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ABSTRACT
Master’s Guitar Recital
By
Christopher Rispoli
Masters of Music in Music, Performance

This thesis presents extended program notes on my graduate recital. I will provide a detailed
historical background and analysis of the following: Thème Varié et Finale – Manuel Maria
Ponce (1882 - 1948); Prelude, Fugue and Allegro BWV 998 – Johann Sebastian Bach (1685 1750); Stélé – Phillip Houghton (b. 1954); Nocturne Rêverie, Op. 19 – Giulio Regondi (1822 1872); Nocturnal After John Dowland, Op. 70 – Benjamin Britten (1913 -1976). This program
explores the diversity of the guitar repertoire in terms of its breadth of compositional era, musical
form, and technical requirements.

In addition to discussing each piece as they appear on my program, I will go in to further detail
on Stélé by Phillip Houghton. This piece is an amalgamation of influences which are uniquely
manifested in the music. This is most likely due to the composer having a condition known as
synesthesia. I will consider the ways in which this condition influences the composer’s
perception of the various stimuli and argue about their impact on the compositional processes.
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I. – Manuel Maria Ponce: Thème Varié et Finale

Manuel Maria Ponce was one of the most prolific Mexican composers of the 20th Century. He
was born in 1882 into a musical family located in Mexico City, Mexico. By his twentieth year,
and already an established organist and serious student of piano and harmony, Ponce moved to
Europe to continue his education. When he returned to Mexico City he began to lay the
foundation for the celebrity his name holds today. He formed a competition judging committee
with the likes of composers such as Gabriel Faure and Camille Saint-Saëns. Shortly after, Ponce
premiered his piano concerto in a concert of his own works which was responsible for putting
him on the map as a noteworthy Mexican composer.1

Ponce’s output showcases his unique ability to write in a variety of styles. Rooted in a tradition
of romanticism, Ponce’s music evolved throughout his career and soon he was known as one of
Mexico’s first nationalist composers. As the end of his life grew near, the music he wrote began
to incorporate elements of impressionism and eventually settled into a distinct and personal
modern genre. 2 Although Ponce was a pianist, his compositional output is very well rounded. He
has written for piano, voice, guitar, orchestra, and a variety of chamber ensembles––all of his
works are considered to be an integral part of an instruments repertory. This is especially true of
the music he wrote for the guitar.

Ricardo Miranda Pérez. "Ponce, Manuel." Grove Music Online. Oxford Music Online. Oxford
University Press, accessed April 9, 2017, http://www.oxfordmusiconline.com/subscriber/article/grove/
music/22072
1

2

Ibid.
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In 1923 Ponce met the guitar virtuoso Andres Segovia. The relationship that the two developed
became quite fruitful and led Ponce to write and arrange a number of works for the classical
guitar, such as Concierto del Sur. Segovia held Ponce as “the composer who had the greatest
influence on the revival of the guitar repertory and the reinstatement of the guitar as a concerto
instrument.”3 One such piece is Ponce’s Thème Varié et Finale.

Written in Paris, France in the year 1926, Thème Varié et Finale is a prime expression of the
composer’s transition through writing styles. This piece is a lively representation of Latin
nationalism sprinkled with impressionistic harmonies. The piece is complete with a theme, five
variations, and a finale. The theme is a short follows a harmonic progression which is typical of
Latin American folk music, but is colored with a healthy amount of dissonance. The five
variations that follow all stay true to both the theme’s formal and harmonic structure, however,
they all differ in character and each one is quirky and refreshing in its own way. The piece comes
to a close with a finale which is bold and exciting. The finale is a great representation of Ponce’s
compositional style in that it evokes a sense of orchestration through the use of timbre,
dynamics, and register.

