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 1 

Introduction 

 

ñYou ought to know that, for sure, whatever nature provided in years past still exists in the 

present.  Whatever worked in the minds of people in those days, still works today.ò1  

 

ï Sylvestro Ganassi 

 

In her book ñThe Great Cellists,ò2 Margaret Campbell presents a chart of ñTeacher-pupil 

relationships from Franciscello [1691] to the present dayò documenting the relationships between cellists 

from Italy, Spain, Germany and Russia (and, by implication, France and England) in an unbroken line.  It 

is not possible to write a similar chart for the teaching lineage of the viola da gamba.  The viola da gamba, 

or violða bowed, fretted stringed instrumentðfirst appeared near the turn of the sixteenth century and 

enjoyed a period of popularity through the middle of the eighteenth century.  Composers all over 

EuropeðItaly, Germany, France, Spain, the Netherlands, and Englandðwrote music for the viol, and 

many pedagogues published tutorials offering instruction on how to play it.  However, the viol fell out of 

fashion in the second half of the eighteenth century, and was mostly not a part of musical life for the next 

hundred years; much of its history was lost.  At the turn of the twentieth century, Arnold Dolmetsch is 

credited with re-discovering and re-popularizing the instrument; since then, each subsequent generation 

has contributed to researching and uncovering more information about the past mastersô playing 

techniques, and using this information to write method books of their own.   

Due to the violôs interrupted history, finding comprehensive sources of playing techniques and 

teaching materials the viola da gamba can pose a challenge; information on how to play the viol is in a 

scattered state.  The historical sources on viol pedagogy were written in several different languages over a 

long period of timeðto modern readers the word usage in the sources is often archaic and the sentence 

syntax seems convoluted.  Some historical works do not have a readily available English language 

                                                 
1 Silvestro Ganassi, Regola Rubertina, trans. Richard D Bodig (Australia: Saraband Music, 2002), 53. 
2 Margaret Campbell, The Great Cellists (North Pomfret, Vt.: Trafalgar Square Pub., 1989). 
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translation; those works that have multiple English translations available serve to illustrate that translators 

can arrive at very different interpretations of the same text.  Moreover, historical works are often only 

accessible to those with university library and/or interlibrary loan credentials.  John Hsu sums up the 

situation well, on page one of his Handbook of French Baroque Viol Technique:  

"In seeking to ascertain how the basse de viole was played . . . what effects were sought and what 

techniques were employed to obtain these effectsðwe encounter the familiar problems which 

face anyone attempting to recover aspects of the past: we must depend on documents written by 

people of varying persuasions and competence, and we must interpret these documents in the 

light of our necessarily imperfect knowledge of the historical context in which they were 

written."3   

 

Recent generations of viol teachers have sought to remedy this by writing viol method books of 

their own, each citing (or not citing!) differing historical references, with a wide range of technical and 

philosophical outlooks.  In the introduction to their Complete and Progressive Method for the Viol, Paolo 

Biordi and Vittorio Ghielmi illustrate how contemporary authors are trying to address the problem: ñThis 

method . . . grew out of an attempt to fill a void which regularly confronts anyone who attempts teaching 

the viol: the lack of a comprehensive 'book' which can be followed page by page by a student until he has 

reached a sufficient technical level to approach the repertory by himself."4   

This ñlack of a comprehensive bookò is precisely the need that this current document will try to 

address.  It is the goal of this paper to provide the English-speaking teacher of the bass viol with a 

resource detailing, comparing, and contrasting the many historical (pre-1800) sources of viola da gamba 

pedagogy.  ñPedagogyò will be defined in this paper as descriptions of the physical motions, sensations, 

and concepts necessary to play the bass viol.  I will be mostly excluding topics that do not directly 

concern the physicality of playing the instrument, such as music theory and notation, performance 

practice and stylistic issues, ornamentation, and the history of the viol.   Descriptions of the evolving 

                                                 
3 John Hsu, A Handbook of French Baroque Viol Technique (New York: Broude Brothers, 1981), 1. 
4 Paolo Biordi and Vittorio Ghielmi, Metodo completo e progressivo per Viola da gamba, Vol. 1 (Bologna: Ut 

Orpheus Edizioni, 1996), 1.  
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physical construction of the viol will be discussed only as far as it directly affects how the instrument is 

played.  

On embarking on this project, one quickly discovers that there are a number of complicating 

factors in trying to achieve a unified work of historical viol pedagogy.  The time span of almost three 

centuries of the violôs history saw many changes in the physical evolution of the viol, changes in the 

musical role of the viol and its repertoire, and the evolving technical demands made of the viol.  One must 

also factor in the differing national styles between the Italians, Germans, English, and French; all of these 

elements predictably led to significant changes in its performance techniques.  Ideas about the bow hold, 

the use of the bow arm, and the carriage of the left hand all changed significantly over the centuries, 

presenting some awkward questions about historical accuracyðfor example, if one is performing 16th 

century Italian music, should one be using an 18th century French bow hold?  What is more, there is 

frequent disagreement between the various authors, even of contemporaneous treatises, in technique, 

terminology, and style.  And finally, the modern reader is confronted with the fact that the pedagogical 

approach has changed over the years.  Christophe Coin summarized it well in his introduction to the 

Biordi/Ghielmi work referenced earlier:  "The teaching of the Ancients, mostly based on direct 

transmission and on the imitation of the teacher, has left us only few treatises, often lapidary and 

adaptable with difficulty  to our current didactic methods."  These ñcurrent didactic methodsò in turn have 

evolved from the endless permutations of fingering and bowing patterns found in early-mid 20th century 

string textbooks, to the ñevery child can,ò tune-based, sequential approach found in the Suzuki method, 

for example.5   

Coin also alludes to a wider problem with earlier pedagogy which helped contribute to the 

instrumentôs demise, in a situation best described by Thomas Mace:   

"A Third and very Considerable Reason is, From the Closeness of Masters in the Art, who (all 

along) have been extreme Shie in revealing the Occult and Hidden Secrets . . . The French (who 

were generally accounted Great Masters) seldom or never would prick their Lessons as They 

Play'd them, much less Reveal any thing (further than of necessity they must) to the thorough 

understanding of the Art, or Instrument . . . The Masters are . . . Very Sparing in their 

                                                 
5 https://suzukiassociation.org/about/suzuki-method/ 
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Communications concerning Openness, Plainness, and Freeness; either with Parting with their 

Lessons, or Imparting much of Their Skill to their Scholars; more than to shew them the Ordinary 

way how to play such and such Lessons . . . Which when they have done, and with Long Pains, 

and much Labour obtained, THEY DYE, AND ALL THEIR SKILL AND EXPERIENCE DYES 

WITH THEM."6 

 

In an effort to not have this happen, it is the task of this paper to introduce the reader to the major 

historical sources of pedagogical writings on the viol, twenty-three in all.  In the first section, we will 

ñmeet the treatisesò:  I will present biographical information for each author; describe the history and 

publication information (if any) for each work; mention other works published by the author; offer a 

general description of the contents of each work, including any musical selections; describe its main 

contributions and intended audience; and detail its modern publication history and availability of an 

English language translation (if applicable).  In the second section, I will compile and contrast the 

authorsô thoughts on various aspects of viol technique, including:  how to position the instrument; how to 

carry the body; bow hold and technique; different kinds of bow strokes; bowing rules; the carriage of the 

left hand and arm; left hand technique; and chordal technique.  

In the spirit of the ñhistorically informedò player, it is my goal to provide the reader with as much 

information as possible; what one chooses to do with this information then becomes the readerôs 

responsibility.  There are often several approaches to each aspect of viol techniqueðperhaps there are as 

many ways to play the viol as there are viol players. 

  

                                                 
6 Thomas Mace, Musickôs Monument (Paris: Éditions du Centre national de la recherche scientifique, 1958), 40. 
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Part One: Meet The Treatises 

 

In the ñMeet the Treatisesò section, for each work discussed I will present biographical 

information for the authorðwhere and when they lived and where they worked.  I will discuss the 

authorôs publication history and the publication history of the work (if any).  I will provide a general 

description of the contents of each work, noting the genre of the work and the main and/or unique 

contributions of each work to viol pedagogy; discuss the tone of the book and/or personality of the author, 

if notable; and note the presence of any musical literature contained in each work.  I will also describe the 

original intended audience of the work, its most likely modern audience, and the information that a 

modern reader will likely find most relevant in the work.  I will then discuss the modern publication 

history of each work, noting the availability of an English language translation (if applicable).   
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Chapter 1: Martin  Agricola ï Musica Instrumentalis Deudsh (1529) 

 

Our earliest treatise containing pedagogical material for the viol is Musica Instrumentalis 

Deudsch, written in 1529 by Silesian author Martin Agricola (ca. 1468ï1556).  Agricola was an important 

and prolific Lutheran musician and teacher based in Saxony.  He worked as the Cantor at the Protestant 

municipal school in the 1530s, and was also a church music director and composer.  Musica 

Instrumentalis Deudsch was his second publication; his first, Ein kurtz deudsche Musica, was published 

in Wittenberg the year before by George Rhau, a fellow Lutheran with whom Agricola would develop a 

fruitful working relationship with over the course of several subsequent publications.  Ein kurtz deudsche 

Musica would undergo a name change upon its third printing in 1533 to Musica choralis deudsch, 

reflecting the popularity of its younger sister Musica instrumentalis deudsch. This work would in turn be 

printed a total of five times, with the fifth reprinting in 1545 undergoing an extensive re-write.  A third 

sister publication would appear in 1532:   Musica figuralis deudsch, dealing with mensural notation; at 

least five more publications would follow.  However, Musica instrumentalis proved to be his most 

enduring work, and the one for which he remains best-known.  It was printed in 1529, 1530, 1532 and 

1542, with an almost totally new edition appearing in 1545.    

Musica instrumentalis deudsch, as its title implies, provides a wonderfully thorough description 

of the musical instruments in use in Germany at the time, complete with illustrations, fingering charts for 

the winds, and intabulation of the fingerboard and tuning methods for the strings.  Agricola modeled the 

book after an earlier work, Sebastian Virdungôs Musica getutscht, published in Basel in 1511.  Agricola 

borrows Virdungôs fantastic woodcut illustrations of the various musical instruments, but redefines the 

way Virdung categorizes them.  The book was written in rhymed German verse, and betrays a rather 

cranky, defensive personalityðso many of our works reveal the authorôs temperament!  

I am including this work as it contains a few scraps of pedagogical information (for example, 

some rudimentary bowing instructions), and a brief piece of four-part polyphony written expressly for 
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viols.  It did seem as if Agricola intended to eventually write a follow-up work containing viol pedagogy, 

explaining ñI will not refer much to the way you should apply your fingers and the bow; rather, I will save 

it until later, as long as God still gives me wit.  Then I will gladly and diligently share it with you and give 

praise and honour to God alone, without whom we can begin nothing."8  Despite his intentions, "later" 

never came and this work never materialized.  Musica instrumentalis deudsch is perhaps most valuable as 

a descriptor of the extant musical instruments in Germany at that time; and for the (perhaps fanciful) 

woodcut iconography.   

There is one published English language translation of Musica instrumentalis deudsch, by 

William Hettrick, which contains both the 1529 and 1545 versions.9  William Hollaway translated the 

work in 1972 as his Doctoral thesis for North Texas State University (now the University of North Texas) 

in Denton; this translation is available at many university libraries and for digital download from 

ProQuest.10  

 

 

  

                                                 
8 Ibid., fol. 44: sig. F4 
9 Martin Agricola and William E. Hettrick, The Musica Instrumentalis Deudsch of Martin Agricola: A Treatise on 

Musical Instruments, 1529 and 1545 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1994.) 
10 William Wood Hollaway and Martin Agricola, ñMartin Agricola's Musica Instrumentalis Deudsch: A 

Translationò (PhD diss., University of North Texas, 1972.) 
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Chapter 2: Hans Gerle ï Musica Teutsch (1532) 

 

The first true viol tutor that was published is Musica teusch, auf die Instrument der grossen unnd 

kleinen Geygen, auch Lautten, published in 1532 by Hans Gerle (1500ï1570).  Gerle, the son of a lute 

maker, took up his fatherôs profession; he was proficient on a variety of other instruments.  He was also a 

music arrangerðhe used his own arrangements in a number of compilations of instrumental music, of 

which Musica Teusch is the first.  Not much else is known about his life; but he likely spent it in his 

native Nuremberg, a culturally rich city of which he was a citizen.   

Gerle had a relationship with the publisher Hieronymus Formschneider, with whom he published 

two additional works after Musica teusch: Tabulatur auff die Laudten in 1533, and Eyn newes sehr 

künstlichs Lautenbuch in 1552.  Musica teusch seems to have been the most popular of the three works, 

as it was reprinted in 1537 with very minor changes, then was re-branded in 1546 as Musica und 

Tabulatur, auff die Instrument der kleinen und grossen Geygen auch Lauten, which featured the same text 

but different, more current musical selections. 

As previously stated, Musica Teusch is the first published work explicitly intended to offer 

instruction on how to play the viol; as such, much of the information here is being presented for the first 

time.  Gerle describes Musica Teusch as a method (ñinstructionò) for learning to play instruments from 

three distinct families: ñgrosse Geygenò (large viols; i. e. violas da gamba); ñkleine Geygenò (small 

violsðrebecs and arm vielles or early violins); and lutes.  Gerle intended the work not "for experienced 

players, for whom most of its information would have been completely redundant, but for 

beginners."11  The book also provides valuable historical information about viol tuning methods; detailed 

illustrations of the instruments in use at the time; a unique guide to fret placement; and a practical yet 

thorough description of mensural musical notation.  Best of all, Gerle provides the student with over a 

dozen four-part musical selections, which are transcriptions of early German Lieder, sacred and secular, 

                                                 
11 Ian Woodfield, The Early History of the Viol (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1984), 106. 
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borrowed from the repertory of the earliest years of the century; they represent the earliest idiomatic 

writing for viols by German composers, Ludwig Senfl in particular.  These musical selections remain 

relevant, tuneful, and accessible to the amateur viol player.   

Incredibly, there has never been a published English language translation of Musica Teusch.  

There are two complete translations available.  The first is by my hero Gordon Kinney, and exists only on 

microfilm, housed in just over a dozen university libraries worldwide, available to only those with 

credentials to those institutions.12  In fact, many of Kinneyôs translations of historical viol works of 

pedagogy are only available on microfilm and not in any print format.  Kinney's translation of Hans Bolôs 

La Basse de Viole . . . offers a clue as to why this may be, on page 428: "In regard to my English 

translations of some of the references cited . . . consult the series MUSICOGRAPHY IN ENGLISH 

TRANSLATION, available on microfilm only from Ms. Judy Sackett, Newspaper and Microtext Dept., 

Maragaret [sic] I. King Library, University of Kentucky, Lexington, KY. 40506."  It would seem that 

Kinney's translations of Gerle, Rousseau, LeBlanc, Bol and others were conceived specifically for this 

microfilm series.  The second English translation of Gerle is part of a dissertation by Jane Pierce 

(University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill, 1973) and is accessible through ProQuest.13  Musica und 

Tabulatur was published in facsimile form in 1977 by Minkoff;14 and a facsimile edition of Musica 

Teusch was published in 2012 by Cornetto.15  There is also a scan of the original book (from the 

Bibliotheca Regia Berolinensi) available for free download on IMSLP.  There seem to be a few modern 

editions of the musical selections from the 1532 edition of Musica Teusch.16 

  

                                                 
12 Hans Gerle, Musica Teusch [i.e. Teutsch]: (1532), trans. Gordon Kinney.  
13 Jane G. I. Pierce, ñHans Gerle: Sixteenth-century Lutenist And Pedagogueò (PhD diss., The University of North 

Carolina at Chapel Hill, 1973.)  
14 Hans Gerle, Musica Und Tablatur: Auff Die Instrument Der Kleinen Und Grossen Geygen, Auch Lautten 

(Genève: Minkoff Reprint, 1977.) 
15 Hans Gerle, Musica Teusch, Auff Die Instrument Der Grossen Unnd Kleinen Geygen, Auch Lautten, Welcher 

Massen Die Mit Grundt Und Art Irer Composicion Auss Dem Gesang In Die Tabulatur Zu Ordnen Und Zu Setzen 

Ist, Sampt Verborgener Application Und Kunst, 1532 (Stuttgart: Cornetto, 2012.) 
16 For example, Hans Gerle, Musica Teusch: 1532 : exemplaire K.1.b.11 conserv® ¨ la British Library de Londres 

(V®nissieux: In Nomine, 2010.) 
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Chapter 3: Sylvestro Ganassi ï Regola Rubertina (1542/3) 

 

Regola Rubertina by Sylvestro Ganassi (b. 1492, Veniceïd. mid-16th c.) was published in 1542, 

following Gerleôs tutor by ten years, and is the first truly detailed work of viol pedagogy.  Ganassi 

mentions having Lombardian ancestry but seems to have spent most of his life in Venice.  He was court 

musician to the Doge of Venice, as well as an instrumentalist of San Marco, being a master of both the 

viol and recorder.  As such, he was able to draw on a wealth of practical experience in writing this 

treatise.  Ganassi also owned his own printing press and published his own works, and likely designed the 

illustrations that decorate the book.  

Regola Rubertina is Ganassiôs second (and final) published treatiseðthe first, Opera intitulata 

Fontegara, published in 1535, is about the recorder and the art of diminutionðthe ñpractice of 

improvised ornamentation.ò17  Although the work is usually referred to solely as Regola Rubertina, it is 

actually comprised of two volumes, originally published separately.  The first volume, Regola 

Rubertina, published in 1542, is dedicated to Ganassiôs distinguished student Ruberto Strozzi (from 

whom the volume likely gets its name).18  The second part, titled Lettione Seconda and published in 

1543, is dedicated to another pupil and patron, ñthe noble Neri Caponò,19 and also includes instructions on 

the lute and the violin.  The fact that Lettione Seconda was published the year after Regola points to the 

success of the original work.  Ganassi refers to the eventuality of a second edition at the end of the book, 

asking readers to advise him on engraving and printing mistakes;20 it is unclear if a second edition 

exists.  Ganassi alludes to a future book, which does not seem to have materialized, concerning the 

                                                 
17 Bruce Dickey, introduction to Riccardo Rognoni, Passaggi Per Potersi Essercitare Nel Diminuire (Bologna: A. 

Forni Editore, 2002), 21. 
18 On pg. 141 of The Early History of the Viol, Woodfield posits that "another candidate for the actual derivation of 

the word 'Rubertina' is the celebrated violist mentioned by Ganassi in Chapter 20 of Lettione Seconda, Rubertino 

Mantoano.ò A curious theory, given Ganassiôs unambiguous dedication.   
19 Silvestro Ganassi, Regola Rubertina... edited by Hildemarie Peter (Berlin-Lichterfelde: R. Lienau, 1972), 55. 
20 Ibid., 109.  Ganassiôs Index to the Second Part does not appear in the Bodig translation. 
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technique of the 7-string lyra, including "the way in which the instrument should be held, its usage in bass 

accompaniment and the sound of a lyra".21  

   As previously stated, Regola Rubertina is a thorough viol tutor, covering a myriad of topics 

ranging from the basic (how to hold the instrument and bow, etc.) to the very advanced (chordal playing, 

shifting, playing above the frets).  Written when the viol was still a relatively new instrument whose 

technique (and physical form!) was still being developed, some information in this book may not be 

useful to those playing on Baroque-model viols.  However, there is still a large amount of fascinating, 

applicable information for todayôs player about topics such as fingering and shifting techniques and how 

to comport the body while playing the viol (one of the only tutorials to address these subjects 

systematically).  There is also practical, detailed information on tuning strategies and placement of the 

frets.  Ganassi provides both brief musical illustrations/exercises, and eight newly-composed ricercari to 

reinforce and illustrate his pedagogical topics.    

