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INTRODUCTION: THE
ENCHANTING LEGACY OF
CAPRICHO ARABE

In the vast repertoire of classical guitar
mus ic ,  few  p ieces  capture  the
imagination  quite  l ike  Francisco
Tárrega's  Capricho  Arabe.  Written  in
1892, this  serenade for  the guitar  has
b e c o m e  a  c o r n e r s t o n e  o f  t h e
instrument's  literature,  admired  for  its
lyrical  beauty,  technical  elegance,  and

evocative  character.  But  behind  the
haunt ing  melody  l ies  a  r ich  and
fascinating history—one that intertwines
Spanish  musical  traditions,  Moorish
influences,  and  the  life  of  a  composer
who  revolutionized  guitar  technique.
Understanding  the  Capricho  Arabe
history  is  not  merely  an  exercise  in
musicology; it is a journey into the soul
of  19th-century  Spain,  where  art,
culture,  and  identity  were  in  constant
flux.  This  article  explores  the  origins,
compositional style, cultural context, and
endur ing  impac t  o f  Tá r rega ’ s
masterpiece,  offering  a  comprehensive
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look  at  why  this  piece  continues  to
captivate  audiences  and  guitarists
worldwide.

FRANCISCO TÁRREGA: THE
FATHER OF MODERN GUITAR

To fully appreciate the Capricho Arabe
history,  one  must  first  understand  its
creator.  Francisco Tárrega (1852–1909)
was  a  Spanish  composer  and guitarist
often regarded as the father of modern
classical  guitar  technique.  Born  in
Villarreal,  Castellón,  Tárrega  showed
prodigious talent from an early age. He
studied  at  the  Madrid  Conservatory,
where he excelled in piano and guitar,
but it  was his work on the guitar that
would define his legacy.
Tárrega’s  innovat ions  in  guitar
technique—such as the rest stroke, the

use of the nail for tone production, and
t h e  d e v e l o p m e n t  o f  t h e
tremolo—transformed  the  instrument
from  a  folk  accompaniment  into  a
serious concert vehicle. He belonged to
the Romantic  era,  yet  his  music  often
carries  a  distinctly  Spanish  flavor,
blending  folk  melodies  with  classical
forms. The Capricho Arabe is perhaps
the  most  perfect  example  of  this
synthesis,  showcasing  Tárrega's  ability
to write  music  that  is  both technically
demanding and emotionally profound.

THE BIRTH OF A MASTERPIECE:
COMPOSITION AND PREMIERE
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The Year 1892: A
Creative Peak
Tárrega composed Capricho Árabe (often
titled  Capricho  Arabe  in  English)  in
1892, a period of high creative output for
the composer. The piece was originally
subtitled  "Serenata,"  and  Tárrega
dedicated  it  to  his  friend  and  fellow
guitarist  Tomás Damas.  The work  was
first published in 1893 by the prestigious
Spanish music  house Ildefonso Alier  in
Madrid.
T h e  t i t l e  i t s e l f — C a p r i c h o
Arabe—translates to "Arabian Caprice,"
immediately  invoking  a  sense  of
exoticism and fantasy.  In  19th-century
Europe, "Arabian" was often used as a

term  to  denote  Islamic  or  Moorish
culture,  particularly  in  the  context  of
southern  Spain’s  Andalusian  heritage.
Tárrega  was  deeply  influenced  by  the
Moorish history of his homeland. The
Alhambra  in  Granada,  the  Generalife
gardens, and the echoes of Islamic art
and  architecture  were  part  of  the
Spanish cultural imagination. Tárrega did
not  directly  quote  specific  Arabic  or
Moorish music, but he evoked its spirit
through  modal  scales,  ornamentation,
and a flowing, improvisatory quality.

The Serenade
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Form
The piece is structured as a serenade—a
light,  romantic  composition  often
performed  outdoors  in  the  evening.
Tárrega’s  serenade  adheres  to  the
typical  ABA form:  a  lyrical  opening  (A
section), a contrasting middle section (B
section)  that  is  more  rhythmic  and
dance-like, and a return to the opening
theme.  This  structure  allows  for  both
tender  expression  and  vibrant  energy,
creating a narrative arc that feels like a
story being told through strings.

