DAVID NORTON:

Everyone here knows the quote: "In public, I heard Segovia say that 'Barrios was not a good composer for the guitar.'" Richard Stover has repeated this statement for years, as a mantra of sorts.

But that's not the whole story. This post is. You see, as fate would have it, I was the student who asked Segovia about Barrios that afternoon, and this excerpted quote is his response to me.

The context is this. Segovia had done a masterclass at California State University - Northridge (CSUN). I'm thinking this was April 1981 or 1982. Not important. The class was concluded and I, along with 20 or 30 others, was up in front hovering. Circumstances were such that Segovia was answering a few questions from the students. I found myself not 4 feet from him, with Stover (my teacher at the time) right next to me. 

I asked, "Maestro, what is your opinion of the music of Barrios which has become so popular recently?" His wife asked me to repeat it, because naturally they were not really listening. I did, she translated. 

Segovia paused, and it was clear that he was struggling for the right words. "Barrios .... he was not .... he did not write .... all small pieces (he gestured with his hands, thumb and forefinger indicating smallness) .... not like Ponce, who wrote large. No, in comparison to Ponce or Castelnuovo, Barrios is not good composer for la guitarra." 

Stover only really heard the last bit. He was several shades beyond furious with me for asking: "You HAD to ask HIM, in front of God and everyone!! And he just dismissed my entire life's work. Thank you very much!!." And he stomped off. A week later, he apologized for over-reacting, and said "So what? He's an old man, who cares what he thinks? People with any brains know better about Barrios." 

And no one who wasn't there that afternnon would ever have known of this conversation, if Stover himself hadn't spent the following years restating it over and over, and then attacking it.

So there you have it, at least as well as I recall the incident from 23-24 years ago. In context, a 90-year-old man, who was obviously very fatigued from 3 hours of teaching, speaking in English (which was never his strong point), and his actual statement is not nearly as damning as the sound-bite Stover has published over the years.

Make of it as you will.

RICARDO POZO:

Recently, I have been visiting with Carlos Payes here in El Salvador, he is the president of the Mangore Association and the one who gave Barrios music to Williams, Stover etc, we were with one of the 3 remaining alive students of Barrios when he was teacher at the National Conservatory here, and they mentioned that story of Barrios in Argentina meeting Segovia. 


As far as Bracamonte (Barrios student), Barrios met Segovia in Argentina, played with Segovia's guitar and he impressed with La Catedral, but he didnt have copies of it, therefore Barrios asked Martin Borda y Pagola (argentinian friend) to send him a copy of La Catedral to give it to Segovia, but in those times communication was very slow, and Argentina a huge country, so it didnt arrive on time, Segovia had only 10 days before continuing with his tour. 
------------- 
another source..........

Years later in 1959, in Santiago de Compostela, Spain, my first teacher, the paraguayan Sila Godoy played during masterclass (Segovia invited him every year) Las Abejas, in that ocassion after the masterclasses, at the Hostal, Segovia said: 
"Barrios wanted to destroy himself, but he failed, because he was a Genius" 
then he explained what he meant, "Barrios needed not to change name nor dress like an indian, because he was a magnificent guitarist and good composer, but being a bohemian he didnt leave copies of his works, and having asked for la Catedral while in Argentina, I never received it, mainly because Barrios way of life, tours etc."

There is also a letter of Barrios mentioning the visit at Segovia's room in Argentina, he talked positively of their meeting, praising Segovia etc.

Segovia was trying to get the guitar to be accepted in the highest circles of music and he had many composers writing pieces for him, Barrios was a late romantic writing small pieces, so it is not strange that Segovia didnt play them, the one he was interested, he never received it.

Each one of them acquired a leyend status among guitarist, I think fanaticism yields incomplete truths and small lies. 
Barrios wrote beautiful music, but not great music, most of it, but really important for our instrument. 
Segovia put the guitar on the map.

I met Stover in Paraguay and in El Salvador, for me he is a person who found a direction in life thanks to being handed by Payes the possibility to edit and publish Barrios manuscripts, he really benefits from the Barrios Leyend, but historically he is not accurate all the time. 
Given my guitaristic upbringing, it would be natural to be a "Barrios" player and die hard defender, but I havent played Barrios in 14 years, since I was 15 yrs old, when I was in love with La Catedral, Gran Tremolo, Madrigal... 
Later on I found much more interesting music for me to play and listen to. I dont think he is a great composer but he is legendary among us, deserved or undeserved. 

BTW, in one museum here, a couple of weeks ago was inaugurated an exposition of Barrios manuscripts, guitars, costumes etc. 

Well, that was my input, I have been surrounded by Barrios all my life and I thought I could have a saying in this thread.

