between, the group needs to communicate in the moment. 

This led me to consciously articulate names for basic flamenco combinations of steps when I teach. In 

some cases I invent my own names. I’m not the only one to ever do this, but I think I do it more 

deliberately than some people do. If I can name a step and I know what it says and does, so to speak, I 

know how to use it in different ways and I’m not restricted to someone else’s choreography. 

So, back to the linguistics example of how words, sentences and paragraphs function in the service of a 

larger purpose – telling a story. 

In the video, I and my students demonstrate some basic flamenco combinations. These are essential 

steps of which there are countless variations. Each one, whether I call it a marcaje (marking step), a 

llamada (call) or remate (finish) has a function in the structure of the overall dance which can be quite 

complex and lengthy. Here we look at some of those basic steps and identify what they say and do. 

A dancer who knows how to discern the function of the steps they learn has a lot of freedom and a big 

advantage over a dancer who does not. The dancer who doesn’t know how to take apart the pieces of 

dance they learn during, for example, a workshop, will be tied to the choreography. But the dancer who 

can say “Oh, that’s a remate” or “Oh, that’s a marcaje” will then be able to take those pieces and use 

them in new ways of their own choosing. 

It takes practice. The more you can break a choreography apart into its functional elements, the more 

you can isolate them, practice them, and gain the muscle memory to be able to pull them “out of your 

pocket” in the moment. The more they will become yours and the more you’ll be able to respond 

intuitively during a live performance situation where, as we all know, anything can happen. 
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What is Compás? 
 

In this video we take some time to talk about palmas (hand-clapping) and 12/8 compás.  It is essential 

for dancers, singers and musicians to learn and practice palmas. It is a critical element of compás. I often 

say that, in flamenco, compás is number one – if you don’t have it, you will be lost in the complexities 

and variations of flamenco rhythms when dancing.  

In my view, the word compás has several meanings: 

• It can refer to the time signature of the flamenco form or palo. Time signature refers to the 

number of beats in each measure or bar of music and is usually expressed as a fraction with the 

first number representing the number of beats, for example: 2/4, 3/4, 4/4, 6/8, 12/8. (I talk 

more about palos in the next video). 

• It can refer to patterns of accents played within the time signature to create rhythm. 

• It can refer to one measure or bar of music. 

• It can refer to the tempo or speed. 

• It can refer to being in time with the music. 

• It can mean being in a sympathetic “groove” with the rest of the group. This is beyond merely 

being in time. 

It’s critical for dancers to develop good palmas in all these respects because when performing with a 

cuadro (flamenco group) the dancers are often also the rhythm section, so to speak. Traditionally, if 

there are two dancers one will support the other with palmas. And of course, the dancer is required to 

support the musicians. I sometimes say “palmas are the glue that hold it all together” and by that I mean 

the palmas need to be steady, clear, clean, and sensitive to what’s going on. 

Playing palmas well takes a lot of practice. It is not simply clapping your hands. Not by a long shot. But it 

can be difficult to develop this skill without having access to musicians and performance-like situations. 

If you can practice with musicians and other dancers, that’s the best way to learn. If not, try working 

with a metronome or click track, and carefully observing the palmeros in videos. Notice how they 

respond to the music and the dance, and how they change course or alter speed, volume, and rhythm to 

support the music and dance. Above all, the palmero is an accompanist and a supporter, not a leader.  

 

Palmas and 12/8 Compás (1:06) 
The steps and combinations we demonstrate in this episode are all in a 12/8 time signature which 

means there are 12 beats in each measure of music. We look at a couple of different ways to accent the 

time signature to create rhythm. These are basic examples that can be used in many flamenco forms 

that use 12/8 compás, many of which have specific accented rhythms associated with them. The basic 

patterns demonstrated here can provide a foundation for more complex rhythms. 

We also use two different palmas sounds: 

• Sordas, as I call them, create a muted sound.  

• Altas, or claras, create a clear, sharp sound. 
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The palmero has some discretion in using these sounds to accompany musicians and dancers according 

to the energy of what is happening at the time. 

