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Program Notes

Program notes By Tess Reagan, University of North Texas MA Musicology student
Edited by Brian Anderson, Ph.D., University of North Texas Senior Lecturer of Music
History Pedagogy.

Nikolay Andreyevich Rimsky-Korsakov (March 18, 1844-June 21, 1908)
Capriccio Espagnol (Kaprichchio na ispanskiye temi), Op. 34 (1887)

Capriccio Espagnol was composed during the summer of 1887 at the
midpoint of Rimsky-Korsakov's career, alongside Scheherazade and Easter
Overture. When reflecting on the Capriccio later in life, Rimsky-Korsakov
wrote, “"according to my plans, the Capriccio was to glitter with dazzling
orchestra colour...the Capriccio is a composition for the orchestra” (Rimsky-
Korsakov, My Musical Life, 1923, 289-291). As Rimsky-Korsakov emphasized,
these numerous effects serve not as mere "“garb” or external decoration, but
as the very essence of the piece itself. The continual transformation of the
same themes provides an engaging formal structure, while shifts in texture
and timbre allow for a remarkable breadth of variety in color and character.
Rather than using the orchestra to serve his musical ideas, he built the work
around the unique strengths of the instfruments themselves. Originally
conceived as a virtuoso violin fantasy on Spanish themes, the work includes
numerous soloistic passages that seem to perfectly suit each featured
insfrument. Such writing recalls the early eighteenth-century capriccio—a
virtuosic cadenza often written for string players and meant to be performed
in an improvised, fanciful manner.

The Alborada, which appears as both the first and third sections of the work’s
five-part structure (Alborada, Variations, Alborada, Scene and Gypsy Song,
and Asturian Fandango), is derived from the Spanish albada, a morning
serenade fraditionally sung to an individual from below the balcony or
window, especially on the morning of the individual’'s wedding. In nineteenth-
century Spain, the dulzaina (similar to the modern oboe) often played the
melody while accompanied by the tamboril (a small drum). Marked "Vivo e
strepitoso,” meaning “lively and noisy, boisterous,” both of Rimsky-Korsakov's
Alboradas embrace the storied albada’s exuberant character. A robust
percussion section that includes timpani, tambourine, and cymbals ensures
that this is hardly a serenade that could be slept through. Rimsky-Korsakov
instead gives the melodic line to the clarinet, while the horns, bassoons, and
strings provide a steady rhythmic pulse. When the Alborada returns in the
third section, this time in B-flat major instead of A major, the violin takes the
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elaborate solo melody while the clarinet demonstrates its virtuosity through
complex arpeggiated figures and trills.

The much slower Variations provide a moment of reflection on the theme
previously infroduced in the Alborada. Presented first by the horns, the strings
then take up the expansive, lyrical melody before passing it to the English
horn. Later, stopped horns provide a metallic, brassy color. As the melody
fades away, flowing chromatic lines in the flute create a mood of dreamlike
tranquility before the sudden return of the vivacious Alborada.

Of the work’s five sections, the Scene and Gypsy Song provides the greatest
opportunity for individual instruments to emerge as soloists. The section opens
with a roll of the snare and an annunciatory tfrumpet call before another
elaborate violin feature. Solo passages by the flute, clarinet, oboe, and harp
showcase the work’s virtuosic freatment of the orchestra. The upper strings
usher in the return of the theme with fierce sixteenth-notes. Ascending
chromatic lines, especially in the woodwinds and violins, lead directly to the
final section, the Asturian Fandango.

The Asturian Fandango emphasizes Spanish character through its danceable
rhythms, triple meter, and prominent use of castanets. In eighteenth-century
Spain, the fandango was a folk dance typically executed by couples. Often,
the dancers accompanied the music with castanets, clapped their hands, or
snapped their fingers to the beat. The dance functioned as a playful
conversation between the partners, who teasingly approached or evaded
one another through their gestures and footwork. Rimsky-Korsakov channels
this energy, especially towards the beginning of the Fandango, where the
flute and violin seem to banter back and forth through musical dialogue.
After showcasing individual instruments throughout the piece, the full
ensemble joins together in jubilant celebration. Launching the work toward its
exhilarating conclusion, the gripping coda is marked at a brisk Vivo tempo
and switches back to duple time. Rapid string passages propel the ensemble
forward as the castanets cut through the texture. These sudden interjections
allow the castanets’ distinct timbre to emerge in full. After a final increase in
tempo, the piece concludes with a satisfying electricity, its melodies and
dance rhythms lingering long after the final notes have sounded.
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Felix Mendelssohn Bartholdy (February 3, 1809-November 4, 1847)
Piano Concerto No. 1 in G minor, Op. 25 (1831)
Eva Polgar, piano

