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LAST YEAR, guitarist and composer David
Leisner launched a new guitar chamber music
series in New York, Guitar Pltts. The series con-
sists of three concerts: The first, performed this
past autumn, featured violinist Soovin Kim, vio-
list Hsin-Yun Huang and guitarist David Leisner
performing works by Paganini, Matiegka,
Mackey, Leisner and Piazzolla. The second,
which took place this past winter, featured
flautist Eugenia Moliner and guitarist Denis
Azabagic of the Cavatina Duo performing works
by Piazzolla, Leisner, Carlos Rafael Rivera,
Clarice Assad, Alan Thomas and Franqois Borne.
The final concert will take place on April 28,
2OO9, featuring soprano Courtenay Budd, tenor
William Ferguson and guitarist David Leisner.

When asked of his intent and vision in putting
this series together, Leisner responds, 'Guitarists
tend to concentrate mostly on the solo repertoire,
and this places us in a sort of musical 'ghet-
to'. Without the influence of other musicians who
are more accustomed to the mainstream of
music-making, like orchestral players, chamber
musicians and singers, we cannot expect to
make major progress in the area of interpreta-
tion. At the same time, I have always felt that the
guitar chamber music repertoire is very rich; ald
with the possibility of commissioning new works.
it can be richer still. For most of my playing
career I have been very active as a chamber
musician; I love the experiences this brings, and
I always learn a tremendous amount from my
chamber music partners.'

'For several years now I have wanted to direct
a series of chamber music concerts in New York
that center on the guitar. Recenily, a private
donor made this possible, or at least its begin-
nings. My intention was to make programmes
that include a variety of well-known, lesser-
known and new works. I have played in two of
the three concerts, with a guest ensemble plav-
ing the third.'

Of the programming, kisner says, 'it is not of
interest to me merely to show off as a guitadst,
but rather to present pieces that might not be
heard otherwise - if there wasn't a willing and
able guitarist prepared to play them. So, even if
it is a piece like, say, the Paganini Cantabile or
TarantelLct, where the guitar is almost entirely in
an accompanimental role, I want them to be
heard, because the Cantabile is utterly beautiful
and the Tarantell.a is thrilling. Another part of
my intent for the series was for me to play with
musicians of a younger generation. The talent of
each new generation seems to become more and
more mind-boggling, and I want to team up with
that freshness. I believe the mix of generations
can brilg a special lfi'eliness to a performance.'

Ca"-atIna Duo.

'Er-erv programme has at least a couple of pre-
mleres as r.vell as some popular items,' Leisner
savs. 'and I also make a point of featuring reper-
toire that has been unfairly neglected. The first
concerl was a good example of this variety' With
tn'o immensely gifted string players - violinist
Soorin Kim and violist Hsin-Yun Huang - I was
able to give what was the New York premiere of
the GrandTrio, op.24by Wenzeslaus Matiegka"

'It is my personal belief that Matiegka, who was
a contemporary of Beethoven, is the most
unjustly neglected composer of the 19th centu-

ry. I feel he may be the most important guitar
composer of that era, and this half-horrr work in
five movements is a masterpiece of the guitar
chamber music literature. Soovin and I played
the New York premiere of Steven Mackey's A
trinaL GLance, written thirty years ago,' Leisner
says. 'It's a \rery short work and the earliest piece
he has u.ritten. It's bristling with energy and
musical invention. We also performed the
Paganini pieces and the Piazzolla Histoire du
Tango. That same evening, Hsin-Yun gave the
premiere of my short piece for solo viola, FaLLing.'

'The second concert of the series featured the
great Cavatina Duo, who put together their own
programme, which just fell naturally into my
overall scheme of things. Their programme was
highlighted by some of the pieces they have com-
missioned for their Balkan Music Project, which
they recorded for the Cedille label just a couple
of weeks later. Pieces by Alan Thomas and
Carlos Rivera were New York premieres, and
Clarice Assad's contributions were also includ-
ed. Their astounding performances of Piazzolla's
Cuatro Estaciones Portefias (in Sergio Assad's
fine arrangement), Borne's popular Cqrmen
Fantasg and my own work, Acrobats, completed
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the distinguished and varied programme. They
have recorded Acrobats for the Cedille label and
performed it in almost every concert they've
played in the last four years.'

'I must say that to have one's music played
with such commitment and mastery is a rare
thrill. The final concert in late April is a vocal
music programme with the bril-
liant young singers, William
Ferguson (tenor) and Courtenay
Budd {soprano). The guitar and
voice repertoire is some of the
very best we have in the whole
of the guitar literature, and
many great programmes could
easily be assembled with this
music.'

'Since I have such a fine tenor
in William, who consistently
sings with tremendous charac-
ter and passion, I chose to pro-
gramme Dominick Argento's
masterpiece for voice and gui-
tar, Letters Jrom Cornposers,
which includes text from letters
by seven great composers. The
piece is most often performed
with soprano, but it was origi-
nally intended for tenor and I
think that it sounds best this
way. Courtenay's voice is a
natural fit for the popular Aria
frorn Brrchian;,c's Brasiletrqs No.
5. Also, she was one of the first
to sing Osvaldo Golijov's stun-
ning aria, Lua Descolortda for
voice and piano, that was later
included in Golijov's groundbreaking La Pasion
Segun Sc"n Marco. I recently made an arrange-
ment of it for guitar, with Osvaldo's approval,
and this piece will receive its premiere, making a
transcendent pairing with the Villa-
Lobos. Courtenay will also play the long-overdue
New York premiere of my short song set from
1991, Heauen's Rtuer, set to poems by the great
Hindu, Rabindranath Tagore. Bookending the
programme will be songs by Schubert and
Gershwin (in John Duarte's clever arrange-
ments), sung by both singers.'

