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MEXICAN PIANO MUSIC BY MANUEL M. PONCE

JORGE FEDERICO OSORIO, PIANO

CANCIONES MEXICANAS

[ “Estrellita....” (2:36)

[2] “La barca del marino....” (2:28)
“Cuiden su vida" (4:14)

ESTUDIOS DE CONCIERTO
No. 7, “Juventud” (2:09)

[51 No. 12, “La vida sonrie” (5:07)
[6] No. 3, “Hacia la cima” (3:36)

From “TROZOS ROMANTICOS”
Souvenir (1:50) [81 Deseo (1:55)
Quimera (2:07) Hoja de album (2:39)

[ LEGENDE (5:38)

MAZURCAS

No. 3 in A-flat Major (2:31)
No. 8 in C-Sharp Minor (2:46)
No. 9 in G Minor (2:49)

No. 11 in A Minor (2:57)

No. 13 in F Minor (2:22)
No. 14 in D-Flat Major (2:27)
No. 16 in B-Flat Minor (3:18)
No. 23 in A Minor (3:27)

SUITE CUBANA (12:27)
1. Serenata marina (3:06) 3. Paz de ocaso (5:03)
2. Plenilunio (4:11)

DEUX ETUDES POUR PIANO (A ARTUR RUBINSTEIN) (3:52)*

I. Allegretto mosso ma espressivo (2:43)
Il. Allegro non troppo (1:09)

Total Time: (74:40)

*© G. Schirmer, 1942



MEXICAN PIANO MUSIC BY MANUEL M. PONCE

NOTES BY RICARDO MIRANDA

For most music lovers, the name Manuel
Ponce is usually associated with guitar
repertoire. The great Andres Segovia
championed Ponce’s music and estab-
lished it as standard repertoire for guitar-
ists. Yet Ponce wrote for the guitar almost
entirely on demand; his favorite instrument
had always been the piano. Trained in his
hometown of Aguascalientes and dur-
ing a one year residence in Mexico City,
where he studied with Vicente Manias,
Ponce was a pianist through and through.
In this sense, his first trip to Europe, in
1903, proved revealing. His original in-
tention was to study composition in Italy,
where he had a few lessons with Puccini’s
mentor, Cesare Dall’'Olio. He abandoned
this plan after a year, however, and went
to Berlin to further his pianistic training.
Ponce aimed to study with Martin Krause,
the renowned disciple of Liszt. In order
to gain access to his class, Ponce sought
help from the young Edwin Fischer, then a
leading pupil of Krause. Ponce managed
a year in the master’s studio before his
meager resources ran out, forcing him to
return to Mexico. Nevertheless, Ponce's
playing had improved considerably, and
his Berlin experience only strengthened
his dedication and love for the piano.

It should come as no surprise that during
the first years of his artistic career, pia-
no and composition went hand in hand.
Indeed, his crucial and decisive concert
in Mexico City in 1912 featured the
premiere of his Piano Concerto with the
composer as soloist conducted by Julian
Carrillo. On that occasion, which estab-
lished Ponce as a major figure in Mexico's
musical scene, he also premiered some of
his solo pieces after Mexican folk themes,
including his Tema variado mexicano and
his first Rapsodia mexicana. Interestingly,
he was appointed professor not of com-
position but of piano at Mexico’s National
Conservatoire. He maintained this posi-
tion for several years and helped propel
the careers of noteworthy Mexican pia-
nists such as Joaquin Amparan and Es-
peranza Cruz. That Ponce never taught
composition at either the Conservatoire
or the National Music School might seem
puzzling. But paradox and irony emerge
often in Ponce’s biography. Take, for ex-
ample, the unfortunate circumstances of
his American debut: he was scheduled to
appear in New York's prestigious Aeolian
Hall on March 27th, 1916. But Ponce’s
New York debut took an unfortunate turn
when news broke on that same day of

Pancho Villa’s attack on the border town
of Columbus, New Mexico. Who could
blame New Yorkers for failing to attend
or appreciate the performance of a pia-
nist whose countrymen just invaded the
United States? Ponce paid dearly for
this unfortunate coincidence: his other
US. engagements were all cancelled. He
endured several days of economic and
personal uncertainty before returning to
Cuba, where he lived from 1915-1917,
a political exile induced by the Mexican
Revolution. Sadly, Ponce never returned to
the United States, either as a composer
or a pianist.

