
Discovering the Viola d'Amore
Jennie Hansen

A serious problem for the budding violistd'amore is the almost

complete absence of music on the shelves of even the largest

music store. Music does exist, and a wealth of it is directly avail­

able through the Viola d'amore Society, through its own publi­

cations and the offerings of its members. Many important

publications, however,are out of print. The place to find these

is in libraries. Myfavorite libraries are those at the Eastman

School of Music, Harvard University, the University of Califor­

nia in Los Angeles, Northwestern University, the NewYork Pub­

lic Library, and the Library of Congress, which also contains

many interesting original manuscripts.

For the more adventurous researcher, writing to European

libraries in London, Dresden, Berlin, and Turin can net copies
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FINDING MUSIC

I t has fourteen strings in all, or

maybe twelve, or in a few cases

even twenty-one, but one normally

plays on seven of them at best. The

others are called sympathetic or reso­

nance strings, and they lie close to

the belly of the instrument, away

from normal bow strokes. It has a

name that sounds like a harlequin

romance, but scholars think the idea

for it might just possibly have come

west with the spice trades in the sev­

enteenth century, making it a cousin

of the Arabic Kemangeh roumy. With

its Islamic flame-shaped tone holes

and its gamba-shaped body, it maybe

a true example of cross-culturalism.

I was introduced to the viola

d'amore in 1968,at the Carmel Bach

Festival, when Walter Trampler and

Karen Phillips waltzed on stage to

play arias Nos. 31 and 32 of the Saint

John Passion. As if in some sweet dis­

tant dream, the sound lingered in

the air like a pastel wash at sunset. I
knew someday I would play this An engraving of 0 violo d'omore circa 1700 from Musicolisches Threotrum, by

. . h h hi Johann Christian Weigel, provided courtesy of Daniel Thomason, Viola d'Amore
amazmg mstrument, t oug t IS Society of America.

proved to be a more elusive goal

than I might have thought.

In 1980 a friend loaned me an instrument, and after weeks

of struggling to make it work, I gave up. Before returning it to

its owner, I fortuitously decided to showit to WilliamMonical, a

luthier in Staten Island who specializes in period instruments.

He took one look at the instrument and said: "My, my! How can

you play this? The bridge is nearly flat. It must be impossible to

play anything but chords." Byserendipity, I had found one of

the only people on the globe who specializes in violasd'amore,

and he wasable to help me find a proper instrument and start

again in earnest.

He also suggested I call Myron Rosenblum and Daniel

Thomason, the codirectors of the Viola d'amore Society of

America. For a fee of $18 a year, members gain access to a net-

work of players and a wonderful

wealth of information. The Society

sponsors semi-annual Congresses

where viola d'amore players from

all over the world meet, playfor one

another, present their pet research

projects, and discuss nitty-gritty

issues such as who's been tuning

their upper strings in fourths, and

which violin E strings are long

enough to be used for a top string

in the Telemann Triple Concerto.

Newcomers can absorb a mini-his­

tory of the instrument, its propo­

nents, and repertoire in one of

these three- to four-daysessions.

The Society also publishes a

biannual newsletter full of scholarly

articles, concert announcements,

reviews, reports of members' activi­

ties, and listings of instruments for

sale. It acts as a go-between in

obtaining useful research materi­

als-such as Harry Dank's informa­

tive book TheViola d'amore-and is

one of the richest sources of music

for the instrument.
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STRANGE TUNINGS

Viola d
l Amore Scale &Tunin s

THE TIMBRE

A meeting in the air between the resonance of the two sets of

strings creates a sort of halo effect, or ghostly resonance. An

accompanying sweetness, perhaps due to its viol-shaped body,

completes the dramatic effect. Leopold Mozart characterized

the violad'amore as a special kind of violin that sounds lovely in

the stillness of the night. Hector Berlioz described it as particu­

larly suited to the legato style, to dreamy melodies, and to the

expression of ecstatic or religious feelings. Charles Loeffler

characterized it as the only instrument capable of expressing

the spirit and mood of the doomed.

The viola d'amore has often been used by composers to fine

dramatic effect. Ferenc Erkel, the author of the Hungarian

National Anthem, paired the instrument with a suicidal heroine

to achieve a heart-stopping climax in his opera BankBan. Ameri­

can film composer Bernard Herrmann wrote music featuring

the viola d'amore in two feature films and one episode of the

"Twilight Zone." The moody film noir On Dangerous Ground

showcasesthe romantic playing of Virginia Majewski to capture

the inner world of an isolated blind woman. In the Roadbuilder,

experiment a bit with viol,viola, and violin strings, or have them

speciallymade to order by Damien Dlugolecki. William Monical

is of enormous help in this area to players allover the world and

keeps documentation as to usage and gauges.

