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EDITORIAL 
 
It is strange, but unfortunately true, that to many people the term 'musicology' 
suggests an arid intellectual discipline far removed from the emotional immedi-
acy of music. In the preface to his English Social History G. M. Trevelyan 
suggests that 'the appeal of history is imaginative' and that we feel a need to 
'behold our ancestors as they really were, going about their daily business and 
daily pleasure'; musicology, too, should always seek to tell a human story, even 
though its varied branches naturally lead to widely differing outcomes. The 
articles in this issue of Chelys reflect the range of interest covered by the broad 
term 'musicology', but all are very much concerned with the business or 
pleasure of people in previous centuries who shared our enthusiasm for the 
viol, and with their experience of music-making. 
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WHO WAS  
RICHARD GIBBON(S)?  

Pamela Willetts 

An ownership inscription on the flyleaf of the autograph songbook of William 
Lawes, GB-Lbl Add. MS 31432, has long intrigued musicians. It reads 'Richard 
Gibbon his book given to him by Mr William Lawes all of his owne pricking 
and composeing' (Plate 1). Who was Richard Gibbon—or was it Gibbons—
and was he another member of the family of Orlando and Christopher 
Gibbons? Further, was this Richard the same as the Mr Richard Gibbons who 
composed two fourpart fancies in EIRE-Dm Z3.4.1-6 and GB-Ob MSS Mus. 
Sch. C.64-9?1 
One suggestion is a Cambridge musician active in 1625-35, a relative of 
Orlando Gibbons, described as an innkeeper and wait.2 But John Harley, in his 
recent study of the Gibbons family, refers to research suggesting that the name 
of this man was Robert Gibbons.3 A further suggestion, by Robert Ford,4 that 
the former owner of Add. 31432 was Richard Gibbons, a lay clerk of 
Canterbury Cathedral, also seems untenable: Lawes probably made his final 
additions to Add. 31432 no earlier than 1641-2 (see below, p. 10), by which 
time there was considerable political tension in Canterbury. In 1641 the first 
attempts were made to get a bill through Parliament to abolish bishops, deans 
and chapters. Isaac Bargrave, Dean of Canterbury, led the opposition from 
Canterbury to these proposals. In January 1641 there had been disorder among 
the congregation in Canterbury Cathedral after the Chapter decided to relocate 
the weekly sermon from the Sermon House to the choir of the Cathedral. On 
2 February 1642 iconoclasts vandalised the font. Worse was to follow after the 
outbreak of the Civil War in August 1642, when some of the troops 
accompanying Colonel Sandys on his expedition to Kent exceeded their 
instructions and caused much damage to the cathedral: they plundered the 
choir, overturned the altar, spoiled the organ and tore up the music books.5 
Bargrave himself was arrested by Sandys in Gravesend and imprisoned in the 
                                                           

1 R. Thompson, 'A further look at the consort music manuscripts in Archbishop Marsh's 
Library, Dublin', Chelys 24 (1995), 3-18, at p. 5; A. Ashbee, 'The Transmission of Consort 
Music in Some Seventeenth-Century English Manuscripts', in John Jenkins and his Time, ed. A. 
Ashbee and P. Holman (Oxford, 1996), 243-70, at pp. 260, 262. 

2 I. Payne, The Provision and Practice of Sacred Music at Cambridge Colleges and Selected 
Cathedrals c.1547-c.1646: A Comparative Study of the Archival Evidence (New York, 1993), 107, 
suggested that Richard Gibbons the composer might be the same person as 'Gibbons the 
organist' mentioned in the archives of St Johns College at Christmas 1642. 

3 J. Harley, Orlando Gibbons and the Gibbons Family of Musicians (Aldershot, 1999), 14, n. 
85, 17, n. 101. See also 235, n. 11, for a suggestion that  'Gibbons the organist' mentioned at St 
Johns in 1642 might be the composer of the two fancies. 

4 R. Ford, 'Minor Canons at Canterbury Cathedral: the Gostlings and their Colleagues' 
(Ph.D. thesis, University of California at Berkeley, 1984), 484. 

5 See the contributions by P. Collinson and R. Bowers in P Collinson, N. Ramsay and M. 
Sparks, A History of Canterbury Cathedral (Oxford, 1995), particularly 190-91, 194-9, 449-50 
for events in Canterbury in 1640-3; the actions of Colonel Sandys and his troops are described 
by the sub-dean, Dr Thomas Paske and in A true Relation of the late Expedition into Kent (Lbl, 
Thomason Tracts, E.116.22 and E.115.10). 



Fleet, where his health suffered; he died early in 1643. It seems most unlikely, 
then, that one of the lay clerks met William Lawes in 1641-2 and was presented 
with a manuscript containing mostly theatre music. 

I decided to have another look at the owners of Add. 31432 starting from 
the latest evidence. The manuscript was acquired by the British Museum with 
the Julian Marshall collection in 1881: it belonged to the musical library of M. 
A. Farrenc sold in 1866,6 and contains a note indicating that it was purchased 
by Robert Triphook in 1809. The bookplate of William Gostling (1696-1773), 
minor canon of Canterbury, places the manuscript in Canterbury in the 
eighteenth century and probably before: William Gostling was the son of John 
Gostling (1650-1733), the famous bass singer, minor canon of Canterbury 
from 1675, gentleman of the Chapel Royal from 1679 and sub-dean of St 
Paul's from 1683.  

 
                                                           

6 E. Fellowes, 'Gibbons, Richard' Grove, 5th edn, ed. E. Blom (1954), III, 635 (in n. 2, con-
tributed by H. G. Farmer). 



[5] A. Hyatt King suggested in 1961 that William Gostling's collection was 
based on that of his father, and this is partly corroborated by Robert Ford's 
detailed study of the lives and collections of the two Gostlings.7 Add. 31432 
formed part of Lot 59 in the sale of William Gostling's music collection by 
Langford, London, on 26 and 27 May 1777: a copy of the catalogue is Lbl 
Hirsch IV .1083.a.8 

Another inscription on fol. 1v of Add. 31432, 'Borrowed of Alderman 
Fidge by me Jo Sargenson , shows that the manuscript was in Canterbury 
before it belonged to the Gostlings.9 John Sargenson (1639-84) was a minor 
canon of Canterbury from c1663 and curate of Harbledown, near Canterbury, 
c1663-70; he held several livings in Canterbury from 1671. He composed a 
number of anthems. The revised rules for the Cathedral library, agreed in 1672, 
refer to Sargensori s appointment as assistant to the library keeper:10 his duties 
included recording loans of books to the dean and prebendaries, and he may 
also have recorded loans to the library. The formal wording of his note in Add. 
31432 perhaps suggests that the manuscript had been borrowed for official 
purposes. Thomas Fidge was appointed an Alderman of Canterbury on 2 
September 1662 and was mayor for a year (the normal term) in 1671. He then 
presumably continued as alderman and was confirmed in office, with his fellow 
aldermen, by charter of Charles II on 12 November 1684.11 

The inscription preceding Sargenson's is puzzling: 'Given to me J R by his 
widdow Mris Gibbon J R: /'. Here the investigation becomes complex. Two 
separate inscriptions, one autograph, indicated that the owner's name was 
Gibbon rather than Gibbons, and since we were in Kent I decided to search 
the several branches of Gibbon in that county: Gibbon of Rolvenden, 
Bethersden, Bishopsbourne, Westcliffe and Wootton. As I was scanning 
genealogies the junior but well-connected Westcliffe branch came to my 
attention.12 (Edward Gibbon, the historian, was descended from a younger 
son.) One Richard Gibbon caught my eye-there were several Richards—since 
he also had Cambridge and London connections: this was Richard Gibbon, 
MD, second son of Thomas Gibbon of Westcliffe. When I found that he was 
born in 1624 and died in 1652 1 ruled him out at first as too young to have 
known William Lawes and to have composed the two fancies. 

But several strange coincidences emerged. The widow of this Richard 
Gibbon, Anne (nee Tufton)13 married again in 1656, which would limit the 
date of a gift from 'his widdow Mris Gibbon to late August 1652-1656. Within 
this period a Kentish 'JR', who might have been the recipient of the gift, came 

                                                           
7 Ford, 'Minor Canons'. 
8 A. Hyatt King, Some British Collectors of Music, c.1600-1960 (Cambridge, 1963),19, 20,132. 
9 Ford's account of the life and works of John Sargenson ('Minor Canons', 102-26) does 

not mention this inscription. For Sargenson and the library see also Collinson, Ramsay and 
Sparks, eds, A History, 383-5. 

10 The library of Canterbury Cathedral was rebuilt during the 1660s to replace the library 
damaged and plundered by the Puritans after the 1649 Act abolishing deans and chapters. 

11 Ford, 'Minor Canons', 484. Dr Michael Stansfield, Archivist of Canterbury Cathedral, 
kindly supplied me with the dates of Alderman Fidge's terms of office. 

12 E. Hasted, The History ofKent (Canterbury, 1778-99), III, 749, IV, 29; W. Berry, County 
Genealogies. Pedigrees of the Families in the County of Kent (1830), 409-10. 

13 Hasted gives her maiden name as Taylor, but this information is omitted from the sec-
ond edition. 



to my notice: the notable cleric John Reading, rector of St Mary's Dover from 
1616 to 1642 and a royal chaplain. In January 1643, by the King's particular 
request, he was appointed to the rectory of Chartham near Canterbury, 
formerly held by Bargrave. Like Bargrave, Reading was a staunch Royalist and 
persona non grata to the Parliamentary powers: his library in Dover was 
ransacked in April 1642; [6] in November he was imprisoned for nineteen 
months as a malignant (Royalist) and his livings were sequestered. He was later 
implicated in the plot to seize Dover Castle in November 1644 and imprisoned 
again. When he was eventually released the Committee for Plundered Ministers 
refused to restore him to his livings but, perhaps during his imprisonment, he 
had come to the attention of Sir William Brockman, another obstinate 
Royalist.14 Brockman was patron of the living of Cheriton near Folkestone and, 
apparently while still negotiating terms for his own release, appointed Reading 
as rector on 8 July 1644. The tithes were sequestered, but Reading served as 
minister during the Interregnum and, it seems, recovered some possessions 
which may have included his house in Dover.15 

During the troubles and Commonwealth, and, indeed, during his spells of 
imprisonment, John Reading continued to work on sermons and other works 
which he sometimes published under the initials 'JR'.

16 At the Restoration of 
Charles II he was appointed by the mayor and people of Dover to welcome 
the King on his first landing: he delivered a short oration (published as a 
broadside) and presented the King with a bible. Reading was restored to his 
livings in Dover and Chartham and, on 9 July 1660, was appointed to one of 
the vacancies at Canterbury, as eighth prebendary. He delivered one of his 
most famous sermons, on church music, in Canterbury Cathedral in 1663.17 He 
died at Chartham on 26 October 1667 and was buried there on 30 October. 

John Reading was connected by marriage with the Gibbon family. His 
second wife, who survived him, was Sarah, nee Rooke (who had previously 
been married to Robert Steede); the wife of Thomas Gibbon, Richard Gibbons 
elder brother, was Mary Rooke, possibly a second cousin of Sarah Reading.18 
Both were members of the Rooke family of Merstham, Scots Hall and Monks 
Horton. After the Restoration John Reading dedicated his work Christmas 
Revived (1660) to his 'honoured kinsman William Rooke (brother of Mary 

                                                           
14 The large collection of Brockman Papers presented to the British Museum in 1931 

includes some papers relating to Sir William Brockman's terms of imprisonment. See 
particularly Lbl Add. MS 42618. 

15 For John Reading see A. Wood, Athenae Oxonienses, ed. P. Bliss (1817), III, cols 794-8; 
DNB (the John Reading imprisoned in the Fleet in January 1647 is another person); A. Everitt, 
The Community of Kent and the Great Rebellion 1640-60 (Leicester, 1966), 53, 72, 89, 213, 316; A. 
Matthews, Walker Revised (Oxford, 1988), 224 (the marriage to Frances Bastink, 1656, does not 
refer to this John Reading). 

16 Not all the works published under these initials were by John Reading. For instance, 
Little Beniamin (imprimatur 17 February 1649), justifying the execution of Charles I, is 
probably by John Robotham, whose republican views are known. Entries are given under both 
writers in DNB and in D. Wing, Short-Title Catalogue of Books Printed in England, Scotland, 
Ireland, Wales and British America (revised edn, New York, 1988), III. 

17 Published by Thomas Newcomb, 1663 (imprimatur 13 March 1663) and said in the title 
to be 'lately delivered in the Cathedral Church of Canterbury'. 

18 J. Cowper, Canterbury Marriage Licences. Second Series 1619-1660 (Canterbury, 1894), cols 
389, 821, 936. 



Rooke); William Rooke, who was later knighted, was Sheriff of Kent in 1685 
and died in 1691.19 He is variously described as of Monks Horton, Westcliffe 
and St Lawrence (near Canterbury). 

So far so good, but what is the hard evidence? Autograph letters of Reading 
I have seen, mostly dating from the reign of James I, are written in his formal 
secretary hand with a few words and names in roman script. While one can 
find forms of letters, in particular the initials 'JR' in signatures and the 
superscript 'r' (see Plate 2) which agree reasonably with the inscription in Add. 
31432, more evidence is needed. I have searched, so far in vain, for extended 
examples of John Reading's hand during the Commonwealth, since I have 
found that other writers (Stephen Bing, for example) adopted a different style 
of writing during these years. Less formal script in the registers of St Mary's 
Dover provided useful examples of the range of his hand but, of course, only 
for the letters in his [7] signature.20 All I can say at present is that it is possible 
but not proven that the 'JR' who inscribed fol. 1v of Add. 31432 is the 
clergyman. 

 

                                                           
19 Hasted, History, IV, 670-71; Berry, Pedigrees, 301, 409. 
20 Autograph letters in Lbl Egerton MS 2584, fol. 305, and at the Public Record Office, 

mainly in the State Papers, e.g. SP14/111 no. 1, SP14/121, no. 98 (see Calendar of State Papers, 
Domestic Series for further details); signatures in the register of St Mary's Dover (microfilm at 
Society of Genealogists). 



John Reading's will made careful provision for his widow, Sarah, and for 
surviving children and grandchildren.21 His house at Dover was to be sold and 
the proceeds divided between his eldest sons, John and William; detailed 
instructions were given for the disposal of household stuff, livestock, horses, 
grain and so on. John and William were also his executors, and were instructed 
to 'faithfully keepe all my writeings and notes as I have charged them'. 
Strangely enough, there is no mention of his library, which must have been 
substantial to [8] judge from the many learned references in his published 
works, and one must assume that he had already made separate arrangements 
for the proper disposal of his books. Throughout his life John Reading was 
held in high esteem and after the Restoration would have met local dignitaries 
in Canterbury, such as Alderman Fidge, into whose care Add. 31432 seems to 
have passed. 

We must now consider what happened to Mistress Gibbon (if she were the 
widow of Richard Gibbon, MD). After Richard's sudden and premature death, 
leaving her with two young daughters,22 it seems probable that she would have 
been taken to the sizeable residence of her husband's family at Westcliffe, near 
Dover. If so, John Reading would not have been far away at Cheriton, or he 
may have recovered his house at Dover. He must already, after his many years 
as minister of St Mary's Dover, have been acquainted with the Gibbon family 
of Westcliffe, and would certainly have known of the death of a young and 
promising doctor to whom his wife was related. It is difficult to think of a 
more suitable recipient of the gift of a manuscript written by William Lawes, a 
Royalist martyr, its binding stamped with the Royal arms, than a staunch 
Royalist whose own library had been plundered. 

This brings us back to Richard Gibbon, MD. What evidence is there to link 
him with the ownership inscription? This Richard Gibbon was the second son 
of Thomas Gibbon of Westcliffe, baptised on 12 June 1624. 1 have no 
information on his early education. The entry in Venn summarises his career:23 
admitted pensioner at Emmanuel College, Cambridge, 18 January 1640 and 
matriculated in 1640; studied medicine at Padua (MD, 1645); possibly admitted 
Leyden, May 1646; incorporated MA at Oxford 21 January 1652; admitted a 
candidate of the College of Physicians 25 June 1652; died later that year, and 
was buried at St Olave Hart Street, London, 26 August 1652.24 Administration 
of his will (no details survive) was granted to his widow, Anne.25 He married 
Anne Tufton, junior, at St Augustine Watling Street on 6 January 1648. His 
father had obtained the manor of Kingston in Bishopsbourne, Kent, from Sir 

                                                           
21 Register will copy, Centre for Kentish Studies, Maidstone, PRC 32/53/223. 
22 W. B. Bannerman, The Registers of St Olave Hart Street, Harleian Society Registers 46 

(1916), 58 records the baptism of a son, Richard, on 17 April 1650: he presumably died young. 
Richard Gibbon's two daughters are mentioned by Hasted and others. 

23 J. and J. A. Venn, Alumni Cantabrigienses. A Biographical List of All Known Students, 
Graduates and Holders of Office at the University of Cambridge (Cambridge, 1922-54), Part 1, vol. 
11, 229; see also W. Munk, The Roll of the Royal College of Physicians of London (1878), 1,266. 

24 His burial in the chancel is recorded in the register (p. 185). The cause of death is not 
given. There were considerable risks for a medical doctor working in this part of London: John 
Frost, rector of St Olave's, appointed in 1655, died of smallpox on 2 November 1656 (DNB) 
and was buried on 4 November (Register, p. 189). 

25 J. Ainsworth, Index to Administrations in the Prerogative Court of Canterbury, I (1649-1654), 
British Record Society 68 (1944), 141. 



Anthony Aucher in 1647, and settled it on the occasion of this marriage on the 
young couple and their issue in tail (the history of the manor is known; it 
descended via the widow and her daughters).26 It seemed unlikely that a 
member of the landed gentry who was only eighteen at the outbreak of the 
Civil War, studied medicine abroad and died young could have had any 
connection with William Lawes and received Add. 31432 as a gift from him, 
but since I had found the possible connections already mentioned I searched 
for an autograph of Richard Gibbon expecting to eliminate him from my 
enquiries. I found none in this country, but a reference to the Registro di 
Viaggiatori Inglesi containing signatures of many eminent visitors to Padua 
attracted my attention.27 It contains a signature of Richard Gibbon dated 16 
March 1644, and I was able to obtain a photocopy through the generous 
assistance of the Director of the Biblioteca del Seminario [9] Vescovile in 
Padua. Much to my surprise this had a close resemblance to the hand of 
Richard Gibbon in Add. 31432 (Plate 3). 

 

                                                           
26 Hasted, History, III, 749. 
27 Biblioteca del Seminario Vescovile, Padua, MS 634. See H. Brown, 'Inglesi e Scozzesi 

all'Universita di Padova dall'anno 1618 sino al 1765' in Monografie storiche sullo studio di Padova 
Contributo del R. Istituto Veneto di Scienze, Lettere ed Arti alla Celebrazione del VII Centenario 
della Universitk, eds A. Favaro, V. Lazzarini and A. Segarizzi (Venice, 1922), 137-213. 



 
Plate 3. Padua, Biblioteca del Seminario Vescovile MS 634: Registro di 

Viaggiatori Inglesi. Detail showing signature of Richard Gibbon. By permission 
of the Director of the Biblioteca del Seminario Vescovile. 

So how can one explain this? As noted above, the young Richard Gibbon 
was at Emmanuel College, Cambridge, in 1640. It is not known when he left 
Cambridge. There was no tradition of teaching medicine at Emmanuel. 
Richard Gibbon would have improved his command of the classics (in which 
he had presumably already received a good grounding), but if his interests were 
in medicine [10] he needed to prepare himself elsewhere.28 Many of the gentry 
would spend a year or so at university and then move on to the Inns of Court 
or to other pursuits. The chief centre for medical studies in England at that 
time was the College of Physicians, then at Amen Corner near St Paul's in 
London. Sir William Harvey was Lumleian lecturer there between 1615 and 
1656 although his service was interrupted by the unrest in London before the 
outbreak of the Civil War.29 If the young Richard Gibbon attended lectures 
there and had lodgings nearby he would also have been within easy reach of 
the Blackfriars theatre. 

                                                           
28 A. Bendall, C. Brooke and P Collinson, A History of Emmanuel College, Cambridge 

(Woodbridge, 1999) gives examples of the strong classical basis of the tuition and details of the 
social life. 

29 G. Keynes, The Life of William Harvey (Oxford, 1966), describes the rigorous standards 
required for admission as a candidate for Fellowship of the College of Physicians, which 
included oral examinations in Latin on medical topics. Harvey also had royal duties as 
Physician in Ordinary to the king. 



