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Sevilla (from Suite Española, Op.47)
Isaac Albéniz 


(1860-1909)


(arr. Vieaux)

Isaac Albéniz (1860-1909) was a child prodigy on the piano, giving public performances at the age of four and entering the Madrid Conservatory at the age of nine. In the 1880s, and already acclaimed as a piano virtuoso, Albéniz met the Catalan composer Felipe Pedrell (1841-1922) and became his disciple. Pedrell was a passionate advocate of the creation of a Spanish national music, based not on costumes and castanets but rather on disciplined research into national and regional traditions. 

Although Albéniz' compositions celebrated most of the regions of his country, his heart always seemed to return to the south of Spain, to Andalusia-the land of flamenco and gypsies, white-washed villages, snow-capped mountains, and strong sweet wine. Sevilla, the inland seaport on the Guadalquivir river, became a world city in the sixteenth century, when its harbors served as the home port to the ocean-going galleons that traveled to the Americas and returned laden with gold from Mexico and Peru and silver from the mines of Potosa. The city of Figaro and Carmen, famous for its parks and religious festivals, Sevilla also became a center of flamenco. The sevillanas is a festive local dance and song, probably related to the Castilian seguidillas, that has come to be associated with Sevilla’s spring fair, celebrated annually two weeks after Easter  --  Richard Long

Lute Suite No. 1 in e minor, BWV 996
Johann Sebastian Bach

 
(1685-1750)


Prelude; presto


Allemande


Courante


Sarabande


Bourée


Gigue

Bach’s works for lute* represent perhaps the single most important body of work in the guitar repertoire. Among these works are dance suites, including the Suite in E Minor, BWV 996. This work, like most suites of the late Baroque, follows the standard form of: Allemande, Courante, Sarabande, and Gigue with optional movements. Bach chose to include the Prelude and Bourrée in addition to the four standard movements.

The Prelude to BWV 996 imitates the French overture. This style gained popularity in the seventeenth century through the orchestras of Jean-Baptiste Lully at the court of Louis XIV. A French overture begins with a slow section with dotted rhythms, scale flourishes, and heavy ornamentation while maintaining an improvisatory feel. This is followed by a fast, fugal section, beginning with one instrument playing a melody which is then imitated by other instruments entering successively. Bach's slow section begins with a single voice that seems to wander downward, eventually encompassing a wide pitch register. Following this are mostly scalar passages and chords in dotted rhythms. The fast section begins with a seemingly endless stream of voices stating the subject until, at almost the halfway point, the subject is fragmented within a strikingly dense texture. This movement ends, like most in this suite, with a Picardy third- a major tonic chord in a piece that is otherwise in a minor key.

The remainder of the movements are dances. The Allemande's flowing lyricism offers a welcome respite from the intensity of the Prelude. It too features skillful counterpoint but with a lighter texture. The Courante is in French style, which typically features a moderate tempo, a time signature of 3/2, and a variety of rhythms- as opposed to the Italian version of the dance, which is fast, in 3/4 and with constant eighth-note or sixteenth-note rhythms. This movement is one of the most countrapuntal examples of this dance in the repertoire. The Sarabande is often the emotional heart of Bach's suites, and this case is no exception. It is a long-lined aria of intense passion. The Bourrée is the best-known movement of all of Bach's works for the lute. Its two-voice texture creates a lightness and a bounce that eases the listener out the reverie of the Sarabande. It is also the only movement not to end with a Picardy third. The Gigue features voices that alternate between contrary and parallel motion. The A section has many prominent descending lines, while the B section has more ascending lines, leading to the glorious end of the suite on an E major chord.

*Though it is still a matter of debate, most scholars believe that these works were conceived and originally performed on the lautenwerk or lute-harpsichord, an instrument similar to the harpsichord, but which used gut instead of metal strings to imitate the sound of the lute.  --  Erik Mann

Nocturnal after John Dowland, Op. 70 
Benjamin Britten


(1913 – 1976)
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Passacaglia - Theme 

Benjamin Britten’s Nocturnal after John Dowland, Op. 70 is widely regarded as one of the masterworks of the guitar repertoire. Britten himself stated that the Nocturnal contained “disturbing images” for him, and that it would not be “madly popular because it is the strangest and remotest thing- but then dreams are strange and remote”. In fact Britten’s music frequently occupied a middle road within the twentieth century, criticized by the avant garde as too conservative and by the general public as too challenging. A little knowledge of the work’s history and form however can do much to prepare the listener for a greater appreciation of its genius.

