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FOREWORD: HYPOTHESIS AND METHODOLOGY

The terms ‘neoclassicism’, ‘new classicism’ and ‘modern classicism’ have frequently 
been used in Spain’s musical historiography with reference to an important 
movement that evolved during the so-called Silver Age of Spanish music. This 
age began in 1900, following the political crisis of the 1898 Generations in the 
late XIX century, and ended with the dispersal of the main intellectual groups 
and closure of important publications during the Spanish Civil War. During this 
period, one can observe a deep change in the country’s overall context concerning 
the modernization of its structures and the search to define modernist tendencies 
sparked by First World War. This change implied the convergence of two ways 
of thinking, firstly, a tendency toward Eurocentrism and greater integration with 
European cultural trajectories due to the feeling of being in the cultural periphery, 
and secondly, a return to Hispanic cultural traditions. Both were manifested in 
most of the contemporary ideological and artistic narratives.

In July of 1915, the journal España, founded by José Ortega y Gasset, published 
a manifesto expressing support for the French national cause in WWI. The 
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composer Manuel de Falla was among the intellectual signees who subscribed to 
the cause. Historians have included most of those intellectuals as protagonists in 
a renovation process called Novecentismo. They positioned themselves against the 
doctrine that the nineteenth century had an aristocratic sense of the intellectual, 
while conversely maintaining that universalism and nationalism were intrinsically 
linked categories, as demanded by the emerging artistic renovation process.

Furthermore, from 1915, concepts on new art and music constituted a large 
part of the incipient artistic and philosophical journals, essays and publications that 
operated within the paradigms of the need to redefine Spain’s artistic trajectory. 
Some concepts began to emerge within discussions, particularly regarding the 
possibility of a movement based on a synthesis between tradition and renovation. 
Among the concepts being debated arose the notion of a ‘new classicism’, which 
was understood as a way of integrating European modernism and simultaneously 
reinforcing Spanish identity by paralleling many ideals of French narratives. The 
recovery of Spanish tradition implied a renewed focus on national and cultural 
essences. A ‘new classicism’ was possible as long as it did not support a normative 
vision but found its essences in national cultures. These ideas emerged most 
significantly with comments on Manuel de Falla’s Retablo de Maese Pedro and the 
Harpsichord Concerto, which, according to critics, claimed and demonstrated the 
possibility of encapsulating a new Hispanic construction of universal nationalism 
through the aesthetics of neoclassicism.

In this article I will analyse the processes and narratives which first set out 
the concept of neoclassicism, paying special attention to the construction of a 
modernist self-identity through the analysis of the evolution of Novecentismo 
contrasting Spanish narratives with their French counterparts.

To achieve this objective, I will first explain Novecentismo as understood by its 
main intellectuals and the ideas published in the journal España. This journal was 
a key forum for the germination and understanding of the concept of a Spanish 
nationalism ‘of the essences’, the duality between nationalism and universalism, 
and the intellectual position of the Allies. This context was also the basis for 
formulating ideas on new art and music movements as many of the ‘novecentistas’ 
were involved in this milieu. Secondly, I will deal with the process by which Spanish 
criticism adopted many of the French ideas of renovation in music. Moreover, I 
will demonstrate how Spanish criticism evolved these ideas according to its own 
interests, and how it projected some Spanish music concepts by constructing an 
ideological periphery around French and European modernism. I will demonstrate 
how these ideas were configured around Manuel de Falla’s Retablo de Maese Pedro 
and Harpsichord Concerto. To some extent, Spanish criticism refused to accept the 
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French and European modernist influence and sought its own modernism and 
Spanishness based on national essences which ultimately paralleled many of the 
French nationalist ideals.

Through a wide range of magazines, newspapers, and other sources, accessible 
in physical and digital archives (Hemeroteca Digital - Biblioteca Nacional de 
España, Archivo Manuel de Falla, Fundación Juan March), I will carry out an 
in-depth prospective on the questions of artistic thought that projected these 
concepts, especially from the configuration of the concept of musical neoclassicism 
in the first decades of the twentieth century. The aesthetic, ideological and cultural 
premises of Novecentismo and Noucentisme, based on the writings of Ortega and 
Eugenio d’Ors, are analysed through their main writings, not only essays, but also 
reviews and articles in the main periodicals such as España or El Imparcial, which 
place us in the socio-political and cultural context of Noucentisme. From 1914 
onwards, there was close collaboration between Madrid, Barcelona and other 
provinces, between key representatives of all artistic disciplines.

The newspapers that gave most importance to the new artistic trends were El 
Sol and La Voz. A survey was also made of the articles devoted to music in these 
publications, to observe their connection with the thinking present in the art and 
music magazines. Both are largely digitized in the BNE, which facilitates searches 
by keywords, dates, authors, and titles.