Figure 1 depicts an excerpt from the finale, Vivo scherzando. With a bit of imagination, one can
see that the score is an amalgamation of short episodes which mimic the different cohorts found
in an orchestra. Measures 131 - 134 feature a melody with a syncopated rhythm over a scalar

3

Ricardo Miranda Pérez. "Ponce, Manuel." Grove Music Online. Oxford Music Online. Oxford
University Press, accessed April 9, 2017, http://www.oxfordmusiconline.com/subscriber/article/grove/
music/22072
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passage which is very regular in terms of its rhythm. The character of these four measures is
somber, but just as the listener gets settled, the mood is interrupted by the next four measures.
Measures 135 - 138 feature a melody which has a strong rhythmic pulse and fast triplets. The
nature of these four measures is very different from that of the previous four and one can easily
imagine the contrasting phrases being played by different sections of an orchestra. Perhaps the
first phrase is played in the string section before being interrupted by the woodwinds. What
makes this piece so tantalizing is the way Ponce was able to synthesize his knowledge of
orchestration, Latin nationalism, and impressionism all into one work. All the more, it manages
to steer clear of cliché and offers an eclectic sound, unique to a composer with such disparate
writing styles.

Figure 1. Manuel Maria Ponce, “Thème varié et Finale,” (Mainz: B. Schott’s Söhne, 1928), 6.
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II. Johann Sebastian Bach: Prelude, Fugue and Allegro BWV 998

Johann Sebastian Bach wrote Prelude, Fugue and Allegro, BWV 998 between the years of 1740 1745. This places the piece into the composer’s late period, or Leipzig.4 Bach’s late period is
characterized by a return to writing instrumental music after a period of composing mostly vocal
music. The specifics about its conception are debated among scholars. Not only is the date it was
completed uncertain, but so is the instrumentation. German musicologist Christoff Wolff writes:
“[Bach’s lute works] in Bach’s day were at least occasionally played on the luteharpsichord, an instrument in whose construction Bach had assisted. The indistinct line
between lute and harpsichord music is illustrated by the autograph of BWV 998, marked
‘pour La Luth ò Cembal’”5
There is good reason to believe that the work was written on a keyboard instrument. It was often
performed on the so-called lute harpsichord and, as any guitarist who has tackled this monster of
a piece can attest to, it does not exactly fit well on the fingerboard. Due to the guitar’s tuning,
guitarists who have arranged this piece commonly re-write the it in the key of D major to better
facilitate playing—instead of its original key of E-flat. As the title suggests, the piece is divided
into three movements, the piece begins with a Prelude, continues with a Fugue, and concludes
with an Allegro.

The Prelude is written in the manner of a style brisé. This is a French term which is used to
describe a piece of music that is written for a chordal instrument, but is dominated by an
Frank Koonce, “Johann Sebastian Bach The Solo Lute Works,” San Diego: Neil A. Kjos Music
Company, 2002, vii.
4

5

Christoph Wolff, et al. "Bach." Grove Music Online. Oxford Music Online. Oxford University Press,
accessed April 13, 2017, http://www.oxfordmusiconline.com/subscriber/article/grove/music/40023pg10.

!4

arpeggiated texture. This texture is responsible for giving the listener the impression that the
Prelude is improvised––as they usually were during Bach’s lifetime. Figure 2 shows the first
measure. This excerpt depicts a motif that permeates the first movement an which Bach
transposes into many keys as the music progresses before finally restating it in its original key
towards the end. With the conclusion of the Prelude, the performer takes care to ensure that the
pulse is maintained when beginning the Fugue. This maintains a smooth transition and also helps
to unite the movements as two movements of the same work.

Figure 2. Frank Koonce, “Johann Sebastian Bach The Solo Lute Works,” (San Diego: Neil A. Kjos Music
Company, 2002), 63.

The material on which the subject of the Fugue is based is thought to originate with an earlier
composition of Bach’s. Von Himmel Hoch, da komm ich her is a chorale that features a recurring
bass line which is very similar to the subject found in this Fugue.6 It is also possible, however,
that musicologists find connections where, in reality, there are not any to be found. But according
to Christoff Wolff “Bach had begun to sift through his older organ chorales about 1739–42”.7
The subject is incredibly simple and “Fuxian" in nature. Part of the appeal of this piece is the
sheer amount of music Bach is able to produce with such a bare-bones fugue subject. The Fugue

6

Eduardo Fernandez, ”Essays on J. S. Bach's Works for Lute,” Montevideo: ART Ediciones, 2003, 45.

