Building a Library - de Falla Nights in the Gardens of Spain





versions heard:





Blancard/Ansermet/SRO		DANT LYS457		1942


Ciccolini/Halffter			EMI CDZ 5 69236-2		1953


Colom/Pons/Granada			HARM HMC 901606		1996


Curzon/Jorda/NSO			DUTTON CDK 1202		1944


Haskil/Markevitch/Lamoureux	PHILIPS 462 859 2		1960


Jodelson/Mata/ Frankfurt Radio SO	OLYMPIA OCC 351		1987


Larrocha/Commissiona/SRO		DECCA 417 7712		1970


Loriod/Rosenthal/Paris Op		ADES 13272 -2		1959


Orozco/Colomer/SpanishNYO	AUVI V4724			1994


del Pueyo/Martinon/Lamoureux	PHILIPS 442 751 2		1955


Rubinstein/Ormandy/Philadelphia	RCA RD 85666		1969


Rubinstein/Jorda/SanFSO		RCA GD 60046		1957


Soriano/Serebrier/ECO		ASV CDDCA775		1991


Thiollier/Wit/PolishRSO		NAXOS 8 550753		1993








Music1


Rubinstein/Ormandy/Philadelphia	RCA RD 85666


Track 4.  Opening to 30”


then dip under speech, bring up again at 1’07, leave until 1’37, then lose.	1’37[1’37]





Manuel de Falla was saved from becoming the Spanish equivalent of Edward German by his studies with Felipe Pedrell, a student of folk-music, who encouraged him to go to Paris. He was there from 1907, when he was 31, until War broke out. In 1909 he conceived a set of Nocturnes for piano, perhaps by way of homage to his friend Debussy. They were a long time finding their final form as set of three pieces loosely based on Gardens in Spain, for piano and orchestra. They received their first performances in Madrid in 1916, and in the audience was - Artur Rubinstein.		37”





Music up and out.





And that was Rubinstein’s recording of it, 53 years later, with Eugene Ormandy and the Philadelphia Orchestra. Nearly everyone seems to have had a go at Nights in the Gardens of Spain. More Spanish pianists than any other nationality, of course, and their doyenne is Alicia de Larrocha. Here she is in 1970, with the Orchestra of the Suisse Romande conducted by Sergiu Commissiona. Notice how beautifully he moves into the fast section.			20”[57”]





Music2


Larrocha/Commissiona/SRO		DECCA 417 7712


Track 1 in at 1’07, lose at 2’36, where the bns have the thematic 2nds.		1’29[3’06]�
The bassoons reminding us there that nearly all the tunes in this first movement are made up from just a couple of notes next to each other.





De Falla’s long stay in Paris meant that he composed his piece with the sounds of French orchestras in his ears. They hadn’t changed all that much by 1953, when Aldo Ciccolini recorded The Gardens with de Falla’s disciple, Ernesto Halffter. Just listen to these gently throbbing horns - and that saxophone’s a bassoon.		30” [1’27]





Music3


Ciccolini/Halffter			EMI CDZ 5 69236-2


CD1, Track 1, in at 1’52, out at 2’46.				48”[3’54]





Unfortunately, Hallfter falls into the trap of enjoying local details so much that he never gets anywhere, and the fast section just had to burst in - rather clumsily - off its own bat. Now, here’s a marvellous old recording that never makes that mistake - the Suisse Romande again, with the fastidious Ernest Ansermet conducting Jacqueline Blancard in 1942.


			20”[1’47]


Music4


Blancard/Ansermet/SRO		DANT LYS457


Track 8, in at 2’15, out at 3’21					1’06[5’]





Ansermet had very firm ideas on what to do with a phrase. He wrote: ‘It’s easy for a conductor to put emotion into a phrase, for with just one phrase you can do pretty much what you want. That’s always easier than discovering its true sentiment, that which makes the phrase work in context, making its contribution to the sense of the entire work.’





Let Ciccolini and Halffter show us just what he means. De Falla wants this to be a flowing lead-in to the piano solo, marking only a tiny slow-down just before the piano entry!


				25”[2’12]


Music5


Ciccolini/Halffter			EMI CDZ 5 69236-2


CD1, Track 1, in at 3’22, out at 3’55				33”[5’33]





The next-door notes have worked themselves up into a little scale, up or down as the spirit moves the composer. A five-year old could play it, which makes it very hard for great virtuosos. Listening to Eduardo del Pueyo will give us the pleasure of hearing Jean Martinon shape the orchestral phrases with the Orchestre des Concerts Lamoureux back in 1955.


			20” [2’32]


Music6


del Pueyo/Martinon/Lamoureux	PHILIPS 442 751 2


In at 3’02, out at 4’25						1’23[6’56]�
Those French windplayers again! For that easy bit, del Pueyo was seeking salvation in literalism, but proving instead that you must do something with it. Here’s an excellent 1994 recording of Rafael Orozco with the Spanish National Youth Orchestra, conducted by Edmon Colomer.