Here we must look at the latest references to William Lawes's connections 
with the theatre before the Civil War. The latest autograph music in Add. 
31432, and the last music he is known to have composed for the theatre, is his 
setting of 'Come my Daphne' (fol. 43v) for Shirley's play The Cardinal, which 
was licensed for performance at Blackfriars on 25 November 1641. The 
theatres had been closed from August to late November 1641 owing to the 
plague, and on 2 September 1642 Parliament prohibited public theatrical 
performances.30 

The worsening political situation affected the lives of all the royal servants. 
After the failed attempt to arrest the Five Members on 4 January 1642 Charles 
I left London. In February he escorted the Queen to Dover (for Holland) via 
Canterbury, but this was the briefest of visits and he was not accompanied by 
the court musicians. The King then moved north by stages and arrived in York 
on 19 March, where he set up his court until July. His servants, including some 
of the musicians, were summoned to attend him there but it is not clear how 
many were able to obey. A petition from musicians for the wind in March 1642 
expressed their willingness to serve but asked for arrears of wages to be paid to 
enable them to make the journey. Travel expenses to York and back to 
London in April 1642 were paid to gentlemen of the Chapel Royal. It is not 
known when William Lawes himself left London: the Civil War started 
officially on 22 August 1642, when the King raised his standard at Nottingham, 
but it is uncertain when Lawes became involved in active service. David Pinto 
has argued that he was near York in 1643-4, and he was killed at the siege of 
Chester on 24 September 1645.31 

There is therefore a narrow space of time in the early 1640s when Richard 
Gibbon could have met Lawes and received the gift of Add. 31432. There is 
one distinct possibility: the Inns of Court in London hired professional 
musicians for some performances, notably at All Saints, Christmas and 
Candlemas (2 February),32 and the winter of 1641-2 may well have been a time 
when the King's musicians were looking for paid employment or assistance in 
other ways. Thomas Gibbon, elder brother of Richard, had been admitted to 
Gray's Inn on 14 August 1640.33 

So did William Lawes make a gift of this autograph manuscript in return for 
some favour or assistance? The wording of Richard Gibbons ownership 
inscription [11] suggests a young man delighted with the gift of an autograph 
manuscript of a famous musician 'all of his owne pricking and composeing'. 
But, to put the gift in context, the detailed work of John Cutts and others 
shows that theatre music was not highly regarded by composers or 

                                                           
30 J. Wood, 'William Lawes's Music for Plays', in William Lawes (1602-1645): Essays on his 

Life, Times and Work, ed. A. Ashbee (Aldershot, 1998), 11-67, at pp. 41-2, 56-7. 
31 RECM III, 115-6; V, 19; VIII, 128. D. Pinto, 'William Lawes at the Siege of York', The 

Musical Times 127 (1986), 579-83, argues that Lawes was in or near York by 164311. See also L. 
Ring, 'Wednesday 24 September, 1645: The Death of William Lawes during the Battle of 
Rowton Heath at the Siege of Chester' in William Lazves, ed. Ashbee, 155-73. 

32 W. Prest, The Inns of Court under Elizabeth I and the Early Stuarts 1590-1640 (1972); J. 
Elliott, 'Invisible Evidence: finding musicians in the archives of the Inns of Court, 1446-1642', 
Royal Musical Association Research Chronicle 26 (1993), 45-57. 

33 . J. Foster, The Register of Admissions to Gray's Inn 1521-1889 (1889), 227. 
 



publishers:34 comparatively few manuscripts have survived, and only selected 
music for the theatre was later published, mostly in collections by Playford. 
The binding of Add. 31432 looks grand, but would have been standard issue 
for members of the King's Music. 

Whatever the circumstances, Richard Gibbon obviously valued his manu-
script and there is other evidence that he respected the memory of William 
Lawes. On the same flyleaf as the ownership inscriptions is a note at the foot 
'40[amended to '35']: Leavs in this book to spare; to prick outt'. This strikes me 
as a note by a professional copyist engaged to carry out a task. The copyist's 
work can be seen at fols. 2v-6, where he entered in score one of the elegies 
commemorating William Lawes which were published by his brother Henry in 
Choice Psalms (1648).35 This was the elegy composed by John Jenkins, 'Why in 
this shade of night'. The task of copying was not easy but it is performed in a 
rather workaday manner. The copyist begins on fol. 2v, straight after the end 
of a saraband in tablature for lyra viol by William Lawes, and makes use of the 
blank lower half of this page. On fol. 4v he crosses out words from William 
Lawes's 'A hall a hall' and continues over them. On fol. 3v is a note 'heare I 
was outt and now Ille begine another way'. The scribe then starts again, saving 
time by giving word cues only, not the full text, for the beginning. Throughout, 
the script of text and music is that of a practised copyist, but he works hastily: 
there are mistakes in vertical alignment, and the placing of bar lines is clarified 
by the addition of curved lines. The copyist needed two attempts on fol. 4 to 
score the passage 'What caus'd his fate' and only solved the problem when he 
changed his layout and used three staves for the two voices and instrumental 
bass. Despite its imperfections, this copy in Add. 31432 is of interest and does 
not seem to have been copied from the printed parts published in 1648:36 for 
instance, there are several differences in the continuo bass and in the insertion 
of words (the scribe gives further words instead of rests in the Bassus part of 
the chorus). 

Even the title given by this copyist differs, reading 'An Elegiack on the sad 
Losse...A Dialogue' and not 'An Elegiack Dialogue' as in the printed version. 
And yet there may be some connection between Add. 31432 and the 
publication, which gives the composer's name as 'Jinkins': the name written in 
Add. 31432 could also be interpreted as 'Jinkins', although in fact I think it is 
'Jenkins'.37 It occurs to me that the copyist might have been involved in the 
preparation of parts for printing. I wonder if Henry Lawes met Richard 
Gibbon (if he was indeed the owner of Add. 31432) and arranged for him to 
have a pre-publication copy of one of the elegies on his brother's death. In his 
'Preface to the Reader' in Choice Psalms Henry Lawes lists the compositions of 
William Lawes '(too voluminous [12] for the Presse) which I the rather now 
                                                           

34 J. Cutts, 'William Lawes's Writing for the Theatre and the Court', Journal of the American 
Musicological Society 16 (1963), 243-53, notes (p. 244) that music for drama 'enjoyed merely a 
casual existence in commonplace books of those musicians who kept such records'. 

35 See A. Robinson, "'Choice Psalms": a Brother's Memorial', in William Lawes, ed. Ashbee, 
175-95. 

36 Licence to Richard Woodnote, 16 November 1647, under the title 'Composicons of 3 
parts by Hen: & Wm Lawes'. See G. Eyre, A Transcript of the Registers of the Worshipful Company 
of Stationers 1640-1708 A. D.,1 (1913), 279. 

37 The facsimile of Add. 31432 in E. Jorgens, ed., English Song 1600-1675 (New York, 
1986-9), II, includes this elegy. 



mention, lest being, as they are, disperst into private hands, they may chance be 
hereafter lost'.38 These included 'above thirty severall sorts of Musick for 
Voices and Instruments'. Henry Lawes may at this time have been resident 
near St Paul's,39 close to Ludgate (where Richard Gibbon was then living, 
according to the register entry for his marriage, 6 January 1648). The exact date 
of Richard Gibbons move to Hart Street is not known.40 

The interest of this copy does not end here. The same scribe is found in Ob 
MS Tenbury 1018 where, in a similar way, he uses up blank spaces (see Plate 
4).41 His work consists of an addition to the chorus of Robert Johnson's 
'Caron, oh Caron come away' (fol. 8) from John Fletcher's The Mad Lover,42 
possibly used for the 1639 revival of the play (after Johnson's death); an 
anonymous setting of 'This day our Saviour Christ was born (fols. 9v and 10, 
with a score of the chorus from fol. 9v on fol. 48v),43 and (fol. 12v) a 
chromatic instrumental fragment. 

                                                           
38 The facsimile of Add. 31432 in E. Jorgens, ed., English Song 1600-1675 (New York, 

1986-9), II, includes this elegy. 
39 A lease to Henry Lawes of a house in 'Paule's Ally' was renewed on 29 May 1641 

(London, Guildhall Library MS 19859/1, p. 84). 
40 Register of St Augustine's Watling Street (microfilm at Guildhall Library). 'Dr Gibbons' 

is recorded in the Poor Rate assessment books (Guildhall Library, MS 872) for St Olave Hart 
Street in the years Easter 1651-2 and Easter 1652-3 (the preceding three years are not extant). 

41 Facsimile in Jorgens, English Song, Vl. 
42 Text ed. R. Turner in The Dramatic Works in the Beaumont and Fletcher Canon, V 

(Cambridge, 1982). 
43 A further source of the words entitled 'A Christmas Hymn is in Ob MS Rawlinson poet. 

95, fol. 38, where it is added to a collection of poems by Henry Clifford, afterwards 5th Earl of 
Cumberland. I am grateful to Mrs Clare Brown of the Bodleian Library Department of 
Western MSS for her assistance. 

 



 
The last page (fol. 49v) of Add. 31432 contains another musical addition,44 

consisting of five short pieces in D major and D minor for a solo bass 
instrument (a viol?). I do not recognise the hand but it is contemporary. Many 
years ago the late Dr Helen Sleeper suggested to me that these pieces might be 
by John Jenkins. 

So much for my attempts to identify the owners of Add. 31432. But what of 
the two viol fancies attributed to Mr Richard Gibbons? These were composed 
before 1641, as proven by an inscription in Ob MS Mus. Sch. C.64-69.45 
Richard Gibbons, the Canterbury lay clerk mentioned at the beginning of this 
article in another connection, could have composed these fancies, and the 
honorific 'Mr' would have been appropriate for his office. There was much 
musical activity at Canterbury before the Civil War, although, as already 

                                                           
44 See Jorgens, English Song, 11. 
45 Ob MSS Mus. Sch. C.64-69 were owned in 1641 by a George Stratford: see Ashbee, 'The 

Transmission of Consort Music', at p. 266. 



mentioned, the music books apart from a few fragments, the organ, and 
possibly other instruments were destroyed by the troops of Colonel Sandys in 
August 1642. The recent study by Roger Bowers cites many references in the 
cathedral accounts to payments for the copying of music and the purchase and 
maintenance of instruments including viols.46 Two chests of viols are 
mentioned: the first, acquired in 1574, was for the choir school; the second, 
acquired in 1615, was placed under the care of certain lay clerks and used, 
Bowers suggests, for entertaining Deanery guests. A later reference to this 
chest says that it was kept in the Deanery with a chamber organ made for 
Dean Bargrave. 

Isaac Bargrave, appointed Dean in 1625, was an active participant in music, 
possessing a strong bass voice which was prominent in cathedral services. 
Richard Culmer,47 a hostile witness, quotes a remark by 'a very little witty Girle' 
who was 'at their Cathedrall-Quire-Service: and hearing the Deane roaring out 
the Base, in the Quire-Consort: Mother (said she) Hath Mr. Dean a pain in his 
belly he roars soe?.’ Much earlier in his life Bargrave had served with Sir Henry 
[13] Wotton, Ambassador in Venice, who left him a bass viol in his will. On 
Trinity Sunday 1642 Dean Bargrave preached a sermon defending church 
music and organs, of which Culmer wrote 'I never heard more pleading for 
Cathedrall piping: he was so vehement in his Discourse for Organs, that he 
was almost out of breath'. If one disregards the level of vituperation in 
Culmer's attacks on religious practices at Canterbury one can distinguish many 
grounds for disagreement there. 

This is the background against which Richard Gibbons of Canterbury lived, 
worked and brought up a family. The licence for his marriage to Margaret 
Browne, dated 31 January 1635, states that he was then over 30.48 The Register 
of Canterbury Cathedral records the births and deaths of children between 
1635/6 and 1644/5.49 He died in January 1649 and administration was granted 
to his widow.50 The Register uses the spelling 'Gibbons' for this family, and 
'Gibbon for the entry for the second marriage of Ann(e), widow of Richard 
Gibbon, MD, in 1656. There are no details of his possessions and no 
signatures of this Richard Gibbons have so far been discovered.51 The two 
four-part fancies which may be his work are skilfully constructed: they display 
feeling as well as counterpoint, and would indeed have entertained any guests 
who played or listened to them.52 

To sum up, I suggest that the Richard Gibbon who owned Add. 31432 and 
the Richard Gibbons who composed the two fancies are two distinct persons. 

                                                           
46 See R. Bowers, 'The Liturgy of the Cathedral and its Music' in Collinson, Ramsay and 

Sparks, eds, A History, 408-50, esp. 438, 442, 445. 
47 Richard Culmer, Dean and Chapter Newes from Canterbury (2nd edn, 1649).  
48 Cowper, Canterbury Marriage Licences, col. 390. 
49 See R. Hovenden, ed., The Register Booke of Christninges, Marriages, and Burialls within the 

Precinct of the Cathedrall and Metropoliticall Church of Christe of Canterbury, Harleian Society 
Registers 2 (1878), 7-10,118-19. The burial of Richard Gibbons on 6 January 1649 is recorded 
on p. 120. 

50 Ainsworth, Index to Administrations, 141, gives his address as the Precincts of the 
Cathedral. 

51 I am grateful to Mrs Heather Forbes, Cathedral Archivist, for her assistance in the 
search. 

52 Recently published, ed. V Brookes, as VdGS Music Editions no. 179. 



There is some evidence that the first may be Richard Gibbon, MD, the doctor 
who died so young in 1652. The second may be Richard Gibbons, the lay clerk 
of Canterbury, but for this suggestion there is only circumstantial evidence. 



[18] 
HOW LONG IS A PIECE OF STRING? 
UNDERSTANDING SEVENTEENTH-
CENTURY DESCRIPTIONS OF VIOLS.  

Michael Fleming 

This article is intended to improve understanding of exactly what early English 
writers meant when they discussed viols. I have argued elsewhere that it is 
important to avoid assuming that aspects of viols and viol-making were consis-
tent in different countries at any particular time, or in one country over a 1ong 
period.1 Because languages are constantly evolving, this is particularly impor-
tant when considering the use of common words and technical terms. The fol-
lowing discussions essentially concern seventeenth-century England, though 
some aspects may prove to be more widely applicable. The first two sections 
are about the size of viols, while the third explores the meaning of the word 
'old' when applied to viols and other instruments. 
1. Christopher Simpson's 'ordinary' size of division viol. 

In a recent issue of this journal Tilman Muthesius argued that the Talbot 
manuscript, extant instruments and other sources suggest certain specific sizes 
for English viols.2 I generally support this, and I intend here to eliminate 
absolutely the idea that English inches were shorter in the seventeenth century 
than today, and to clarify the size of a division viol.3 

The English inch, foot and yard were standardised centuries before viols 
reached this island. The standardisation of some English measurements4 was 
guaranteed by the Magna Carta in 1215,5 and the principal linear measures used 
in Tudor and Stuart England were fixed by statute in 1324.6 Units of length 
were stable and consistent throughout the country, and Tudor standards were 
among 'the most precise and sophisticated in Europe.'7 In medieval England 

                                                           
1 M. Fleming, Viol-Making in England c.1580-1660 (Ph.D., Open University, 2001). 
2 T. Muthesius, 'The English Chest of Viols', Chelys 28 (2000), 20-27. 
3 It is unlikely that any viol was intended or used exclusively for playing divisions so the 

term 'division viol' is best understood not as a type of instrument but as a description of an 
instrument being used for a particular purpose. This also applies to the term 'lyra viol'. 

4 See the very comprehensive survey in R. E. Zupko, British Weights and Measures: A 
History from Antiquity to the Seventeenth Century (Wisconsin and London, 1977), especially ch. 3 

5 Magna Carta, Clause 35, cited in H. A. Klein, The Science of Measurement: A Historical 
Survey (New York, 1974, repr. 1988), 30. 

6 R. Zupko, A Dictionary of English Weights and Measures From Anglo-Saxon Times to the 
Nineteenth Century (Madison, Milwaukee & London, 1968). The consistency of units of length 
contrasts with measurement of capacity, where there were many local variations. It also 
contrasts with measurement of length between and within other countries, especially the 
German-speaking lands and Italy. See G. O'Brien, 'The use of simple geometry and the local 
unit of measurement in the design of Italian stringed keyboard instruments: an aid to 
attribution and to organological analysis', GSJ 52 (1999), 108-71; M. Tiella, 'Some old Italian 
units of measurement', FoMRHIQ (July 2000), 40. Fourteen different international standards 
for the ell are given in Zupko, British Weights and Measures, Appendix D, 170, ranging from 
22.30 inches to 39.37 inches. Others are given in Klein, Science of Measurement, 57, ranging 
from 24.7 inches to 54 inches. 

7 Zupko, British Weights and Measures, 75. 



the inch was defined as the length of three barleycorns, but the physical object 
which was used for comparison was a metal rod.8 These stable standards were 
renewed by statute in 1496, after which replicas of the physical standards were 
sent from London to forty-three shire towns such as Oxford, Cambridge, 
Bristol and Chester.9 These replica standards were declared defective and were 
replaced the following year. 

Fortunately, we are able to make a precise assessment of the revised 
physical standard yard of 1497 which was itself modelled on that of Edward I 
(c1300). It is a half-inch thick octagonal-section rod which is preserved in the 
Science Museum, London along with several comparable standards.10 The 
overall length of the rod is 0.037 inches (0.1%) shorter than the modern 
standard imperial yard.11 During Elizabeth I's reign these standards were 
checked again, and any that were considered inadequate were replaced.12 The 
Elizabethan standard [19] yard of 1588 is a half-inch section bronze rod which 
is just one hundredth of an inch (0.03%) shorter than the imperial measure.13 
During the later Stuart period scientific and industrial advances brought 
pressure for the reform and refinement of many units of measurement, but the 
standards described above show that the absolute values of units of length had 
already been established virtually at their modern levels well before the viol 
achieved its greatest prominence in England. 

Of course there have always been rogues, and short measure is one of the 
archetypal reasons for complaint, litigation and law enforcement. Metrological 
standards have been policed since the middle ages by a variety of national offi-
cers, local officials (including chief officers of cities, shire towns and boroughs, 
and port measurers), and by guilds. Guild inspectors typically had the authority 
to 'search, view & gage' members of their company, to approve measures and 
destroy false measures, and to punish offenders.14 Officials were required to 
enforce consistency by comparing the measures used by traders and artificers 
with the official standards and ensuring that any inaccurate measures were 
replaced. Justices of the Peace could examine local authority officers as well as 
buyers and sellers. They could punish offenders and destroy defective weights 
and measures.15 The illegality of using weights or measures that were not'sealed 
according to the King's standard' and matched exactly to the standards kept in 
every city, borough and market town was very clear. Some surviving tools, 
however, show that accurate measurement was an ideal that would be 
approached more or less closely depending on the nature of the task. The 

                                                           
8 Ibid., 21, n. 9. 
9 Ibid., 75. Replicas were also sent to Ireland. 
10 London, Science Museum Inventory No. 1931-984. A standard yard was also kept at 

the Exchequer and was used to avoid wear to the other standard. London, Science Museum 
Inventory No. 1932-313. 

11 Zupko, British Weights and Measures, 76-7. 
12 For William Harrison's 1577 discussion of English weights and measures, see his 

Description of England (1577, 1587), ed. G. Edelen (New York and London, 1994), 452-6.  
13 Zupko, British Weights and Measures, 92-3. London, Science Museum Inventory No. 

1931-985. 
14 Zupko, British Weights and Measures, passim. 'The last of the major London craft guilds 

to be given metrological duties was the Founders' Company [in] 1614' (ibid., 85). 
15 M. Dalton, The Covntrey Jvstice (1635), 142ff. Also, 'Within every Leet or market there 

ought to be a Pillory and a Tumbrell, to punish the Bakers and Brewers that offend': ibid.  



inches marked on a rule that was probably made shortly before 1545 vary by 
up to 8%, but this rule was intended primarily for calculating the volume of 
timber and the length required to make a square foot of board of given width, 
not for precision joinery such as instrument-making.16 No honest English17 
viol-maker would have used any units other than the standardised values given 
above, although a modular system might have been employed for determining 
the relative sizes of components of a single instrument, or for relating 
instruments of different sizes to one another. 

Despite this consistency in units of length, twentieth-century writers have 
suggested that some measurements given during the period were expressed in 
inches that were different from the modern inch. For the otherwise 
enlightened Gerald Hayes, for instance, no bass viols of the size indicated by 
Christopher Simpson were known, so he opined that 'Other measurements 
given by Simpson (i.e. of the bow) show that he was using a unit much smaller 
than our standard of today.'18 Like so much common sense, this is bad 
scholarship and leads us away from the truth. Instead of assuming that the 
practices with which he was familiar and comfortable were correct, and that 
documents contemporary with the viols he was discussing were misleading, 
Hayes should have remarked that [20] the bow, like the string length, seemed 
long by the standards of his own time, instead of suggesting that the unit was 
short. He would then have found it easier to accept Simpsori s measurement as 
reasonable and, if he had survived, he would have found Simpson to be in line 
with the longer-than-familiar viol bows described to readers of this journal by 
Hans Reiners.19 

Hayes was writing in the first half of the twentieth century, but the string 
length given by Simpson is still commonly considered to be impractically long 
and to be the source of unnecessary difficulties when playing Simpsori s virtu-
osic divisions.20 Nathalie Dolmetsch suggested that the following 
measurements would be suitable for the string lengths of bass viols to be used 

                                                           
16 R. Knight, 'A Carpenter's Rule from the Mary Rose', Tools and Trades, [Journal of The 

Tool and Trades History Society] 6 (1990), 43-55. 
17 For heterogeneous units in Italy see O'Brien, 'The use of simple geometry' and M. Tiella, 

'Italian units'. 
18 G. Hayes, The Viols and Other Bowed Instruments (1930, repr. 1969), 37, n. 1. In The 

Division-Violist (1659), 2, Simpson wrote 'A Viol-Bow for Division, should be stiff, but not 
heavy. Its Length, (betwixt the two places where the Haires are fastned at each end) about 
27 Inches. The Nutt, short. The Height of it, about a Fingers bredth, or little more'. For all 
quotations in this article original spellings and punctuation (including use of capital letters) 
have been preserved, but the use of italics has been eliminated (except for the quotations 
from Johnson's Dictionary). 

