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Isaac Albéniz

Isaac Albéniz (1860-1909) created some of the most popular and enduring 
pianistic portraits of his native Spain. Drawing on regional folklore, espe-
cially flamenco, Albéniz infused his works with lyric charm, rhythmic vivac-
ity, and appealing evocations of the guitar, castanets, and footwork typical 
of Andalusian songs and dances. His masterpiece was Iberia (1905-08), a 
collection of twelve substantial pieces divided into four books. It combines 
his Spanish style with elements of Debussy’s Impressionist manner, with 
which he became familiar while residing in Paris for the final fifteen years of 
his life. Technically challenging and structurally complex, Iberia is a monu-
ment in the piano repertoire. Pianist and Albéniz scholar Pola Baytelman 
teams up with musicologist and Albéniz biographer Walter Aaron Clark to 
present the only documentary on this magisterial work. Combining brilliant 
performances with lucid explanations of the music itself, it takes the viewer 
on a voyage through time and space to the Spain of Albéniz’s Romantic 
imagination.

Program
CD

Isaac Albéniz (1860-1909)
 1 Pavana Capricho, op. 12 (1882) [3:53]

Recuerdos de viaje, op. 71 (1887)
 2 No. 6: Rumores de la caleta, malagueña [4:05]

  Espagne (souvenirs) (ca. 1897)
 3 No. 2: Asturias [3:51]

  Iberia: 12 nouvelle “impressions” en quatre cahiers (1905-1908)
 4 Évocation (1er. cahier 1905) [6:10]
 5 Lavapiés (3e. cahier 1906) [6:51]
 6 El Albaicín (3e. cahier 1906) [8:00]
 7 Triana (2e. cahier 1906) [5:32]
  Pola Baytelman, piano

Total Time = 34:23
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the Conservatoire Royal in Brussels, beginning on October 17, 1876. In addition to  
taking courses in harmony and solfège, he studied piano with Louis Brassin. He completed 
his education there in 1879, avec distinction, and settled in Barcelona. In 1883, he met  
and married Rosina Jordana, the daughter of a local businessman. Together they had four  
children, though one died in infancy. 
 It was also during the early 1880s that Albéniz studied composition with Felipe 
Pedrell (1841-1922), who was an advocate of musical nationalism and believed that folk 
song formed the ideal foundation for Spanish art music. Thus, this decade witnessed 
Albéniz’s increasing output of charming and distinctive Spanish-style pieces for the piano, 
which met with an enthusiastic reception by the concert going public in Spain and else-
where. Collections such as the Suite española no. 1 and Recuerdos de viaje feature Albéniz’s 
characteristic blend of indigenous and non-Spanish elements: lively rhythms, modality, 
elementary formal structure, and haunting melodic arabesques couched in poignant, 
chromatic harmonies reminiscent of Chopin. Albéniz’s “Spanish” pieces represent the first 
flowering of his unique creative genius.

Relocation to London and Then Paris 
As a composer and soloist, Albéniz was bound to outgrow the Iberian Peninsula and seek 
a larger arena for his talents. The piano firm of Erard invited him to perform in their hall 
in Paris on April 25, 1889, and he made his first known appearance in London at Prince’s 
Hall in Piccadilly shortly thereafter, on June 13, 1889.  He saw the potential for launch-
ing a career in London, and he moved there with his wife and children the following year. 
He soon became a fixture on the concert circuit not only in London but throughout Great 
Britain. 
 The year 1892 represented the apex of his career as a concert pianist, and after this 
time he gave himself over more and more to serious composition. He did continue to 
concertize over the next few years, but far less actively than had been his custom. The 
chief impetus for this development lay in his growing occupation with musical theater in 
London.  In the summer of 1892, Albéniz began work on an operetta entitled The Magic 
Opal, on a text by Arthur Law, a popular English librettist of the day. The work premiered 
on January 19, 1893, at the Lyric Theatre. Albéniz and company subsequently undertook 
a revision of the work, renamed The Magic Ring, which premiered at the Prince of Wales’s 
Theatre on April 11, 1893, conducted by the composer. 
 Albéniz did not cease to compose for the piano during his London tenure, and several  
of his best-loved works were written for his concerts in Britain, including the lovely Espagne: 
Six Feuilles d’album (or España: Seis hojas de álbum), which contains the ever-popular 
“Tango.” Chants d’Espagne (or Cantos de España) includes some of the most celebrated and 
widely performed of his works, especially the “Prélude,” inspired by Andalusian flamenco.

