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Halffter’s own idiom. A cadenza-like introduction leads to a flamenco-like
dance, a snatch of tune, another cadenza, and a final defiant cadence. Halffter
himself had only a year to live, but he sounds, as ever, imperturbably in full
command of his material and his instrument.
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Ernesto Halffter
(1905-1989)

The Piano Music

Martin Jones

1 Espagnolade (1937) 4.39

Crepusculos (1920, rev.1936). Tres Trozos Liricos para piano
2  I  El Viejo reloj del Castillo 5.43
3  II  Lullaby 1.59
4  III  Una ermita en el bosque 3.08

5 March joyeuse (1922) 2.43

Piezas infantiles (1919) with Adrian Farmer
6  I Serenata 0.44
7  II Valse 1.09
8  III Petite March 1.14

9 Sonata (1926, rev.1932) 6.00
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fleeting fantastic gestures centre at last on a triad of F-sharp minor, the
archetypal key of Chopin’s most personal meditations.

Halffter’s second Sonata for piano, composed two years before in 1985, is
subtitled Homenaje a Domenico Scarlatti. The first Sonata had already been
such a homage, but this one revisits the taut yet episodic single-movement
Scarlattian sonata form with yet more biting intensity. The Baroque influences
lie less openly on the music’s surface, though the sequences, mordents and
grace-notes refer distantly to Baroque formulae. This sonata, unlike the first,
sticks even more closely to Scarlattian formal formulae, in that the movement is
in two halves, both of them repeated: an energetic exposition, and then a short,
impressionistic development and coda (during which Halffter alludes to
Scarlatti’s famous ‘Cat’s Fugue’ from the Baroque master’s G minor Sonata, K.
30). At the end, a single glissando flourish does duty for final cadence. The first
performance, given at the Prado Museim in honour of the bicentenary of
Scarlatti’s death, was given on a harpsichord, but Halffter conceived the work
for piano.

Homenaje a Rodolfo Halffter, the first of three homages composed in 1988
- they are sometimes regarded as a triptych, with the overall title Homenajes a
Tres Compositores Españoles - is Ernesto Halffter’s memorial for his elder
brother, who had died the previous year in Mexico City. It is a kind of berceuse
that implies intense feeling with exquisite restraint. A brillante middle section in
fanfare style in fact alludes to one of Rodolfo’s early piano works. The grave
harped chords of the final section introduce the bleak, bell-like closing bars.

Homenaje a Federico Mompou memorializes the great Catalan composer,
and has something of the melodic and textural simplicity of his popular
Canciones y Dansas on folk themes. A sad (Dolentemente) little tune encloses a
central section of tolling, bell-like chords. By contrast Homenaje a Joaquin
Turina, written like the Mompou memorial in July 1988, is a more brilliant and
flamboyant piece, as befits the master of Madrid. But like the others it is brief, a
series of snapshots of music Turina might be associated with, entirely in
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conversational continuation. Like many pregones the piece is essentially a rumba.
The Habanera is a languorously effective contrast, being an essay in the famous
dance, which originated in Havana but had by the 20th century become
domiciled in Spain. The left-hand immediately sets up the Habanera rhythm,
while the main tune is as near as Halffter ever comes to the spirit of a hit song.
The piece evokes the delicious indolence induced by the warmth of the
Caribbean locale.

Nearly 30 years elapsed – years occupied with several major works as well
as his labours on Falla’s Atlantida – before Halffter brought forth another piano
piece. The Preludio y danza was completed in Madrid in June 1974, for the
inauguration of the new house at El Escorial of Halffter’s friends, the Alonso
Ortiz family. The Prelude, marked Andante molto sostenuto ed espressivo, is an
impassioned, perhaps even anguished piece, more dissonant in harmony than
most of the preceding works, though it still has the air of a Baroque invention.
Its chordal opening gives way to a rapid, metallic flurry of figuration and then
the harsh chords return, intensified; a scrap of dolce melody is silenced by the
concluding Pesante chords. The Dance is a percussive, impish Allegretto vivace
toccata with a touch of the diabolic about it.