19 H. Reiners, 'Baroque Bows', Chelys 28 (2000), 59-76. Simpsons engraved diagram of viol 
shapes is to scale for a string length of 30 inches and a bow of 27 inches from the tip to 
where the hair is attached to the stick at the end of the nut (giving a total length of just 
over 30 inches). This is true both for the first two editions and the newly engraved copy 
of this illustration in the third. The illustration of the viol player is the same in all three 
editions except the hat is removed after the first, and an octave fret was added for the 
second edition. An octave fret was also added for the illustration of the viol shapes in the 
second edition, but was removed for the third. 

20 Although some modern violists use instruments with a 30 inch string length, hardly any 
modern bass viol commissions are specified to be as large as Simpson recommended, 
especially if they are intended for divisions. 



at modern pitch (A=440 Hz) or a semitone lower: Bass Viol or Consort Bass 
68-70.5 cm. (26.77-27.76 inches); Division Viol 65-66 cm. (25.59-25.98 inches); 
Lyra Viol 53.5-60 cm. (21.06-23.62 inches).21 Viols of these sizes or slightly 
larger are most commonly used today. Such dimensions may lead to an easy 
life, but they are hardly compatible with Simpson’s unambiguous statement 
that 

I would have a Division-Viol to be of something a shorter size than a 
ConsortBasse, that so the Hand may better command it; more or less 
short, according to the reach of his Fingers, who is to use it: but the 
ordinary size, such as may carry a String of thirty Inches from the Bridge 
(duely placed) to the Nutt.22 

A solution for this problem of the discrepancy between what is convenient 
and what is documented has been sought by questioning Simpson’s units of 
measurement, as exemplified by Hayes. The suggestion that Simpson’s inch 
was shorter than ours may be prompted in part by the fact that the inch was 
not an international standard and many different sizes of inch were in use at 
the same time.23 Attention is often paid to the Brunswick inch, a scale of which 
was prefaced to the illustrations in Praetorius's Sciagraphia,24 and which is 
shorter than the English inch. However, this was a publication for German 
readers and would have no reason to show a foreign English unit, any more 
than an English publication would show a German unit.25 Similarly, German 
viol-makers would have no reason to use English inches, and English viol-
makers would not use German inches or any other foreign units. The string 
length of the bass viol shown in Praetorius's Plate XX is just over 31 inches 
according to the scale provided on the plate, which is the equivalent of about 
29 English inches (approximately 73.5 cm). This could be taken to suggest that 
German consort viols were smaller than English ones, but is at least as likely to 
confirm that bass viols existed in a range of sizes and string lengths. A 
comparable observation about the variability of size among viols seen in 
France was made by Tolbeque at the beginning of the last century.26 

Those who find the left hand stretches problematic when playing Simpson’s 
divisions may be reassured that their quest for shorter inches is valid by the 
                                                           

21 N. Dolmetsch, 'Of the Sizes of Viols', GSJ 17 (1964), 24-7, at p. 27. 
22 Simpson, Division-Violist (1659), 1-2, shown in Fleming, Viol-Making, illustrations 

LOl and L02. This wording is almost identical to the 1665 edition quoted by Muthesius. It 
is not completely unambiguous in showing that consort bass viols should have a string 
length greater than thirty inches, because it could be interpreted as meaning that the body 
(rather than the string length) of the consort bass is longer. 

23 Tables for converting between British and foreign measures were published by 
Samuel Morland, The Description and Use of Two Arithmetick Instruments (1673), 14-16. 

24 M. Praetorius, Syntagma Musicum, ed. D. Crookes (Oxford, 1991),106. 1 Brunswick 
inch = 23.78 mm (= 93.6`%o English inch). 

25 This particular unit was probably used because Brunswick was the closest city to 
Wolfenbuttel where Sciagraphia was published in 1620. German readers who lived in or 
near Austria, Baden, Bavaria, Bremen, Darmstadt, Frankfurt, Hamburg, Hanover, Kassel, 
Liibeck, Prussia, Saxony or Wurtemberg would need the scale because all these places 
used different sizes of foot and inch: see Zupko, British Weights and Measures, Appendix D. 

26 'Je dois-dire que toutes les violes pourvues de leur manch original que j'ais vues 
depuis 50 ans 1'avaient de longeurs si differentes les unes des autres, que certainment cette 
longueur ne resultait d'aucune regle precise et que chaque luthier 1'avait determinee 
suivant sa fantasie': A. Tolbecque, L'Art du Luthier (Niort, 1903), 133. 



knowledge that people of Simpsori s time were generally smaller than now. But 
[21] this does not take into account either that many of Simpson's 
contemporaries learnt the viol from childhood and their bodies would grow 
adjusted to the demands of the instrument, or that it is not only the tallest 
violists of today who can play divisions on a thirty-inch viol. Modern players 
also point to that fact that with the bridge in the expected place27 the string 
length of most extant antique bass viols is around 27-28 inches. This, 
however, ignores two important facts: first, that almost every original neck 
has been replaced,28 leaving us with insufficient information to determine the 
original string length of surviving viols, and second, that most surviving bass 
viols are later than the Division-Viol. Furthermore, in the case of the only 
English bass viol definitely made before 1659 that retains its original neck in 
an essentially unaltered state (Henry Jaye, 1619), its string length is about 
291

/2 inches, which is almost Simpson's 'ordinary size' of division viol (just 

1.7% shorter). There is no doubt that this instrument is a suitable size for a 
division viol (and so is the slightly larger Jaye bass of 1621 described by 
Muthesius),29 and an ordinary consort bass would be larger. We should also 
think very carefully and humbly about lutes, many of which were exactly the 
sizes that cause modern violists to complain. Bass lutes in the late sixteenth 
and early seventeenth centuries, several examples of which survive, had 
string-lengths of over 30 inches, and Italian chitarrones had string-lengths of 
around 88-98 cm (around 341/2 to 381/2 inches). French solo theorboes built 
right at the end of the seventeenth century (for much more complex solo 
music than most bass viol divisions) typically had a string length of about 30 
inches.30 As it is clear that the left hands of plucked instrument players could 
manage these string-lengths, why should viol-players be different? 

There were local variations in some units but their use was exclusive to a 
locality, and workers would need to know the ubiquitous units in order to 
participate in non-local trade.31 This was an important matter for weavers, 

                                                           
27 'The Best Place for the Bridge, is to stand just in the 3 Quarter Dividing of the Open 

Cuts Below; though Most, most Erroniously suffer them much to stand too High, which is a 
Fault': T. Mace, Musick's Monument (1676), 246. This might suggest that players were trying to 
ameliorate finger-stretching problems by shortening the string-length, but bridges are not fixed 
where they stand and failure to keep them adjusted allows them to move towards the 
fingerboard, as Mace observed. 

28 See Flemin& Viol-Making, introduction and ch. 2. If iconology suggests anything 
about the length of viol necks, it is that they were longer in proportion to viol bodies than 
is now generally assumed. 

29 Muthesius, 'English Chest of Viols', 22-3 and Table 2. I must question the string-
lengths in this table which are 'given only when original'. First, the position of the bridge 
when the instrument was used may be estimated but is not known precisely, so the string-
length cannot be determined. Second, the original neck is either not present or is altered 
on at least the following viols whose string-lengths are given: Jaye in the V&A; Blunt in 
the Ashmolean; and both Rose viols in the Ashmolean. I took the body-length measure-
ments of these four viols, respectively 432 mm, 555 mm, 551 mm and 704 mm, for Fleming, 
Viol-Making, wherein I also question some attributions including this small 'Jaye' and 
the'Rose' bass. 

30 . I am grateful to Michael Lowe for enlightening discussions of plucked instruments 
and other matters. 

31 A unit conversion table among the papers of Brian Twyne (1579?-1644) considers Barley 
Comes, Inches, Handes, Spannes, Feete, Cubits, Pases [i.e. paces], Perches, Furlongs, and 



much of whose work was for export, and it would also be significant for any 
viol-maker whose clients were not drawn exclusively from his 
neighbourhood.32 The maximum and minimum string-lengths of viols are 
constrained by the physical characteristics of gut, but the size of instruments 
was not standardised in the seventeenth century, as is indicated by Simpson s 
comment. A few years later Mace confirmed this variation in his strong 
warnings to violists against acquiring small instruments. 

Endeavor to Pick up ... Excellent Good Odd [viols], as near Suiting as you 
can ...especially for Scize. And to be Exact in That, take This Certain Rule, 
viz. Let your Bass be Large.33 

First, make a Choice of a Viol fit for your Hand; yet rather of a Scize 
something too Big, than (at all) too little, (especially if you be Young, and 
Growing).34 

It is extremely unlikely that Christopher Simpson would have used an inch 
[22] that differs noticeably from the modern inch, and there is no evidence that 
he did so. His statements about size must therefore be taken at face value. He 
gave explicit and unambiguous information that ordinary instruments of his 
day were larger than most of those which survive.35 On Simpson’s authority, 
there can be no doubt that around 166036 a division viol was considered of 
ordinary size if it had a string length of thirty inches (76.2 cm), and a consort 
bass was larger. Violists who seek to understand or re-create the seventeenth-
century viol-playing experience should try to suit their playing technique to 
these sizes of viol before seeking instruments which accommodate the 
deficiencies of their technique. 

2. Twenty-eight inches of Salmon. 

There may be value in describing here a publication by the late seventeenth-
century divine and writer on music Thomas Salmon (1648-1706).37 In 1688 he 
published A proposal to perform musick, in perfect and mathematical proportions 
                                                                                                                                                    
English, Italian and German miles, but there is no indication of differing measures within 
those countries (Oxford, Corpus Christi College MS 254, fol. 64v). In The true difference of 
Measures and Weights appended to the Rates of the Custome house (1582) there are conversions of 
'flemish elles', Italian 'braces' and Wares of Spaine' to English yards, for use by cloth 
merchants, but there is no mention of inches. The length of an ell (a unit used exclusively for 
cloth) varied considerably between countries: the Dutch ell was 36 inches; Danish 24 inches, 
Flemish 27 inches; Scottish 36 or 37 inches; English 45 inches; French 54 inches: see Klein, 
Science of Measurement, 57, and O'Brien, 'The use of simple geometry'. 

32 In The Division-Viol (1665) Simpson lists Latin, English, French and German 
translations of terms in his work. He lists terms for the parts of a viol, musical intervals and 
notation, but he does not mention units of measurement. 

33 Mace, Musick's Monument, 246. 
34 'What Sciz'd Viol is Best to begin upon': Mace, Musick's Monument, 247. 
35 In terms of string length. Smaller-bodied viols could still be described as ordinary if 

they had longer necks and/or the bridge was lower down the belly than is now considered 
normal. 

36 The first and second editions of The Division-Viol were published in 1659 and 1665. 
The comments about instruments are re-typeset in the third edition (1712) but are unaltered 
apart from the modernisation of the spelling of Bellyes to Bellies. 

37 Salmon is best remembered for his vituperative exchange of views with Matthew Locke 
following Salmons proposal to reform music notation, Essay to the Advancement of Musick 
(1672). 



which was an attempt to overcome the familiar problem that spacings of frets 
which are optimal on one string do not suit adjacent strings. The theory under-
lying Salmon's Proposal will not be discussed here as the only relevance of the 
publication to this article is some tables which will be described below. Part III 
of Salmons Proposal explains The tables of proportions, calculated for the viol, and 
capable of being accommodated to all sorts of musick (the tables themselves are at 
the back of the book). The function of these tables, in Salmons words, is so 
that 

a man may without thinking perform his Musick in Perfect Proportions; 
the Mechanical Workman shall make them ready to his hand, so that he 
need only shift the upper part of his Finger-board as the Key requires38 

This means that in order that every fret on every string should be always 
exactly in tune, an instrument-maker should equip the fingerboard with stag-
gered fretting. Salmons Table 1 exemplifies this staggered fretting. For the top 
two strings the first fret is about 39.5 mm from the nut, for the third string 44 
mm, for the fourth and fifth 35 mm, and for the sixth string it is 39 mm from 
the nut. Salmon realises this will not work for different keys so he gives 

a Table of Proportions in every Key, that the Mechanick may accordingly 
make a sett of Finger-boards for each instrument, according to its 
particular length; the Proportions ever remaining the same though the 
size be various.39 

In all, Salmon calculates fret spacings for fourteen keys, which will require 
seven fingerboards, so he provides seven tables. He is not totally committed to 
swappable fingerboards, and suggests that 'Makers of Instruments may find out 
some other way much more convenient'. Appended to the Proposal is a long 
commentary by the extremely distinguished mathematician John Wallis. Wallis 
suggests, as an alternative to swappable fingerboards, separate frets for each 
string 'to slide up and down in a Groove' with coloured-coded markings on the 
[23] fingerboard to show where they should be set.40 Nevertheless, viol-players' 
hearts will sink at the thought of swapping the fingerboard or adjusting the 
frets whenever they play a piece in a different key. Salmon therefore adds an 
eighth table called Lyrick Harmony which he claims can be used for many keys 
by 'any person that uses a fretted instrument, either Lute, Viol, or Gittar'.41 

For all the tables, the size of the pages in the Proposal means that spacings 
can be shown only for the first five frets, but calculations are given for the 
sixth and seventh.42 The relevance of Salmons Proposal to this article is that his 

                                                           
38 T. Salmon, A proposal to perform musick, in perfect and mathematical proportions (1688), 17.  
39 Ibid., 17-18. 
40 J. Wallis, Remarks on the Proposal (1687), 41. Players may be interested to know that 

Salmon demonstrated his system to the Royal Society, and Frederick and Christian Steffkin 
performed on instruments fitted with his stagger-fretted fingerboards, in June/July 1705: see 
L. E. Miller, 'John Birchensha and the Early Royal Society: Grand Scales and Scientific 
Composition, Journal of the Royal Musical Association 115 (1990), 63-79, at p. 78, n. 50. This 
would be an interesting experiment to repeat, perhaps on its 300th anniversary, at the same 
time comparing the swappable fingerboards with Wallis's alternative suggestion or new ideas 
from contemporary Mechanical Workmen. 

41 Salmon, Proposal, 25. 
42 Ibid., 27. 



tables are practical working diagrams which are intended for instrument-
makers to use in order to construct the swappable fingerboards. Salmon states 
that his calculations are 'for one length, viz. of 28 inches from the nut to the 
bridge'.43 This seems to offer us the opportunity of measuring directly the units 
of length used by violmakers barely thirty yeafs after the first edition of 
Division-Violist. Dotted lines on the tables represent a sixth, fifth and quarter 
of a string-length of 28 inches. The engraved lines are slightly uneven but may 
be read as at 11.7, 14.05 and 17.6 mm respectively, implying actual string 
lengths of 70.2, 70.25 and 70.4 cm. The imperial equivalents are 45

/8, 51
/2 and 

629
/32 inches, and string lengths of 273

/4, 271/z and 275
/8 inches. 

Two points must be made about this. First, some bad news for anyone who 
thinks these tables refer to Simpson’s viols. Salmon was writing about thirty 
years after Simpson, during which time there had been many technological 
developments, not least of which was the advent of metal-wound strings. In 
short, the later viols come from a world of instrument-making where the rules 
have changed, so they cannot be deemed representative of earlier 
instruments.44 Second, paper is not completely stable; it changes size in 
response to humidity, although the amount is not very large.45 Much more 
significant is the seventeenth-century process for printing copper engravings 
(such as these tables). This involved wetting the paper, then pressing the paper 
onto the inked engraved plate by running them through a rolling press. When 
the paper dries it shrinks, so the measurements of the tables in the book are 
smaller than on the engraved plates. Salmon should have known this, and 
Wallis makes a point of it in his comments.46 Salmon’s tables are, therefore, 
consistent with the inches whose length had been established for hundreds of 
years. Salmon provides further evidence that viols came in a range of sizes, and 
the fact that he talks of a 28 inch string length should have no impact on any 
discussion of the string lengths of the viols used by Simpson and his 
predecessors. 

3. How old is an 'old' instrument? 

When Thomas Mace wrote 'we chiefly Value Old Instruments, before New; 
for by Experience, they are found to be far the best',47 it would be interesting 
to know exactly what he meant by 'Old'. There were many precedents for 
attaching [24] the concept of old to instruments, some of which suggest a 
meaning closer to the modern English expressions 'used' or 'second-hand' than 

                                                           
43 Ibid., 21. Salmon writes that the same proportions can be used for instruments of any 

length, so they can accomodate any lyra tuning or any fretted instrument. 
44 Precise dates are also relevant for consideration of sources such as Talbot although in 

his case much of the information is derived from earlier writers such as Mace. For more 
extensive discussion of Talbot than is given by Muthesius see, for example, E. Segerman, 'The 
Sizes of English Viols and Talbot's Measurements', GSJ 48 (1995), 33-45. 

45 'Machine made paper expands most across the machine direction. Typical figures for a 
drawing paper for a 10% RH change in the middle of the range are 0.30% across and 0.05% 
along': G. Thompson, The Museum Environment (2nd edition, 1986), 225. For working 
drawings this can be a problem. See K. Coates, Geometry, Proportion and the Art of Lutherie 
(Oxford, 1985), 24, and M. Fleming, 'Viol Drawings', Chelys 18 (1989), 30-40, at p. 34. 

46 Wallis, Remarks, 40.  
47 Mace, Musick's Monument, 245. He was writing in 1675 (ibid., 39). 



'antique'. Old English viols were highly valued on the continent,48 but 
admiration for English instruments was not based solely on their age. For 
example, in 1581 Vincenzo Galilei admired English citterns without 
commenting on their age,49 yet most writers praise old English viols. Examples 
of 'old' instruments noted in English inventories are given in an appendix at 
the end of this article. 

All sorts of items were commonly described as 'old', often (in inventories) 
to the neglect of other adjectives, but the adjective carried no consistent 
implication of quality or value and was used to indicate condition more than 
age.50 There are, however, many cases where age was considered a desirable, or 
at least an important, feature of instruments. In 1612 Sir John Denham 
commissioned a new Irish harp only after he found he was unable to obtain an 
old one,51 and the seventeenth-century pursuit of old Bologna lutes for 
modernisation is well-known,52 but although there can be no doubt that 
players did not only use new viols, there is no evidence that old viols were 
positively sought in England, at least before the Restoration. The inventory 
made of Raymund Fugger's instruments in Augsburg (1566) mentions, among 
other instruments, one hundred and thirty-eight lutes, of which sixteen are 
described as old and a further six as old, good. This last distinction, underlined 
by the fact that one maker (Sigismund Maler) had some instruments designated 
as good and others as old, good, shows that the concepts of old and good were 
not invariably associated.53 The word old in this case referred to instruments 
made between about fifteen and forty years before the inventory was drawn 
up.54 Similarly in England the author of Mary Burwell's Lute Tutor recognises 
                                                           

48 Continental admiration of old English viols is discussed in Fleming, Viol-Making, 7-12. 
49 V. Galilei, Dialogo dellaKmusica antica e moderna, di Vincentino Galilei nobile 

Fiorentino. In sua difesa contro Ioseffo Zerlino (Florence, 1602), 147. [This text is the same as 
in Dialogo di Vincentio Galilei nobile Forentino della musica antica, et della moderna 
(Florence, 1581)]. Galilei's admiration of English lutes is cited in J. Hawkins, A General 
History of the Science and Practice of Music (1853 edn, repr. 1963), I, 404, J. Buxton, 
Elizabethan Taste (New York, 1966), 204 and others, but this seems to be a mistranslation of 
cetera as lute rather than cittern; Galilei distinguished between these instruments. I am grateful 
for Bonnie Blackburn's assistance with translation. 

50 M. Fleming, 'An old old viol, and other lumber', Royal Musical Association Research 
Chronicle (in preparation). 

51 . L. Hulse, 'Sir Michael Hickes (1543-1612): A Study in Musical Patronage', Music £r 
Letters 66 (1985), 220-27, at p. 226, n. 37. 

52 M. Lowe, 'The Historical Development of the Lute in the 17th Century', GSJ 29 (1976), 
11-25, at p. 15. 

53 D. Smith, 'The Musical Instrument Inventory of Raymond Fugger', GSJ 33 (1980), 36-
44. Lute no. 72 in this inventory was described as 'very old-fashioned'. The English language 
connections and distinctions between age and decrepitude are illustrated in the entry for'old' in 
the Oxford English Dictionary (1979). 

54 There are, of course, numerous other continental inventories which note instruments' 
age. Two old harps and an old viol are mentioned among thirteen instruments in one Spanish 
inventory (1588); an old dulcian and four old violin bows are among over thirty instruments in 
another (1596): see B. K. de Pascual, 'Two Sixteenth-Century Spanish Inventories', GSJ 49 
(1996), 198-202. A 1573 inventory of the Cassel Hofkapelle includes some instruments 
described as new and others described as '6 old Geigen, made in Cassel': see A. Baines, 'Two 
Cassel Inventories', GSJ 4 (1951), 30-38, at p. 32. 

