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THE MOORISH INFLUENCE IN CAPRICHO ARABE

INTRODUCTION: THE ENDURING ALLURE OF A GUITAR MASTERPIECE

In the vast repertoire of classical guitar music, few pieces evoke the mystery, passion, and technical
brilliance of Francisco Téarrega’s Capricho Arabe. Composed in 1892, this single work has
captivated audiences and challenged guitarists for over a century. Its title, translating to "Arabian
Caprice," immediately transports the listener to a world of exotic scales, Moorish echoes, and
profound lyrical depth. To truly understand the Francisco Tarrega Capricho Arabe history, one
must journey back to late 19th-century Spain, a nation grappling with its own identity while its
artists looked both inward and outward for inspiration. This article delves deep into the origins,
musical structure, cultural influences, and lasting legacy of this iconic composition, offering a
complete guide for enthusiasts, students, and seasoned performers alike.

THE LIFE AND TIMES OF FRANCISCO TARREGA

Early Years and Musical Formation

Born on November 21, 1852, in Villarreal, Castelldn, Francisco Tarrega Eixea was destined for music.
After a childhood accident that nearly cost him his eyesight, his father, a guitarist himself,
encouraged young Francisco to pursue the guitar as both a creative outlet and a potential career. By
his teenage years, Tarrega had already mastered the guitar and begun studying piano and music
theory at the Madrid Conservatory. This dual training profoundly shaped his approach to composition
and technique.

Tarrega’s early work was heavily influenced by the Romantic movement sweeping across Europe. He
admired composers like Chopin, whose lyrical piano works directly inspired Tarrega’s own melodic
sensibility. However, his Spanish heritage remained a constant undercurrent, blending the refined
salon style of Paris with the folk traditions of Valencia, Andalusia, and the Moorish-influenced music
of southern Spain.

The Guitar as a Vehicle for Emotion

Unlike many of his contemporaries who viewed the guitar as a limited instrument, Tarrega saw its
potential for profound emotional expression. He famously elevated the guitar from a folk instrument
or salon accessory to a concert-stage vehicle capable of conveying the full spectrum of human
emotion. His technical innovations—such as the rest stroke (apoyando) and the free stroke
(tirando)—expanded the guitar’s dynamic range and tonal palette. It is within this context of artistic
ambition that Capricho Arabe was born.

COMPOSITION AND INSPIRATION: THE BIRTH OF CAPRICHO ARABE

The Year 1892 and Its Cultural Context

The Francisco Tarrega Capricho Arabe history begins in earnest in 1892, during a period of
intense creative output for the composer. Spain was in the midst of the Restoration era, a time of
political stability but also cultural introspection. The Romantic fascination with the "Orient" was at its
peak across Europe. Artists, writers, and composers were enchanted by tales of Al-Andalus (Muslim-
ruled Spain) and the exotic imagery of North Africa, the Middle East, and the Far East.

Tarrega was no exception. He was deeply influenced by the Moorish architecture, gardens, and
musical traditions of Andalusia, particularly the city of Granada. The Alhambra Palace, with its
intricate arabesques, fountains, and courtyards, served as a direct inspiration for many Spanish
composers of the era. Tarrega’s student, Emilio Pujol, later recounted that the composer often spoke
of the "melancholy of the Arab soul" as a central theme of the piece.

Dedication to the Composer’s Friend

Térrega dedicated Capricho Arabe to his friend and fellow musician, Tomas Bretén, a well-known
composer and conductor. This dedication is significant, as it places the piece within a network of
Spanish musical luminaries who were actively seeking to define a national musical identity. Breton,
like Tarrega, was deeply involved in the Spanish musical renaissance (often called the "Spanish
musical nationalism" movement), and the piece was likely performed and discussed in these
influential circles.

Musical Analysis: The Structure of
Capricho Arabe

To appreciate the Francisco Tarrega Capricho Arabe history fully, one must understand its
musical architecture. The piece is structured in a loose ternary form (ABA), but with a remarkable
fluidity that defies rigid categorization.

e Opening Section (A): The piece begins with a slow, haunting introduction in D minor. The
use of the open strings and the characteristic Phrygian mode (often called the "Spanish
scale") immediately establishes an exotic, almost mournful atmosphere. The melody is
plaintive, as if a lone voice is singing a forgotten song from the Alhambra’s halls.

e Middle Section (B): The tempo shifts to a lively, dance-like Allegretto. This section is marked
by rapid scale passages, arpeggios, and a rhythmic vitality that suggests a festive celebration.
The key moves to D major, brightening the mood. This is often described as the "Arabian
dance" or "festival" portion of the piece.

e Return and Coda: The opening theme returns, but it is now decorated with delicate
embellishments and a sense of wistful reflection. The piece ends with a gentle, fading coda,
leaving the listener suspended in a dream-like state. The final chord is a Picardy third (a major
chord in a minor key), offering a bittersweet resolution.

Tarrega’s use of harmonics, rapid tremolo, and subtle dynamic shifts throughout the piece
showcases his mastery of guitar technique. The piece demands not only technical fluency but also a
deep sense of storytelling and emotional restraint.

Al-Andalus and the Legacy of the Moors

The term "Arabe" (Arabian) in the title is a direct nod to the Islamic heritage of Spain. From 711 to
1492, much of the Iberian Peninsula was under Muslim rule, and this 800-year period left an indelible
mark on Spanish culture, language, architecture, and music. The melismatic ornamentation (the
use of slides, trills, and mordents) in Capricho Arabe evokes the vocal style of Arabic mawwal (a
traditional Arabic vocal improvisation).

