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GREGOR JOSEPH WERNER (1693-1766)

Der verlorene Sohn 111/, Introductio

. Grave 3:04
Il.  Allegro 2:15

In monte oliveti (Eisenstadt) 4:35

Absalon 111/3, Introductio

. Largo [:20
Il. Allegro 2:42

Ecce vidimus eium (Eisenstadt) 3:58

Job 1I1/7, Introductio

I.  Adagioso [:50
Il.  Vivace passato [:47

Requiem c-Moll 111/37

I.  Requiem aeternam 2:/4
Il.  Kyrie [:20

lll. Diesirae 2:57

IV. Lachrymosa 2:40

V. Homo natus 3:57

VI. Sanctus [:/4

VIl. Osanna 0:55

VIII. Benedictus [:38

IX. Osanna at supra 0:55
X. Agnus Dei 2:12

Xl. Lux aeterna 0:4]

Xll. Cum Sanctis tuis 0:45
XIlll. Requiem aeternam [:/2
XIV. Cum Sanctis ut sopra 0:50

Sonatina g-Moll 111/272

I.  Larghetto [1:50
Il.  Vivace [:22

Miserere mei Deus 111/1264 8:47
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his second volume in the musical survey of the works of the largely unknown composer Gregor Joseph Werner (1693-1766) is dominated by dark shimmering colours.

Werner elevates the rich facets of the Good Friday, requiem and penitential psalm texts with fervent individual spirituality and with all the dramatic and expressive means
of his art. In this context, this recording also demonstrates the composer’s superior contrapuntal mastery. Apart from the differing fugue styles in the introductions to the ora-
torios, the requiem and the sonatina, impressive throughout is the linear part writing, perfect imitative technique and the informality of the canonic microstructures. Polyphony
and counterpoint are no conservative props for Werner — as they also never were with Bach — but instead are vehicles of progressive harmonic expression and thus components
of a new musical whole. The renewed dramaturgical function of traditional contrapuntal techniques in Werner’s ceuvre is already remarkably similar to the music of Viennese
classicism. Doubtless the high esteem in which the artistically astute Haydn — father of Viennese classicism — held his predecessor at the Esterhazy court was based on this.

Some of Werner’s instrumental Introductions (2 violins, viola, basso continuo) to his eighteen German-language Holy Week Oratorios document their creator’s epoch-
spanning significance, thanks simply to having survived. The oratorio librettos are paraphrases of Old Testament stories associated with famous penitential characters. The
introductions share the two-movement structure of the late baroque Viennese church sonata, consisting of a slow introduction and a fast fugue, and feature, in keeping with the
textual content, an emphatic and solemn tone. Amidst the general unawareness of the composer, it was six “Werner fugues” for string quartet which managed to buck the
trend thanks to a printed edition overseen by Haydn towards the end of his life. This was later followed by several reissues, designed as performance editions. The title page of
Haydn’s publication (1804) reads: “VI fugues in quartets of two violins, viola and violoncello by G. J. Werner, formerly Kapellmeister to Prince N. Esterhazy. Out of special respect
for this famous master, now published by his successor, J. Haydn [...]”. For a long time, nothing was known about the origin of these fugues, and there was repeated speculation
as to whether the slow introductions to the fugues — which are not mentioned in the title of the publication — might have been written by Haydn himself. It was not until 1963
that it was clarified (by Laszlé Somfai in the 1963 Haydn Jahrbuch) that the “VI fugues” are introductions to six of Werner’s oratorios, including the slow fugue introductions.
Haydn’s high esteem for these works and the fact that the fugue introductions could be assumed to be Haydn’s works is an impressive confirmation of Werner’s pre-eminence.
Our three introductions, Der verlorene Sohn [The prodigal son] (1747), Absalon (1743) and Job (1748), correspond to half of Haydn’s selection, but are played in Werner’s original
format with basso continuo. Their expressivity and quality of contrapuntal conception are not surpassed by anything later. The aged Haydn, who by that stage was no longer
able to compose, was entirely aware of the significance of his final musical publication — a form of legacy.