 
 



that old does not always mean an instrument will be at its peak value, writing 
about the decline in the price of 'the lutes of Monsieur Desmoulins of Paris, 
wch are very good' from £20 when new to £10 or £12 in c1670.55 

In two late inventories of Henry VIII's numerous instruments, the majority 
are noted without comment on their age, but several are described as new, oth-
ers as old, and one pair of virginals as 'verye olde and broken'. 'Olde' here 
seems to emphasise the instrument's decrepitude rather than to suggest that it 
was made many years earlier.56 When the term 'anticke' or 'antique' is used in 
inventories such as these, it refers to a type of grotesque decoration associated 
with antiquity. It bore no implication of age at this time and was applied to 
new work. For example, in 1541 two Leicester painters, Adrian Pole and John 
Wryght, were paid 'for xxvij deys worke in making of anticke worke in the 
newe galory'.57 

Thomas Mace's initial advice to a young scholar choosing a lute, 'First, 
know that an Old Lute is better than a New one',58 shows that the age of 
instruments was a matter of great importance in the second half of the 
seventeenth century. Mace's view is very similar to that of his contemporary, 
the author of Mary [25] Burwell's Lute Tutor, who wrote 'Lutes ought to have 
beene made of old to be good.'59 Of available instruments, the Mary Burwell 
author wrote 

Bolonia Lutes... are the best Lutes but there goodnes is not attributed to 
there figure [i.e. shape] but to there antiquity, to the skill of those 
Lutemakers to the quality of the wood and seasoning of it and to the 
varnishing of it ... for the modern Lutes that is those made in our dayes 
they are made onely in ffraunce and very few are good for any thing.60 

After praising specific English viol-makers Mace commented 

These were Old; but We have Now very Excellent Good Workmen who 
(no doubt) can Work as well as Those ... yet we chiefly Value Old 
Instruments, before New; for by Experience, they are found to be far the 
Best.61 

Mace speculated tentatively that the reason for the superiority of old instru-
ments was that the materials were, 'Dryed, Lenefied, made Gentle, Rarified, or 
...Ayrified' so that the parts were more free to vibrate, but he was certain at 
least that 'Age Adds Goodness to Instruments'.62 The idea that changes in the 
                                                           

55 Mary Burwell's Lute Tutor (facsimile with introduction by R. Spencer, Leeds, 1974), fol. 
3. This manuscript was written c1670; its author was probably John Rogers. See T. Dart, 'Miss 
Mary Bur-well's Instruction Book for the Lute', GSJ 11 (1958), 3-62, which includes a 
transcription of the tutor. Desmoulins' lutes would have been over 30 years old when this was 
written. 

56 The inventories were made in 1542/3 (London, Public Record Office, E315/160) and 
1547 (Lbl Harley MS 1419), and are transcribed in RECM, VII, 383-98. See also the appendix 
to this article.  

57 Historical Manuscripts Commission, Rutland VI (1905), 317.  
58 Mace, Musick's Monument, p. 48. 
59 Burwell, fol. 68.  
60 Ibid., fol. 3. 
61 Mace, Musick's Monument, 245. All of Mace's 'Old' makers might have worked during his 

lifetime: see Fleming, Viol-Making, chapter 5. 
62 Mace, Musick's Monument, 245-6. 



materials of which instruments are made are at least in part responsible for the 
effects of age accords with modern experience.63 Many modern instrument-
makers like to use old wood, although evidence suggests a wide range of 
practices and attitudes to this in the past.64 Like those of the Mary Burwell 
author, Mace's comments concerned the effect of age on wood, glue, linings 
and varnish. Both these writers may have been influenced by Francis Bacon 
who, forty years earlier, had noticed that 

In Frosty weather, Musicke within doores soundeth better. Which may 
be, by reason, not of the Disposition of the Aire, but of the Wood or 
String of the Instrument, which is made more Crispe, and so more 
porous and hollow: And we see that Old Lutes sound better than New, 
for the same reason. And so Lute-strings that haue beene kept long.65 

No admiration for old strings was mentioned by Mace or, as far as I know, 
any other writer. A favourable view of old strings would certainly conflict with 
Mary Burwell's Lute Tutor which states that one of the ways strings become 
false is 'if they be old',66 and it is not the current view. 

Mace asked for allowances to be made when assessing an instrument called 
a Lute Dyphone which he had invented and constructed because, although it 
already had 'a very Free, Brisk, Trouling, Plump, and Sweet Sound', it was still 
new,67 

and therefore cannot yet Speak so Well, as It will do, when It 
comes to Age, and Ripeness...'tis Generally known, That Age adds 
Goodness, and Perfection to All Instruments made of Wood: Therefore 
Old Lutes and Viols, are always of much more Value, then New Ones; 
So that if an Instrument be Good, when New, there is no doubt but It 
will be Excellent, when It is Old.68   

[26] Unfortunately, Mace fails to tell us even approximately how old he 
thought his Lute Dyphone or any other instrument needed to be before it was 
mature enough to be judged fairly. He described a forty-year old composition 
of his as 'New,69 but this was because it was still well received; the use hardly 
seems transferable to instruments. He also claimed to own a 'strong and Tite 
lute' which was at least 100 years old, which he effectively describes as 'of a 

                                                           
63 Changes in ageing wood (mostly due to water loss) are described in Fleming, Viol-

Making, 46-9 and appendix 3c. 
64 Dendrochronological investigations of old instruments (mostly violins) show some 

makers using wood not more than a couple of years after felling while others may have used 
fifty-year-old wood. See P. Klein, ‘Dendrochronlogical analysis of European string 
instruments’, Newsletter of the International Committee of Musical Instrument Collections, 14 (1989), 37-
41; J. Topham, ‘The Ring Saga’, The Strad 108 (1997), 404-11; J. Topham. ‘A 
Dendrochornological Survey of the Instruments’, in The British Violin, ed. J. Milnes (Oxford, 
2000), 408-10; idem, ‘ A Dedrochronological Survey of Stringed Musical Instruments from 
Three Collections in Edinburgh, London and Paris’, GSJ 56 (2003), 132-46. 

65 F. Bacon, Sylva Sylvarum (1627), century 231, p. 63. 
66 Burwell, fol. 7v. 
67 The instrument was completed in 1672, three years before he wrote the book. Mace, 

Musick's Monument, 206. 
68 Mace, Musick's Monument, 205-6. 
69 Ibid., 122. He also describes how a lute tuning is still called the 'New Tuning' despite 

having been used for at least forty years: ibid., 199. 



Great Age'.70 Another clue may be found in the entries for sonorousness and 
resonance in Dr Johnson's Dictionary, because Johnson derived them from a 
contemporary of Mace, Robert Boyle (1626-91): 

Enquiring of a maker of lutes and viols of what age he thought lutes 
ought to be, to attain their full and best seasoning for sonorousness, he 
replied that in some cases twenty years would be requisite and in others 
forty. 
An ancient musician informed me, that there were some famous lutes 
that attained not their full seasoning and best resonance, till they were 
about fourscore years old.71 

Bearing this in mind, and in the light of their vast experience, the Hills 
thought that the amount of time required to 'season the tone' of instruments 
by some famous makers varied from 10-15 years for violins by Stainer to 30-60 
years for Stradivari violins and up to 80 years for the 'most massive' violins by 
Carlo Bergonzi.72 This does not guarantee, however, that there was any consen-
sus in the early twentieth century (or any previous time), as to either the age at 
which instruments' sound achieves maturity, or whether such maturity is neces-
sary or sufficient for an instrument to qualify as 'old'. 

Another approach to calibrating the term 'old' might be to consider how it 
was applied to people. After all, the human body provided many metaphors for 
describing instruments, such as the head, neck, back, belly, shoulders and ribs 
of a viol.73 In the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries life expectancy in 
England was far shorter than today. Modern estimates for the period 1580-
1660 are that life expectancy at birth was between thirty-three and forty-two 
years, with only 8%-9% of the population surviving beyond their sixtieth 
birthday. At the time Musick's Monument was published, life expectancy at 
birth was about 36.4 years and about 9.5% of the population of England was 
over sixty years old.74 However, the Elizabethan author William Harrison 
wrote 

some do live an hundred years, very many unto fourscore; as for 
threescore, it is taken but for entrance into age, so that in Britain no man 
is said to wax old till he draw unto threescore75 

and there are many examples of distinguished people achieving a great age in 
the seventeenth century. The composer William Byrd, for instance, was in his 
mid-eighties when he died in 1623, the title-plate (1656) of Nicholas Lanier's 
first etchings describes him as at the 'youthful age of sixty-eight',76 and John 
                                                           

70 Mace, Musick's Monument, 64. 
71 S. Johnson, Dictionary of the English Language (1755), II. Johnson's definition of a viol as 

'A stringed instrument of music' also serves for his definitions of violin, violoncello, fiddle and 
lute. 

72 A., A. and W. H. Hill, The Violin Makers of the Guarneri Family (1931, repr. 1965), 111. 
73 Not to mention the French term 1'dme (soul = soundpost), which appears in the polyglot 

glossary in Simpsons Division-Viol (edns of 1665 and 1712). 
74 E. Wrigley and R. Schofield, The Population History of England 1541-1871: A Reconstruc-

tion (Cambridge, 1989), 216, 230-31 and passim. 
75 Harrison, Description, 449. 
76 'a 1'eta sua giouenile di sessanta otto' see A. Griffiths, The Print in Stuart Britain 1603-

1689 (1998), 98-9. Further examples of significantly old people at this time are given in 
Fleming, Viol-Making, 134-5. 



Jenkins' gravestone proclaims that he was eighty-six when he died in 1678. If 
humans [27] were seen as the paradigm for age, a fortieth birthday might be 
thought of as near the end of a normal human life, so a forty-year-old object 
might be described as 'old'. But although expiry at around forty might be seen 
as the norm, examples of older people would be familiar and Harrison 
virtually defines the critical point as sixty years. Unsurprisingly, it is therefore 
impossible to establish a precise number of years someone needed to live in 
order to be described as 'old'.  

In the eighteenth century and later, the description 'old' often suggests a 
viol was made before the late seventeenth century, rather than a fixed 
number of years previously.77 But some viols were already described as 'old' 
in sixteenth century England, even as early as 1558.78 The maximum age 
possible for these viols in 1558 would be about seventy years, assuming that 
they could by some extraordinary means have found their way from Spain or 
from the court of Isabella d'Este in Mantua to a private house in Northern 
England. Slightly less unlikely is that they were brought to England by 
musicians of Catherine of Aragon, which would make them perhaps sixty 
years old, or that they originally belonged the first viol players employed at 
the court of Henry VIII,79 which would make them around forty years old. 
Most likely is that they were made in England after the popularity of the viol 
was boosted by the influx of players at court in 1540. Eighteen years is easily 
long enough for a set of viols to be used, abandoned and broken. 

We cannot, in the end, establish for certain what was meant by most 
reports of 'old' instruments, as the term was not used consistently. It is 
possible that it occasionally meant 'old-fashioned', but contextual information 
to confirm this is generally lacking. Probably no-one would disagree that a 
hundred-year-old instrument is old, but they might use the same word to 
describe a decrepit ten-year-old instrument. Forty years is often mentioned in 
the context of age and indicates the scale of age required for an instrument to 
qualify as old. We know that age has long been seen as an important matter 
worthy of mention when describing instruments, but this does not mean that 
people used mainly old instruments, especially if demand outstripped supply 
at times of the viols' increasing popularity. But Mace's observation (quoted 
above) that old lutes and viols are more highly valued than new ones, is 
enduringly true and is independent both of the extent to which such objects 
reflect the work of their original makers, and of how satisfactory they are for 
music-making. 

 
79. I. Woodfield, The Early History of the Viol (Cambridge, 1984), 206ff; P. Holman, Four and 
Twenty Fiddlers: the Violin at the English Court 1540-1690 (Oxford, 1993), 70-72. 
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78 See appendix below. 
79 I. Woodfield, The Early History of the Viol (Cambridge, 1984), 206ff; P. Holman, Four and 

Twenty Fiddlers: the Violin at the English Court 1540-1690 (Oxford, 1993), 70-72. 



[33] 
Appendix: Examples of 'old' instruments in English inventories. 

1438 one old harp and a broken lute' (1 antiqua cithara...1 lute fracta). 
Thomas Cooper, M.A.1 
1538 'payr of olde organes'. Late Priory of 'St Thomas nyghe Stafford'.2 
1545 'a lute', 'In a cas...an olde harpe'. John Perman, surgeon.3 
1547 'One olde paire of Regalles broken in pieces ... Two paires of olde 
Virginalles...A paire of Virginalles verye olde and broken ... One olde Lute ... 
An olde paire of Organes', among numerous instruments, some described as 
new. King Henry VIII.4 
1558 'iij old broken vyalls', among other instruments. Richard Brereton, 
Esquire5 
1575 'an olde paire of virginalls in the instrument', among other instruments. 
Archbishop Matthew Parker.6 
1577/8 j olde syttrone & j broken gyttrone'. Mr Leonerde Temperleye, gentle-
man.7 
1578 'a cytrone & a olde lute'. Thomas Pope, student.8 
1579/ 80 'one harpe, one bayse vyol, & A trible vyole, & an olde bayse vyol'. 
John Mackereth, musician.9 
1586 'one olde Vyall'. Anthony Iveson.10 
1586 Two old lutes. Nicholas Abythell, fellow of Trinity College, Cambridge." 
1588 'an old paire of virginalles, all broken, standing vppon a frame ... two 
paire of ould harpe virginalls', among other instruments. Robert Dudley, Earl 
of Essex.12 
1588 'an old paire of Virgynalls out of repaire one githorne and an old lute'. 
Anthony Hall, gentleman.13 
1595 'an ould virginall and an ould recorder'. Nathaniel Patrick, organist.14 
1600 'An old case of a paire of virginals ... One paire of olde virginalls'. Sir 
William Hilton.l5 
1617 one viole...two old Lutes and a violl'. Nicholas Parker.1b 
1625 'Two Violles, One Bandore, an old paire of Virginalls.' Thomas 
Sparrow, singing man of Christ Church, Oxford.17 
1630 'a small vyall ... and old broken lute'. William Wentworth.18 
1634 'five old violls...an old pair of virginalls...an old organ chest', among 
other instruments. Petre (West Thorndon).19 
1635 'An old Cittarne, a trumpet'. John Banks, manciple of St Johns College, 
Oxford.20 

1636 'old Treble Cornett...old broken base Violin. Among many 
broken and incomplete instruments, only these are described as old. 
William Cavendish, Duke of Newcastle.21 

[34] 
1639 'Three old Lutes, a viole, a Citharne, an Orpharion . Thomas Bowring, 

vintner, and manciple of All Souls' College, Oxford.22 



1646 'one old violl'. Philip Rixon, barber.23 
1662 'One paire of virginalls and the frame they stand upon ... One old cit-
terne'. John Glen, barber.24 
1666 one paire of old virginalls'. John Hill, cook.25 
1670 'One old paire of virginalls. One citerne'. John Tutchin, manciple of 
Magdalen College, Oxford.26 
1671 'one old pair of Virginalls'. Alexander Reynoldson, grocer.27 
1673 'A [new] violin two [old] violl[ins] an old old violl'. Thomas Gilbert, 
bookseller.28 
1674 'an old viol'. John Webster, alderman.29 

1696 'An Old Base Viall'. George Howell, barber.30 
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[36] 

THE VIOLA DA GAMBA, ITS REPERTORY 
AND PRACTITIONERS IN THE LATE 

EIGHTEENTH CENTURY  
David J. Rhodes 

Recognition that the bass viol or viola da gamba did not simply die out follow-
ing the death in 1787 of its last great eighteenth-century exponent, Carl 
Friedrich Abel, has been slow in achieving universal acceptance and has only 
recently been brought to general public attention in Grove1 although knowledge 
of the fact is hardly new. The time is therefore ripe for a revaluation of the 
gamba's repertory and its adherents, both composers and practitioners, during 
the classical era, particularly in the post-Abelian period—most of his gamba 
music was composed before c1771—of the late eighteenth and early 
nineteenth centuries prior to the instrument's modern revival. In France there 
appears to have been no break in the tradition whatsoever, whilst it clearly 
continued amongst an older and presumably more conservative generation of 
musicians in Germany until at least the second decade of the nineteenth 
century, albeit in an obviously much weakened position. Even in England 
professional public performances on the gamba have been noted as late as 
1800 and may well have taken place beyond this date, when readily accessible 
sources of concert information unfortunately cease.2 Much relevant 
information has been in the public domain for years, but little has been 
published in English about the composers and practitioners involved at that 
time since Edmund van der Straeten s pioneering study of 1915.3 A recent 
continental publication has, however, corrected that omission as far as the 
situation in Germany is concerned.4 

The continuation of the viola da gamba tradition in France seems to have 
lain chiefly in the hands of just two composers, cellists and gamba players: 

                                                           
1 L. Robinson, 'Viol' (section 6) in Grove (1980), updated in The New Grove Dictionary of 

Musical Instruments, ed. S. Sadie, (1984), III, 736ff, for example, ends the main discussion with 
Abel (p. 746) and then jumps to the nineteenth-century revival; A. Otterstedt, 'Viola de gamba', 
MGG2, Sachteil, IX, col. 1572ff, does not recognise the existence of any post-Abelian tradition 
in its coverage of the eighteenth century (cols 1578-9). The present article has its origins in a 
research paper entitled 'Back to the coal face-some anachronistic late-eighteenth-century music 
for viola da gamba' presented by the author at the annual conference of the Irish Chapter of 
the Royal Musical Association at The University of Ulster, Jordanstown, N. Ireland in May 
1998. Throughout this article 'viola da gamba' or simply 'gamba' will be used to refer solely to 
the bass viol, in accordance with the normal late-eighteenth-century usage of the term. 

2 Information received from Prof. Simon McVeigh, Calendar of London Concerts 1750-1800 
(database held at Goldsmiths' College, University of London), to whom grateful 
acknowledgement is due. 

3 E. van der Straeten, The History of the Violoncello, the Viol da Gamba, their 
Precursors and Collateral Instruments (1915). 

4 F. Flassig, Die solistische Gambenmusik in Deutschland im 18. Jahrhundert (Gottingen, 1998). 
For a wider picture, see also B. Hoffmann, Catalogo della musica solistica e cameristica per viola do 
gamba/Catalog of solo and chamber music for viola da gamba (Lucca, 2001), which draws heavily 
on other published catalogues and books such as Flassig's. 



JeanBaptiste-Aime-Joseph Janson (1742-1803) and Jean-Marie Raoul (1766-
1837). Between them they appear to have continued performing on the gamba 
with no subsequent break in the tradition prior to its modern revival. Raoul in 
particular is mentioned by F.-J. Fetis as having conceived a project to revive 
the declining French interest in the gamba as early as c1810.5 Unfortunately, no 
compositions for viola da gamba by either musician or any of their French 
contemporaries have been reported, and further research is clearly required 
into this apparently uninterrupted tradition of gamba playing in France. 

As for Germany and elsewhere, a brief outline of each composer of 
relevance and his output for the viola da gamba may be helpful to provide an 
overview of the instrument and its music at that time. The only composer of 
major historical importance for the gamba and its repertory during the period 
in question who definitely did not play the instrument himself was Carl Stamitz 
(1745-1801); a question mark hangs over the cellists Joseph Benedikt Zycka 
(c1720-after 1800) and Peter Ritter (1763-1846), who may, however, have 
played the instrument [37] privately. Composers who were certainly 
performers included, in chronological order, Simon Truska (1735-1809); 
Andreas or Anton Lidl, who may have been different men (c1740-before 
1789); Franz Xaver Hammer (1741-1817), Joseph Fiala (1748-1816), and 
Johan Arnold Dahmen (1766-after 1801).6 Connections exist between several 
of these musicians: what is thought to have been Hammer's personal music 
collection assembled at the Mecklenburg-Schwerin court at Ludwigslust (now 
at D-SWI) includes works by Stamitz and Fiala; Stamitz shared an area of 
origin with Ritter, and Truska with Fiala; and a number of them are known or 
believed to have given performances at Berlin in the presence of the gamba-
playing King of Prussia, Friedrich Wilhelm II (1744-1797). Their extant 
music for the viola da gamba is written in a late-eighteenth-century classical 
style, although all the relevant works by Truska and Dahmen, together with 
some of those by Lidl, are at present missing and may possibly never be 
traced. A group of less important composers for the instrument will be 
considered later. 

Of Bohemian extraction, Carl Stamitz was one of the foremost exponents of 
the second generation of the so-called 'Mannheim School' of composers as 
well as a virtuoso violinist, viola and viola d'amore player. The viola d'amore 
is played under the chin like a modern viola but has physical characteristics 
typical of a viol (it normally has seven playing and seven sympathetic 
vibrating strings): several minor pieces for the instrument published in 1789 
connect it with the gamba, as does a concertino (sonata) in D for the two 
instruments by J. B. Toeschi (1735-1800).7 The existence of a distinctive 
'Mannheim School' of playing and composition involving the viola da gamba 

                                                           
5 F.-J. Fétis, Biographic universelle des musicians et bibliographic generale de la 

musique (Brussels, 1835-44; 2nd edn 1860-65), VII, 182. 
6 The sometimes unclear distinction between the viola da gamba and the baryton may 

conceal further composer/ performers: some musicians did play both instruments, and some 
compositions may have been performable on either, as apparently was the case with the 
baryton-gamba music of Pfchl-see below, and note 52. Confusion was sometimes the fault of 
contemporary reports: see, for example, Bumey's statement below and note 57. 

