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THE COMPOSER

Mario Castelnuovo-Tedesco was born in Florence,
Italy, but his ancestry traces directly back to a
Sephardic Jewish family that escaped the Spanish
Inquisition of 1492. The Italian name “Castelnuovo”
is derived from the Spanish province from which the
family traced their origins: “Castilla Nueva” (New
Castle). But the lengthier hyphenated name arouses
further curiosity, and can be explained as follows:
Castelnuovo-Tedesco’s paternal great-great-aunt married a banker by the name of Samuel Tedesco. Since
the Tedescos had no children of their own, they chose
Mario Castelnuovo-Tedesco’s grandfather, Angiolo
Castelnuovo, as their heir, but on the condition that he somehow incorporate the
Tedesco name so that it would not disappear. Hence, Castelnuovo-Tedesco.
Mario Castelnuovo-Tedesco’s musical style is filled with colorful harmonies and
a penchant for modal melodies. He studied works of the earlier generation of Italian
composers, including Ottorino Respighi and Alfredo Casella, and he was especially
influenced by the music of his teacher Ildebrando Pizzetti, whom Nicolas Slonimsky
called “the Grandmaster of the modern Italian school of composition.”1 Other influences on Castelnuovo-Tedesco certainly included Debussy and Ravel, whose music he
studied and played.
In the 1920s and 1930s, Castelnuovo-Tedesco’s career was flourishing, with
numerous performances and commissions throughout Europe. Musicians championing his compositions included Walter Gieseking, Arturo Toscanini, Jascha Heifetz, and
Andrés Segovia. However, by the mid-1930s, the dangers of remaining in Nazi-infested
Europe became chillingly apparent. When the Fascists in Italy enacted their anti-Semitic
1 Nicolas Slonimsky, Music Since 1900, Sixth Edition (New York: Schirmer Reference, 2001), 288.
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Racial Laws of 1938, Castelnuovo-Tedesco realized that he and his family had to flee.
With the aid of Toscanini and Heifetz, Castelnuovo-Tedesco and his family immigrated
to the United States, and eventually arrived in California. He found work with MGM
and other studios in Hollywood, composing music for films. He wrote soundtracks
for more than 200 movies, and he became the “go-to” teacher of younger aspiring film
composers. Though the bulk of his Hollywood work went uncredited, the work of his
students is widely known today—they included Henry Mancini, André Previn, Nelson
Riddle, Jerry Goldsmith, and John Williams.
In spite of his busy life as a film composer, the prolific Castelnuovo-Tedesco maintained a lifelong interest composing in several genres of concert music. These included
vocal music (songs and operas), overtures, music on Jewish liturgical and Biblical
themes, guitar music, chamber music, and solo piano music.
The present recording features both early and late piano works of CastelnuovoTedesco: two concert suites from 1924, and works from his later years in California.

THE MUSIC

Le Stagioni (The Seasons), Op. 33
Composed in 1924, during a very prolific period of his piano output, this work presents
Castelnuovo-Tedesco’s musical depiction of the four seasons, with a fifth movement,
Epilogue, that summarizes all four previous movements. This suite is dedicated to the
Italian pianist Clara Sansoni, who had been a piano student of Isaac Albéniz.
All of Castelnuovo-Tedesco’s seasons are strongly modal, using especially the
Phrygian and Dorian scales. The musical portrait of Winter is mournful and tragic.
The empty parallel fifths may remind some listeners of Act III of Puccini’s La Bohème,
when the opening snowy scene is musically depicted by icy parallel fifths. Spring uses
tightly wound, spiral triplets worthy of Mendelssohn. The rising melody suggests young
shoots emerging from the earth, and a strong sense of rebirth. Summer begins with a
bright, rhythmic ostinato in the right hand that remains throughout the piece, perhaps
representing the relentless glare of the sun. Respighi used similar upper-register ostinati
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in the first movement of The Pines of Rome.2 Or this striking musical idea may have
been inspired by the violin ostinato that Pizzetti used to stunning effect at the end
of his Sinfonia del Fuoco (1914). Autumn is the loveliest of these four musical seasons.
Undulating waves are heard rising and falling throughout the piece. The beautiful
Dorian melody suggests a nostalgic swaying dance.
An Epilogue ends the suite, providing an overall sense of sadness. CastelnuovoTedesco’s tempo indication is “Con malinconia (quasi recitativo).” Even the previously
energetic Spring is separated from its swirling triplets, accompanied instead by sad chromatic descending thirds that were first heard in the middle of Winter. Each flashback of
every season is increasingly more melancholic, and Winter, heard at the very end of the
Epilogue, is meant to sound, as the composer indicates, “a little more tired.”
Sonatina Zoologica, Op. 187 (1960)
Dedicated to Florentine pianist Ornella Puliti-Santoliquido (1906-1977), this work
contains musical images of four different garden creatures: Dragonflies, Snail, Little
Lizard, and Ants. 3 It is interesting to note that during the same year, the composer
wrote Il Bestiario, Op. 188, a set of twelve songs based on poems by Arturo Loria
(1902-1957), depicting birds, animals, and more insects. Loria’s poems are allegories
somewhat in the style of Aesop’s Fables. The reasons for the composer’s unusual focus
on creatures that year must be placed in context …
In 1958, Castelnuovo-Tedesco’s opera The Merchant of Venice won the prestigious
International Campari Prize, which promised a performance at La Scala. However, to
Castelnuovo-Tedesco’s great disappointment, the première never took place at La Scala;
the opera finally made its debut several years later, but in Florence. In his autobiography,
Castelnuovo-Tedesco explains why 1960 became his “year of animals.”
2 But it is difficult to attribute influence—Respighi’s Pines was not premièred until December 14, 1924!
3 The composer’s tempo marking for Formiche (Ants) is very telling—Molto attivo (Industrioso e