From a general perspective, publications such as Alfar, Revista de Occidente 
or La Gaceta Literaria, brought a decisive conceptualization and terminology to 
essays and criticism. There are also numerous specifically musical publications 
in which the reflection of artistic thought can be observed. These include Lira 
Española, Revista Musical Hispanoamericana, Harmonía and Arte Musical, which 
have been consulted physically in the newspaper archives of the National Library of 
Spain. Most of these periodicals are housed in the Biblioteca Nacional de España, 
although there are also issues in other institutions, such as the Fundación Juan 
March or the Biblioteca of the Universidad Complutense de Madrid. They have 
been consulted partly by digital means, but some older issues are not digitised and 
have been processed in situ (Alfar, for instance).

Other French publications such as Mercure de France, Ménestrel, Revue 
Musicale, Nouvelle Revue Française, among others, were also examined to notice 
the projection of and interaction with French thought. In addition, some of the 
journals linked to modernist thought in England and the USA were consulted, like 
Modern Music, Musical Quarterly or The Chesterian. All of them were consulted 
in the newspaper library of the Bibliothèque Nationale de France, some digital, 
others in microform.
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This research also includes many essays by French and Spanish musicians, artists 
and intellectuals (Ortega y Gasset, Adolfo Salazar, Henri Collet, Manuel de Falla, 
Paul Landormy). These essays have not been digitised and have been consulted in 
situ, physically at the National Library of Spain and the French National Library. 

THE JOURNAL ESPAÑA: NOVECENTISMO AND NATIONALISM OF THE 
‘ESSENCES’

The journal España (FIGURE 1) founded by José Ortega y Gasset was first published 
in 1915. Its principal purpose was to promote intellectual renovation and to support 
the French cause in WWI. It is considered the most important political newspaper 
of the Silver Age, the journalistic-doctrinal organ of neo-regeneracionism, of 
the reformist group made up of liberals, democrats, socialists, and agnostics 
who harshly criticized the paralyzing institutionalism of the Restoration, the 
mouthpiece of all national discontent, of socialising republicanism, of left-wing 
Catalanism and of the workers’ movement. Its facsimile edition was published in 
1982, with a foreword by Salvador de Madariaga, a preliminary study by Manuel 
Tuñón de Lara and Enrique Montero, and chronological and onomastic indexes.

Subtitled ‘Semanario de la vida nacional’ (weekly of national life), it was the 
publication with the widest repercussion in the so-called ‘Silver Age’ of Spanish 
intellectuality, the first journalistic project of José Ortega y Gasset, and in which 
the reformist liberal-democratic and anti-oligarchic, radical, and anti-monarchist 
currents of socialism converged. It brought together the leading representatives of 
the Generation of ’98 and the Generation of ’14, and some of those who would 
go on to form part of the Generation of ’27.

Although Spain wouldn’t take part in the war, intellectual circles and especially 
those promoting España, encouraged a pro-European and pro-French stance. 
Most of Spain’s bourgeois intellectuals wanted an alliance with the European 
democracies and to confront conservatism, and monarchical and aristocratic 
powers. Ortega y Gasset, Eugenio d’Ors, Luis Araquistain, Salvador de Madariaga 
and other critics such as Juan de la Encina (better known as Ricardo Gutiérrez 
Abascal), José Moreno Villa, and Adolfo Salazar promoted a concept of a new 
open European nationalism in this journal and other publications. This concept 
was reminiscent of that of the Generación del 98 with respect to being spurred 
by a general frustration with the idea of Spain from a very critical and militant 
position. On July 3, 1915, a manifesto by Spanish intellectuals appeared in the 
French magazine Journal to rally behind the French cause. The document included 
the signature of composer Manuel de Falla. On July 9, 1915, the manifesto was 
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FIGURE 1. Front page of España (Madrid), 21, 18 June 1915.
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published in España signed by José Ortega y Gasset, Fernando de los Ríos, Miguel 
de Unamuno, Manuel de Falla, Rogelio Villar, Joaquín Turina, Ramón Casas, 
Julio Romero de Torres, Ignacio Zuloaga, Manuel Azaña, Santiago Rusiñol and 
Gregorio Martínez Sierra, among others. It shows a change of perspective in what 
has been ambiguously called Novecentismo and constitutes a long evolutional 
process until the Spanish Civil War (FIGURE 2).1

