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Three pieces (1940)
Gato
Bailecito
Tierra Linda

1
2
3

1.25
3.34
3.33
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Tre Sonatinas ‘Sobra ritmos de la manera popular argentina’ (1949)
II Retama. Allegretto
4.35

5
6

La niñas (1953)
Romance de Cuyo (La Zamacueca) (1953)

5.56
5.04

7
8

Diez Preludios (1952)
IV Margarita. Grave
VII ¡Cuantas estrellas! Allegretto scherzando

3.22
1.49

Diez Cantilenas Argentinas (1958)
9
II Adolescencia. Allegretto moderato molto espressivo
10
V Abelard Olmos. Andante sostenuto
11
VII Herbert. Andante

4.21
5.10
6.11

12 Tres Romances Nuevos (1955)
I
La niña del rio dulce. Scherzando, un poco vivo

7.13

Las Presencias (1961)
13
II Ortega. Andante sostenuto
14
III Federico Ignacio Cespedes Villega. Allegro
15
IV Mariana. Sostenuto

3.45
3.59
2.50
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V

Horacio Lavalle. Andantino

4.47

Diez Cantos Populares (1974)
17
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1.29
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The history of Argentine concert music during the 20th century was a process of the
absorption of various European influences and their melding with more indigenous
traditions. In the late 19th and early 20th centuries Argentine composers tended to study
in Europe or North America, and the result was the appearance of a number of striking
personalities who eventually attracted world-wide attention. Three names now stand
out: Alberto Ginastera, who applied techniques he observed in Bartók and Kodály to
Argentine folk models; Mauricio Kagel, whose music explored elements of theatre,
surrealism and the absurd; and Astor Piazzolla, the supreme master of the Tango, who
succeeded in spanning the divide between popular and sophisticated tastes.
In addition to these stylistically extremely diverse figures, a number of composers of
high quality remained known principally only within Argentina itself, working especially
with a harmonic palette inspired by the guitar, and various stylizations of dance rhythms,
and the leading creative figure among them was
Guastavino’s music remained firmly based in the language of the late 19th and early
20th century, maintaining that music should be based on singable melody and tonal
harmony, and written for the here and now, not for discovery by future generations. He
succeeded instead in creating a national music that was genuinely popular and
accessible to a very wide audience, and he exercised a significant influence on a
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younger generation of composes who grew up in the 1960s and 70s. A talented pianist
whose flamboyant playing style is reflected in his mode of writing for the instrument,
Guastavino’s piano works enshrine the essential characteristics of his musical
personality.
Carlos Vicente Guastavino was born and died in the town of Santa Fé, capital of the
northern Argentine province of the same name. Born on 4 May 1912, the third of six
brothers, he was the son of a painter and decorator, and was originally intended for a
scientific career. When he moved to Buenos Aires he completed a degree at the
national university and began a career as a chemical engineer. However, on a music
scholarship, he continued his piano studies at the National Music Conservatory while
becoming a private composition pupil of the composer and music educator Athos
Palma.
In the 1940s Guastavino became internationally known as a pianist, touring through
South America, and performed several times in London at the invitation of the BBC, and
received a scholarship from the British Council. In the 1950s he toured the USSR and
China as composer and performer. Guastavino’s later years were shadowed by
depression, and after the death of his mother in 1975 Guastavino abruptly gave up
composition for over a decade. Because of ill-health and failing memory he eventually
retired to his native Santa Fé, where he was looked after by his sister and died, aged 88,
on 29 October 2000.
Three short pieces from 1940 are among Guastavino’s earliest works, and the first two,
and
, rapidly became so popular that they really launched his reputation.
All three refer to the area of Argentina in which Guastavino was born and brought up.
Gato is a scintillating piece in A-flat: the title is Spanish for ‘cat’. The male dancer
pretends to court the girl with sinuous and elegant steps, perhaps meant to suggest a
cat, and reflected in Guastavino’s right-hand direction con mucha elegancia. The
Bailecito is a gentle dance known in Northern Argentina and Bolivia. Guastavino’s
languorously atmospheric piece, dedicated to the composer Manuel Gómez Carillo,
hovers around C-sharp minor, and here the direction is con mucha delicadeza. The title
of the third piece,
(beautiful earth, beautiful country) is a phrase often used
4
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to describe Argentina itself. A rhetorical, improvisatory opening leads to a vivacious F
major Allegretto in a typically flexible combination of 6/8 and 2/4 time-signatures. A
skittish but more melancholic central poco meno mosso with some will-o’-the-wisp
whole-tone harmonies and reiterated bell-like chords brings a foreshortened but
exuberant return of the opening music.
Guastavino was living in London when he produced a triptych of
,
marked Sobre ritmos de la manera popular argentinas – ‘on popular Argentine rhythms’.
Retama, an E minor Allegretto dedicated to the pianist Maria Inez Gómez Carrillo, is a
charming piece in waltz tempo.
(The Girls), dedicated to the
More complex are the two pieces from 1953.
actress Haydée Giordano, starts out as if it is going to be a charming miniature, but its
romantic tune unexpectedly develops in scale and intensity and proves to be only the
first part of a multi-sectional form instinct with passion and playfulness. Guastavino
creates a sense of several intimate dramas of love, ardour, disillusionment and affection
being played out on the ballroom floor, culminating in a hint of tragedy (marked
dramatico) before the innocent opening idea returns and then vanishes in a spiralling
