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Introduction 

For over ten years, Christopher Palameta has cultivated a unique rapport 

with the Berlin composer Johann Gottlieb Janitsch (1708-1763). His musical 

and musicological undertaking to rediscover and disseminate the works 

of Johann Gottlieb Janitsch began in 2006, when the Canadian oboist 

received a research grant from the Conseil des arts et des lettres du Québec to 

exhume and re-establish the neglected instrumental works of Janitsch into 

the oboist’s repertoire. In addition to three world-première solo recordings 

of Janitsch’s music for the Canadian label ATMA Classique (15 sonatas in 

total, most of which had never previously been recorded or published), 

Christopher Palameta is currently preparing an edition of Janitsch’s chamber 

works with the Scottish publishing house Prima la musica!, and has played 

and presented recitals of Janitsch's works with Notturna across North 

America and Europe. 

An ardent defender of unexplored repertoire for the oboe, his recordings 

have garnered unanimous praise from the international press. Volume I of 

the Janitsch series, “strongly recommended” by Oxford Early Music for its 

“compelling and delightful performances,” was nominated for an Opus Prize, 

organized by the Conseil québécois de la musique, in the category of “Best 

CD of the Year 2009. His latest recording, devoted to Marais’ suites for oboe, 

received international acclaim (France’s Diapason d’or) and was nominated in 

2015 for the Preis der deutschen Schallplattenkritik (German Record Critics’ 

Award). 

 

Frederick the Great 

In May 1740, at age 28, Frederick II became King of Prussia and moved his 

court to Berlin. Once crowned, he immediately began building the Schloss 

Sanssouci, a new opera house, and established his royal orchestra which 

included four oboes. A skilled flautist and composer of no less than 500 

works for his instrument, the King played alongside a number of 

instrumentalist-composers who were members of what is now seen as the 

“Berlin school.” These included violinists Franz Benda and Johann Gottlieb 

Graun; Ludwig Hesse, the virtuoso gambist who had studied with Forqueray 

in Paris; Johann Gottlieb Janitsch on violone; Ernst Baron on lute; Christoph 

Schaffrath and Carl Philipp Emanuel Bach at the keyboard; and theorist and 

flautist Johann Joachim Quantz, who would join the court in 1741 and 

compose more than 300 concertos for the King. 

 

The Berlin School 

Janitsch, Graun, and Matthes are only a few of the many remarkable 

musicians in history whose art temporarily faded into obscurity. Renewed 
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scholarship, the publication of facsimile editions, and the advent of recording 

technology have slowly changed this situation, allowing a new generation of 

musicians and music lovers to rediscover these highly inventive composers. 

Certainly one of the most appealing characteristics of chamber works from 

Berlin is their heterogeneous instrumentation, where composers boldly and 

expertly explore combinations of timbre by grouping unexpected 

instruments together to form exciting palettes of tone colour. Such is the 

case with Graun’s Quintet in A minor for traverso, oboe, viola, cello and 

obbligato harpsichord. Characteristic of the Berlin School was 

Empfindsamkeit, or “intimate expressiveness”, which used frequent and 

sudden changes of affect, dynamics and harmonies to create expressive 

effects. Its immediately recognizable style, full of urgent gestures and 

rhythmic complexity, rhetorical pauses, eccentric harmonic shifts, anxious 

minor modes and penchant for syncopation, create a galant and sentimental 

style and that imbues many of the sumptuous works by Janitsch and Graun 

recorded on this album. 

 

Johann Gottlieb Janitsch 

Among Frederick the Great’s carefully chosen retinue of court musicians, 

Johann Gottlieb Janitsch (1708-1763), contraviolonist in the Royal Orchestra 

of the Court of Prussia, is survived by a large number of complex, sonically 

rewarding chamber pieces. Among these figure his collection of over 40 

quadro sonatas, which, through dexterous handling of a subtle and intricate 

form, allow the composer to display his complete mastery of counterpoint. 

Janitsch’s quartets represent expressive dialogues between winds and 

strings, and their melodic invention is remarkable both for its variety and for 

its charm. Not surprisingly, the traverso figures abundantly in Janitsch’s 

chamber music, as this was the prized instrument of his patron monarch. 

That said, in an overview of his surviving quadros, Janitsch’s unashamed 

affection for the oboe becomes clear seeing as how he called for the 

instrument in over two-thirds of his quartets (24 out of 41 sonatas). At the 

time, the oboe was not (nor has it ever been) an instrument readily 

accessible to amateurs, as was the traverso or recorder. Double-reeds were 

reserved for professional musicians since the preparation of reeds was a 

time-consuming and often unrewarding activity whose technique took years 

to hone and was fiercely guarded by musicians themselves. 

 

The oboe in Berlin 

The role of the oboe at the court of Prussia has long fallen into obscurity. 

Eclipsed by the transverse flute, a large corpus of Berlin chamber works for 

oboe has nonetheless survived and recently come to light, as illustrated by 

the two solo sonatas presented on this recording by Kirnberger and Matthes, 
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and were surely performed by the four oboists employed in Frederick’s 

Köningliche Hofoper. In 1763, the celebrated oboist Fischer journeyed to 

Berlin where he reportedly “had the honour, during a month, to accompany 

his majesty, Frederic, the King of Prussia, alone, for four hours every day.” 

While Carl Ludwig Matthes does not seem to have been employed by the 

royal court, he was nonetheless “chamber musician to his Royal Highness 

Margrave Heinrich” (Cammer-Musicus bey Sr. Königl. Hoheit dem Marggrafen 

Heinrich), and C. P. E. Bach published two oboe sonatas by him in the 

Musikalisches Vielerley of 1770. The one in E-flat major recorded here 

testifies to his talent as both composer and virtuoso. 

 

The Sing-Akademie 

Christopher Palameta, intrigued by a handful of listings in the Breitkopf 

catalogue of 1763, suspected that the Berlin Sing-Akademie collection 

contained lost chamber works for oboe and went looking for them in 2007. 

The archive, housed in a wooden attic storey, “fell victim to the increased 

allied bombing raids over Berlin” in 1943. An evacuation programme began 

when “large crates with printed music were transported to Ullersdorf Castle” 

in the Silesian countryside surrounding the German capital. The area, 

however, was “captured and occupied by the second Ukrainian Front and 

sent many shipments directly to Kiev.” Storming the German capital in 1943, 

Stalin’s Red Army would proceed to seize Berlin’s cultural riches, sending 

hundreds of priceless artifacts (which, in addition to the Sing-Akademie 

holdings, included works of art by Renoir, Van Gogh, Rubens, and Chagall’s 

Place de la Concorde) across the Iron Curtain. As a result, the precise location 

of the missing quartets remained anybody’s guess for decades, until eminent 

Bach scholar Christoph Wolff made a startling discovery in Kiev in 1999. His 

groundbreaking find uncovered no less than 241 boxes of manuscripts by 

Berlin composers, among which figured 6 of the 7 works presented on this 

recording. Repatriated to Berlin in December 2001, the estranged 

manuscripts are currently housed in the Staatsbibliothek zu Berlin. 

 

In closing 

As a rare specialist of oboe repertoire from Berlin, Christopher Palameta is 

ideally positioned to share the fruits of his research with the public and is 

delighted at the opportunity to collaborate with your label on this project 

whose goal is to raise awareness about this forgotten aspect of Germany’s 

cultural heritage. 

 


