               SPAIN WITHOUT BORDERS
Program Notes by Adam Kent
The spell of Spain extends well beyond the country’s geographic borders, inspiring native and foreign-born composers alike. “Spain Without Borders” celebrates the music of Spanish composers living abroad as well as non-Spanish composers enchanted by the nation’s musical idioms. Spain has always been a cultural melting pot, and its artists have sought to integrate international influences in their work. Tonight’s program includes as well music composed by Spaniards who found inspiration beyond Spanish borders.

Joaquín Nin-Culmell (1908-2004):  Tonadas
Joaquín Nin-Culmell’s Cuban-born father, Joaquín Nin, was a musicologist, composer, and pianist, whose research into early Spanish keyboard music and arrangements of Iberian folksongs have earned him an important place in the annals of Hispanic music. Nin-Culmell’s family pedigree may have predestined him to become a composer of Spanish-influenced music, even if he first saw the light of day in Berlin, where his father had temporarily situated the family to pursue professional engagements. In certain respects, Nin-Culmell’s work continued where his father’s left off, although the younger composer embraced a more astringent twentieth-century harmonic idiom. The forty-eight Tonadas for piano are diminutive settings of folk songs and dances from various regions of Spain, some collected during the composer’s visits to the peninsula, but most gleaned from published collections of folk materials. 

As a child, Nin-Culmell and his older siblings Anaïs (of diarist fame) and Thorvald spent several years living with their paternal grandparents in Barcelona, before immigrating to the USA. During the 1940’s, Nin-Culmell chaired the music department at Williams College, and returned to Spain in the 1950’s, the era of his Tonadas. From the 1950’s until his retirement in 1974, he served on the piano faculty of the University of California at Berkeley, and in his later years he divided his time between Oakland and Barcelona. 

The four Tonadas performed this evening from Volume I of the collection include a gentle Basque love song, a strident charrada from Salamanca, a neo-Renaissance dance from the province of Burgos in Old Castile, and a pugnacious alalá from the northwestern region of Galicia. Volume II provides a sprightly seguidilla and a deeply expressive working song both from Murcia, the first full of castanet and tambourine imitations, the second evocative of the melismatic improvisational style of southern Spanish field songs. Also from Volume II is a spirited muiñeira, or miller’s dance, from Galicia, suggestive of the gaita or bagpipe playing associated with that region. El cant dels ocells from Volume IV follows, a tune made popular by the legendary cellist Pau Casals. This most Jewish sounding folk song is actually the ubiquitous Christmas carol of Catalonia. Tonight’s selection of Tonadas concludes with a zany version of a jota from Castile, in this setting full of dissonance and bitonal episodes that earned the appreciation of Darius Milhaud.

Miguel  SEQ CHAPTER \h \r 1Ángel Roig-Francolí  (b. 1953): Suite Apócrifa and Songs of the Infinite
Roig-Francolí is a composer and music theorist, born in Ibiza.  He is currently Professor of Music Theory and Composition at the College-Conservatory of Music, University of Cincinnati.  His compositions have been widely performed in Spain, England, Germany, Mexico, and the United States. His orchestral works have been performed by the National Orchestra and Chorus of Spain, Orchestra of Spanish Radio-TV, Orchestra of the City of Barcelona, Municipal Orchestra of Valencia, Madrid Symphony Orchestra with the National Ballet of Spain, Tenerife Symphony Orchestra, Orchestra of the City of Palma, Symphony Orchestra of the Balearic Islands, Symphony Orchestra and Chorus of the City of Ibiza, Orquesta de la Comunidad de Madrid, Wayne State Chorus and Concert Orchestra (Detroit), University of Northern Florida Chorale with Orchestra of the Chamber Music Society of the Good Shepherd (Jacksonville), Xavier University Chorus and Orchestra, and CCM Philharmonia (Cincinnati). He has received commissions from the National Orchestra and Chorus of Spain, the Spanish National Radio, the Fundación Juan March, and the Foundation for Iberian Music (CUNY). His compositions are published by EMEC, Piles, and Fundación Juan March (Madrid).