     Perhaps even more than any specific information contained within, it is the overall tone of the 

book, with its nuggets of wise advice, encouragements, kindnesses, and emphasis on affect, 

performativity, and musicianship that make this book an essential read for the viol student.  To make a 

popular culture reference, one could say that Ganassi is the Yoda of the viol world.  One prime example 

of Ganassiôs wisdom serves as the epigraph to this paper, on page one; another of my favorite Ganassi 

quotes is: "You must remember to be patient in your learning, as well as to have devotion to the task as 

confirmation of that patience, because it would be sad not to be able to do some passages as you would 

hope to do them."22  

Ganassi seems to have intended Regola Rubertina for the serious viol student.  ñIt is an 

exceptionally useful work for anyone who takes pleasure in learning to play these instrumentsò, he states 

in the preface of the second book.23  Ganassi assumes the reader has a fairly complete knowledge of 

                                                 
21 Ganassi/Bodig, Regola Rubertina, 55. 
22 Ibid., 53 
23 Ganassi/Peter, Regola Rubertina, 55 
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music, so does not spend time on the basics of music-making (such as note-shapes or the gamut), so the 

student coming to the viol with an extensive musical background will benefit the most. Musicians who 

already have experience in the lute or guitar, in particular, may find this book a good fit and natural 

transition, as this volume builds on and borrows from lute technique.  Viol players with an interest in the 

late 16th century Italian virtuoso bastarda repertoire will also want to study Ganassi closely.  Woodfield 

concurs: "[Ganassi's] two-volume tutor Regola Rubertina . . . presents an exceptionally detailed and 

thorough examination of almost all aspects of viol playing.  It far exceeds all other 16th-century 

instrumental tutors in the breadth and depth of its coverage and is thus our primary source of information 

about the viol-playing techniques of the mid 16th-century Italian virtuosi."24  

Ganassi dedicated the book to two of his illustrious pupils, and throughout he frequently refers to 

the art of learning.  Ganassi addresses the reader personally, offering Biblical and philosophical lessons 

and much encouragement along the way.  He is very aware of the responsibility teachers have to set a 

good example, explain as clearly and simply as possible, and of the importance of beauty and excellence. 

He states, ñIf you want to reach a good standard in a short time, learn how to learn; and if you want to be 

able to learn, you must make a great effort and combine it with the qualities most necessary for study; in 

particular the following three: patience, practice and moderation; practice, over and over again; patience, 

even when it seems impossible; moderation, even in your enthusiasm.ò25  It is clear that writing this book 

was a labor of love for Ganassi, expressed in passages such as ñI have taken as much trouble over this 

[writing the book] as I would if it were for my own brother;ò26 and ñSo through me, the talent granted me 

by God shall be passed on to my fellow men and the way will be much easier for those who practice this 

art.ò27  Ganassi is concerned not just with teaching the viol, but with the sacred art of learning in the 

pursuit of beauty and truth.  

                                                 
24

 Woodfield, The Early History, 156.  
25 Ganassi/Peter, Regola Rubertina, 51 
26 Ibid., 89 
27 Ibid., 7 
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Fortunately for todayôs viol player, Regola Rubertina is a relatively widely available work, and 

has been for some time.  There are at least two English language editions currently in print: a translation 

by Daphne and Stephen Silvester of the German edition by Hildemarie Peter from 1972;28 and another by 

Richard Bodig, taken from the VdGSA Journals of the early 1980s, edited by Patrice Connelly and 

published in 2002 by Saraband Music.29  There are many differences between the two translations that 

change the meaning of several passages; it is helpful to have both editions to compare readings of many 

difficult passages.  There is also a translation available in French and Italian, and several editions in its 

original German (including in facsimile).  Bettina Hoffmann has published an edition of just the musical 

selections, complete with both the original authorial fingerings and bowings and new editorial 

annotations, with alternate transpositions for D bass viol when applicable.30  Hoffmann's edition is helpful 

to have when reading the Bodig edition, which provides the musical excerpts and selections only in their 

original tablature and (ten-line staff!) notation.  Peterôs version provides carefully edited modern notation 

transcriptions of all musical selections and examples; unfortunately, her edition also includes editorial 

barlines and reduced note values.    

 

 

 

 

 

  

                                                 
28 Silvestro Ganassi, Regola Rubertina, edited by Hildemarie Peter (Berlin-Lichterfelde: R. Lienau, 1972.) 
29 Silvestro Ganassi, Regola Rubertina, trans. Richard D Bodig (Australia: Saraband Music, 2002.) 
30 Sylvestro Ganassi, Opere per viola da gamba = Works for viola da gamba = Werke f¿r Gambe : da Regola 

Rubertna (Venezia, 1542), Lettione seconda (Venezia, 1543), ed. Bettina Hoffman (Bologna:Ut Orpheus, 1998.)  
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Chapter 4: Diego Ortiz  ï Tratado de Glosas Sobre Clausulas y Otros Generos 

de Puntos en la Musica de Violones (1553) 

Riccardo Rognoni ï Passagi per Potersi Essercitare nel Diminuire (1592) 

Francesco Rognoni Taeggio ï Selva de Varii  Passaggi Secondo lôUso Moderno 

per Cantare e Suonare con Ogni Sorte de Stromenti (1620) 

 

These three works, written over three generations, share a common subject: diminution, the 

16th century art of improvised ornamentation.  They are not primarily works of viol pedagogy in that their 

goal is not to teach the reader how to play the instrument.  However, they each contain a few nuggets of 

viol-specific technical information on topics other than ornamentation, therefore, I am including them 

here.  

Diego Ortiz (c1510ïc1570) has the distinction of being the only Spaniard to write a work of 

historical viol pedagogy.  He did, however, spend most of his career in Italy (at a time when the viol was 

flourishing there), specifically Naples, where he served as maestro de capilla at the chapel of the Spanish 

Viceroy in Naples, serving under at least two Viceroys. 

The Tratado de Glosas sobre clausulas y otros generos de puntos en la musica de violones 

[Treatise of ódivisionsô on cadences and other sorts of points in the music for viols] is by far Ortizôs best-

known work.  Ortiz dedicated the Tratado to Pedro de Urries, another Spanish nobleman living in Italy.  

This might explain the fact that the book was published simultaneously in both Spanish and ñan Italian 

version full of hispanicisims suggesting that Ortiz served as his own translator.ò31  [On page 2 of his 

translation of Ortiz, Gammie adds ñThe original Spanish text is frequently convoluted and lacking in 

punctuation.ò]  Ortiz only published one other work, the Musices liber primus hymnos, Magnificas, 

                                                 
31 Robert Stevenson, ñOrtiz, Diego.ò Grove Music Online, ed. Deane Root, accessed August 10, 2024.  

http://www.oxfordmusiconline.com.  
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Salves, motecta, psalmos in 1565, dedicated to the Spanish Viceroy and consisting of vocal music all 

based on plainsong.   

The Rognoni family formed a musical dynasty spanning several generations, from the end of the 

sixteenth through the early seventeenth centuries.  The family originated in Bergamasco, a historically 

Lombardian municipality (but currently in the Piedmont region) in the northwest of Italy.  By 1592 

Riccardo Rognoni (c1550ï1620) had obtained a position in the service of the ducal governor of Milan and 

moved the family to that city.  Riccardo achieved fame as a viol player: his contemporary Paolo Morigia 

wrote that Rognoni was ómuch praised as a viola player, and is considered among the best in our city.ô32  

The date and location of the birth of Riccardoôs son Francesco is unknown, but he followed in his fatherôs 

footsteps, working for a while in the court of King Sigismund III of Poland before settling in Milan by 

1613 to serve first as director of instrumental music to the governor of Milan, then taking a similar 

position at the court of the Duke of Milan by 1620.  

Sadly, much of the music written by both Rognonis has been lost; they are today best-known for 

their treatises on ornamentation.  Only a few selections of Riccardoôs music survive, in collections such as 

two by his son Francesco.  His Passagi per potersi essercitare nel diminuire (Steps to be able to practice 

diminutions) was published in Venice in 1592.  Francescoôs music is slightly more widely available; in 

addition to the Selva de varii passagi secondo lôuso moderno per cantare e suonare con ogni sorte de 

stromenti [Collection of various passages according to modern use for singing and playing with all types 

of instruments], published in Milan in 1620, at least four other publications of his compositions survive.   

All three of these works are primarily concerned with ornamentation; specifically the art of 

"diminution", dividing long note values into smaller ones, such as to fill in intervals or decorate 

cadences.  They are composed of many tables of pre-composed "licks" the performer can drop in at the 

appropriate musical moment in whatever composition they are playing.  From Otterstedt, The Viol pg. 

194: "These books are in thesaurus-form, in which cadenzas or simple tone progressions, usually up to a 

                                                 
32 Bruce Dickey, Introduction to Riccardo Rognoni, Passaggi Per Potersi Essercitare Nel Diminuire (Bologna: A. 

Forni Editore, 2002), 22ï3. 
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fifth, are presented in several variations.  Players and learners may select the suitable fragments from 

them according to their taste and technical skills and assemble them to a part, as from a kit."  Ortizôs work 

is ñthe first printed ornamentation manual for the player of bowed string instrumentsò;33 whereas 

Francesco Rognoniôs, published fifty-seven years later, is ñnearly the last work of its kind, for the practice 

of improvised passagi was rapidly coming to an end, pushed out of favor by a style of ornamentation 

based on heightening the affect rather than tickling the ear.ò34 

All three books are divided into two parts.  The first part contains the many examples of 

ornamented intervals and cadences, while in the second part the author presents several ornamented pre-

existing compositions.  (Francesco further differentiates between the two sections of his book in that in 

the first he discusses the voice; in the second, wind and stringed instruments, providing ñthe most 

important instructions on string playing which we possess from the entire first half of the 17th centuryò.)35  

Ortiz in particular is justifiably famous for the abundance and variety of the compositions in the second 

half of his book.  For todayôs reader, interest in all three of these works will likely center primarily around 

the pre-composed works.  Students interested in learning how to compose their own period-appropriate 

ornamentation will also find these works most useful. 

Ortizôs work has been in print for over a century, although not originally in an English translation. 

Liepmannssohn first published the Tratado in 1913 in German, edited by Max Schneider.36 Bärenreiter 

published an (German-language) edition in 1936 (also edited by Schneider);37 new editions appeared in 

1961 and 1967, with an English translation finally appearing in 2003 (now edited by Annette 

Otterstedt).38  Ian Gammieôs English language translation was published by Corda in 1986 (copyright 

                                                 
33 Ibid. 
34 Bruce Dickey, Introduction to Riccardo Rognoni, Passaggi Per Potersi Essercitare Nel Diminuire (Bologna: A. 

Forni Editore, 2002), 22. 
35 Ibid., 22 
36 Diego Ortiz, Tratado de glosas sobre clausulas y otros generos de puntos en la musica de violones, ed. Max 

Schneider (Berlin: Liepmannssohn, 1913.) 
37 Diego Ortiz, Tratado De Glosas Sobre Clausulas y Otros Generos De Puntos En La Musica De Violones, Roma, 

1553, ed. Max Schneider (Kassel: Bärenreiter-verlag, 1936.) 
38 Diego Ortiz, Trattado de Glosas, ed. Annette Otterstedt (Kassel [etc.]: Bªrenreiter, 2003.) 
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1976); Gammieôs version contains the text only and not the musical selections/examples.39 Fuzeau 

published a facsimile version in 2004 (bound as part of their Viole de gambe: méthodes, traités . . . 

series).40  There are many editions containing solely the musical selections from the Tratado. 

 Only a single copy survives of both Riccardo and Francesco Rognoniôs works.  The Selva de varii 

passagi is currently housed in the Biblioteca del Conservatiorio in Milan; the Forni publishing house first 

printed a facsimile of the work in 1970.41  Another edition of Francescoôs work was published in 1987 by 

Musik Hug: Musikverlag zum Pelikan, edited by Richard Erig, in modern notation with translations in 

Italian, German and English.42  Riccardoôs Passagi was believed to be lost after the Second World War; it 

had been removed from Berlin for safety, a strategy which apparently worked too well.  It was returned to 

Berlin and now resides at the Berliner Stadtbibliothek.  Forne was the first to publish a facsimile of this 

work in 2002, bound together with Francescoôs work; this work was reissued in 2007.43  Since the 

publication of the Forni reprint, Musedita published an edition of Riccardoôs work containing both an 

English and Italian translation in 2020.44  Both Rognonisô works appear in the Fuzeau facsimile 

publication from 2004 mentioned above.  

                                                 
39 Diego Ortiz, Trattado de Glosas Sobre Clausulas Y Otros Generos Depuntos En La Musica de Violones / [a 

Translation of the Spanish Text from the Edition of 1553 / by Ian Gammie], trans. Ian Gammie (St. Albans, Herts, 

Great Britain: Corda Music, 1976.) 
40 Paolo Biordi and Vittorio Ghielmi, Viole De Gambe: Méthodes, Traités, Ouvrages Généraux (Courlay, France: 

Éditions J.M. Fuzeau, 2004) 
41 Francesco Rognoni Taeggio, Selva de Varii Passaggi Secondo Lôuso Moderno, per Cantare, & Suonere con Ogni 

Sorte de Stromenti, Divisa in Due Parti (Bologna: Forni, 1970.) 
42 Francesco Rognoni Taeggio, Selva de Varii Passaggi : 1620 (Z¿rich : Musik Hug : Musikverlag zum Pelikan, 

1987) 
43 Riccardo Rognoni, Passaggi Per Potersi Essercitare Nel Diminuire (Bologna: A. Forni Editore, 2002.) 
44 Riccardo Rognoni, Passaggi per potersi essercitare nel diminuire terminatamente con ogni sorte d'instromenti et 

anco diversi passaggi per la semplice voce humana, Venezia, 1592 (Albese con Cassano: Musedita, 2020.) 
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Chapter 5: Philibert  Jambe de Fer ï Epitome Musical des Tons, Sons et 

Accords (1556) 

 

Philibert Jambe de Fer was born around 1515 in the small village of Champlitte.  Details on his 

life are vague, but he spent the known part of his career in Lyon (from at least 1553) and died there 

around 1566.  Kinney claims Jambe de Fer was a Huguenot;45 perhaps it is telling that in dedicating his 

1564 collection of polyphonic psalm settings to Charles IX, he praised the kingôs ñreligious toleranceò.46 

Jambe de Fer seems to have been a fairly prolific and well-connected composerðhis earliest 

known work, a four-voice motet from 1547, was published by Jacques Moderne, ñthe most influential 

French publisher of the 16th century.ò47  He seems to have specialized in setting French translations of the 

book of Psalms, composing both monophonic melodies and polyphonic settings; four of these collections, 

published in 1555, 1559, and two in 1564 (all in Lyon), survive. 

However, today Jambe de Fer is best-known for his treatise, published in 1556ðfourteen years 

after Ganassiðmaking it one of the first music tutors published in France.  As if competing for the 

longest titled work with Ortiz and the Rognonis, the complete title page reads: ñEPITOME MUSICAL 

DES TONS, SONS ET ACCORDZ, ES VOIX HUMAINES, FLEUSTES dôAlleman, Fleustes ¨ neuf 

trous, Violes, et Violons.  ITEM. Un petit devis des accordz de Musique, par forme de dialogue 

interrogatoire & responsif entre deux interlocuteurs.  P. & I. A LYON, Par Michel du Bois.  1556.ò; 

which translates roughly to ñMusical epitome of pitches, sounds and chords, for human voices, German  

flutes [transverse], Nine-hole flutes [recorder or fipple-flute], Viols, and Violins.  Item: A chat on the 

chords of Music, in the form of an interrogatory & responsive dialogue between two interlocutorsðóPô 

and ñIô.ò48 

                                                 
45

 Patrice Connelly, ed. A Tempest in a Glass of Water: Gordon J. Kinney's Translations of French Renaissance & 

Baroque Viol Treatises, Translated by Gordon J Kinney (Stony Creek, Qld.: Saraband Music, 2013), 8. 
46 Howard Mayer Brown, ñJambe de Ferò, Grove Music Online, ed. Deane Root, accessed  August 29, 2024 
47 Kinney, A Tempest, 8 
48 Ibid., 8 
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The seventy pages of the Epitome are divided into twelve chapters.  The first (and, according to 

Brown, ñless originalò) part of the book covers the basics of music-making at the time: scales and modes, 

notation, solmization, etc.  The second section contains valuable information about the ñranges, tunings, 

fingerings, and playing techniques of the flute, the recorder, the viola da gamba and the violin.ò49  In fact 

the Epitome is the first French musical tutor to have a chapter about the viol.  Jambe de Fer provides some 

information as to the social context of the viol and the violin, in perhaps his most famous quote: ñWe call 

viols those upon which gentlemen, merchants, and other persons of culture pass their time . . .  The other 

kind of instrument is called óviolinô, and it is this that is commonly used for dance music.  It is also easier 

to carry, which is a very necessary thing, especially in accompanying some wedding or mummery.ò50   As 

the title states, the book is written in the form of a Socratic dialogue, as were so many works from this 

era.   

Jambe de Fer doesnôt provide any musical literature for the viol, but he does include a woodcut 

illustration of a viola da gamba, which sadly survives only in part (fortunately, there is an identical, 

complete copy in Mersenneôs Harmonie Universelle).  This woodcut, together with Jambe de Ferôs 

careful description of how the French viol differs from the Italian viol in both tuning and physicality, is 

most useful to todayôs scholars of the instrument.  Those studying 16th century French music and 

performance practice may want to try the viol tunings specified here; Kinney states that "It might 

be worth while to play some of the French music of this period, say some of the dances published 

by Attaingnant or Moderne, with this tuning.  It would probably bring out sonorities obscured by the later, 

more familiar tunings.ò51  

An English translation of Jambe de Ferôs Epitome is available in Gordon Kinney's publication A 

Tempest in a Glass of Water, edited by Patrice Connelly;52 which in turn was taken from (and can still be 

                                                 
49 Brown, ñJambe de Ferò 
50 Kinney A Tempest, 11 
51 Ibid., 9 
52 Patrice Connelly, ed. A Tempest in a Glass of Water: Gordon J. Kinney's Translations of French Renaissance & 

Baroque Viol Treatises, Translated by Gordon J Kinney (Stony Creek, Qld.: Saraband Music, 2013.) 
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found in) the Journal of the Viola da Gamba Society of America, vol. 4, 1967.53  According to Kinney, 

prior to the publication of the facsimile by musicologist François Lesure (Neilly-Sur-Seine: Societe de 

Musique dôAutrefois, 1958-1963) the Epitome was largely unavailable to the public.  Today, the facsimile 

is also published by Fuzeau in their "Renaissance Française" anthology.54      

 

 

 

 

  

                                                 
53 Gordon J. Kinney, ñViols and Violins in the óEpitome Musicalô (Lyon 1556) of Philibert Jambe de Fer,ò Journal 

of the Viola da Gamba Society of America 4 (1967): 14ï20. 
54 Olivier Trachier, Renaissance Française: Traités, Méthodes, Préfaces, Ouvrages Generaux, vol. 3 (Courlay, 

France: Editions Fuzeau, 2005.) 
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Chapter 6: Marin  Mersenne ï Harmonie Universelle (1636) 

 

Mersenneôs Harmonie Universelle is the first French work of viol pedagogy to appear in the 

eighty years after Jambe de Ferôs Epitome; and there would be another gap of forty-nine years until the 

next one.   

Marin Mersenne (1588ï1648) might be the most highly educated and intellectually gifted of our 

authorsðAlbert Cohen refers to him as a ñsavantò.  He began his education at the college at Le Mans, 

moving in 1604 to the Jesuit school at La Flèche, studying logic, physics, metaphysics, mathematics, and 

theology.  He moved to Paris in 1609 and completed his studies at the Collège Royal and the Sorbonne.  

He subsequently pursued monastic training, receiving his holy orders in 1612.  He taught philosophy and 

theology in a few monasteries around France before returning to Paris in 1619 as ñconventual of the 

orderò,56 and would remain there for the rest of his life.  According to Cohen, Mersenne was "one of the 

leading French thinkers of the 17th century, and his work is central to the academic and scientific 

movements of the second quarter of the century; an important part of it is devoted to the science, theory, 

and practice of music.ò57  Indeed, Mersenne knew and corresponded with all the best minds of his day, 

such as Descartes, Hobbes, and Galileo, all informing and influencing each otherôs works. 

