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A Short History of the Viola

What follows sounds like the beginning of a viola joke,
but it is nothing but the truth. What have Joseph Haydn
and the viola in common? The answer is that they were
both the beginning and the end. Both were marginalised
by the next generation and laughed at. Both have been
rehabilitated in more recent times. So, as Haydn
established the symphony, the string quartet, the piano
sonata and the oratorio in their modern forms without,
since his time, any improvements in these forms, so the
viola is also the origin and centre of the rich and
dazzling history of string instruments.

From the viola the violin, a ‘little viola’, developed,
and the violone, a ‘big viola’, a sort of double bass, the
smaller form of which is the cello, the ‘little violone’.
Etymology is also on our side. ‘Viola’ comes from the
Latin word vitulari (to celebrate). The German word
Geige (violin) comes from the Middle High German
gige, related to the German gicksen (to squeak) that
today is reserved for our colleagues in the brass. Cello,
as we have said, is a simple diminutive.

In spite of its tempestuous and spectacular career,
we have for a long time been swept aside by the
instruments mentioned and banished to the orchestral
basement. To start with early history, string
instruments, in Asia, where almost all elements of
civilisation had their origin, developed from plucked
instruments. In the beginning there were bows, a stick
from the ends of which a cord was stretched. The first
resonance chamber was the mouth, with an implement
held in front. Later men had recourse to gourds, sea-
shells, tortoise-shells, coconut-shells and wooden
boxes, stretched strings across them and put the bow to
a new use, the one we have today. The Indian
ravanastron, a functioning string instrument, dates from
five thousand years before Christ; from the North
African rebab came the pear-shaped European rebec.

The French vielle with four strings and F-holes was
related to the later form of the viola.

In the Middle Ages the fiddle (like viola derived
from the Latin vitulari) was the favourite instrument,
played by wandering musicians and performers to kings
and to peasants. From the sixteenth century there arose
in the North Italian cities of Milan, Brescia, Cremona
and Venice makers such as Andrea and Nicola Amati,
Gasparo da Salò, Andrea Guarneri and Antonio
Stradivari, who set standards in instrument-making that
up till today have never been exceeded.

There were two viola prototypes from which all
later instruments developed (with the viola d’amore,
that continued into the Romantic period for special
effects, between the two):

The viola da braccio (the last word from the Italian
for arm, the derivation of the German word for viola,
Bratsche), flat, with arched bouts, F-holes and four
strings over a curved bridge, and neck set at the same
plane as the body; it was played held horizontally. From
this the violin developed.

The viola da gamba was, as its name suggests,
supported by the knees and was larger, with flat back
and C- or F-holes. It has from five to seven strings on a
flat bridge. Although the cello in sound and structure
belongs to the violin family, it is played, inevitably,
because of its size, held downwards, da gamba, held
between the legs.

In the sixteenth century there were alto and tenor
instruments of different sizes, but similar in tuning to c -
g- d’ and a’, the tuning of the modern viola. The body
length of from 40 to 42 centimetres is today unchanged.
We have then the phenomenon that principle string
instruments have hardly changed during the last four
hundred years. The last changes in details of
construction were made at the beginning of the
nineteenth century, when it became necessary to
produce a greater volume of sound for large concert
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halls. The tension of the lighter strings was increased,
the angle of the neck to the body was slightly tilted back
and the neck lengthened.

The choice, however, was stark, and music history
seldom stood on the side of the viola: in the seventeenth
century, with the development of Baroque opera, the
viola da gamba disappeared, as its weaker, lighter tone
could no longer meet the orchestral requirements of
large rooms. The next to go was the tenor viola, which
had to give way to the cello. The alto viola and the ever
more dominant cello were finally established as part of
the standard orchestral complement.

At the end of the eighteenth century there appeared
the first tutors for the viola. They were still aimed at
violinists and in fact the instrument itself had
disappeared far into the background. While its nimble
descendant the violin shone as a solo instrument, the
viola provided backing. A few concertos for the viola
were written by Georg Philipp Telemann, Carl Stamitz,
himself a famous virtuoso on the instrument, and above
all by Mozart, who gave it equal importance with the
violin in his Sinfonia concertante. Berlioz, who
described the viola as melancholy and passionate, wrote
his Harold en Italie, a symphony with solo viola.