Halffter’s final piano works, in many ways a summation of a lifetime’s
composing experience, were a group of homages and memorials written in
1985-88. The precocious young man of 70 years before was now an eminence grise,
a respected elder statesman of Spanish music. The Nocturno otoñal recordando
a Chopin (Autumnal Nocturne, remembering Chopin) of 1987 was written for
the birth centenary of and dedicated to the memory of one of Chopin’s greatest
exponents, Artur Rubinstein, ‘con viva admiración y gratitud’. In a sense this is like
a fourth and immeasurably more sophisticated member of the early Crepusculos
cycle. The music emerges almost dream-like out of a Lento e mesto introduction
before recalling the textures and melodic contours of a Chopin Nocturne with
Halffter’s own personal harmonic alchemy. The dissonant resonances and
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Three dances from the Ballet Sonatina (1927)
10  I La pastora 3.30
11  II Las Doncellas 3.52
12  III La gitana 3.43

13 Gruss (1940) 2.22

14 Llanto por Ricardo Viñes (1943) 3.52

15 Serenata a Dulcinea (1944) 5.22

16 Pregón. Cuba (1945) 2.40

17 Habanera (1945) 4.11

18 Preludio y danza (1974) 5.19

19 Nocturno otoñal Recordando a Chopin (1987) 3.47

20 Sonata. Homenaje a Domenico Scarlatti (1985) 5.38

21 Homenaje a Rodolfo Halffter (1988) 3.12

22 Homenaje a Federico Mompou (1988) 2.32

23 Homenaje a Joaquin Turina (1988) 1.51

Playing Time 79.23
Recorded by Nimbus Records at Wyastone, Monmouth UK

29 & 30 November 2006 and 14 May 2007
cover photo:  istockphoto. 16th century windmills in Castilla La Mancha

c 2009 Wyastone Estate Limited © 2009 Wyastone Estate Limited
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Ernesto Halffter Escriche was born and died in Madrid. His Germanic name
Halffter comes from his father, Ernest Halffter Hein, a jeweller from Prussia who
married an Andalusian girl, Rosario Escriche Erradón, daughter of the painter
Emilio Escriche. Of their three sons Rodolfo, the eldest, and Ernesto, the
youngest, would both become composers, and so would a grandson, Cristóbal
Halffter (b. 1930), nephew of Ernesto and Rodolfo. Ernesto Halffter’s musical
gifts showed themselves at a very early age – his earliest attempts at
composition began when he was six. He studied at the Colegio Alemán (German
College) in Madrid, where his piano teacher was a Hungarian, Fernando Ember.
Ember gave the first public performance of Halffter’s Crepúsculos for piano at
Madrid’s Ritz Hotel in 1922. He also studied with the critic Adolfo Salazar
(whose attention had been attracted by some of Halffter’s youthful settings of
Heinrich Heine), the composer Oscar Espla and – most importantly – Manuel de
Falla, who exercised an enormous influence on Halffter both musical and moral.
Salazar introduced Halffter to Falla in 1923, and the older composer
immediately accepted him as a pupil. Halffter went to study with Falla in
Granada, and the older composer arranged for his works to be published by the
Parisian house of Max Eschig. He also had Halffter appointed to the post of
conductor of the Orquesta Bética de Cámara de Sevilla, which had just been
founded under Falla’s aegis.

In 1925 Halffter, still aged only 20, was awarded the Premio Nacional de
Música for his orchestral Sinfonietta. He spent the years 1926-28, like many
another Spanish composer, in Paris, studying with Maurice Ravel, and here he
formed friendships with Poulenc, Milhaud and other members of ‘Les Six’. In
1928 he married the Portuguese pianist Alicia Camara Santos. In 1931 his
Sinfonietta represented Spain at the Festival of the ISCM held in Oxford. In Spain
Halffter was already regarded as one of the most important of the ‘Group of
Eight’ (Grupo de los Ocho), the composers that represented music in  the so-called

‘Generation of ‘27’, the literary and musical grouping which came to dominate
Spanish arts until 1936, at least until the declining years of the Franco
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Paris and whose name is indissolubly connected with the music of Debussy,
Ravel, and Falla, by virtue of his having premiered so many of their works.
Halffter’s tribute was composed after 29 April 1943, the date of Viñes's death in
Barcelona, and was premiered on 20 December of the same year by the
Portuguese pianist Elena da Costa. This noble and deeply-felt elegy is based on
the idea of sweetly arpeggiated chordal writing alternated with stern, non-
arpeggiated harmonies, the whole adding up to a kind of extended chorale with
plangent dissonances and acciacaturas.

The Serenata a Dulcinea evokes the knightly idealism of Don Quixote – not
from the Don Quixote of Cervantes but from the Portugues playwright Carlos
Salvagem’s heroic farce Dulcinea, premiered at the Teatro Nacional in Lisbon in
January 1944, for which Halffter provided the music. He arranged this Serenata
from it in 1945. It is dedicated to Maria Isabel de Franco. The staccato writing
imitates the plucked strings of a guitar. While it seems at first quite a cheerful
piece, the main song-like component, marked dolce espressivo, has a melancholic,
pleading air, and it is this that develops, with the guitar-like accompaniment
becoming secondary. From its initial A minor the piece moves into a grave C
minor moderato assai episode in which we seem to hear the accents of the
melancholic knightly fantasist speaking of the Golden Age. As so often with
Halffter, the little coda does not round off the proceedings so much as leaving
the music hanging in the air.