Ponce’s acquaintance with the piano and
its idiomatic possibilities are evident from
his music. Pieces such as Legende or his
Ftudes demonstrate a composer abso-
lutely at home in writing for the piano. The
elegance and flair of such music reveal its
author as an heir to the romantic piano
tradition. Indeed, it is in Ponce'’s piano
repertoire that Mexican Romanticism finds
some of its most eloquent landmarks. In
his piano etudes, some of which he wrote
while studying in Berlin, technical demand
goes hand in hand with lyrical inspiration.
Even his Deux études pour piano, written
in Paris in 1930 and dedicated to Arthur
Rubinstein, while revealing Ponce’s adop-
tion of a modern harmonic language, nev-

ertheless betray the technical prowess
of a pianist immersed in the fin de siécle
virtuoso tradition. Romanticism in Ponce’s
music is nowhere more evident than in
Legende, a piece in which a single lyrical
idea is constantly transformed, giving rise
to an imaginative and expressive work.
On the other hand, Ponce closely follows
the Romantic ideal of finding what is most
natural and unspoiled in folk music. His
first arrangements of Mexican folk songs
were published in 1911 and signaled
the birth of Mexican Nationalism. Of that
famous five song compilation, La barca
del marino is performed on this program
along with Cuiden su vida, one of Ponce’s
favorite Mexican songs. These are supple-
mented by Estrellita, Ponce’s best known
song, redolent of both his subtle lyrical
inspiration and his assimilation of Mexi-
can folk songs.

It was during his exile that Ponce became
aware of and captivated by Cuban folk mu-
sic. Particularly fond of the local danzén,
he wrote a series of Cuban pieces in
the same manner as his rhapsodies and
ballades on Mexican themes. Foremost
among these, Suite cubana is particularly
striking for its harmonic and rhythmic
sensuality. Not surprisingly, Cubans were
very fond of this music. When Ponce pre-
miered his Suite in Havana in November
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1914, local critics were ecstatic. One
wrote: “Ponce is a sublime and inspired
composer. He has captured our ambi-
ence; he has enclosed our sky’s clarity
and beauty and has distilled our flowers’
scent onto his music.”

In addition to writing music based on folk
songs and composing pieces of virtuoso
character, Ponce followed other paths of
the romantic style. In writing dances and
album leafs, Ponce revealed himself as an
intense and poignant artist. Trozos romdnti-
cos (Romantic Sketches) is a fine example
of his capacity for writing characteristic
pieces, such as those of Schumann or
Mendelssohn. Written between 1910 and
1911, Trozos are a series of 14 pieces,
from which a selection is offered on this
recording. These short, touching pieces
combine melodic inspiration with a subtle
harmonic palette. These same character-
istics can be found in Ponce’s mazurkas.
For those unacquainted with 19th Century
Mexican music, the writing of mazurkas by
a Mexican composer may come as a sur-
prise. However, the Polish dance first ar-
rived in Mexico around 1850 and became
a favorite of both public and composers
— s0 popular that, outside of Poland, the
Mexican repertoire may well hold the larg-
est collection of them. Foremost among
these are Ponce’s, which he wrote between

1900 and 1917. Although some were lost
during the Revolution, twenty Ponce ma-
zurkas survive. (Ponce’s collection stands
as one of the two largest sets of mazurkas
written in the 20th century. The other is by
Ponce’s exact contemporary, Polish com-
poser Karol Syzmanowksi.) They all follow
the standard A-B-A-C-A structure typical
of the Mexican mazurkas, but pay tribute to
Chopin in their capacity to convey a unique
musical universe and in their elegant and
idiomatic writing. The third theme of each
mazurka usually has a lyrical character as-
sociated with Mexican folk songs, although
all of the melodies are Ponce’s own.

Although Ponce’s piano repertoire is little
known, it remains one of the most original
and expressive voices of Latin American
music of the twentieth century. Its lyricism
and elegance, as heard on this recording,
will no doubt lead to its growing dissemi-
nation and a wider appreciation of this re-
markable composer’s ample production.

Dr. Ricardo Miranda is Professor of Musicology
and head of Postgraduate Studies at the Music
Department of the Universidad Veracruzana. A
specialist in Mexican music, Dr. Miranda received
his PhD at the City University of London in 1992.
His published books include “Manuel M. Ponce,
ensayo sobre su vida y obra” (Conaculta, 1998).