The first rhythmic pattern we demonstrate has accents on 

the counts of 12, 3, 6, 8 and 10: 

12 – 1 – 2 – 3 – 4 – 5 – 6 – 7 – 8 – 9 – 10 – 11   

The second rhythmic pattern we demonstrate has accents 

on the counts of 12, 3, 7, 8, 10: 

12 – 1 – 2 – 3 – 4 – 5 – 6 – 7 – 8 – 9 – 10 – 11   

While it’s one thing to be able to do palmas with different 

accents and using different timbres, this is only useful in 

relation to the cante (singing), the music and the dance. 

The cante and the palo (song form) guide the music and I’ll 

talk more about that in the next video. The guitarist 

interprets the song into music according to some 

established conventions.  

Those guitarists’ conventions are clues that we can use to 

find our place in the music. 

It takes time and listening to a lot of flamenco music to be 

able to orient oneself in the music. In this case I call it 

“finding the 12”.  

In the video, the guitarist emphasizes a typical chord 

progression that would be used to accompany a song form 

called Soleá or Soleares. The chord changes happen most 

often on the counts of 12, 3, 6, 8 and 10 as in the first 

palmas pattern we looked at. 

In performance, of course, no guitarist would play the same progression continually or with this much 

emphasis – that would be very tedious. But being able to grab on to a 12, 3, 6, 8 or 10 can be a useful 

strategy for getting back in compás if things go off the rails. And, believe me, it happens. 

Marcajes (6:28) 
Marcaje is a general term that can be used to describe any step done to mark time as opposed to doing 

footwork for example. Marking time is the definition and function of marcajes so I sometimes call them 

“marking steps”. 

I also use the word marcaje specifically for this basic step that has a 3/4 feel to it. This is an essential and 

versatile step that is used in almost any situation, executed in countless ways, and can accompany 

almost any song form or time signature.  

I don’t address this in the video, but 

when English speakers talk about 

12/8 compás, we often consider the  

12 the beginning of the bar. This can 

be very confusing, as it really 

represents a pick-up and the final beat 

is often left silent.  

While English speakers often count 

12/8 this way: 

12, 1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, 7, 8, 9, 10, (11)  

Spanish speakers usually count it this 

way: 

2, 1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, 7, 8, 9, 10, (1) 

Everything ends up in the same place, 

but for dancers who have been 

learning in North America in English, it 

can be quite disorienting to suddenly 

have to contend with two ones and 

two twos. The Spanish way is the 

tradition but since I mostly teach in 

English, I count in the North American 

way in this video. 
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Lateral Paseo (7:22) 
Paseo literally means “walk”. This is another highly adaptable step. For this demonstration we stick with 

a foundational version that emphasizes the accents on 6, 8 and 10. This 6, 8, 10 will become a hook for 

the dancer to use to switch between steps as you’ll see later in this video when we “mix and match”. I 

call the use of the 6, 8, 10 as a link between steps the enganche which literally means “hook”. 

Palmas – Buleria Compás (8:46) 
Bulerias is an example of a palo that is often improvised. I will explain a bit more about this in the next 

video. It is essentially in a 12/8 time signature, but the rhythm changes when we divide each bar into 

sixes.  

The classic bulerias rhythm we look at here is only one of many possibilities. Here is the rhythm we 

count out in the demonstration: 

1 – 2 – 3 – 4 – 5 – 6 - 1 – 2 – 3 – 4 – 5 – 6  

Notice that the accents create a pattern of threes. 

Here’s what the same rhythm looks like when it’s lined up with counting in 12s: 

  1 – 2 – 3 – 4 – 5 – 6 - 1 – 2 – 3 – 4 – 5 – 6  

12 – 1 – 2 – 3 – 4 – 5 – 6 – 7 – 8 – 9 – 10 – 11   

Buleria Step (9:46) 
This step is typically used in bulerias and can also be used in almost any palo with a 12/8 time signature. 

In the video, I count it in sixes and twelves. When counted in twelves, the first heel falls on the count of 

five and the second heel falls on eleven. The heel on eleven will 

become a nice hook for the dancer to use to switch between 

various steps later in this video when we demonstrate linking 

these steps together at minute 18:13. 