Two ‘Cuban’ pieces date from 1945 and were written for the film Bambú,
premiered in Madrid on 15 October 1945. Directed by José Luis Sáenz de
Heredia, this is a love story set in Spanish Cuba during the period of its
independence following the war between Spain and the United States in 1898.
Halffter’s Pregón (the word means ‘announcement’) refers to a type of Cuban
popular song based on a street-seller’s cry. Halffter’s example is dedicated ‘À
Jean Marietti, mon cher ami et éditeur’ and is a lively study in sinuously
swaying 5/8 rhythm. The street vendor’s cry can no doubt be heard in the

‘barking’ falling fourth with which the main melody begins, and in the almost
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had entered into a contract with Eschig to write three sonatas, but on the
strength of this piece managed to get away with just one.)

If Halffter’s Sonata is short, one of his longest works, paradoxically, is a
ballet to which he gave the title Sonatina. This 40-minute piece composed in
1927 for the Spanish choreographer Antonia Mercé and her Spanish Ballet was
inspired by a poem of that title by the Nicaraguan writer Rubén Darío (1867-
1916). Premiered in Madrid on 11 February 1928, it was subsequently staged
with great success in Paris. The ballet itself is of course an orchestral rather than
a piano work – but Halffter also made a piano transcription of it, as well as
extracting seven dances from it, dedicating them to his pianist-wife Alicia da
Camara Santos. Three of these are heard on the present disc. The charming

‘Danza de la pastora’ (Dance of the Shepherdess) is a vivacious Allegretto
showing a franker than usual evocation of Spanish folk music but also, in this
transcription, Halffter’s love of neo-Baroque keyboard writing. ‘Las Doncellas’
(The Maidens) is an elegant essay in Fandango rhythm. Here the Baroque
brightness of the first melodic strain is contrasted with the undulating, almost
oriental chromaticism of the second. Both elements are explored in different
combinations and contexts to a flamboyant climax and a dissolving coda. ‘La
gitana’ (The gypsy girl), subtitled ‘Escena y Danza’, is a real showstopper – a
classic piece in flamenco style, full of stamping rhythms and seductive, floridly
ornamented melody.

The short piano-piece Grüss (Greeting) is the first of the piano works to be
composed during Halffter’s residence in Lisbon, and is one of those works in
which one is aware of his German ancestry – not only is the title in German, but
so are almost all the performance directions. Here there is no hint of Spanish
idiom: it might almost be a miniature by Schumann. It was, in fact, a Christmas
greeting for Halffter’s father, and was not published until 1994.

As the years went on Halffter found himself increasingly writing
memorials for friends who had pre-deceased him. The first of these is the Llanto
por Ricardo Viñes, a lament for the great Catalan pianist who made his career in
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dictatorship, and included such writers and artists as García Lorca, Luis Buñuel,
and Salvador Dalí.

After conducting in South and Central America, Halffter was appointed
Director of the Seville Conservatory of Music at the age of 29, but did not remain
in that post for long. The Spanish Civil War dislocated or shattered the careers
of many Spanish composers; those who were associated with progressive
musical tendencies mostly went into exile. Halffter’s brother Rodolfo fled to
Mexico; he himself had already taken up residence in Portugal in January 1936
after receiving a year’s grant to work there; he would remain there until 1954,
eventually being awarded a professorship at the Instituto Español de Lisboa.
During this period he composed several scores for films by Spanish directors.

In 1957 Halffter accepted a commission to complete Manuel de Falla’s epic
cantata L’Atlantida, which had remained unfinished on the older master’s death
in Argentina in 1946. On and off, this task occupied him for many years: a first
version of the completion was premiered in 1962, but he continued to revise it
and the definitive form only appeared in 1976. Halffter also conducted and
lectured frequently in Argentina as a result of his close connexion with Falla,
who had made his final home there. In his old age Halffter was universally
acknowledged in his own right as one of Spain’s leading composers, and in 1983
he received the Premio Nacional de Música for the second time in his life, for his
lifelong service to Spanish music.