			15”[2’47]


Music7


Orozco/Colomer/SpanishNYO	AUVI V4724


Track 1 In at 3’36, out at 4’40					1’04[8’]





Getting a bit self-indulgent there - remember those wise words of Ansermet.


The National Symphony Orchestra was formed in London in 1942, and used to practise out at RAF Northolt, wearing forage caps, I believe, so they could be seen to be in uniform. Clifford Curzon and Enrique Jorda make our next section work well in context, in a 1944 recording made with the NSO by Decca , with their revolutionary Full Frequency Range system. Still sounds marvellous.


		25”[3’12]


Music8


Curzon/Jorda/NSO			DUTTON CDK 1202


Track 12, in at 4’29, out at 5’20			51”[8’51]





François-Joel Thiollier, recording with Anton Wit and the Polish National Radio Symphony Orchestra for Naxos in 1993, don’t see the phrase like that at all. Instead of winding down into the new idea marked Poco Calmo, they slow down lots, and then speed up again.


		15”[3’27]


Music9


Thiollier/Wit/PolishRSO		NAXOS 8 550753


Track 5, In at 5’01, fade at 5’41			40”[9’31]





The many, many performers who stamp on the brakes all through this piece seem to be misinterpreting de Falla’s extraordinary unstable harmony. He has a knack of writing chords that sound firm at first and then want to topple over onto another chord - you’ll notice it all the time if you just try to imagine whether you could stop the music at any point, and feel it had finished. Its like riding a bike. You’re going to fall over at any moment, but the way to be sure you fall is to go too slowly. The skilful musicians lean into the curve and thrill us all.





There are some wonderful brooding string solos on a splendid disc from the Orchestra of the City of Granada. Recorded in the Manuel de Falla Centre, the musicians, with their conductor Josep Pons and pianist Josep Colom, really make it their own. Which it is, I suppose - this is the garden of the Alhambra Palace in Granada.


			45” [4’12]


Music10


Colom/Pons/Granada			HARM HMC 901606


Track12, in at 6’09, lose at 6’51				42”[11’30]�
Alicia de Larrocha treats this section as chamber music, shifting her beat to accommodate the wishes of her fellow-musicians.


		5”[4’17]


Music11


Larrocha/Commissiona/SRO		DECCA 417 7712


Track 1, in at 6’49, out at 7’53		1’04[12’34]








Commissiona makes de Falla’s rather too frequent trembling pauses into something of real mystery, but deLarrocha has to scamper off with the return of the tune. Curzon and Jorda manage much better: and Curzon’s repeated notes simply shimmer.


			15”[4’32]


Music12


Curzon/Jorda/NSO			DUTTON CDK 1202


Track 12, in at 6’59, lose at 8’13		1’14[13’48]





A grand climax concludes our twilight prowl round the first garden. The rather forceful Joaquin Soriano brings this out well, though he’s not quite so good at the more delicate moments.


		10”[4’42]


Music13


Soriano/Serebrier/ECO		ASV CDDCA775


Track 1, In at 8’03, lose at 9’20			1’17[15’05]





Joaquin Soriano with Jose Serebrier and the ECO, recorded in 1991.





One of the strangest aspects of de Falla’s piece is the profile of the piano. It’s not a piano concerto - the piano always collaborates and shares with the orchestra, and is often silent at moments of the highest musical significance. And yet it’s more than just a big celesta. The most successful performances are when the conductor and pianist both understand this. In particular, the conductor must take responsibility for the overall shape, since the pianist so often doesn’t have the opportunity to do that.





There are some amusing contretemps when old dogs refuse to learn new tricks. The elfin Rubinstein recorded Nights in the Gardens of Spain not only with Ormandy, but, in 1957, with Enrique Jorda, who had done so well in London with Curzon,13 years before.


		35”[5’17]


Music14


Rubinstein/Jorda/SanFSO		RCA GD 60046


Track5, in at top, out at 1’08			1’08[16’13]�
The off-beat kettle-drum is now firmly - and wrongly - on the beat, thanks to Rubinstein’s unilateral declaration of independence, speed-wise.





In her 1960 recording with Igor Markevitch and the Lamoureux Orchestra, Clara Haskil made a disappointing start. I get the impression that after a confused first movement from an aged pianist, Markevitch decided to stop deferring. Hear how he takes over, shaping beautifully.


		25”[5’42]





Music15


Haskil/Markevitch/Lamoureux	PHILIPS 462 859 2


Track 2, in at 56”, lose at 1’49		53”[17’06]





Some performers think de Falla needs help to be exciting. Concentrating on the fleeting moment, they forget the lengthening twenty minutes. Here’s Ted Jodelson from Dallas, whose publicity photo shows him standing, towering over a grand piano, arms spread wide in mingled threat and triumph.


			15”[5’57]


Music16


Jodelson/Mata/ Frankfurt Radio SO	OLYMPIA OCC 351


Track 2, in at 1’16, out at 1’51		35”[18’41]





Eduardo Mata and the Frankfurt Radio Symphony conspiring in a very Texan inflation of de Falla’s buttoned-up Europeanness.