Tarrega was not simply mimicking "exotic" sounds for effect. He was attempting to capture the
emotional landscape of a vanished civilization—the sophistication, the longing, and the spiritual
depth of Al-Andalus. This places him alongside other Spanish composers like Isaac Albéniz (who
wrote "Asturias" with its similar Moorish echoes) and Enrique Granados.

Scales, Modes, and Ornamentation

One of the most recognizable features of the piece is its reliance on the Phrygian mode,
specifically the E Phrygian scale (E-F-G-A-B-C-D-E). This scale, with its characteristic flattened
second, is the sonic signature of flamenco and Moorish-influenced Spanish music. Tarrega uses this
scale not as a gimmick but as the harmonic foundation of the entire opening section. The melodic
lines weave through this scale, creating a sense of unresolved tension and exotic beauty.

Furthermore, the ornamentation—the rapid trills, the subtle portamentos (slides), and the delicate
appoggiaturas—mimics the vocal flourishes of cante jondo (deep song), the most profound style of
flamenco. This fusion of classical guitar technique with folk and Arabic vocal traditions is what
makes the Francisco Tarrega Capricho Arabe history so compelling.

HISTORICAL SIGNIFICANCE AND PERFORMANCE LEGACY

A Staple of the Classical Guitar Repertoire

Since its publication, Capricho Arabe has become one of the most performed and recorded pieces
in the classical guitar canon. It appears on virtually every major guitarist’s album, from Andrés
Segovia and Julian Bream to modern virtuosos like Ana Vidovi¢, Pepe Romero, and Xuefei Yang. It is
a staple of conservatory examinations, international competitions, and recital programs
worldwide.

The piece’s popularity is due in equal measure to its emotional accessibility and its technical
demands. Intermediate guitarists can appreciate its beauty, while advanced performers spend years
refining its interpretation. The Francisco Tarrega Capricho Arabe history includes countless
stories of guitarists who have used this piece to express their deepest musical sensibilities.

Pedagogical Importance

Tarrega himself used the piece as a teaching tool. His students, including Emilio Pujol, Miguel Llobet,
and Daniel Fortea, learned it as part of their training. The piece encapsulates all the core elements
of the Tarrega school: beautiful tone production, expressive phrasing, dynamic control, and a deep
connection between technique and emotion. For this reason, it remains an essential work in the
pedagogy of classical guitar.

INTERPRETATION: THE ART OF PLAYING CAPRICHO ARABE

Approaching the Opening Lament

Performing the opening section of Capricho Arabe requires a singer’s sensibility. The guitarist must
treat the melody as a vocal line, using rubato (flexible tempo) and subtle dynamic swells to create
a sense of speech-like expression. The right-hand technique should be relaxed, with the thumb
playing the bass notes with a warm, round tone while the fingers (i, m, a) articulate the melody with
clarity and nuance.

Navigating the Middle Dance

The Allegretto section is a test of endurance and precision. The rapid scale passages must be
executed with evenness, while the arpeggios should sparkle without becoming harsh. Many
guitarists choose to slightly accelerate this section to create excitement, but it must never feel
rushed. The contrast between the wild, joyful dance and the reflective opening is the heart of the
piece’s dramatic structure.

The Emotional Heart: The Coda

The return of the theme and the final coda require the greatest emotional maturity. The performer
must resist the temptation to play too loudly or too sentimentally. The ending should feel like a quiet
sigh—a memory fading into silence. The Picardy third at the final chord is a moment of
transcendence, a glimpse of peace beyond sorrow.

MODERN LEGACY AND CULTURAL IMPACT

Recordings and Popular Culture

The Francisco Tarrega Capricho Arabe history extends far beyond the concert hall. The piece
has been featured in films, television documentaries about Spain, and even in video games. It is
often used as background music to evoke a sense of Mediterranean romance or historical depth.
Countless amateur recordings exist on platforms like YouTube, demonstrating the piece’s reach
beyond professional circles.
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Influence on Later Composers

Tarrega’s fusion of Spanish folk idioms with classical form directly influenced later Spanish
composers like Joaquin Rodrigo, Federico Moreno Torroba, and Manuel de Falla. While Rodrigo’s
Concierto de Aranjuez is the most famous example of this tradition, the seeds were sown in works
like Capricho Arabe. The piece remains a touchstone for understanding how national identity,
historical memory, and artistic innovation can converge in a single work.

CONCLUSION: A TIMELESS MUSICAL JOURNEY

To explore the Francisco Tarrega Capricho Arabe history is to embark on a journey through
Spain’s complex cultural tapestry—a tapestry woven from Arab, Jewish, Christian, and Gitano
(Romani) threads. Tarrega’s masterpiece is not merely a technical showpiece or a nostalgic
evocation of the past. It is a living bridge between centuries, a conversation between the Alhambra’s
silent stones and the modern concert hall. Its melodies carry the scent of orange blossoms and the
echo of forgotten poetry. For the listener, it offers a moment of serene beauty in a chaotic world. For
the guitarist, it remains an enduring challenge and a profound privilege to perform. In the canon of
classical guitar, Capricho Arabe stands not just as a great work, but as a testament to the power of
music to transcend time, place, and culture.
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