Sometimes described as ‘a cheerful perfectionist’, Halffter was a
painstaking composer who wrote mainly orchestral, choral, chamber and piano
music, drawing upon the rich traditions of Spanish folk music already opened
up by his great predecessors Granados, Albeniz, Pedrell and Falla, but
developing them in his own way. He was also, like the later Falla, eager to revive
the characteristics of clarity and rhythmic vitality of the Spanish Baroque
composers such as Domenico Scarlatti, the great Neapolitan keyboard master
whose career had flourished at the Spanish Court.
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Espagnolade was composed in 1937 and dedicated to Halffter’s great
friend the French pianist and teacher Marguerite Long. It formed part of the
album Parc d’attractions, a collective homage to Marguerite Long performed at
the 1937 Paris Exposition. Halffter’s work appeared alongside others by Arthur
Honegger,  Bohuslav  Martinů, Frederic Mompou, Vittorio Rieti, Alexandre
Tansman, Alexander Tcherepnin  and others. In A minor, it is a kind of parody
of all the clichés of Spanish music, wrapped up in a scintillating, ebullient
presentation. A guitar-like rhythmic motif keeps everything moving along, in
pasodoble rhythm, whether it be soulful cante hondo melody, an elegant
Andalusian air, florid vocal ornaments and so on. As the various elements are
delightfully shuffled and reshuffled there seems no reason why the piece should
ever stop, and Halffter, as if recognizing this, gives it no formal cadence but
simply freezes the motion onto a long-held unison E in both hands, fading to
nothing.

The earliest solo piano work that Halffter acknowledged was Crepusculos
(Shades), the set of three lyric pieces that first attracted attention to his precocious
talents. Composed at the age of 15 in 1920 and dedicated to the composer’s
parents, this little triptych is already remarkable for its confidence and natural
feeling for the instrument, not to mention its harmonic daring. ‘El Viejo Reloj del
Castillo’ (The Old Castle Clock) placidly ticks away in the left hand while cloudy,
impressionistic harmonies unfold above it. There is a hint of distant bells, and
then the clock itself seems about to chime but its sound is swallowed up in
murmuring (mormorando) figuration. The metallic chimes are the climax of the
piece, and then the ticking resumes in the misty, rather sinister twilight.

The second piece is a tender little ‘Berceuse’, on which Halffter’s brittle,
dissonant harmonies bestow a sense of porcelain fragility. The set concludes
with ‘Una Ermita en el Bosque’ (The little Chapel in the Woods), where
dissonant nocturnal half-lights, high in the treble register, contrast with snatches
of hymn-like fervour lower down, and a tolling, bell-like music that harks back
to the first piece. The bell, as if calling to prayer, has the last word.
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Halffter’s Marche Joyeuse (the title recalls Chabrier, and is probably meant
to) is a brilliant display-piece composed in May 1922, affectionately dedicated to
his first patron, the critic Adolfo Salazar. The composer was still only 17 years of
age. In addition to its rhythmic games of 3 against 4 and 5 against 6, it manifests
a crisp, brittle polytonality that aligns the young Halffter with his French
contemporaries among Les Six and gives rise to cheerfully raucous bursts of
fanfare in the middle section.

The earliest music on this disc are the three Piezas Infantiles for piano duet,
composed at the age of 14. They are child-like, and intended for children, but not
childish. The cheerful ‘Sérénade’ develops a slightly Prokofievan bite in its latter
stages, and the ‘Valse’ also starts out in pentatonic placidity only to land up in
more angular harmonic territory. The ‘Petite Marche’ keeps up its confident, if
stolid, momentum to a flurry of brilliant figuration in the final bars.

In comparison to these simple pieces is Halffter’s first Sonata for piano,
composed in 1926 in Madrid and revised six years later in Paris. Dedicated to
Janine Cools, wife of the composer Eugène Cools who was director of the Paris
music publishing house of Max Eschig, this is one of Halffter’s most virtuosic
and technically challenging works. It is not, however, expansive: this is a terse
and concentrated single-movement design in D major, in the spirit of the
keyboard sonatas of Domenico Scarlatti. The Baroque-style gestures are
immediately apparent, but presented in an altogether later harmonic idiom that
often approaches polytonality. The swaggering and spiky first-subject complex,
beginning ff con slancio, is contrasted with a smoother, more song-like dolce ed
espressivo second subject in the same tempo. A brief recall of the first subject
brings us to a cadence on the dominant, and then a fugue starts up, energico
articulato, on the main first-subject theme. Functioning as a sort of development,
this reaches an fff sostenuto climax and subsides to a tranquillo close in F-sharp. A
brief recitativo introduces a new, tender Cantabile episode, eventually recalling
the second subject, before a return to the opening thematic complex and a
grandiose coda marked Pomposo in an entirely undisturbed D major. (Halffter