Para la mayoria de los amantes de la
musica, la figura de Manuel Maria Ponce
suele asociarse con la guitarra y fue nadie
menos que Andrés Segovia quien se en-
cargé de situar la musica del compositor
mexicano al centro del repertorio de los
guitarristas. Sin embargo, Ponce escribié
la mayor parte de sus obras para gui-
tarra por comisién, pues su instrumento
favorito era y habia sido siempre el piano.
Educado como pianista tanto en Aguas-
calientes como en un breve pero fructifero
viaje de estudios a la ciudad de México,
donde estudié con el madrilefio Vicente
Mafias, Ponce fue un acabado intérprete
en el mds amplio sentido. Al respecto, su
primer viaje a Europa en 1903 resulta
revelador: aunque su intencién original
habia sido la de estudiar composicién en
Italia — donde tomé algunas clases con
Cesare Dall’Olio, el maestro de Puccini —
abandond este proyecto para trasladarse
a Berlin, donde quiso estudiar piano con
el célebre alumno de Liszt, Martin Krause.
A fin de preparar su audicién para entrar
a esa clase famosa, solicité la ayuda de
un joven alumno del mismo Krause, el en-
tonces desconocido Edwin Fischer. Con
semejante ayuda sobra decir que Ponce
pudo estudiar un afio con Krause antes de

que sus recursos financieros se agotaran,
forzdndolo a volver a México. Sin embar-
go, aquel afio en Berlin dio a su ejecucién
una fuerza y técnica renovadas que sélo
aumentaron su dedicacién y amor por el
piano.

De tal suerte, no sorprende saber que a
su regreso a México y durante los prim-
eros afios de su carrera profesional, el
piano y la composicién fueron indisolubles
su trayectoria. Por ejemplo, en un crucial
concierto ofrecido en 1912 que establecié
a Ponce como una de las figuras cen-
trales de la escena musical mexicana, el
autor actué como solista en el estreno de
su propio Concierto para piano, dirigido
por Julian Carrillo. En esa misma ocasién,
Ponce interpreté también algunas de sus
obras para piano solo basadas en melo-
dias populares como su Tema variado
mexicano y la primera Rapsodia mexi-
cana. Con el correr de los afios, la car-
rera docente de Ponce fue como maestro
de piano: en tal capacidad fue contratado
en el Conservatorio Nacional donde formé
alumnos tan destacados como Esperanza
Cruz y Joaquin Ampardn. Paradéjicamente,
Ponce nunca ensefié composicién ni en el
Conservatorio ni en la Escuela de Musica
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de la Universidad Nacional, donde también
fue maestro. Pero la ironia y la paradoja
suelen acompafiar la biografia de Ponce.
Véase, por recordar un caso, el desafortu-
nado incidente de su presentacién en los
Estados Unidos. Invitado por la importante
firma manufacturera de pianos y pianolas
Aeolian, se programé su aparicién neo-
yorquina para el 27 de marzo de 1916.
Pero aquella presentacién tomé un cariz
desafortunado cuando el mismo dia se supo
que Francisco Villa y sus dorados habian
atacado la poblacién estadounidense de
Columbus, cerca de la frontera mexicana.
Ante semajantes circunstancias, ¢quién
podria culpar al publico y prensa neoyorki-
nos por responder con indiferencia o enojo
ante la presentacién de un buen pianista y
fino compositor pero cuyos conciudadanos
invadian los Estados Unidos? Ponce pagd
con creces esta mala coincidencia, y du-
rante algunos dias deambulé por Nueva
York sin dinero y sin posibilidad de volver
a La Habana, donde residia entonces de-
bido a un exilio provocado por la llegada
de Carranza y los suyos a la presidencia de
Meéxico. Sin duda para pérdida de todos,
Ponce nunca volvié a los Estados Unidos, ni
como pianista ni como compositor.