7

Christoph Wolff, et al. "Bach." Grove Music Online. Oxford Music Online. Oxford University Press,
accessed April 13, 2017, http://www.oxfordmusiconline.com/subscriber/article/grove/music/40023pg10.
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is laid out in a three part form known as da capo. Da capo is an Italian term that translates
literally to “from the head”.

The Allegro is a fairly straightforward representation of a French dance form—such as a Gigue
or Courant. It is in 3/8 time and, as the title suggests, played at a brisk tempo. Just as the pulse is
maintained from the Prelude through the Fugue, so it is between the Fugue and the Allegro. The
quarter-note pulse which defines the Fugue then becomes a dotted-quarter-note in 3/8. The texture
of the Allegro supports the idea that this work may have been written for the lute-harpsichord
since it is quite indicative of keyboard music. It maintains a clear contrapuntal texture with two
voices, sometimes implying three. As has been subtly suggested throughout, there seems to be a
significance to the number three in this piece as a whole. Let us see if we can unpack that.

The way that Bach structured the Prelude, Fugue and Allegro BWV 998 is striking. The
composition as a whole is in three parts, the middle of which, the Fugue, is also in three parts;
the key that it was originally written in, E-flat, contains three flats in its signature; The
compound meter of both the prelude and the Allegro; and the fugue subject’s similarities to a
sacred work of Bach’s.8 This work is generally referred to as a secular work, but it is difficult to
label the symbolism to the Trinity as coincidental. This work was carefully considered in its
compositional structure to be not only breathtakingly beautiful to the ear, but highly symbolic of
the Lutheran faith to which Bach subscribed.

8

Anne Leahy, “Bach’s Prelude, Fugue and Allegro for Lute (BWV 998): A Trinitarian Statement of
Faith?” Journal of the Society of Musicologists in Ireland, Vol. I, (2005), 50-51.
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III. Phillip Houghton: Stèlè

Phillip Houghton is an Australian born in Melbourne in 1954. Despite his lack of formal
education in composition, Houghton’s music has seen great successes. As a composer Phillip is
self taught and his compositions reflect the influence of many styles: classical, jazz, rock,
ambient and world music.9 He frequently writes new pieces commissioned by groups like the
Melbourne Guitar Quartet and guitarists like Angelo Karavitis, for whom Stèlè was written. The
guitar legend John Williams even premiered the piece and recorded half of it on his 1998 album,
“The Guitarist”. The composer has a condition known as synesthesia. In Houghton’s case,
hearing sounds causes him to see colors. Because of this, his scores are incredibly detailed—in
some, not a measure goes by without some sort of instruction written above or below the staff.

Houghton’s attention to detail is expressed in the preface to the score. Here he provides a short
paragraph detailing the inspiration for the piece, written in 1989, as well as instructions on how
to produce various sounds that are called for throughout the score. He writes:
“Stèlè…is strongly influenced by Greek art and mythology, and also by the Grecan
landscape itself, in particular the stark blue of the Mediterranean, warm breezes, island
island mists, and the colour and scent of olive trees.” 10

As is clear by the description above, Phillip Houghton sees music in colors of the blue ocean,
olive trees, and landscape. All of these aspects are expressed in the music he writes for guitar.