For a long time the viola played a supporting rôle in
the orchestra, but in chamber music held its own. As
always it was Haydn who led the way here as well
(String Quartets, Op. 33). Mozart gave the instrument a
leading part in his quintets, with the full sound of the
central parts, with two violas, raising these works over
the quartets in public favour. Beethoven, himself
trained as a viola-player, gave it an honourable position
in his quartets. Schubert’s Death and the Maiden in its
darkness and despair is also an important work for the
viola. Schumann, with his Märchenbilder (Fairy Tale
Pictures) and Märchenerzählungen (Fairy Stories), felt
a particular affinity with the instrument, while Brahms
wrote his clarinet sonatas with alternative scoring for
viola.

In the twentieth century the viola came into its own.
Since Richard Strauss it has been equal to the violin in
the technical difficulties it encounters. Hindemith,

himself a famous virtuoso, became the godfather of all
viola players. Britten dedicated works to the viola
player William Primrose, Stravinsky and Shostakovich
wrote major works for the instrument. Henze,
Takemitsu, Bruno Maderna and Kancheli brought its
definitive emancipation.

The character of the viola in the orchestra

The viola is the instrument of the inner soul, of despair,
of distorted feelings, of suppressed revolt. When the
composer Palestrina in Hans Pfitzner’s opera imagines
his ability as a composer at an end, the viola depicts his
despair. Hindemith’s opera Cardillac and Mathis der
Maler are viola operas; in Britten’s main musical
dramas, as in his chamber operas, we can revel in his
genius in scoring. Richard Strauss offered us fine (and
difficult) examples in his Elektra, Rosenkavalier and
Arabella, all having to do with loss of direction in life.

In earlier times our orchestral tasks were thankless.
In Tristan and Siegfried there is continuous activity that
provides only the background mood, and what is given
us in Weber’s Der Freischütz is nearly an insult; while
the soulful complaints of the hunter lad Max are
celebrated by the clarinet and Agathe’s hopes and
longings by the cello in bewitching duets, we have the
aria of Ännchen ranging the heights of folly.

In orchestral work Richard Strauss has given us
great support. Sancho Panza in Don Quixote, where the
knight is represented by the cello, is one of our greatest
parts. Bruckner’s Fourth and Mahler’s Tenth
Symphonies provide good opportunities for the viola.

To be a viola-player one must love the darkness.
For me the most admired singer was the velvet-toned
bass Cesare Siepi. Tenors I can leave. I like best to read
poetry, and my favourite painter is Goya. Nevertheless
it cannot be denied that many musicians being too weak
for the violin decide for the viola. If something is no
good on the violin, it will be worthless on the viola. In
principle every viola-player also studies the violin,
since the viola is too big for children’s hands. The viola-
player needs big hands and, physically, three times
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more strength than a violinist. Physical training, though,
is unsuitable, since that hardens the fingers.

Many violists make the fundamental mistake of
playing the violin on the viola, lacking the specific
darkness of tone. It is necessary to bow more strongly
and into the string, and to widen the vibrato. All that
cannot be learnt, but must be felt deeply. And one
requirement cannot be passed over: a professional
musician must pay at least $100,000 for a good
instrument. 

The legend of old instruments

The valuable old violas and violins of the Italian
masters are a legend in themselves. The great violin-
makers were also viola-makers, although cello-makers
were generally specialists in that instrument. The most
expensive instrument until now, the ‘Lady Blunt’ violin
by Stradivari from 1721, went for $7,500,000. If there
were any of the twelve Stradivari violas on the market
one would have to pay from $10,000,000 to
$15,000,000 because of their great rarity.