I.  Molto allegro con fuoco
.  Andante
lll. Presto. Molto allegro e vivace

Felix Mendelssohn grew up in a family of accomplished pianists. His elder sister
Fanny was an extraordinarily talented pianist, as was his mother and his first
instructor, Lea Mendelssohn Bartholdy. Felix Mendelssohn himself was
considered a child prodigy, having made his public debut at only nine years
old. At ten years old, he was composing his own music, and by the time he
had entered his twenties he had penned a substantial number of orchestral
works, chamber music, and pieces for piano. One of the works he composed
during this period was the Piano Concerto in G minor, completed in 1831. The
first of Mendelssohn’s two mature piano concertos, he dedicated the work to
the virtuoso pianist Delphine von Schauroth (1814-1887), who had also been
a child prodigy.

Mendelssohn premiered the concerto in 1831 to considerable acclaim, with
some critics even heralding him as the successor to Beethoven. Despite its
initial success, however, the work faded into relative obscurity as
Mendelssohn came to be known for his shorter, lyrical pieces, particularly the
Lieder ohne Worte, or “Songs Without Words.” The piano was the most
popular instrument in Europe, and Mendelssohn's Lieder ohne Worte were
especially popular among well-brought-up young ladies. Yet as scholar
Kenneth Hamilton writes, the success of Mendelssohn's Lieder perpetuated a
negative image of the composer: his piano music was seen as suitable only
for unskilled amateurs and the parlor rather than the concert stage. His
aesthetic was minimized further due to his association with the Leipzig
Conservatory’s dry and uninteresting performance style. As a result, the
briliance and technical demands of works such as the G minor Piano
Concerto were overlooked.

The concerto itself directly contradicts this reputation. From the very first
measures of the opening movement, the work demands a level of drama
and virtuosity vastly distinct from the style of Mendelssohn’s Lieder ohne
Worte. Traditionally, the first movement of a concerto begins with an
orchestral tutfi that presents the primary thematic material, which is then
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repeated by the soloist. This convention is called the “double exposition.”
Here, Mendelssohn breaks this convention. The orchestra crescendos to
fortissimo over just a few measures, setting the stage for the piano’s bold and
striking entrance. The piano plays several elaborate phrases entirely alone
before the orchestra joins again. The orchestra has not infroduced a clear
theme, and the piano, therefore, has none to repeat. Throughout the
remainder of the movement, the orchestra contributes to the intense mood
through powerful tutti sections, yielding to the piano’s frequent fiery solo
passages when necessary.

The second movement, Andante, illustrates Mendelssohn’s meticulous
attention to detail and elegance; beneath its effortless lyricism lies substantial
nuance and technical difficulty. An expressive solo passage smoothly links
the movements. Over the course of only a few measures, the piano moves
from soft block chords to impassioned sforzandos, delicate turns, and a finall
rallentando, with crescendos and other stylistic markings carefully notated in
the score. A graceful E-major melody follows, played first by the violas and
cellos. The piano returns, accompanied only by a simple bass line in the lower
strings, and continues briefly on its own as the accompaniment falls away.
One might imagine that the ensemble becomes so taken by the lyrical fune
that the musicians fall silent for a moment to bask in the warmth of the
melody. The orchestra later rejoins, providing a reliable foundation for the
solo line. Despite passages abounding with both infricate thirty-second notes
and chromaticism, the piano remains tender and soulful.