upwards scale.
is subtitled
– that being a 19th-century dance that
originated in Peru. Cuyo is the mountainous, wine-producing region of Argentina which
includes some of the highest peaks in the Andes. Guastavino’s Romance starts off as a
skittish, quicksilver Allegretto in C-sharp but, like Las Ninas, generates a complex mix
of rhythms and passions as it proceeds. The first main section with its lilting dotted
rhythm is succeeded by an exuberant stamping section and then a smoky, soulful D-flat
cantabile that leads in its turn to an increasingly flamboyant waltz-time development,
and a barnstorming coda.
Guastavino’s set of
(10 Preludes), were composed in Santa Fé. They are
beautifully concise settings of Argentine children’s songs, carried out with all the charm
and resource at the composer’s command. But, while simpler than those of
Guastavino’s sonata-based works of the 1940s, they are more obviously polyphonic.
The model, though not the sound, would seem to be principally J. S. Bach. The melody
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of Margarita unfolds over a deep pedal, pulsing in dotted rhythm: Guastavino points
out in a footnote that the melody is actually a palindrome, and the Prelude itself has
palindromic features, unwinding (though not too literally) back to its beginning from its
mid-point. The delightfully-titled ¡Cuantas Estrella! (How many stars!) is a scherzando
piece which hints amiably that there are more things to do at night than gaze at the stars,
despite the twinkling harmonies of start and finish.
The
completed in Buenos Aires in April 1958 is
Guastavino’s other major cycle of the 1950s, and in contrast to the Preludios the
individual movements are more expansive, mostly evoking places or flowers. Indeed
Guastavino’s compositional manner seems to be changing: there are few really fast
pieces, and fewer relying on a strong dance-rhythm. Melody, harmony and rhythm are
all undergoing a process of refinement, and the result is more like lyric poetry than song.
No. 2 (Adolescensia), dedicated to the composer’s sister Ina, is a study in fluid, rather
melancholic chromaticism. Cantilena No. 5, an elaborate, even voluptuous Andante
sostenuto in F minor, is entitled Abelarda Olmos. The elaborate drapery of the music’s
arpeggiated figuration is stirred by touches of distant fanfare and the melancholic
serenade, it may be, of a hopeful suitor. A sudden, glittering quasi-cadenza, scurrying
down into the left-hand’s lowest register, seems an ironic route to the final bars. No. 7
(Herbert) is another multi-sectional movement, the serene melodizing of its opening
section giving way to a more enigmatic one dominated by a ‘monotonous’ two-note
staccato rhythm.
In 1955 Guastavino planned a set of
(Three New Romances),
but he appears only to have written two of them; certainly only two have been
published. The first is a quite extensive, episodic piece calling for considerable
virtuosity. La niña del rio dulce (The girl with the sweet laugh) is marked scherzando and
is full of elaborate and often brilliant piano writing as it decorates its creamy main
melody. Several delicate rhythmic figures may be the girl’s laughter. A slower, waltztime middle section in C sharp clearly steers her onto the dance floor and works up a
whirling exuberance before the materials of the outer section return in varied form:
there is a climax of ardour over a pulsing F-sharp pedal which persists as the melody
dies away.
6
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At the end of the 1950s Guastavino began to write a series of musical depictions of
people both real, remembered, or – most often – imaginary. He published five of these
‘imaginary portraits’ for solo piano under the collective title of
(Appearances). The nature of the characters portrayed may be inferred from the music.
‘Ortega’ begins in carefree mood with a lyric tune and a bit of dancing syncopation, but
the dance becomes infectious and increasingly flamboyant before the high simple tune
(perhaps Ortega whistles it) comes back to round off the piece. ‘Federico Ignacio
Cespedes Villega’, despite his dignified name, seems a capricious and energetic
character, perhaps a horseman, to judge from the riding rhythms discernible through
the piece’s many changes of metre. In fact this is a real virtuoso number, with several
subsidiary themes and a climax that radiates joie-de-vivre that persists to the ebullient
conclusion. ‘Mariana’, by contrast, is an exquisite lyric, a sad song of great melodic
purity simply accompanied with bittersweet harmonies, with a brief burst of tearful
chromaticism towards the end. ‘Horacio Lavalle’ seems a thoughtful man, but given to
swings of mood, from legato meditation to dry, bare staccato textures and passionate
chromatics and then languid musing again. The result is a rather complex, elusive piece
of great melodic attractiveness.

3.45
3.59
2.50

(10 Popular Songs) Guastavino offered a kind of
Finally, in the
ultimate distillation of his art. In his spare, clear, late style these short and songful pieces
reach deep into the essence of melody and present the results in concise, almost
crystalline forms. The fluidity of the melodic lines and the subtlety of their pianistic and
harmonic setting again prompt comparisons with late Fauré. The resemblance is
especially close in a piece like No. 8, where the melancholic intensity of the harmony,
further intensified by the tolling drum rhythm of the left hand’s repeated notes, creates
an impression out of all proportion to the mere physical dimensions of the work. It is
notable that here Guastavino eschews descriptive tempo-markings, merely indicating a
metronome mark and letting the interpreter find the inner character of the work. Mostly
elegiac and reflective, the Cantos Populares have not entirely abandoned the
exuberance and delight in strong rhythm of his earlier years, with the blithely capering
No. 10 a vivacious example.
Extracted from a longer note supplied for the ‘Complete Piano Music’
© 2008 Calum MacDonald
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