The strange thing is that the legendary ‘Lady Blunt’
is now considered barely playable, since it is in its
perfection and unaltered state a museum-piece, an
object of study. Whoever today plays an old viola or
violin, is using a modified instrument. For today’s
conditions violas would be too big and awkward to
handle, so that the edges will have been cut, causing
some loss in the bass register. The modern strings used
are better than gut strings that were always breaking, the
reason for the fact that during a concert the violin-maker
used to sit by the musicians, ready to fit new strings, in
today’s orchestral performance something
unimaginable. I myself have changed from gut strings
to first class new synthetic strings, since the sound of
the former in large concert halls can easily be lost. I do
not use steel strings. I play a Milan instrument of 1720,
modified from its original form; it has been reduced in
size but is still very big. The fingerboard has been
lengthened and the whole instrument strengthened to
meet the requirements of modern string-tension. It

sounds quite different from 1720, and differs in sonority
with its full range of frequencies, especially in
fascinating overtones. Silver in the upper register, dark
below in the bass, that is the ideal viola sound, the secret
of which the old masters understood.

Viola Jokes

In earlier times viola-players were given the
unflattering title of ‘third violins’. Superannuated or
uninspired violinists were relegated to the viola section,
a position that had no standing. To play second viola
even today one can be very very old. This is the origin
of the essential viola joke: ‘What do you do with a dead
principal violist?’ - ‘Put him on the second desk’.

There are hundreds of viola jokes. Unsupported
theories about their origin circulate (someone must have
put strings by mistake on the violin case) and a last
question for musicians is: ‘If you see a conductor and a
viola-player on the road, which do you run over first? -
‘Always the conductor, as work comes before pleasure’.
And ‘If the conductor has been dealt with, the viola-
player will not have got far’. Hard on the viola-player is
the story of one who complains to the conductor about
the principal clarinet: ‘He has put one of my strings out
of tune and will not tell me which’. We are accused of
only being able to play our instrument with the help of a
crib: ‘Viola left, bow to the right’. To add to all this
comes the accusation of faint-heartedness: ‘How do you
get a viola-player to play tremolo?’ - ‘Write solo in big
letters over the part’. 

Moments of reaction are few and the violist has
developed a kind of proud composure that gives
strength to his vocation. Yet I advise no-one to insult us.
In the first place the viola-player has naturally big
hands, and secondly we actually give the lie to all such
prejudices: the first woman, apart from the traditional
harpist, to join the century-old male club of the Vienna
Philharmonic was my colleague, the violist Ursula
Plaichinger. 
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The CD: Works by Beethoven, Schumann,
Handel/Halvorsen, Hindemith and Britten

Ludwig van Beethoven (1779-1827): 
Duo in E flat major, ‘with Two Eyeglasses’, WoO 32,
for viola and cello

Beethoven in a good mood, even playful. Not happy as
in the Spring Sonata, not taking time away from the
unbearable burdens of life as in the Pastoral Symphony.
Just in a good mood and playful. It is a rare and great
pleasure that Beethoven has left us this cheerful,
technically brilliant Duo. He wrote it as a young man in
his late twenties, full of hope, in 1796 and 1797 in
Vienna. Here as a pupil of Haydn, he had entry to the
best aristocratic circles from which he drew important
patrons and friends, among them Count Waldstein and
the Princes Esterházy, Lichnowsky and Razumovsky.
Beethoven had need of financial support. Since 1794
there had been no contribution from his native Bonn. A
patron who was not from the highest aristocracy and
became his lifelong friend was the Hungarian Court
Secretary Baron Nikolaus Zmeskall von Domanovecz
und Lestine, living in Vienna, a gifted amateur cellist.
Beethoven indulged in a correspondence with him of
almost Mozartian levity, and it was for him too that he
wrote a musical joke ‘Graf, Graf, liebster Graf’ (Count,
Count, dearest Count). Beethoven had had serious
training as a violist in Bonn, and so he wrote for
Zmeskall, for them to play together at home, the duo
‘with two obbligato eyeglasses’. Both gentlemen, so it
is said, were very short-sighted, the reason for the title
of the piece. It shows us. besides, what a high technical
level domestic music-making of the time had reached.

