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Gracious charm of Rodrigo’s piano music
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In a long lifetime Spain’s Joaquin Rodrigo (1901-1999) wrote all-too few works for his own instrument, the piano. But these exquisitely polished pieces may have as much to do as his world-famous Concierto de Aranjuez for guitar in securing his reputation as one of the most memorable composers of the past century.

The present selection of pieces begins with his charming Suite para piano (1923), a backward look at the music of the 18th century with a contemporary flair. It is in five movements: Preludio, Siciliana, Bourée, Minué, and Rigodon. Already we see some of Rodrigo’s salient traits, including a Ravel-like economy in the way he captures precisely the mood of a piece.

Serenata española (1931) uses rhythms of Andalucian folk music in a manner considerably above the simple folkloric level and with a color and emotion worthy of Rodrigo’s predecessor Isaac Albéniz. He does in fact pay home to Albéniz in Á l’ombre de la Torre Bermeja (1945), a paraphrase of a piece by the older composer that ends in a striking way with five strokes of the bell in the clock tower of the title.

Three of the Cuatro piezas españolas (Four Spanish Pieces, 1938) are filled with the color and movement of Spain. The exception, entitled “Pregaria de la Infanta de Castilla,” evoking a princess of old Spain at her prayers, is solemn and unsettling in its dissonant outbursts, perhaps revealing an affair of the heart. Sonatas de Castilla con Toccata (1950) are six pieces paying eloquent homage to Spain’s Golden Age as felt through a modern sensibility and Rodrigo’s distinctive harmonies – the occasional use of “wrong” notes to flavor the music reflecting an age when the older modes were giving way to the tones of modern music.

Danza de la amapola (Dance of the Poppy, 1972) is a vivacious miniature whose innocence reflects the fact that the composer dedicated it to his granddaughter Cecilita (“The laughter of my grandchildren is my favorite music”). Preludio de añoranza (1987), as the tile implies, is filled with nostalgic yearning. And finally, Aranjuez, ma pensée (1968) recaptures the unforgettable poignant beauty of the Adagio from Rodrigo’s most famous work.

The pianist heard here, Dena Kay Jones, is an American who has made a specialty of studying and performing Rodrigo’s piano works. It is no small compliment to say that she has mastered his Spanish idiom so well she might be mistaken for a native of his country. The recordings have a perfect depth of soundstage and presence for the mood of the music.