Britten’s connection to the guitar was through Julian Bream, who he had met at the Aldeburgh Festival in Suffolk, England. At Aldeburgh Bream performed Elizabethan lute songs, including those of John Dowland, with Britten’s romantic partner, the great tenor Peter Pears. All of Britten’s works for guitar were inspired by this duo. Both the Six Folksong Arrangements and the Songs From the Chinese were written for Pears and Bream, while even his solo guitar work, Nocturnal, was inspired by one of Dowland’s lute songs: Come Heavy Sleep.

The text of Come Heavy Sleep begins as follows:

Come, heavy Sleep, the image of true Death,
And close up these my weary weeping eyes,
Whose spring of tears doth stop my vital breath,
And tears my heart with sorrow's sigh-swoll'n cries.
Come and possess my tired thought-worn soul,
That living dies, till thou on me be stole.

The connection of sleep with death is no doubt what disturbed Britten, although he was frequently drawn to such dark currents in other works, as in his operas Peter Grimes and The Turn of the Screw. Sleep and insomnia, inspired by Dowland’s text, underlie the titles of individual variations, such as Restless, Dreaming, and Gently rocking. The Elizabethan fascination with melancholy and the use of text with multiple or ambiguous meaning must have appealed to Britten as well because it fit his own moody temperament.

Nocturnal is in reverse theme and variations form. In a traditional theme and variations a theme is presented followed by a series of variations. The variations usually keep the same form and tonality as the theme but exhibit a different character. In Nocturnal however the theme comes at the end. This theme is an excerpt of the lute song Come Heavy Sleep arranged for solo guitar. The first variation, Musingly, follows the theme the most closely in form but very distantly in tonality. It is almost all single-line melody, and sounds as free and spontaneous as a jazz musician improvising unaccompanied. In reality however, it follows the theme phrase by phrase, but with a shifting tonal center. The variations that follow generally are built on smaller motives from the theme. The final variation, the passacaglia, is also by far the longest. It is based on a descending scale that accompanies a brief portion of the theme. In the passacaglia however, the motive is repeated obsessively, reaching a nightmarish climax. As the passacaglia at last recedes the theme emerges from it seamlessly, a beautiful respite to the turmoil preceding it, until finally fading from existence.  --  Erik Mann 

The Road to You
Pat Metheny


(b. 1954)

American jazz guitarist and composer Pat Metheny (1954-) inhabits a rare confluence in the music world: He has had an enormous influence over subsequent generations of musicians while enjoying the respect and admiration of his musical colleagues, all the while experiencing one of the most popular and successful careers in American jazz music. “The Road To You” is a ballad from a live Pat Metheny Group album.  Jason Vieaux transcribed it from the recording, and added a middle “solo” section, propelled gently with a mid-tempo Latin Bossa feel.  --  Jason Vieaux

The Devil's Strum (2010) 
Dan Visconti

written for Jason Vieaux
(b. 1982)

 

One of the defining myths surrounding American blues guitar playing is about a pact with the supernatural, as portrayed in Robert Johnson's "Cross Road Blues" and countless other songs and legends.

 

In one such account, a man meets the Devil at the lonely crossroads in the dead of night, and strikes a bargain: in exchange for inhuman ability and charisma as a guitarist, the man need only sign over his eternal soul. At the outset this arrangement leads to sex, money, and fame; but it's not long before greed, license, and arrogance follow suit and hasten the foolish soul's inevitable demise.

 

The central moment in several versions of the myth is when the Devil tunes up the doomed man's guitar--the moment when the strings become awakened with unseen power and the man's fate is sealed.

 

My new work for guitarist Jason Vieaux begins at just this moment--the moment of the Devil's long fingers strumming the jangly strings--and proceeds as the instrument is literally tuned up, until ever faster and more virtuosic riffs drive the piece to its conclusion.   --  Dan Visconti

Torre Bermeja (Serenata from Douze Pieces Characteristiques, Op. 92, No. 12)
Albéniz 

The Torre Bermeja ("Vermilion Towers") at the foot of the Alhambra are the remains of the outer fortifications of the medieval fortress: as early as the ninth century, a Moorish poet referred to the Kal'at al-Hamra, or "red castle," a reference to the iron-infused clay from which local bricks and concrete were formed. A turn-of-the-century Baedeker guidebook describes the towers as Albéniz would have seen them -- as a military prison that admitted tourists! --advising that they should be visited after the Alhambra and Generalife "for the picturesque view they command...The extensive buildings, including large cisterns, underground stables, and casements for 200 men, give an excellent insight into the Moorish art of fortification. A steep staircase ascends to the platform (azotea) of the chief tower, whence the best view is enjoyed.  --  Richard Long
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