Sevillana Step (11:09) 
Sevillanas is a fiesta dance from Seville that is technically more 

of a social dance than what is sometimes considered “pure” 

flamenco. That said, it is ubiquitous in Spain and beyond and has 

become part of the flamenco repertoire. This step is “borrowed” 

from Sevillanas and can be counted in sixes or twelves. 

Lateral Marcaje (12:45) 
Sometimes I also call this step the “shuffle”. This step has a 

strong emphasis on every second beat resulting in a 2/4 feel. 

Waltz Step (13:52) 
This step has a 3/4 feel as the name suggests. Note that 

Michelle demonstrates two ways of executing this step – one 

with the foot crossing behind and the other version with the foot crossing in front. 

Note the different ways the dancers 

interpret the same steps, especially in 

the use of the hips. While there are 

traditional differences in men’s and 

women’s styles of flamenco, the 

choice is ultimately up to the 

individual dancer regardless of their 

gender identity. It could depend on 

the mood of the piece and/or what 

the dancer wants to express. I feel 

that flamenco is unique in its 

celebration of individual style which is 

encouraged no matter what size, 

shape, gender, ethnicity or time of life 

you’re at. 
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Remate (15:05) 
The term remate comes from rematar which means “to finish”. Depending on how a remate is used in 

the dance, it can also be called a cierre which means “close”. A remate is rather like a punctuation mark 

at the end of a sentence – its function is to signal the end of a phrase or a thought. It can also be used as 

a flourish during the cante as well as at the end. 

The remate we demonstrate in the video is only one example out of endless possibilities. It is a typical 

example in that it is one bar (of twelve) long and ends on ten. However, since the remate is defined by 

its function, it could be shorter or longer. 

In this demonstration, the dancers take one compás of music to mark time between each repetition of 

the remate. The step they use to fill this time is a variation on the lateral paseo shown earlier. 

Llamada (16:18) 
The term llamada comes from the word llamar which means “to call”, and that is the function of this 

combination. As with the remate, this is one example of the endless variations that could be created. 

And, also like the remate, it can be shorter or longer than the one we show here depending on the 

dancer’s choice and interpretation of the cante or the music. 

This llamada is typical because it is two bars (of twelve) long. The first bar is very traditional, both in the 

step itself and in the use of body language which signals to the group that the dancer wants to “change 

direction” as I often say. Perhaps the dancer wants to speed up, finish off a section or start a new one 

for example. The second bar is essentially a remate because it closes off the combination. 

Mix and Match (18:31) 
Here, Kirill and I demonstrate how dancers can link all these steps together in any order they want … as 

long as they are in compás. In the next video I introduce cante which will give structure to the way the 

dancers decide to combine the steps in an improvisation exercise.  

Practicing moving from one step to another is especially important if you want to be able to improvise 

and/or create your own choreography. I notice that when students find themselves on their own, 

improvising without planned choreography, they often get that “deer in the headlights” look when their 

mind goes blank under pressure. 

The more you develop the muscle memory needed to move smoothly between steps and the more you 

strengthen your compás, the more you will build confidence and enjoy dancing at any stage of life.  
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Video Episode 4: “Lego Flamenco” 
 

What is “Lego Flamenco”? 
 

I use the term “Lego Flamenco” to describe how dancers 

can build choreography or improvise by arranging pieces 

of the dance in different ways according to the cante 

(song). I like the word “Lego” (no copyright infringement 

intended) because in my mind it’s one step beyond 

“building blocks”. Some pieces fit better with others and 

some have different qualities that work better in 

different situations. 

All the steps and combinations from the previous video 

are examples of Lego Flamenco pieces. In that video, we 

demonstrated linking them together randomly. The 

difference now is that we are adding structure – the 

cante. 

 

Why is Cante Important? 
 

Cante refers to both the singing and the song form. It is the most central element in flamenco. Flamenco 

began with cante, rhythms and dance grew from it, and the guitar is a relatively recent addition. The 

cante informs every aspect of flamenco. 

There are literally hundreds of flamenco song forms, or 

palos. Each has its own distinctive features and 

conventions. In this video, we look at two palos – 

cantiñas and bulerias.  