Mersenne was a prolific author, publishing twenty-four works during his lifetime.  Music was a 

chief interest of his as an area of scientific studyða subject ñcapable of being analysed and rationally 

explained.ò58  At least ten of his publications include music in their subject matter.  However, it is the 

Harmonie Universelle, published in 1636-7, that is his most important and influential work. 

Harmonie Universelle is colossal, consisting of seventeen discrete books, seven of which are 

about musical instruments.  The first four of these deal with stringed instruments; the two subsequent 

                                                 
56 Albert Cohen, ñMersenne, Marin.ò  Grove Music Online, ed. Deane Root.  Accessed January 13, 2023.  

https://www.oxfordmusiconline.com  
57 Ibid. 
58 Ibid. 
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books are about wind instruments and the organ; and the final one concerns percussion instruments.  

Concerning the books on stringed instruments, the first one treats at length with the physical properties 

and laws that govern the vibration of the stretched string; this is perhaps the only one of our works of 

pedagogy to engage with the subject of acoustics.  The lute is discussed in the second book at length, 

giving special attention to the intersection of playing technique and ornamentation (which can be 

extrapolated to the other stringed instruments).  The bowed stringed instruments are discussed in the 

fourth book, in which the violin family gets four chapters; the viol, three.  Unfortunately for us, the viol is 

the only one of these instruments whose methods of playing are not discussed; but Mersenne does discuss 

the shape, construction and tuning of the instrument, giving special attention to the positioning of the 

frets, and describes the four members of the viol family.  He also provides an example of music 

appropriate to the viol; interestingly, this is a work for six-part viol consort written not by a French 

composer but by Englishman Alphonso Ferrabosco (Mersenne gives compositional credit to ñAnglois de 

Nation,ò a misnomer).  Mersenne also indicates that an earlier five-part Fantasia intended to showcase the 

violin family by Henry Le Jeune (a composer only found in Mersenneôs work) can also be played on the 

viols. 

It should be noted that Mersenneôs writing style can be hard to follow; Cohen generously describes it as 

ñdigressiveò.  Indeed, Mersenne can change subjects abruptly, pursuing a new train of thought and not 

returning to his original subject for several paragraphs.  Chapman sums up Mersenneôs monumental work 

elegantly: ñConsidered as a whole, the seven books on instruments appear sometimes as a museum, 

sometimes. as a show-window opening into seventeenth century France, often as a document of religious 

faith, always as evidence of Mersenneôs versatility and indefatigable scholarship.ò59 

There is much in Harmonie Universelle to interest the modern reader, if one can cope with the 

density of the work and the digressive, kaleidoscopic organization of materialðit makes for a fascinating 

if challenging read.  Harmonie Universelle is really more of a scientific treatise than a practical work of 
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viol pedagogy; Mersenne provides scant information on how to actually play the viol.  However, the 

information that is present is sufficiently pertinent to todayôs viol player to warrant including here.  Also 

of interest is the historical information on how the viol evolved in France over the sixteenth and 

seventeenth centuries.  Mersenne provides illustrations of both an ñearly typeò viol with five strings (the 

complete version of the illustration present in Jambe de Ferôs work) and a viol with six strings as was 

used in Mersenneôs day, together with an illustration of a bow.   Mersenne's observations and theories 

regarding the properties of the vibrating string will be interesting to those who study acoustics.  Mersenne 

was the first to formulate rules governing vibrating strings, and the first to discern the relationship of 

partials (harmonics) related to a fundamental note.60  Mersenne also made significant contributions to the 

theories of tuning and temperament, advocating for equal temperament for certain instruments, helpful 

information for the historically informed performer.     

Strangely, an English language translation of Harmonie Universelle (of just the books concerning 

musical instruments) seems to have been published prior to a facsimile version (or a modern French 

edition, for that matter), by by M. Nijhoff  in 1957, translation by Roger E Chapman.61  According to this 

edition's preface, before that date there was no widely available English language translation.  This 

edition was reprinted in 1964 and again in 2016 (by Dordrecht: Springer-Science+Business Media, 

B.V.).62  A facsimile version was published in 1963 by Centre National de la Recherche Scientifique.63  A 

new edition was issued in 1975 with an introduction by Francois Lesure and reprinted in 1986.64  A 

facsimile version of the chapters about the viol, including the Ferrabosco Fantasie (pgs. 190ï204 of the 

original), appear in the 1997 Fuzeau publication Viole De Gambe: Méthodes, Traités, Ouvrages 
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Généraux.65  Of course, today a facsimile version of the complete Harmonie Universelle (along with 

many other period treatises) is available as a free download from the website IMSLP.  There have also 

been separate publications of English translations of some of the other chapters of Mersenne's 

monumental work.  
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Chapter 7: John Playford ï A Breefe Introduction to the Skill of Musick (1654) 

 

The first English author of a work of viol pedagogy is John Playford (1623 - 1686-7).  Unlike 

many of our authors, Playford was not a professional viol player or music teacher, but a prolific music 

publisher and highly successful bookseller who dominated his field from 1651 to 1684.66  He was also a 

religious man and served as vicar-choral of St. Paulôs Cathedral.  Born into a large family in Norwich, 

after his father died in 1639 he apprenticed to London publisher John Benson for seven years.  Afterwards 

he became a member of the Yeomanry of the Stationerôs Company, which allowed him to become a 

publisher.  He quickly established offices in the shop in the porch of the Temple church (where he also 

served as clerk, ñdevoting himself to the repair and maintenance of the building and to promoting the 

seemly ordering of the servicesò),67 where his publishing business remained for the duration of his career.   

Before he began publishing musical works, Playford published political tracts of a Royalist bent.  

His first music book publication was The English Dancing Master, in 1651; this work, which was 

reprinted several times in enlarged and revised editions through 1728 (many of his works would receive 

this treatment), remains Playfordôs best-known.  Playfordôs music publications fall into three categories.  

The first category could be described as ñmusic tutorsò, works containing information on music theory 

and instructions on how to play various instruments, usually providing musical selections (ñlessonsò) or 

ñshort pieces derived from popular airsò.68  The second category includes collections of songs and/or 

instrumental pieces, and the third includes psalm, psalm paraphrase, and hymn collections.  The best 

known of the latter type is The Whole Book of Psalmes; twenty editions of it were published between 

1677 and 1757.  A Breefe Introduction to the Skill of Musick, first published in 1654, falls into the first 

category.  Almost as popular as the Psalmes, it was printed in nineteen numbered editions69 from 1654 
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through at least 1730, more than forty years after Playfordôs death.  The word "Breefe" was dropped from 

the title in the sixth edition from 1672; perhaps Playford felt that it no longer applied?  The Introduction 

was immensely influentialðits theoretical sections were copied or cited in numerous later treatises and in 

the didactic introductions to psalmody books.70 

Although Playford is frequently credited as being the author of An Introduction . . . and other 

works, a more accurate description would be to call him a compiler and editor.  The Introduction in 

particular was cobbled together from the works of four well-respected English musicians: Thomas 

Morley, Thomas Campion, Christopher Simpson, and Henry Purcell; this amalgam would result in a work 

that Meyer credits as ranking ñamong the most important treatises in the history of Western music.ò71    

The contents of the book differed widely from edition to edition, making it difficult to accurately 

summarizeða reader in 1655 would have encountered substantially different material than one in 1728, 

for example.  For the purposes of this paper, I focused on three of the editions, widely spaced in timeð

the second, from 1655; the seventh, from 1674; and the eighteenth, from 1724.  All editions have the 

same three basic sections, including a philosophical Preface (which seems to have been re-written some 

time between the second and sixth edition):  the first, a theoretical treatise dealing with "the Grounds and 

Principles of MUSICK, according to the Gamut", drawn largely from Morley's A Plain and Easy 

Introduction to Practical Music; the second, "Instructions & Lessons for the Bass-Viol and . . . Violin", 

which uses material by Simpson; and the third a compositional tutor, "The Art of Descant", by Thomas 

Campion and annotated by Christopher Simpson, which appears for the first time in the second edition.  

Campionôs chapter was replaced with one by Playford himself in the tenth edition from 1683, but re-

instated in a version with revisions by Henry Purcell beginning with the twelfth edition in 1694).  There is 

a short chapter at the end of the first section in some editions (beginning with the fourth in 1664) on 

"Singing after the Italian Manner"; the author is unnamed, but Arthur Holland suggests that this essay is 
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largely borrowed from the preface of Giulio Cacciniôs Nuove Musiche from 160272 (which was then 

reduced substantially to a short chapter on the trill after the 1694 edition).73    

The publication of An Introduction pre-dates that of Simpsonôs Division-Violist and bears a 

curious, symbiotic relationship to it.  In its original printing, An Introduction contained only six pages of 

material devoted to the viol: a brief discussion on tuning, followed by two short ólessonsô for the bass viol 

(one by Alfonso Ferrabosco).  By the third edition published in 1660ða year after Simpsonôs workðthe 

viol section had been fleshed out considerably, including a greater number of musical selections; 

moreover, the reader was now referred to The Division-Violist for further instructions!  Playford must 

have thought better about turning away business, however, because the fourth edition from 1664 drops the 

mention of Simpsonôs treatise and substitutes an abridged version of Simpsonôs rules insteadðthis would 

be the final form the ñInstruction for the Bass-Violò would take for the rest of the workôs publication 

history.  The musical selections for the viol included in each edition of the work are ordered in an 

arguably sequential way in terms of difficulty.  As with the rest of the book, each edition differs in what 

music is present, the musical works continually being updated and annotated.  In the three editions I chose 

for study, there are a collective total of eleven musical selections for the viol.74  

Playfordôs Introduction is only the third true viol tutor to be published (following those by Gerle 

and Ganassi), and the first one in the English language.  It is an effective method book for the violðthere 

is enough written information to communicate how to play the instrument, scales and fingerboard charts 

to give the reader the lay of the land, and some relatively easy pieces to get started (depending on the 

edition, these could almost be viewed as deliberately sequential in difficulty).  However, there are some 

maddening omissions of crucial information: for example, there is next-to-no information regarding bow 

technique, and what information there is on fingering technique is just enough to tantalize.  Perhaps this 
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was by designðPlayford likely intended for the book to be used by members of the middle class (that is, 

the casual consumer) as a practical approach to the most common instruments of the time; not as a 

comprehensive tutor for the aspiring (aristocratic) artist.  As Meyer puts it, ñits explicit instructions and 

examples are manifestly intended to convey elementary rather than artistic practice.  Throughout the 

treatise Playford addresses himself to the óyoung practitionerô, rather than to the consummate artist.ò76  

Playfordôs Introduction was certainly widely available during its initial run, and has continued to 

be so in the past century.  There have been modern facsimiles published by Gregg Press in 1966;78 and Da 

Capo Press in 1972.79  Scans of several editions (the 2nd, 6th, 10th, 12th, 13th, 15th, and 18th) are currently 

available for free download on IMSLP; WorldCat lists many more available online as eBooks.  Ramon 

Meyerôs dissertation has a complete listing (as of 1961) of the library holdings of the original copies of 

each edition.80  
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Chapter 8: Christopher Simpson ï The Division-Violist (1659) 

 

Now we arrive at perhaps the most well-known and loved work of viol pedagogy, The Division-

Violist by English author Christopher Simpson (c1602ï1669).  As it is with many of our authors, not 

much is known about Simpsonôs early life.  His father, also named Christopher, was a shoemaker and 

actor who had a smallholding (an agricultural holding smaller than a farm), Hunt House, rather far up the 

eastern coast of England in northern Yorkshire, which young Christopher would inherit.  Christopher 

Senior and wife Dorothie were Catholic recusants, as was their son.  It is unknown where young 

Christopher received his musical training.  The first definite record of Simpson is of him joining the Civil 

War in 1642, serving on the Royalist side under the Earl (later Duke) of Newcastle.  Simpson would later 

dedicate his work A Compendium of Practical Music in 1667 to the Duke, who seems to have been a 

patron.  Another patron was Sir Robert Bolles, whose household Simpson would join sometime between 

1647 and 1649.  Simpson was hired to teach music lessons to Bolles' children - his son John was the 

inspiration behind writing the Division-Violist.  John Bolles would later become a baron and Simpson 

would remain close to him, staying in his household until Simpsonôs death.  John would also become a 

proficient viol player, which is perhaps unsurprising given his tutor.  Simpson was a well-regarded 

teacher and his peers thought highly of himðCharles Coleman, John Jenkins, and Matthew Locke all 

wrote glowing tributes to him in the preface of The Division-Violist.81 

The first edition of The Divison-Violist was published in 1659.   The second edition was first 

published in 1665 (a "second state"82 was dated 1667) with parallel Latin and English texts 'to make it 

useful at Home as well as abroad'; the Latin version was entitled Chelys while the English text remained 

known as The Division-Violist.  The use of Latin was rather unusual by 1665, its use largely regulated to 

the church.  Otterstedt has this to say on Simpsonôs use of Latin: ñSimpson's eagerness to be understood 
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abroad was quite singular in England, and comparable on the Continent only with the Latin works of 

Marin Mersenne and Athanasius Kircher, who were both clerics, the latter a Jesuit.ò83  Otterstedt seems to 

be alluding to the belief that Simspon was a Jesuit priest, a theory that seems to have been since 

discredited, according to Christopher Field.84  The English text of the second edition is largely the same as 

the first, with some minor grammatical and structural differences.  Sir Roger L'Estrange, who licensed the 

second edition, called it 'one of the best Tutors in the world' for the instrument and 'a work of exceeding 

use in all sorts of Musick whatsoever'.    A third edition was published in 1712 which continued to present 

the work in Latin and English side-by-side; the text of the passages concerning viol technique is identical 

to the second edition.  Simpson published a second pedagogical work, The Principles of Practical 

Music, in 1665, which was enlarged and re-branded in 1667 as A Compendium of Practical Musick.  This 

work proved even more successful, with seven subsequent editions appearing between 1678 and 1775.  

Otterstedt corroborates, on page 62 of The Viol: "even Dr Charles Burney, who found fault with 

everything older than fifty years, valiantly admitted the merit of this book."  Other publications include 

his contributions to Playford's Introduction to the Skill of Musick, as previously noted.  Simpson also 

composed other music, such as the elaborate ensemble suites The Months and The Seasons.  These works 

don't seem to have been published but were perhaps still well-known at the time; Jenkins referred to The 

Months in a poem from 1659.85    

The Division-Violist consists of three sections.  The first is a brief summary of viol technique, 

moving quickly from the basics of posture and bow hold to three-octave scales that cover the full extent 

of the fingerboard and complex chordal passages.  The second section is a concise tutor in harmony, voice 

leading, and counterpoint.  The third section addresses the bookôs stated objectiveðhow to improvise (or 

rather divide, as in dividing long notes into shorter note values) over a ground bass, using a combination 

of two techniques: embellishing the bass line itself, and composing a new descant line.  All three sections 
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of the book are replete with musical examples and exercises which brilliantly illustrate Simpsonôs 

pedagogical points; best of all, at the back of the book Simpson provides some of his own full-length 

compositions, including three preludes and eight complete sets of divisions.  The second and third 

editions have an additional page preceding the three preludes containing eight short musical selections 

with the enigmatic title ñMinuritiones; Tyronum exercitationi, accomodoe.ò  The word miniuritiones 

translates as óthe chirping of small birdsô;86 perhaps the title reflects a dedication to a student named 

Tyron.  These pieces are less fully developed than the three Preludes.   The third edition from 1712 also 

boasts two extra sonatas appended to the back of the book; these are from Corelliôs Op. 5 sonatas for 

violin (1700), Nos. 6 and 11, transposed and adapted for the bass viol, perhaps in an effort to bring this 

edition up-to-date.87  

Although perhaps not entirely suited to be a novice's first method book, The Division-Violist 

contains much useful information for advanced students.  There is solid technical advice and the most 

detailed information on how to use the bow arm in any viol treatise up until this point; information which 

viol instructors will want to incorporate into their teaching.  The fingering patterns, scale exercises, and 

chordal practice contained in the exercises contain much useful information on 17th century English 

performance practice; and the preludes and divisions at the back of the book continue to be staples of the 

viol repertoire.  Students of composition will find the heart of the book full of practical, inventive 

information on the mechanics of compositionðthe "secrets" of improvising in the 17th century English 

division style.  

A facsimile version of the second edition of The Division-Violist has been in print since at least 

1955 by G. Schirmer; this edition was re-issued in 1965.  Schirmerôs edition must have gone out of print 

at some point well before 1994, leading Otterstedt to make the startling claim that "Simpson's Division 

Viol has been out of print for years because of lack of demand.ò88 Fortunately this situation would soon 
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change, with the publication of the Performer's Facsimile edition in 1998.89  This edition has perhaps 

become the standard, being most practical for the English-speaking student as it presents the first edition 

of the The Division-Violist, which does not contain the side-by-side Latin text; unfortunately, this edition 

does not contain the Minuritiones.  Perhaps to rectify this situation, Sarabande published a facsimile 

edition in 2009, edited by Patrice Connelly, which includes the 1659 and 1667 editions.90  There are also 

several modern editions of just Simpsonôs musical selectionsðthe preludes and composed divisions.91 
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Chapter 9: Dubuisson ï Recueil de Pieces de Viole en Musique et en Tablature, 

Manuscript  M2.1.T2 17C (case) (1666) 

 

We now arrive at the first work of viol pedagogy under discussion that comes down to us solely 

in manuscript formðit was not originally published for public distribution.  Such works, seen only by a 

few upon their creation, have perhaps taken on a larger significance in modern times than they might have 

had originally, now that they can more easily be distributed and read by a wider audience.  This work of 

Dubuissonôs in particular is critically significant as it is the earliest surviving work of viol pedagogy from 

the French Baroque school of playingðaccording to Stuart Cheney, "The single page of viol instructions 

at the end of the manuscript constitutes the oldest French ótreatiseô on viol playing, predating those by 

Rousseau, Danoville, and Louliéðas well as Maraisô avertissementsðby at least twenty years.ò92  

Next to nothing is known about Dubuisson.  For the longest time, not even his first name was known; it 

was unknown to Bol and Kinney.  By 1998, Cheney claims to have come in to new information about 

Dubuisson: "His name was Jean Laquemant (or Lachman), born in Picardie in 1622 or 1623, and 

established as a music teacher in Paris from 1655 till his death in 1680 or 1681.ò93  Cheney seems to be 

suggesting that óDubuissonô was a nom de plume, but unfortunately he is not specific as to the source of 

this information.  If óDubuissonô was a borrowed name, he was in good companyðthere were around 

twenty other professional musicians with that name in France between the sixteenth and the eighteenth 

century, serving as organists, violists, cellists, singers, and music directors.  Our Dubuisson was active 

from around 1660 to 1690, and was a composer, performer, and viol teacher (as our manuscript makes 

plain).  Coeyman shares the story that ñThe Mercure de France, in March 1680, describes one event in 

his performance career.  Mr. Dubuisson, Mr. Ronsin, and Mr. Pierrot performed in what was purported to 
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be the first concert for three bass viols, a concert which was received with great approbation."94  We know 

he must have died an old man between 1680 and October 1688 due to a letter from Jean Rousseau (author 

of ther Traité de la Viole from 1687) to De Machy (who published the first pièces de viole in France), 

who were feuding about aesthetics.  ñRousseau . . . responded to a letter from the latter (lost) with an 

óopenô letter of his own attacking DeMachy for preferring óthe playing of the late old DuBuissonô over 

that of Rousseau's teacher, Sainte-Colombe.  This letter is dated October 30, 1688, and reveals . . . that 

Dubuisson died between 1680 and October 1688 at an apparently advanced age."95  Thanks to the scribe 

of our manuscript (possibly a student of Dubuissonôs), we also know where Dubuisson lived, at least in 

1666: "Dubuisson dwells in the middle of the Street of the Forest L . . . near the pier ï of the valley of 

the Mili.e, [this word seems to be partially indecipherable in the original] at the Sign of ï the Foot in front 

of a Farrier's, or else one will find the latter at the bend [archet - bow] of the Street of the Harp at [the 

shop of] a maker of lutes named Monsieur Colichon.ò96  Colichon was a well-regarded luthier whose viols 

still survive; his home was a popular hang-out among other violists of the time such as De Machy and 

Rousseau. 