CULTURAL CONTEXT: THE
MOORISH INFLUENCE IN SPANISH
MUSIC

Al-Andalus and
the Guitar’s
Roots
The  history  of  the  guitar  in  Spain  is
deeply intertwined with the legacy of Al-
Andalus—the Muslim-ruled territories on
the Iberian Peninsula from the 8th to the
15th centuries. During this period, Arabic
musical  tradit ions  blended  with
European forms, introducing instruments
like the oud (a precursor to the lute) and
rhythmic  patterns  that  later  influenced
flamenco.  Even  after  the  Reconquista,
the  Moorish  influence  remained
embedded  in  Span ish  cu l tu re ,
particularly  in  Andalusia.
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Tárrega  was  not  the  first  composer  to
explore  this  legacy;  earlier  Spanish
composers like Isaac Albéniz and Enrique
Granados  also  incorporated  Moorish
elements.  However,  the  Capricho
Arabe history stands out because of its
direct  evocation of  the "Arabian"  style
through  guitar-specific  techniques.  The
piece  uses  the  Phrygian  mode  (the
"Spanish"  scale)  extensively,  which  is
characteristic  of  flamenco  and
Andalusian folk music. This mode, with
its  distinctive  half-step  intervals,  gives
the  melody  a  melancholic  yet  exotic
flavor.

Romantic

Orientalism
In the 19th century, European art music
experienced a wave of Orientalism—a
fascinat ion  with  the  East,  often
romanticized and imagined. Composers
like  Saint-Saëns  (in  Samson  et  Dalila)
and Rimsky-Korsakov (in Scheherazade)
wrote works that attempted to capture
the  mystery  of  the  Orient.  Tárrega’s
Capricho Arabe  fits into this trend, but
with  a  difference:  instead  of  merely
imitating non-Western music, he infused
it with genuine Spanish guitar tradition.
The result is a piece that feels authentic,
not contrived.

MUSICAL ANALYSIS: THE



6

6 Capricho Arabe History 2023-07-21

ANATOMY OF A SERENADE

Opening Theme:
Melancholy and
Longing
The  piece  begins  with  a  gent le,
arpeggiated chord in D minor, setting a
somber mood. The melody, played in the
high  register  with  a  delicate  tremolo,
immediately captures attention. Tárrega
uses  dissonant  suspensions  and
chromatic passing tones  to create a
sense of yearning. This section is often
compared to a vocal lament, as if a voice
is singing over a simple accompaniment.

Middle Section:
Rhythmic Vitality
The B section shifts into a major key (F
major) and introduces a more animated
rhythm, with rasgueado  (a strumming
technique)  and  percussive  elements.
This  part  suggests  a  festive  dance,
perhaps a zambra—a Roma-Andalusian
dance. Tárrega contrasts legato phrasing
with  sharp  attacks,  showcasing  his
mastery  of  dynamic  control.

Return and Coda
The return to the opening theme is not a
simple  repeat;  Tárrega  varies  the
melody with delicate ornaments and an
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expanded  arpeggio  pattern.  The  coda
fades  out  on  a  high  D,  held  with  a
vibrato  that  leaves  the  l istener
suspended in contemplation. The overall
effect  is  one  of  peaceful  resignation—a
serenade  that  ends  under  the  stars.

THE HISTORICAL IMPACT: FROM
TÁRREGA TO TODAY

Popularisation in
the 20th Century
After Tárrega’s death in 1909, his music
was  championed  by  his  disciples,
including Emilio Pujol and Miguel Llobet.
The Capricho Arabe quickly became a
staple  of  the  guitar  reperto i re,
performed  by  legends  like  Andrés

Segovia,  John  Williams,  and  Julian
Bream.  Segovia,  in  particular,  helped
popularize the piece worldwide through
his  recordings  and  transcriptions,
ensuring  that  the  Capricho  Arabe
history spread beyond Spain’s borders.