Robert Schumann (1810-1856): 
Märchenerzählungen for clarinet, viola and piano,
Op. 132

1854 was a disastrous and decisive year in Robert
Schumann’s life. His mental illness came to a head and
led him to his first attempt at suicide. For two years,

until his death on 29th July 1856, he was condemned to
creative silence. A few months before the fatal date, in
October 1853, he wrote his four Märchenerzählungen
(Fairy Stories) for clarinet, viola and piano,
distinguishing them fundamentally from the
Märchenbilder (Fairy Tale Pictures) for viola and piano
of 1849. In the latter the charm of domestic music-
making and a poetically affirmative attitude to life
predominate, while in Märchenerzählungen the
composer is affected by his illness. The choice of the
viola and clarinet, instruments suited to introspective
situations, produces, particularly in the long third
movement, a mood of depression and pessimism. In the
other movements we find, on one side, a touching
glance of nostalgia towards happier times, and on the
other neurotic, even aggressive moods. With this work,
one of the last he was able to write, Schumann closed a
circle: his idol Mozart created the instrumentation of
clarinet, viola and piano in his Kegelstatt Trio. Over a
century later the Hungarian composer György Kurtág
completed another circle with his Hommage à Robert
Sch., Op. 15, for clarinet, viola and piano.

George Frideric Handel (1685-1759) /
Johan Halvorsen (1864-1935): 
Passacaglia for violin and viola

The virtuoso violinist, conductor and composer Johan
Halvorsen was, after Grieg, the most important
Norwegian composer of the late Romantic period. His
1894 arrangement of the Passacaglia (a Spanish dance
form) from Handel’s Harpsichord Suite No. 7 in G
minor is a first-rate virtuoso piece. Written in the form
of the typical Passacaglia,  with its eight-bar
foundation, it makes use of staccato, pizzicato and
ricochet bowing, without concerning itself in the least
with considerations of taste a hundred years later. In an
age of original sound the untroubled Romantic virtuoso
treatment of Baroque music seems inadmissible. In the
nineteenth century it was a matter of course, and when
we hear Halvorsen’s work we may suspect, at least, that
those times were happier for players and audience alike.
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Paul Hindemith (1895-1963): 
Sonata for viola and piano, Op. 11, No. 4

Hindemith was a kind of holy redeemer for viola-
players. Himself one of the most important virtuosi in
the history of the instrument, he reached a position as an
opera, orchestral and chamber composer that had nearly
passed. The so-called Fantasy Sonata, Op. 11, No. 4
(named after the first movement with its direction
Phantasie) was written at the beginning of 1919.
Hindemith had just been discharged from the army and
had, in the midst of the nationalistic sound of a World
War now lost, concerned himself, in opposition to this
mood, with Debussy. The work, between Romantic and
Impressionist, has still nothing of the anarchy of later
times, in which Hindemith indulged as a young man.
Neverthless it enters the realm of free tonality, is
marvellously musicianly, full of irony and colour, and
finally reaches an almost erotic sensuality. Hindemith
gave the following advice to performers: ‘The sonata
must be played without breaks between the movements,
especially the second and third movements should be so
connected that the listener should not have the feeling of
hearing a finale, but the last movement must appear
simply a continuation of the variations’. With this work
he established his reputation and became one of the
most successful musicians in Germany. This continued
until the barbarity of 1933, when he was denounced as a
cultural Bolshevik and attempts were made to ban his
work. Art, however, has lasted longer.

Benjamin Britten (1913-1976):
Lachrymae, Op. 48, Reflections on a Song of John
Dowland for viola and piano

Britten, the most important British composer of the
twentieth century, was an immensely cultivated man
and wrote music, uninfluenced by all contemporary
fashions, drawing on the riches of the past. As a
conductor, pianist and composer he did the greatest
service to the work of his compatriot Henry Purcell,
whose compositions he sometimes transcribed,
sometimes edited for modern performance. From the
thematic material of John Gay’s Beggar’s Opera, a
formidable orchestrator, he created a compositorial
whole and an independent chamber opera. He was also
fascinated by the work of the lutenist-composer John
Dowland (1563-1626). The latter wrote, under the title
Lachrymae (Tears), a cycle of hypnotic love-songs. ‘If
my complaints could passions move’ takes on a curious
position of its own: under the guise of a love-song
Dowland expresses his desire for a lucrative place at
court. In 1950 Britten made this song the theme of his
‘Reflections’, since he did not like the word
‘Variations’. The work, for the Scottish viola-player
William Primrose, who gave the first performance with
the composer, is built on the principle of reversed
variations. Britten starts as far as possible away from
the theme that first appears in its original form in the
twelfth and final movement. In the sixth movement
Dowland’s ‘Flow my tears’ is interwoven. Britten here
shows once again a marvellous command of technique
and of suggestive harmonic colouring. In 1976, in the
last year of his life, he arranged the work for viola and
orchestra. The clear transfer of voice and lute to viola
and piano is masterly and fascinating.