However, my purpose is to highlight the valuable protagonism of the journal 
España as a manifestation of consciousness of the renovation and the synthesis 
of early avant-garde art and music. This emerging consciousness interlaced with 
ideological discourses of nationalism which was fundamental for defining a new 
Spanish artistic current. The concept of a modern classicism or new classicism 
would arise as a result of these discourses.2 The journal included numerous articles 
devoted to the arts and was related to the Ateneo científico literario y artístico 
(scientific, literary and artistic Athaeneum). This was a crucial institution for the 
progression of intellectuals, the promotion of literary criticism and the chronicles 
from Paris, and also the dissemination of information on cultural events. Many 
critics and intellectuals who wrote in the journal España also contributed to 
other important journals (El Sol, La Voz, Alfar, Revista de Occidente) thereby 
perpetuating the concepts that had emerged in the journal España that were 
already developing Novecentismo.3 According to Mainer, España vividly showed 
the theoretical equivalence between aliadófilo (pro-french) with intellectual and 
liberal, critical and groundbreaking. In his work we frequently find the idea of 
‘duty’ as an ideological commitment to communicate and continually develop 
to achieve a true Spanish Idiosyncrasy which would reconcile the ideas on the 
country’s modernity and a profound Spanish sensitivity based on national essences. 
This reveals a concept deeply rooted in Ortega y Gasset’s theories and many of the 
Novecentismo intellectuals.

Therefore, the journal España also raises the dichotomy between the superficial 
and the profound as a metaphor for the country’s renewal through the possibility 
of reaching an equilibrium between Spain and Europe, and in the dimensions of 
nationalism and universalism. Aesthetic values   associated with these ideas are also 
rooted in Ortega’s writings, and most pointedly in Meditaciones del Quijote. In 
this essay he follows Husserl’s ideas proposing an equilibrium between depth and 
surface, and essence and appearance, in not only art but also as a general aim for 
Spanish idiosyncrasy.4

Therefore, it is necessary first to assess the significance of Novecentismo and 
the impact of contemporary European tendencies. The intellectual approach 
to art and the conviction of an ethical and aesthetic change were decisive for 
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FIGURE 2. ‘Manifiesto de Adhesión a las Naciones Aliadas’, España, I, 1915, p. 82.
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artists, philosophers, writers, and musicians. The statement ‘Spain represents 
the idea of the new Spanish intellectual’5 expresses the idea of an independent 
writer demonstrating his social and historical consciousness.6 There is a sense of 
the intellectual aristocracy along with a universal humanism that responds to 
the ideal propagated by the Institución Libre de Enseñanza (Free Institution of 
Education). The works of intellectuals such as Fernando de los Ríos, Machado, 
Moreno Villa, Díez Canedo Juan Ramón Jiménez are a result of this context. The 
above-mentioned identification between intellectual aliadófilo and progressive/left 
minded would lead to a certain intellectual and intelligent vision of art and music 
creation that produced a plethora of aesthetic values. One relevant aspect of this 
intellectualism is the idea of universalism, whose most important proponents were 
José Ortega y Gasset and Eugenio d’Ors. In the journal España, universalism and 
nationalism were equally valued categories which contributed to the processes of 
liberal democracy and intellectual renewal. Another important conviction was the 
reaction against the XIX century which was identified with positivism, naturalism 
and skepticism. This affected the reform movements especially with respect to the 
new vision of the past as developed in Ortega’s essay Nada moderno y muy siglo 
XX (‘Nothing modern but very twentieth century’). The essay presents an idea 
of tradition that would influence the concept of a return to the past and a new 
classicism in art and music. Ortega asserted that the recovery of the past only 
exists as part of this new art.

These ideas influenced the French perspective on the idea of new art. 
Furthermore, it was a necessary ideological connection with the Catalan movement 
Noucentisme which encapsulated the renovation ideas during the first decades of 
the XX century in a movement lead by philosopher Eugenio D’Ors. The journal 
España was the connection to the Noucentisme Catalan writers, Joaquin Torres-
García and Eugenio d’Ors, who inherited ideals of the École Française Romaine 
appropriating the strong political sense promoted by Action Française and based 
on the ideas of Charles Maurras.7 The École stated some antithetical categories: 
local vs. imperialism, North vs. Mediterranean, naturalism vs. idealism, Classicism 
vs. Romanticism and intelligence vs sentimentality. These categories were reflected 
in the opposition between Latin and Germanic, Nordic and the Mediterranean 
which were widely used in the rhetoric accompanying French nationalism in 
France at the end of the nineteenth century and before and after WWI.8

In addition to the medium of its main intellectuals, principally Ortega, 
D’Ors, Pérez de Ayala and Ramón Gómez de la Serna, Novecentismo received the 
influence of Nietzsche’s ideas on Latinism and German decadence. Many essays 
by Nietzsche were published in España and in others promoting the ideas of 
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Novecentismo.9 The search for an essentialist art based on national essences was one 
of the key aspects for understanding Novecentismo. This aspect was also inherited 
from French criticism which extolled that art should not only be conceived by 
intelligence but should also be based on national essences.10

The journal España clearly shows the link between nationalism seeking a 
New Spain and the idea of new art forms through discussion regarding the past. 
It is relevant then, that, from 1914 to 1915, when issues on nationalism were 
important concerns, criticism began to shape an aesthetic vision of a renewal that 
would incorporate the notion of a new classicism. It also shows the impact of Jean 
Aubry’s essentialist ideas and the notion of a Latin alliance in which Spain had a 
pre-eminent cultural place together with Russia. These two countries constituted 
models for nationalistic essentialism incorporating the ideals of purification, 
stylized art and essences that originated from the French critical context which 
emerged after the Franco-Prussian War. Albert Soubies had already introduced an 
idea of a Latin union, in 1899, in a book on the history of Spanish music.11 Spain’s 
position among Latin countries was praised by the French hispanists, especially 
Jean-Aubry12 and Henri Collet,13 both of whom had struck a friendship with 
Manuel de Falla in Paris before WWI.