Interpretations
and Recordings
Over  the  decades,  countless  guitarists
have  recorded  Capricho  Árabe,  each
bringing a personal interpretation. Some
emphasize its melancholic side with slow
tempos  and  expressive  vibrato;  others
highlight the dance element with crisp,
rhythmic clarity. The piece has also been
arranged for other instruments, including
piano, flute, and even orchestra, though
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the guitar version remains definitive.

Influence on
Later Composers
Tárrega’s  use  of  the  Phrygian mode
and  his  incorporation  of  flamenco-like
techniques  paved  the  way  for  later
Spanish  composers  such  as  Joaquín
Rodrigo (in Concierto de Aranjuez) and
Manuel de Falla.  The Capricho Arabe
can be heard as a precursor to the neo-
romantic guitar style that flourished in
the 20th century.

TECHNICAL CHALLENGES FOR
GUITARISTS

Learning the Capricho Arabe is a rite of

passage for intermediate and advanced
guitarists. The piece demands:

Control of arpeggios – The
opening requires smooth, even
right-hand fingerwork across three
octaves.
Tremolo technique – The
melodic lines are often sustained
using the tremolo (p, i, m, a
pattern), requiring precise
repetition.
Dynamic expression – Tárrega
wrote detailed dynamic markings
that require nuanced changes in
volume.
Emotional interpretation – The
performer must convey the
narrative of longing and joy
without excessive sentimentality.
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Because  of  these  demands,  the
Capricho Arabe history also includes a
pedagogical  aspect:  teachers  use it  to
develop  students'  musicality  and
technical  fluency.

MYTHS AND MISCONCEPTIONS

Over  time,  several  myths  have  arisen
around  the  piece.  Some  believe  it  is
based on an actual Arabic folk song, but
no evidence supports this. Others think it
was  composed  while  Tárrega  was
v i s i t ing  the  A lhambra—aga in ,
unconfirmed.  The  truth  is  that  Tárrega
drew  from  his  imagination  and  the
collective  soundscape  of  Andalusian
music. The piece is an invented caprice,
not a transcription.
Another common misconception is that
the title translates to "Arabian Caprice"

as a direct reference to Islamic music.
While  the  title  clearly  evokes  Arabian
t h e m e s ,  T á r r e g a ' s  m u s i c  i s
fundamentally  Spanish—a  fusion  of
Romantic  harmony  and  traditional
regional  idioms.

THE ENDURING APPEAL OF
CAPRICHO ARABE

Why has this piece remained so beloved
for over 130 years? The answer lies in its
ability  to  speak directly  to  the human
hear t .  The  melody  i s  ins tant ly
memorable,  yet  it  holds  depth  for
repeated  listening.  It  is  technically
rewarding for guitarists but accessible to
non-musicians.  The  Capricho  Arabe
history  is  also  a  story  of  cultural
synthesis:  it  reflects  Spain's  complex
identity—European yet distinct, Christian
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yet shaped by Islamic heritage.
Moreover,  the  piece  serves  as  an
ambassador  for  classical  guitar  itself.
When a person hears the opening bars,
they often think, "That's guitar music." It
has  become  synonymous  with  the
instrument's  expressive  potential.

CONCLUSION

Francisco Tárrega's Capricho Arabe is
more than just a piece of music; it is a
window into the soul of Spain in the late
19th  century.  From its  composition  in
1892  to  its  status  as  a  global  classic
today,  the  Capricho  Arabe  history

reveals the genius of a composer who
blended  tradition  with  innovation.  Its
harmonic language, rooted in Andalusian
and  Moorish  sonorities,  continues  to
enchant listeners. Whether performed in
a concert hall, a guitar competition, or a
quiet  evening  at  home,  this  serenade
remains  a  timeless  testament  to  the
power  of  the  guitar.  For  students,
performers, and enthusiasts, delving into
its  history  deepens  appreciation  for
every note. The Capricho Arabe is not
merely  learned;  it  is  felt,  shared,  and
passed  down  through  generations—a
true  caprice  of  Arabian  dreams  on
Spanish  strings.