Isaac Albéniz: The Man and His Music (1860-1909)
Childhood and Early Concert Career 
Isaac Manuel Francisco Albéniz y Pascual was born on May 29, 1860, in the town of 
Camprodón in the Catalonian province of Girona, near the French border. He was the 
last of four children and the only son. His siblings were Enriqueta (1850-67), Clementina 
(1853-1933), and Blanca (1855-74). His mother, Dolors Pascual i Bardera (1821-1900), 
was a native of the city of Figueres in that province. Albéniz’s father, Ángel Lucio Albéniz 
y Gauna, had been assigned to Camprodón in 1859 as a customs official. He hailed from 
Vitoria, in the Basque country, where he was born on March 2, 1817 (d. 1903). The 
Álava region of the Basque country was the ancestral home of the Albéniz family. Indeed, 
Albéniz is a Basque word that means skinny, slender, or thread-like; it can also mean short 
or clever, in a devious sort of way. As a noun, it refers to a thread, strand, or a lot of hay.
Albéniz was a child prodigy who appeared in his first public concert at the age of 4, in 
Barcelona. In 1868, the family moved to Madrid, and the following year Albéniz com-
posed and published his first piece, the Marcha militar for piano. He had already begun 
studying at the Madrid Conservatory during the 1868-69 school year, enrolling in first-
year solfège and taking piano lessons with José Mendizábal. But Albéniz’s academic efforts 
were desultory, and his failure to show up for the exam in second-year solfège in June 1874 
effectively terminated his formal training in Madrid.
 In fact, Albéniz had begun touring the country as a child prodigy in early 1872. 
During the spring and summer of that year, he appeared in Úbeda, Jaén, Córdoba, 
Granada, Lucena, Loja, Salar, and finally Málaga. He reappeared in Málaga in early 
November, bringing his season on the road to a close. These journeys exposed him to the 
various types of regional folk songs and dances in Spain, which would later inspire and 
inform his pianistic travelogues.
 Ángel was transferred to Havana in 1875, and his young son went with him, 
subsequently giving concerts throughout Cuba and Puerto Rico during the summer and 
fall of that year. However, this Cuban sojourn was brief, as Ángel returned to Spain the 
following year. Not content to rest on his laurels at home, the peripatetic Albéniz now set 
out to further his education, in Germany.

Formal Studies and Concert Career 
Albéniz studied briefly at the Leipzig Conservatory in early 1876, but the family’s  
straitened finances required him to return home to Madrid after only a few weeks. In the 
summer of that year, however, Albéniz met Guillermo Morphy, secretary to King Alfonso 
XII. Morphy secured a grant for the aspiring pianist so that he could study at  
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Édition Mutuelle in 1906. Unfortunately, Albéniz completed only the piano-vocal score 
of the first of Launcelot’s three acts and some of the orchestral score for Act II. Marginalia 
in the libretto represent his furthest progress with the four acts of Guenevere. Merlin was 
never staged during Albéniz’s lifetime. 