belligerante)!
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I returned to America. As I said, I was disgusted by both men and events,
so for a time, I dedicated myself to animals! The first work that I find in my
catalog in this category is Sonatina Zoologica for piano.
In 1916, in my distant youth, I wrote a short piece for piano entitled
Lucertolina (Little Lizard), which remained unpublished for many years,
until, finally in 1937, Casa Ricordi published it in their house magazine
Musica d’Oggi. This little piece was a curious atonal/polyrhythmic mix that
was quite bold for its time, partly inspired by some Japanese artwork, which
I then admired. …Casella liked Lucertolina a great deal and performed it at
several concerts. I promised to write him a series of short pieces inspired by
animals, in the manner of Ravel’s Histoires Naturelles (a piece which was very
dear to me), but I did not get to it. In 1960, Ornella Puliti-Santoliquido, the
brilliant pianist who had been Casella’s last and brightest student, told me
that she wanted to record an entire album of music inspired by animals. …
Hearing this, I promised her I would exhume Lucertolina and complete the
cycle. And this time I kept my promise! The result was Sonatina Zoologica
with Lucertolina reappearing as the third movement, functioning as a
scherzo. The other movements include an undulating and volatile Libellule
(Dragonflies), a meditative song-like Chiocciola (Snail), followed by a rondo
featuring busy Formiche (Ants). 4
Greeting Cards, Op. 170
During the last fifteen years of his life, Castelnuovo-Tedesco wrote Greeting Cards,
musical cryptograms honoring his friends through the secret coding of their names. He
composed a total of 51 such pieces. Many have never been published, and most of them
4 Mario Castelnuovo-Tedesco, Una vita di musica (un libro di ricordi), ed. James Westby (Fiesole: Cadmo,

2005), 617-618. Translation by James Westby.
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are rarely performed. These musical Greeting Cards were composed for solo piano (17)
and solo guitar (20), and the rest for various other instruments.
This recording includes the Greeting Cards that honor Walter Gieseking, André
Previn, and Nicolas Slonimsky. Below is an example of the cryptogrammatic solution
to creating musical tones for all of the letters of the alphabet. This example is from
Castelnuovo-Tedesco’s manuscript, archived in the Library of Congress.

Mirages for Piano on the name of Gieseking. Walter Gieseking (1895-1956) knew
Castelnuovo-Tedesco from the 1920s and 1930s in Europe, and they renewed their
friendship after the war, when Gieseking visited California. Since the pianist was
celebrated for his performances of Ravel and Debussy, the composer decided to allow
the musical notes of Gieseking’s name to take on an atmospheric “Impressionist” mood.
And Castelnuovo-Tedesco’s fortuitous title—Mirages—comes from a combination of
the titles of Ravel’s “Miroirs” and Debussy’s “Images.” 5
Tango for Piano on the name of André Previn. André Previn (b. 1929), as a young
pianist already comfortable in both classical and jazz styles, studied composition with
Castelnuvo-Tedesco, and went on to become a skilled composer and conductor. Early in
his years of study with Castelnuovo-Tedesco, the 23-year-old Previn attempted to write
a composition based on Castelnuovo-Tedesco’s name. Castelnuovo-Tedesco wrote in his
autobiography that this composition did not turn out so well. To console Previn (“per
consolarlo”), he proceeded to compose a Tango based on Previn’s name. That Tango
then became the first of the series of 51 Greeting Cards, Op. 170. 6
Slow, with variations on the name of Nicolas Slonimsky. Nicolas Slonimsky (1894-1995)
was a celebrated musicologist and lexicographer known for his unique blend of erudition and wit. Slonimsky was the editor of the fifth through eighth editions of Baker’s
Biographical Dictionary of Musicians, and also the creator of the iconic Music Since 1900,
in which every entry is famously written as a grammatically single (but not run-on!)
sentence. The alphabetic distribution of Nicolas Slonimsky’s name creates an awkward
and angular melody that would have lent itself easily to a dodecaphonic treatment, but
the composer determinedly keeps these Variations very tonal.