7 See Flassig, Die solistische Gambenmusik, 303. The modem edition that he cites (ed. Paul 
Günther, Leipzig, 1935) has proved unobtainable.  



is, however, unlikely, given the removal of the bulk of that famous orchestra 
(Toeschi included) to Munich at the end of 1778. 
Stamitz is only known to have composed two works specifically for the viola 
da gamba. Like much of the music under discussion, both are in the three 
movements characteristic of the contemporary sonata rather than the four 
(with a minuet and trio) that came to be established for the classical quartet at 
that time. The quartet in D for viola da gamba (not, as stated in various 
sources, viola d'amore!), violin, viola and cello lies very much in the classical 
tradition of chamber music that substitutes another instrument for the first 
violin of the normal string quartet, and the sextet in Eb is scored for the 
same grouping with the addition of two horns. Horns are not infrequently 
encountered in combination with the viola da gamba in classical works, 
though only C. F. D. Schubart, reflecting in 1806 on the viola da gamba's 
'gracefulness and tenderness', specifically recommended them, alongside a 
violin and a bassoon, for its accompaniment:  

this instrument of its nature calls for much feeling, and only a 
few people can play it in the manner in which, according to its 
nature, it must be handled. It suffers no heavy accompaniment, 
since it mostly accompanies itself. A violin, [38] two horns and a 
bassoon are here the best accompaniment.8 

Schubart must have been writing from practical experience: the natural horn 
of that time was not as dynamically powerful as the modern valved horn and 
should therefore not have created the problems of balance likely to result from 
the use of modern French horns alongside a traditionally-strung viola da 
gamba. The bassoon, however, has not been encountered by the present writer 
in connection with any of the extant repertoire, where a cello or second gamba 
is named or implied as the string bass. It is not known when and for whom St' 
Amitz composed his two works: the only known contemporary source 
connects them with Ludwigslust, a court with which Stamitz had some 
involvement between 1790 and 1792, but the bassoonist and composer Franz 
Anton Pfeiffer (1752-87) had already arranged and transposed the outer 
movements of Stamitz's gamba quartet for bassoon and string trio in F at 
Ludwigslust some time between Hammer's arrival there in 1785 and his own 
death in 1787.9 Stamitz had much stronger links with the court of Friedrich 
Wilhelm II of Prussia, who may therefore have been the works' intended 
recipient, although their musical style places them no earlier than the early 
1780s, by which time the King is stated to have given up playing (but not 
listening to) the instrument (see below). 

                                                           
8 C. Schubart, Ideen zu einer Asthetik der Tonkunst (Vienna, 1806), 232. Schubart actually 

wrote 'Diskantvioline' in the final sentence, meaning 'treble' violin, presumably to distinguish it 
from the 'tenor' violin or viola, which might have been used by that time for music originally 
composed for the viola da gamba. 

9 See D. Rhodes, 'Carl Stamitz and Ludwigslust: An Appraisal of his Correspondence with 
the Mecklenburg-Schwerin Court and of selective Compositions of his at Schwerin', in K. 
Heller, H. MSller anc} A. Waczkat, eds, Musik in Mecklenburg (Hildesheim, 2000), 489-510. A 
second reported source of Stamitz's gamba works at D-Bsb was in fact compiled from the one 
now at D-SWI in 1903. The present author's critical editions of Stamitz's gamba quartet and 
sextet are to be published by Corda Music and Peacock Press respectively. 



The violinist and cellist Joseph Benedikt Zycka must be regarded as a rela-
tively unknown quantity, since he does not appear to be included in any 
English-language music dictionary.10 Also known as Giuseppe Benedetto 
Zycka, with his surname alternatively spelled Zyka or Zicka, he was born in 
Bohemia and educated in Prague. He was a cellist in the Dresden court 
orchestra from 1743 until 1764, and was then appointed as both a violinist and 
cellist at the royal court at Berlin, where some five relatives of his were 
subsequently employed and where he is believed to have died.11 Like many of 
the other cellists under discussion, Zycka may well have played the viola da 
gamba on undocumented private or informal occasions. His six trios for violin, 
viola da gamba and cello are classical in style and undoubtedly date from his 
Berlin years: like the two works by Stamitz, they may even have been 
composed for King Friedrich Wilhelm 11.12 Each has three movements, in a 
basically slow-fast-fast (or moderately fast) structure rather than the normal 
fast-slow-fast sequence of most three-movement works of the time. Interplay 
between the violin and the gamba, together with a cello line that is often more 
than simply accompanimental, contributes to some of the most adventurous 
surviving late-eighteenth-century music for this particular combination of 
instruments, which was one of the most popular for the viola da gamba during 
the classical era. 

Although both Stamitz and Peter Ritter13 were born at Mannheim there 
appears to be no significant link between their gamba music, since Ritter was 
only seven years old when Stamitz left the court for Paris in 1770. Ritter, who 
appears to have been overlooked by all previous writers on as well as [39] 
cataloguers of viola da gamba music, became a virtuoso cellist and remained 
behind as a member of the Mannheim opera orchestra when the court and the 
bulk of its famous musical establishment moved to Munich in 1778. His sole 
contributions to the gamba repertory are three movements in D for the unique 
combination of flute, viola da gamba and horn, entitled in a later hand 'Drei 
Stucke' but really constituting a three-movement trio rather than a set of 
loosely connected pieces. Unfortunately, recent examination of this first-rate 
music, which is an autograph source in which the part in question is labelled 
                                                           

10 Very little research has been carried out into Zycka's life and music, the most recent 
apparently being the article by Karl-Heinz Kohler in MGG1, XIV, cols 1543-4. A com-
paratively substantial early report is to be found in G. Dlabacz, Allgemeines historisches 
Kunstler-Lexicon fur Bohmen (Prague, 1815), III, col. 445. 

11 His son and pupil Friedrich also played the cello (appointed to the Berlin court orchestra 
in 1767), and a relative, Ferdinand, played the viola (appointed after 1787). Another son, a 
violinist, was also named Joseph. 

12. MGG1, XIV, col. 1543, also notes the existence of a further set of six trios by Zycka 
for violin, cello and basso, which Flassig, Die solistische Gambenmusik, 308, suggests might be 
a later version of the gamba trios. The source cited by him, however, D-Bsb, possesses only a 
copy (dated 1903) of the same six works (letter dated 30 May 2002 from Dr Helmut Hell, to 
whom grateful thanks are due). Some of Zycka's other works involving cello as listed in 
MGG1, namely four duets, two sonatas and a concerto, may perhaps have been adapted from 
versions for gamba. The present author's critical edition of Zycka's six gamba trios based on 
the manuscript at D-Dl is to be published by PRB Productions. 

13 Ritter did, however, make use of the viola d'amore in a septet, possibly for performance 
by Stamitz. The danger of attempting to formulate a theory of a distinct 'Mannheim School' of 
gamba playing and composition is also noted above with regard to the concertino (sonata) in D 
for viola d'amore and gamba by J. B. Toeschi. 



'Viola da Gampa' [sic], has revealed that it cannot possibly be played on a 
normal viola da gamba. Requiring a seven-string instrument, it could only be 
performed with a nonstandard 'sort of D major' tuning, to quote Alison Crum, 
to whom grateful thanks are due. The precise type of gamba for which it was 
intended remains unsolved at present, but the music dates from the late 1780s 
at the earliest14 and was presumably composed for Ritter's own use at informal 
musical gatherings, for semi-private chamber music performances at 
Mannheim, or as repertory for one of his many concert tours. 

The Bohemian Simon Truska is one of the more unusual musicians under 
consideration here. Grove states that he 'played, composed music for and built 
viols, [and] is listed in 1796 among the important musicians in Prague'.15 
According to Dlabacz,16 Truska studied the violin, the cello and the viola da 
gamba; he became a lay brother at the Pramonstratenser Stift at Strahow near 
Prague in 1758, and by 1761, when he took his vows, 'he already played the 
violin and cello very well'. He took up organ building in 1774, the year that 
Fiala left Bohemia (it is not known if the two ever met), and also turned his 
hand to making other instruments, including basset horns, 'Klaviere' (not 
necessarily only pianofortes), violins, violas, violas d'amore and gambas, 'all [of 
which] were prized equally in Bohemia and abroad'. There must, then, have 
been a sufficient demand for new gambas at that time to justify learning how 
to make the instrument. Dlabacz tantalisingly states that 'his Trios, Quartets 
and Quintets, Duos and other Sonatas, that he composed for the viola da 
gamba, continue to do him credit',17 suggesting that Truska is potentially a very 
important figure in viola da gamba composition as well as in instrument 
making, but unfortunately MGG1 states that all of his works for the instrument 
'are untraceable and must be regarded as lost'.18 Whether they are in fact 
languishing, perhaps anonymously, in some library collection, only time will 
tell. The same question must also apply to the gambas that Truska is reported 
to have made: do any of these survive, perhaps gathering dust or riddled with 
woodworm in stately homes or instrument collections on the continent? 

Some controversy exists over the Austrian baryton and gamba player vari-
ously identified as Andreas or Anton Lidl, since it remains uncertain as to 
                                                           

14 See J. Elsen, 'The Instrumental Works of Peter Ritter (1763-1846)', (Ph.D., Northwestern 
University, Evanston, Illinois, 1967), 90, 101. The manuscript is located at US-Wc. 

15 L. Robinson, 'Viol' (section 8), Grove, XXVI, 683. The cited list of 1796 is 
unfortunately not identified. This entry also gives Truska's year of birth as 1743, but this is 
clearly a misprint for 1734 (see G. J. Dlabacz below): according to the brief but authoritative 
biography by R. Quoika, 'Truska', MGGI, XIII, cols 857-8, he was born on 6 April 1735 
(MGG2 Personenteil has not reached the relevant volume at the time of writing). The earliest 
and certainly the most substantial and comparatively reliable source of reference to Truska, 
Dlabacz, Allgemeines historisches Kunstler-Lexicon, II, cols 278-9, states 1734 to have been his 
birth year, also incorrectly (a type of mistake commonly encountered even in contemporary 
publications as a result of the musicians involved themselves not knowing their precise 
year of birth). This date has generally been reproduced without question in subsequent 
biographical entries with the exception of MGG1. 

16 Dlabacz, Allgemeines historisches Kunstler-Lexicon: the facts and quotations that follow 
are all taken from this source. 

17 Ibid., 'machen ihm bisher Ehre', the implication here being that they were still highly 
rated at the time of Dlabacz's publication in 1815, some six years after Truska's death.  

18  MGG1, XIII, col. 858. Rather unusually this article does not mention Truska as actually 
having played the viola da gamba! 



whether one or two musician-composers are involved here. Most early reports 
[40] simply refer to 'M[r] Lidl' or 'A. Lidl', but at times the forename of either 
Andreas or Anton is given, and this distinction has been continued by more 
recent biographers.19 For example, C. F. Pohl refers to Anton,20 whilst Eitner 
has entries under both names and clearly regards them as two separate 
musicians.21 Van der Straeten assumes them to be one (Anton),22 whereas Grove 
has an entry for Andreas without any reference to Anton.23 A concert that took 
place at the King's Theatre, Haymarket, London, on 15 February 1776 for the 
benefit of decayed musicians featured a baryton solo by 'Mr. Lidl' replacing a 
viola da gamba solo by 'Mr. Lidl'.24 This could, of course, refer simply to a 
single musician changing his choice of instrument, but it also allows for the 
possibility that one Lidl substituted for another, who might have been 
indisposed. For the present, it is safe to state that Andreas played both the 
baryton and viola da gamba, composed music for the latter and died in London 
sometime before 1789, only barely outliving Abel. If there was a separate 
Anton, Eitner reckons he only played the gamba. Andreas was employed as a 
baryton player at the Esterhazy court from 1769-1774,25 overlapping with F. X. 
Hammer (who was paid a higher salary), but precisely which instrument he 
played in the court orchestra is uncertain: H. C. Robbins Landon believes it to 
have been either the cello or double bass.26 It is known that he also played 
baryton duets (composed by Haydn) with Prince Nicolaus Esterhazy.27 He 
subsequently toured, notably as a virtuoso baryton player: in 1774 and again in 
1776 he performed at Augsburg, and he visited Paris in 1775 and London in 
1776, as the above-mentioned concert indicates. Between 1778 and his death 
he appears to have made London his home, although he is known to have 
returned to the continent on at least one occasion and may have performed in 

                                                           
19 One possible reason for this is that early reports might have variously interpreted 'A.' as 

either Andreas or Anton, although those of Lidl's gamba music manuscripts that give any 
forename are clearly marked 'And:'-see note 29. 

20 C. Pohl, Mozart and Haydn in London (Vienna, 1867; repr. 1970), 52. 
21 R. Eitner, Biographisch-bibliographisches Quellenlexikon (Leipzig, 1898-1904), VI, 170-

71. 
22 Van der Straeten, The History of the Violoncello, 647-8. 
23 P. Platt and T. Pamplin, 'Lidl, Andreas', Grove, XIV, 657. 
24 Information from McVeigh, Calendar. 
25 See H. Robbins Landon, Haydn at Eszterháza 1766-1790 (1978), 74ff. 
26 Ibid., 92. Landon does not identify Lidl as a gamba player, but the same is true of F. 

X. Hammer (p. 74ff): presumably there is no mention in the Esterhazy court records of 
the gamba in connection with either musician. 

27 Ibid., 160. On p. 162 it is stated that Lidl possibly also composed baryton duets 
himself for the prince's and his use. He is also credited with having increased the number 
of lower-manual bass strings on the baryton to 27. A later member of the Lid] family pre-
served at least one of his instruments: 'Mr Lidel [sic] on the 22nd Nov. 1849, exhibited at 
a meeting of the Society of Antiquaries a viol-shaped instrument made by Tielke, 1687, 
which he called a barytone...Mr. Lidel informed us that it had been given by the then 
Bishop of Salzburg to his grandfather, who was the composer of Lidel's "Duetts for 
Violin and Tenor" and other music where the viola is brought prominently forward'. See 
W. Sandys and S. Forster, The History of the Violin (1864), 131, cited in C. Gartrell, 'The 
Baryton: The Instrument and its Music', (Ph.D., University of Surrey, 1983), I, 96. 



the presence of King Friedrich Wilhelm 11 at Berlin in 1784, although on 
which instrument is not clear.28 

There are three extant sets of pieces involving viola da gamba by Lidl, all in 
a three-movement layout, of which the six sonatas for gamba and ce11o29 and 
six trios for violin, viola da gamba and cello30 are available in modern editions. 
There is a musical connection between one of the sonatas and a gamba sonata 
attributed to F. X. Hammer (see below). Lidl also composed eight (the manu-
script states six, to which two additional works appear to have been added) 
divertimenti for viola da gamba, viola and figured bass.31 None of these works 
is dated, but stylistically the sonatas at least appear to have been written no 
later than the 1770s: although in a classical idiom, their relative brevity suggests 
the earlier end of that decade, unless, of course, they were deliberately 
composed in this manner so as to avoid extensive modulation away from the 
tonic. In addition, Lidl is known to have composed six at present untraced 
duets stated to be for viola or violin and gamba, three trios for gamba, viola 
and cello, and three sonatas for gamba, violin and cello. Some if not all of the 

                                                           
28 See Flassig, Die solistische Gambenmusik, 220, who believes that Gerber's initial report 

of this (1790; see note 37) might have confused Lidl with Abel. Gerber's statement subse-
quently made its way into later reports on Lidl, such as that in Fetis, Biographie universelle, and 
Grove (1980). 

29 Six Sonatas for Viola da Gamba and Cello, ed. H. Miloradovitch, (Albany, California, 
1996); Three Sonatas for Viola da Gamba and Violoncello, ed. D. Beecher [sonatas 1, 4 and 
5] (Canada, 1997). There are a number of minor differences between these two editions, 
including some textual ones, the result of the adoption of different variant readings that 
exist in the two extant manuscript sources. Miloradovitch has speculated that the six 
sonatas might have been originally composed for the baryton and later arranged for the 
viola da gamba (Six Sonatas, i). Neither editor appears to have been aware of the com-
positional connection with F. X. Hammer. For a stylistic description of all three sets of 
pieces, see Flassig, Die solistische Gambenmusik, 221-4. All 20 gamba works by Lidl consist 
of three movements, and three of the title-pages include the abbreviated forename 'And:' 
= Andreas (the second copy of the six sonatas is both untitled and unsigned). All 20 works 
are preserved at F-Pn. 

30 String Trios, ed. D. Beecher, 2 vols. (Canada, 1999). All six trios follow an identical 
formula of Vivace-Andante-Tempo di Menuetto except for the finale of no. 6, which is entitled 
Rondeau moderato although it consists of the same two repeated sections of music in rounded 
binary form found in the majority of these finales. 

31 Manuscripts of all three sets of Lidl's compositions involving the viola da gamba have 
been in F-Pn since the end of the eighteenth century. Whether Lidl had a formal relationship 
with the French court is unknown; according to the notes in vol. 11 of Beecher's edition, the 
Paris library purchased the manuscripts of the trios in 1797, 'arranged from originals in the 
composer's possession for a Mr. Dogny'. 

32. See Flassig, Die solistische Gambenmusik, 280-81. Flassig's source of information (a 
Hamburg catalogue) may be in error about the scoring of the six duets: violin and viola or 
gamba would be a far more logical combination, given the nature and respective range of 
each of these three instruments (and see also note 33). The cited combination of gamba with 
viola and cello in the trios may be compared to that of various works by Haydn for baryton. 

33. Lidl's published set of six quartets, Op. 2, three for string quartet and three for flute, 
violin, viola, and 'violoncello obligato', for example, suggests more than an accompanying cello 
part. His six published duettos for violin and viola, 'with a separate part for the violoncello, to 
be play'd occasionally instead of the Tenor', Op. 3, may be related to the lost duets involving 
viola da gamba noted above (there is also a second set, Op. 6, consisting of three duettos for 
violin and viola and three for violin and cello). 



latter two groups may be identical to individual extant trios and divertimenti.32 
Other known chamber [41] works involving the cello by Lidl may also have 
originally been conceived as gamba music.33 

The German cellist and gamba player Franz Xaver Hammer, also sometime: 
known by the French version of his surname as Marteau, is not to be confused 
with the Oettingen-Wallerstein court violinist and later Kapellmeister bearing 
the identical name (1760-1818). The Esterhazy family initially employed our 
Hammer as an orchestral cellist under Haydn’s direction from 1771-8, hence 
the link with Lidl. He subsequently moved to Cardinal Joseph, Count von 
Batthyanyi s court orchestra at Pressburg (1779 or 1782) and finally to that of 
the Duke of Mecklenburg-Schwerin at Ludwigslust (May 1785), where he 
remained for the rest of his life, apparently active until his death and narrowly 
outliving Fiala. In 1787 he went on tour, stopping off at Neustrelitz on his way 
to Berlin, where he performed in the presence of King Friedrich Wilhelm II. 
Of all the musicians under discussion, Hammer was possibly the greatest 
virtuoso gamba player, given his consistently high technical level of writing for 
the instrument. His personal music collection was presumably sold to the 
Mecklenburg-Schwerin court library following his death, as was the normal 
practice there. 

Five sonatas for viola da gamba and cello (possibly with continuo)34 have 
been attributed to Hammer, although only two actually bear his name, one of 
these dated 1786. One of the other three, in his own hand, includes expanded, 
presumably later and certainly more musically, structurally and stylistically 
advanced versions of the outer movements of a gamba sonata also attributed 
to Lidl. Which of the two was responsible for the borrowing is uncertain, but 
the most likely scenario is that Hammer had access to and copied Lidl's original 
music, possibly whilst in the employment of the Esterhazy family, later 
expanding and updating it for his own purposes: the first movement, for 
example, has an added second subject theme in Hammer's expanded version, 
updating it to full classical sonata form, unlike Lidl's movement, which is in an 
earlier rounded-binary structure that would have been considered outdated by 
the 1780s.35 One of the two undisputed sonatas by Hammer is, divertimento-
                                                           

32 See Flassig, Die solistische Gambenmusik, 280-81. Flassig's source of information (a 
Hamburg catalogue) may be in error about the scoring of the six duets: violin and viola or 
gamba would be a far more logical combination, given the nature and respective range of 
each of these three instruments (and see also note 33). The cited combination of gamba with 
viola and cello in the trios may be compared to that of various works by Haydn for baryton. 

33 Lidl's published set of six quartets, Op. 2, three for string quartet and three for flute, 
violin, viola, and 'violoncello obligato', for example, suggests more than an accompanying 
cello part. His six published duettos for violin and viola, 'with a separate part for the 
violoncello, to be play'd occasionally instead of the Tenor', Op. 3, may be related to the lost 
duets involving viola da gamba noted above (there is also a second set, Op. 6, consisting of 
three duettos for violin and viola and three for violin and cello). 

34 The treatment of unfigured accompanying basses which have all the appearance of 
basso continuo lines is problematic even in music dating from the 1780s. The addition of a 
harpsichord continuo enhances the texture of many works and sometimes provides missing 
harmonies. 

35 Similar unacknowledged reworkings from the 1780s occur elsewhere in the Schwerin 
music collection (see p. 38 above for another example). Flassig, Die solistische Gambenmusik, 
231-3, reckons that two of Hammer's other gamba sonatas might also have been borrowed 
from Lidl, although they do not correspond with any of his extant gamba works. Flassig, 



like, in five movements, whilst the one dated 1786 is in the four movements 
typical of the contemporary string quartet but not the sonata, with a minuet 
and trio in third place, a rarity in the viola da gamba repertory of this period. 
Each of the three unsigned sonatas is in three movements.36 Two of these, 
including the reworked Lidl sonata, are inscribed 'A. Hammer' on the title-page 
(the third one lacks any name), the 'A.' being an abbreviation of the German 
word 'arrangiert' meaning 'arranged [by]'. Appended to one of the two sonatas 
known to be by Hammer are three extremely brief pieces for unaccompanied 
gamba, the second and third of which are musically connected and may well 
have been intended as a single bipartite movement. In addition, he also 
composed or arranged a suite (although the gamba/cello score is actually 
entitled 'sonata') of sixteen miscellaneous [42] pieces, fourteen for gamba with 
cello and two horns and the other two for gamba with violin and cello. Some 
movements appear to be original, whilst others are arrangements of named 
popular opera tunes of the day-the operas in question date from 1771, 1780 
and 1784 respectively, and so the suite cannot have been compiled before the 
latter date, although individual movements may naturally have been composed 
or arranged at some earlier time. The somewhat inconsistent organisation of 
the individual pieces in the various instrumental parts suggests that Hammer 
may have performed them ad libitum (both with respect to the quantity and 
ordering of movements selected for individual performances) rather than as a 
complete entity. 