In 1915, the year of the journal España’s establishment, Manuel de Falla had 
just returned from Paris. He had embraced the ideas of Schola Cantorum especially 
through Henri Collet14 who had developed and promoted the ideal of race in 
music.15 Falla’s prologue of La musique française d’aujourd’hui supported the ideas 
of a national essence and race in music also with special concerns for Jean-Aubry.16 
Falla’s prologue to Jean Aubry’s book showed a notion of musical nationalism 
which Ortega y Gasset and other writers later reflected in their works. This 
notion is based on French ideals that propose a rejection of German universalism 
and formalism, because of France’s anti-German sentiment in WWI. Falla later 
combined the Novecentismo ideals of a new universal art with the French ideal of 
race and national essences. He, therefore, was advocating for the possibility of a 
national universalism grounded on Spanish musical tradition from the Medieval 
Age to the XVIII Century.

The year 1915 opened a period of discussion and renewal in Spanish music, with 
the return of Falla from Paris, his lectures, the creation of the Sociedad Nacional 
de Música (National Music Society), the première of works by Victoria, Morales, 
Soler and mostly Scarlatti and the creation of the Madrid Philharmonic Orchestra. 
A process whose splendor was in the 1920s and whose aesthetic guidance was the 
critic and composer Adolfo Salazar,17 founder of Sociedad Nacional de Música 
and in contact with Europe and different journals and institutions. The historicist 
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recovery of Spain’s musical past via musicological research specially guided by 
Felipe Pedrell’s paradigm,18 and also the intense activity of institutions, promoted 
and propitiated the theoretical and aesthetic recovery of Spanish musical tradition 
from a modern perspective associated with the idea of a modern classicism.

Although the journal España did not publish any articles focused on music, it 
praised ideals of race and essences especially concerning Spanish painters from its 
first issues in 1915.19 However, at the same time, some new musical publications 
such as the important Revista Musical Hispanoamericana,20 Lira española and Arte 
musical, in which many of the intellectuals related to España wrote, published 
the arguments in favour of a new Spanish School of Music with a renewed and 
outstanding role in a Latinist and universalist way of thinking.21 Manuel Abril 
stated that musical impressionism, as a model for art based on deep essences (a 
deep art or ‘arte hondo’)22 contains a very novecentista concept in the same way as 
Ortega and other intellectuals related to España. These sought to promulgate a 
deep renovation in Spain emanating from essence and race.

Furthermore, Adolfo Salazar proposed some Spanish composers as a paradigm 
of new Latinism: Falla, Granados, Esplá, Turina.23 Moreover, in 1916, Manuel de 
Falla published his essay entitled ‘Introducción a la música nueva’ (‘Introduction 
to New Music’) in which he postulated that new Spanish music should not only 
return to traditional roots but also renew national essences in a new sense of 
simplicity, order and proportion.24 Jean-Aubry himself was using those terms to 
describe Falla’s work as an example of perfect meaning of proportion, national 
essences and a new modern Spanishness.25

Paradoxically, the same values that Falla introduced for the new Spanish School 
of Music were used by French criticism to describe his works. Both based their 
descriptions on earlier French ideals about a new Spain that would be evolved 
through elements of essence and race. This ideal of embracing Spanish musical 
tradition and new ideas of order in French music was the basis for formulating the 
concept of a new classicism for Spanish music.

Beginning in 1917 a plethora of articles published in the journal España 
described art and music tendencies in Russia as a model for new art and avant-
garde in Europe.26 In all these texts nationalism and universalism were presented 
as intrinsically linked categories. This aspect was not a coincidence as many other 
political articles in España argued in favor of the idea of a democratic army fighting 
for universal freedom, following the model of the French Revolution of 1789, and 
that of Russia, in 1917. The implicit underlying argument was that new hands 
both ‘pure and free’ should hold power.
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Russia was presented as the model of a nationalist and universalist modernism. 
Miguel Salvador, who was related to Sociedad Nacional de Música, Ateneo, and 
Novecentismo intellectuals, and who was also friend of Adolfo Salazar, described 
the Russian music of Stravinsky – Firebird and Petrušhka – and of the Russian Five 
Composers as a ‘model of national art’, ‘race’, and ‘Latin ideals’.27 The music for 
Ballets Russes was interpreted as the most appropriate source for the search for 
a new universal and Latin identity because of its uses of XVIII century classical 
music and stylization of folklore. Furthermore, they were described as a model for 
the essential and eternal meaning of art, and an intelligent, pure, and synthetic 
art.28

