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Jan Ladislaus Dussek (1760-1812)

Sonata in D Op.25 No.2, Craw 127 
(1795) “La Matinée”
1. Adagio maestoso – Presto 6’04
2. Larghetto 2’39
3. Rondo: Allegremente 3’29

Sonata in G Op.39 No.1,  
Craw 166 (1799) 
4. Allegro 7’32
5.  Andantino ma moderato  

e con espressione –  
Allegro ma non troppo 5’53

Sonata in C Op.39 No.2,  
Craw 167 (1799) 
6. Allegro moderato 7’39
7. Andantino quasi larghetto 2’27
8. Rondo: Allegretto 3’54

Sonata in B flat Op.39 No.3,  
Craw 168 (1799) “Tyroler”
9. Allegro con spirito 7’37
10.  Rondo: Andante sostenuto  

cantabile 7’16
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“Most worthy friend,
I consider myself fortunate in being able to assure you, that you have one of the most 
upright, moral, and, in music most eminent of men, for a son.”
A letter from Joseph Haydn to Jan Ladislav Dussek’s father, 1792

Jan Ladislav Dussek (1760-1812) was regarded by his contemporaries as one of 
the foremost keyboard performers and composers of his age. Over a span of three 
decades, Dussek completed nearly 300 compositions, most of which involve a 
keyboard instrument. The sonata as a genre holds a special position in his overall 
oeuvre: keyboard sonatas were among his first published pieces in the early 1780s, 
and the sonata Op.77 in f minor was to be his last work before his death in 1812.

From his origins as a choir boy in rural Bohemia to his last employment with the 
prince of Talleyrand, Dussek led a restless life that unfolded in some of the most 
important cultural centres of his time, among them Paris, Riga, St Petersburg and 
London. He left Bohemia at the age of eighteen, having received musical training by 
his organist father and at several Jesuit institutions. On his ensuing travels through 
Eastern Europe, Germany and the Netherlands, he achieved considerable fame as an 
outstanding virtuoso, performing on the harpsichord, fortepiano and even the keyed 
glass harmonica.

After three years in Paris, Dussek headed to London in early 1789. With its high-class 
professional concert series and manifold business opportunities, the British capital was 
a most attractive destination for continental musicians. Dussek lived in the city through 
the 1790s and quickly established himself as a sought-after performer and fashionable 
piano teacher. His cooperation with piano builder John Broadwood resulted in an 
important development of the instrument: upon Dussek’s request, the Broadwood 
company started to build fortepianos with an extended keyboard range, first of five and 
a half octaves from FF to c4, later of six octaves with a bass extension to CC.

 



Dussek seems to have taken a liking to English instruments from an early stage in his 
career. Already in 1782, a concert announcement mentions his performance on “an 
English fortepiano of entirely new invention” in Hamburg. The English fortepiano 
lent itself naturally to the harmonic fullness of Dussek’s preferred textures, and in 
reverse, the instrument’s characteristic sound and touch inspired and shaped the 
development of Dussek’s compositional style.

This disc is the second part of an extensive recording project using the combined 
resources of eight excellent fortepianists. As a result, we will soon have the first 
comprehensive recording of Dussek’s piano sonatas on period instruments. Listeners 
are invited to take a journey through the brilliant, harmonically beautiful and 
expressive music of one of the most fascinating composers at the threshold of early 
Romanticism.
© Olga Witthauer

Some of Dusseks sonatas like “L’Elégie harmonique”, “Le retour à Paris” or 
“L’invocation” might be known to professional pianists and music amateurs, but 
most people very probably do not know these precious smaller and earlier Dussek 
sonatas, that tend to be forgotten, falling in between the standard classical and 
early romantic repertoire, in a period so rich and dense when music and instruments 
were in constant exponential evolution. I have to confess that I also didn’t know the 
sonatas Op.25 and Op.39. But what a pleasure and discovery it was to get to know 
them so intimately, bringing me only more appreciation, admiration and love for this 
exceptional, very original and imaginative composer. Next to the clear influences of 
Haydn, Mozart and Beethoven one can say that Dussek from his side probably also 
influenced Beethoven, and that with his original musical ideas, sounds, harmony, 
grace, tender elegance and pianistic brilliance, he maybe even previsioned some pages 
of Schubert, Schumann up till Brahms and even Chopin… And at the same time his 
signature differed distinctly from those other two famous brilliant contemporary 
keyboard sonata composers: Clementi and Hummel. 