Werner’s many A Cappella Motets (mostly with organ, according to the practice of the time) are jewels of stile antico polyphony. Werner was one of the last composers to
master the traditional stile antico “alla Palestrina”, which he intensified both melodically and harmonically, as inspired by his Viennese teacher, Antonio Caldara. Once again, how-
ever, Werner manages to outdo his role model, especially in stylistic consistency and musical coherence. On the one hand, he adheres more closely to the ecclesiastical tonal
order and diction of the sixteenth century; on the other hand, he permits himself even bolder, more “modern” chromatic-dissonant excursions (licences), whose “madrigalistic”
clarification of the textual content itself followed an ancient tradition. Both Passiontide motets recorded here — responsories of the nocturnal Liturgy of the Hours for Maundy
Thursday — are significant examples of this stylistic variety. In the motet In monte oliveti, the inner turmoil and simultaneous composure of the tormented Christ on the Mount
of Olives is reflected in the taut complexity of the musical spectrum. The motet Ecce vidimus is on the same level in terms of expressivity, profoundness and artistry.
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Werner’s three requiem settings in D minor, G minor and C minor demonstrate their creator’s independent spirituality in manifold ways. On the one hand, all three works
expand on the liturgical text by referencing the nocturnal Office for the Dead; on the other hand, several obligatory parts are not set to music, which, however, was not uncom-
mon elsewhere. In addition, the G minor setting is a coded, autobiographical confession by the composer, who also designed his own epitaph. Moreover, all three works bear an
ancient patina harking back to the seventeenth century, clearly transcending their basic contrapuntal layout. It seems that the words, pointing towards eternity, may well have
inspired the stylistic, epoch-spanning musical conception of these settings. In the late Requiem in C minor (1763) the emotionally charged Introit already bears an ominous sense
of darkness, which remains characteristic of the entire work, even in the dramatic interplay of the choral and solo passages, assisted by the two trombones. In the subsequent
Kyrie fugue, the painful diminished third appears in the fugue theme — an intervallic inversion of the taut augmented sixth so typical of Werner — for the third time in our record-
ing. The passionate pull of the movement is partly created by the inclusion of the “Christe eleison” in the fugue theme, a textual-musical stretto no less suggestive than in the
double fugue of the Kyrie in Mozart’s Requiem. The violence of the “Dies irae” with the Sibylline “Tuba mirum” and the lament of the “Lacrimosa”, the profound “Homo natus”
(borrowed from evening prayer), the mystical “Sanctus” with the amiable “Benedictus” in the “galant” style, and the shattering of the “Agnus Dei” create a perfectly shaped
dramaturgical arc. The celestial light of the “Lux aeterna” and the round dance of the saints in the final fugue “Cum sanctis tuis” open the concluding view towards eternal life.
The sweeping, compact choral fugues heighten the intensity and sacred dignity of the work.

The Sonatina in G minor (1759) — one of Werner’s fifteen surviving significant works — is written in the style of the Viennese church sonata and exploits both of the traditional
musical means of expression of the lament. In the introduction, a series of six chromatic notes (passus duriusculus) is heard continuously; in the fugue, the no less memorable
two-note “sighing” formula dominates. A true jewel of sonic organicism and concentration.

Werner’s very late a cappella setting of the penitential psalm Miserere mei Deus (1764) already refers back to the great past in its subtitle: “Miserere mei Deus, da cantare al
Sabbato Sancto per il Matutino a 4 voci in Contrapuncto Semplice alla imitatione Romana del Signore Gregorio Laeti Italiano del Gregorio Werner del Anno 1764” (“Miserere
mei Deus, to be sung at Matins on Holy Saturday for 4 voices in simple counterpoint in imitation of the Roman manner of the Italian Mr Gregorio Laeti, by Gregorio Werner
in 1764”) — “Laeti” is Werner’s Latinisation of the surname of Gregorio Allegri (1582-1652), whose famous “Miserere” setting was sung in the Sistine Chapel every Holy Week
until 1870. The main motivation for the new setting is probably Werner’s self-identification (“Gregorio Joyful”’) with the creator of the magical model, which Mozart, Goethe
and Mendelssohn, among others, had also admired during their visits to the Vatican. Werner translates Allegri’s very modest contrapunctus simplex style into a musical language
that retains simplicity, but is infinitely more personal. Werner populates his carefully chosen archaic sound sequences with suspensions and all manner of “modern” devices with
astonishing seamlessness. In no other work does the composer’s sophistication, culture and spirituality reveal itself so brightly and directly. The even-numbered verses of the
psalm are recited in the simplest lectionary tone, following traditional antiphonal practice. Werner’s low B flat creates additional interest and suspense.

Lajos Rovatkay
Translation: Viola Scheffel
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