Roig-Francolí is the author of two college-level textbooks, Harmony in Context (McGraw-Hill, 2003), and Understanding Post-Tonal Music (McGraw-Hill, 2008). His articles and reviews have appeared in Music Theory Spectrum, Journal of Music Theory, Early Music, Revista de musicología (Spain), Journal of Musicological Research, College Music Symposium, Analisi: Rivista de teoria e pedagogia musicale (Italy), Indiana Theory Review, MLA Notes, The New Grove Dictionary of Music and Musicians, and the Diccionario de la música española e hispanoamericana.  Among his many honors are first prize at the National Composition Competition of the Spanish Jeunesses Musicales (1981) and second prize at the UNESCO International Rostrum of Composers (Paris, 1982), both for Five Pieces for Orchestra; the Medal of Honor from the Superior Conservatory of Music of the Balearic Islands (2004); the University of Cincinnati’s A.B. “Dolly” Cohen Award for Excellence in Teaching (2007) and George Rieveschl Jr. Award for Creative and/or Scholarly Works (2009); and the Ramón Llull Prize from the Government of the Balearic Islands (Spain, 2010).

He has provided the following notes for his Suite Apócrifa and Songs of the Infinite:

The Suite Apócrifa is one of my early works, composed in Madrid in 1978-79, and premiered by Pedro Espinosa in Ibiza in 1980.  Each of the eight pieces was originally a veiled homage to one of the composers with whom I felt a particular affinity at the time.  Among them we find (although not in this order) J. S. Bach, Bartók, Debussy, Fauré, Satie, Schoenberg, Stravinsky, and Miguel A. Coria, my composition teacher in Madrid.  Each piece absorbs some elements of one of these composers’ style, in some cases very indirectly.  The title, Suite Apócrifa, refers to the inclusion of these “borrowed” styles in the context of my own music.  Nowadays I listen to the Suite Apócrifa as a collection of eight preludes, totally regardless of the composers who may have inspired them.  Stylistic discontinuities, numerous references to various styles of the past, and a continuous oscillation between tonal and post-tonal idioms, all contribute to giving this composition a clearly post-modern character, very appropriate to the beginning of the twenty-first century.
Songs of the Infinite, for violin and piano (2010) was commissioned by the Foundation for Iberian Music (CUNY, New York) and is dedicated to my wife Jennifer.  The original compositional idea was to evoke the concept of infinitude through rhythm, melody, and harmony, three musical elements which lend themselves to continuous unfolding and spinning out.  The piece, which is really a sonata for violin and piano structured in five movements, was composed with Jennifer’s violin playing in mind, and incorporates a variety of her requests in the form of particular sounds, expressive character, and even some specific notes on her violin.
Claude Debussy (1862-1918): Three Spanish-Influenced Piano Works
One need only contemplate such works as Bizet’s Carmen, Lalo’s Symphonie Espagnole, Ravel’s Boléro, Chabrier’s España, and a host of others to affirm that some of the greatest Spanish music was composed by the French. Claude Debussy, who spent merely a few hours in his entire life south of the Pyrénées, wrote some of the most authentically Spanish sounding music in the repertory. For Debussy and his compatriots, Spain represented exoticism, much as did the music of Asia or American jazz. In an essay entitled “Claude Debussy et l’Espagne,” published in the Revue Musicale shortly after Debussy’s death, Manuel de Falla expressed his wonderment at the authenticity of Debussy’s vision of Spanish music, and cited him as a major influence on contemporary Spanish composers. Indeed, Falla would quote a theme from Debussy’s La soirée dans Grenade in his own Le tombeau de Claude Debussy for guitar.

The triptych of piano works by Debussy performed tonight represent the composer’s assimilation of the Spanish idiom in his evocative keyboard music. La puerta del vino,  from Préludes Book II, alludes to one of the gates to the Alhambra palace in Granada and was apparently inspired by a postcard depicting the site sent to Debussy by Falla. The piece is in the persistent dotted rhythm of a sultry habanera, and the interpretive directions ask for “de brusques oppositions d’extrême violence et de passionnée douceur” or “brusque contrasts between extreme violence and passionate sweetness.”  La sérénade interrompue, from Préludes Book I, is a programmatic work—perhaps Debussy’s response to Brahms’s Vergebliches Ständchen! The serenader arrives on the scene testing and tuning his guitar. He begins his amorous song, only to be interrupted by the rude slamming of a window. Undeterred, the suitor resumes his melody, this time rising to a passionate climax cut short by the swaggering gait of a night watchman. Enraged and frustrated, the lover responds angrily, takes up a final refrain, then disappears with  an ironic shrug. 