To locate him in history, Cheney states that Dubuisson was "a member of the second generation 

of French viol virtuoso-composersò;97 this would seem to depend on how one calculates a ñgenerationò.  

It might be beneficial to establish a timeline of French Baroque viol players/teachers, as we will be 

spending much time discussing them.  The first generationðthe originator of the styleðis André 

Maugars (ca 1580-ca 1645), according to Hoffmann (pg. 232 of The Viola da Gamba); Nicolas Hotman 

(1613ï1663) comprises the second.  Younger than Hotman by nine years and outliving him by nearly 

twenty, Dubuisson can be seen as either part of the second generation or constituting the third.  The next 

(letôs call it the fourth) generation consists of Hotmanôs pupils (and bitter rivals) Sainte-Colombe (fl. 
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1658ï87; d. by 1700) and DeMachy (fl. 1680s).  The fifth and perhaps best-known generation consists of 

Sainte-Colombeôs illustrious students: Marin Marais (1656ï1728), Jean Rousseau (1644ï1698), and 

Danoville (dates unknown) being only the best-known members.  The sixth generation includes Antoine 

Forqueray (1672ï1745) and Maraisô son Roland (1680ï1750). And the seventh (and final) generation is 

represented by Forquerayôs son Jean-Baptiste-Antoine (1699ï1782) and Nestor-Marin Marais (c1715ï

1753), grandson of Marin.   

What we know of Dubuisson's music is found in five manuscripts.  All of these manuscripts, 

including the well-known ñCracow Manuscriptò,98 contain music by a jumble of composers of many 

different nationalities.  All of Dubuissonôs music is for unaccompanied bass viol, some of which is in 

staff notation and some in tablature.  ñOurò manuscript, US Wc Library of Congress M2.1, Book T2 17c, 

tells us on the first page it was written on "Le premier jour de Septembre 1666".  The music contained 

within represents ñnot only the earliest surviving French music for solo viol, but also the earliest French 

suites in the óclassicô suite sequence:  Prelude-Allemande-Courante-Sarabande-Gigue.ò99  The manuscript 

contains four of these suites, in four contrasting keys.  However, it seems unlikely that Dubuisson himself 

was the owner of this book: for one thing, it contains written instructions to his residence, along with the 

residence of horn instructor Jacques Chrestien; the wording of the directions suggest that the author was 

not familiar with Paris.  It is quite likely that the book was the property of a studentðCheney suggests 

that this student could have been ñin apprenticeship with a single music teacher but who was receiving 

tuition from several specialists.ò100  There are also several bodies of repertoire copied into the book, each 

in a different hand.  One of which is a series of hunting horn signals of a very early provenance; the 

workshop of Jacques Chrestien had made hunting horns for the king of France since the reign of Henry 

IV.  A third body of musical repertoire consists of ten pages of dance music for the violinðit seems our 

young pupil was quite a well-rounded musician!  

                                                 
98 PL Wtm Biblioteka Warszawskiego Towarzystwa Muzycznego (Warsaw), R211 In. 377, compiled ca. 1650ï60 
99 Cheney, ñA Summaryò, 12. 
100 Cheney, Recueil De Pìeces, 3.  
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But the reason for the workôs inclusion in our list is the single page of instructions for viol 

playing at the back of the book.  These consist of specific instructions concerning the proper direction of 

the bow; and a few guidelines for left-hand fingerings.   Kinney testifies as to these instructionsô historical 

significance: "It is worth noting that all of the foregoing comments by Dubuisson anticipate those 

subsequently made by Rousseau, Danoville, De Machy and other French gambists by two full 

decades.  Thus they demonstrate that many of the basic principles of French viol solo playing must have 

been fully operative around the middle of the seventeenth century.ò101  Indeed, Dubuissonôs instructions 

are particularly illuminating when applied to his own music, and are applicable to other solo viol music 

from that time period. 

In modern times, the manuscriptôs location was known as of 1930, when it was owned by Leo 

Liepmannsohn, an antique bookseller in Berlin.  The American Library of Congress acquired the 

manuscript from Liepmannsohn by the end of that year, a fact reported in the Report of the Librarian of 

Congress for the fiscal year Ending June 30, 1930.  Unfortunately, the manuscript was miscatalogued and 

languished in obscurity until musicologist Frank Traficante rediscovered it in around 1967.  The 

"quelques règles . . . se trouve . . . a la fin du manuscrit", divorced from their music, were first published 

in 1973, as an appendix Hans Bol's La Basse de Viole . . .,102 in the original French (but not in 

facsimile).  Gordon Kinney worked off of a microfilm loaned to him by Dr. Traficante personally to 

create his English translation of the règles, which first became available in the 1976 edition (vol. 13) of 

the VdGSA Journal, then reprinted in the 2013 publication A Tempest In A Glass Of Water.103  Dovehouse 

published an edition of the four suites in 1980;104 before that, their availability is unclear.  Note that the 

Dovehouse edition does not contain the full text of Dubuisson's instructions at the end of the 

                                                 
101 Kinney, A Tempest, 14. 
102 Hans Bol, La Basse De Viole Du Temps De Marin Marais Et d'Antoine Forqueray (Bilthoven: A. B. Creyghton, 

1973.) 
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work.  Minkoff published a facsimile of the entire manuscript in 1998 that is now sadly out of print.105  It 

seems that there still has not been an edition published that includes both a complete English translation 

of the text instructions and the complete musical selections as found in the original manuscript.    

 

 

  

                                                 
105 Stuart Cheney, Recueil De Pìeces De Viole En Musique Et En Tablature, 1666: Fac-Similé Du Ms 

M2.1.t2.17c.case, Washington, Library of Congress (Genève: Minkoff, 1998.) 
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Chapter 10: Thomas Mace ï Musickôs Monument (1676) 

 

Thomas Mace was born in either 1612 or 13 and died around 1706.  He spent most of his life in 

Cambridge, where he had probably been a chorister since childhood; in 1635 he was appointed a singing-

man in the choir of Trinity College, Cambridge.  He left his hometown for a time during the Civil War 

but was documented as being back to give singing lessons by 1647.  He is known to have left Cambridge 

only on two subsequent occasions, both times traveling to London. 

Mace would go on to write two further (non-musical) works after Musick's Monumentôs 

publication in 1676, but it is this work that is by far his greatest legacy.  And an important and charming 

work it is, according to Tilmouth: "The quaintness of his English style, with its multiple adjectives and his 

predilection for expressing himself in execrable verse, has sometimes caused it to be read for the wrong 

reasons.  It is in fact an important source of information on a wide range of musical activity in England 

during the second and third quarters of the 17th century.ò106 

Mace seems to have been an enterprising sort when it came to the publication of Musickôs 

Monument, apparently soliciting subscribers personally to raise money, perhaps enticing them by 

promising to credit them in print.  Mace duly printed "The Names of divers Honourable, Reverend, 

Worshipful, and very Worthy Persons, who did Encourage towards the Printing of This Book, by 

subscribing their names, each one to take a copy of the same at the price of 12 s."; this list goes on for 

four two-columned pages.  He even wrote a ñShort EPISTLE of THANKFULNESS, To all my NOBLE 

SUBSCRIBERSò (Mace was, as were many authors of that time period, quite fond of all-caps and 

italics).   Sadly, the work does not seem to have been a commercial success during its initial print run, 

perhaps due to the decline in the luteôs popularityðaccording to Tilmouth, ñmany copies remained 

unsold in 1690."    
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The book's title page reads, in part:   

"Musick's Monument; OR, A REMEMBRANCER [sic] Of the Best Practical Musick, Both 

DIVINE, and CIVIL, that has ever been known, to have been in the World.  Divided into Three 

Parts.  The First PART, Shews a Necessity of Singing Psalms Well . . . The Second PART, Treats 

of the Noble Lute, (the Best of Instruments) . . . In the Third PART, The Generous Viol, in Its 

Rightest Use, is Treated upon; with some Curious Observations, never before Handled, 

concerning It, and Musick in General.  By Tho. Mace, one of the Clerks of Trinity Colledge, 

[sic] in the University of Cambridge.  LONDON.  Printed by T. Ratclicffe, and N. Thompson, for 

the Author, and are to be Sold by Himself, at his House in Cambridge, and by John Carr, at His 

Shop at the Middle-Temple Gate in Fleet Street, 1676."   

 

This prolix description requires some unpacking.  As the first sentence implies, the book serves as an 

apologia for the English musical tradition (ñthe best . . . that has ever been knownò), specifically for early 

17th century church music, and against the increasing Frenchification of English music as the century 

wore on.  In ñThe FIRST partò, Mace, not content to merely complain, offers solutions for the perceived 

ñdecline in the standards of performance of parochial and cathedral musicò.107  The ñSecond PARTò 

concerning the lute is the longest, at 191 pages.  The "Third PART" on the viol is the shortest of the three 

by far; it does not begin until pg. 231, and even then, as Maceôs description implies (ñwith some Curious 

Observationsò), the first three chapters are given over to other subjects.  The viol section of the book 

continues to follow a circuitous path - Chapters 4, 5 and 6 (six pages in all) have written information and 

instructions for the viol; Chapter 7 contains a piece of music in tablature for solo viol composed by Mace, 

followed by the same piece expanded to a trio; this is followed by another page and a half of text 

information.  Chapter 8 presents a four-page-long musical selection by Mace again in tablature, while 

Chapter 9 consists of his six-page composition in the "Harp-Way-Tuning Sharp".  Chapter 10 concludes 

the book with an apologia on why the viol section is so short, before turning once again to other 

subjects.  Out of the bookôs total length of two hundred and seventy-two pages, there are a mere twenty 

pages concerning the viol.  Mace expressed the hope of publishing a second volume of "Viol-Lessons, of 

                                                 
107 Ibid. 
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all sorts of Forms, and Shapes; Suited to the Five Best of the Viol-tunings now in use,ò108 perhaps similar 

to works by John Moss and Alfonso Ferrabosco; sadly, this work does not seem to have materialized. 

Mace seems self-conscious about the existence of other viol treatises in print, specifically 

Simpsonôs.  He expressed concern about presenting redundant information, but ultimately decided that he 

had some important contributions to add: "I might trouble myself, and you, with many common things 

belonging to viol play; but it being an instrument known, and so generally in use, it needs not.  But these 

things which I have mentioned, are so singularly useful, and so generally neglected, but commonly 

understood, that I thought them needful, and worthy your Knowledge."109  Mace does expand on the 

information present in Simpson's treatise, sometimes even offering a mild rebuttal or difference of 

opinion.  The information about how to move one's bow arm, for example, is quite a bit more detailed 

than that found in Simpson.  Indeed, there is much helpful pedagogical material in this book - nuts-and-

bolts information on posture, bow hold, and bowing techniques, for example.   It's a bit of a tough, if 

entertaining read, due to Mace's discursive, loquacious styleðlooking for useful information can be like 

looking for needles in a haystack.  But there are plenty of needles to be found, if one knows where to look 

and has some patience.  There is good advice for the beginning player as well as the viol teacher in terms 

of basic viol set-up and (especially) bowing technique.  Most entertainingly, if perhaps unrealistically, on 

page 247 Mace admonishes the young learner that they should ñhave Patience, (yet, for one Week, or 

Fortnight) to make himself throughly [sic] Perfect, in Those notes, or Rudiments, by the Book; and also 

upon the Instrument, before he Hanker after any Lessons.ò  Students of viol tablature may be interested in 

Maceôs three compositions for lyra violðthey are certainly attractive, if a bit long-winded, and rather 

challenging.  Unfortunately there are no real pedagogical musical excerpts, unlike, say, in Simpson or 

Playford.  
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There have been two facsimile editions of Musickôs Monument available for quite some while.  

The first was published in 1958, by Éditions du Centre national de la recherche scientifique.110  This 

edition also has a second, companion volume, presumably in French, of "commentaire et transcriptions" - 

the latter could be helpful for those who don't want to learn to read tablature.  The second edition was 

published by Broude in 1966.111  There does not seem to have been a "modern" edition of the book 

published, perhaps because the facsimile is already perfectly readable.   
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Chapter 11: Sieur De Machy ï Pieces de Violle (1685) 

 

Even less is known about our next author, Sieur De Machy,112 than about Dubuissonðeven his 

first name and the years of his birth and death have yet to be discovered.  He was born in Abbeville in the 

north of France in the second half of the 17th century, and is documented as still living in 1692.  He 

moved to Paris to study with Nicolas Hotman, alongside his archrival Sainte-Colombe, placing him in the 

fourth generation of French Baroque viol players.  Kinney elegantly summarizes one aspect of the rivalry:  

"De Machy was a proponent of the chordal style of viol playing, whereas Sainte-Colombe favored the 

emphasis of the viol's character as a melodic instrument, as did his pupils.ò113 Sainte-Colombe did not 

leave us any pedagogical writings of his own; his legacy consists of 180 pieces for solo bass viol and 67 

Concerts à deux violes esgales which are notable for their unusual, unsettling harmonies and 

asymmetrical structures.  All we know of Sainte-Colombeôs teachings comes from the writings of his 

pupils.  It was through a public dispute with one of these pupils - Jean Rousseau - that De Machy would 

achieve immortality; but more on that later. 

  De Machy published Pieces de Violle in Paris in 1685.  This would be his only publication, and it 

doesn't seem it was ever reprinted, as his style was quickly regarded as old-fashioned by the next 

generation of French violists.  De Machy claims on the title page that his viol solos ñare the first that up 

until the present have been publishedò;114 a more accurate statement might be that De Machy published 

the ñfirst French collection of pièces de violeò,115 or that he ñbecame the first composer in France to 

publish a collection of suites for solo bass viol"116ðclearly many other composers had published works 

for viol prior to De Machy, albeit in other countries.  De Machyôs Pieces de Violle contains four dance 

                                                 
112 As with many early authors, there is some inconsistency between sources as to the spelling of his name ï 
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suites in staff notation and four in tablature, ñmeticulously marked up with bowing, fingering and 

ornamentation;ò117 however, it is with the introductory eleven-page avertissement that we are concerned.  

In this preface, which De Machy describes as containing "Very necessary advice for becoming familiar 

with the principal rules which teach how to play the Viol properly and for avoiding the abuses on that 

Instrument that have for some time been creeping in" (but which Hoffmann calls "as lengthy as it was 

causticò),118 De Machy gives his views on ñwhat he deems to be the proper function of the instrument, 

how to play it, and how to notate for it, together with a table of graces, both in staff notation and in 

tablature.ò119  Two years later, Jean Rousseau took issue with several aspects of De Machyôs 

avertissement in his Traité de la Viole.  The main point of controversy between De Machy and Rousseau 

lies in the placement of the left hand thumb.  De Machy describes the necessity of two hand positions: the 

thumb either behind the first (index) finger for normal chromatic usage, or behind the second finger only 

when extending the first finger a whole step from the second.  Rousseau, citing Sainte-Colombe as an 

authority, insisted that the only correct placement of the thumb was behind the second finger.  Such was 

the stuff of this particular "Tempest In A Glass of Water", to quote the title of Gordon Kinneyôs essay on 

the subject.  What is clear is that De Machy is "a conservative, committed to generating a rear-guard 

action against the new progressive school of viol playing in the hands of Sainte-Colombe's pupils, notably 

Marais, Danoville and Rousseau.ò120  

Perhaps in anticipation of the oncoming conflict, De Machy tried to be clear about his intentions 

in writing this work: ñMy chief wish in this sketch has not been to set myself up as a criticðalthough I 

have made a rather long discourse, which I believed to be necessary, being the first to have caused 

something on this subject to be printedðbut solely to provide something for emulation to those who are 

skilled, for the following of the path I have traced for them, and for making the public privy to their 

labor." In other words, this book was not intended for beginners, but for players who were advanced yet 

                                                 
117 Robinson, ñMachy.ò 
118 Hoffmann, The Viola da Gamba, 239. 
119 Kinney, A Tempest, 15. 
120 Robinson, ñMachy.ò 



 

 44 

still impressionable enough to fall under the sway of De Machy's retrograde sensibilities.  Eager for 

converts, De Machy even offered to personally elucidate his ideas:  "Finally, I declare to all the persons 

who have my Books, and even to those who do not have them, that they will do me honor if they would 

like to consult with me about my Solos, and about what I have set forth [here].  I shall be ready to receive 

them at my home every Saturday from three to six, when I shall make evident [i.e., demonstrate] the 

practicality of all the rules of which I have spoken and the necessity that exists for observing them on the 

Viol .ò121 

Concerning the modern viol student, despite what Rousseau says, De Machyôs solo music is 

delightful and well worth playing.  There are a few useful nuggets of information regarding bow and left 

hand technique in the avertissement.  And the detailed description of French Baroque ornamentation 

symbols is certainly useful and welcome.  But this is not a book for the beginnerðDe Machy makes no 

mention of basic rules of posture or technique.  

De Machyôs Pieces de Violle has been relatively widely available for some time.  Minkoff 

published a facsimile in 1973; which was reprinted in 1993.122  Dove House published a modern edition 

of the tablature suites in 1979 and of the complete eight suites in 1982;123 WorldCat describes this edition 

as having a "summary of DeMachy's ornamentation in introd."  Hans Bol published a French-language 

transcription of the avertissement in 1973 as an appendix to his book.124  Kinney's English-language 

translation of the preface was first published in 1976 in the VdGSA Journal, and again in his book "A 

Tempest . . ." in 2013.125  A facsimile version appears in the 1997 Fuzeau publication Viole De Gambe: 

Méthodes, Traités, Ouvrages Généraux.126  The facsimile is currently available online for free at IMSLP.  
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Chapter 12: Marin  Marais ï Avertissements to Pièces de Violes, Volumes 1ï5 

(1686ï1725) 

 

Our discussion arrives now at Marin Marais, a man whose music can be considered to be ñsome 

of the best music ever written for solo viol . . . unsurpassed in scope, quality, and depth of expressionò.127  

Over a period of nearly forty years, Marais published five volumes of solo music for the viol, each with 

its own unique introduction, or avertissement, all containing valuable pedagogical material.  There is also 

unique material in the avertissement of the basso continuo book to accompany volume I, published three 

years after the solo book, bringing the total number of prefaces to six.  Since both of the two published 

English translations of the avertissements present the material from all six together, this paper will treat 

all of Maraisô pedagogical writing as one continuous work, noting from which volume any given 

information comes.  

Marin Marais was born in Paris in 1656.  Even though his father was a shoemaker of modest 

means, Marais still was given an extraordinary musical education, helped by some family connections at 

the church of St. Germain-lôAuxerrois, which had an excellent choir school.  Sometime before 1672 

(when he left school) he began his studies with the esteemed and influential viol teacher, M. Sainte-

Colombe.  There are many possibly apocryphal stories about their relationship (which was famously 

dramatized in the 1991 movie Tous les Matins du Monde); for instance, Marais was said to have 

surpassed his teacher within six months of study.128  What is verifiable is that by 1675 he was playing in 

the Opéra orchestra under the influential conductor and composer Jean-Baptiste Lully.  Thanks to Lullyôs 

tutelage, Marais was hired at the royal court as an ordinaire of the musique de la chambre du roi as a viol 

virtuoso in 1679.  It should be noted that Marais was one of the first French musicians to specialize and 
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build a career as a performer on only one instrument, ñabandoning the still-current multi-instrumentalism 

which had been such a feature of the Renaissanceò129ðsignificantly, he was not also a lutenist.  Soon he 

began to compose, publishing his first volume of solo music for the viol in 1686; making Marais the first 

to publish suites for a solo instrument and basso continuo in France.  Four more volumes followed in 

1701, 1711, 1717, and 1725.  In addition to the five volumes of works for solo viol, Marais also published 

two volumes of chamber music, Pièces en Trio (1692) and La Gamme (1723).  Marais also branched out 

into opera, composing two of them in the 1690s; these must have been well-received as he was appointed 

conductor of the Opéra orchestra in 1706.  His most successful opera would be Alcyone, from 1706; 

unfortunately this triumph would prove to be short-lived as the follow-up, 1709ôs Sémélé, was a flop.130  

This failure, combined with increasing competition from the next generation of viol virtuosiðAntoine 

Forquerayðwould lead to Marais gradually retreating from public life, passing away in 1728, three years 

after the publication of his final volume of Pièces de viole.  During his lifetime, Marais fathered nineteen 

children (!) with wife Catherine, many of whom would follow in their fatherôs footsteps as violists, the 

most well-known being Roland, who will be discussed in a later chapter.  The Marais family legacy 

would lingerðgrandson Nestor-Marin ñreceived a position at court in 1747; his contemporaries compared 

him to J.B. Forqueray, son of the celebrated Antoine Forqueray.ò131  

Maraisô five volumes of Pièces de viole contain five hundred ninety-six pieces in total, grouped 

into thirty-nine suites of various lengths.  The suites in the first volume are mostly filled with the typical 

Baroque dances of the dayðallemandes, courantes, sarabandes, and suchðpreceded by a free-form 

prelude and/or fantasia.  By the second book Marais began including more character piecesðcolorful 

works depicting a person, nationality, mood, place, or other extra-musical ideaðsuch as the famous 

Couplets de folie, consisting of thirty-two variations on the famous theme, and two somber tombeaux 

mourning the loss of Maraisô mentors Lully and Sainte-Colombe.  Marais continued to experiment with 
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form and content in subsequent volumes; in book four he presents an entire suite consisting mostly of 

character piecesðthe Suitte dôun go¾t etranger, which includes the byzantine Le Labyrinthe.  Throughout 

all five books, the quality of Maraisô writing never flags: de la Gorce summarizes Maraisô Pièces as being 

consistently ñinteresting for their freedom of inspiration, harmonic effects, rapid modulations and discreet 

but genuine sensitivity."  