Heinrich Koll

English version by Keith Anderson
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Heinrich Koll

Born in Vienna in 1951, Heinrich Koll studied at the Vienna Musikhochschule (now the Music University) under
Professors Steinbauer and Samohyl. He was awarded a diploma with distinction in 1975 and and in the same year
he appeared as a soloist with the Austrian Tonkünstler Orchestra. From 1976 to 1980 he was principal violist with
the Vienna Symphony Orchestra, and since 1980 has been principal violist with the Vienna State Opera and the
Vienna Philharmonic Orchestra. He has appeared as a soloist with the orchestra, for example at the Salzburg
Mozart Week and at the opening of the Mozart Year. A performance with Mstislav Rostropovich of Richard
Strauss’s Don Quixote was followed by a recording in 2001. Since 1978 he has been a member of the Philharmonic
Quartet with a series at the Musikverein.

Madoka Inui

The pianist Madoka Inui was born in Kobe and had her first piano training in Tokyo. She studied at the Vienna
Conservatory with Dianko Iliev and Roland Batik and was awarded her diploma unanimously with distinction. She
won first prize in the Città di Stresa international piano competition and has appeared as a soloist in Austria, Japan
and Spain. Since 1997 she has concentrated chiefly on chamber music, working with members of the Vienna
Philharmonic such as Franz Bartolomey, Clemens Hellsberg, Peter Schmidl and Volkhard Steude. She broadcasts
for Austrian radio and has appeared in concerts and gala performances with artists such as Luc Bondy, Gérard
Mortier, Gert Voss, Ioan Holender, Peter Ruzicka, Neil Shicoff, Thomas Hampson, Ferruccio Furlanetto, Giuseppe
Taddei, Samuel Ramey and Leo Nucci. She has participated in matinées and soirées with Salman Rushdie,
Umberto Eco, Antonio Lobo Antunes and Donna Leon. With the Vienna Philharmonic principal cellist Franz
Bartolomey she has recorded music for cello and piano by Johannes Brahms, Johann Strauss and Richard Strauss.
She has also recorded for Naxos with Peter Schmidl and Wolfgang Tomboeck. She is a concract artist of
Bösendorfer in Vienna, and plays here on a Bösendorfer instrument.
www.madokamusic.com

Peter Schmidl

The clarinettist Peter Schmidl was born in Olmütz, now Olomuc in the Czech Republic, and studied at the Vienna
Musikhochschule, now the Music University, with Rudolf Jettel, where he was awarded a diploma with distinction.
In 1965 he joined the Vienna Philharmonic Orchestra, where he is now Principal Clarinettist. He has appeared as a
soloist with the orchestra, as well as with the MDR Orchestra in Leipzig, the Salzburg Mozarteum Orchestra, and
the New Philharmonia in Tokyo, among others, in collaboration with conductors including Leonard Bernstein,
André Previn, Karl Böhm, James Levine, Riccardo Muti, Seiji Ozawa, Nikolaus Harnoncourt, and Christoph
Eschenbach. Since 1967 he has served as a professor at the Vienna Music University and has given master-classes
in Europe and Japan. Peter Schmidl has recorded the greater part of the clarinet repertoire, notably Mozart’s
Clarinet Concerto under Leonard Bernstein, Bernstein’s jazz Prelude, Fugue and Riffs, Mozart’s Sinfonia
Concertante for wind instruments under Karl Böhm, and chamber music by Mozart, Beethoven, Brahms, Weber,
Schoenberg, Danzi, Ibert and Hindemith, collaborating with Andras Schiff, Edita Gruberova, Cecilia Bartoli and
others. 
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Alexandra Koll

Born in Vienna in 1984, Alexandra Koll had her first violin lessons with her father, Heinrich Koll. From the age of
six she studied the piano with Eugenia Polatschek of the Vienna Conservatory. Awards include the special prize
‘Prima la Musica’, first prize in the International Violin Competition at Barletta in Italy in 2001, the year of her solo
début at the Vienna Concert House. She has appeared as a soloist in Vienna, including appearances with her father,
and as a soloist with the Youth Philharmonic. In autumn 2003 she took part in the Jubilee Concert of the Musica
Juventutis. She has also appeared in the great concert hall of the Vienna Philharmonic as a soloist with the K.u.K.
Philharmonic.

