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Enrique M. Casella 

Enrique Casella had an enormous value for the Argentine musical arts of the first half of the 20th century, being one of the most outstanding 

composers who cultivated musical Americanism based on the vernacular roots and the folkloric evocation of the original peoples, fusing the 

academicism of the Franco-Italian post-romantic and impressionistic school. 

Established since 1921 in Tucumán, he was an important promoter of the musical activity in this city located in the northwest of Argentina, both as 

part of the faculty of the Academy of Fine Arts and the Tucumán Musical Institute, work that he accomplished together with his colleague and 

friend, the eminent composer Luis Gianneo (1897-1968).  Also, together with Gianneo, he founded the Symphonic Association, an institution that had 

the support of the distinguished director Carlos A. Olivares. In addition to being a notable composer, Casella was an excellent violinist who is 

remembered as the pioneer who introduced the partitas by Bach and works by Paganini in Argentina, sharing his musical activity as a violinist with 

conducting. Furthermore, he also held different positions such as director of the Santa Cecilia Choir, director of the Provincial Music Band, and he 

was the founder of the Trío Tucumán. 

Enrique Mario Casella, who was Uruguayan by birth, who adopted the Argentine citizenship, was born in Montevideo on August 1, 1891, and died in 

San Miguel de Tucumán on December 10, 1948. His parents were Juana Mazza, a Uruguayan woman, and Italo Casella, a prominent Italian violist 

from Fiorenzuola d'Arda (Piacenza) who had been a fellow student of Arturo Toscanini in Parma and who arrived in Montevideo with an opera 

company. There he founded in 1884 La Lira Conservatory, the main musical establishment of that city, where he taught violin and viola. Then in 1896, 

having lived years before in Buenos Aires and held the chair of first viola of the old Teatro Colón, Italo Casella would permanently move to the

Argentine capital, where he took little Enrique to enhance his great musical talent by enrolling him in the prestigious Argentine Conservatory of 

Music. There, Enrique studied violin with Ferruccio Cattelani, a great Italian concert violinist and friend of his father, and piano and harmony with

Edmond Pallemaerts, a prominent Belgian pianist and composer and founder of this conservatory.

In 1907, as a teenager, Enrique Casella traveled to Italy to expand his musical knowledge. He entered the Liceo Musicale de Bologna, where he had 

among his mentors violinist Angelo Consolini and Marco Enrico Bossi, director of the Liceo, in counterpoint. From Italy he left for Belgium to 

continue his studies at the Royal School of Music of Brussels with the virtuoso violinist César Thomson, with pianist Maurice Staminet and with the 

renowned composer Paul Gilson, a close friend of his former teacher Edmond Pallemaers in Buenos Aires, who was instrumental in his admission to

the Royal School of Music. Afterwards, in 1913,  he took courses in composition at the Paris Conservatory with Paul Vidal. Forced by the advent of 

World War I in 1914 to leave Paris, Enrique Mario Casella returned to Argentina, where he permanently settled in the City of Tucumán. Years later, 

between 1918 and 1920, he founded a conservatory in Goya, a small town located in the province of Corrientes in northeast Argentina. 

As for the considerable musical work by Enrique Casella, which exceeds 200 compositions, it is regrettable that a large part of his youthful creations, 

prior to his stay in the City of Tucumán, are lost and only some are known by reference. He began to compose his most important works once he 

settled in Tucumán. Among them his Suite incaica (Incaic Suite) from 1926 for choir and orchestra stands out, inspired by musical Americanism, in 

which he recreates an original archeological past and pre-Columbian folklore. In the same year his Corimayo (in Quechua language “river of gold”),

his first operatic work, was premiered in Tucumán and next in Buenos Aires. In Corimayo, Casella elaborates themes from the Incaic Suite, using 

different musical scales within an Italian opera structure. The success of this opera in Buenos Aires was immense and resulted in Casella being

fervently acclaimed and called on stage more than twenty times. 

Other operas worth mentioning are Las Vírgenes del sol (The Virgins of the Sun) from 1927, in which he incorporates vernacular sounds by the usage of 

instruments typical of the Andean highlands such as the pututu and the charango; La Tapera (1929, The Shack), premiered in Buenos Aires in 1934; El 

Maleficio de la luna (1934, Hex of the Moon), surrealist in character with an innovative musical language; El embrujo de la copla (1935, The Bewitching of 

the Couplet); Chasca, (1939), about a legend from the Province of Catamarca; and La Vidala (1942) of poetic and legendary symbolism, among others, 

not all of which had a premiere. 