As for Maraisô pedagogy, as previously noted, the introductory avertissement to each volume 

provides unique valuable information on viol techniqueðñprecepts dealing with the playing of 

ornaments, continuo realization and the notation of fingering and bowing, innovations which were 

adopted by his successorsò.132  While most of Maraisô description of ornamentation is not unique to him, 

it is certainly helpful.  It is the concept of the enfléðan expressive swelling of the bow that, according to 

Marais, ñgives soul to the piecesò133ðthat is perhaps Maraisô most important unique contribution to viol 

pedagogy.  Indeed, understanding the enflé is essential to the interpretation of French viol music.   

Furthermore, there is pedagogy to be found in Maraisô music itself, as he provides detailed 

bowings, fingerings, and ornamentation symbols in each work, from which his approach to the instrument 

can be deduced.  Deborah Teplow did just that - she wrote a book of viol pedagogy based on the precepts 

in Maraisô work, entitled Performance Practice and Technique in Marin Maraisô Pi¯ces de viole (Ann 

Arbor, Michigan: UMI Research Press, 1986).  Teplow elucidates: ñ[Maraisô Pièces] include suites 

ranging from a fairly elementary to a profoundly virtuosic level to appeal to players of varied capabilities 

and tastes . . . The pieces included in [Teplowôs book] were selected from among those defined by Marais 

as the most easy.  They contain, however, all but one of the performance techniques unique to the French 

repertoire.  Approximately forty pieces that would contain the various aspects of technique required by 

the Pièces (in their elementary form) were found, providing enough material for a substantial course of 

study.ò  It should be noted that, while there are indeed easier pieces scattered throughout Marais' oeuvre, 

one has to hunt for themðthe pièces are definitely not laid out in sequential order of difficulty.   
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The fact that Marais published five handsomely engraved volumes of solo viol music indicates that his 

work had an audience, although it doesnôt seem that any individual volume received more than one 

printing.  Whether or not this was the case, Marais did seem to take it for granted that his readership 

loyally purchased each subsequent volume of Pièces, as he frequently instructs the reader to refer back to 

an earlier book:  in Book III he tells the reader "As for the other [ornamentation] marks, I shall say 

nothing about them here, flattering myself that those who will have a desire to have my third book will 

have already provided themselves the first and second, where they are explained at lengthò;134 and in 

Book IV he similarly cautions "I shall not repeat in this Volume the signs of my preceding books, being 

persuaded that everyone is familiar with them.ò135   

Most viol players today will want to spend time with Maraisô music, and would do well to also 

read the prefaces to each volume.  As Otterstedt puts it, "Marais' oeuvre is full of systematic 

thoroughness, enormous industry, and an overbrimming musicality which would make his works 

sufficient in themselves for understanding French viol music" (The Viol, pg. 76)  

 Marais' works have been in more or less constant circulation in the modern era.  Numerous excerpted 

pieces, both scored for the original viol and arranged for a variety of other instruments, have been in 

publication for quite some time; but serious viol students will be interested in reading from facsimile.  

The earliest published facsimile edition of all five volumes of the Pièces, dating from around 1972, is 

attributed to James Caldwell at Oberlin.136  The Broude Trust published an edition of Marais' complete 

works, edited by John Hsu, from 1980ï2002.137  Fuzeau published their definitive series of facsimiles 

between 1994ï2002,138 and included the facsimiles of the prefaces in their compilation Viole De Gambe: 
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Méthodes, Traités, Ouvrages Généraux.139  Ruedy Ebner, based in Basel, also seems to have published a 

facsimile of at least Book V in 2002.140 Most recently, Edition Walhall has published a handsome 

facsimile series beginning in 2018.141   As for English language translations of the avertissements, Gordon 

Kinney first published his translation of all six prefaces in Vol. III of the VdGSA Journal in 1966, which 

was later re-printed in the 2013 compilation of Kinneyôs writings A Tempest in a Glass of Water.142  

Corda Music published Ian Gammieôs translation in 2008, entitled Marin Marais Translated: An English 

Translation of the Playing Instructions in Pi¯ces De Viole.143   

 

 

  

                                                 
139 Paolo Biordi and Vittorio Ghielmi, Viole De Gambe: Méthodes, Traités, Ouvrages Généraux (Courlay, France: 

Éditions J.M. Fuzeau, 1997.) 
140 Marin Marais, Pièces de violes, 5e livre (Basel, Switzerland: Ruedy Ebner, 1982.) 
141 Marin Marais, Pi¯ces de viole. Livre I: a une et a deux violes: Paris 1686/1689 (Magdeburg: Edition Walhall, 

2018.) 
142 Patrice Connelly, ed. A Tempest in a Glass of Water: Gordon J. Kinney's Translations of French Renaissance & 

Baroque Viol Treatises, Translated by Gordon J Kinney (Stony Creek, Qld.: Saraband Music, 2013.) 
143 Marin Marais, Marin Marais Translated: An English Translation of the Playing Instructions in Pi¯ces De Viole, 

ed. Ian Gammie (St Albans: Corda Music Publications, 2008.)  
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Chapter 13: Sieur Danoville ï LôArt de Toucher le Dessus et Basse de Violle 

(1687) 

 

If we were to hold a competition as to which author could write the most influential work of viol 

pedagogy while offering the least amount of biographical information to modern readers, many of our 

authors would be in the running, but perhaps Danoville would take the top prize.  We do not know the 

dates of his birth or death, any details of his career, or (along with Sainte-Colombe and De Machy) even 

his first name.  Here is what we do know about M. Danoville:  he was a viol student of Saint-Colombe, 

along with Marais, Rousseau, and Loulié.  He held the title of ó£cuyerô, or ósquireô, a term used to denote 

a young nobleman serving a knight.  We know his address, which is given on the title page of this 

work.   We know he offered instruction on how to play the viol in Paris in the time of Louis XIV144 

(although it seems unlikely that Danoville worked at court).  And we know he wrote and published this 

one single book, LôArt de Toucher le Dessus et Basse de Violle, in 1687, sometime before the publication 

of Rousseauôs Traité de la Viole that same year, making Danovilleôs work "the first instruction book on 

the viol to be published in Franceò.145  

The translation of the title page of Danovilleôs work reads:   

"THE ART OF PLAYING THE TREBLE AND BASS VIOLS.  Containing everything 

necessary, useful, and curious in this Science, together with Principles, Rules and Observations so 

informative that one can acquire perfection in this fair Science in a short time, and even without 

the help of any Teacher.  By Master DANOVILLE, Esquire.  AT PARIS [Published by] 

Christophe Ballard, sole King's Printer for Music.  And is sold At the Author's residence, Rue St. 

Jacques, at the Image of St. Francis of Sales, [and] at the residence of Master Landry Marchand, 

Engraver in Copper-plate.  1687 With His Majesty's Privilege.ò146   

 

                                                 
144 Catherine Betts, in her thesis on Danoville [University of Illinois, 1957], lists F. J. F®tisô Biographie Universelle 

des Musiciens et Bibliographie Générale de la Musique (1878) as the source for the preceding information. 
145 Robert A. Green and Jean Rousseau, Annotated Translation and Commentary of the Works of Jean Rousseau: A 

Study of Late Seventeenth-Century Musical Thought and Performance Practice (PhD diss., Indiana University, 

1979), 5. 
146 Kinney, A Tempest, 23. 
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The following preface serves as a testament to the influence of Saint-Colombeôs teaching, the quality of 

his playing, and the high regard in which his students held him:  

"Monsieur de Sainte Colombe, whom one can with justice call the Orpheus of our time; his merit 

and his Science have made him sufficiently well known, and if he has developed a few Pupils 

who have surpassed the common, they are under obligation for it to his singular goodness and for 

the pains he has taken in teaching them, and they must frankly avow that it is from him that they 

have this beautiful posture of the hand, these fine trills, and finally, this way of drawing forth a 

tone so tender, so brilliant, which agreeably surprises the ear.  As for myself, I shall glory all my 

life in subscribing to his precepts, as to a Master from whom I have gained all the Science for the 

Viol that I possess, being much persuaded that I shall be able to produce in this little Work a 

faithful copy of the rarest Genius on this instrument who has ever appeared, which, without him, 

would be as though buried in the shadows of ignorance.ò147   

 

Here Danoville goes so far as to claim that the precepts contained in his book come directly from Saint-

Colombe himself; and that Sainte-Colombe single-handedly rescued the viol from oblivion, an intriguing 

if unverifiable hypothesis.    

LôArt de Toucher . . . is divided into four sections.  In Danovilleôs words, in the first section, "I 

explain and I make evident the manner in which the hand is to be borne and the position in which it is to 

be held.  [In the second section] I give an explanation of the Scale.  [The third section contains] The 

explanation of the fingerboard, both in Notes and in Letters [that is, staff notation and tablature].  [And in 

the fourth,]  I give the explanation of all the graces that can be practiced."  There are several important 

pedagogical details tucked into this work that are not found elsewhereðthe instruction that the left thumb 

should follow the second finger "everywhere it has to go"; instructions as to the specific positioning of the 

thumb on the bow; a description of the angle at which the bow should hit the strings; the method of tuning 

the instrument beginning with the fourth string; and the way the one-finger vibrato should be executed, 

giving attention to the role of the thumb; to name but a few examples.  Unfortunately, Danoville doesn't 

seem to have been a composer or have any interest in compiling other's worksðhe provided no musical 

examples or exercises to illustrate his pedagogy.  

                                                 
147 Ibid., 24. 
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Danoville explains at length his motivations for writing such a detailed book with a touch of 

defensiveness:   

"when one undertakes a labor one cannot bring too much information and illumination to bear 

upon it, the science of Music and of the Fingering of Instruments always appearing very difficult 

to all those who have never applied themselves to it.  This is why I have given myself room to 

enlarge upon the explanation of the Fingerboard . . . combined with this, the only inclination I 

have is a zeal which carries me to love the interest of the Public, such that ï let the critic censure 

this work as much as he likes! - I shall be found convinced when some day he shall have 

produced someone who has worked with more perfection.ò148   

 

Danoville certainly knew his craft, but was perhaps not the most graceful writerðthe book is full of ñthe 

clumsy constructions and often grammatically incorrect phraseology . . . bespeak[ing] a practical 

performer who knows his trade well but is insufficiently schooled in literary graces to couch his 

explanations in elegant language.ò149   

  Todayôs viol students with an interest in French Baroque technique will want to read this work.  

In particular, treble viol players will rejoice at the presence of instruction specific to their instrument, a 

rarity in period viol pedagogy.  For the beginner, there is a lot of wonderfully detailed information here on 

the nuts-and-bolts of basic viol technique; unfortunately, the lack of musical examples/exercises prevent it 

from quite being a stand-alone beginning method.   The chapter on tuning is unusually thorough and gives 

many options.  The chapter on ornamentation has much helpful detail.  Letôs give Otterstedt the last word, 

from The Viol, page 76: "L'Art de Toucher le Dessus et Basse de Viole by Danoville is a concise and 

pragmatic little book with not a word wasted, guaranteeing to teach readers to play the viol without any 

further assistance, potentially to increase sales figures."   

In modern times, Danovilleôs work has been more or less readily accessible.  Minkoff Reprint of 

Geneva, Switzerland published a facsimile in 1972, reprinting it in 1985.150  Éditions Coderg of Paris 

published a facsimile in 1982.151  Fuzeau includes Danoville's treatise in their 1997 publication of 

                                                 
148 Ibid., 35ï36. 
149 Ibid., 23. 
150 Danoville, L'art De Toucher Le Dessus Et Basse De Violle (Genève: Minkoff Reprint, 1972.) 
151 Danoville, LôArt de Toucher Le Dessus et Basse de Violle (Paris, Tours: £ditions Coderg, 1982.) 
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facsimiles of various French viol pedagogical works.152  Catherine Elizabeth Betts wrote a dissertation 

on Danoville, providing a complete English translation and commentary, from Urbana, IL in 

1957.153  Gordon Kinney's English language translation was first published in the VdGSA Journal in 

1975, then included in his posthumous 2013 anthology.154   

 

  

                                                 
152 Paolo Biordi and Vittorio Ghielmi, Viole De Gambe: Méthodes, Traités, Ouvrages Généraux (Courlay, France: 

Éditions J.M. Fuzeau, 1997.) 
153 Catherine Elizabeth Betts and Danoville, ñDanovilleôs lôArt de Toucher Le Dessus et Basse de Violle. 

Translation and Commentaryò (PhD diss., University of Illinois, 1957.)  
154 Patrice Connelly, ed. A Tempest in a Glass of Water: Gordon J. Kinney's Translations of French Renaissance & 

Baroque Viol Treatises, Translated by Gordon J Kinney (Stony Creek, Qld.: Saraband Music, 2013.) 



 

 54 

Chapter 14: Jean Rousseau ï Traité de la Viol (1687) 

 

By the time he published his monumental Traité de la Viole in 1687, Jean Rousseau, as evidenced 

by the multiple previous mentions of his name in the chapters about other authors, had amassed a large 

collection of strong opinions and scores to settle.  The Traité clearly has an agenda; it is an idiosyncratic, 

opinionated piece of writing.  Even so, "in spite of the polemical aspect of this work, it is one of the most 

important sources of information concerning French viol music and various aspects of performance 

practice as well."155  Shockingly, despite the fact that the Traité is frequently referenced by modern viol 

historians and pedagogues, it has never been made widely available in an English language translation.  

Fortunately, compared to many of our other authors, we know quite a bit about Jean Rousseau.  

He was born in 1644 in Moulins, France, 175 miles southeast of Paris.  Rousseauôs father, Pierre, made 

buttons for a living.  Young Jean went to a Jesuit school that had a library with a large selection of 

classical Greek and Roman authors, who likely had an influence on the preface of the Traité, a classical-

themed fanciful dissertation on the origins of the viol.   In 1676 Jean moved to Paris, where he married 

Françoise Torcy, a laundress, two years later; the couple would have no children.  Rousseauôs first (and 

only other) publication was the Methode claire, certaine et facile, pour apprendre a chanter la musique,  

published in around 1678.  In Paris, Rousseau lived in the home of Michel Colichon, the renowned viol & 

lute maker, on the serendipitously named Rue de la Harpe.  It was in this musical milieu that Rousseau 

met the many prominent viol performers and composers who would feature in his works.  Not long after 

his arrival in Paris, Rousseau took up the viol; within three years he began studying with Sainte-Colombe.  

Even though Rousseau would spend much of the Traité extolling Sainte-Colombeôs virtues, perhaps a 

caveat is in order - on page 247 of Kinneyôs translation, Hans Bol points out that Rousseau admitted to 

studying with Sainte-Colombe for a mere month, and had "put myself under his discipline only to bear 

                                                 
155 Green and Rousseau, Annotated Translation, 9.  
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my hand better than I had been doing" - in other words, Rousseau specifically wanted to learn the new 

hand position with the thumb behind the second finger that Sainte-Colombe advocated.   

Between 1685 and 1687 three important works of viol pedagogy were published in quick 

succession, all of which would impact Rousseauôs writingðDe Machyôs Pieces de Violle, Maraisôs first 

volume of Piéces de Violes, and Danovilleôs Lôart de Toucher . . . As previously discussed, De Machyôs 

work ñattacked the innovations of Sainte-Colombe, although not mentioning the latter by name, and he 

reaffirmed the connection of the viol and the lute.156  The combativeness of this work suggests that 

exchanges about which no information exists had taken place previously.ò157  This tantalizing theory 

would help explain the level of vitriol Rousseau would heap upon De Machy in his Traité de la Viole, 

published later in 1687.  Green reminds us that Rousseau, unlike his teacher Saint-Colombe and his other 

disciples, was no politicianð  

"Sainte-Colombe and his students, including Danoville and Marais, had the good sense to avoid 

direct and open conflict with De Machy.  They merely reaffirmed their support for their teacher's 

principles in their publications.  It was Rousseau who picked up the glove with the publication of 

the Traité . . . Rousseau never refers to De Machy by name but simply makes references 

to l'Autheur de l'Avertissement, and much of the Traité is conceived as an answer to the latter's 

work.ò158   

 

For example, the following is excerpted from page 4 of Kinneyôs translation of Rousseauôs "Remarks":   

"I warn the Reader that if, in this Work, I utter my feelings freely against an óAdviceô that was 

offered to the public some little time ago, and most of the principles of which I attack, my 

intention is not to insult anybody but only to defend the Rules that I am presenting in the present 

Treatise, and to make known that the Author of the said Advice was wrong in imputing Abuses to 

Viol Playing, for I make it evident that the latter has been for many years in its highest state of 

Perfection."   

 

A personal rivalry between the two men ensued, with both men subsequently publishing pamphlets 

attacking each other, of which only the "Réponse de m. Rousseau" from 1688 survives.  This would be 

Rousseauôs last known workðnothing further is heard from him after its publication.  Differing accounts 

                                                 
156 In addition to the placement of the thumb, Green could also be alluding to the lute-based chordal style of 

composition De Machy advocated, as opposed to the simpler, melodic way of writing that was becoming dominant. 
157 Ibid., 5. 
158 Ibid., 6ï7. 
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speculate that he died either sometime between 1688 and 1691 (when the fourth edition of the Méthode 

was published), or closer to 1699 (when his wife, now described by publisher Ballard as a widow, tried to 

get the Traité re-printed).  Rousseau was known to have composed music, but sadly none of it survives.  

He is recorded as having written two books of viol music, and a choral work intriguingly titled ñEclogue 

in Praise of the King for the Destruction of Heresyò.   

Both of Rousseauôs published treatises, the Méthode claire, certaine, et facile pour apprendre a 

chanter la musique and the Traité de la viole, remained in print until the middle of the eighteenth 

centuryða considerable life span for works of this period.  The Traité was reprinted several times until as 

late as 1751, but later editions were not revised, likely due to the authorôs death.  Green 

extrapolates: "This fact suggests that it was used for the purpose of learning to play the instrument 

throughout its period of popularity long after the quarrel with De Machy had been forgotten.ò159  Green 

also reminds us that no other viol tutorials would be published in France after Rousseauôs; only Etienne 

Loulié would subsequently attempt to write such a work, which would remain incomplete and 

unpublished during his lifetime. 

The verbose title page of the Traité spells out exactly what kinds of information it contains:   

"TREATISE OF THE VIOL, Containing A curious Dissertation concerning its origin.  A general 

Demonstration of its Fingerboard in four Diagrams, with explanations of them.  The explanation 

of the different [kinds of Viol] Playing, & in particular that of Pieces in chords, and a thorough 

one of accompaniment.  Sure Rules for becoming acquainted with all the graces that can be 

employed on this instrument Pieces of Music of all kinds.  The true way to govern the Bow, easy 

Ways to transpose to Keys of all kinds.  By JEAN ROUUSEAU, Teacher of Music & of the Viol. 

