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In the same way that Albéniz is now remembered mainly for one major work, his twelve-movement piano cycle Ibéria (1906-08), the reputation of his near-contemporary Granados rests securely on his Goyescas. This exists in two separate, though related versions: the six-movement suite for piano solo, premiered by Granados himself in 1911, and the opera in three scenes first performed at the Metropolitan Opera, New York in 1916.

     The work’s title comes from the series of paintings by the great 18th-century Spanish artist Francisco de Goya, several of which Granados owned. Their stylised portrayal of street life of the old quarter of Madrid emphasises the main difference between Albéniz’s and Granados’s ideas of what Spanish music of their generation should be about: whereas Albéniz often evokes the colourful atmosphere of (essentially) rural Spain, Granados’s territory is sophisticated and urban.

     His musical Goyescas, like Goya’s portraits, evoke the self-absorbed and winsomely passionate encounters, musings, yearnings, loves, and emotional desperations of the elegantly attired majos and majas – young men and women who woo and serenade each other in the streets of what had become, in Granados’s time, a fictional, even antique Madrid. The music’s sound-world is rendered all the more striking by the darker undertones of the Spanish temperament which Granados, like Goya before him, also evokes strongly. The result is an idiom which fuses the rich harmonic language of turn-of-the-century Romanticism with a highly individual ear for piano sonority, and a flair for atmosphere that is both powerful and subtle.

     Granados arranged the six pieces of his piano Goyescas in two books, deployed like this:

Los majos enamorados (‘The majos and majas in love’) – Part I

1. Los requiebros (Endearments). Compliments galants
     Flamboyant, often virtuoso piano writing suggests the demonstrative byplay of Goya’s and Granados’s gallery of characters.

2. Coloquio en la reja (Conversation at the lattice)

     Darker and more reflective. The music explores yearning chromatic harmony to suggest the lovers’ surges and switches of emotion. And a serenading guitar is unmistakably suggested. 
3. El Fandango de candil (Fandango by candlelight)

     The only strongly rhythmic piece, decorated with intricate inner part-writing which makes its performance very demanding.

4. Quejas, o la Maja y el Ruiseñor (Laments, or the Maiden and the Nightingale)

     By far the most famous piece of the set, the Quejas is often performed separately from the others. The maja’s mood of passionate longing is answered by the song of a nearby nightingale, which she addresses with a descending four-note sigh – ‘Ay! ruiseñor’ – of exquisite tenderness.

Los majos enamorados – Part II

5. El amor y la muerte (Love and death). Balada
     A restatement and development of several of the suite’s previous ideas, including the maja’s lament in No.4, now more sombre and dramatic.

6. Epilogo (Serenata del espectro) (The ghost's serenade)

     A similarly elaborate reprise, notably of the Fandango, and ending with an evocation of the sounds of a ghostly guitar.

     Granados subsequently made an operatic version of the piano cycle, adapting it to a libretto by Fernando Periquet. This effectively grafted a scenario onto the music after most of it had already been written. The simple plot – telling of Rosario and her lover Fernando, whose jealousy is aroused by the attention paid to Rosario by the bullfighter Paquiro, and who is eventually killed by him in a duel – is essentially a peg on which to hang the music’s evocation of mood and atmosphere. This projects just as powerfully as it does in the piano cycle, thanks to Granados’s colourful orchestration and to his skilful redeployment of the existing musical ideas. The Fandango, for instance, accompanies the ball where Fernando and Paquiro first quarrel; and the ghost in the Serenata del espectro is Fernando’s, returning to haunt the grief-stricken Rosario after his death.
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