Cantiñas can be thought of as the umbrella term for a 

family of palos that includes alegrias (the first song I 

sing) and mirabrás (the second one). I also sing two 

different styles of bulerias. The first is in a Phrygian 

mode (a variation on a minor key) and the second is in a 

major key. 

The distinction between palos can be subtle and there are, within each palo, often many variations that 

stem from factors such as where they came from geographically and who has been credited for their 

creation. 

Before we filmed this video, I warned the dancers about what I was generally planning to sing for them 

but they did not plan choreography in advance. They are improvising in the moment. They respond to 

“Lego Flamenco” breaks down 
flamenco into small, useable pieces 
that can be fit together in many 
different ways to fit different cante 
and different moods. Lego Flamenco 
has been such a gift to me.  It has 
enabled me to improvise: something I 
thought I would never be able to 
do. No matter how unsure you feel, 
Oscar makes sure that you have the 
tools and support to stand up and 
dance and be thrilled by this ability to 
express yourself. 

- Cathy F., student 

Oscar Nieto teaching cante class 2011 
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what I sing and I respond to what they choose to do in their dance. The dancer has a lot of freedom as 

far as how they decide to put their “Lego” pieces together. The singer also has a lot of freedom. I can 

alter the song however I feel moved in the moment. I can stretch out a phrase, I can take a pause or 

respiro (breath), double up sections of the lyrics and so forth. The main thing is that we are all 

communicating, listening and paying attention to the signals we’re sending.  

Improvisation always involves a risk! Sometimes it works out great, other times not so much. In my 

mind, improvisation is one of the most exciting ways to perform.  

 

What are the Rules? 
 

The number one rule is to be in compás. That goes for everyone – dancers, musicians, singers, palmeros. 

Next, everyone in a cuadro (ensemble) must know the cante. That does not mean they all need to know 

every single letra (verse) word for word, but they do need to understand the palo and its typical 

structures. A lot of dancers think they don’t need to know cante. After all, they want to dance and many 

have no aspiration to sing. But in flamenco especially, knowledge of the cante is essential.  

As a dancer, if you are faced with an unfamiliar letra and you know the style of the palo and its 

characteristics, you’ll have a much better chance of being able to make on-the-fly predictions about 

where it’s headed. 

Furthermore, some steps will groove better in different parts of the letra. Maybe a 3/4 waltz feel works 

in one or two bars and then maybe the groove will change to something else. The dancer who has 

practiced their material, has a good sense of the palo’s characteristics and dances with their “ears open” 

will be a more successful improviser. 

The only way to build confidence improvising is to watch others, listen to flamenco music, and finally, 

take the risk and do it! It won’t be perfect every time. In fact, I can guarantee it won’t be perfect most of 

the time, so don’t be too hard on yourself. Allow yourself to learn from what works and what doesn’t. 

Alegria de Cadiz (2:43) 
Here Michelle demonstrates her personal in-the-moment improvisation to this classic alegria letra. She 

will probably never do it the same way twice. She likely forgot what she did as soon as it was over. 

Here is the text of the song I sing in the video: 

Letra 
 
Quien me va entender a mi 
Si yo mismo no me entiendo 
Quien me va entender a mi 
Si digo que no te quiero 
Y estoy loquito por ti   
Si digo que no te quiero 
Y estoy loquito por ti   
 

 
 
Who’s going to understand me 
If I don’t even understand myself 
Who’s going to understand me 
If I say that I don’t love you 
But I’m crazy about you 
If I say that I don’t love you 
But I’m crazy about you 
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Coletilla 
 
Una vez que te quise 
Fue por el pelo 
Y ahora que estas pelona Ay!  
Ya no te quiero 
Ya no te quiero, prima 
Ya no te quiero 
Y ahora que estas pelona Ay!  
Ya no te quiero 
 

 
 
Once I loved you 
It was for your hair 
And now that you’re bald 
I no longer love you 
I don’t love you, cousin* 
I don’t love you 
And now that you’re bald 
I don’t love you 

* Prima/primo literally means cousin, but it’s also a common term of affection. 

 

Here’s my breakdown of some of the choices Michelle and I made during this improvisation exercise. 