The Bohemian composer Joseph Fiala was initially a professional oboist, 
although he also learned the cello as a child. Employed at various European 
courts in turn, he turned his attention seriously to the cello and viola da gamba 
at Salzburg only in the mid-1780s when, for health reasons, his oboe-playing 
days were fast drawing to a close. He subsequently gained great renown as a 
gamba player in Vienna and on tour in 1786 and again in 1790, both on tour 
and following performances that he gave in the presence of King Friedrich 
Wilhelm II of Prussia in Breslau and Berlin. In 1792, J. F. Reichardt described 
him as 'the finest living gamba player'.37 Fiala's extant music for viola da gamba 
consists of two trios, both with violin and cello, in copies prepared by F. X. 

                                                                                                                                                    
however, does not consider the possibility that these two composers shared a similar style of 
composing for the instrument or that Lidl emulated Hammer. 

36 The present author's critical edition of Hammer's five gamba sonatas and three solo 
pieces based on the source at D-SWI is to be published by PRB Productions, and the three 
solo pieces have also been published by the Viola da Gamba Society alongside the Mozart 
aria arrangement from Die Zauberflote. Editions of two of the three sonatas attributed to 
Hammer ('4' and '5' - these numbers are not Hammer's) by Simone Eckert and Donald 
Beecher, with a continuo realisation by Charles Larkowski, have also been published 
(Canada, 2003), and Simone Eckert has recorded all five sonatas and the three solo pieces 
with Hamburger Ratsmusik on Christophorus CHR 77223 (2000). 

37 J. Reichardt, 'Fortsetzung der Berichtigungen and Zusdtze zum Gerberschen Lexikon 
der Tonkiinstler u.s.w. von J. F. Reichardt', Musikalische Monathsschrift (Drittes Stuck, 
Berlin, September 1792), as reprinted in F. Kunzen and J. Reichardt, Studien fur Tonkunstler 
and Musikfreunde for the year 1792 (Berlin, 1793), 67, and further reprinted in vol. IV 
('Gedruckte Erganzerungen, Berichtigungen and Nachtrage') of the modern facsimile edition 
as a supplement to the two lexicons by E. Gerber, Historisch-biographisches Lexikon der 
Tonkiinstler (Leipzig, 1790-2), and Neues his torisch-biographisches Lexikon der Tonkiinstler 
(Leipzig, 1812-4), reprinted. O. Wessely (Graz, 1966-9), IV, 47. 



Hammer:38 a three-movement sonata in G, possibly dating from between 1777 
and 1786, and a far more taxing four-movement concertino in D in the by then 
old-fashioned sonata da chiesa layout, that may well date from as late as c1790 
when Fiala's fame as a gamba virtuoso was at its height.39 

The final major figure to be considered at this point is the Dutch cellist and 
gamba player of German extraction, Johan Arnold Dahmen. Although his year 
of death is stated in several sources to be 1794,40 he is known to have taken 
part in concerts in London following his initial appearance there on 2 March 
1792 (he had already performed in Cambridge the preceding November) until 
at least 23 April 1801, when he performed on the cello in the first London 
performance of Beethoven's Septet, Op. 20, in the King's Theatre.41 It is of 
course possible that the Dahmen on this occasion was another member of this 
extensive family of musicians, but no other cellist or gamba player is listed 
either in Grove or MGG2. Performances by him on the viola da gamba are in 
fact the last-cited ones to have taken place in London-or the continent for that 
matter-during the eighteenth century. At a concert at the King's Theatre Room 
on 28 January 1799 he proved his instrumental versatility by performing both 
his own cello concerto and his trio for viola da gamba and two horns, and the 
latter work was also performed at Almack's / Willis's Rooms, King Street, 
London on 14 March 1800.42 Some modern commentators may perhaps 
cynically view this as a curious anachronism, but the second performance of 
the trio suggests otherwise (a paying public [43] votes with its feet!). This trio 
has unfortunately not been traced and is presumed lost, but, like Truska, 
Dahmen has been included amongst the major composers in this article due 
to his undoubted importance for the viola da gamba towards the end of the 
historical period under examination. 

In addition, there was a not inconsiderable number of other composers 
who did not play but who wrote music involving the viola da gamba towards 
the end of the eighteenth century and who are perhaps better dealt with 

                                                           
38 Now at D-SWI. See Sonata in G and Concertino in D, ed. D. Rhodes (Malvern, 1998). 

These works will be examined in a forthcoming article in Chelys alongside other music for 
gamba trio. 

39 The concertino in D has been attributed to Fiala, whilst the sonata in G is unquestion-
ably by him. The worklist in R. Hellyer, 'Fiala, Joseph', Grove (1980), VI, 520, alsoxlists a 
concerto for viola da gamba, but this is not corroborated by C. Reinlander, Joseph Fiala - 
Thematisch-systematisches Werkverzeichnis (Puchheim, 1993; 2nd edn 1997). Fiala did, 
however, compose some five cello concertos, and it is conceivable that one or more of these 
in addition to various extant chamber works for cello may originally have been designated as 
gamba pieces. 

40 These include P. Bate, 'Dahmen , Grove, VI, 840, whilst MGG2, Personenteil, V, col. 
270, wisely leaves his year of death as uncertain. Flassig, Die solistische Gambenmusik, 253, 
gives 'after 1831' (without any explanation). MGG2 also states that Dahmen was a double 
bass player ('Bassist') in the 'Collegium Musicum Ultrajectinum' at Utrecht in 1787, but 
relatively little is known about his career prior to his arrival in England. Flassig, ibid., writes 
that he undertook a concert tour in Germany in 1796-7. 

41 H. Robbins Landon, Haydn in England 1791-1795 (1976), 26. 
42 Concert information received from Prof. Simon McVeigh. The horn players on both 

occasions were Lewis Henry Leander and Vincent Thomas Leander. Of interest is the fact 
that two of Johan Arnold's brothers were also horn players, Herman Dahmen (1755-1830) 
and Wilhelm Dahmen (1769-after 1800) and they may have provided the original impetus 
for the composition of this particular trio. 



together here. Some of their individual contributions to the genre remain to 
be investigated, whilst others have proved to be relatively minor, if not 
negligible. These include Franz Benda (1709-86), Johann Georg Lang (1724-
98), Franz Christoph Neubauer (1760-95), Karl (Carlo) Michael, Ritter von 
Esser (1737-c1795), Tomaso Carle (n.d.) and William Jackson (1730-1803). 

The violinist and composer Franz Benda's three-movement Sonata in F 
for viola da gamba and basso continuo is an undated arrangement of an 
earlier fourmovement violin sonata that omits the original slow movement: 
employed by the future King Friedrich II 'The Great' of Prussia in 1733, 
Benda remained in Potsdam near Berlin until his death, and it is therefore 
quite likely that either he or someone within his circle (the original source is 
not autograph) expressly prepared this sonata for the future King Friedrich 
Wilhelm II, possibly during the 1770s or early 1780s.43 The three movements, 
each consisting of two repeated sections of music, are a 57-bar Moderato, a 
Polonese - ma un poco lento of only 16 bars, and a more substantial Un poco 
presto with 124 bars in 2/4 time, and would not have taxed a dilettante 
aristocratic performer, involving no double-stopped figurations (except for 
one five-bar passage in the finale that features a low pedal G) or bariolage. 

Of perhaps slightly later composition, a three-movement Sonata in C for 
gamba ('Gambetta') and basso by the violinist and keyboard player J. G. Lang 
has been dated to c1780: it may have been composed for Pietro Pompeo 
Sales (1729-97), a virtuoso gamba player and Kapellmeister to the elector of 
Trier at Schloss Ehrenbreitstein near Koblenz, where Lang was employed as 
Konzertmeister, or for one of the aristocrats who played the instrument at 
that court, including the elector himself (and prince-bishop of Augsburg), 
Clemens Wenzeslaus von Sachsen (1739-1812).44 Unfortunately, as with the 
Ritter trio, this sonata cannot be played on a normal gamba: Susanne 
Heinrich, to whom grateful thanks are also due, thinks it may have been 
written for an instrument in G. Three works by the Bohemian violinist F. C. 
Neubauer are dated 1781: a four-movement divertimento in G (including 
minuet and trio) for harpsichord (or possibly fortepiano) and gamba, a three-
movement quartet in Bb and a fivemovement nocturne (in the divertimento 
tradition) in G, both for two violins, gamba and cello, in which the gamba 
replaces the viola of the normal string quartet, although in a more soloistic 
manner.45 As for the virtuoso violinist and [44] viola d'amore player Esser and 

                                                           
43 Heinrichshofen s Verlag (Wilhelmshaven) published Benda's sonata in F in 1971 in an 

edition prepared from the original source (at D-Bsb) by Hannelore M0ller. The original 
collection of manuscript gamba music in Berlin (once belonging to Friedrich Wilhelm II?) 
from which it was taken is itemised in Flassig, Die solistische Gambenmusik, 309. Flassig 
discusses the sonata on pp. 167-9 and cites an earlier RISM dating of it to 'before 1764', 
referring to the original violin sonata, not the later arrangement for gamba. D. Lee, Franz 
Benda (1709-1786) - A Thematic Catalogue of his Works (New York, 1984), 55, describes the 
arrangement of the Violin Sonata in F, III-71, as an 'adaptation and confirms the pre-1764 
date. 

44 See Flassig, Die solistische Gambenmusik, 210-13, 278. 
45 These works remain to be investigated. They may possibly have been composed either 

for P P Sales or for the elector of Trier (see above): see Flassig, Die solistische Gambenmusik, 
214-6, 286. The Furstlich Waldburg-Zeil'sches Gesamtarchiv, where the manuscripts of the 
Lang and Neubauer gamba works are held, is unable to provide copies in any form, so it is 
unlikely that performers will have access to modern editions in the foreseeable future. 



the otherwise unknown Carle, the former contributed three and the latter two 
extremely brief, straightforward pieces for viola d'amore (Carle's pieces also 
with a violin) and gamba or cello accompaniment to a publication of 1789 that 
was clearly aimed at the domestic amateur market.46 Esser's pieces consist of an 
Andante zampognato of 28 bars including da capo and a 16-bar Allegro, both in 
D, followed by an F major Alla Pollacca of 28 bars with da capo; Carle's 
consist of a 22-bar Andante and a Menuetto & Trio (16+20 bars), all in E 
major. 
The composer who perhaps merits most serious attention at this point is the 
organist and essayist William Jackson of Exeter (1730-1803),47 whose song 
'When fond, you Damon’s charms recite', Op. 16 no. 7, of c1793 for solo voice 
with obbligato viola da gamba and a figured bass continuo accompaniment 
(labelled 'violoncello or pianoforte')48 may be the last eighteenth-century work 
with a part for 'Viola di Gamba' published in England.49 The gamba is promi-
nent not only during the introduction and postlude but also at times alongside 
the voice. The figurations employed are relatively adventurous, with a 
considerable amount of double-stopping, although other idiomatic gamba 
techniques such as bariolage may well have been considered out of place in this 
relatively simple stil galant song (see Examples la and 1b). The song's 
publication demonstrates that there must still have been some demand, at least 
at the upper ability level, in the amateur market for music involving the viola 
da gamba in England at that time, although it might well have been composed 
for initial performance by a professional gambist. Though far from 
straightforward, the obbligato part lacks the virtuoso nature of most gamba 
solo and ensemble music written by or for professional musicians of the 
period, all of which appears to have circulated purely in manuscript due to the 
comparatively small number of performers possessing that level of expertise. 

 

                                                           
46 Musikalische Real-Zeitung far das Jahr 1789, ed. H. Bossler (Speyer 1789; repr. 

Hildesheim, 1971), 140, 143, 144-6 (this publication appeared in regular instalments between 
1788 and 1790; the three-volume 1971 reprint is of each of the three collected annual 
volumes). Esser's and Carle's pieces are in the second volume (dated JulyDecember 1789) of 
the second section, 'Anthologie fur Kenner and Liebhaber der Tonkunst'. See also notes 55 
and 58. The present author's edition of all five pieces has been published by the Viola da 
Gamba Society. 

47 Grateful thanks are due to Dr Peter Holman both for supplying me with details of this 
song and for alerting me to the existence of the anonymous Mozart arrangement discussed 
below. In his Observations on the Present State of Music in London (1791) Jackson attacked the 
continued adoration in England of Handel's music to the detriment of native-born 
composers. In such conservative conditions, it is perhaps unsurprising that the viola da 
gamba shoul4 have continued to be cultivated there until at least the end of the century. 

48 GB-Lbl G.362 (4): Twelve Songs Composed by William Jackson, of Exeter. Opera XVI: 
entered at Stationers' Hall 25 January 1793, by the publishers Longman and Broderip. The 
present author's edition of this song has been published by the Viola da Gamba Society. 

49  I. Woodfield and L. Robinson. 'Viol' (section 4), Grove, XXVI, 675. 



 

[45] 

 

Considerable mystery surrounds an untitled anonymous manuscript 
arrangement for unaccompanied viola da gamba of the aria 'In diesen heil'gen 



[46] Hallen from act 2 of Mozart's Die Zauberflbte, K620 (1791), within the 
Countess of Pembroke's volume of gamba sonatas by C. F. Abel at the 
British Library.50 Excerpts from this opera began to be published in London 
in 1800, but a number of errors and inconsistencies perhaps suggest that the 
arrangement could have been made from a manuscript rather than a 
published copy of the original music. The arrangement's very brevity raises 
questions regarding its purpose, whether for private use or public 
performance or perhaps as an encore item, and whether it had any 
connection with J. A. Dahmen or any other professional gamba player in 
London at the time (see Examples 2a and 2b). 
At some point in time, the virtuoso horn and baryton player Carl Franz 
(1738-1802) either rearranged or merely transcribed the baryton part of 
Haydri s divertimento-quintet in D for baryton, viola, bass and two horns, 
Hob. X:10 (c1767/8 or ?c1771), for a viola da gamba. The manuscript viola 
part is also marked 'Auf die Gamba', implying the alternative use of a second 
such instrument. Haydri s original version is unfortunately no longer extant, 
so the precise nature of Franz's reworking of the piece for gamba is unclear.51 
Franz was in Esterhazy service from 1763 to 1776, and the unique source at 
Schwerin could once have formed part of F. X. Hammer's collection of 
gamba music: both Franz and Hammer were employed by Cardinal 
Batthyanyi in Pressburg (Franz from 1776-cl784) as well as by the Esterhazy 
family. 

 

                                                           
50 50. Lbl Add. MS 31697, fol. 6v. The present author's edition of this arrangement has 

been published by the Viola da Gamba Society. Grateful thanks are once again due to Dr. 
Peter Holman for the following information. This manuscript was successively owned by the 
painters Thomas Cheeseman (1760-?1835) and John Cawse (?1779-1862), who were both, 
like Gainsborough, amateur viol players. Cheeseman signed his name on the manuscript, but 
whether he made this Mozart arrangement is as yet unknown. See also P Holman, 'A new 
source of bass viol music from 18th-century England', Early Music 31 (2003), 81-99. 

51 The manuscript is located at D-SWI. O. Kade, Die Musikalien-Sammlung des 
Grossherzoglichen Mecklenburg-Schweriner Furstenhauses aus den letzten zwei Jahrhunderten 
(Schwerin, 1893, 1899; repr. Hildesheim, 1974), 1, 368. Haydn also composed two divertimenti 
or quintetti for baryton, viola, basso and two horns (Hob. X: 7, 10) around 1767/8 and some 
seven divertimenti a8 for baryton, two violins, viola, cello, violone and two horns (Hob. X: 1-
6,12) around 1775. 



 
[47] 

 
A mystery in relation to the viola da gamba is the composer and violinist 

Wenzel (Vaclav) Pfchl (1741-1805), who is known to have composed an 
extremely large quantity of music equally suitable either for baryton or viola 
da gamba, amazingly none of it believed to be extant, including some '148 
Quartets for baryton or viola da gamba that he wrote [in Milan between 1776 
and 1796] for Prince Nikolaus Esterhazy that obtained for him considerable 



fame'.52 There were undoubtedly other composers whose compositions for 
the gamba are believed to be lost or languish unreported and unresearched, 
including music that is known only to a select few in library collections, as 
various works that have only recently come to light clearly demonstrate.53 
Finally, the publication in c1800 of an instrumental tutor in North America 
that includes instructions for the 'bass viol' reveals a transatlantic link for the 
instrument at the turn of the nineteenth century that also remains to be 
investigated.54 

The Three Sonatas for the PIANO-FORTE or HARPSICHORD with 
Obligato Accompaniments for the FLUTE or VIOLIN, and VIOLA de [sic!] 
GAMBA or TENOR [48] [viola], Op. 30, by Tommaso Giordani (c1730/3-
1806), published by John Preston in London in 1782, require only a little 
comment. The instrumental part in question is labelled simply 'Viola' and 
contains idiomatic obbligato music for that instrument but nothing typical of 
viola da gamba figurations of the period, although that should not deter gamba 
players from performing these sonatas.55 

* 
The reasons for the hitherto general scholarly neglect of the viola da gamba in 

the late eighteenth century are not entirely clear, but the following famous 
prejudicial statement from Charles Burney, who clearly disliked the instrument, 
has undoubtedly been accepted at face value by more than one researcher 
through to the present day. Commenting on Abel's demise, Burney wrote: 

All lovers of Music lamented that he had not in youth attached himself to 
an instrument more worthy of his genius, taste, and learning, than the viol 

                                                           
52 Dlabacz, Allgemeines historisches Kiinstler-Lexicon, II, cols 459, 462-3, who in col. 461 also 

lists the following published works by Pfchl: 3 Quartets, 6 Quintets, 6 Sextets, 7 Septets and 
6 Octets, all for baryton and therefore possibly also for gamba. According to M. Postolka, 
'Pfchl, Vaclav', Grove, XIX, 718, Pfchl 'supplied information for numerous entries in 
[Dlabacz]...and visited him at Prague in December 1802'. Dlabacz therefore had first-hand 
information about Pfchl's compositional output, though Pfchl had been dead for ten years 
by the publication of the Lexicon in 1815. The work-list in Grove notes around 180 
compositions involving baryton (but with no mention of the gamba alternative cited by 
Dlabacz), all lost. Possible confusion over the two instruments has already been noted, and 
the precise nature of the scoring of these works must therefore remain open to question. 

53 53. Works believed lost include an undated quintet in C/F major by Georg Gottlieb 
Hayde (1746-1795) for harpsichord with gamba, violin, viola and bass. A considerable 
number of 'anonymous' compositions for gamba from the same period also remain to be 
examined. In addition, much late-eighteenth-century music specifically scored for baryton 
may also have been regularly performed on the viola da gamba or vice versa, as is stated to 
have been the case with Pfchl, whilst one of the two Trios by Fiala gives the alternative 
scoring for'Paridon (= baryton) on the gamba part, although the title-page specifies 'gamba' 
only. 

54 Samuel Holyoke, The instrumental assistant, containing instructions for the violin, germanflute, 
clarionett, bass-viol, and hautboy, compiled from late European publications ...vol. 1 (Exeter, New 
Hampshire, n. d.). See Flassig, Die solistische Gambenmusik., 10. 

55 A definite 'red herring' is provided by the normally reliable Flassig, Die solistische 
Gambenmusik, 275, who cites a Larghetto in E6 for viola d'amore and viola da gamba by the 
composer Justin Heinrich Knecht (1752-1817) that was published in Musikalische Real-
Zeitung...1789, ed. Bossler, II, 142-3, in between the first two and the third K f the pieces 
already cited by Esser (see note 46): this is in fact a piece of pianoforte music, one of several 
such pieces by Knecht included in this volume! 



da gamba, that remnant of the old chest of viols ... It has been justly 
observed in an account of Abel, well drawn up, and inserted in the 
Morning Post, June 22d, 1787, soon after his funeral, that 'his favourite 
instrument was not in general use, and would probably die with him'. It 
was practised longer in Germany than elsewhere; but since the death of 
the late Elector of Bavaria, who next to Abel was the best performer on 
the viol da gamba I had ever heard, the instrument seems laid aside.56 

That this was clearly not the case, even in England, is attested to by the fact 
that Dahmen continued to perform publicly on the viola da gamba in London 
until at least 1800. 

Whether Burney was actually reflecting on his own personal experiences 
when writing his account, expecting (or hoping!) never to hear a gamba played 
again, or simply venting his spleen on the instrument is unclear. His evident dis-
taste for the viola da gamba is also reflected in his subsequent comments on 
Lidl, where, although he mistakenly confused the gamba with the baryton, his 
sentiments about the former are most clearly stated: 

The late M. Lidl, indeed, played with exquisite taste and expression upon 
this ungrateful instrument ... The tone of the instrument will do nothing 
for it, and it seems with Music as with agriculture, the more barren and 
ungrateful the soil, the more art is necessary in its cultivation. And the 
tones of the viola da gamba are radically so crude and nasal, that nothing 
but the greatest skill and refinement can make them bearable. A human 
voice of the same quality would be intolerable.57 

Burney's opinion was not universally shared by the end of the eighteenth 
century, especially in Germany, where late-eighteenth- and early-nineteenth-cen-
tury lexicographers generally commented more sympathetically on the gamba's 
undoubted decline. An anonymous report on the viola d'amore in the 
Musikalische Real-Zeitung fur das Jahr 1789, for example, refers most favourably 
to [49] the instrument's tone in relation to that of the human voice in direct 
contradiction of Burney's statement: 

The borderline that the player of this instrument [viola d'amore] must 
never cross is what is singable, and, with the exception of the ...gamba 

                                                           
56 56. C. Burney, A General History of Music From the Earliest Ages to the Present Period 

(1776-89), ed. F: Mercer (1935), II, 1019-20. In a footnote to this passage Burney adds, 'the 
place of gambist seems now as totally suppressed in the chapels of German princes, as that 
of lutenist'. Burney heard the Elector of Bavaria, Maximilian III Joseph (1727-77), perform 
at Schloss Nymphenburg, Munich, in August 1772: see C. Burney, The Present State of Music 
in Germany, The Netherlands, and United Provinces (1773), I, 135, 139-140. 