Angelo Gilardino:
I accept that Barrios and Segovia met twice in their lifes, and I add that their first meeting was relevant for both them, though not in the same way. Barrios gives rather a detailed account of his visit to Segovia in a letter he wrote to his friend Martin Borda y Pagola from the place where such a meeting took place, Buenos Aires, on October 15th, 1921. They met once more at San Salvador, on March 1944, and this meeting had also a relevance, but not from a musical viewpoint. Barrios was at the end of his life, in a bad health state and in a poor situation, and it is to be shared his biographer's assumption that, in such an occasion, Segovia may only have felt compassion for the man.

With saying that Segovia had no knowledge of Barrios music, of course I referred to the level of knowledge which enables a professional musicians to give a responsible judgement about the quality of a piece. Such a level of knowledge can be achieved only through a careful reading of the score, whilst an audition - as Segovia had from Barrios playing when the latter visited him at Buenos Aires and played for him - can work, even in the case of a skilled listener, only at the level of impression, to decided whether the listener is stimulated to go on with his knowledge (and read the music) or not. We know for sure that Segovia was favourably impressed with Barrios music, and he asked for the scores. This means that he aimed to achieve a definite knowledge of the works by reading them. From the documental evidence of his library, a library which runs (with its music scores) since 1919 to the last years of his life, we can reasonably conclude that Segovia had either no knowledge or a very poor knowledge of Barrios' music, and that all what he may have said about it was the result of impressions, and not of a study. Stressed by his interviewers about Barrios (David Norton's account of the event of which he was an actor is very significant at this purpose) and his music, Segovia said something unaccurate, relying on his impressions and not on his knowledge. To take his words, pronounced with an evident lack of interest in the question, as the result of a thorough elaboration is a mistake, because Segovia never spent one hour with a piece of Barrios on his stand, to understand who Barrios' was as a composer. This is the truth. And it is shown in the fact that, when not urged by interviewers and left to a free evocation of the times of his first travels outside Spain, to South America, Segovia speaks about a thousand people, but not about Barrios, and he missed also to remember Barrios' visit at Buenos Aires: Barrios was not a topic to him.

To assume that, at the epoque they firstly met, Segovia should have commissioned a piece from Barrios, is a way of showing a complete lack of historical perspective. When they met, Segovia was far from being an international star. He was a young performer with no prestige outside Spain, and his agent, Quesada, sent him to Argentina, to test whether his recitals might have obtained the same favour they had received in Spain. Quesada was far from expecting such a result. On the contrary, he was rather doubtful that the sophisticated Buenos Aires music world would have applauded Segovia, and he did not hide his rather black expectations to the young player. When at Buenos Aires, Segovia tried the contacts he needed from the people who might have helped him, because of their powerful position in the world of music and of the press: the great composers of the time, such as Julian Aguirre (who received Segovia with warmth and friendship), Lopez Buchardo, etc., the influential pens...He was taken by a tremendous anxiety about himself and his future, and he was also far from being a rich man. He was looking for earning money in order to go back to Spain with substance enough to pick up his first residence and to marry Adelaida Portillo: so far, he had spent his life in modest pensions!

Who was Barrios at Segovia's eyes at that time? A player who enjoyed in the Latin America a fame which he, Segovia, had yet to earn. Barrios' was senior to Segovia of years, he was familiar with a lot of people whom Segovia had never met. Segovia was the outsider, and Barrios the accomodate man. 

I am amazed before Barrios' letter to Borda y Pagola. Segovia asks for the score of "La Catedral". Clearly, in order to pick up a judgement, beyond an impression - it was the first time he listened to Barrios's music - he needs to have the score quietly on his hands for a careful reading. What does Barrios? He writes to a friend and asks to send him the music, with explaining that the mail turn should be a quick one, otherwise Segovia will leave without the music. But hand't he played the piece to Segovia some hours before from memory? If he was really fond of having the score in Segovia's hands, what would have costed to him to sit down three hours and preparing a manuscript? Everybody of us can copy La Catedral in a few hours of work. The truth is that Barrios was Barrios. Let us have one of his biographers, Elizabeth Gonzales de Amaro, speak. She quotes a Barrios letter: "Because of my wish to marry, I suffered a lot the emptyness of my pocket. My girlfriend was lost in her sadness...One evening I told my mother: Mom, I am going to Corrientes - just a jump, I will give a couple of auditions, I will earn some money, I will be back on Sunday, on Monday I will to to the civil register and on Tuesday I will marry". What followed is described by Gonzales de Amaro with the following words: "The return planned for the next week took place twelve years later, on 1922, and at that epoque there was a boy, Pedro Virgilio, the son of Agustin and of the girl he abandoned on 1910". The same destiny would have been reserved later to Barrios' "beloved friend and brother", Martin Borda y Pagola, who, after having fed and protected Barrios for years, would have been suddendly left and ignored for the rest of his life, with no explanation.