I sang “Tiriti tran tran tran” which is a typical way to begin alegrias. The words do not have any meaning. 

After I finished, Michelle decided to punctuate it with her entrada (entrance) which in this case was a bit 

of footwork that could be as long or short as she wanted. It is not necessary to enter in this manner, but 

this was her choice. 

After that, I could have started singing right away but I didn’t. I took one compás for the dust to settle, 

so to speak, before commencing with the letra. She just had to hang out and wait. During the letra, she 

did a couple of remates. Again, this was her choice. Because she was familiar with the letra, she was 

able to do this in a way that complements the structure of the song. 

At the end of the letra, I went straight into a coletilla which literally means “little tail”. This is a repeating 

tag that is often sung at the end of a letra. It looks like Michelle thought I was going to sing it twice, 

which would be typical, but I didn’t. She was still in mid-dance so she chose to do a llamada after the 

singing ended to finish things off and bring it to a close. This is the kind of give-and-take that happens 

between all members of the cuadro. 

Mirabrá (5:13) 
Now it is Kirill’s turn. He interprets the letra according to how he feels in the moment in response to 

how I sing and how the guitarist plays. 

Here’s the text: 

Letra 
 
¿Ay, a mí qué me importa 
Ay, que el rey me culpe? 
Si el pueblo es grande y me abona   
Voz del pueblo, voz del cielo, anda   
Que no hay más ley que son las obras 
Con el mirabrá, que anda 

 
 
What do I care  
If the king blames me? 
The people are many and vouch for me 
Voice of the people is the voice of God 
There are no laws that are not in the books 
Let’s go with the mirabrá 
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Coletilla 
 
Que tiran bombitas 
Que tiran bombitas 
Que tiran bombitas 
Que tiran bombitas 
Seran del rey, 
De Gran Bretaña 

 
 
They throw bombs 
They throw bombs 
They throw bombs 
They throw bombs 
They are from the king 
Of Great Britain 

 
Before I get into what happens in the video, I want to explain a bit about my translation of this letra 
because it is a challenging one to put into English. Some say that mirabrás was created in Sanlúcar de 
Barrameda by José el Granaíno, also known as José el de Sanlúcar, a specialist in songs from 
Cádiz.  
 
The etymological origin of the word mirabrás according to some (but not all) comes from a 
degeneration of mira y verás (come and see). Robin Totton, in Song of the Outcasts, suggests 
that there is no clear meaning of the word “mirabrás”. 
 
Donn Pohren, in The Art of Flamenco, writes that “the mirabrás were undoubtedly inspired by 
the alegrias or a similar cante, as the compás and many other characteristics are identical.”  He 
notes that some scholars think the creator of this letra was a nobleman or member of the upper 
class who was being persecuted by the king. Totton is of the opinion that it may date from the 
Napoleonic wars because the words are reminiscent of the Liberal Declaration of 1811. Cádiz 
was the only city never to fall to the French. The declaration was made there and inspired the South 
American countries to break away from Spain.  
 
It is impossible to know how accurate these theories are, but this is what I have learned so far about the 
meaning and origins of this particular letra. 
 
Now, back to what happens in the video. Kirill did not wait for me to sing an entrada. He went straight 
into his footwork and the way he ended it was a clear signal to me and the guitarist that he was ready 
for the letra. During the letra, for the most part, he does marking steps with a few short flourishes that 
complement the song.  
 
After the letra ends, Kirill launched into some footwork but I wasn’t finished yet. He didn’t anticipate 
that I was going to sing the coletilla. He had to adapt his footwork combination to my choice to sing at 
that moment. 
 

Buleria por Fiesta (7:13) 
There are dozens of different styles of buleria letras, some that are intended to go at the end of other 
palos such as soleá, alegria or soleá por buleria, for example. Others are meant to showcase the singer 
and lend themselves to being danced in varying degrees. Buleria por fiesta is meant to be danced in an 
improvised, festive atmosphere. 
 