The 1959 recording by Yvonne Loriod, the wife of the composer Messiaen, is spoilt by the fact that the recording engineer seems to have been having an affair with the harpist. At least it rams home the point that, while the first movement was about notes next to each other, this second one - entitled A Distant Garden - is about notes with another note in between.


		27”[6’24]


Music17


Loriod/Rosenthal/Paris Op		ADES 13272 -2


Track 6, in at 1’40, lose at 2’38		58”[19’39]�
The two themes effortlessly combined, and Loriod taking it all in her stride, not even breaking step. Many versions fall off their bike at this point - and at every similar point. That’s why we’re hearing none of the three recordings conducted by Fruhbeck de Burgos. There are a couple of other recordings that you’d think you wanted to hear until you actually did. Klemperer can hardly hide his contempt for the piece, and gets through it in record speed, a big surprise for those of us who only heard the television programmes he made shortly after his death. Stokowski’s recording with William Kapell, apart from being recorded in someone’s kitchen at breakfast-time, has a mysterious, perpetual and very distressing A sharp sounding throughout. Could be a kettle boiling. And there are a number of neutral versions that aren’t either bad enough or good enough to serve up in a short survey. Of those we’ve heard, we’ll have to drop Ciccolini (too clumsy, and we heard only the better of his two recordings), the mercurial Rubinstein (with regret), the tyro Jodelson, the harp-heavy Loriod, the Haskil, let down by its first movement, the stolid del Pueyo, despite Martinon’s conducting, and the over-forceful Soriano, though there’s some good things in that performance.





We’re left with Blancard with Ansermet, Curzon in the middle of the War, Orozco and the Spanish Youth, Colom in Granada, Alicia de Larrocha, and Thiollier in Katowice for Naxos.





The third movement storms up out of the bass of the piano, even as the second movement’s interval of the third makes its mysterious farewell. Here’s Thiollier and Anton Wit.


			1’20[7’44]


Music18


Thiollier/Wit/PolishRSO		NAXOS 8 550753


Track 6, In at 4’27 - track 7, 1’02	1’36[21’15]





The musical material has finally spread itself. Whole scales begin to appear! The Polish Orchestra’s noisy bathroom playing suits this section pretty well. The more delicate sections are spoilt on this disc, though, and too many of de Falla’s subtleties are overlooked. 





Here’s one more subtle approach from Alicia de Larrocha’s very active left thumb, which finds all sorts of counter melodies.


	20”[9’04]





Music19


Larrocha/Commissiona/SRO		DECCA 417 7712


Track 3, In at 20”, out at 2’10		1’50[23’05]








Now the pianist has turned into a Spanish gypsy singer. Very flexible and beautiful, but just a hint of trying to get it together, and not always quite managing it. Hear what Curzon did with this.


		5” [9’09]





Music 20


Curzon/Jorda/NSO			DUTTON CDK 1202


Track 14, in at 2’12, out at 2’53	40”[23’45]�
Only Curzon of all the pianists who have ever recorded the piece links the final twiddle with what went before, with such thrilling effect that I yelped out a spontaneous American Yess, when I heard it. Pity his piano’s so out of tune, though.





The singer yields to the stomping hidalgo - if hidalgos stomp. Orozco stomps well.


		15”[9’24]


Music21


Orozco/Colomer/SpanishNYO	AUVI V4724


Track 3, In at 3’16, out at 4’24.		1’08[24’53]








The youth orchestra makes him play a bit safe for speed, though.


No such problems for Colom and Pons in Granada, who squeeze all the bittersweet juice out of the music, without wallowing.


	5”[9’29]








Music22


Colom/Pons/Granada			HARM HMC 901606


In at 3’14, out at 4’22			1’08[26’01]








More excellent gypsy singing, this time from Blancard.


			[9’35]


Music23


Blancard/Ansermet/SRO		DANT LYS457


Track 10 In at 5’18, out at 6’04.	48”[26’49]





Makes you wish the recording quality were better.





De Falla’s ready to tie everything together. He makes a great climax with his winding, next-door notes, and underpins it with the savage theme, now tamed and satiated with the Spanish night. The Granada orchestra knows all about that! It may lack the opulence of more famous orchestras, but it has a marvellous wide-eyed nocturnal vision.


		25”[10’]


Music24


Colom/Pons/Granada			HARM HMC 901606


Track 14, in at 6’50 fade at 8’07.	1’17[28’]








But they haven’t got Denis Brain in charge of their horn section. And just listen to how Curzon and Jorda make the three repeated last bass notes sound just right - not one too many or one too few - a more difficult trick than it sounds. Its Sir Clifford and the boys in Air-Force blue for me, though the Granada orchestra gives them a fine run for it.


		20”[10’20]





Music25


Curzon/Jorda/NSO			DUTTON CDK 1202


Track 14, in at 7’20, out at 8’35