Phillip Houghton, “Home,” Moonstone Music Publications, Accessed on April 14, 2017, http://
www.philliphoughton.com.au.
9

10

Phillip Houghton, “Stèlè,” Australia: Moonstone Music Publications, 1989.
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When Houghton speaks of Greek mythology as an influence, he is talking specifically about a
form of art known as a stèlè, or standing stone. They are commonly erected along the shore to
commemorate sailors lost at sea or who have never returned to their homeland.11 The first three
movements of his piece Stèlè are inspired by specific standing stones in Greece. The first
movement, also titled Stèlè, inspired by a standing stone of Demokleides, son of Demetrios; the
second movement, Dervish, inspired by a statue of the jockey of Artemesion riding a galloping
horse; and the third movement, Bronze Apollo, of the statue of Piraeus Apollo.

Stèlè begins with a series of rolled chords in 3/4 time. The tempo increases in the eleventh bar and
the piece begins to take on the feel of a waltz. The melody trades off between a high register with
a thin bright timbre and an echo with a lower register and warmer, fuller tone. The opening of
this movement is evocative of of the gentle waves of the Mediterranean sea breaking on the
shore. Every detail of the writing here is responsible for creating a strong imagery of the sea
shore; the rocking back ad forth of triple meter; the instructions for alternation of timbre from
bright to warm; the moving of the melody from higher to lower registers. Later in the movement,
Houghton writes a phrase which builds to the climax. A key feature of this phrase is the
indication to play in what he calls “Bassoon Position.”12 This involves playing with the right
hand over the fingerboard at around the 17th fret on the guitar (see Figure 7). This cancels certain
frequencies in the overtone series and ends up mimicking the tone of a reed instruments such as
the bassoon or clarinet.

11

Phillip Houghton, “Stèlè,” Australia: Moonstone Music Publications, 1989.

12

Ibid.
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Figure 7. Phillip Houghton, “Stèlè,” Australia: Moonstone Music Publications, 1989.

Dervish is dominated by running eighth-notes in

12/
8

which serve to imitate the dance form

known as the whirling dervishes—also the inspiration for the title. Whirling dervishes or Sufi
turning is a form of meditation used among a select group of Muslims. The dance involves
spinning in place for sometimes hours at a time in order to enter a trance-like state. The
participants usually wear colored skirts that flare out as they spin. The incessant playing of
eighth-notes parallels this dance form nicely. By the end of the movement, the listener is almost
brought into a trance as a result. As mentioned earlier, there is another inspiration for this work:
the statue of the jockey of Artemesion riding a galloping horse. This is also represented by the
repetition of eighth-notes throughout. But Houghton also uses an interesting extended technique
to illustrate this statue musically. Measures 57 - 60 utilize a technique popularized by Bartok
which involves slapping the string against the fingerboard. It is named Bartok pizzicato in honor
of the composer. See in Figure 8 how the first note of each measure is begun with Bartok
pizzicato and then slurred throughout. This creates an imagery of a horse running and making
quick direction changes. Houghton’s use of extended technique is always tasteful and effective.
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Figure 8. Phillip Houghton, “Stèlè,” Australia: Moonstone Music Publications, 1989.

This may come as no surprise, but the third movement, Bronze Apollo, is also quite detailed in its
representation of terrestrial influences. It even comes complete with a sub-title which is very
suggestive. Its sub-title is “Copper, Bronze, Water, Air, Green, Perfume”. Presumably the subtitle refers to the way that bronze ages. Over time the bronze statue of Piraeus Apollo developed
a patina. A patina is a brown or green film that grows due to water and air influences. It is likely
that Houghton incorporated as many of these tactile details of the statue into the music he wrote
for this movement. It begins with an section labelled “A” that is titled freely. It is characterized
by sudden changes of tempo, dynamic, and timbre. As it progresses the aspects just mentioned
become more regular and predictable and act as a transition to section “B”. The “B” section,
labelled tranquillo, features more gradual changes in timbre and dynamics over time. In 5/4 time,
this section has a very distinct groove that, at first, feels unfamiliar, but quickly becomes very
homely.