In 1917, the journal España published an article by Joaquín Torres-García29 
who was one of the main intellectuals of Catalonian Noucentisme. The text, which 
was entitled ‘Modern classicism’, proposed uniting different Latin countries under 
a classical ideal based on freedom, on race, but nevertheless defined only by the 
classical structural or architectural qualities whose aesthetic values were serenity, 
order, balance, beauty, weight, and prevalence of line. According to García, this 
was abstraction as intellectual synthesis of the deep essences. The search for 
national essences was fully related to the concept of classicism as an eternal and 
spiritual value. In his article, Torres García was referring to the ideas of Action 
française (Maurras) and Ligue por la defense de la musique française. However, their 
inclusion in a new intellectual and critical context, such as the one of España 
which was linked to progressive and left minded intellectuals, deprived those 
statements of the original context. In the same year, 1917, Manuel de Falla used 
the same concepts and meanings in his Prólogo a la enciclopedia de Joaquín Turina:

From this effort to free itself from old routines, the new music has been born, the 
music free from the shackles and tutelage of others, which lives by itself and for itself 
and aspires to realize that ideal, which was the unconscious cause of the primitive 
manifestations of the art of sound [...] I modestly believe that the study of the classical 
forms of our art should only serve to learn in them the order, the balance, the often-
perfect realization of a method. It must serve us to stimulate the creation of other new 
forms, in which those same qualities shine, but never to make of them what a cook 
with his molds and recipes would make of them.30

From 1918 onwards, Adolfo Salazar’s writings identified the idea of a nationalism 
of the essences31 from which the possibility of developing new Spanish Art and 
Music existed. This was to be grounded on a classic Latin past and against German 
tradition. The idea of new music encompassed French Impressionist music. The 
Ballet Russes,32 the Russian Five composers and New Spanish Music all focused 
on Falla’s theatric works El amor brujo y La vida breve.
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Therefore, the notion of new art and new music were shaped based on the 
union of the essentialist ideals with the French notion of new classicism, and the 
inherent possibility of a new Spanish School of Music that was to be defined upon 
its relation to past and tradition.

FROM DEBUSSY AND STRAVINSKY TO FALLA: THE NEW CLASSICISM

From 1919, the journal España constituted a key publication for the relation with 
Nouvelle Revue Française (NRF), which specifically influenced Spanish poetic 
and musical ideas. Originally established by André Gide, the publication was 
subsequently directed by Jacques Rivière and Jean Paulhan.33 The NRF positioned 
itself as the opposition to the French Right Wing and argued for a new classicism 
directly related to critical intelligence, autonomy and universalism. Rivière called 
this classicism ‘revolutionary’ and linked it to an evolution of human unity, 
progress, and universalism.34

In 1918, the journal España published an article by Jacques Rivière in which 
the director of the NRF identified classicism as being intelligent, and within 
this terminology, furthermore defined the music of Debussy at the time of his 
death as demonstrating balanced melody, clarity and emotion entwined together, 
purification derived from intelligence, essential features and possessing incisive 
musical shapes. To furthter emphasize classicism’s purity he identified a certain 
‘Refraction of music by the intelligence that enables a safer and straighter 
continuity’.35 In addition to these comments, he also referred to a deep art in 
Debussy’s music, which was a concept reflected in one of Manuel de Falla’s main 
lectures36 and related to the sense of depth extolled by Novecentismo intellectuals. 
Similarly, other French critics identified the last of Debussy’s sonatas as well as 
Ravel’s Le Tombeau de Couperin as being included among new artistic tendencies. 
Jean-Aubry stated that just Debussy could rescue French tradition with a sense of 
new classicism.37

French publications referred to the Société Musicale Indépendante, the NRF, 
Revue Musicale, and also specifically to articles by Prunières, Roland-Manuel, 
Rivière and Schloezer whereby they defined Debussy, Ravel,38 Stravinsky and 
the new French school of the Six as a paradigm of new Classicist music.39 In 
La Musique Française Moderne André Coeuroy stated impresionism as being the 
origin of a pure and stylized art, characterized by clarity, intelligence and form 
purity.40 In his writings Émile Vuillermoz further pointed out measure, simplicity 
and purity in French music extending from Debussy to Stravinsky and Ravel.41 
Adolfo Salazar, who had read and learnt from these publications, wrote in the 
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journal España about the new French composers being the models for a new art 
and classicism42 by noting their equilibrium and order. Russian music was another 
reference for the search of national essences,43 a new equilibrium between content 
and form, essence and appearance. These aspects are particularly analyzed in 
Stravinsky’s works.44