La soirée dans Grenade is the central movement of Debussy Estampes from 1903. Like La puerta del vino, the piece is in the rhythm of a traditional habanera, although the tableau-like organization results in greater contrasts and more vivid changes of scene and mood. While the great Spanish composers of the late 19th and early 20th centuries—Albéniz, Granados, Falla and Turina—had already composed their share of locally-flavored music by 1903, it seems to have taken this example from the foreign-born Debussy to show them a path to new keyboard techniques and elevate their evocations of Spain beyond the salonish style of much 19th-century piano writing. 

Isaac Albéniz (1860-1909): Jerez, from Iberia Book IV
If French composers of the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries were enamored of all things Spanish, their affection was abundantly reciprocated by their Spanish colleagues. Paris was the destination of choice for gifted Spanish composers of the era, who settled in the French capital to develop their craft and promote their careers. The influence of various French musical traditions on these composers is unmistakable. 

Isaac Albéniz subtitled his suite Iberia “Douze Nouvelles Impressions,” and the French-language reference gives some indication of the composer’s aesthetic orientation. Albéniz had been living in France for more than a decade when he began his magnum opus in 1905, and the hazy sonorities, frequent recourse to whole-tone scales, and coloristic handling of dissonance bespeak an immersion in the sound world of contemporary French composers. Indeed, French musicians from Debussy to Messiaen have been awestruck at Albéniz’s achievement in the Iberia suite, as the following quote by Debussy suggests: “Never has music achieved such differentiated, such colorful impressions, and the eyes close as if blinded by these pictures all too vivid in hue.” At the same time, the twelve pieces of Iberia each suggest the indigenous music of the peninsula, full of references to the Phrygian or gypsy mode, droning pedal points, and frequent approximations of guitars, castanets and other conventional Spanish folk instruments. Throughout the collection, Albéniz structures his music along traditional sonata-like lines, and part of the compositional miracle is the inherent folkloric quality he is able to impart to such a time-honored structural procedure. The title of the work may allude to the peninsula in its totality, although in reality, eleven of the twelve pieces evoke places and scenes of Andalusia. Although born in Catalonia, Albéniz always maintained a special affection for the music of this southern part of Spain, fondly proclaiming “Soy un moro” (“I am a Moor”). The finger-twisting thickets of notes characteristic of much of the writing have been a source of complaints from many interpreters over the years. Albéniz’s retort to the French pianist Blanche Selva, the dedicatee of Book II, gives some indication of his playful spirit: “J’ai écrit cela pour voir tes petites mains blanches bibeloter.” (I wrote that to see your little white hands work like knick-knacks.”)

From the start, Albéniz had envisioned his Iberia as a collection of twelve pieces arranged in four volumes. Finding the right piece for the second number of the final volume apparently caused the composer some hardship, however. At one point, Albéniz seemed fixed on using Navarra, a lively evocation of a northern Spanish jota he would ultimately leave unfinished at his death. Then, in several letters, he alluded to pieces connected to León and Valencia as possible contenders, although no traces of these compositions have ever been discovered. In the end, though, the final work of Iberia to be composed and to take the central place in the collection’s last volume was Jerez, an allusion to the Andalusian town of Jerez de la Frontera, whence comes the eponymous spirit. In the manuscript, Jerez is subtitled “bolero aburrío,” a slow version of one of the region’s signature gypsy dances. The piece is essentially a large-scale sonata form, although the key of the main theme vacillates between A Minor and E Phrygian, an ambiguity typical of the suite. The first thematic area is full of the parallelisms and droning pedal points beloved of contemporary French composers, and the secondary theme is a deeply expressive vocal copla. Several brilliant guitar-like flourishes confirm the work’s Andalusian pedigree, and the hazy, indolent atmosphere puts one in mind of copas of sherry in the warm Spanish sun.

Enrique Granados (1867-1916): Three Piano Works
The three works by Enrique Granados which conclude this evening’s program represent three different aspects of “Spain Without Borders”. Danza Española No. 9 hails from a collection of a dozen charming Spanish dances composed by a young Granados during his student days in Paris in the 1880’s. These pieces mark the composer’s first international success and remain popular for their easy tunefulness and winning folkloric rhythms. The ninth dance is subtitled ”Romántica” and is one of the most overtly virtuosic numbers of the collection. The piece is essentially a rondo form, in which a brilliantly chordal primary theme alternates with more coquettish interludes. The harmonic language is simple, and the droning pedal points and open fifths point to a folkloric inspiration.