Pero un escucha atento no necesitard tan-
tas explicaciones histéricas para notar que
un artista como Ponce se siente a sus an-
chas al escribir para piano. Piezas como
Legende o sus Estudios son elocuentes al
respecto y denotan en su elegancia y atina-
da concepcién que su autor es heredero de
la tradicién pianistica romdntica. De hecho,
es en la musica de Ponce donde el romanti-
cismo mexicano encuentra algunas de sus
pdginas mds relevantes y esta grabacion
ofrece un amplio recorrido por tales obras.
En Juventud, Hacia la cima y otros estudios
para piano, algunos de los cuales fueron
escritos mientras estudiaba en Berlin, la de-
manda técnica va aunada a un inspiracién
lirica notable; incluso en sus Deux études
pour piano, escritos en el Paris de 1930 y
dedicados a Arthur Rubinstein, si bien se
aprecia un lenguaje arménico mds acorde
a la estética moderna que Ponce adoptd
por entonces, la concepcion técnica de las
obras nos remite a la tradicion lisztiana y
delata la mano de un pianista inmerso en
la tradicién del virtuosismo romdntico. Por
lo demds, el romanticismo de Ponce nunca
fue tan evidente como en Legende, una
obra donde una sola idea se transforma
incesante, para generar una composicion
orgdnica, expresiva y plena de imaginacién

cuyo romanticismo es conspicuo. Por otra
parte, Ponce sigue muy de cerca el ideal
romdntico que buscé a menudo la belleza
natural que las melodias folkléricas preser-
van. Sus primeros arreglos de canciones
populares fueron publicados en 1911 y
sefialaron el nacimiento del nacionalismo
musical mexicano. De aquella famosa com-
pilacién de cinco canciones mexicanas de
salén, se escucha en este disco La barca
del marino, al lado de otra cancién que
fue una de las favoritas de Ponce, Cuiden
su vida (también utilizada en su poema
sinfénico Ferial. Ademds, cémo olvidarse
de Estrellita, la cancién original de Ponce
que lo hizo tan famoso y cuya factura es
reveladora tanto de la sutil inspiracién
lirica del compositor como de su perfecta
asimilacién de la cancién mexicana y sus
caracteristicas.

Se ha mencionado que Ponce pasé dos
afios de exilio en Cuba entre 1915y 1917.
Fue ahi donde conocié la musica popular
de la isla, misma que lo cautivé. Entusi-
asmado por la sensualidad del danzén,
compuso algunas obras donde siguié pro-
cesos similares a los ya experimentados
con sus rapsodias o balada mexicanas y
escribié una serie de piezas cubanas. A la

cabeza de éstas se encuentra la Suite cu-
bana, obra particularmente notable por su
sensualidad armdnica y ritmica. Del éxito
de tales piezas dan testimonio los propios
criticos cubanos, quienes al escuchar el
estreno de la Suite, realizado en La Ha-
bana en noviembre de 1914, ensalzaron a
Ponce por lo mds alto. “Manuel Ponce se
ha revelado como un compositor inspirado”
— escribié un critico — “aduefidndose de
nuestro ambiente, arrancando de nuestro
cielo su limpidez y hermosura, recogiendo
el hdlito perfumado de nuestras fiores y
transcribiendo al pentagrama el alma
inspirada de nuestra adorada Cuba”.

Ademds de escribir misica basada en
melodias populares y de componer pie-
zas de cardcter virtuoso, Ponce transité
por otros senderos del estilo romdntico. Al
escribir danzas y hojas de dlbum, el com-
positor se revelé como un artista intenso
y pujante. Sus Trozos romanticos — es-
critos entre 1910 y 1911, y de cuyos ca-
torce numeros aqui se ofrece una seleccién
— son un ejemplo acabado de su capa-
cidad para componer piezas de cardcter,
como aquellas que escribieran Schumann
o Mendelssohn, y de cémo en su intensa
brevedad se combinan un sutil sentido
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arménico y una conmovedora inspiracion
melédica. Esas mismas caracteristicas,
por cierto, se localizan en su serie de ma-
zurcas. Para quienes conocen poco de la
musica mexicana del siglo XIX, la escritura
de mazurcas por parte de un composi-
tor mexicano pudiera resultar sorpresiva.
Sin embargo, desde que la danza llegd
a México hacia 1850 se convirtié en un
género muy popular y es posible afirmar
que, con la légica excepcién de Polonia,
es en México donde se localiza uno de los
mds grandes repertorios de dichas danzas.
Entre las mds sobresalientes, la veintena
de mazurcas compuestas por Ponce en-
tre 1900 y 1917 — algunas de las cu-
ales se perdieron durante los afios de la
Revolucién — destaca por su idiomdtica y
elegante escritura, que rinde un homenaje
a Chopin en su capacidad para construir
en cada breve pieza un universo musical
en si mismo. La gran mayoria de las ma-
zurcas de Ponce siguen el modelo tipico
de las mazurcas mexicanas decimondni-
cas A-B-A-C-A y, si bien todos los temas
empleados son originales, el tercer tema
suele caracterizarse por dar cauce a una
profusioén lirica que recuerda las canciones
populares mexicanas. Valga recordar que,
al lado de Karol Szymanowski, estricto
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contempordneo de Ponce, el conjunto de
mazurcas del compositor mexicano es uno
de los mds grandes escritos en el siglo XX,
un logro sobrecogedor en virtud del alto
pardmetro establecido por Chopin, pero
en cuya factura el compositor mexicano
alcanzé un éxito evidente y definitivo.