[provides his address]  IN PARIS, by CHRISTOPHER BALLARD, sole Printer of Music to the 

King.  1687 With His Majesty's Privilege"  

 

Rousseau describes the organization of the book as being divided into four large sections, introduced by 

an opening treatise.  From the Forward, on page 3 of Kinneyôs translation:   

"I begin this Treatise with a dissertation on the origin of the Viol, through which I make evident 

its antiquity, its progress, and tell of the Masters who have excelled on this Instrument; and I 

divide the body of the Work into four parts.  The first contains the manner of holding the Viol, of 

the bearing of the hand, of the holding and conduct of the Bow, of the tuning of the Viol, and four 

Diagrams for the general understanding of the Fingerboard, together with their explanations, both 
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for the most transposed Keys, and for the natural ones.  The second Part contains the explanation 

of five different kinds of Viol Playing, and of their characteristics, wherein one will become 

acquainted with what one needs to know and what must be practiced in order to acquit oneself in 

them properly.  The third contains sure Rules for becoming familiar with the principal Graces 

[that is, ornamentation] ordinarily practiced on the Viol through relation to Singing; and through 

these same Rules one will become familiar with where these Graces should be made and when to 

make them.  The fourth and last Part teaches the very important Rules of the Bow-stroke, upon 

which it can be said that Viol Playing depends absolutely for true and easy execution of 

everything that can be played on this Instrument, to which I add Methods of transposing Pieces of 

Music of all kinds at Sight and models for facilitating the practice of them."   

 

Rousseau also provides a detailed table of contents, a helpful addition which is not to be taken for 

granted.      

 Although Rousseauôs compositional output did not survive, he did leave us with some kind of 

original music in the Traité.  The music is best described as nine sets of examples, each individual 

example usually only a measure or two in length, each illustrating a usage of the pedagogical subject at 

hand.  There are eight sets of examples illustrating how and when to use various agréments.  There is also 

a set of twenty-two examples illustrating Rousseauôs rules for bowing.  Each of these sets of examples is 

able to be played continuously through, and each example is labeled with a letter indicating which of 

Rousseauôs rules it is illustrating.    

Rousseau addresses the Traité to the serious viol student.  From the Foreword:   

"My aim in this Work is not to point out abuses in Viol-Playing, nor to present Rules to the 

Masters of this Instrument . . . my sole intention is to make known how to achieve perfection in 

the Playing of the Instrument of which I treat, and at the same time to eulogize the Masters . . . 

This is why one ought to consider the Rules contained in this Book as only an instruction for 

Students: for those, I mean, who want to become thoroughly familiar with everything that relates 

to Viol-Playing and who are willing to learn through evidence and logic.ò163   

 

Rousseau goes on to stress that his treatise is not a substitute for having one's own viol teacher:  "I 

maintain that it is impossible for anyone to succeed in learning to play an Instrument properly without the 

aid of a Teacher, and that one will even be made aware through this Work of the necessity that exists of 

having recourse to those that teach, in order to learn the execution and the application of the Rules of 
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which I give only the simple Theory."  Rousseau makes no Mace-like proclamations that one can learn to 

play the viol well, on one's own, in a fortnight!  He later adds to this:  "I have had no other intention in my 

labor than the advancing of Students and the assisting of Teachers.ò164  Serious students of the viol will 

find Rousseauôs treatise invaluable, as it offers information both basic and advanced, technical and 

stylistic.  I would go so far as to call Rousseau essential reading.  While Rousseauôs writing style can be 

ñtortuous at best,ò165 both Kinneyôs and Greenôs translations are not particularly hard to follow, and 

Rousseauôs digressions can be quite entertaining.  Students of the history of the viol, particularly of the 

French 17th century school of viol playing, will also find much of interest.  

This brings us to a fact mentioned at the beginning of this chapter, one that I consider to be the 

most surprising piece of information that my research has uncovered:  there has never been a published 

English-language translation of Rousseauôs treatise.  There are two translations that have been done, one 

by Gordon Kinney in 1979, which is only available on microfilm at seven libraries worldwide;166 and 

another in a dissertation by Robert A Green from 1980 that is available in print form from only three 

university librariesðit is now available for download on ProQuest.167  There have been facsimile prints 

available (in the original French, obviously) for quite some timeðfrom Antiqua in 1965;168 from Minkoff 

in 1975;169 from Musicverlag Emil Katzbichler in 1980;170 and from Fuzeau in 1997.171  These days the 

facsimile is readily available online for free at IMSLPðbut not in an English translation.  
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Chapter 15: Étienne Loulié ï Méthode Pour Apprender à Jouer la Viole (1700) 

 

Louli®ôs work can be seen as representing a turning point in the violôs history.  It is the last 

complete viol tutor written by a French author, presenting some of the most detailed technical information 

to date; yet unfortunately Loulié was not able to complete or publish it during his lifetime, and the work 

would languish in obscurity for centuries.  Pièces de violeðsolos for the violðwould continue to be 

published in France for several more decades, but Rousseauôs Traité would prove to be the final 

published work of viol pedagogy. 

Étienne Loulié was born in 1654 in Paris, where he would live all his life.  As a boy, he was a 

chorister at the magnificent Sainte-Chapelle cathedral in the heart of Paris from about 1663 to 1673.  

Loulié spent the bulk of his career working as a music teacher (maître de musique); he never held a major 

position either at court or church.  He published three works during his lifetime:  Abrégé des principes de 

musique (Paris, 1696); Éléments ou principes de musique (Paris, 1696, 2/1698/R); and Nouveau sistème 

de musique ou nouvelle division du monocorde . . . avec la description et l'usage du sonomètre (Paris, 

1698).  Éléments in particular seems to have been an influential work, containing ñpractical, systematic 

and enlightened contributions to the prevalent musical ideas of the timeò;172 it was published in an 

English translation by Albert Cohen in 1965.  The title of the latter work (Nouveau sistème . . . lôusage du 

sonomètre) alludes to an instrument that Loulié invented that facilitates the tuning of keyboards.  This 

device, along with his chronomètre, a metronome-like device with a pendulum, were both approved for 

use by the Académie des Sciences.   

In addition to his three published works, Loulié also wrote many other studies which were not 

published during his lifetime; after his death (in about 1707) these went to his close friend Sébastien de 

Brossard and do not seem to have been distributed any further.  The Méthode pour apprender à jouer la 
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 Albert Cohen, ñLouli®, Etienne,ò Grove Music Online, ed. Deane Root, accessed October 19, 2023, 
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 60 

viole is one of these such works.  The manuscript does not have an author attribution, but according to 

Cohen it can be credited to Loulié ñon the basis of handwriting, use of language, format, and internal 

reference.ò173  Loulié clearly was not able to complete the Méthode in his lifetimeðthe work is full of 

corrections and marginal notes.  The subject matter is not presented in an organized way, with paragraphs 

frequently looping back to refer to topics covered chapters earlier.  Loulié had perhaps allowed for the 

insertion of future material by leaving the occasional page blank.  The work also borrows heavily from 

Rousseauôs Traité, as previously notedðLoulié both quotes directly from Rousseau for three pages, and 

clarifies and expands on his work elsewhere. 

Louli®ôs Méthode covers all the basics of viol techniqueðhow to hold and tune the instrument, 

how to hold the bow, the shape of the left hand, how to move the bow across the strings, the geography of 

the fingerboard, and so on.  These topics all cover well-worn territory, with a few new details thrown in 

(particularly in regards to the bow hold and bow arm usage).  What makes Louli®ôs work uniqueðeven 

invaluableðis the detailed information he provides on the various bow-strokes used in the school of 

French Baroque viol playing, information that is not found anywhere else, ñdemonstrating the great 

variety of bow techniques available to the violist of the time.ò175     

Unfortunately, Loulié did not leave us any musical examples to illustrate these bow strokesðthe 

only music present is three scales in whole notes.  It seems as if Loulié had intended for more music to be 

included after these scales as he wrote indications to this effect, such as "It is necessary next to practice 

playing some selected Basses, such as those following;" but, as Kinney observed, "To quote Bol: 'Alas, 

the rest of this page is blank!'"176   Incomplete and disordered as the work is, there are still hints of a 

personality in Louli®ôs writing.  He apparently could have a sharp tongue, as evidenced by this quote: 
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"Some Rules that might be given for mastering the Viol are useless for persons who have no Ears, 

because they would not know how to avail themselves of them.ò177  

As for the intended audience of Louli®ôs Methode, Teplow observes that the "three treatises 

written by Danoville, Loulié, and Rousseau are similar in many aspects.  They were written for leisured, 

educated people by men who were skilled nonprofessionals rather than noted performers.  Although today 

they would be called gentleman amateurs, they were far more knowledgeable than that term implies.ò178 

Cohen concurs with Teplowôs analysis of the Methodeôs audience:  "Loulié devotes the major portion of 

his Method to an explanation of the essentials of viol playing for the beginning student.ò179  While this is 

true, Loulié also directs many of his comments to the "would-be teacher of beginners";180 expanding the 

intended audience to both beginning players and novice viol teachersðhelpful indeed!  

The text of the book is rather disorganized, as mentioned above; but there is much useful 

information to reward todayôs patient reader.  The descriptions of the different kinds of bow strokes is 

perhaps the most revelatory information contained here and will be of acute interest to all students of 

French Baroque viol literature.  There are also some new specifics in regards to bow hold and the use of 

the bow arm that clarifies what had been written in earlier treatises (particularly as relates to Rousseau).   

According to Kinney, Cohen was the first to publish an English translation of part of this treatise 

in Volume 3 of the VdGSA Journal from 1966.181  In that journal, Cohen describes the manuscript as 

ñhitherto seemingly unknownò. The entire treatise was later made available in the original French (but not 

as a facsimile) as an appendix to Hans Bol's La Basse De Viole . . . in 1973.182  Kinney's complete English 

translation first appeared in the 1976 VdGSA Journal and was reprinted in his 2013 book A Tempest in a 
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Glass of Water.183  A facsimile version appears in the 1997 Fuzeau publication Viole De Gambe: 

Méthodes, Traités, Ouvrages Généraux.184   
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Chapter 16: John Hare ï The Compleat Violist (1700) 

 

Our discussion returns to England at the turn of the eighteenth century with the publication in 

London of The Compleat Violist, appearing twenty-four years after Thomas Maceôs Musickôs Monument.  

The Compleat Violist, together with Playfordôs Introduction to the Skill of Musick (still in print in 1700: 

the 14th edition appeared this year!) and the upcoming The Compleat Musick-Master form a sort of trio of 

English pedagogical works for the viol that were assembled by publishers rather than written by a single 

viol pedagogue (although among these three, The Compleat Violist is the only one to treat solely with the 

viol).  The publisher in question for this work is John Hare.  Hare, who had first set up shop in 1695, was 

also an instrument maker at "ye Golden Viol" in St. Paulôs Church Yard alongside fellow luthier Barak 

Norman, who also had license to sell the book.  Hare had taken over the Golden Viol from John Clarkeð

ñthe 11th edition of Youthôs Delight on the Flageolet, earlier editions of which had been issued by Clarke, 

was one of Hareôs first publications.ò185 Hare also concurrently had a place of businessðand a homeðin 

Freemanôs Yard, off Cornhill; he would move his entire publishing business to that location by around 

1706.  Hareôs son Joseph joined his fatherôs publishing company in 1722; they would work together until 

Johnôs death in 1725. The Compleat Violist is one of the comparatively few works that the Hare family 

published independently; from 1695 through 1730 the Hares had a close relationship with the prolific 

publisher John Walsh, who ñenjoyed royal favorò186 and is perhaps best known today for publishing 

Handelôs music.  Many of Walshôs publications bear the Hareôs names in conjunction with his own; the 

first of these being The Self-Instructor on the Violin.187   It is not known if Hare and Walsh had a 

relationship beyond the professional, but Kidson suggests that ñat one time . . . Hare and Walsh had 

                                                 
185 William C. Smith, Peter Ward Jones, and David Hunter. "Hare." Grove Music Online, ed. Deane Root, accessed 

December 3, 2021, http://www.oxfordmusiconline.com. 
186 Frank Kidson, British Music Publishers, Printers and Engravers . . . (New York: B. Blom, 1967), 58. 
187 David Boyden, ñA Postscript to óGeminiani and the the first Violin Tutorô, Acta Musicologica 32, no. 1 (1960), 
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quarrelled, for several of Walshôs plates, originally bearing Hareôs name, have the latter erased by the 

scraper and burnisher.  At a later date they came together again.ò188  John Hare was also associated with 

publisher Henry Playford for a time.189  

The Compleat Violist is often attributed to Benjamin Hely, likely due to the fact that he is the only 

named composer in the book and that his name is featured on the title page.  However, the title page refers 

to him as "ye late famous Master Mr. Benjamin Helyò, making it quite clear that Hely had passed away 

prior to the bookôs publication (and suggesting that he was a professional musician).  Not much is known 

about Helyôs life.  Holman gives us a fascinating description of an inventory of Helyôs possessions, taken 

on October 6, 1699, which includes   

ñfour viols (by Pitts, Hoskins and two 'supposed to be Hoskins'), as well as a violin, 'an old Gittar 

of Mundon', and 'an old flute of Scotney', suggesting that he taught the violin, recorder and 

Baroque guitar as well as the bass viol.  The music he owned included 'his owne sonatas', . . . and 

'Simsons Division Violist.ô  ó5 Gittars and Cases damaged in their Return from Barbadoes' 

suggest that he spent some time in the Caribbean.ò190  

 

This information suggests an intriguing connection from Christopher Simpson, through Hely, to viol 

players living in the New World.  In addition to his solo sonatas in The Compleat Violist, Helyôs most 

important composition is a set of six sonatas for two bass viols and ground bass; these were unpublished 

during Helyôs lifetime but survived in three separate manuscripts.  

The title page tells the reader exactly what to expect from the contents of the book:  

ñThe Compleat Violist.  or An Introduction to [the] art of Playing on [the] Bass Viol wherein the 

necessary Rules & Directions are laid down in a plain & familiar Method.  WITH A Collection of 

the Psalm Tunes set to the VIOL as they are now in use in the Churches where there are 

Organs. To which. Are added some select Aires & Tunes, set according to [the] divers manners of 

Playing by the G sol re ut Cliff [clef ], the C sol fa ut Cliff, & [the] Fa ut Cliff, Also several 

lessons, viz. Almans, Sarabands, Courants, Jiggs, etc. Composed for that Instrument by ye late 

famous Master Mr. Benjamin Hely. LONDON Printed for & Sold by I. Hare Musicall Instrument 

maker at [the] Golden Viol: in St. Paule's Church-yard, and at his Shop in Freemans-yard in 

Cornhill near the Royall-Exchange; also sold by B. Norman Instrument maker at ye Bass Viol in 

St. Paul's Alley.ò 

   

                                                 
188 Kidson, British Music Publishers, 58. 
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It seems clear from this statement that Hely is indeed not the author of this book; but rather that the work 

is a compilation taken from several different sources.  It is most likely that Hare is the author of the three 

pages of text and the compiler of the book; nowhere is another author's name identified.  A second take-

away, confirmed upon examination of the contents, is that this may be the first work of viol pedagogy in 

which there is an attempt to arrange the music sequentially in order of increasing difficulty, or at least 

with some thought as to a logical pedagogical sequence.  The book opens with three pages of dense, terse 

text instructions, (barely) covering all the essential aspects of viol technique such as positioning the 

instrument, bow hold and use, left hand technique, fingerboard geography of both the treble and bass viol, 

music theory and notation, and ornamentation; Holman claims that ñsome of the material was just 

simplified from Playford's Introduction to the Skill of Musick.ò191 The first body of repertoire presented is 

a set of fourteen psalm tunesðslow-moving rhythmically simple pieces that typically have a range of no 

larger than an octave.  These are notated in the treble (G) clef.  The psalm tunes are followed with 

fourteen English country dances (ñAires & Tunesò) also notated in the G clef.  These are followed by 

seven pieces notated in alto (C) clef, then three more in bass (F) clef.  The following twelve pieces in alto 

clef (still mostly dances and airs) are slightly more complex and idiomatic to the viol (such as the use of 

chords) than those precedingðperhaps they were taken from a different source.  The book concludes with 

the two quite sophisticated four-movement Hely suites, each with an Allemande (ñAlmandò), Courant, 

Sarabande, and ñJiggò, the first in A minor, the second in A major.  Holman sheds some light on the logic 

behind, and significance of, the bookôs use of the G clef:   

ñThe introduction states that the 'G sol re ut Cliff  . . . is proper for the Treble Viol, or to play Airs 

or Tunes of songs on the Viol' (i.e. on the bass viol an octave lower), and an advertisement 

pointed out that it featured 'the divers manner of playing' using treble, alto and bass clefs.  The 

treble clef was the most common way of notating gamba music in the late eighteenth century, 

presumably because it enabled players familiar with it to read violin music and songs down the 

octave; for the same reason violoncellists began to use it in the 1760s.  The idea probably came 

from vocal music . . . The Compleat Violist is apparently the earliest source to apply it to 

instruments . . . England was in advance of other countries in this respect.ò192  
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Although the Hely compositions in the back of the book are all unique to this volume, much of 

the rest of the music was likely pulled from other sources.  Many of the psalm tunes, for example, are also 

found in Playford's publication "Whole Book of Psalms" from 1695.  More work is needed to track down 

the origins of the dance tunesðto date, only four pieces have been identified as existing in other 

sources.193  Three pieces in The Compleat Violist were first printed in Thomas Bray's Country Dances, 

published by Playford in 1699ðone of these is ñthe famous forlana from Campraôs LôEurope galante 

[1697]ò.194  The fourth identifiable piece is the famous "Trumpet Voluntary" by Jeremiah Clarke, 

formerly attributed to Henry Purcell.  Sometimes known as "The Prince of Denmark's March", the piece 

is here labeled ñNew Trumpett tune Round Oò.  Also published by John Young in "A Choice Collection 

of Ayres for the Harpsichord or Spinet" the same year as The Compleat Violist,195 its inclusion here might 

be explained by the fact that Jeremiah Clarke was likely the son of John Clarke, from whom John Hare 

took over his shop The Golden Viol.196  Thorp has an explanation for the difficulty in identifying the 

composers and/or sources of the music in The Compleat Violistðshe alleges that ñthis is largely due to 

the activities of the music publishing firm of Walsh & Hare, who made unsubstantiated claims for many 

of their publications and simply pirated music scores, country dance collections and ball-dance notations 

which they could not otherwise obtain.ò197  Boyden concurs, calling Walsh & Hareôs tactics ñastuteò and 

ñnimble, if  questionableò.198  Like Henry Playford, John Hareôs objective as a publisher was to sell as 

many copies as possible.  He clearly had high hopes for The Compleat Violistðon the third page of text, 

he states: ñIf this small Essay meet with a favorable acceptance among ye ingenious Lovers of this Noble 

Science, I shall be encouraged to present them with greater Variety of Compositions for ye Viol of ye like 

                                                 
193 Grace Feldmanôs edition of The Compleat Violist from 1988 gives a complete listing of the known concordances.  
194 Holman, Life After Death, 52. 
195 C. L. Cudworth, ñSome New Facts about the Trumpet Voluntary,ò Musical Times 94, no. 1327 (September 

1953): 402.  
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Nature."  This does not seem to have taken place; The Compleat Violist had but a single printing and was 

not followed up with a sequel. 