The first letra I sing is in a Phrygian mode which is a variation on a minor key. Here are the words: 
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Letra 
 
Esto que me está pasando 
Esto que me está pasando 
A la tierra se lo digo   
Cuando me esten enterrando 
A la tierra se lo digo   
Cuando me esten enterrando 

 
 
Whatever is happening to me 
Whatever is happening to me 
I will tell the earth 
As they are burying me 
I will tell the earth 
As they are burying me 
(e.g., I will take it to my grave) 

 
Coletilla 
 
Que te quiero que te quiero 
Pero de lachi no te lo peno 
 

 
 
 
I love you, I want you 
But I’m too embarrassed to tell you 

 
In the video, I start off with a temple which means to temper the voice. It is an opportunity for the singer 
to make sure they are in tune with the guitar. Sometimes this is called an entrada (entrance) for the 
singer. The words do not have any literal meaning. Kirill waits for me to finish this before jumping in with 
his llamada. The llamada is four compás long and that is fine. It’s his moment, so to speak. 
 
I start singing the letra and because I can see from his body language that he is expecting me to leave a 
one-compás break or respiro (breath) after the first line, I give it to him and he uses that time to do a 
remate. Kirill decided to finish off the last two compás of the letra with a footwork combination that 
goes on longer than the song. That is optional but fine with me because it gives me a moment to get 
ready to sing the coletilla. Kirill heads over to the side and backs up while clapping and looking at me. 
That’s a clear signal that he’s ready to finish his patada (improvised dance, literally a “kick”) so I sing him 
off with the coletilla. It is good manners to keep your patada short. 
 
The second letra I sing is in a major key and has a different structure from the first one. 
 

Letra 
 
Amante es pajarero 
Me trajo un loro 
Me trajo un loro 
Me trajo un loro 
Con las alas doradas 
Y un pico de oro 
Amante es pajarero 
Me trajo un loro 
 

 
 
My lover is a bird dealer/catcher 
He bought me a parrot 
He bought me a parrot 
He bought me a parrot 
With golden wings 
And a beak of gold 
My lover is a bird dealer/catcher 
He bought me a parrot 
 

Coletilla 
 
Ay mare mare 
Ay mare mare 
Yo crei que llovia y agua no cae 
Aguita no cae, agua no cae 

 
 
Oh mother, mother 
Oh mother, mother 
I thought it would rain, but it doesn’t fall 
Water does not fall, water does not come 
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In the video, Kirill goes first and Michelle follows. I sing the same letra for both of them. I start with a 
short entrada to set things up and when I’m done, Kirill starts with a two-compás llamada. I can see that 
he is a little less familiar with this letra because I notice how carefully he is listening to me. But that’s 
what happens when you’re improvising! The singer can choose to sing any letra they want and once the 
dancer has committed, they have to stick with it. Kirill adds some nice energy with his remates and 
before you know it, it’s all over. 
 
When it’s Michelle’s turn, she uses my entrada as her beginning. She mostly marks time during the letra 
and adds a llamada at the end so that we all finish at the same time. I suspect she thought she would do 
a two-compás llamada, but the song had one more line so she adapted by adding one more compás on 
the fly. Then, rather than exiting, she calls for me and Kirill to join her by clapping and making eye 
contact with us. The ending combination that we do together is an example of a typical group ending for 
bulerias that might be done at the end of a show. 
 
All these examples illustrate the symbiotic relationship between all members of the cuadro, especially in 
an improvisational setting. Anything can happen when you take the risk to improvise or even perform a 
set choreography live. The more you experience these situations, the more you practice and prepare, 
the more you will enjoy the thrill of success when everything falls into place in the moment.  
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Glossary of Terms 
 

For a comprehensive glossary of additional terms please visit www.oscarnieto.com. 

 

Cante – song or singing. 

Cierre – literally “close”. Also called remate (to finish). 

Coletilla – literally “little tail”. A short verse, often repetitive, that can be tagged on to the end of a letra 

(verse). 

Compás – In my view, the word compás has several meanings: 

• It can refer to the time signature of the flamenco form or palo. Time signature refers to the 

number of beats in each measure or bar of music and is usually expressed as a fraction with the 

first number representing the number of beats, for example: 2/4, 3/4, 4/4, 6/8, 12/8. 