The fourth and final movement of Stèlè is titled Web. This is a quirky title that alludes to the way
that the movement weaves together motives from the previous three. Characterized by a
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pervasive drone of eighth-notes on the a-string, this rhythmic pedal tone constructs a fabric
which is responsible for holding together all the disparate parts that evolve throughout. Web
brings this piece to an impressive finish with a virtuosic and ‘guitarristic' phrase that grows to the
loudest dynamic of the movement before punctuating it with some open chords.

All in all, Houghton has proved himself to be an impressive composer despite his being self
taught. He has found a way to incorporate all aspects of his experience of the world into his
music while steering clear of cliché and over-used guitar techniques. When interpreting his
music one is captivated by its symbolism and simple beauty.

!11

IV. Giulio Regondi: Nocturne Rêverie, Op. 19

Giulio Regondi was born in 1823 of an Italian father and German mother. His early life was a
series of trials and tribulations that almost certainly informed the somber mood of his
masterpiece Nocturne Rêverie, Op. 19. His mother disappeared and left him in the care of his
father who exploited the child prodigy for his money and abandoned him.13 Despite this,
Regondi established himself as a young star in Western Europe. Along with Mertz, Regondi was
one of the last notable guitarists who composed the music he played. Later on, with a more
substantial repertoire to play, guitarists and composers diverged into their own separate
disciplines, but in Regondi’s time, it was still common to perform the music that you write.

This piece was published in a collection of Regondi’s works called Chanterelle in 1871. Being
one of composer’s later works, Nocturne Rêverie, Op. 19 represents the pinnacle of his writing. It
begins in the key of D minor with an phrase of almost etherial beauty. The piece continues
through a series of episodes that build to a climax which precedes and extensive tremolo section.
The last of these episodes features on of the virtuosic techniques that make performing this piece
so difficult. It contains a series of 64th note arpeggios that climb the fretboard past the body of
the guitar. Among the most challenging guitar techniques is the tremolo. It is used to give the
illusion of sustain and dynamic rise and fall of a sustained tone—which of course, the guitar is
incapable of doing.

13

Colin Cooper, Liner notes to “REGONDI / Airs Varies / Reverie, Op. 19 / MERTZ: Bardenklange, Op.
13,” NAXOS 8.555285, CD, 2005.
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Figure 3. Giulio Regondi, “Concert Works for Guitar,” (Germany: Edition Chanterelle, 2010), 12.

Figure 3 illustrates a passage of the tremolo technique. It works by playing three consecutive
notes of the same pitch very quickly. When played fast enough, the player is able to give the
illusion that the guitarist is both sustaining a melodic line while accompanying themselves with
an active bass line.

The piece is written in a variation on a ternary form where the two tremolo passages represent
the “A” section, the chordal passage in-between the “B” section, and where the beginning
passage previously described acts as an extended introduction. This type of manipulation of preexisting musical form was characteristic of the Romantic era. Regondi drew on the existing
ternary form and dramatized it by adding an extended introduction and coda at the end. In
addition to being a virtuosic performer it is clear that Regondi was also a great composer who
deserved all the recognition he achieved in his lifetime.
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V. Benjamin Britten: Nocturnal After John Dowland, Op. 70

Nocturnal After John Dowland, Op. 70 is arguable the most performed piece for solo guitar of
the early 21st century. It is a tribute, as the name suggests, to the renaissance lutenist John
Dowland. Nocturnal After John Dowland, Op. 70 is what is known as a reverse theme and
variations. It first has eight variations before reaching the theme, John Dowland’s Come heavy
sleep. Dowland’s music is often characterized by themes of melancholy or despair, and perhaps
for good reason. He fled religious persecution and struggled to hold down a long term position as
a court musician despite his his celebrity. Dowland’s shortcomings are paralleled in the lute-song
which Britten chose, in 1964, to use as the theme for his piece (see Figure 4).

Figure 4. Benjamin Britten, “Nocturnal After John Dowland, Op. 70,” (England: Faber Music Ltd, 1964),
ii.