The finale is the most technically demanding movement for the pianist,
although the theme sounds relatively natural and straightforward. The
frumpets and horns begin in E minor at a brisk Presto tempo. Once the
ensemble reaches the Molto allegro e vivace, an exuberant melody in G
major commences in the form of a rondino. A critic wrote in 1832 that the
finale possessed “difficulties which none but the author could master” (Brown,
A Portrait of Mendelssohn, 2003, 350). These passages require exceptional
dexterity, precision, and endurance from the soloist. Additionally, close
coordination between the orchestra and pianist is necessary, as the fightly
inferconnected parts must unite seamlessly.
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Ludwig van Beethoven (December 17, 1770-March 26, 1827)
Symphony No. 5 in C minor, Op. 67 (1807-1808)

I.  Allegro con brio

Il.  Andante con moto
lll.  Scherzo. Allegro

IV. Finale. Allegro

At the December 1808 premiere of Beethoven's Fifth Symphony, the
audience sat shivering in their seats due to the hall’s frigid temperature,
enduring over four hours of music performed after only one severely rushed
rehearsal. Despite this less-than-ideal first performance, the Fifth Symphony
would go on to become one of the best-known works in all the orchestral
repertoire. Today, its opening motto, “short-short-short-LONG," is instantly
recognizable to many.

Scholars have proposed that the motto represents “fate knocking at the
door,” with “fate” symbolizing the challenges Beethoven faced as he lost
hope and became increasingly isolated due to the loss of his hearing. This
theory seems to be reinforced by the symphony’s dark, stormy key of C
minor. Composers predating Beethoven rarely wrote symphonies in minor
keys, preferring the brightness of major tonalities. Scholars have argued,
however, that Beethoven often reserved C minor for works that demonstrate
turbulence and struggle. Composer Hector Berlioz wrote that the Fifth
Symphony illustrated Beethoven's “secret sorrows, his pent-up rage, his
dream:s so full of melancholy oppression” (Berlioz, A Critical Study of
Beethoven'’s Nine Symphonies, 62).

The work's narrative development can be understood through several
overarching concepts. First, while the symphony begins in C minor, it
concludes in C major, perhaps representing a journey from “darkness to
light.” Furthermore, the work is often framed as a sonic Bildungsroman that
follows the protagonist’s moral and psychological development. In each of
the four movements, the iconic “fate” motif can be heard, although with
every new occurrence the theme is slightly fransformed. Beethoven invites
listeners to trace the “fate” theme as it surfaces in each movement.

The opening movement, Allegro con brio, is written in Sonata form, though
with a few unexpected twists. Unlike most contemporaneous symphonies, the

exposition, development, and recapitulation are almost identical in length.
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The exposition begins with the powerful first statement of the four-note motif.
The strings take up the theme in quick alternation. From an intense fortissimo,
the horns emerge, intfroducing the lyrical second theme. As the closing
section of the exposition begins, the violins and violas play an energetic
descending line with a spring in their step. Meanwhile, the winds persistently
sound the initial four-note motif. In the development, dynamic contrast and
changes in texture create interest as thematic fragments move rapidly from
one instrument to the next. The recapitulation arrives and, in a fleeting
moment that seems to disappear as quickly as it came, the plaintive oboe—
entirely alone—dwells for a moment on a brief cadenza. The ensemble re-
enters, and the remainder of the recapitulation closely mirrors the exposition,
until the arrival of an extensive coda. The coda is unusually long, functioning
almost as a fourth section alongside the previous three. Where some
movements in minor shift to major for their conclusion, this one finishes
resoundingly in C minor.

The second movement, Andante con moto, is structured as a theme and
variations in 3/4 fime. After the initial contfrasting ‘A’ and ‘B’ sections are
infroduced, the two sections repeat twice more. ‘A’ returns a third time,
followed by a coda with an incomplete variation and partial ‘B’ section. Of
all the movements, the “fate” motto is least prominent here, although hints of
a greatly slowed “short-short-short-LONG” rhythm can be heard in the more
prominent themes. A gentle and comforting lyrical melody, first played by the
cellos and violas, alternates with a statelier C major passage featuring the
horns, trumpets, and fimpani. The cellos and violas float effortlessly through
sophisticated, lengthy phrases; similar lines are taken up by the basses and
winds.