Milan Karanovic

Born in 1980 in Serbia, Milan Karanovic was trained in Belgrade and at the Vienna Conservatory. He won first
prize in the Valjevo Festival in Serbia, first prize at the International Augustin Prochatsku Competiiton in Slovakia,
and was laureate at the Jeunesses Musicales International Competition in Budapest. In 2002 he won an award at the
Fidelio Competition of the Vienna Conservatory for solo and chamber performance. He is a member of the
Karvay/Karanovic/Stroissnig Piano Trio and is a scholarship-holder of the Vienna Herbert von Karajan Centre.

The sponsors of the Philharmonic Soloists series

The Herbert von Karajan Centre was opened in November 1995 and has established itself, in the spirit of the name
of its patron, as a meeting and development centre for young artists and as a forum for artistic activities. Following
the many and varied interests of the conductor, the concept is structured under three main headings: development
of the younger generation, events and service. Since its foundation awards have been made to singers, conductors
and instrumentalists. The archive administers Herbert von Karajan’s legacy, and special film production continues
his tradition.

The Radio Culture House of Austrian Radio (ORF) in Vienna was opened in 1997 and has established an annual
programme of more than 450 events ranging over a wide variety of genres for the public with cultural interests,
where classical appears together with the avant-garde, pop and cabaret. This cultural mix is characteristic of the
programming philosophy of the Radio Culture House.
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Viennese-born Heinrich Koll studied at the Vienna Musikhochschule and was awarded a diploma with
distinction in 1975. From 1976 to 1980 he was principal violist with the Vienna Symphony Orchestra,
and since 1980 has been principal violist with the Vienna State Opera and the Vienna Philharmonic
Orchestra. He has appeared as a soloist with the Vienna Philharmonic, for example at the Salzburg
Mozart Week and at the opening of the Mozart Year. In his comprehensive booklet notes Heinrich Koll
writes about the history of his instrument, the character of the viola in the orchestra and the legend
of old instruments. There is an entertaining section devoted to viola jokes. This is the third release in
a series which features top players of the Vienna Philharmonic Orchestra.

THE ART OF THE VIOLA

Heinrich Koll, Viola • Madoka Inui, Piano • Peter Schmidl, Clarinet
Alexandra Koll, Violin • Milan Karanovic, Cello

Recorded at ORF Funkaus Vienna, Studio 2, 19th-22nd May, 2004
Producer: Alfred Treiber, ORF • Recording Supervisor: Erich Hofmann

Sound engineer: Josef Schütz • Editor: Elmar Peinelt
Music Notes: Heinrich Koll • A detailed tracklist can be found in the booklet

A co-production with ORF and The Herbert von Karajan Centrum
Cover Photo: Koll and Inui by Martin Vukovits
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Paul HINDEMITH (1895-1963): 
1 Sonata for Viola and Piano, Op. 11, No. 4 16:03

Ludwig van BEETHOVEN (1779-1827): 
Duo for Viola and Cello in E flat major ‘with Two Eyeglasses’, WoO 32 13:14

2 Allegro 9:08
3 Minuetto: Allegretto 4:06

Robert SCHUMANN (1810-1856): 
Märchenerzählungen for Clarinet, Viola and Piano Op. 132 13:59

4 Lebhaft, nicht zu schnell 2:46
5 Lebhaft und sehr markiert 3:07
6 Ruhiges Tempo, mit zartem Ausdruck 3:31
7 Lebhaft, sehr markiert - etwas ruhiges Tempo 4:36

George Frideric HANDEL (1685-1759) / Johan HALVORSEN (1864-1935): 
8 Passacaglia for Violin and Viola 7:39

Benjamin BRITTEN (1913-1976): 
9 Lachrymae Op. 48 - Reflections on a song by Dowland for Viola and Piano 13:41
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