Benjamin Britten seemed to be concerned with the role that dreams play in our lives. He said in a
conversation with Donald Mitchell “it [dreaming] gives a chance for your subconscious mind to
work when your conscious mind is happily asleep.”14 Dreams can take on characteristics of their
own. They can be productive, beautiful, boring, or in Britten’s case, nightmarish. “Britten

14

Donald Mitchell, “Mapreading: Benjamin Britten in conversation,” from Christopher Palmer (ed.),
“The Britten Companion,” (London: Farber 1984), 92.
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admitted, in a 1969 interview with Donald Mitchell, that Nocturnal ‘had some very, to me,
disturbing images in it.’”15

He must have connected in a meaningful way with the text from John Dowland’s lute-song. The
subject matter is clearly disturbing and, in addition, deals with sleep. Though in Come heavy
sleep, Dowland uses the word sleep as a metaphor for death—furthering the idea of melancholy.
Besides the striking beauty of the the song, the text has an important influence on the music that
Britten wrote. Otherwise, why would he have included the text in a preface to the instrumental
music? Britten believed that getting into the character of the poet was invaluable when it comes
to giving an informed performance of this piece.

It may be difficult for the listener to hear the connection between the setting of Come heavy sleep
and the preceding variations—part of the charm of this piece. But the material that Britten uses is
all derived from the theme. For example, the first variation, Musingly, which sounds mysterious
is in actuality derived from the melody of the lute-song. Figure 5.1 shows an excerpt of the

Figure 5.1. Benjamin Britten, “Nocturnal After John Dowland, Op. 70,” (England: Faber Music Ltd,
1964), 15.

15

Stephen Goss, “Come heavy sleep: motive and metaphor in Britten’s Nocturnal, opus 70,”
Guitar Forum 1 EGTA (2001), 54.
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Figure 5.2. Benjamin Britten, “Nocturnal After John Dowland, Op. 70,” (England: Faber Music Ltd,
1964), 2.

arrangement Britten did of the Dowland lute-song Come heavy sleep. Figure 5.2 shows the first
two measures of the first variation of Nocturnal, called Musingly. Britten modeled his music in
this excerpt around the contour of Dowland’s melody. From the rising minor third, to the falling
perfect fifth, and subsequent descending second—in the case of Britten’s variation the second is
altered from a major second to a minor second. The same is true of the second phrase, and in
fact, the rest of the first variation. Musingly is actually a setting of the melody of Come heavy
sleep that is skewed, no doubt, but which is very much preserved in a tangible way.

Each of the variations at first glance seem to be completely original and bear no relationship to
the still un-heard theme. But in reality, they are brilliantly composed around the music of John
Dowland. This piece is not only held with high esteem for its mystery, ethereal beauty, technical
complexity, and virtuosic prowess, but also because it was masterfully conceived by a composer
who had never written for the guitar before. It is magical to play the music of a composer the
likes of Britten who, in one fell swoop, tried his hand at writing for guitar and did it better than
most.
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APPENDIX: PROGRAM
California State University, Northridge
Mike Curb College of Arts, Media and Communication
Department of Music Presents:

Christopher Rispoli, Guitar
In his Master’s Recital
A student of John Dearman

Recital Hall (CY 158)
April 16, 2017 7:30 PM

*In partial fulfillment of the Master of Music Degree in Guitar Performance*
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Program

Thème Varié et Finale

Manuel Maria Ponce (1882 - 1948)

Andante un poco mosso
Allegro appassionato
Molto moderato
Allegro moderato
Agitato
Vivace
Vivo scherzando

Prelude, Fugue and Allegro BWV 998

Johann Sebastian Bach (1685 - 1750)

Stèlè

Phillip Houghton (b. 1954)
Stèlè
Dervish
Bronze Apollo
Web

Intermission

Nocturne Rêverie, Op. 19

Giulio Regondi (1822 - 1872)

Nocturnal After John Dowland, Op. 70

Benjamin Britten (1913 -1976)

Musingly
Very Agitated
Restless
Uneasy
March Like
Gently Rocking
Passacaglia
Slow and Quiet
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