His vast musical legacy includes several symphonic poems, such as Faetón (1924, Phaeton), based on a character from Greek mythology; El rey Midas 

tiene orejas de asno (1925, King Midas has donkey ears), inspired by The Metamorphoses by Roman poet Ovid; Nahuel Huapí (1926) in this edition; and 

Brujerías (1932, Witcheries), his best known symphonic work. His prolific musical output is completed with Homenajes (Tributes) for guitar and 

orchestra (1945), string quartets, concerts for solo instruments, the Quintet for horn, piano and strings (1925) which received a prize from the City of

Buenos Aires; Poema del agua (Poem of Water) for nine instruments including a saxophone quartet composed in 1931, choirs, zarzuelas, movie scores, 

ballet pieces, songs, and educational works. 

Casella was the recipient of numerous awards, including the aforementioned Buenos Aires City Award for his Quintet for horn, piano and strings, the 

Tucumán Municipal Award, for his symphonic poem Brujerías and the National Award for his opera La Vidala. 
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Symphonic Poem Nahuel Huapí 

 

The musical work of Enrique Casella reveals from its very inception a marked interest in the knowledge of and the research into the cultures of the 

aboriginal peoples both of the pre-Columbian Incans, recreating their myths, legends and landscapes as well as of ancient Greece and Rome, and in 

medieval literature. 
 

 

The symphonic poem which alludes to lake Nahuel Huapí was completed in Buenos Aires in 1926 and premiered on April 14, 1929, at the New 

Theater in Buenos Aires (today the “General San Martín Theater”). That musical evening involved premieres of national and foreign works, including 

the Concerto for Piano, flute, cello and orchestra by Vincent d'Indy. Celestino Piaggio, excellent musician and a student of Alberto Williams and of d'Indy 

himself in Paris, was accustomed to lend his baton to composers to conduct their own creations, which were interpreted by the Orchestra of the 

Symphonic Association of which Piaggio was the artistic director (Diario La Prensa de Buenos Aires, April 15, 1929). 

 According to the catalog, Nahuel Huapí (Mapuche term meaning “puma island”) seems to have been the only orchestral work by Casella alluding to a 

natural landscape in southern Argentina. The source of inspiration presumably came from a trip he undertook through Patagonia. Such inspiration is 

manifested in the narrative of this poem of his authorship (included below), whether in the beautiful sound description of the mountain landscape or 

in the contrasting fusion of its compositional elements, in passages where tension and passion find their maximum splendor. 

The symphonic poem in its compositional structure takes the A-B-A form and has an interesting symmetry in terms of the number of measures in 

each section, as much in the projection of its development as in the presentation of its fragments with rhythmic, harmonic and melodic variants. 

The music opens with the staging of an expressive tritone in the oboe as a conducting motif, which portrays the luminous opalescent color of the 

snow-capped mountains that are reflected in the mirror of the glacial waters of Nahuel Huapí Lake; while the dawn passes with the serene swaying 

of the waves represented by the flutes accompanied by the same oboe and then the clarinet. This tritone, which that foretells and reappears in future 

compositions, enfolds within a deep melancholy produced by consonant and dissonant harmonies that intertwine with highland voices forming an 

overlapping of images, where the freshness of the Patagonian mountain breeze meets the aridity of the Argentine northwest. 

Of interest in the central part is the incorporation of an accentuated rhythm with a certain zamba feeling which, with its announced intensity and 

progressive turbulence, yields to a brilliant and festive majesty. This rumbling of sullen tempests begins to dissipate slowly, as the fabric of the sound 

mass relaxes and comes to rest in the tranquility of dancing waves, whose light is accompanied by the singing of the harp, recalling magical songs and 

giving way to the recapitulation. 

Like a reminiscence of the beginning, albeit with fewer variations, the recapitulation combines the different thematic fragments of the work into a 

synoptic picture. The guiding voice of the tritone, always reigning, sets up a dramatic ending that arrives to Wagnerian chromatic chords. A brief 

twilight then appears, announced by the horns, with the poem fading into a dialogue of some melodic motifs previously introduced. With this 

outstanding orchestration, Casella reveals his extraordinary technical expertise, evoking in time and space the symphonic poem The sirens (1908) by 

the Russian-Ukrainian composer Reinhold Glière and the mastery of Daphnis et Chloé (1909-1912) by Maurice Ravel. Without a doubt, this symphonic 

poem shows a very sustained, vigorous and balanced orchestral treatment in its structure and aesthetics, realized in the solemn grand sound of the 

horns. Added to this is the permanent instrumental dialogue accompanied by the particular tritone with its interval variants, one of the distinctive 

elements that characterized his orchestral and stage works. 

 

© Diego M. Orellana  

Translation: Fabio Banegas Jiříček 
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