
PODCAST ON VIOLA

Hello.  I'm Erik Nielsen.  I'm a professional composer and Senior Mentor at 

Music-COMP, formerly known as the Vermont MIDI Project.  This is the second in a 

series of podcasts designed to help you compose for specific instruments and ensembles. 

We're concentrating on instruments that get relatively little attention and today our focus 

is the viola.  It's a simply wonderful instrument with a unique sound, somewhere 

between the violin and the cello but different in sound from both.  It also really confuses 

a lot of composition students, especially those writing for it as part of a string quartet. 

There seem to be two reasons for the confusion.  The first is that the instrument looks 

like a slightly oversized violin so students often treat it as a third violin part 

interchangeable with the other two.  The second reason is that most of the viola's music 

isn't written in treble clef like the violin, but in the much less familiar alto clef where the 

clef sign indicates middle C rather than the G above, as in treble clef.  This ought to give 

you a clue as to how to think of the viola, namely as an alto or tenor instrument between 

the lower cello and the higher violin.  Its strings are tuned an octave higher than cello 

with the C below middle C as its lowest string.  The next three are identical with the 

bottom three of the violin, namely GDA from bottom to top.  It can play up to around C 

two octaves above middle C, but its upper notes are not its best sound and can be better 

handled by violin.  It's in the instrument's middle and low range that the viola excels.

In fact, our first example shows beautifully just the sort of work viola often does 

so well, namely filling in between the bass line of the cello and the melody of the violin. 

It's from a work called Shadows on the Water, written for Opus 16 in 2008 by Holly 

Mugford, a high school senior.  Note when you listen how the viola is playing steady 

eighth notes in 6/8 time mainly in arpeggios.  It's simple but it conveys the feeling of 

flowing water and also enhances the work of both cello and violin.  (PLAY SHADOWS 

OPENING-18” THEN FADE OUT.)

Our second example shows the viola in a very different context, in a duet with 

flute.  The work is called simply Duet for Viola and Flute and was written for Opus 20 

in 2010 by a 13-year-old named Gawain Usher.  In the duet the two parts are more or 

less equal, though as the lower instrument the viola does more accompanying and the 

flute handles more of the melodic work.  Let's concentrate on one section where the 

viola accompanies the flute by playing double-stops or two notes at once.  Gawain is a 

violist himself so he understands that 6ths are easy to play, while he only moves to larger 

intervals such as octaves when in the instrument's upper register where intervals are 

closer together on the strings or when one of the notes is played on an open string.  Let's 

listen.  (PLAY DUET 1' 56”-2' 17” THEN FADE.)

Our next example shows a much more lively use of double-stops.  It's from the 

third and final movement of Suite for Solo Viola, also written for Opus 20 by Joshua 

Morris, a 16-year-old.  In this excerpt the double stops are played tremolando, that is, 

with rapid bowing back and forth on the same strings and they sound much more 

dramatic and less chordal than in the previous example.  (PLAY SUITE 3' 01”-3'08”.)



Like Gawain, Joshua is a string player, a cellist, and he understands the 

capabilities of the viola very well.  That's evident in all three movements of the suite.  In 

fact, the violist, Elizabeth Reid, enjoyed the piece and the workout it gave her so much 

that she has included the work in her concert repertoire since Opus 20.  Here's an excerpt 

from the first movement that demonstrates the viola's flexibility in handling rapid 

scalework, changes in register and quick switches from arco to pizzicato and back. 

(PLAY SUITE 35''-55”.)

Joshua doesn't neglect the instrument's melodic and expressive capabilities, as you 

can hear in this excerpt from the second movement that emphasizes the viola's lower 

range.  (PLAY SUITE 58”-1' 13”.)  Also from the same movement, Joshua emphasizes 

the viola's upper range.  This passage is actually written mainly in treble clef to avoid 

lots of ledger lines that would be needed if using alto clef.  (PLAY SUITE  1' 46”- 2' 

07”.)

I hope you can see from these excerpts why viola is one of my favorite 

instruments.  Its sound is very like the human voice in many ways and it's capable of 

playing as a solo instrument, working in the background or stepping up as an equal 

partner with strings, winds or other instruments such as piano.  It has great versatility 

and its position in the middle of the string range is one of its strengths.  Once you realize 

that the middle line of the alto clef represents middle C and that the clef wasn't invented 

to confuse and frustrate students but to avoid having to use ledger lines, you'll find 

working with it isn't so bad.  Not only that, but violists love getting new music and you'll 

make a lot of friends if you compose for it.  And if you want to learn more about the 

viola, check out the website of an exciting young violist who specializes in playing new 

music, Nadia Sirota, at www.nadiasirota.com.  Next time we'll move to winds, 

specifically the bassoon.  Please join me as we explore this fascinating instrument.