Iberia
Somewhat discouraged by his lack of resounding success on the stage, in 1905 Albéniz set 
about to compose a monumental set of twelve works for the piano entitled Iberia, whose 
creation would occupy him for over three years. Whether Iberia should actually be called 
a “suite” is open to question. Albéniz’s title simply refers to the pieces as nouvelles impres-
sions (“new impressions”). It could more justifiably be called a collection, as the numbers 
are quite distinct and are not laid out in a sequence of any significance. The harmonic and 
rhythmic richness and complexity of these vignettes are quite extraordinary, especially in 
comparison to his piano pieces of the 1880s and ’90s. They abound in hand crossings, 
counter-rhythms, difficult leaps, and nearly impossible chords, while the innumerable 
double accidentals make them difficult to read. As a result, Iberia requires almost superhu-
man technique.
 Iberia is arranged into four books of three pieces each. Every number evokes a penin-
sular locale, city, festival, or song and dance, largely concentrating on the south of Spain. 
The first book, consisting of “Evocación,” “El puerto,” and “Fête-Dieu à Séville,” was 
completed in December 1905. “Triana,” which he composed less than a month after the 
first book was complete, appears as the first selection in Book Two, followed by “Almería” 
and “Rondeña,” which were composed later that year. This chronological order was 
reversed in the first published edition, however, so that “Rondeña” leads off Book Two, 
followed by “Almería” and “Triana.” Albéniz wasted little time in commencing work on 
Book Three, completing the three numbers “El Albaicín,” “El polo,” and “Lavapiés” dur-
ing November and December of 1906. The final book took longer to finish. “Málaga” and 
“Eritaña” were composed in the summer of 1907 in Paris, but the final number, “Jerez,” 
which occupies the middle position in the book, was not completed until January 1908. 
The four books of Iberia were premiered at various locales in France by the French pianist 
Blanche Selva (1884-1942). Reviewers in France took scant notice of Selva’s premieres, 
though Claude Debussy was an ardent advocate of the new work. However, Spanish critics 
soon heaped unqualified praise on Albéniz’s chef d’oeuvre.  
 In terms of formal structure, eight of the twelve pieces of Iberia are in freely adapted 
sonata form and utilize melodies built from motivic cells that render them more capable 
of development. Iberia’s harmony reveals the influence of contemporary French music 
in its chromaticism, use of whole-tone scales, and its myriad modes and modal mixtures. 

 Sometime during the year 1893, Albéniz entered into an agreement with Francis 
Burdett Thomas Nevill Money-Coutts (1852-1923), a London lawyer, poet, librettist, 
and wealthy heir to the fortune of the Coutts banking family. This was a collaboration 
in which Money- Coutts supplied Albéniz with a large income in exchange for Albéniz’s 
setting his poetry and librettos to music. Over time they became very close friends, and 
Money-Coutts supported Albéniz without any consideration of his operatic output.
 Albéniz’s first assignment from Money-Coutts was to set the libretto for an opera, 
eventually entitled Henry Clifford, whose action takes place during the Wars of the Roses  
in fifteenth-century England. Albéniz began work on this new opera in the fall of 1893, 
about the time he decided to move from London to Paris, which was then the cultural and 
intellectual mecca of Europe. Apparently he felt that his continued growth as a composer 
would benefit from residing there. However, his chief occupation during the summer of 
1894 was finishing work on a one-act zarzuela (operetta) entitled San Antonio de la Florida, 
with a text by his friend Eusebio Sierra, for performance in Madrid that fall. The drama  
is characteristically comic and frivolous and presents a love story set during a period of 
political instability under the reign of Ferdinand VII, in 1823. The zarzuela premiered to 
mixed notices on October 26, 1894, at the Teatro de Apolo. The following year, Henry 
Clifford ran for five performances, from May 8 through 12, at the Gran Teatre del Liceu  
in Barcelona. The production was sung in Italian, under the title Enrico Clifford.

Pepita Jiménez and Merlin 
Albéniz determined to heed the counsel offered by friends and critics and set a libretto 
more in harmony with his nationalist inclinations. He prevailed on Money-Coutts to craft 
a libretto based on a Spanish work, the novel Pepita Jiménez (pub. 1874) by the celebrated 
author Juan Valera (1824-1905). At last he had a vehicle he believed would bring him the 
“glory and profit” some critics had predicted for him.
 The premiere of Pepita Jiménez took place in Barcelona on Sunday, January 5, 1896, 
at the Liceu. The work was performed in Italian, the custom at that theater, just as Enrico 
Clifford had been. Despite the praises many well-meaning critics heaped on the opera, 
it found no place in the repertoire and would not be produced again in Spain during 
Albéniz’s lifetime; however, he did derive satisfaction from later productions in Prague 
(1897) and Brussels (1905).
 The next product of Albéniz’s professional association with Money Coutts was an 
operatic project on a truly grand scale. This was a trilogy based on Le Morte d’Arthur by 
the fifteenth-century English author Sir Thomas Malory. The constituent parts of the King 
Arthur trilogy were to be Merlin, Launcelot, and Guenevere.  The librettos were published 
in 1897 by John Lane in London. Merlin was finally published, in piano-vocal format, by 
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internationalists in Spain who sought a closer incorporation of their country into European 
culture (as opposed to the xenophobic españolismo of the conservative faction). The com-
poser Joaquín Rodrigo has said of Albéniz that what he represents is “the incorporation of 
Spain, or better said, the reincorporation of Spain into the European musical world.” This 
was best summed up by Albéniz himself when he declared that Spanish composers ought 
“to make Spanish music with a universal accent.” Iberia, then, exhibits a political and 
philosophical dimension we might otherwise overlook. It is more than beautiful music; in 
its novelty and scope it is a summing up of Albéniz’s view of Spanish culture and its proper 
place in European civilization. His was a vision that has become a reality, which helps to 
explain his enduring relevance and appeal within Spain as well as abroad. 
—Walter A. Clark