Segovia needed music for guitar from composers who were the protagonists of musical life all over the world. When, three years after his meeting with Barrios in Buenos Aires, he finally succeeded in becoming appreciated where the power was, in Paris, he played in his debut concert the Sevillana by Joaquin Turina, a famous Spanish composer who had been a figure on Paris scene years before. Had he performed in such an occasion, to an audience including Paul Dukas, Florent Schmitt, Manuel de Falla, Henri Collet, Debussy's widow, Emma, Alexandre Tansman, and many other great figures, "La Catedral", he would have received the same acknowledgement reserved to Barrios 11 years after, when he went to Bruxelles conservatory and played his unique European concert: "Nice, nice, good bye". This is the history.

There is in the USA a person who knows about Barrios more than everybody else, who has collected his manuscripts for years with visiting the places where Barrios lived and who has dealt vis-à-vis with those old people who knew personally Barrios.

This person, for reasons connected with lifestyle, does not aim to make public what he knows and what he has in his hands, and I am not authorized to tell one word of what he said to me.

But there is a point which comes from my reflections about Barrios and Segovia, and which I can advance. Meeting Barrios left on Segovia something which he missed to acknowledge. 

In his autobiography until 1920, when he was leaving for the first time to Argentina, Segovia does not spend one word about Aguado. In the following of his life, the figure of Aguado, his Method, became familiar to Segovia, who spoke of the old maestro very favourably and also recorded a few of his lessons. How did this happened?

We know that Segovia went to Argentina when his approach to the guitar was a clever mixture of his former, basic instruction as a flamenco player and what he had learnt - albeit informally - from Tarrega's students in his dealing with them (especially Llobet, who taught him some of his own transcriptions from Granados, which were not yet committed to notation). We have witness of Segovia tone improvement - the achievement of Segovia's tone - coincidental we his return from Argentina on 1921. What happened there?

Segovia met Barrios and Barrios played for him on Segovia's Ramirez. Barrios was attacking strings according the the escuela by Aguado, which he had learnt from Gustavo Sosa Escalada, his former teacher, but above all from Antonio Jiménez Manjon, from whom he received lessons at about 1912. Manjon was a second generation Aguado's student. Aguado's way of attacking strings allowed Barrios to produce a nice tone even with adopting steel strings. When meeting Barrios, Segovia had for the first time in his life the chance to observe a player attacking strings in the way taught by Aguado, and he did not need more than that occasion to learn what he needed for the completion of his r.h. technique. In fact, Segovia's technique is a perfect compromise between Tarrega and Aguado principles, none of which arrived to Segovia from formal teachers: he simply watched players and took from them what he needed for picking up his own technique.

Segovia tended for all of his life to present himself as a self-made guitarist, and this was true, if we refer to the way he learnt - from keen observation and not for receiving formal lessons - but it is partial if we consider that people like flamenco players formerly and Llobet and Barrios years after may have "taught" Segovia with their playing. The man who watched their playing was a very special student...

As for repertoire, there is something very important to consider. If, at the beginning of his career, Segovia regarded the possibility of having true composers writing music for him as a dream, no more than six years later, let us say at about 1926, Segovia was overhealmed by pieces written for him by so many distinguished composers that his problem became dramatically the opposite to his former dream. He was not capable of handling all those pieces, and he did not know what to do of most opf them. There is a piece written on 1925 for him by Father Donostia /San Sebastian) which is clearly a masterpiece in absolute, a piece about which we have the witness of none less than Vladimir Jankelevich, who listened to it performed by the author at piano. Its title is "Errimina" (now rescued by AG and published in the series "The Andrés Segovia Archive"), a work that makes Turina's "Fandanguillo" - adopted by Segovia - a minor piece. Segovia did not know what to do with it, because it needed an editorial care that he couldn't pick up at that time, so he discarded it and told to its author: it does not work, please write another piece. A few years more, and Segovia would have complained with Ponce the fact that the main Paris' concert reviewers were all composers whose pieces he had missed to play, thus disposing them unfavourably toward him. But those people were composers of the calibre of Henri Collet, Pierre de Breville, Pierre Octave Ferroud, Raymond Petit, Raoul Laparra - composers who, in the undefinite perspective of the present, enjoyed a fame at the same level of Maurice Ravel. In such a situation, how could have Segovia dreamt of commissioning works to Mangoré? He couldn't fill the expectations of first rank musicians who had written music for him, how could he dream of adding to his repertoire pieces which he had listened just once in a hotel room, whose scores he hadn't (and which were unpublished) and whose author was changing address ten times a year? 

This is what I mean for historical perspective. 

AG