From the time the instrument first appeared in the seven­

teenth century until at least half-wayinto the eighteenth cen­

tury, it was tuned according to the key of the piece. This

flexibility of tuning and the sympathetic strings, which began to

appear in the late seventeenth century, are twohallmarks of the

viola d'amore, creating its unusual and evocative timbre.
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Abasic scale in astandard Dmajor tuning con be fingered like this:

This can be pretty disconcerting at first, and even in the

long run, it makes quick scale passages difficult. The situation

becomes even more mind-bending when the full scordatura

possibilities of the instrument are utilized. This simply means

that mistuning can be the rule rather than the exception when

it comes to the viole d'amour. Mysuggestion, here, is to pick an

initial key, and stay in it until comfortable enough to move on.

(See the sidebar on page 53 for suggested beginning pieces in

severalkeys.)

Although strings can be hard to find, in the D keysall man­

ner are available: Gut strings by Eudoxa and Dlugolecki, perlon

byThomastic, and even steel. The sympatheticsare usuallysteel.

Once you get very far away from D major or minor, you have to

on microfilm of manuscripts as far back as the seventeenth cen­

tury. Copies of some of these manuscripts may at times be found

in libraries here, or can be accessed through inter-library loan.

Asfor the foreign libraries, don't hesitate to write in English.

An essential guide to all the existing repertoire for the

Liebesgeige is Heinz Berek's Viola d'amore Bibliographie. Originally

published in 1986, it has been recently updated and repub­

lished by Friedrick Hofmeister MusikVerlag; Hofheim-Leipzig.

The book is in German and English, lists each work according

to its instrumentation, and gives the key, tuning, a designation

of original or arrangement, and all possible clues as to where to

find it. It has comprehensive lists of libraries, archives, and arti­

cles about the instrument.

After obtaining an instrument and some music comes the diffi­

culty of dealing with the strange tunings. In the nineteenth­

century players only tuned in D major or D minor; many mod­

ern performers take this approach but still have to get used to

the notes being in funny places. The worst part is that the

strings are not equal intervals apart. In general, the open

strings are tuned straight up the chord. Here are some exam­

ples of possible tunings:
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the instrument highlights the romance

of a spinster and a homicidal harmon­

ica player. In Little GirlLost, the viola

d'amore accompanies a lost child into

the fourth dimension.

TECHNICAL IDIOSYNCRACIES

The viola d'amore has some unusual

technical problems worthy of mention.

First and foremost, the strings tend to

be very close together, and the angle of

the bridge is critical in avoiding hitting

extra strings. Additionally, the tunings

often necessitate hopping acrossone or

more strings. Good marksmanship is

greatly aided by economy of gesture.

Playingoctavescan range from difficult

to impossible. On the other hand,

thirds, appropriately situated, can be a

breeze. And rolling arpeggios on open

strings and natural harmonics are some

of the natural glories of the instrument

and can often be added to fine effect in

the cadences of Baroque concertos.

Some performers use the Baroque

bow exclusively. Perhaps this is because

of its wonderful clinging ability, which

facilitates execution of all those arpeg­

giated passages for which the viola

d'amore is famous. Some performers

use only the modern violin or viola

bow. This can increase the clarity and

projection of the instrument and make

it easier to isolate one string at a time. I

prefer the historical approach, match­

ing the bow to the period of the piece.

The viola d'amore allows a variety of

approaches and still remains very much

its idiosyncratic self.

A FEW SUGGESTIONS

All over the world museums contain

instrument collections with beautiful

examples of violas d'amore, many with

their original fittings, and often with

beautifully carved scrolls depicting

blind-folded cupids. Usuallythey aren't

set up for performance, but occasion­

ally a collection will allow visitors

to borrow an instrument for a special

continued onpage 54
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Jennie Hansenperforms internationally on

viola, Baroque viola, and viola d'amore. She

has recorded Charles Martin Loeffler'S La

Mort de Tintagiles with the Indianapolis

Symphony, Bach's SaintJohn Passion with

the Smithsonian Chamber Players, andjazz

onelectric viola d'amore for the West German

Radio in Cologne. She also performs with the

Times Square Music Company, a chamber

group that commissions music for viola

d'amore and percussion, and with the Hud­

sonRiverTrio, a stringtrio. She has taught

at Ithaca College and Cornell University.

occasion. I was able to borrow Charles

Loeffler's exquisite Thomas Eberle viola

d'amore from the Gardner Museum

in Boston when I recorded his La

Mort deTintagiles with the Indianapolis

Symphony,

Commissioning composers to write

music is even more fun than haunting

the archives of the world. Nothing is as

thrilling as being an activepartner in the

creative process. For me, the composi­

tional spark has lead to such broadening

experiences as premiering ballet scores

in Basel, performing jazz in Cologne,

and starting an eclectic mix of a chamber

group with instruments like the glass

harmonica and shakuhachi. AST
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