The Revue Musicale, founded by Henry Prunières in 1920, continued the course 
of the NRF. When Prunières gave one of his lectures in Madrid, in 1921,45 he 
associated Debussy to ‘French and Latin’ classical music, defined by balance and 
ordered beauty. Also, La Revue Musicale published Paul Landormy’s 1921 essay 
‘Le déclin de l’Impresionisme’, where he argued for a ‘return to tradition, meeting 
the demands of the spirit and of the reason, searching for permanent and universal 
aspects of reality’.46 The main revelation of this essay is that the same ideals of a 
depth in art, intelligence and order were equally applied to Stravinsky’s works 
associated to new classicism.47 In 1923, ‘neoclassicism’ meant ‘new classicism’ but 
also ‘classical’, ‘objectivity’ and ‘realism’ were commonly employed terms. The 
words came from an earlier aesthetic program of the NRF which centered on 
objectivity, construction, pure music and simplicity. Words such as ‘contrapuntal’ 
or ‘linear’ appeared constantly. Later in 1921, Salazar made use of the specific 
reference and background espoused by Prunières when he identified Debussy’s 
music as a necessary precedent for modern music:

Henri Prunières, the intelligent director of the Revue Musicale de Paris […] had a high 
and noble thought of reviving the old custom of offering to a deceased friend and 
teacher a tribute composed of the intellectual results of people who loved him [...]. 
Ten musicians, the models of the ‘new beautiful sound’, wove in La Revue Musicale a 
rich garland for the tomb of the dead master. [...] Five French musicians: Paul Dukas, 
Albert Roussel, Florent Schmitt, Maurice Ravel and Erik Satie. An Italian, Francisco 
[sic] Malipiero, an Englishman, Eugène Goossens, a Hungarian, Béla Bartók, a 
Russian, Igor Stravinsky, and a Spaniard, no less than Manuel de Falla.48

He furthermore included Manuel de Falla among Latin and new universal 
composers. By doing so he was recovering previous opinions by French hispanists 
such as Aubry and Roland Manuel and applying the new ideals of new classicism 
to his works. Manuel de Falla’s El sombrero de tres picos (The Three-Cornered Hat)
was premiered during these years. Falla experimented with a synthesis of folk and 
historical material infused with the stylized austerity of Stravinsky’s contemporary 
folk-inspired offerings alongside Picasso’s tempered cubist designs.

While this new classicism in French music was being consolidated, its possible 
projection in Spain, based on French ideals, was also being debated. Adolfo Salazar 
and many other critics tried to define El sombrero de tres picos as a step towards 
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a new classicism permeating Spanish music. By doing that, they were trying to 
apply French ideals and previous statements regarding Debussy’s and Stravinsky’s 
works.49 Falla’s work was praised as the possible renovation of Spanish Music50 
through the idea of a universalism based on essences.51 Salazar defined the work as 
an archetype of a true Spanishness, which rejected superficial folklorist tendencies, 
sensuality and a superficial representation of Spain. He instead saw features 
reminiscent of profound essences, stylization, order, classicism and modernity. 
Additionally, he identified in the new classicism a sense of universal Spanishness52 
which was associated with the uses of Scarlatti’s old music in Falla’s works. Salazar 
compared El sombrero de tres picos with Daphnis et Chloé and Petruška, due to 
common features such as clarity, pure sound, and the construction of the work 
based upon essentialist values, but conversely, also following modern and new 
criteria.53

FROM PULCINELLA TO RETABLO DE MAESE PEDRO AND HARPSICHORD 
CONCERTO: CUBISM, OBJECTIVITY AND SPANISH NEOCLASSICISM

Critics commented on the premières of Falla’s works in the Twenties focusing 
on the idea of an evolutionary process from El sombrero de tres picos (1919) to 
Falla’s neoclassical works, El Retablo de Maese Pedro and the Harpsichord Concerto, 
produced between 1923 and 1926. These works purportedly related neoclassicism 
directly with universalism. The idea of the ‘national becoming international’54 was 
as common as the statement that El Retablo and the Concerto had achieved the 
demystification of ‘Spanishness’ as folklore (‘desmitificar el españolismo’)55 and as 
the transcendence of ‘Spanish art becoming universal’.56 These ideas were based 
on the notion of a ‘whitened’ use of folklore and the intensification of Castilian 
tradition and music in the evocation of the past.

Falla was a founding member of the League of Composers who, along with 
Jean Wiener and the International Society for Contemporary Music, sponsored 
his work El Retablo de Maese Pedro (FIGURE 3). The fact that Falla’s work was being 
considered by European critics (especially by Revue Musicale and The Chesterian) 
as a paradigm of new Spanish music laid a platform for future critics, thereby 
placing Falla’s work alongside new European music. This influenced Spanish 
criticism which was trying to emulate European criticism.