If the “fate” theme was difficult to identify in the second movement, the third
movement provides a remedy. After an ominous introduction in the strings
and winds, the horns enter with sudden clarity and resolve: “short-short-short-
LONG!" Written as a scherzo and trio, the brisk, accented, slightly sporadic
material leads to the frio. Once more the evasive C major reappears, this
time as a vigorous and spirited fugue that occupies the trio space of the
movement. The fugue begins in the basses and cellos before the violas and
bassoons join in, followed by the violins. Extra brightness is provided by the
trumpets. The fast-paced trio contfinues to unfold before the ominous
opening of the scherzo returns. This time, the horns have been replaced by a
sneaky four-note motto in the winds.
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Rather than ending the third movement and starting the finale anew,
Beethoven links the two together with continuous musical material. The winds
continue their four-note pattern, reminiscent of the “fate” theme, alongside
soft pizzicatos, tiptoeing unassumingly info an even quieter major third held in
the strings. The timpani enters as the violins provide some movement.
Although the violins hint at a new sense of direction, they quote a fragment
of the lyrical theme introduced at the beginning of the movement, retracting
any real sense of conviction. It is not long before the violins seem to gain
confidence, galloping forward. The ensemble crescendos, and, with alll
instruments joining together, the glorious, long-awaited C major finale bursts
forth.

After three movements of uncertainty and struggle, the finale presents the
work’s long-awaited friumphant conclusion. With the addition of three
trombones, the high-pitched piccolo and the low, rich sound of the
contrabassoon, these instruments expand the sonic range and timbral color
of the orchestra. This was the first time any of these three instruments were
used in such a major orchestral work. After the fanfare-like opening, the horns
infroduce a broad, sweeping theme that the strings then develop further. The
four-note rhythm continues to appear throughout. Although C major
dominates the movement, the music does modulate to the dominant and
visits C minor before the bold return of the tonic. In the elongated coda,
Beethoven repeats many of the themes previously introduced over the
course of four sections, crafting something of a retrospective musical
montage. Whenever it seems the end of the symphony has been reached,
the music presses forward, repeatedly alternating between the tonic and
dominant. At long last, the work concludes on a satisfying C major chord,
held on a fermata. The protagonist emerges victorious.




Biographies

Clay Couturiaux is the Assistant Director of Orchestral Studies at the University
of North Texas, where he currently teaches orchestral conducting and serves
as conductor of the UNT Concert Orchestra. The 2026-2027 season marks
Couturiaux’s 15th season as Music Director and Conductor of the Richardson
Symphony Orchestra. Following a distinguished 16-year tenure, he was
named Conductor Laureate of the Monroe Symphony Orchestra in May
2020. He has also served on the faculty of the UNT Summer Strings Institute
since 2015.

Maestro Couturiaux has accumulated over two decades of experience
conducting professional symphony orchestras and teaching at the university
level. His career has taken him across the United States, Europe, and Asia,
including concerts with the Vietnam National Symphony Orchestra, Ho Chi
Minh City Symphony Orchestra, Milano Classica Orchestra da Camera, and
National Taiwan Normal University Symphony Orchestra. Other professional
conducting engagements include performances with the Abilene
Philharmonic, Arkansas Symphony, Austin Symphony, Metropolitan Classical
Ballet, East Texas Symphony Orchestra, Texas Chamber Orchestra, and
Wichita Falls Symphony Orchestra.

Further highlights include conducting the University of North Texas Symphony
Orchestra in concert for an audience of 37,000 at Cowboys Stadium in a
major collaboration with the North Texas XLV Super Bowl Host Committee, NFL
Films, and Tim McGraw. He has also recorded with the UNT Chamber
Orchestra on the Crystal Records label.

In addition to his professional schedule, Maestro Couturiaux regularly serves
as a guest conductor and clinician, including concerts with several Texas All-
Region Honors Orchestras. In March 2013, the Northeast Louisiana Arts
Council named Maestro Couturiaux the recipient of the Edmund Williamson
Artist of the Year Award. The award is presented to an artist whom the
selection committee believes has made the most significant contribution to
improving the quality of life in Northeast Louisiana.

Dr. Couturiaux began his musical studies in violoncello and piano at the age
of eight. He holds degrees in both conducting and violoncello performance
from the University of North Texas. In addition, he developed his conducting
skills at the world-renowned Pierre Monteux School for Conductors and
Orchestra Musicians in Maine and at the National Arts Centre Conductors
Programme in Ottawa, Canada. The distinguished conductors with whom
Couturiaux have studied include Anshel Brusilow, Jorma Panula, Michael
Jinbo, Hugh Wolff, Neal Gittleman, Carl Topilow, and Harold Farberman.