Acclaimed pianist Pola Baytelman probes deeply into the heart 
of every piece she plays. The press has described her as “formi-
dable,” and has praised her “sparkling articulation” “diaphanous 
touch,” and her “intelligent multifaceted playing.” Baytelman 
has performed in Asia, Europe, South America and across the 
United States. Her repertory extends from the 18th century 
to the present, and her performances have been broadcast on 
radio and television in Australia, Chile, China, Europe, and 
the United States. She is also the author of a book on Albéniz’s 
piano music published by Harmonie Park Press. 

 Born in Chile, Pola Baytelman made her debut with the Chilean Symphony 
Orchestra at age 17. She studied with Cristina Herrera at the University of Chile’s National 
Conservatory, and later with Rudy Lehmann, a disciple of Claudio Arrau. She performed 
with every major Chilean orchestra before coming to the U.S. on a Fulbright grant.  She 
received her master’s degree and artist’s diploma from the New England Conservatory in 
Boston, where she studied with Russell Sherman, and her doctorate from the University of 
Texas, Austin, where Nancy Garrett was her teacher. Baytelman is currently Distinguished 
Artist-in-Residence at Skidmore College in Saratoga Springs, N.Y. where—in 2006—she 
was chosen to present the Moseley Faculty Research Lecture, the highest honor granted by 
Skidmore on a faculty member.
 Highly respected as an artist and educator, Pola Baytelman has taught master 
classes in mainland China, England, Hong Kong, India and throughout the US. She is a 
sought-after judge for international competitions as well as presenter-recitalist in confer-
ences in the US and abroad, including her invited lecture-recital for the 9th International 
Symposium on Spanish Keyboard Music, in Spain. In addition to her acclaimed recording 

Dissonance is prominent, and the employment of augmented-sixth chords for modulating  
to distant tonal areas is conspicuous. There is also a high concentration of added-note 
sonorities and the novel use of secundal and quartal harmonies.
 Although Albéniz’s style was always characterized by lively rhythms, Iberia’s use of 
superimposed meters, rapidly shifting meters, and complex patterns of accentuation rep-
resents a quantum leap over his earlier practice. The textures of Iberia and the early works 
are essentially homophonic, but those of Iberia are much more animated and often exhibit 
a contrapuntal use of countermelodies, especially during development sections. Finally, the 
virtuosic exploitation of the resources of the piano, the sheer range of timbres and effects 
Albéniz elicits from that instrument in Iberia, finds no parallel in the compositions from 
the early period.

Death and Legacy  
With the completion of Iberia, Albéniz began a precipitous decline into terminal illness, 
i.e., chronic inflammation of the kidneys, a condition known as Bright’s disease. In the 
spring of 1909, the family took up residence in the French Basque country on the Atlantic 
side of the Pyrenees, in the small resort town of Cambo-les-Bains. Here they hoped that 
the clement climate might be conducive to a recovery. The most heartening development 
during these final days of life was a surprise visit by his dear friend Enrique Granados, who 
read a letter from Debussy informing Albéniz that, upon the recommendation of himself 
and other prominent composers, the French government had awarded him the Croix de la 
Légion d’Honneur.
 However, the intense emotion of Granados’s visit may have caused Albéniz’s  
condition to worsen, and death moved much closer to his doorstep. On May 18, 1909, the 
great composer closed his eyes forever at exactly eight o’clock that evening. In eleven more 
days, he would have reached his forty-ninth birthday. He left incomplete at his passing two 
substantial works for solo piano: Navarra (completed by Déodat de Sévérac), and Azulejos 
(completed by Granados).
 Albéniz’s body was sent by train to Barcelona, where elaborate funeral preparations 
had been made by Granados and others. His cortège wended its way through the city on 
June 6, accompanied by the police, dignitaries, and a band, while thousands of ordinary 
citizens thronged the streets and showered the hearse with flowers, as a gesture of affection 
and respect for one of Catalonia’s greatest musicians. He was then buried in the Cementiri 
del Sud-Oest, on the seaward side of historic Montjüic.
 Albéniz occupies an important position in the overall cultural history of his home-
land. As he spent more time outside of Spain and consequently came under the influence 
of contemporary German and French music, he aligned himself with the forward-looking 
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Original video: Stephen and Sheila Halpern
Audio: Brian Peters
Video Editor and Producer: D. Carlton Bright

