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The latter part of the fifteenth century witnessed dramatic changes in Spanish cultural life.  
Beginning with the marriage of Ferdinand of Castille to Isabella of Aragon in 1474, Spain 
entered into a period of greater political stability and national unity.  The cumulative effects of 
the capture of Granada, the coquest of the Moors, the expulsion of the Jews, and Columbus' 
landing in America, all occurring in 1492, quickly established Spain in the sphere of international 
affairs.  No longer was the Iberian peninsula to be thought of as a collection of unorganized 
states, rather, sixteenth century Spain was quickly becoming the world power, both militarily and 
economically.  

Prior to these dramatic changes Spanish arts, and music in particular, had evolved through the 
interaction and blend of three unique cultures: Christian, Arabic and Jewish.  Furthermore, 
throughout this period many Spanish monarchs employed musicians from other European 
nations, in particular France and Italy.  Ferdinand and Isabella broke this tradition by employing 
only Spanish musicians, and following the Queen's death in 1504, the King established the royal 
chapel of Spain, to which he appointed only the best musicians.  These developments provided a 
fertile environment for an emerging nationalist style in the arts, one that was uniquely Spanish 
and still exists to this day.

Throughout the 16th century the instrument known as the vihuela da mano, an instrument shaped 
somewhat like a guitar but tuned like a lute, flourished in Spain and then mysteriously 
disappeared around 1580. Left to us are seven books of tablature that were published between 
1536 and 1574 which contain an enormous quantity of high quality music.  In these books 
Spanish compositional idioms such as romances, villancicos, differencias and tientos stand side by 
side with intabulations of works by such great Flemish masters as Josquin des Prez and 
Gombert.  More importantly, since many of these publications were also tutorials, they leave an 
extraordinary legacy of 16th century performance practice.

The two principal forms of Spanish secular music from this period are the romance and the 
villancico, the former derived from a literary tradition that often told the tales of war with the 
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Moors and is marked by solemnity and a processional style. Although one might argue that 
during this period a villancico meant just about any kind of Spanish song that wasn't a romance, 
it generally has the character of a more lively village song in which an initial refrain (estribillo) is 
followed by a series of verses (coplas) which is then followed by a return to the refrain (vuelta.)  
These songs were gathered together in various cancioneros, or songbooks, the most famous one 
of which is the Cancionero Musical de Palacio. The composer most represented in this collection is 
Juan del Enzina.  During the reign of Ferdinand and Isabella Enzina served in the court of Don 
Fadrique de Toledo, and it is this work from his youth which forms the core of this secular 
Spanish repertory.

Seventeenth century Spain found itself in a precarious position. Having lost to the British in 
1588, Spain, and its territories, were no longer immune from some of the dangers that existed for 
the rest  of the world.  Spain's rulers treaded a fine line between presenting an image of strength 
at home while dealing with severe blows to its empire.  The dichotomy presented by this 
coexistence of fantasy and reality is nowhere more clearly demonstrated than in the Hapsburg 
court, ruled by Philip IV and immortalized through the paintings of Velázquez.  The image 
presented is one of serenity and order while the reality is crisis and calamity.  Such situations are 
the basis for great theatre and in seventeenth century Madrid, the theatre flourished.

Two musicians closely identified with the Spanish theatre are Juan Hidalgo (1614 - 1685) and 
Sebastian Durón (1660 - 1716).  Although Hidalgo was active as court harpist from 1632 until 
his death and was also responsible for the palace's chamber music, it was his association with the 
playwright Calderón for which he is most noted.  Hidalgo left us a wonderful repertory of 
zarzuelas, operas and tonos humanos, secular songs that are structural quite similar to the 16th 
century villancico, that is, consisting of estribillos alternating with coplas.  By this time the term 
villancico almost always indicated a sacred or semi-sacred composition with a similar structure.  
In addition, the Italian monodic style with a basso continuo accompaniment has now also become 
the norm in Spain and most, if not all of Hidalgo's tonos are composed in this fashion.

Beyond the shores of the Iberian peninsula Spanish colonial culture developed at an astonishing 
pace.  In contrast to the New England colonies Mexico City, Guatemala City and Lima, Peru all 
had functioning printing presses in the early decades of the 16th century.  Moreover, court life in 
these cultural centers was extravagant and the demand for entertainment high.  From these cities 
there remains a significant number of villancicos, cantatas, lamentations and operas that are 
worthy of further exploration. 
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Of all instruments the guitar is certainly considered to be the quintessential "Spanish" instrument, 
both in folk and fine art music.  More importantly, in the seventeenth century it was the guitar, 
often in multiples and combined with harp, and viola da gamba that produced the essential 
continuo and theatre accompaniment band.  Certainly this is not to suggest that the harpsichord 
played a slight role, but it is important to recognize the uniqueness of this ensemble and its 
importance to Spanish baroque repertoire.  The names most associated with this guitar legacy are 
Gaspar Sanz, Francisco Guerau, and Santiago de Murcia, who for a time, was the guitar teacher 
to Dona Maria Luisa Gabriela de Savoy, queen of Spain.  Following her death in 1714 de Murcia 
found an artistic climate that was not entirely favorable to his talents and it has been theorized 
that he eventually emigrated to Mexico, the only country where all of his works have been found. 

During the 16th and 17th centuries parts of Italy were under Spanish rule, the most significant of 
these were the Viceroyalty of Naples and the region surrounding Milan. It is clear that Italian 
musicians were strongly influenced by this Spanish presence and some of the most important 
variation genres exploited by Italian composers, the folias, romanesca and ciaconna, all evolved 
from Spanish baroque guitar tablatures.  More interestingly, some of these, in particular the 
ciaconna, are of Latin American origin.  During this period a number of Italians composed for 
the Spanish nobility of Naples and included among this group was Andrea Falconieri, a virtuoso 
lutenist and guitarist from Naples.  Falconieri was a widely traveled musician who spent a 
number of years in Spain, and in 1647 was appointed maestro di capella of the royal chapel in 
Naples a position that he retained until his death in 1656 of the plague.  His works are fresh and 
spirited, standing squarely between the compositional styles of Monteverdi and Corelli, with a 
touch of Iberia.

We conclude tonight’s festivities with a selection of works from Sebastian Durón’s zarzuela Salir 
el Amor del Mundo. Durón entered the service of the royal chapel in 1691 and within a few years he 
became the most important musical figure both inside and outside the court. By 1701 he was 
appointed maestro of the royal chapel by the new Borbón dynasty and as a supporter of the 
Austrian party during the War of Succession, he was condemned to exile in 1706 and went to 
France where he would die ten years later.  A prolific composer, Durón was able to successfully 
integrate the Spanish and Italian styles into single compositions. Note the exquisite Sosieguen, 
Descansen  for soprano, viola da gamba and continuo which is essentially a tono humano with an 
an Italian style recitative contained within.

! ! ! ! ! ! ! ! ! Richard Savino
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