Aunque la produccién para piano de Ponce
es relativamente poco conocida, la origi-
nalidad y fuerza expresiva de su musica le
convierten en una de las voces mds de-
stacadas de la musica latinoamericana del
siglo XX. Su elegancia y lirismo, tal y como
se escuchan en el presente disco, habrdn
de servir a una mayor valoracién de su am-
plio repertorio.

Dr. Ricardo Miranda es Catedrdtico de Musi-
cologia y Coordinador de la Maestria en Musica
de la Universidad Veracruzana. Especialista en
musica mexicana, recibié su doctorado en
musicologia en 1992 de la City University de
Londres. Entre sus libros se cuentan “Manuel M.
Ponce, ensayo sobre su vida y obra” (Conaculta,
1998).

ABOUT JORGE FEDERICO OSORIO

Jorge Federico Osorio has been
internationally acclaimed for his superb
musicianship and absolute command of
the instrument. He has performed with
many of the world’s leading orchestras,
including the Chicago, Dallas, Detroit, and
Seattle Symphonies; the Concertgebouw,
French National, Philharmonia, Moscow
State, and Royal Philharmonic Orchestras;
and the Israel and Warsaw Philharmonics.
Osorio has played under the batons of
such distinguished conductors as Lorin
Maazel, Bernard Haitink, Klaus Tennstedt,
Eduardo Mata, and Enrique Batiz. His
concert tours have taken him to Europe,
Asia, North, Central and South Americas.
His American festival appearances have
included the Hollywood Bowl, Ravinia,
and Grant Park Festivals.

Mr. Osorio is also an avid chamber
musician; he has served as artistic director
of the Brahms Music Festival in Mexico,
and has performed with the late Henryk
Szeryng, the Moscow Quartet, and the Tel
Aviv Quartet. Born in Mexico, Mr. Osorio
began his musical studies at the age of
five. He studied at the conservatories of
Mexico, Paris, and Moscow; his teachers
have included Luz Maria Puente, Bernard
Flavigny, Jacob Milstein, Nadia Reisenberg,
and Wilhelm Kempff.
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This is Jorge Federico Osorio’s second
recording for Cedille. His extensive
discography on labels such as EMI, CBS,
Artek, IMP, and ASV include recent Brahms
recordings that have received accolades
from Gramophone, American Record Guide,
and the Chicago Tribune. Other recordings
include Beethoven's Five Piano Concertos
and Choral Fantasy; concertos by Brahms,
Mozart, Ponce, Rodrigo (world premiere
recording), Rachmaninov, Schumann, and
Tchaikovsky; several Beethoven Sonatas;
and solo piano works of Manuel M. Ponce.
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ALSO WITH JORGE FEDERICO OSORIO
ON CEDILLE RECORDS

PIANO ESPANOL ¢ CDR 90000 075
Works by Albéniz, Falla, Granados, and Soler

“Make no mistake about it, Osorio is a major pianist, and this handsome collection of Spanish
masterpieces is proof of that fact. . . . If you want the best possible introduction to Spanish
piano classics, played by the successor to De Larrocha, get this gorgeous-sounding recording.
Highly recommended.” FANFARE

“This recording, his first for Cedille, is a gorgeous piece of work, played with passion, intelligence,
idiomatic understanding and absolute flair.” sT. LOUIS POST-DISPATCH



