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Book Review

Elena Pons

Iberian instrumental music
Instrumental music in late 18th-century Spain, ed. 
Miguel Ángel Marín and Màrius Bernadó (Kassel: 
Edition Reichenberger, 2014), €78

The last decades of the 18th century represent a moment 
of intense social and economic change beyond the 
boundaries of individual countries. Many aspects of 
musical life were at a turning point, including the chang-
ing role of the composer, the growing numbers of ama-
teur musicians and the expansion of the music market. 
Central to these developments were the commercializa-
tion of music and changes in publishing practices and 
instrument sales, as well as the development of domestic 
music-making. Studying music of the late 18th century 
enables a wider understanding of an intertwined network 
of topics, from publishing practices and performance 
practice to reception. Recently these perspectives on late 
18th-century music have motivated seminars and confer-
ences in the Iberian peninsula, particularly in relation to 
instrumental music. Such initiatives have been promoted 
by the research group MECRI (Música en España en la 
Edad Moderna: composición, recepción e interpretación) 
of the Universidad de La Rioja, and also the Universidade 
de Évora project ‘Estudos de Música Instrumental 1755–
1840’. The book reviewed here, Instrumental music in 
late 18th-century Spain, is at the centre of this growth of 
interest, and includes contributions from nine members 
of the Spanish research group. The book is divided in four 
sections: (1) Shaping instrumental genres, (2) Copying 
music, (3) The musical market, and (4) Issues of style, and 
includes a thorough introduction and an index of names 
and cities.

As argued by the editors in the introduction, the late 
18th century witnessed the emancipation of instrumental 
music and the diversification of genres. Beginning with 
this premise, the volume focuses on different instrumental 
genres (such as the duo, trio and quintet), often in relation 
to two central figures in late 18th-century Spanish musi-
cal life: Luigi Boccherini and Gaetano Brunetti. Five out 
of the twelve chapters of the book deal with at least one 
of these composers, including two of the chapters in the 
first section. Whilst Joseba Berrocal focuses on Brunetti’s 
sonatas for violin and bass intended for the royal court, 

Christian Speck reveals the centrality of the public and 
the music market to the conception of Boccherini’s piano 
quintets. Speck contextualizes these quintets within the 
genre, analysing the context of their composition and 
performance, and suggesting the possible influence of 
Pedro Anselmo Marchal. Most interestingly, he not only 
discusses the sources relating to the pieces, but also offers 
a wider picture of Madrid’s musical life.

The second section of the book includes articles 
by Judith Ortega, Loukia Drosopoulou and Stephen 
C. Fisher, and focuses on the dissemination and copying 
of music. Ortega’s chapter deals with the musical activity 
at the Spanish court, examining the role of copyists, their 
duties and their privileges. In addition, she systematically 
categorizes the types of copies produced by these copyists 
(currently held at the Archivo General de Palacio and the 
Real Biblioteca) and evaluates their authority. Usefully, the 
chapter includes a comprehensive summary of the copy-
ists from 1759 to 1808, including the primary sources that 
relate to them. Both Ortega’s and Fisher’s chapters sum-
marize the state of research in each context, which is very 
informative for those wishing to explore late 18th-century 
Spanish sources in detail.

The third section includes a very insightful chapter by 
José Carlos Gosálvez. Here he explores the main means 
of dissemination of music in Spain: the manuscript copy-
ing tradition, advocating it as a means to study the recep-
tion and circulation of local and foreign music over a 
specific period. Gosálvez claims the manuscript tradition 
suited the needs of most of the Spanish musical market 
and praises the invaluable information that these sources 
provide on the origin and uses of music. Furthermore, he 
highlights the role played by mediators such as copyists, 
merchants and booksellers in the circulation of music 
in the Iberian peninsula. Gosálvez also provides concise 
information on primary sources such as commercial cata-
logues, offering a wider picture on the topic and permit-
ting possible comparisons with publishing practices in 
other parts of Europe.

In the last section comes W.  Dean Sutcliffe’s chapter 
on Blasco de Nebra. Given the recent popularity of the 
composer (shown by recordings such as those by Pedro 
Casals, Javier Perianes and Pedro Piquero), this chapter 
pertinently offers a very detailed analysis of the compos-
er’s keyboard works. Sutcliffe highlights the particularities 
of Nebra’s style and his use of a galant language. Another 
remarkable chapter of this section is Lluís Bertran’s 
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discussion of Brunetti’s string trios. He suggests a new 
chronology for some of the trios and analyses their sty-
listic influences, showing how they depart from the music 
that Brunetti may have known. In addition, Bertran relates 
Brunetti’s style to other contemporary composers whose 
music has common stylistic characteristics. Thus he lists 
and explores probable borrowings of musical material 
and likely models from contemporary composers such as 
Boccherini and Haydn, as well as G. B. Sammartini and 
François-Joseph Gossec.

In general terms, Instrumental music in late 18th-
century Spain is a well-documented book providing 
insights on a wide range of topics. Although some chap-
ters contain highly specialized information, the chap-
ters form a coherent whole, bringing together various 
strands relating to Madrid’s musical life and its main 
figures, as well as the analysis of different instrumental 
genres. Half of the chapters are in English, which will 
hopefully gain the book a wider readership, given that 
Spanish musical life is too often excluded from mono-
graphs and reference bibliographies. Although the clarity 

of the prose and the structure of some chapters could 
be improved on a few occasions, the language is fluent 
and the tables and figures contribute to an understand-
ing of the contents. In the various chapters, the contribu-
tors engage with relevant topics of musicological interest 
whilst providing at the same time detailed information 
on catalogues and primary sources. Also, as the editors 
highlight in the introduction, there is a general interest 
in establishing new approaches and pointing out ideas 
for further research. Together with a recent publication 
on Portuguese contexts for instrumental music, Música 
Instrumental no Final do Antigo Regime, ed. Vanda de 
Sá and Cristina Fernandes (Lisbon, 2014), the book facili-
tates a comparison with trends beyond the Spanish bor-
ders and provides a wider scope for studies that hitherto 
have tended to be geographically isolated. All in all, the 
topics and information contained in the book provide an 
approach to Spanish instrumental music that establishes 
a new reference point for research in the field.
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