Falla’s neoclassical works, El Retablo de Maese Pedro and the Harpsichord 
Concerto, as already exhibited in this article, would later be associated with a 
renovation inspired in a universal transcendence of Spanish Music throughout the 
1920s and beyond. These ideas were indeed parallel to musicological research and 
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FIGURE 3. Program of El Retablo de Maese Pedro’s première in Paris, 1923. Archivo Manuel 
de Falla.
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the recovery of music of the past, especially with respect to Siglos de Oro, keyboard 
music and Castilian music of the XVI and XVII Centuries.57

 In 1923, in a letter to Jean-Aubry, Manuel de Falla expressed his interest for 
Castilian tradition and the novel El Quijote by Miguel de Cervantes, regarding the 
composition of his new work Retablo de Maese Pedro.58 He stated that ‘Andalusian 
popular melody is absent in the music of the Retablo. It is just old music, both 
high and popular, from other regions, particularly Castilla.’59

To some extent, Jean-Aubry understood these Castilian overtones in a 
grandiloquent way with the aim of satisfying the French discourse about a serious 
and depurated new Spanish music, devoid of Andalusian exoticism and therefore 
bringing the old exotic idea of Spain to a new Castilian paradigm. According 
to him, ‘everything is Castilla in Retablo, except a little fragment at the end of 
the work which was based on a Catalan song’.60 Nevertheless, there are many 
reminiscences of Andalusian sound, guitar and folklore in El Retablo even though 
Falla had pointed out his interest in old Castilian music. The French journalists 
that spread the idea of neoclassicism in Stravinsky’s works were mostly linked 
to Revue Musicale, which promoted this Castilian perspective. Aloys-Mooser 
emphasized that in El Retablo any Andalusian sign had disappeared.61 Similarly, 
John B. Trend pointed out in The Times the Castilian character of the score,62 
which was an idea that would be reinforced through several critical comments in 
France and in Spain.63 André Schaeffner described it as a ‘passionate classicism’.64

We cannot, however, forget that the première of the Retablo coincided with the 
impact of Stravinsky’s neoclassical works and its European critical identification 
of the uses of musical tradition with avant-garde, post-cubism, objectivity and 
neoclassicism. To some extent, this influence gave rise to comments on Retablo 
de Maese Pedro: ‘the traditional topic dissolves, new reality, creatures recently 
formed of a matter that, this time, is purely sonorous […] Neither Don Gayferos, 
nor Don Quijote, nor Maese Pedro, are anymore than pegs in a new instrument, 
whose music is inside […] pegs… popular song and old romances, old vihuela 
and keyword’.65

In France, Stravinsky’s works, especially the Octet for Wind Instruments had been 
associated to cubist ideas, to collage and to a ‘plastic’ way of composition. Critiques 
on the Retablo also emphasized the plastic qualities of the work comparing it with 
Picasso due to elements of a modern classicism made of clear counterpoint, a 
strong sense of construction, a cubist perspective, the joining of planes and lines 
and, of composition.66

Furthermore, the première of Stravinsky’s Pulcinella in Spain, in 1924, caused 
the emergence of many articles discussing a musical retour to the eighteenth 
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century. In May of 1924, Revista de Occidente, established by Ortega y Gasset 
in 1923, published an article by Adolfo Salazar, which was entitled ‘Polichinela 
y Maese Pedro’ (FIGURE 4).67 The main purpose of comparing both works was to 
emphasize the idea of a unique Spanish neoclassicism. Salazar described an ironic 
representation in Stravinsky similar to a method of distorting musical tradition, 
whilst in Falla’s work he emphasized a serious recovery of Spanish tradition, based 
on a poetical and lyrical evocation of Cervantes’ milieu.

The texts differed between two criteria describing their utilization of the past: 
fashionable and evocative. In Stravinsky, Salazar asseses an ironic distance, whereas 
Falla, being Spanish, evokes history. Other authors praised the same ideas. For 
instance, in the newspaper El Debate Vicente Arregui stressed the archaic overtone 
in Falla’s work and it being full of musicality,68 while Stravinsky’s Pulcinella was 
described in cold and unemotional terms.69 Juan José Mantecón (better known as 
Juan del Brezo) followed these ideas and proclaimed Falla as the most Spanish of 

FIGURE 4. Adolfo Salazar, ‘Polichinela y maese Pedro’, Revista de Occidente, 11, May 1924.
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the Spanish musicians and ‘more universal’.70 The trending topic of universalism 
associated to Falla and Spanishness was just as visible in Catalan criticism after 
Retablo’s première.71

This perspective would simultaneously be projected in European criticism. 
Joaquín Turina published ‘Musique espagnole moderne’ in 1926, in Le Courier de 
Paris, espousing Falla as the starting point of the modern Spanish School of Music 
based on the conciliation of nationalism and universalism.72

Cesar M. Arconada, an important critic who wrote several articles in various 
journals about new art and music concerning the notion of avant-garde, defined 
Falla’s work as a paradigm of  ‘post-classicism’. He also mentioned the ‘ethnography’ 
of this music comparing it with Russian composers and their uses of folklore to 
achieve universalism. The concepts of stylization and depuration of folklore were 
also present (FIGURE 5).73

When Falla premiered his Harpsichord Concerto (1926), it was described as the 
consolidation of a progressive process of depuration of folklore and the achievement 
of a new Spanish classicism that had been evolving since his first works.74 Ideas 
about essences were emphasized, understood as a sign of Spanishness.