The sonatas Op.25 and Op.39 were written in Dusseks English period, from 1789 
till 1799, showing a lot of variety in his writing. Eleven of the sixteen sonatas of this 
period have only two movements, often a sign of a lighter writing, but not always 
necessarily so. It is very obvious that he was influenced and inspired by the rich 
sonority of the English pianos, being at their golden age then. I was very lucky to be 
able to use the most suitable instrument to record these unpretentious but appealing 
sonatas, and found it irresistible to play them on this wonderful original Longman 
and Clementi pianoforte (London 1798-1799), which reveals perfectly and in the 
most natural way all of their charm and combination of classical transparency with 
innovative pianistic writing, ideas, colours and sonorities. 



The Sonata Op.25 No.2 in D major has become famous under the name “La 
Matinée”, clearly due to its very lively spirit, awakening us almost as a repeating 
clockwork in its very cheerful Rondo. The first movement Presto is preceded by an 
Adagio Maestoso almost in a Beethovenian way. But in general the tone and texture 
of the whole sonata are very close to Mozart in a sonatina kind of way. The slow 
movement is a Larghetto that tells its short story with a simple truth that shows 
mastery, artistry and perfect balance, in which I  allowed myself to some figuration 
in the repeats, according to the practice of that time. The whole sonata is perfectly 
balanced in a pure and very transparent classical style. 

The Three Sonatas Op.39 could surely not be called sonatinas, even if the first and 
third count only two movements. They show us already a more advanced writing 
and expression. The first movements: Allegro, Allegro moderato and Allegro con 
spirito, are written in a well mastered sonata form, the first themes and developments 
showing mostly brilliant pianistic writing, combining energy with intelligence and 
the second themes and their figurations revealing much charm and grace. In the 
Rondos of the G major and B flat major sonatas Dussek combines a slower movement 
of deep introspection with contrasting periods in faster motion, consisting of his 
most imaginative and original writing and embracing some folkloristic elements. In 
these Rondos we truly hear Dussek at his best! The second sonata in C major is the 
simplest of the three and the only one having a separate slow movement, which owes 
with its dotted rhythms and simple truthful language much to Haydn, but still also 
has its unforeseen expressive moments when modulating into D flat major. The first 
movement gives us a very peaceful and harmonious symphonic feel in the first theme 
and a more telling one in the second. The Rondo is an Allegretto which opens with 
a charming hunting like motive, contrasted and alternated with a more passionate 
minor section with brilliant writing. In the Rondo of the G major sonata he follows 
the same procedure to start with, alternating the beautiful contemplative Andantino 

theme (in 2/4 metre) with the darker more brilliant minor section in Allegro ma non 
troppo (in 6/8 metre). But then develops this to a full sonata rondo form by adding 
a third section in B flat major (staying in the 6/8 metre), revealing us at the end a 
passage in thirds that is almost tenderly strange and sweet, and that brings us in the 
recapitulation in G major the most beautiful transition into the coda. The G major 
and B flat sonatas are clearly technically more demanding, with brilliant writing in 
both hands and several passages with crossing hands. The B flat first movements 
ascending opening theme in dotted rhythm owes much to Beethoven’s Op.10 No.1, 
and clearly also keeps combining greater texture with majestic gestures in a con 
spirito manner. With its full and rich development section it has the most extended 
first movement of the three sonatas. The Rondo combines again a caressing and 
telling first theme with a more declamatory and stormy episode in g minor, presenting 
us a lot of variation in a true finale character. But in the recapitulation this is replaced 
unexpectedly by a totally new section in B flat major with a very characteristic Tyroler 
kind of motive, which brings us to the end of the sonata. This motive stays so much in 
the ear and the mind, that I named this sonata the “Tyroler”. Also the sudden warm 
and generous slide into the D flat modulation of the first theme and its variation 
further in the movement is very particular and almost a presentiment of a Schubert 
impromptu. It reveals this sonata being the richest of the three and shows us how 
original and inventive Dussek was and with which complete mastery he succeeded 
to put all his ideas into perfectly balanced and original forms, giving us a true joy to 
listen and perform this very original high quality music, that rose from a pure, tender 
and unpretentious hearth.
© Piet Kuijken



Piet Kuijken (b. 1972) studied with Jan Vermeulen, Jan Michiels, André De Groote 
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Piet Kuijken’s solo and chamber music career has seen him perform on the piano, 
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