Slow, with Variations—on the name of Nicolas Slonimsky (1960)
Manuscript of opening of Mario Castelnuovo-Tedesco’s Greeting Card,
showing the derivation of the musical tones for this piece.
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5 Mario Castelnuovo-Tedesco, 556.
6 Mario Castelnuovo-Tedesco, 552.
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However, to spice things up, Castelnuovo-Tedesco concludes this musical homage to
Slonimsky with a fugue!
Piedigrotta 1924: Rapsodia Napoletana
Piedigrotta 1924: Rapsodia Napoletana was written just after Castelnuovo-Tedesco’s
marriage to Clara Forti, during a honeymoon trip to Naples, and it is dedicated to
his bride. “Piedigrotta” translates as “at the foot of the grotto,” referring to an ancient
Roman tunnel situated behind the church of Santa Maria de Piedigrotta. For hundreds
of years, on every September 8th, there was a spectacular parade in Naples, ending at the
church itself. By the 1830s, a song-writing contest was added to the festivities. Some of
those winning tunes are featured in this Neapolitan Rhapsody. Although this piece is
seldom performed, it is worth noting that pianist Walter Gieseking, a strong advocate
for Castelnuovo-Tedesco, gave its Berlin première in 1925.
Tarantella scura (Dark tarantella). Not unlike Ravel, Castelnuovo-Tedesco occasionally chose titles with a touch of irony. The joyous, swirling Italian dance known as the
tarantella here becomes a “dark” tarantella. Indeed, various harmonic touches, modal
and bitonal moments reveal the ominous side inherent in the dance. Also, the composer
shows his affinity for Satie-esque instructions to the pianist, choosing words such as
“scuro e minaccioso” (dark and menacing), and “disperatamente” (desperately).
Notte ’e luna (Night of moonlight). The composer creates an evocative nocturne-like
melody that seems to float weightlessly above the earth. Here, as in several other
moments of the Rhapsody, Castelnuovo-Tedesco reveals that the Spanish world of
Albéniz and Granados is never far from his sensibilities.
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Calasciunate. This movement features original tunes that recall the lute-like instrument
known as the Colascione. The Colascione was especially popular in Naples during the
17th century, used more for dance music than for Baroque continuo playing. It had a
very long neck, from 3 to 6 feet in length, and a small pear-shaped sound case. Paintings
of the puppet Pulcinella often show him holding a Calascione in his arms.
Voce luntana (Voice in the distance). This is Castelnuovo-Tedesco’s very haunting
improvisation on an old Neopolitan folksong called Fenesta che lucive (The Light in the
Window). In this song, a young man tells the sad story of returning to a shining window
only to find that it shines no longer. He has come to ask about his sweetheart who has
been ill. Her sister leans from the window and tells him that she has died and now lies
in the church graveyard. “She always cried when she slept alone, but now she sleeps with
death,” says the sister. He will never walk down that street again. Instead, he will walk in
the cemetery and await the day that death allows him to be with his sweetheart again.
The composer’s instruction regarding the final glissando says it all—“come una stella
cadente” (like a falling star…).
Lariulà! Finally, here is the approaching parade, and Castelnuovo-Tedesco is thinking
like a cinematographer, instructing the performer to begin pianissimo, “con una sonorità
fusa e ondeggiante … come uno scampanio lontano … alle prime luci dell’alba” (… with
a sound soft and wavy, as church bells in the distance at the first light of dawn …). As
the revelers approach, the music becomes more and more focused, and several popular
tunes of the day appear. Melodies, both original and distantly remembered, are tossed
back and forth, and the suite ends tumultuously, but not without a brief flashback to
the dark tarantella.
—David Witten
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THE PERFORMER

Pianist and educator David Witten’s career has included numerous
concert tours in Europe, Israel, Russia, China, and South America.
As the recipient of a Fulbright Scholar award, Witten spent five
months in Brazil, teaching piano and twentieth-century music history. He is the editor of Nineteenth-Century Piano Music: Essays in
Performance and Analysis, which includes his landmark analytical
study of the Chopin Ballades. With flutist Sue-Ellen HershmanTcherepnin, Witten formed Dúo Clásico; their recording, Flute
and Piano Music of Latin America, was issued by Musical Heritage
Society. He has also released a solo CD featuring music of the Mexican composer
Manuel M. Ponce (Marco Polo Records), and two CDs of music of the Russian composer Nikolai Nikolaievich Tcherepnin (Toccata Classics Records).
Born in Baltimore, MD, Witten received his early training at the Peabody
Conservatory and at the Rubin Academy of Music in Jerusalem. His undergraduate
studies at Johns Hopkins University led to a degree in Psychology, and he holds an
M.F.A. degree in Piano Performance from SUNY Buffalo, and a D.M.A. degree from
Boston University. His teachers have included Tinka Knopf, Benjamin Oren, Reynaldo
Reyes, Leo Smit, Walter Hautzig, Anthony di Bonaventura, and Dorothy Taubman.
Presently, Witten is Coordinator of Keyboard Studies at the John J. Cali School of
Music at Montclair State University in New Jersey.
As an enthusiastic photographer, Professor Witten has won top prizes in several
international photography competitions. He has had solo photography exhibitions in
Budapest and Milan, and his photographs can be seen at www.davidwitten.com.
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