The Concerto is like an evolutionary fruit of the Retablo de Maese Pedro. On 
the way, its criterion is purified until it becomes quintessential, it intensifies 
until it reaches the last degree of concentration, it loses everything that could be 
considered as accessory and circumstantial to keep only the indispensable, the 
strict, in a way that could be considered schematic by force of elimination, to give 
as a result a clarity of matter and a precision in the language that today are the 
highest point of Spanish music. Unique qualities in our current music after having 
been imperative and constant in the apex of classicism.75

In addition, the reference to Scarlatti and Spanish music of the fifteenth to 
seventeenth centuries in Falla’s Harpsichord Concerto was described as a deeper 
sign of Spanishness. This feature was defined as the perfect union of Spanishness 
and classicism. Also, the idea I previously explained about a Castilian influence 
in Retablo de Maese Pedro was present in the descriptions of the Concerto being 
related to the ‘natural values’ of Hispanic music as the words of Adolfo Salazar 
expressed (FIGURE 6):

The ‘natural values’ of Hispanic music persist throughout Falla’s work […] more 
Castilianist already in the Retablo and in the Concerto de Clavicembalo […] As Falla 
refined the elements of his style, his idiom became more concentrated in expression, 
synthesizing its general features and detaching itself from perfects that can be found in 
Domenico Scarlatti and Mozart. But in Scarlatti there is a kind of virginity of form that 
goes hand in hand with an unmistakable Spanish accent.76
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FIGURE 5. César María Muñoz Arconada, ‘La música moderna en España’, Alfar, II/42, March 
1924, p. 81.
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Therefore, Salazar and most other critics were interpreting Falla’s neoclassicism 
as the most correct channel to achieve a true sense of Spanishness. Those ideas are 
also developed in his 1927 essay Sinfonía y Ballet.

In France, Falla’s Concerto provoked similar comments (FIGURE 7).77 French 
criticism identified simplicity, purity and austerity with a new Spanishness.78 To 
some extent Spanish neoclassicism was identified with the term ‘Spanishness’ and 
then renewed and redefined as the true recovery of musical past via Manuel de 
Falla’s style of Retablo de Maese Pedro and Harpsichord Concerto. This perspective 
prevailed among the new young composers of the Grupo de los Ocho (Group of 
the Eight), who followed the models of these compositions and also emphasized 
the idea of a unique Spanish neoclassic tendency:

FIGURE 6. Adolfo Salazar, ‘El Concerto de Manuel de Falla, idioma y estilo, clasicismo y 
modernidad’, El Sol, 30 November 1927.
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FIGURE 7. Sketches for Concerto MS M21. A7. Archivo Manuel de Falla.
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The neoclassical language, whose vocabulary is analogous to that used by Falla in El 
Retablo de Maese Pedro and in the Concerto, is employed with boldness and singular 
precision […] it has nothing to do with eighteenth-century European evocations; 
the accent is ours […] Due to lack of material, I cannot demonstrate here why the 
idiosyncratic neoclassical formulas set in motion by Falla are authentically Spanish.79 

This comparison, Stravinsky vs. Falla, Pulcinella vs. Retablo de Maese Pedro, 
continued after the 1920s and 1930s in Spanish musical historiography.80

SOME CONCLUSIONS

The discourses on modern classicism in the Spanish School of Music encapsulated 
some dualities. For instance, the tension between present and past, the polarity 
between being pro-European and urban and being regionalist and rural, the 
dichotomy between the new and the old, and the modern and the traditional.

Modern classicism was understood as the ideal synthesis of Orteguian Spanish 
essence and appearance made true. Furthermore, the idea of modern classicism 
itself was a construction due to the anxiety of presenting Falla’s works as an ideal 
synthesis of nationalism and universalism, Spanishness and Europeanism. The 
Spanish discourses on modern classicism discarded the alleged coldness of French 
neoclassicism with the aim of enhancing its own tradition in national discourse 
and rejecting foreign influences.

Despite these attempts to try and stave off French influences and seek a unique 
modern classicism, in truth, it reflected the old French idea in the new Spanish 
School of Music. Spain maintained the union between the national and the 
universal which was developed in the writings of the main Hispanists, especially 
Collet and Jean-Aubry. It is thus clear that a process of feedback between France 
and Spain configured Spanish discourses about modern classicism.

RUTH PIQUER SANCLEMENTE
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