Wenzeslaus Matiegka, the Beethoven of the Guitar

Liner notes by David Leisner (2009, revised 2022)
The history and repertoire of the 19th-century guitar has been slowly emerging out of vagueness, confusion and sometimes questionable musical perspective into greater and greater clarity.  In the early 20th century, it was common to play arrangements of the great 19th-century composers who wrote nothing for the guitar, rather than works written for this instrument.  The guitar's giant of the 20th century, Segovia, mostly continued this tradition, although he did espouse the works of Fernando Sor, his fellow countryman.  It wasn't until the American musicologist, Thomas Heck, wrote in 1970 his thorough study of the music of Mauro Giuliani that attention began to move outside of Spain.  The complete guitar works of both Giuliani and Sor were published by musicologist Brian Jeffery, and this ultimately led to many more publications of collected and selected works by other composers of the era as well.  In the late 1970's, my debut recording was the first to feature the music of Giuliani and a then-obscure composer named Johann Kaspar Mertz.  With its title, "The Viennese Guitar", it was suggesting that the center and preponderance of the early guitar literature was not to be found in Spain, but rather in Vienna and middle Europe.  Other guitarists then championed Mertz, as well as other composers, like Giulio Regondi (most notably advocated by Leif Christensen and David Starobin), Napolean Coste, Anton Diabelli, Antoine de L’Hoyer and Simon Molitor.  More and more music of quality continues to be unearthed.  Now we understand that the guitar of the 19th-century possesses its own vast repertoire, of considerable variety and quality, which defies being ignored.

When this album was recorded in 2009, my most recent find was Wenzeslaus Matiegka (1773-1830).  He was virtually unknown in the US then and little-known in European guitar circles, although there were a few recordings devoted to his music, most notably by Agustin Maruri, Massimo Agostinelli and Dana Chivers. His single almost-claim-to-fame until then had been the Notturno, op. 21, for flute, viola and guitar, to which Schubert added a cello part, and has since been known as the "Schubert" Quartet.  In fact, Matiegka was the author of a large catalog of compositions for the guitar, apparently written mostly between the years of 1805 and 1817.  These works include many solo pieces, as well as a sizeable amount of chamber music.  One of the distinguishing characteristics of his oeuvre is its dedication to the large form.  The 11 solo Sonatas we know to exist, as well as all of the chamber music, are generously proportioned and show a masterful command of the grand scale.  In addition, his music reveals a complexity of counterpoint, richness of harmonic progression, musical imagination and invention, and above all, a forward-moving sense of development that easily surpasses, in my opinion, all of his guitar contemporaries.  While Matiegka surely did not possess the genius of Beethoven, he was Beethoven's analogy in the world of the guitar:  just as the great composer occupied a position of central importance to the piano literature of his time, so were the works of Matiegka the pre-eminent guitar compositions of his generation.

So who was this obscure composer?  Wenzeslaus Thomas Matiegka was born in a small town in Bohemia, Czechoslovakia in 1773.  His family was very musical - his father was a music teacher and choral conductor, and his mother the daughter of a composer.  While Matiegka studied piano, violin and voice early on, his family apparently discouraged him from making music his profession, and he attended and graduated law school at the University of Prague.  He continued to study music, and upon completing his law studies, he decided rather to pursue music as his profession and moved to Vienna in 1800 to do so.  In addition to his piano playing, which quickly earned him a reputation in the Viennese musical circles, Matiegka took up the cello and then the guitar.  By 1805 his first guitar compositions appeared in editions by some of the major Viennese publishers.  The guitar soon became his favored instrument for composition.  Probably because he rarely played the instrument in public and also because of his reportedly reserved personality, Matiegka never attained the star status of Paganini or even Giuliani, who was also a flamboyant performer.  Instead, he lived with a quiet reputation, first espoused by the respected Simon Molitor as one of the best composers of the new Viennese guitar school, and later in his duties both as music teacher and as choir director in various churches in Vienna.  He married and had six children, all of whom lived in poverty in the last few years of his life, when he was overcome by tuberculosis.  Matiegka died in 1830 at the age of 57.  Never in his lifetime, and indeed to this day, even with the greater attention than he has had since 2009, did he acquire the reputation which he richly deserves.  

The program on this recording offers some examples of the variety and high quality of Matiegka's music:  

The Grand Sonata No. 1 is surely one of the best, if not the best guitar sonata of the 19th century.  For its invention of form and idea alone, this work towers above other sonatas for the guitar in that era.  The piece gets better and better as it goes along. It begins with a Maestoso first movement that has an unusual shape with typically original ideas, such as the extended sotto voce passage towards the end of the development section.  The lovely second movement follows, simple and pure.  And the best is saved for last, a Rondo Capriccioso that displays a remarkably fertile imagination, leaping from one inspired moment to another with harmonic, timbral and gestural fantasy.  One connective passage almost sounds like a precursor to Minimalism!  The sonata's penchant for surprise works right up until the last moment, where the piece defies the normal virtuosic expectation.

Grand Sonata No. 2 is not nearly, to my ear, the equal of Grand Sonata No. 1.   However, the slow middle movement, Andante con espressione, is inspired and sublime.  Its sense of harmonic surprise clearly takes a cue from Beethoven.

A remarkably inventive work, the Variations on a Tyrolean Song, op. 27, published in 1810, easily surpasses most of the theme-and-variations guitar works of the era.  The theme, "Wann i in der Früh aufsteh", was one of the 19th-century's favorite themes for the variations form and is a ländler, a slow country waltz.  Never ordinary in its progression of ideas or a slave to virtuosity for its own sake, the piece traverses a gamut of brief musical forms and ideas, which include a Minuet, Capriccio, imitation of horns in one variation and the cimbalom (Hungarian instrument, like a hammered dulcimer) in another, a Polacca (a Polish dance related to the polonaise), and a contredanse (precursor to the quadrille) with trio, and ends with a fiery Coda.

The Sonata in b minor, op. 31, no. 6, is the last of 6 Progressive Sonatas, dedicated to a guitar student and published in 1817.  Unlike most sonatas, this one has no slow movement.  The opening movement, in a precursor to sonata allegro form, is evidence of Matiegka's contrapuntal interest and ends quietly and mysteriously.  The theme of the clever Scherzo sounds like it could have been lifted from Beethoven.  And the Finale, in rondo form, provides a lively, virtuosic completion of the piece.   
Matiegka wrote many Minuets, and he mined this common dance form for many rich possibilities.  Here, two minuets are extracted from his op. 15, Twelve Minuets, with another taken from op. 20, 24 Progressive Pieces.  Both works were published in the same year, 1810.  The op. 20 is a particularly remarkable collection of miscellaneous pieces which show the tremendous scope of this composer's creative productivity.                                                 

The simple, Mozartean Etude  in C major  that ends the program is no. 21 in a published collection of miscellaneous Studies, gathered by Matiegka scholar, Francesco Gorio.  It is as fresh and divine as a cool mountain breeze.  