  
As John Hare bills The Compleat Violist as an "Introduction" to viol playing, it is ostensibly 

addressed to the beginning viol player; the opening pages of text are clearly written for those with 

minimal musical literacy.  While the text does provide some interesting and unique information, such as 

its descriptions of various time signatures, the technical information on how to play the viol is too cursory 

to be of much use to the serious modern student.  Today's players will be well rewarded by the music 

itself, howeverðit is all historically relevant and not found in other sources of works for viol.  Moreover, 

Hare really seems to have made an effort to provide appropriate music for every level of player, on both 

the treble and bass viol, making The Compleat Violist perhaps the only work of historical viol pedagogy 

to do so.  The introductory psalm tunes are melodious beginning-level pieces for the novice 

player.   Intermediate level players will also find a lot to enjoyðthe dance tunes lie nicely under the hand 

(particularly on the treble viol), are musically engaging and provide an excellent cross-section of English 

country dance music at the turn of the century.  The dances for bass viol are appropriate for intermediate 

level players.  The Hely dance suites for bass viol are the standout compositions in the book, and are more 

appropriate for advanced players.   

The Compleat Violist was published in a 2015 facsimile reprint by Cornetto-Verlag.199  The 

facsimile is also available as an eBook, for which documentation is sparse; it is also available as a free 

download on IMSLP.  There seems to have been a facsimile published in 1990 (WorldCat describes this 

date as approximate) by Musikakademie in W¿rzburg; this edition is held in just three libraries 

worldwide.200  Grace Feldman has also prepared an edition of the complete work in 1988;201 as this is the 
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earliest date I can find associated with The Compleat Violist it is unclear if it was available at all prior to 

that.  There are a few other editions of the Hely solo viol music.   
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Chapter 17: William  Pearson / Thomas Browne ï The Compleat Musick-

Master (1722/1704) 

 

The third of our English publisher-assembled viol tutors is The Compleat Musick-Master, which 

is sadly also the final work of viol pedagogy to be written and published prior to the twentieth century.  

There has been even less scholarly attention in the viol community given to this work than to The 

Compleat Violist; much about it is still unknown.  A sole copy of the work exists, housed in the British 

Library; this copy, dated 1722, states that it is the third edition of the bookðcopies of the earlier two 

editions do not seem to have survived.  Like Playfordôs Introduction to the Skill of Musick, The Compleat 

Musick-Master is a multi-instrument tutor, containing information on how to play the flute, violin, and 

oboe in addition to the viol.  It is in part thanks to scholars of those instruments that we have as much 

information on this work as we do. 

The title page of the Compleat Musick-Master states that it was "Printed by and for William 

Pearson" (italics mine), so it is possible that Pearson had a hand in assembling, and perhaps even writing, 

the work.  Pearson was active from 1699 through 1735 and was the undisputed leader in the field of music 

printing, introducing improvements in music type, such as the ñNew-Tyôd Noteò (which gets a mention 

on the title page of the eighteenth edition of Playfordôs Introduction to the Skill of Musick from 1724, 

which Pearson printed).  From 1700 Pearsonôs office was in Red Cross Alley, Jewin Street, London.  

Kidson states that Pearson ñprinted for the authors and for different publishers",202 raising questions as to 

the difference between a music printer and publisherðthere is no ñpublished byò credit in either this work 

or John Hareôs Compleat Violist.  Some of Pearsonôs more notable "printed works" are several influential 

works by Henry Playford: the Pleasant Musical Companion, of which he printed several editions between 

1701 and 1720; editions of the Dancing Master and Complete Dancing Masterôs Companion; and several 
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editions of the Introduction to the Skill of Music between 1700 and 1730.  Pearson also printed editions of 

D'Urfey's Wit and Mirth, or Pills to Purge Melancholy, and Simpson's Compendium of Practical Music. 

However, establishing authorship of The Compleat Musick-Master is complicated by ñThe Preface to the 

READERò, which is signed by one ñT.B.ò  The identity of T.B. would have been likely lost to history if it 

were not for the research of Michael Tilmouth, who, in compiling his Calendar of References to Music in 

Newspapers Published in London and the Provinces, noticed this advertisement in the September 12, 1704 

edition of The Weekly Reviews of the Affairs of France, of all places: ñThe Compleat Musick-Master, 

being Plain, Easie, and Familiar Rules for Singing and Playing on the most useful Instruments now in 

Vogue, Viz Violin, Flute, Haut-Boy, Bass-Viol, Treble-Viol, Tenor Viol . . . With a Preface, and the 

words Corrected by the late Mr Thomas Brown.ò203  In addition to providing the identity of T.B., this 

advertisement establishes the date of the publication of the first edition.  Tilmouthôs Calendar also 

identifies an advertisement for The Compleat Musick-Master placed on January 2, 1707 in the newspaper 

The Post Man; this was likely near the date of the publication of the second edition (why there was a 

fifteen-year gap between the second and third editions remains a mystery).  Boyden provides information 

on Brown in a footnote: ñThomas Brown (1663-1704) was a well-known satirist of the time.  His 

collected works, published 1707-8 in two volumes, contain the facetious Letters from the Dead to the 

Living in which he refers to certain contemporary musicians.  The Preface and the corrected text to The 

Compleat Musick-Master . . . must have been one of Brown's last pieces of work, since it came out in the 

year of his death.  The tone of the Preface is several cuts above the usual style of such tutors.ò204  Indeed, 

the aforementioned advertisement identifying Brown describes him as ñthe late . . .ò, much as did the title 

page of The Compleat Violist in describing Benjamin Hely.  However, the advertisement describes Brown 

as merely having ñcorrectedò the text of the book, not authoring it, placing suspicion of authorship back 

on William Pearson.   
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The fact that three editions were printed of The Compleat Musick-Master over a period of 

eighteen years implies that the work had a degree of success in its time; however, as previously stated, 

only a single copy of just the third edition of The Compleat Musick-Master survives today.  Boyden sheds 

light on why this might be: ñThe fact that so few copies of these amateur tutors survive points to the 

probability that they were much in demand, used intensively by their owners and then thrown away, 

having been sold unbound in oblong format for a relatively low price (usually, 1 shilling, six-pence).ò205  

Tilmouth elaborates on this point:  

ñthere was clearly a popular demand for [instrumental tutors].  Very few of these books were 

privately printed by musicians.  Most of them were brought out by publishers and were 

undertaken for profit.  The editions were probably quite small, for it was necessary that each 

successive issue should be óplainer and easierô than its forerunner, should incorporate some new 

technical development, and, in the appendix of music, should contain the latest óhitô tunes, not a 

collection of airs five years old.ò206   

 

Popular though The Compleat Musick-Master might have been in its time, in his Preface of the work 

Thomas Brown points to storm clouds on the horizon for the viols, ñwhich latter I am sorry to see so 

much out of request in England, when they still preserve their credit in France, from which country we 

used to borrow our other fashions not as commendable as this.ò (This sentence does impressive double-

duty in both praising the viol and maligning the French!)  Boyden further elucidates the changing social 

roles of the violin and the viol: ñThe large number of popular violin tutors points to the violinôs enormous 

popularity in England around 1700 and to an increased interest thereafter.  The fact that the musical 

pieces varied from one issue to another of the same work shows also the voracious appetite for violin 

music in England among amateur playersða fact not generally realized.ò207   

The title page describes the contents of the book thusly:   

"The Compleat Musick-Master: Being Plain, Easie, and Familiar RULES for SINGING, and 

PLAYING On the most useful Instruments now in Vogue, according to the Rudiments of Musick. 

Vis., VIOLIN, FLUTE, HAUT-BOY, BASS-VIOL, TREBLE-VIOL, TENOR-

VIOL.  Containing likewise A great Variety of Choice Tunes, and fitted to each Instrument, with 

Songs for two Voices.  To which is added, a Scale of the Seven Keys of Musick, shewing how to 
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Transpose any Tune from one Key to another.  The Third Edition, with Additions.  LONDON: 

Printed by and for William Pearson, and Sold by John Young, Musical-Instrument-Maker, at the 

Dolphin and Crown in St. Paul's Church-Yard; and E. Miller at the Violin on London 

Bridge.  1722."   

The ñTable of the Principal Matter containôd in this Bookò shows that the book has five chapters:  the 

first, ñDirections for SINGINGò; the second, ñRules and Instructions for a Young Beginner on the Bass, 

Treble or Tenor Violsò; the third, ñDirections for the VIOLIN.ò; the fourth, ñDirections for Playing on the 

FLUTE.ò; and the fifth, ñDirections for Playing on the Haut-Boy.ò  The chapter on the viol has the 

following sub-chapters: ñI. Of the Viol and Tuning, with the method of holding it.  II. Of the Characters, 

and Graces, with a Scale of the Notes, as they pass through one Cliff to another, and a Scale of the Notes 

rising by Semitones or half Notes; with Examples in the Bass, Treble and Tenor Cliffs, &c. [followed by] 

Easie Lessons for beginners on the Bass-Violò.  There are twelve pages total in the book devoted to the 

viol, out of a grand total of seventy-two (plus an appended twenty-four pages of ñlessonsò for the flute, 

violin and oboe); of these, only six have written instructions; the remaining six are scales and nine 

musical ñLessonsò.  Although versions of the information in this book have been seen elsewhereð

Tilmouth comments that ñalmost all the instrumental tutors [from this time period] contain nearly 

identical accounts of time, gracing, and fingeringò208ðthe passages on how to play the viol seem to be 

unique to this work; it is distinct from its English viol tutor predecessors (Simpson, Mace, Playford, and 

Hare).  This is rather surprising considering that Tilmouth and Grush209 allege that the chapters on the 

violin and oboe are pilfered from other tutors.  The language of The Compleat Musick-Master has its own 

charm:  for example, in the section on tuning the instrument (a subject both Simpson and Mace avoided!) 

after giving the by-now standard instruction to ñscrew up the first and smallest String as high as it will 

conveniently bear without breakingò, the author further advises ñBut if you doubt, whether [the pitch of 

the second string] be too high or too low, you may prove it thus.  If it gives the sound required, or agrees 

with Dlasolre, by stopping the first, second, third, or fourth Frett, it is so much to high, and must be let 
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down:  but if it gives the sound at the sixth or seventh Frett, it is so much too low, and must be 

still screw'd higher.ò  This practical advice for the inexperienced musician is not given in any other viol 

tutor.   

As previously mentioned, there are nine musical selections for the bass viol in the bookðtwo 

preludes, five ñAyresò, and one ñGavotò.  Unsurprisingly, there is no composer attribution for the viol 

works (the vocal selections credit the "late Mr. Morgan, "Mr. Barrett", and Henry Purcell); but the first 

Ayre, on page 31, corresponds closely to a piece by Nicolas Hotman (c1614-1663), the aforementioned 

founding father of the French Baroque school of viol playing.  This composition of Hotmanôs appears in 

several manuscript sources, although under many different namesðthe Cracow manuscript titles it a 

ñBalletò, as does the Kassel manuscript D-Kl 4o Ms. Mus. 108.3 S. (in which it is notated in tablature).  In 

yet another source210 the piece is titled ñThe Skolding Wifeò, by which name it is now most commonly 

referred to.  This Ayre, along with two other Ayres in D minor on page 36 of The Compleat Musick-

Master, also appear in the 18th century music manuscript the "James River Music Book",211 which was 

owned by at least ten citizens of Williamsburg, Virginia (including the mayor!) between 1730 and 1812.  

There are many mysteries to be parsed here, such as the path by which a fifty-year-old unpublished 

French composition came to appear in an English viol tutor, later to be copied in a manuscript in the 

American colonies; but all this points to The Compleat Musick-Masterôs influence extending into the 

British colonies, and to the presence of the viol in Colonial Virginia. 

  In his Preface to the work, Thomas Brown markets The Compleat Musick-Master directly to the 

gentleman amateur:  "Nothing is so great an Ornament to a young Gentleman as [music] is.  It gives a 

happy bent and elevation to his thoughts, it Refines and Polishes his Manners, and is so far 

from hindring him in his application to Business, that it secures him from those Temptations, to which 

                                                 
210 GB-Cfm MU MS 647 p. 13, according to the Viola da Gamba Society of Great Britainôs Thematic Index of 
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Cocke.  Named by Loren Ludwig in ñThe Viola da Gamba in Eighteenth-Century Virginia and Maryland: New and 
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plenty and idleness expose those Persons, who don't know how to employ their vacant Hours otherwise 

than in unlawful Pleasures."  Brown further describes the book as offering instruction in general music 

theory; voice; and a variety of "useful" instruments, also providing music to play on them.  Todayôs 

learner will perhaps find the technical information on how to play the viol a bit rudimentary, especially 

compared with the earlier comprehensively detailed French tutors, but the book still fills a valuable niche 

in having short, tuneful musical selections geared squarely at the intermediate player. 

The history of the availability of The Compleat Musick-Master to modern audiences is a bit 

difficult to parse.  The facsimile does not seem to have been widely available in the pre-digital era; and a 

modern edition has yet to be published.  Currently the facsimile is available for digital download through 

Eighteenth Century Collections Online (ECCO).  ECCO describes their digital book as being a 

reproduction of the original from the British Library, and credits its ñelectronic reproductionò to 

Farmington Hills, Mich.: Thomson Gale, 2003.  WorldCat shows that at least forty-six libraries list this 

digital resource in their catalogues.  There has been a print edition available through Gale, the parent 

company of ECCO, with a publishing date of April 18, 2018 (https://www.amazon.com/Compleat-

Musick-Master-Instruments-According-Additions/dp/1379560160); however, it seems to be currently out 

of print (WorldCat shows that five libraries have this print copy).212  The British Library holds a 

microfilm (as do six other libraries).  And, as with so many other early prints, the facsimile is currently 

available for free download on IMSLP, where it is attributed to William Pearson.  
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Chapter 18: Anonymous ï Instruction oder eine anweisung auff der 

Violadigamba (c. 1730) 

 

As obscure as the details of the lives of some of the authors in this study are today, at least we 

know their namesðthe identity of the author of this next work, the final viol method book known to be 

written prior to the twentieth century, is completely unknown.   Bettina Hoffmann seems to have single-

handedly rescued this unpublished manuscript from complete oblivion, thanks to her facsimile edition 

with translations published in 2014 by Edition Güntersberg.  Hoffmann is our sole source of information 

for this invaluable book, which is the only German-language instructional manual for the viol that 

survives written after Hans Gerleôs Musica Teusch was published in 1532, two hundred years earlier.  In 

addition to the information on viol technique, ñits advice on performance practice is a valuable stone in 

our all too patchy view of the mosaic of German music in the first half of the eighteenth century."213      

The Instruction oder eine anweisung auff der Violadigamba (Instruction or a Method for the Viola 

da Gamba) first came to light in 1844, when it entered the collection of Carl Ferdinand Becker (1804-

1877), whom Hoffmann describes as a ñcomposer, organist at the Nicolai Church in Leipzig, teacher at 

the Leipzig Conservatorium, musicologist and the collector of musical compositions and writingsò.214  

Beckerôs collection of early printed music, manuscripts, and musical literature would become an 

important library; during his lifetime he attempted to produce a classified list of older publications, and 

after his death he bequeathed his library to the city of Leipzig, where it still resides.  Unfortunately, 

Becker did not leave us information on how he obtained the Instruction . . . ; it is also unknown if he 

knew anything regarding the identity of the author, the provenance, or the exact date of the composition 

of the work, although he did write ñAround 1730ò on the title page, the sole bit of information we have 

today regarding the workôs creation.  Hoffmann seconds the accuracy of this dateðñThe musical style of 
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the ornamentation and of the admittedly short music examples, the explained tempo markings, the style of 

the hand and several other elements accord neatly withò215 the date of 1730.  Hoffmann is also able to 

narrow down the geographic provenance of the work: ñ[Beckerôs collection of music manuscripts] are 

almost all connected with Saxon citiesðLeipzig, Dresden, Zschopau and WeiÇenfelsò.  She also provides 

some speculation as to the possible author of the work: ñUltimately we can be sure that the author of 

the Instruction was a gambist: some of his technical adviceðespecially on bow techniqueðbears witness 

to personal experience."216  Hoffmann goes on to list the viol players who were active in Saxon cities; but 

concludes that ñat our current state of knowledge, it cannot be determined which of these musicians could 

have been the author of the Instruction, or whether we must seek elsewhere among the many other 

German gambists of the time.ò217  

Compared to Louli®ôs unpublished manuscript, which reflects an earlier, looser state of 

organization, the Instruction seems to have been left at a stage much nearer completion, and in quite good 

condition; it could have been copied professionally.  There are few corrections, and topics are organized 

logically, unlike in Louli®ôs documentðthe subject of each chapter is clearly stated at the top of the page 

and the subsequent writing doesnôt meander from the topic.  It is possible that this work could have been 

being prepared for publicationðbut theories about the intent behind the work are ultimately speculative.  

Hoffmann provides additional context: ñAfter 1712 German publishers lost all interest in the viol: the 

extremely rare editions of exclusively solo viol music were produced in such small print-runs that hardly 

anything of them has survived . . . It is not at all surprising therefore that the only treatise in German 

devoted exclusively to the viol remained anonymous and has only survived in a manuscript copy.ò218 

  The technical information on how to actually play the viol in the work is rather patchy and terse.  

The book begins with a cursory explanation of how the viol is tuned, then a map of the fingerboard.   

Theoretical information is then presented, on subjects such as the basics of music notation, rhythm, clefs, 
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chromatic symbols, and the likeðfor example, the first ending repeat sign is defined here for the first 

time in a work of viol pedagogy.  It is noteworthy that pitch names (a, b, c, etc.) are used exclusively; 

solmization syllables (A la mi re, etc.) are nowhere to be found.  The glossary of musical terms, 

particularly the definitions of tempo markings, is quite helpful and a first in a viol treatise.  The middle of 

the book has a section presenting arpeggios, chords and scales in a wide variety of keys, again a first in a 

work of viol pedagogy.  There is also a section on ornamentation, with written definitions and rules 

governing their usageðthe only work besides Rousseauôs to provide these.  But the three subjects 

perhaps of the most interest to todayôs viol scholar are those providing examples of bowing rules, 

comparable to Rousseauôs; suggestions on how to arpeggiate chords, a unique subject in a viol treatise 

(Geminani's treatise The Art Of Playing On The Violin, which provides arpeggiation examples, wouldn't 

appear until 1751); and the examples of melodic/motivic passages with diminution or division 

suggestions, such as seen in Ortiz, Rognoni and Simpson, a subject unique to an 18th century source.  

There are several other helpful pedagogical tips unique to this workðHoffmann points out that "among 

the more original contributions in these chapters, the suggestion for óspeaking the restsô on pg. 23 might 

be mentioned";219 she is referring to the instruction to ñverbalizeò during rests using the suggested 

(nonsense?) syllables, a useful pedagogical toolðGerle, writing two hundred years earlier, is the only 

other of our authors to suggest this strategy. 

Happily, the Instruction provides a large quantity of music to play, in the form of several 

exercises.  These are all quite short, the longest being 5-6 measures, and all serve to illustrate a musical 

concept of some kindðperhaps the musical selections in this volume are better termed "examples" rather 

than "exercises", much less "pieces".  The first musical examples appear on pages twelve through 

fourteen, consisting of eleven lines of music with symbols, some indicating bowing suggestions or rules 

and others demonstrating "the relationship between beat and bowing."220  Three pages contain arpeggios, 

scales, cadences, and bass formulas in sixteen different major and minor keys.   These are indeed playable 
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exercises, the chords being well voiced for the viol with a lot of variety.  Page twenty-six contains the 

aforementioned four lines of examples of chord arpeggiations, which, while short, are quite playable. And 

there are forty-six examples of ornamented melodic figuresðthat is, diminutions.  One could certainly 

play through all these, in the sense that one could play through all of the Rognoni or Ortiz ñlicksòðthis 

would be a good way to learn this musical language.    

  The Instruction purports to be a complete viol tutor.  Its author certainly seems to think that this 

book contains all one needs to know to play the viol, as it concludes on page 30: "When a scholar has 

understood and put into practice these instructions, he needs no further information, and can assist 

himself.ò   This is patently false as this book omits many of the most basic components of viol instruction 

such as how to position the instrument, how to hold the bow, left hand technique, and the like.  It is 

unknown who would have had access to this work at the time of its writing, but this sentence also 

suggests that the author of the Instruction did indeed intend it to be distributed to a wider audience.  

Today, the advanced or professional player is most likely to benefit most from this book, not the novice 

or casual player. 