Critics praise Eva Polgdr for her “intelligent interpretations” (Funzine
Magazine), “emotional power” (New York Concert Review), and “vibrant
technique” (American Hungarian Journal). She is a sought-after recitalist,
concerto soloist, chamber musician, recording artist, educator, and
adjudicator. Beyond her devotion to performing traditional piano repertoire,
her creative personality particularly shines through her work in contemporary
music and multidisciplinary arts. Her interest in the fusion of the arts has
developed into an extensive collaboration with visual artist S&dndor Vdaly. Their
albums of experimental music inspired by literature and visual arts are
released under Ekiro Records and broadcast on Finnish national radio.

Born and raised in Hungary, Polgdr's dedication to Hungarian culture has led
her to specialize in the music of Franz Liszt and Béla Bartdk. Her interpretation
of Liszt's piano works was praised by Liszt scholar Alan Walker as “A stunning
performance! A real artist!” and she has been featured at the Hungarian
Embassy in Washington, D.C., the Hungarian Culture Cenfre in London, and
the Franz Liszt Museum and Research Center in Budapest. Her performance
of Bartdk’s Three Burlesques, Op. 8, was broadcast on Austrian national radio.
Her solo album fitled Liszt: Harmonies patriotiques et religieuses was released
recently under Hunnia Records.

Polgdr has toured the Americas, Asia, and Europe. Her latest concerto
performances have included appearances with conductors Horst Forster at
the Gewandhaus zu Leipzig, Tamds Vasdry at the Danube Palace in
Budapest, and David Jacobs at the University of Oregon. Her Carnegie Hall
debut on November 24, 2020, with violinist Kristdf Bardti and clarinetist Bence
Szepesi was praised by the New York press. Furthermore, she has concertized
with Kldra Csordds (voice), Mdrta Abrahdm (violin), and Vilmos Szabadi
(violin) among other renown artists. Her long-standing duo partner is Lisa Bost-
Sandberg (flute), with whom she recorded Asha Srinivasan’s virtuoso

opus, Utthishta. Other recent chamber music concerts at the Bothnia
Biennale festival in Seindjoki, Finland, and at the Hungarian Radio Hall in
Budapest, Hungary, featured music of Brahms, Debussy, Bartdk, and
Bernstein.

An avid promoter and enthusiastic entrepreneur of contemporary music,
Polgdris a founding member of the InterSpheres Trio, a new music ensemble
dedicated to commissioning and premiering new works by composers from
around the world. Their repertoire ranges from Pierre Boulez to rising
composers. They performed the world premieres of compositions by Daniel
Tramte and Baldzs Horvdath in their first international concert and educational
tour to Hungary. Polgdr actively collaborates with composers as a solo
musician as well. She is currently preparing for the world premiere of Andrew
S. Lloyd’s new set of piano preludes, commissioned by the Barlow
Endowment, at the University of Texas at San Antonio in March of 2021.
Polgdr has won top prizes in competitions including the 2012 Los Angeles
International Liszt Competition (LAILC). Co-directors since 2017, Katherine
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Hickey's and Eva Polgdr’s intent is to ensure the successful continuation of
LAILC as well as to foster young musicians in the early stages of their
professional careers. To support her endeavors in mentoring rising talents and
promoting the musical heritage of Franz Liszt, the Hungarian Academy of Arts
has awarded her a three-year grant to design a series of twenty-nine
concerts in Austria, Hungary, and the U.S. between September of 2020 and
August of 2023.

A graduate of the Franz Liszt University and the Sibelius Academy, Polgdr
earned her Doctor of Musical Arts degree at the University of North Texas
(UNT). Her former mentors include Jend Jandd, Hamsa Al-Wadi Juris, Livia Rév,
Orsolya Szabd, and Adam Wodnicki. A committed educator and
adjudicator, she has tfaught masterclasses, presented at festivals, and
adjudicated competitions such as the LAILC, the Bogotd International Piano
Festival, and the Tulsa University Summer Piano Academy. After holding
teaching positions at UNT and at Texas Woman's University, Polgdr has joined
the piano faculty at Azusa Pacific University in California. In addition to her
teaching appointment at Azusa Pacific University, she is a co-director of the
Los Angeles International Liszt Competition and an elected member of the
Board of Directors for the Southern California Chapter as well as the nationall
organization of the American Liszt Society.
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