57 Burney, A General History (1935), II, 1020. Further derogatory comments about Lidl's 
instrument are included in a lengthy passage between these two sentences, but Burney's 
mention of 'base [sic] strings at the back of the neck, with which he accompanied himself' 
indicates that he was indeed confusing the viola da gamba with the baryton (not the only 
eighteenth-century writer by any means either to confuse or to write erroneous material 
about the two instruments). His final comment nevertheless clearly refers to the gamba by 
name! Few eighteenth-century lexicographers and other writers on music actually played the 
gamba, but most were sufficiently well informed to comment with some degree of authority 
on it. 



and the baryton, no stringed instrument is able to compete with the 
human voice as successfully as the viola d'amore 58 

H. C. Koch was undoubtedly behind the times when he wrote in 1802 that 
'this instrument ... is beginning to become antiquated',59 although in 1807 he 
modified the description to 'this instrument, which is seldom used any more'.60 
Only five or so years later, E. L. Gerber, whilst reflecting Leopold Mozart's 
earlier rather than Burney's more recent opinion of the viola da gamba's tone,61 
wrote of regret at its passing in his entry on Abel: 

In the history of music it is curious that [Abel's] instrument was buried 
with him into complete oblivion in 1787: the gamba that was so 
indispensable a hundred years previously ... in the time of a single 
generation no idea now remains throughout the whole of Europe of this 
generally predominant and popular instrument; because it would have to 
be sought out once again as a stringless, wormeaten specimen in one of 
the court music rooms. Once again a sad proof of how much Apollo is 
controlled by the fashion of the gods. Curious also is the taste of our 
forefathers for this gentle, unassuming, humming viol tone. They were 
also quiet, contented and peace-loving people. At present instruments 
cannot be chosen that are not high and mighty enough for our music.62 

Like Burney, Gerber was slightly precipitate in his comments on the gamba's 
demise, given that Hammer and Fiala at least were still active at that time and 
an apparently ongoing tradition existed in France. 

Even during the latter decades of the eighteenth century published refer-
ences to the gamba are relatively infrequent, but they nevertheless imply that 
the instrument was in a healthier state than Burney and various more recent 
writers would have us believe (and that excludes the undoubtedly even more 
positive situation amongst amateurs). J. M. Forkel published details of the 
principal musical establishments, composers, musicians (listed by instrument) 
and instrument makers principally in German-speaking lands in his almanacs 
of the 1780s, but nowhere are included the names of any gamba players, with 

                                                           
58 Musikalische Real-Zeitung...1789, ed. Bossler, col. 301, in an extended report entitled 

'Abhandlung von der Viole d'Amour oder Liebesgeige'. Gartrell, 'The Baryton II, 559, 
mistranslates 'Liebesgeige' as 'gamba' rather than 'viola d'amore'. 

59 H. Koch, Musikalisches Lexikon (Frankfurt am Main, 1802; repr. Hildesheim, 1985), col. 
1690: 'Dieses Instrument, welches zu veralten beginnt'. Note that the emphasis is indeed on 
decline rather than total demise at this stage. 

60 H. Koch, Kurzgefasstes Handworterbuch der Musik fur praktische Tonkunstler and Dilettanten 
(Leipzig, 1807), 384: 'dieses Instrument, dessen man sich anjetzt selten mehr bedienet'. 

61 In 1755 Leopold Mozart had maintained that the viola da gamba was in some ways 
superior to the cello, writing that it 'has a more pleasant tone, and serves mostly for playing 
an upper part' as opposed to the bass line, for which he felt the stronger cello was more 
suited. See L. Mozart, trans. E. Knocker, A Treatise on the Fundamental Principles of Violin 
Playing by Leopold Mozart (Oxford, 1948; 2nd edn 1951), 11-12. 

62 E. L. Gerber, Neues...Lexikon, I, cols 5-6. Abel's gamba was indeed buried alongside him. 
Gerber's comment about the present nature of mankind was presumably in reference to the 
savagery of the Napoleonic Wars. 'High and mighty'-'hock and schreyend'-literally means high 
and loud, shrieking, howling or even screeching, and was certainly intended by Gerber as a 
derogatory term. 



the sole exception of Abel, although several lutenists are in fact named.63 Court 
musicians known to have played the gamba are always listed under the 
instrument for which they were principally employed, most frequently the 
cello. 

Forkel's contemporary, C. F. Cramer, included concert and other reports 
(frequently of musical tittle-tattle) alongside various similar lists, and the gamba 
features more frequently here. In an advertisement of musical instruments and 
accessories available on sale from Longman and Broderip in London in 1782 
are [50] included 'Viol di Gambas' in addition to bows, bridges, pegs or pins 
and tail pieces, cases, strings and wire.64 Amongst the latest available 
compositions listed under 'Viola da Gamba=Sachen are Abel's quartet for viola 
da gamba, flute, violin and cello in G (Knape 227) and his solo no. 4 in G 
(Knape 149),65 two duos by [J. G.] Graun,66 and a solo in G minor by Kohaut.67 
There is also a hilarious if undated and far from current report concerning two 
rival French gamba players taking lessons unbeknown to each other from the 
gamba virtuoso Ernst Christian Hesse (1676-1762) in Paris, presumably around 
the turn of the eighteenth century.68 Of final interest is an advertisement for 
the sale of a viola da gamba made by the famous Joachim Tielke in Hamburg 
in 1718 belonging;o the widow of a deceased merchant and dilettante 
musician.69 The instrument is described in some detail and considerable praise-
'the greatest virtuoso, even an Abel, could not wish for a finer instrument'. Its 
original cost is given as 100 ducats, although the widow was apparently 
                                                           

63 J. M. Forkel, Musikalischer Almanach fur Deutschland (Leipzig, 1781, 1782, 1783, 1788: 
each edition bears the date of the year following actual publication). Various works for gamba 
by Abel are named in the compositions sections; he is listed as a viola da gamba player on p. 
150 of the 1783 edition; and he is also included amongst the 'still living composers' in the 1788 
edition. Elsewhere, Hunger of Leipzig and Schonger of Erfurt are named as the best-known 
cello and double bass makers in Germany (1781 edition, 204), but no mention is made of 
gamba makers such as Truska. 

64 C. Cramer, Magazin der Musik (Hamburg, 1783-6),1783 edition, 663-6. 
65 See W. Knape, Bibliographisch-thematisches Verzeichnis der Kompositionen von Karl 

Friedrich Abel (1723-1787) (Cuxhaven, 1971). 
66 Johann Gottlieb Graun (1702/3-1771) composed some five concertos for viola da 

gamba and various chamber works, including a trio in G for two gambas, cello and 
harpsichord continuo. These two duos have not been identified and are not included in the 
worklist in C. Henzel, 'Johann Gottlied Graun', Grove, X, 307. 

67 Cramer, Magazin der Musik, 1783 edn, 283-4. It is unclear which of the two Kohauts 
listed in E. Cook and M. Noiray, 'Kohaut, Josef', or D. Young, 'Kohaut, Karl', Grove, XIII, 
739-40, might have composed this solo. Both Josef Kohaut (1738-1777) and the unrelated 
Carl Kohaut (1726-1784) were lutenists and both composed chamber music. It cannot be 
assumed that the latter was the more likely candidate in relation to the date of Cramer's 
publication, since music advertised by him was not always recent: both Abel works, 
however, if correctly identified, were probably brand new in 1783. 

68 Cramer, Magazin der Musik, 1783 edn, 745-6. According to E. Noack and S. Voss, 
'Hesse, Ernst Christian', Grove, XI, 464, Hesse was in Paris between 1698 and 1701. 

69 Tielke (1641-1719) was, of course, 'Germany's most renowned viol maker, securing 
commissions for his highly prized instruments from the nobility and royalty' (L. Robinson, 
'Viol' (section 7), Grove, XXVI, 683; see also I. Harwood and A. Pilipczuk, 'Tielke, 
Joachim', Grove, XXV, 466). This particular instrument of 1718 must have been one of 
Tielke's final achievements and had obviously been lovingly handed (or sold) down through 
the years that followed. 

 



prepared to accept a more modest sum from a music lover ('Liebhaber'), 
indicating the strong continued interest for such instruments that must have 
lain in the domestic amateur market.70 The fact that all of these accounts in 
Forkel and Cramer date from 1782-3 is of course highly significant, since the 
viola da gamba's decline, although marked, can really only just have been 
starting to gain serious momentum at that time. 

Later references to the viola da gamba are a comparative rarity, although 
those in the Musikalische Real-Zeitung of 1788 and 1789 make no apologies 
whatsoever for the instrument, mentioning it as it were still commonplace.71 A 
gamba forming lot 156 in an auction of effects belonging to the violinist 
Wilhelm Cramer (1746-99) in London on 17-18 June 1795 sold for £1 10s,72 
whilst a viola and cello that formed part of a full string quartet set of 
instruments were sold as a single lot for £1 11s 6d, implying that the viola da 
gamba must have both been in good condition and in substantial enough 
demand to have fetched such a relatively high price at public auction. 

The comparative lack of published references to the viola da gamba and its 
practitioners during the last two decades of the eighteenth century is therefore 
due not only to the instrument's decline but also to the fact that its 
professional and, for the most part, virtuoso exponents were chiefly employed 
in court or other musical establishments as cellists rather than gamba players. 
There can be no doubt that they would have performed on the dynamically 
more powerful and robust cello, whose timbre better matched and was more 
able to balance that of the other members of the violin family, as part of their 
day-to-day employment duties, especially for orchestral and ensemble use. In 
contrast, they appear to have preferred the more intimate, more flexible and 
subtler sound of the viola da gamba for their own solo work, especially in 
chamber music performed in relatively informal private or semi-private 
surroundings or in comparatively intimate venues. The relatively small number 
of references to gambas being heard [51] in public concerts can be explained 
by the fact that gamba players only rarely participated in these and undoubtedly 
encountered problems of sound projection in larger concert halls. As for 
concertos, the instrument simply could not compete with a classical orchestra 
of strings with at least a pair of oboes or flutes as well as horns: hence, 
perhaps, Dahmen s cited appearance in 1799 playing the cello in his own 

                                                           
70 Cramer, Magazin der Musik, 1783 edn, 1029-30. The term 'Liebhaber' was often used 

to distinguish musical amateurs from professionals ('Kenner'). See also note 53 regarding the 
publication of a tutor for the gamba in America as late as 0800. 

71 A serialised report in the 1788 volume entitled 'Charakteristik der Singstimmen and 
einiger gebrauchlichern [sic] Instrumente', an investigation into the influence of music on the 
human body by D. Weber of Heilbronn, states, for example, 'The viola d'amore, the gamba, 
the baryton...have so much corresponding in their nature, as the violin, the viola, the cello and 
the double bass between them possess' (col. 176), clearly relating the first three instruments to 
the last four on terms of equality In col. 182, a reference to the baryton player Carl Franz, 
whom Weber states he heard perform in 1786, claims 'one heard a gamba and a harp at the 
same time', which provides another possible explanation for the not infrequent mixing up of 
these two instruments already referred to. 

72 Lbl 1479.bb.16: A Catalogue of the Neat and Genuine Household Furniture and other 
Effects, of a Gentleman, Well known in the Musical World, sold at auction by a Mr Boulton 
of 7 Newman Street (off Oxford Street). Thanks are due to Ms Eva Zöllner of Hamburg for 
informing me of the existence of this document. 



concerto but the gamba in his trio with two horns. The gamba's lack of power 
is also reflected in the scoring of all the extant late-eighteenth-century viola da 
gamba music under discussion, with Stamitz's sextet requiring the largest 
performing forces. That the instrument existed on the fringes of serious music-
making during the classical era is incontrovertible: like the harpsichord and 
recorder, it did not belong to the new world of the fortepiano, of woodwind 
instruments with ever-improved key mechanisms and of increasingly larger 
orchestral forces. It may have engaged wholeheartedly in various new or updat-
ed classical chamber music genres, modifying popular instrumental combina-
tions such as the string quartet and trio and various wind-and-string chamber 
ensembles to its own ends, but its inability to balance the new fortepiano is 
self-evident from the lack of known repertoire such as accompanied sonatas 
with that instrument.73 

In 1739 the theorist and gamba player Johann Mattheson (1681-1764) had 
noted the suitability of the viola da gamba for private solo use,74 a judgement 
later borne out by H. C. Koch, who described the gamba as 'more suited for 
performances as a soloist than as a ripieno instrument'.75 This perception 
explains the sheer virtuosity of much of the gamba music written by the later 
performer-composers, since they were writing it primarily for their own use as 
soloists rather than for publication for the domestic amateur market; in turn, 
their revival of earlier virtuoso techniques, including difficult double stopping 
and chords, rapid scalic and arpeggic figurations, bariolage, and the extension 
of the range to well above the top of the treble stave, naturally excluded the 
amateur performance of much of the gamba music composed during the latter 
years of the eighteenth century. In addition, with the notable exception of the 
one-off song by William Jackson, no solo or ensemble viola da gamba music of 
importance appeared in print during the last two decades of the eighteenth 
century. This was clearly a reflection of the declining state of the instrument 
and its professional practitioners, although the appearance in print of the 
handful of relatively minor pieces discussed above was presumably aimed at a 
healthier domestic amateur market. The circle of professional gamba virtuosi 
was by then simply too small to warrant anything more than manuscript 
circulation of solo and ensemble music for the instrument, as was still 
commonplace for much similar music composed for other stringed and wind 
instruments.76 Whilst dilettante gamba players undoubtedly continued to 

                                                           
73 See, however, note 44: the yet to be investigated divertimento in G of 1781 by F. C. 

Neubauer may have been intended for fortepiano rather than harpsichord, in which case it is 
the only known work to fit the description of an accompanied sonata (in which the 
fortepiano is the dominant instrument) involving the viola da gamba. 

74 J. Mattheson, Der vollkommene Capellmeister (Hamburg, 1739), quoted in MGG2, 
Sachteil, IX, col. 1579, where it is also stated that, even in the late seventeenth century, 
professional gamba players who were attached to a musical establishment [as opposed to the 
presumably few independent touring soloists] no longer concentrated solely on this 
instrument but also functioned either as diplomatic court officials or as cellists, since gambas 
did not make their way into the emerging orchestra. 

75 H. Koch, Musikalisches Lexikon, col. 1690. This statement was later repeated tin F. 
Lipowsky, Baierisches Musiklexikon (Munich, 1811), 204. 

76 Most of the music listed in the various editions of The Breitkopf Thematic Catalogue 
between 1760 and 1787 (facsimile reprinted. B. Brook, New York, 1966), for example, was in 
fact manuscript, not published. 



perform the popular yet relatively simple sonatas by Abel that correspond in 
today's terms to around a grade [52] 3-4 standard, professionals were striving 
for much higher things: for example, there is no gamba music by C. F. Abel in 
Hammer's supposed personal library (see p. 37 above), despite the fact that 
Abel visited his brother, the violinist Leopold August Abel, at Ludwigslust in 
1782. Why Abel, the greatest gamba player of his or possibly any age, should 
frequently compose such relatively simple music for the instrument is 
explained both by the inherent simplicity of the galant style and the amateur 
market for which it was intended, but, in addition, as Burney also noted: 

His compositions [for gamba] were easy and elegantly simple, for he 
used to say, 'I do not chuse to be always struggling with difficulties, and 
playing with all my might. I make my pieces difficult whenever I please, 
according to my disposition and that of my audience.'77 ' 

The combination of technical difficulty with a style not normally associated 
with the gamba may partly explain the modern lack of interest in its late-eigh-
teenth-century music. Whilst professionals have often preferred to concentrate 
on the well-established repertory of gamba music by J. S. and C. P E. Bach or 
the unaccompanied solo works by Abel, for example, in order to display their 
talents, it is on the conservative genre of early English consort music and on 
Abel's simple sonatas that many (if not most) amateurs still apparently rely, in 
England at least. The lack of published editions is clearly another factor, one 
that the present writer amongst others is attempting to alleviate. 

The predominance of Germanic musician-composers in this field also 
requires some comment. According to Valerie Walden,78 it was in Italy that the 
transition from viola da gamba to violoncello first became established,79 slowly 
followed by the rest of Europe, with Paris being the last major centre whole-
heartedly to adopt the newer instrument: 
pitted against the viola da gamba, whose popularity among the French nobility 
kept that instrument fashionable throughout Europe for the better half of the 
eighteenth century, the violoncello became an unwitting pawn in the war of 
French taste against Italian.80 
                                                           

77 Burney, A General History (1935)11, 1019. 
78 V Walden, One Hundred Years of Violoncello - A History of Technique and Performance 

Practice, 1740-1840 (Cambridge, 1998), 3. 
79 Ibid., 8. Dr Walden cites the Italian Giorgio Antoniotti (Antoniotto) (1692-1776), 

whose sonatas were published in Amsterdam in 1736, as one of the last Italian composers to 
write for the viola da gamba. Viola da gamba performing techniques (including fingering 
patterns) were adopted by most early cellists until the 1740s at least, since 'few musicians 
before the mid-part of the eighteenth century performed exclusively on one instrument and 
this was especially true of those who took up the violoncello ...[who] were frequently 
familiar with either the violin or the viola da gamba' (p. 107). As late as 1806, French 
theorists 'confirmed that violin and viola da gamba technique continued to influence the 
learning process of many players' (p. 117). She even notes the tendency of some cellists to 
add frets to their instruments as late as 1765 (p. 61). 

80 Ibid., 270. It is perhaps surprising, then, that it has proved impossible to locate any late-
eighteenth-century French viola da gamba music for the purposes of the present author's 
research, although the three Lidl sources in Paris (see note 31) suggest a certain degree of 
popularity there. In addition, as Dr Walden notes, 'French regard for this instrument extended 
into the nineteenth century, as witnessed by [Jean-Marie] Raoul's attempt to repopularize the 
viola da gamba even after he had published his violoncello method [in c1802]' (p. 284). 



The fact that a number of German aristocrats and rulers performed on or were 
highly sympathetic to the viola da gamba was also responsible for its continued 
relative popularity there. King Friedrich II, 'the Great' (1712-86) promoted the 
gamba, although he did not play it himself, and a considerable number of com-
posers produced music for the instrument at his court.81 His son, Friedrich 
Wilhelm II, who succeeded in 1786, learned both the viola da gamba with the 
great Ludwig Christian Hesse (1716-72), son of the earlier-mentioned Ernst 
Christian Hesse-from 1757 onwards and the cello, the former being described 
in 1762 as his favourite instrument.82 According to Grove, his 'interest in the 
viol in Berlin finally faded when he switched his allegiance to the cello in the 
early 1770s'.83 Flassig, however, states that' even when he had turned towards 
playing [53] the cello [following Hesse's departure from court in 1771], he 
encouraged gamba playing, and almost every gamba virtuoso of the second 
half of the century played before him',84 a more likely scenario given Fiala's 
noted performances on the gamba in his presence as late as 1790. Carl 
Stamitz himself composed much music for the king and even styled himself 
as 'chamber composer to his Serene Majesty the King of Prussia', apparently 
an honorary title awarded (together with payment) in return for new 
compositions that Stamitz sent to the king rather than a contractual 
appointment, of which there is no documentary evidence. In addition, Abel 
performed in the presence of the king in Berlin in c1783 possibly followed by 
Lidlein 1784, whilst F. X. Hammer played for him whilst on tour in 1787. The 
works for viola da gamba by J. B. Zycka and Franz Benda referred to may 
also have had some connection with Friedrich Wilhelm II, who must 
therefore be considered an important catalyst for the continuation of late-
eighteenth-century performances on the viola da gamba, undoubtedly 
prolonging its lifespan in Germany.85 

The prolific Abel composed around 43 sonatas for viola da gamba, 
together with 27 miscellaneous pieces and the quartet in G with flute, violin 
and cello, most of these dating from between c1760 and c1770-1, with only 

                                                           
81 See Grove, XXVI, 683. Other late-eighteenth-century gamba-playing German 

aristocrats included Prince Nikolaus Esterhazy (1714-90), although his favourite instrument 
was of course the baryton (and he also played the cello); the famous Mannheim elector Carl 
Theodor (1724-99), cited in 1752 as playing in a trio on second gamba with the princebishop 
of Cologne, Clemens August (1700-62), on first gamba and the elector of Bavaria, Maximilian 
III Joseph (see note 56), on cello (see also Flassig, Die solistische Gambenmusik, 250-51); and 
the earlier-mentioned elector of Trier and prince-bishop of Augsburg, Clemens Wenzeslaus 
von Sachsen (1739-1812), whose gamba playing was much praised (see Flassig, ibid., 204-5). 
There were others, although far fewer in number than had been the case earlier in the century, 
when Flassig, ibid., 15, states that in Germany there were perhaps as many aristocratic gamba 
players as professional ones. 