Escenas románticas was composed in Spain and premiered in Barcelona in 1904, but the suite of six pieces represent a Spanish composer’s longing to integrate foreign mainstream European influences into his work. As the title suggests, the collection is Granados’s tribute to nineteenth-century European romanticism, especially the keyboard writing of Robert Schumann and Frederic Chopin. The opening Mazurka recalls many of the Polish composer’s in its melancholy introspection and subtle counterpoint.

El pelele was inspired by a cartón, or tapestry design, by Francisco Goya, which depicts four majas’ tossing a dummy in a blanket. The work is frequently coupled with the composer’s piano suite Goyescas as a brilliant concluding number. 

There are different accounts concerning Enrique Granados’s initial exposure to Francisco Goya’s art work. Some scholars suggest that the Spanish composer’s infatuation with Goya stemmed from his student days in Paris in the 1880's, when he frequented the artistic studio of Francesc Miralles. Other authorities maintain that a visit to the Prado Museum in 1898 was the turning point. In any event, as Granados related in a letter to the pianist Joaquim Malats in 1910, the impact was enormous:

“I fell in love with Goya’s psychology; with his palette; with him; with the Duchess of Alba; with his quarrels, loves, and flattering words; with the rosy white of the cheeks against the Spanish lace and the black velvet with the decorative clasps...those tight-waisted bodies, hands of jasmine and  mother-of-pearl resting on black trinkets...They have turned my head, Joaquim.”

Granados’s passion for Goya’s work found expression in several outlets. The composer penned a series of sketches—currently housed at New York’s Pierpont Morgan Library—in imitation of Goya’s etchings. He also resolved to convert his visual impressions into musical ones, composing a number of short piano works under the spell of Goya’s art, as well as the song cycle Tonadillas. His ultimate tribute to the Aragonese painter took the form of a cycle of six substantial piano works, the Goyescas. Most critics consider the work Granados’s masterpiece, as well as–along with the Iberia of Isaac Albéniz–one of the pinnacles of the Spanish piano repertory. Granados himself seemed to recognize his achievement, writing again to Joaquim Malats: “Goyescas is payment for all the efforts I have made to arrive; for they say I have arrived.”

On the advice of the American pianist Ernest Schelling, an indefatigable promoter of the composer’s work in the U.S., Granados determined to convert the Goyescas into an opera. To this end, he engaged Ferdinand Periquet–who had provided the texts for the Tonadillas–to provide a libretto, and set about orchestrating the piano score. El pelele provided the music for the opening tableau of the opera, although in its pianistic version it is frequently coupled with the suite to furnish a brilliant concluding number. 

The operatic version of Goyescas was to be premiered at the Paris Opéra in 1915, but the outbreak of World War I led to an indefinite delay. The Metropolitan Opera of New York stepped up to the plate, committing to the January 1916 premiere. Granados and his wife made their first trans-Atlantic crossing to attend the performance, and the composer took advantage of the occasion to offer several concerts throughout the US, where he already had a considerable following. The opera was well received in the New York press, and at the last minute Granados received an invitation to participate in a concert at the White House. 

Accepting this engagement and the related diplomatic formalities at the Spanish Embassy required a change in the composer’s return travel plans, however. The S.S. Sussex, the steamer which carried Granados across the English Channel in March 1916, was torpedoed by a German submarine, and Granados and his wife perished in the icy waters. On the basis of certain survivor accounts,  the romantic legend has persisted that Granados was safe a in a lifeboat when he jumped into the sea in a failed attempt to save his wife. Alicia de Larrocha once suggested a slightly less chivalrous scenario, however, pointing out that Granados had a life-long fear of the water, whereas his wife had been a championship swimmer. Regardless of who jumped in after whom, the two succumbed together, leaving five children orphans and depriving the music world of still more promising projects. As Granados wrote to the Spanish composer Amadeu Vives from New York: 

“At last I have seen the realization of my dreams. It’s true that my hair is turning white, yet one could say that I am beginning my work, that I am filled with confidence and enthusiasm to work more and more...I have a world of ideas.” Alas. The music which was to bring Granados lasting success beyond Spanish borders was also to be his swansong. 

PAGE  
1