• It can refer to patterns of accents played within the time signature to create rhythm. 

• It can refer to one measure or bar of music. 

• It can refer to the tempo or speed. 

• It can refer to being in time with the music. 

• It can mean being in a sympathetic “groove” with the rest of the group. This is beyond merely 

being in time. 

Concentric contraction – tightening/shortening of muscle. 

Cuadro – flamenco ensemble traditionally consisting of a singer, guitarist, dancer(s) and, perhaps, a 

percussionist. 

Eccentric contraction – lengthening of muscle. 

Enganche – literally “hook”. I use this term to describe a way of linking different combinations of steps 

together in a 12/8 compás. 

Entrada – entrance. The dancer, singer, guitarist, percussionist etc., all make an entrada. Also called 

salida (go out). 

Floreo – hand movements. This is not a universally-used term. Other words include manos (hands) and 

muñecas (wrists). 

Golpe – literally “strike” or “hit”. The entire foot strikes the floor. 

Letra – a verse of a song. 

Llamada – literally “call”. Typically a combination of footwork that signals a change in direction or 

finishes a section. 

Marcaje – steps used to mark time during a letra (as opposed to doing footwork, for example). I also use 

this term specifically to refer to a basic marcaje that is used in all time signatures. 
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Palmas – hand-clapping. 

Altas – literally “high”. Palmas with a clear, high-pitched, sharp tone. Also called claras (clear). 

Sordas – literally “muted”. Palmas with a soft, muffled tone.  

 

Palo – song form. 

Paseo – literally “walk”. I use this term to describe a laterally-moving step in 12/8 compás. 

Patada – literally “kick”. A short, improvised dance usually performed in an informal setting. 

Peso – literally “weight”. An important element of the flamenco aesthetic; a sense of groundedess and 

internalized, intentional movement. 

Picado – this is a term unique to me. It means to make a motion like a pick or to chop something up. It is 

a two-part movement. The ball of the foot (planta) hits the floor and is followed by the heel (talon) of 

the same foot dropping. Also called planta talon. 

Planta – the ball of the foot. 

Relevé – raising and lowering the heel (talon) while maintaining pressure on the ball of the foot (planta). 

Remate – to finish. Typically a combination of footwork that marks a break in the singing or closes off a 

section. Also called a cierre (to close). 

Respiro – literally “breathe”. When the singer takes a compás (or more) to take a breath during a letra 

(verse). 

Talon – to strike the floor with the heel of the foot while the ball of the foot (planta) remains on the 

floor. 

Temple – to “temper” the voice. Often used as an entrada (entrance) for the singer to become in tune 

with the guitar. 
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Recommended Resources 
 

Of course, the internet is a vast resource for dancers and musicians wishing to take online classes, view 

performances and learn more about flamenco. I encourage all students and aficionados to take 

advantage. I get a lot of inspiration from watching videos online. 

Practice Resources 

Two specific practice resources that I find indispensable are: 

Solo Compás – this is one of many examples of a series of music recordings that I use all the time in class 

and in practice.  There are many recordings for different palos that have purely percussive tracks, others 

with guitar and some that are entire performances with the different sections broken out into separate 

recordings. Readily available online. 

Doctor Compás – this is one of many downloadable apps which is a flamenco-specific metronome. It 

visually highlights the standard musical accents for various palos and is a wonderful tool for practice. 

Books 

Bennahum, Ninotcheka Devorah. Antonia Mercé “La Argentina”: Flamenco and the Spanish 

Avant Garde. Wesleyan University Press. New Hampshire, USA. 2000. 

La Meri. Spanish Dancing. A. S. Barnes & Company. New York, USA. 1948. 

Pohren, Donn E. The Art of Flamenco. Musical New Services Limited. Guitar House. Shaftesbury, 

England. 1984. 

Sevilla, Paco. Queen of the Gypsies: The Life and Legend of Carmen Amaya . Sevilla Press, San 

Diego, California, USA. 1999. 

Totton, Robin.  Song of the Outcasts: An Introduction to Flamenco. Amadeus Press. Portland, Oregon, 

USA. 2003. 

 

 

 

 

 