Leisner is looking to have another presenter
take-on the series. At the moment I'm waiting to
hear from someone, and I hope that this will
carry us into the second season. It's a little too
early to know what the programmes will be, but
the same basic ideas would generate the series,
and it's my hope to have one or two pieces com-
missioned as well,'he says.

'I have the good fortune to be performing a lot
in New York this year. In addition to my own
Guitctr PIus series, I have played on the Instde the
Masterpteces series at Symphony Space in
December and will perform on the Bargemusic
series in March,'Leisner says. 'Symphony Space
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has had an interesting and unusual histon-
amongst concert halls in New York. The building
has been, at various times, a public market, ice
skating rink, boxing arena and movie theatre.
Two enterprising and musical entrepreneurs,
Isaiah Sheffer and Alan Miller, had a vision for it
to be a new cultural center on the Upper West

Side, which had been through
some bad times and was about
to undergo a major renais-
sance.'

'In 1978 they presented their
first concert, a 'Wall, to Wall
Bach' marathon, which lasted
from llam to midnight, with
free admission. Since then,
Symphony Space has become
the premier cultural venue in
the neighborhood, and it has
also continued to produce many
other 'Wall to Wall' concerts of
Ives, Cage, Stravinsky and
more. I participated in the
recent Stravinsky and Bach
'Wall to Wall' concerts, and that
led to my being asked to play
the 12 Etudes of Villa-Lobos and
my own work, Vtsion of Orpheus,
for guitar and string quartet in
this season's concert. I played
my piece in its New York pre-
miere a year ago with the young,
extraordinarily talented iO
String Quartet, and the
Symphony Space presenter has
requested a repeat perfor-
mance. The iO chose to complete

the programme with a performance of Arcadiana
by Thomas Ades, a work which shares some
interesting parallels with my own. It appears to
be very rare that a guitarist plays all 12 Villa-
Lobos Etudes as a set in concert. The last time it
was done, as far as I know, was in New york over
2O years ago, by Eliot Fisk. I believe that the
Etudes are wonderful pieces individually, but as
a whole it is greater than the sum of its parts and
has the gravity of a masterpiece.'

The Barge is located on the Brooklyn water-
front at the foot of the Brookl5m Bridge. It is lit-
erally a boat that was bought over thirty years
ago by violinist Olga Bloom, who envisioned it as
a 'floating concert hall.' She renovated it herself
and had a fireplace and huge glass window
installed behind the stage, so that the audience
has a magnificent view of the downtown
Manhattan skyline. The boat rocks gently on the
water (and sometimes not so gently, making an
interesting challenge for the performers!), and it
is one of the more extraordinary places in New
York to listen to music. Bargemusic presents
mostly chamber music, which I have participat-
ed in on a number of occasions, but this time I
have been invited to play a solo concert.'

Dautd Lei"sner.
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'All-in-all, this season is a delightful one for
me,' Leisner says. 'I played the Araryiuez Concerto
with the surprisingly fine Orchestra Iowa in both
Cedar Rapids and Iowa City. A glowing review
wrote that I am 'one of the finest classical gui-
tarists in the world' and 'a true musical
artist.' My two-week tour of the UK in late
February and early March will be followed by
concerts in Los Angeles at the Loyola Mar5rmount
Guitar Festival and the Maui Classical Music
Festival in Hawaii.'

This past autumn Mel Bay released David
Leisner's concert DVD, Classtcs and Discouertes,
featuring live unedited performances of
Matiegka Sonata, Bach Prelude, Fugue and
ALLegro, two Scott Joplin Rags in his own
arrangements, his sonata, NeL Mezzo, two short
pieces by Johann Kaspar Mertz and the 12th
Etude of Villa-Lobos as an encore. This upcom-
ing spring, the Azica label will be releasing his
latest solo CD entitled Mattegka, the Beethouen
oJ the Guitar.

'Thirty years ago I introduced Mertz to the gui-
tar world as one of the most significant guitar
composers of the l9th century with my debut
recording, concert performances and published
editions. I plan to do something similar for
Wenzeslaus Matiegka (1773-1830). Until now, if
guitarists know his music at all, it is generally as
the author of a trio to which Schubert added a
cello part, which is now known as the 'Schubert'

Quartet.'
'That trio is really not representative of

Matiegka's best work. There are many other
chamber music works, most of them of substan-
tial length, plus plenty of solo works, including
eleven known sonatas. His work in general is full
of musical invention and exhibits an original and
masterful sense of form on a level quite far above
that of most Sor and Giuliani, in my opinion.
Although he lacks the genius of his contempo-
rary, Beethoven, Matiegka is, in my view.
Beethoven's analogy in the guitar repertoire in
that his work is as central to the guitar of his era
as Beethoven's work is to the piano. It is my hope
that my new CD will bring his true significance
to light.'

'In the area of composition, I continue to be
very productive. Last summer I wrote a solo viola
piece as well as a commission for flute and gui-
tar from the superb young Arc Duo. Awag is a
one-movement, ll-minute work which will be
premiered in NewYork in January. It is based on
the famous American sea folk song,
Strcnandoah. Next summer I plan to write anoth-
er movement for the short solo viola piece, to be
premiered by the superb New York violist, Paul
Neubauer; a solo piano piece for the splendid
British pianist, Colin Stone; and I hope to hear
some positive news soon about a possible com-
mission for orchestra. If that comes through
though, I'll have to squirrel myself away for most
of the summer!'
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