82 Flassig, ibid., 162, quoting Nikolaus Béguelin, the then prince's tutor. 
83 Grove, XXVI, 683. 
84 Flassig, Die solistische Gambenmusik 138. 
85 The statement in Grove, XXVI, 683, that 'the bass viol ... enjoyed a final flowering at the 

court of Frederick the Great in Berlin perhaps implies too much finality (in a paragraph later 
is added, 'further south, viol playing lingered on) and in any case refers to the wrong 
monarch. 

 
 



two sonatas and the quartet dating from any later (by 1783).86 In comparison, 
all of the other composers under discussion here wrote for the instrument 
during its years of decline on a far more limited scale in terms of quantity—
but certainly not of quality—of output, with only Lidl and Hammer even 
getting into double figures (ignoring Truska's and Pfchl's substantial amounts 
of lost gamba music). These composers nevertheless produced between them 
a collection of idiomatic music for the viola da gamba that has been 
overlooked—or simply ignored-for far too long, especially by practitioners of 
the instrument, one that took the bass viol into the realm of the mature 
classical era and a musical style that has hitherto been regarded as 
anachronistic by gamba players used to 'switching off' after the music of 
Abel.87 It must not be forgotten, either, that 

it is no longer merely the 'great works' towering above the rest of 
music's copious output that belong to history in the strict sense of the 
word. This status also accrues to the vast amounts of 'trivial music' that 
in fact go to make up the bulk of day-to-day musical reality, and should 
not therefore be summarily dismissed as the rubble that remains after 
the edifice of history has been erected.88 

Of course the viola da gamba did not have the dynamic capability to cope 
with the expanded orchestra of the late eighteenth and early nineteenth 
centuries, and in consequence could not be used as either a concerto soloist 
or an orchestral instrument. By careful genre selection, however, it did prove 
possible to compose chamber music for the gamba in a variety of updated 
instrumental combinations using current musical styles and formal 
procedures, rather than continuing [54] to 'mothball' it in stylistic imitation of 
past glories of the repertoire such as the works of C. F. Abel. The composers 
involved were also able to continue to write idiomatically for it, even reviving 
older virtuoso techniques in the soloistic figurations they employed. Anew, if 
admittedly comparatively limited, 'golden age' of music for the viola da 
gamba was the result, albeit with a strongly Germanic emphasis shared with 
much other music of the classical era, and it is now surely high time for the 
practical revival of this late-eighteenth-century repertory. 

* 

                                                           
86 W. Knape, M. Charters and S. McVeigh, 'Abel, Carl Friedrich', Grove, I, 17, updating 

Knape, Bibliographisch-the4Batisches Verzeichnis. The 42 known gamba sonatas have recently been 
supplemented by an additional unaccompanied three-movement one in C major that has been 
rediscovered by Dr Peter Holman. The current dating of post-1783 assigned to this quartet and 
at least one of the two sonatas (if correctly identified) is now challenged by its being listed in 
Cramer's 1783 edition (see note 67 above). 

87 Despite the publication of the sonatas by Lidl as long ago as 1996, for example, there 
appears to be a commercial recording of only one of these works: 'Musica de estilo galante' 
(ARSIS 4176), with Pere Ros (viola da gamba) and Jusep Borras (bassoon), includes one sonata 
each by Hammer and Lidl. No recording exists of his trios, not to mention the substantial 
quantity of gamba music by various composers that involves the horn. It is to be hoped that 
the recording of the complete Hammer sonatas (see note 36 above), favourably reviewed by 
Alison Crum in VdGS Newsletter 113 (April 2001), 17-18, reflects a growing recognition of the 
classical viol repertory. 

88 C. Dahlhaus, trans. J. Robinson, Foundations of Music History (Cambridge, 1983), 8. I am 
grateful to Dr Barra Boydell for bringing this apt quotation to my attention. 



The author (drhodes@wit.ie) has prepared critical editions of many of the 
works discussed above, and articles about some of their composers are 
planned for future issues of Chelys. Any further information regarding other 
late-eighteenthor early-nineteenth-century viola da gamba music or 
practitioners of the instrument would be most welcome. 

 



[64] 
REVIEW 

Annette Otterstedt, The Viol: History of an Instrument (Kassel, 
Barenreiter, 2002). 294 pp. ISBN 3-7618-1151-9 

The original German version of this book was published in 1994, and it was 
soon recognised that an English translation would be highly desirable. What we 
have here is better still—a revised and slightly extended version of the original, 
in a translation by Hans Reiners which the author herself says she sometimes 
prefers to the original. The resulting text can be compared to a sumptuous 
feast: full of surprises, rich in individuality, spiced with a characteristic sense of 
humour, wonderfully entertaining in its judicious eccentricities, and surely 
guaranteed to make every viol enthusiast want to continue. Otterstedt has a 
truly cosmopolitan understanding of the whole viol family, and a keen eye for 
telling details across the many musical language-barriers that the viol bridged; 
she also has enough experience as a performer to bring every page to life. 
Anyone who has struggled with Schenk's solo pieces will appreciate her 
reference to them as works of 'almost brutal and bone-breaking difficulty, 
which require practising until one is fed up with their musical content'; many 
readers will cherish her stricture (in inimitable Central European imagery) of 
those consorts who rest contented with their 'muesli viols', and rely on the 
'muted cow' of an uninspiring stopped diapason organ to smoothen out their 
imperfections. 

The overall organisation of the book remains nearly the same as its German 
original. Part I gives an overview of the history of the viol in each of its key 
stages, from the early Spanish (and possibly Flemish?) origins, through Italy, 
past a distinct early branch in France which did not develop, to England and 
hence across much of the rest of Europe. At times the musical evidence is too 
sparse to permit more than sensible conjecture, but we get a richer offering for 
the areas of greatest musical development-especially England from the 
Elizabethan period to the Civil Wars, and France from the middle of the 
seventeenth century onwards. Otterstedt attempts to explain why only England 
fostered a large body of high-quality consort repertoire, and produced the most 
sought-after instruments in Europe to play it on-admitting that an explanation 
based on the poor weather, and the need to stay indoors, is unlikely to provide 
a full answer. Why the French never acquired a substantial consort repertoire, 
but did subsequently give the bass viol a central role in their musical culture, is 
also explored. As in the German version of the book, she punctuates her 
historical overview with three sets of 'legends of the saints'-in-depth discussion 
of key figures, from Alfonso Ferrabosco (the younger), Lawes, Jenkins and 
Simpson to Sainte Colombe. 

Naturally, Otterstedt is generally better on the specifics of music history 
than on the broader framework of historical explanation. In my review of the 
German edition (in Chelys in 1995) I noted a few ghosts resurrected from 
older history [65] books, and these have not altogether disappeared. 
Understandably, given the way recent historical research has transformed our 
appreciation of the critical 1620s and 1630s in England, this is where the 
weaknesses are most obvious. It is thus quite misleading to see the whole of 
the reign of Charles I (and especially the early years) as a period where 'the 
imminent civil war was looming already' (p. 48)—and to do so is likely to take 



us down blind alleys in understanding the context for both Jenkins and 
Lawes. Blaming the 'bourgeois' Puritans (p. 101) will most certainly not do 
either. Otterstedt does not have the space to go into detail regarding the 
workings of musical patronage networks—in Italy, England, the German 
lands and in France—but is right to emphasise the highly contrasting cultural 
environments in which the viol was able to thrive. Its remarkable resilience in 
the eighteenth century has much to do with the expressive qualities of the 
bass instrument, but the treble (and its French diminutives) also put up a 
brave fight in the face of rude competition from the noisier rivals of the 
violin family. In this version of the book Otterstedt has added some thoughts 
about the modern revival of the instrument during the last century. 

Part II, also very substantial, deals in greater detail with every member of 
the viol family, and the types of music composed for each. Just what the early 
viols were used for is explored with great clarity, and we get insights into the 
complex relationship between deep consorts (often transposing down a fourth 
to 12-foot pitch) and the consorts of relatively smaller instruments that became 
predominant later on. Otterstedt suggests that Gibbons's 'great dooble bass' 
may have been a left-over from the deep consort of the past. We are reminded 
that much of the English viol repertoire, in contrast to the Italian tradition 
culminating in Monteverdi, deliberately abandoned direct links to texted music: 
the fantasia itself, as well as the viola bastarda, lyra viol and division-playing 
traditions, all flourished as abstract music without any need for textual 
reference. 

So what should we be playing on? For a start, certainly not on overspun 
strings, if we are playing English consort music of any period. Metal winding 
was never used on any treble instrument (including the later French ones), and 
had not even been invented when the tenor fell out of use. As for the bass, 
your only excuse for open-wound or close wound lower strings is if you are a 
trendy seven-string bass player at the French court (or possibly a German 
contemporary). A bow with screw frog is also inappropriate for nearly all viol 
music (and yes, both the wood used for the bowstick and the mechanism 
developed for tightening the hair make a significant difference to articulation). 
Naturally, make sure that your instrument is set up appropriately (bridge, 
action, tailpiece). That still leaves a lot of room for manoeuvre, and 
commissioning a new viol (or buying an existing instrument) requires careful 
thought. As we know from Michael Fleming's richly detailed work Viol-Making 
in England c.1580-1660, the highlyprized English viols of the early seventeenth 
century were frequently modified [66] and adapted to suit changing musical 
needs-so much so that there is still room for argument regarding key structural 
features of the Jacobean consort instruments and the kind of sound they are 
likely to have produced. 

When we go back before 1600, however, the problems become much more 
acute. In recent years, the authenticity of a number of apparent Renaissance 
viols (in the collections in Brussels and Vienna) has been questioned, notably 
by the Belgian organologist Karel Moens. He uses dendrochronological 
evidence to date the constituent parts of an instrument, and then often 
proceeds by highlighting apparent inconsistencies in structure and design that 
might indicate significant alteration. His conclusions frequently suggest that his 
targeted instrument is not what it appears to be, and that it could be a 



nineteenth-century fake made from bits of old instruments cut-down and 
modified sufficiently convincingly to fool a collector or dealer eager to acquire 
'ancient' musical instruments. Otterstedt believes that Moens has demonstrated 
'that there is not a single Renaissance viol preserved in a state sufficient to 
permit any conclusions about their original shape or manner of construction 
(p. 154). On the next page she relents for a moment- suggesting that the forger 
must have seen the originals, since they seem to fit the pictorial evidence-only 
to revert, in the end, to the gloomy conclusions of Moens. This, in my view, is 
premature. Contrary to what Otterstedt says, Moens' conclusions have not 
gone unchallenged. Eph Segerman wrote a thorough rebuttal published in 
FoMRHIQ 98 (January 2000)—which Otterstedt appears not to have read, 
and which Moens himself omits to mention in the most recent report that I 
have seen (in The Italian Viola da Gamba, ed. S. Orlando, 2002). 

Those who approach this argument with open minds are likely to conclude 
that dismissing the majority of old Renaissance viols as fakes is too simplistic. 
On the contrary, the sixteenth-century instruments that survive need to be re-
examined far more thoroughly and scientifically, so that we can gain clearer 
insights about the more gradual (and probably less fraudulent) ways in which 
they have been altered, and hence recover as much reliable information about 
them as possible. All historical evidence is potentially misleading and incom-
plete, but that is not sufficient reason to abandon all hope of attaining a greater 
level of accuracy about the past. In the process, some conclusions (like much 
history) may eventually prove untenable; yet in the meantime we are surely 
justified in continuing to experiment-on the basis of the best evidence available 
to us both from surviving instruments and from pictorial representations-in 
order to learn how the earliest viols may have been built and hence how they 
may possibly have sounded. That said, Otterstedt is absolutely right in 
emphasising that makers need to be careful both about what they are copying, 
and the extent to which they allow their own expertise as builders to influence 
their interpretation of what they see in existing instruments. In the much 
shorter Part III of the book [67] she returns to these issues in a section 
devoted to 'maintaining a princess in style', that is, looking after an instrument 
which is in regular use. 

Before we get there, however, Otterstedt offers some good advice on pitch, 
transposition, temperament and performance technique. She advocates a 
particular non-equal temperament, not widely known in Britain, which she 
ascribes to Erlangen: I cannot understand this well enough from her 
description to be able to try it out either on a keyboard or a viol, but in practice 
viol players, like harpsichordists, may well enjoy experimenting with different 
historic temperaments to suit the music they are playing. Here, as elsewhere, 
the book engages actively with the kinds of problems which serious viol 
players will often have faced. We are treated to some thoughtful comments on 
ornamentation (and where it might be used), but above all we are reminded 
that every note we play needs to be carefully shaped. In the author's inimitable 
language, we might think of 'the well-shaped lady's leg'; the bow stroke can 
inspire the notes with life, so they never risk 'lying around like animate objects 
exuding inaction in a landscape by Dali . We are also briefly made to reflect on 
hand positions and other aspects of technique, to help us on our way. 



For those who want to follow up specific arguments, the appendix provides 
a good array of end-notes and bibliographical references. The book, like the 
German original, also includes many drawings and photographs, as well as 
musical examples and diagrams. In short, no viol player should be without it: it 
is never dull, and its wealth of ideas and detail is bound to make it a constant 
companion for all those who seek to understand the instrument and its music. 

Thomas Munck 
 

[68] 
Letter to the Editor 

HIDDEN TREASURE IN GLOUCESTER? 

Dear Editor, 

In connection with work on the Ferrabosco edition for Musica Britannica, I 
recently asked Richard Andrewes if he could provide a photocopy of a short 
article which he published in VdGS Bulletin 28 (January 1968), pp. 13-14, 
entitled 'Hidden Treasure in Gloucester?'. Neither David Pinto nor I had been 
able to lay hands on a copy of the Bulletin in question, and (as it turned out) the 
author too was unable to find one. But he did very kindly send me a copy of 
his original manuscript. 

Because not many people today will have seen Richard Andrewes' article, I 
took the liberty of suggesting to him that it might usefully be reprinted in 
Chelys. He has indicated that he would be happy for this to be done, with 
revisions where necessary to take account of research during the past 35 years. 
Christopher Field 
Richard Andrewes' 1968 article transcribes and briefly comments upon a 
seventeenth-century document in the Chapter Library at Gloucester Cathedral, 
consisting of a single sheet of vellum or parchment measuring about nine 
inches high and twelve inches wide, headed 'Musick Books belonging to the 
Cathedral of Glouc[este]r'. Surprisingly, the contents include no service music 
whatsoever and with the exception of Richard Dering's two- and three-voice 
motets consist entirely of instrumental chamber music.1 So far as is known, 
none of the books listed has yet been traced. The document is of clear 
historical importance and the transcription reprinted below certainly ought not 
to be confined to the now rather scarce 1968 Bulletin. 

The Gloucester catalogue raises puzzling questions concerning its contents 
and date. Richard Andrewes' original note to item [1] suggested that the listed 
partbooks of Dering's Cantica Sacra probably represented Playford's 1662 
publication of these works, which is by no means impossible: though there are 
several earlier manuscript sources (see note 6 below), none now bears the same 
Latin title. 'Cantica Sacra' was, however, the title of one of Dering's larger-scale 
collections published in his lifetime,2 and the same description could perhaps 
have been stamped on the lost original binding of a manuscript of the two- and 
three-voice works. A collection formed at the Restoration might also be 

                                                           
1 Musicians who had gathered to play consort music sometimes sang the Dering motets at 

the same meetings: see T. Mace, Musick's Monument (1676), 235, cited in J. Wainwright, 
Musical Patronage in Seventeenth-Century England (Aldershot, 1997),178n. 

2 R. Dering, Cantica Sacra ...Sfnis Vocibus (Antwerp, 1618). 



expected to contain some of the new music of the 1650s, such as the consorts 
of Matthew Locke. 

A tentative dating before the Civil War nevertheless raises questions of its 
own. Item 10, with covers bearing the Royal Arms, appears to have some 
special link to Whitehall, and items 3 and 4 also belong to the court repertory: 
this music [69] is unlikely to have circulated far beyond court circles in 
peacetime, and may have come to Gloucester only as a result of the dispersal 
of court music material after the outbreak of war, possibly some years later.3 
Perhaps the list combines exiled court partbooks with music already at 
Gloucester, where before the Civil War the cathedral choristers were taught to 
play the viol by John Merro (d. 1639)4 and John Oker. 

This reprint of the transcription is offered in the same spirit as the 1968 
original, in the hope that other researchers might one day recognise the missing 
material or offer a more complete explanation of the catalogue's contents. 
Sadly, anecdotal evidence suggests that there is little chance of discovering any 
of the missing music in Gloucester: a Purcell Society editor in pursuit of early 
anthem sources recently reported that 'there is a strong tradition at Gloucester 
that a canon of the cathedral made a bonfire of library holdings in order to 
make more space in the cathedral library, arguing that the public no longer 
liked early music but preferred Vaughan Williams and Elgar'.5 

When first published, the transcription was accompanied by notes identify-
ing the catalogued music as precisely as the original descriptions allowed. The 
completion of the VdGS Index of Music for Viols means that readers can now 
explore the work of the listed composers far more easily than was possible in 
1968, and some of the text of the original notes has therefore been omitted. 
Substantially unaltered notes by Richard Andrewes are marked (RA). 

Editor 
[70] 

Musick Books belonging to the Cathedral of Glouc.r 

[1] Derings Cantica Sacra in four Books in fol bound in Leather covers 
entituled on the Covers with gilt letters (Altus) (Cantus) (Bassus) (Organ part).6 

[2] Three Bookes in fol. with Red-Leather Covers filletted with gold 
marked in Gilt Letters on the Covers, (Cantus) (Bassus) (Ad Organum 
composed by Cooperario.7 

                                                           
3 Compare the possible travels of the Lawes theatre music autograph discussed in P. 

Willetts, 'Who was Richard Gibbon(s)?', pp. 3-17 above. 
4 See, for example, A. Ashbee, R. Thompson and J. Wainwright, The Viola da Gamba 

Society Index of Manuscripts Containing Consort Music, I (Aldershot, 2001), 9-10. 
5 L. Pike, 'Purcell's "Rejoice in the Lord", All Ways', Music & Letters 82 (2001), 391-420, 

at 420n. 
6 A collection of two- and three-voice motets by Dering was published in 1662 as 

Cantica Sacra. Ad duas & tres voces composita cum basso continuo ad organum. Dering died in 
1630, however, and many manuscript sources of his motets pre-date the 1662 publication: 
see Wainwright, Musical Patronage, 178-85. 

7 These were undoubtedly Coprario's fantasia-suites for violin, bass viol and organ (RA): 
the unusual (and revealing) spelling 'Cooperario' also occurs in GB-Lbl R.M. 241.3. 



[3] A sett of Musick in four Books bound in yellow leather Covers with a 
small gilt flower on the Outside. The Organ part is Fol: the other three parts in 
40 opening Longways, being two Trebles, a Bass & Organ Part.8 

[4] Another Sett of Music Composed by Mr. William Laws in three 
Bookes bound in black Leather covers with a pretty large gilt Flower on the 
Outside, the Organ part in Fol: the Bass and Treble in 40 opening longways.9 

[5] Alfonso Ferabosco's Fancies in four Books bound in yellow Leather 
Covers in 4o being two Trebles, A Tenor and Bass. 

[6] A set of Musick in four Books with black Leather Covers in 4o filletted 
with gold, Containing Six Consorts entituled within (The Violin part) (The 
Theorbo part) The first Lyra part) The Harpsichord and 2d Lyra part) The 
Musick is composed by Mr. William Lawes, Mr. Jenkins and Mr. Simpson.10 

[7] Two Books of two parts, bound in Leather Covers 4o One Booke hath 
Black=Covers filletted with gold, the other hath plaine yellow Covers and 
opens longways, Containing Almains, Corants and Sarabands.11 

[8] Four little long Books in Parchment Covers. 8o entituled on the Out 
side (Altus) (Cantus) (Bassus) Thorough Base) set by Ives and Jenkins.12 

[9] Fancies of three parts being Three stitcht books with Blewish paper 
Covers, the parts are First Treble, 2d Treble and Bass by Mr. John Oker.13 

[10] The Royall Consort in seaven Books bound in black Leather Covers in 
4o with the Kings Arms gilt upon the Covers.14 

 

                                                           
8 By implication from [4] (‘another set’) these may be William Lawes’ fantasia-suites for two 

violins, bass viol and organ (RA). 
9 William Lawes' fantasia-suites for violin, bass viol and organ (RA). 
10 Possibly the most intriguing item in the collection (RA). See F. Traficante, 'Music for 

Lyra Viol: Manuscript Sources', Chelys 8 (1978-9), 4-22. 
11 These two-part pieces probably had much in common with those published by Playford 

in A Musicall Banquet (1651), Court Ayres (1655) and Courtly Masquing Ayres (1662) (RA). 
12 The presence of the 'Thorough Base' indicates that these were probably airs and 

dances rather than fantazias (RA). 
13 John Oker was organist of Gloucester Cathedral from 1640 until the outbreak of the 

Civil Wars. His three-part fantasias are known from copies in GB-Ob MSS Mus. Sch. D.245-
7 and Lbl Add. MSS 17792-6 (RA). 

14 Presumably William Lawes' Royall Consort in its 'new version' for two violins, two bass 
viols and two theorboes (RA). The presence of a seventh partbook is interesting: was this an 
extra thoroughbass part? Compare the three theorbo parts for Locke's Broken Consort in 
GB-Och Mus. 772-6. 
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