Recorded in Helen Filene Ladd Concert Hall, Arthur Zankel Music Center, 
Skidmore College, Saratoga Spring, NY, January 2016

Front cover: Portrait by Ramon Casas; Museu Nacional d’Art de Catalunya

Special Thanks
This recording was produced thanks to the generous support of Skidmore College.

Albéniz’s descendants in the Barcelona area, especially the late Rosina Moya  
Albéniz de Samsó, for access to documentation in the family’s possession,  
especially photographs. 
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Walter Aaron Clark is Distinguished Professor of Musicology 
at the University of California, Riverside, where he teaches a 
wide variety of courses on Spanish and Latin American music 
and is the founder/director of UCR’s Center for Iberian and 
Latin American Music. He was the founding editor (2005-16) 
of Oxford University Press’s award-winning series Currents in 
Latin American and Iberian Music, and he is now editor-in-chief 
of the refereed online journal Diagonal:  An Ibero-American 
Music Review, as well as of the incipient Grove Dictionary of 
Latin American and Iberian Music (Oxford University Press). 

 He is the author of groundbreaking Oxford biographies of Isaac Albéniz, Enrique 
Granados, and Federico Moreno Torroba, all of which have since been published in 
Spanish.  He has focused much of his scholarly attention on Albéniz, and in addition 
to the biography, he wrote Isaac Albéniz:  A Guide to Research (Garland, 1998), now in 
a second edition, Isaac Albéniz:  A Research and Information Guide (Routledge, 2015). 
In addition, he wrote the entry on Albéniz for Oxford’s online series of annotated bio-
bibliographies. He also co-edited (with Luisa Morales) a seminal collection of essays 
entitled Antes de Iberia:  de Masarnau a Albéniz (Asociación Cultural LEAL, 2009). His 
latest book is Los Romeros:  Royal Family of the Spanish Guitar (University of Illinois 
Press, 2018), and he has recently published critical editions of Granados’s Catalan stage 
works Follet, Picarol, and Gaziel, in addition to his long-lost Spanish opera María del 
Carmen (all with Tritó, 2012-19).  
 He is currently writing (with Javier Suárez-Pajares) a biography of Joaquín Rodrigo, 
for W.W. Norton, contributing an entry on Rodrigo to the Oxford Bibliography series, a 
Research and Information Guide on Rodrigo to the Routledge series, and co-editing (with 
Álvaro Torrente) The Cambridge History of Music in Spain. He is the recipient of Fulbright 
and NEH grants, and in June 2016, King Felipe VI of Spain conferred on him the title of 
Comendador de la Orden de Isabel la Católica (Commander of the Order of Isabella the 
Catholic), a Spanish knighthood, in recognition of his contributions to the promotion of 
Spanish culture.   
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A M
usical Journey Through Spain

Isaac Albéniz (1860-1909) created some of the most popular and enduring 
pianistic portraits of his native Spain. Drawing on regional folklore, espe-
cially flamenco, Albéniz infused his works with lyric charm, rhythmic vivac-
ity, and appealing evocations of the guitar, castanets, and footwork typical 
of Andalusian songs and dances. His masterpiece was Iberia (1905-08), a 
collection of twelve substantial pieces divided into four books. It combines 
his Spanish style with elements of Debussy’s Impressionist manner, with 
which he became familiar while residing in Paris for the final fifteen years of 
his life. Technically challenging and structurally complex, Iberia is a mon-
ument in the piano repertoire. Pianist and Albéniz scholar Pola Baytelman 
teams up with musicologist and Albéniz biographer Walter Aaron Clark to
present the only documentary on             this magisterial work. Combining
brilliant performances with                         lucid explanations of the music
itself, it takes the viewer on a                        voyage through time and 
space to the Spain of Albéniz’s                      Romantic imagination.
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