The four most fascinating and unique things about the Instruction to todayôs reader will likely be 

the arpeggiation suggestions, unique in viol pedagogy; the bowing examplesðonly Dubuisson and 

Rousseau have so far tried to formulate such systematic rules or provide such a wide variety of examples 

for bowing; the written-out suggested ornamentation "licks" at the end of the bookðthe likes of these 

haven't been seen since the late 16th century; and the rules governing when to use specific ornamentsð

again, only Rousseau had tried to do this previously. 

As previously mentioned, Bettina Hoffmann seems to be solely responsible for rescuing the 

Instruction oder eine anweisung auff der Violadagamba from oblivion.  Her facsimile edition, which has 

parallel translation and commentary in German and English, was published by Edition Güntersberg in 
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2014.221  The original print resides "in the music library of the Leipzig City Libraries"222 and is currently 

available digitally on RISM (Répertoire International des Sources Musicales).223  Much more study is 

needed of this interesting work.  According to Hoffmann herself in her publication The Viola da Gamba, 

pg. 289: "And yet [the Instruction] remained not just unpublished butðas far as we can tell todayð

totally ignored."   
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Chapter 19: Roland Marais ï Regles dôAccompagnement pour la Basse de 

Viole (after 1738) 

 

This next work, attributed to Roland Marais, has much in common with that of Dubuisson: both 

are handwritten sets of instructions, perhaps notated by a pupil, appended to a collection of the 

composerôs music.  They both also devote much of their attention to bowing rulesðwhen to push and 

when to pull.  In the almost seventy years separating the creation of the two works, the French Baroque 

school of viol playing had developed considerablyðthe level of detail in Roland Maraisôs work and the 

range of subjects he covers far exceeds that of his elder. 

As previously observed, Marin Marais was a remarkably fertile man, fathering nineteen children 

with wife Catherine.  Roland-Pierre was the fourth, born some time before 1686ðKinney and Gammie 

both give Rolandôs birth date as ñc. 1680,ò but Robinson suggests it was slightly later, ñjust before his 

father published his first set of viol piecesò224 in 1686.  Naturally, Marin taught his son how to play the 

viol; by 1709 Marin judged Roland accomplished enough to perform for Louis XIV, together with 

himself and two of Rolandôs brothers.  Roland continued to follow in his fatherôs footstepsðhe was 

publishing works of pedagogy by 1711, but unfortunately his Nouvelle méthode de musique pour servir 

dôintroduction aux auteurs modernes no longer survives.  Its title suggests that it is a general music 

method book, perhaps with an emphasis on contemporary performance practice; but it is unknowable 

whether it contains any pedagogy specifically for the viol.  Roland married Marie-Catherine Godelard in 

1715; the couple had a son, Alexandre-Félix, in 1722.  Unfortunately, tragedy would strike the family: six 

years later both Marie-Catherine and Rolandôs father Marin died, as did his young son the following year.  

Despite these losses, Roland would go on to greater professional success in the following decade, 

achieving a reputation as an ñastonishing viol player;ò225  he performed on at least one occasion with 
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fellow second-generation viol virtuoso Jean-Baptiste-Antoine Forqueray.  Marais also resumed his 

publishing career:  he produced two volumes of Piéces de viole, the first in 1735 and the second in 1738.  

According to Robinson, these are full of ñtuneful rondeaux and simplified bass parts that typify French 

viol music of that date . . . His pieces have much charm and grace, and take some adventurous harmonic 

turns.ò226  Again following Marinôs example, Roland provides detailed performance instructions in his 

musicðfingerings, bowings, and ornamentation, using the same symbols as his father (providing a rare 

example of two French Baroque composers agreeing on the definition and terminology of ornamentation 

symbols!).  

The first page of the work under discussion carries the heading wŜƎƭŜǎ 5ΩŀŎŎƻƳǇŀƎƴŜƳŜƴǘ ǇƻǳǊ ƭŀ ōŀǎǎŜ 

de viole.  It consists of fourteen manuscript pages (some of which are blank or only partially filled out) 

ǘƘŀǘ ǿŜǊŜ ōƻǳƴŘ ƛƴǘƻ ŀ ŎƻƭƭŜŎǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ wƻƭŀƴŘ aŀǊŀƛǎΩ ǘǿƻ ǇǳōƭƛǎƘŜŘ volumes of Pieces de Viole, now 

housed in the Nederlands Muziek Instituut (NL-DHnmi), in The Hague, Netherlands.  It is unknown who 

originally owƴŜŘ ŀƴŘ ōƻǳƴŘ ǘƘƛǎ ƳŀƴǳǎŎǊƛǇǘ ǘƻƎŜǘƘŜǊ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ŎƻǇƛŜǎ ƻŦ aŀǊŀƛǎΩ ǇǳōƭƛǎƘŜŘ ǿƻǊƪǎΦ  !ƭǎƻ 

unknowable is the exact date the Regles ǿŜǊŜ ǿǊƛǘǘŜƴΤ ǘƘŜ ȅŜŀǊ ǘƘŜ ǎŜŎƻƴŘ ǾƻƭǳƳŜ ƻŦ wƻƭŀƴŘΩǎ Pièces 

was published (1738) would seem to be the earliest possible, unless the Regles were written prior to the 

publication of the second volume and saved by the owner to be bound at a later dateðan unlikely 

scenario.  As the Regles read as if they were dictated from a lecture or discussion, it seems unlikely that 

Marais himself was the scribe; ideas are presented seemingly at random without much underlying logic or 

pattern.  The several blank and partly blank pages scattered throughout the work suggest that the rules 

was not transcribed in one sittingτas Gammie states, άWhether or not more information was intended 

for those pages we shall never know."227  There is almost no personality revealed in this workðit is dry 

as a bone, consisting solely of lists of rules.  This likely reflects the method by which it was compiled, 

either by dictation or memory, and further suggests that it was not written down by Marais himself, the 
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ostensible originator of the information presented in the work.  Compared to the other manuscript works 

previously discussed, this work is in a similar level of (dis)organization as that of Louliéôs, and is not a 

close-to-finished product like the Instruction . . . auff der Violadigamba.  What can be safely assumed 

about all three works is that they would have been available for viewing by only a very small number of 

people at the time of their creation.   

  Perhaps unsurprisingly, given the stream-of-conscious nature of the workôs organization, 

Rolandôs Regles do not come with a table of contents.  Much of the work is devoted to bowing rules and 

ornamentation, both of the division type and the agréments more typical of French Baroque music; and a 

small but valuable amount of pedagogical information, particularly on left hand technique.  There are 

even a few nuggets of useful bow technique unique to this work:  Marais provides a clear description of 

how and when to execute a hooked bowing.  Gammie concurs: "The Rules . . . give us useful information 

about bowing, particularly in the context of dance music and pieces de violes, and they confirm what 

other writers tell us about left hand fingering."228  While some of Maraisô rules for bowing may overlap 

(or contradict!) those of Rousseau, most are unique to this work, as are the suggestions for "doubling 

notes;" that is, "for continuo players to . . . improvise modest divisions of a given part at sight,"229 a skill 

not addressed since Simpsonôs Division Viol from 1659.  

  There are no specific musical examples given in the Regles to illustrate the text; but in the Corda 

edition Gammie helpfully provides musical examples, which he explains are "fictitious, but based on 

material found in the viol repertoire," to illustrate the majority of the rules for the various musical 

situations described in the text.  Gammie provides ten pages of musical examples in all, taken largely 

from the works of Roland and Marin Marais, which illustrate twenty-three examples of the fingering and 

bowing rules found in the first twelve pages of the original text.   
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There is some disagreement between Gammie and Kinney as to who should follow the Regles:  

the soloist, or the continuo player.   Kinney advocates for the latter:  "In considering Roland Marais's 

'Regles' it is imperative to bear in mind that he is addressing himself to the playing of the continuo part of 

an accompaniment on the viol, not solo or consort playing in general.ò230  Kinney further notes that, since 

fingerings and bowings are not often provided in the continuo parts of French Baroque music, Maraisô 

rules are invaluable in their interpretation.  While the title of the work (which Kinney translates as óRules 

of Accompaniment for the Bass Violô) would seem to bear Kinney out, Gammie begs to differ:  

ñthe English term óaccompanimentô may not give the full picture.  As Rousseau says in his Traité: 

óThe playing of the accompaniment for concerts of voices and instruments is the most necessary 

of all playing; because it is the foundation of the harmonyô.  This is accompagnement with 

reference to basso continuo playing, but he goes on to say that it includes all aspects of sight-

reading and ensemble playing, and particularly the art of knowing the right style for a piece of 

music.  Hence we see much the same in Roland Maraisô instructions, even though he is talking 

also of the soloist.  His advice . . . [is] both for continuo player and soloist.ò231   

 

This would seem to be a bit of a leap of logic, although perhaps there is no harm done if Maraisô 

accompanying rules are extrapolated to solo viol literature.  Although it's a bit dry reading, serious 

students of French Baroque viol literature, particularly those interested in the art of continuo playing, will  

certainly want to take a look at Maraisô bowing rules and ornamentation suggestionsðthey provide much 

food for thought.  

Roland Maraisô Regles have been available commercially for several decades, although a 

facsimile edition never seems to have been published.  Kinney states that this work was ñpublished for the 

first time [in 1973] as Appendix C in Hans Bol's compendious work La Basse de Viole du temps de Marin 

Marais et dôAntoine Forqueray.ò232  Kinney's English language translation first appeared in 

the VdGSA Journal, vol. 13 in 1976 and was reprinted in his publication A Tempest in a Glass of Water in 

2013.  Ian Gammie published his English translation through Corda Music Publications in 
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1997.233  Kinney's translation, which uses the American terms for rhythmic values and bow directions, 

"endeavors to be as literal as possible";234 while Gammie's, which uses British terms, compromises 

ñbetween a stilted, literal version and a free-wheeling departure from the original words in order to 

render the overall sense or intention [italics mine].  I have tried to produce an English text which reads 

tolerably well as idiomatic English but which does not stray too far from the vocabulary used by Roland 

Marais.ò235  Which, for this reader, does indeed mean that Gammie's version is often more readable, but 

Kinney's is perhaps more to be trusted, as interpreting ñthe overall sense or intentionò could become 

subjective.  Gammie, however, offers some needed context missing from Kinney: "where the text seems 

either elliptical or ambiguous I have inserted a brief discussion of what the original text contains and what 

different gloss of meaning may be deduced from it;"236 Gammieôs digressions are indeed often quite 

helpful.  
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Chapter 20: Hubert  Le Blanc ï Défense de la Basse de Viole contre les 

Enterprises du Violon et les Prétensions du Violoncel (1740) 

 

The Défense is one of the more unusual works on our list.  It is not a work of pedagogy per se, 

rather a prose dialectic written in dialogue form, with the express intention of defending the violôs place 

in the French musical world against the changing times as personified by the violin (Rutledge calls the 

work ña fanciful 'appreciation' of the instrumentò).237  The Défense is perhaps more valuable as a record 

of French mid-eighteenth-century performance practices than as a useful work of viol pedagogy, but it is 

worth including here for the bits of information on viol technique that are scattered throughout the work, 

for its references to the performing techniques of the star violists of the day (M. Marais and Antoine 

Forqueray), and most of all for Le Blancôs many descriptions of the sound of the viol at that timeð

information that is both difficult to express in words, and often completely lacking in other works of 

pedagogy. 

  To cite a common theme in this study, not much is known about the life of Hubert Le Blanc.  The 

date of his birth is unknown; Jackson speculates that ñhe was old enough for his taste to have been formed 

sometime between 1690 and 1710,ò238 implying a birth date of no earlier than 1670, perhaps.  Jackson 

knew of only two definitive facts about him: that he was a Doctor of Law, as stated on the title page; and 

that he was an abbé.  Rutledge speculates about the possible interconnectedness of these two pieces of 

information: ñWe must wonder whether his degree was in civil or canon law, or only in canon law, for he 

was also an abbé, according to Michel Corrette (Viole dôOrphee, 1780) . . . The greatest significance of 

his having been a lawyer is surely the fact that his Défense has as its form a dramatic courtroom scene 

with each side presenting its arguments to be judged.ò239  The last bit of biographical information on Le 
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Blanc comes from Cyr, who adds that "After a period as secrétaire d'état de la guerre in Paris, he was 

obliged to retire to Flanders from 1723 to 1726ò240ðinformation that raises more questions than it 

answers about his life.  Today he is chiefly remembered for the DéfenseðRutledge refers to him as 

ñvirtually unknown to the history of music.  The Défense seems to be his only contribution to the field . . . 

Despite this relative neglect, Le Blanc remains an important chronicler of the change in aesthetic attitudes 

that took place in France in the first half of the eighteenth century.ò241  

Unlike many of the other works from the eighteenth century under discussion, Le Blancôs 

Défense did receive publication.  The reasons for it being published in Amsterdam (by Pieter Mortier) 

rather than Le Blancôs hometown of Paris are open to some speculation.  Jackson offers this story:  

"According to Fétis [François Joseph Fétis, Biographie universelle . . . , 1878], he could not find a Paris 

publisher for his book and had to publish it in Amsterdam.  When news reached him that Mortier would 

print it, he was supposed to have been 'so transported with joy that he left for Holland in the state he was 

in when the news reached him, that is to say in robe de chambreðpantaloons and night cap.'"242  Le 

Blanc and Mortierôs relationship must have been mutually beneficial, as the pair would publish a second 

work, Le Czar Pierre Premier en France, in the following year (1741).  This lengthy work concerns 

fictive dialogues ñon philosophical, ethical and social issuesò between Peter the Great of Russia and a 

number of other historical figures; ñthe opinions expressed in Le Czar harmonize totally with those of the 

Défense and amplify Le Blanc's ideas in certain instances."243      

Le Blancôs prolix, tangential work is divided into three parts:  the first contrasts French pièces 

against the Italian sonata style of writingðthe French style as personified by Marais is characterized by a 

sound like the chime of a clock, with the bow strokes ñall in the air,ò so that the string is able to vibrate 

between the bow-strokes; whereas the Italian style is more continuous and pliable, ñwhich like the voice, 
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is masterfully shaped in motion, like clay on the potter's wheel.ò244   The second part features an argument 

between the personification of the Violin and the Viol, which is decided in favor of the viol ñbecause of 

its delicacy and ability to play harmony as compared with the violin, which is more suited to large halls 

and higher pitch,ò245 making the rather snarky point that the viol sounds best when heard up close, 

whereas the violin sounds better heard from a distance.  These passages contain useful social context as to 

why the viol fell out of fashion.  And the third and final part of the work contains Le Blancôs solutions for 

some of the problems he has raised, such as specific technical advice for the viol regarding tuning, left 

hand fingering, and shifting.  Le Blanc presents a detailed philosophy on how shifting the left hand 

position should reflect the phrasing of a pieceðinformation that is, I believe, unique to viol writing.  He 

also alludes to a difficulty with contemporary French viol pedagogues teaching ñby rote and mystery 

instead of presenting a logical systemò,246 both echoing complaints uttered by Thomas Mace about the 

ñCloseness of Masters in the Artò more than sixty years prior and suggesting yet another reason for the 

violôs demise.  Unfortunately, the Défense does not contain any musical selections to illustrate Le Blancôs 

ideasðit is strictly a work of prose.  Le Blancôs work is not an easy read, but it is entertainingðas 

Jackson notes, "His style of writing, as is typical of his time, is full of mythological and historical 

allusions, often illuminating but frequently merely literary garnishes.  His choice of allusions as well as 

his sometimes violently angry language display a pugnacious spirit tempered with wit."247  Perhaps it is 

best not to take Le Blancôs more strident ranting too seriouslyðKinney cautions that ñto tax him with 

being malicious because of the invective he puts in the speeches of his personalized instruments, as some 

critics have done, is to take him too literally and only exposes their own want of a sense of humor.ò248  

Still, despite the fact that Le Blanc did not achieve his aim of ódefending the bass viol against the 
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enterprises of the violin and the pretensions of the cello,ô his book is well worth readingðas Jackson 

notes, "For all its drawbacks and oddities, Le Blanc's little book is still one of the few sources of 

information about style and technique in eighteenth century French viol playing, since after the late 

seventeenth century treatises of Rousseau and Danoville, little more appeared in France."249  

Patient modern readers will find Le Blancôs Défense an illuminating read for several reasons.  For 

one thing, those interested in the history of the viol will find the firsthand (speculative?) information on 

the reasons why the viol declined in popularity in the 18th century to be eclipsed by the violin and the 

cello useful.  Secondly, there is much useful technical and performance practice scattered in the work, on 

topics such as ñdynamic nuances, articulation, bowing, chord-playing, fingering and tuning."250  But most 

important of all may be Le Blancôs observations on the sound of the violðhe has ñfar more to say about 

the sound of the gamba than one finds in any other source of any period."251 Le Blanc's literary techniques 

for describing his aural experiences include both analogies and direct description.  Furthermore, Le 

Blanc's analogies reveal the social contexts in which the viol was found at the time.   

Le Blancôs Défense has been accessible to the public in one form or another for quite some time.  

The first modern edition was published in the music magazine La Revue musicale over several issues in 

1927 and 28;252 however this edition omitted pages 128-148 of the original, which unfortunately contains 

valuable information on viol technique.  The second modern edition to appear was a German translation, 

first published in 1951 by Bärenreiter.253  This edition is heavily abridged, omitting many of the 

mythological and historical allusions that the editor, Albert Erhard, deemed unimportant; Kinney however 

believes that Erhard threw the baby out with the bathwater, excising passages containing useful 
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information on viol technique and performance practice.  Minkoff Reprint published a facsimile version 

of the Défense in 1975.254  The facsimile seems to have received another publication in 1983 by the 

Foundation for Historical Performance Practice out of Utrecht;255 this edition was re-issued in eBook 

form in 2002.  A facsimile edition of the Défense is also included in the 1997 Fuzeau anthology of French 

viol pedagogy, Viole De Gambe: Méthodes, Traités, Ouvrages Généraux.256  Le Blancôs Défense is 

available to English speakers in two translations.  Gordon Kinney first translated the Défense into English 

in 1965; it is available only on microfilm.257  Kinney asserts that his edition is ñthe first complete one to 

appear since the original publication of the work . . . and is also the first complete rendering of the entire 

text into English.ò258  Barbara Garvey Jackson published an English translation of Le Blanc's work in 

volumes 10 and 11 of the Journal of the Viola da Gamba Society of America, in 1973 and 74, 

respectively;259 providing a commentary and index in vol. 12 (1975).260  Jackson didn't seem aware of 

Kinney's translation at the time of her publicationðshe mentions the two preceding Revue musicale and 

Erhard editions of Le Blanc, but not Kinneyôs.   
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Chapter 21: Jean-Baptiste-Antoine Forqueray ï A Letter to Prince Friedrich 

Wilhelm of Prussia (c. 1769) 

 

The last and latest work of viol pedagogy in our study consists not of a comprehensive tutor for 

the viol such as Louli®ôs, nor even of a listing of technical and stylistic ñrulesò such as provided by 

Dubuisson and Roland Marais, but of a collection of private correspondences intended for the eyes of 

only one person.  The author is a second-generation violist, born to a famous father, as was Roland 

Maraisðresulting in that we know considerably more about his life than we do about many of our 

authors!  Writing in the twilight of his life, Jean-Baptiste Forqueray described a highly developed, 

sophisticated viol technique that was nevertheless also near the end of its lifespanðwithin a few years of 

the exchange of these letters, their recipient would abandon the study of viol in favor of the cello.  With 

these letters being written nearly thirty years after Le Blanc felt the need to ñdefendò the viol against the 

encroaching popularity of the violin, perhaps it is a wonder that the viol was being played at all by the late 

1760s.   

  It is difficult to extricate a discussion of Jean-Baptisteôs life and career from that of his fatherôs.  

Antoine Forqueray (b1672) had been at court since childhood, having found favor after performing on the 

basse de violon for King Louis XIV.  He was appointed ordinaire de la chamber du roi in 1689 and by 

age 20 was regarded as ñthe most accomplished viol player of his time.ò261  Antoine married Henriette-

Angélique Houssu in 1697; soon after, son Jean-Baptiste-Antoine was born in 1699.  Jean-Baptisteôs 

parents had a stormy unionðhis mother left his father five times, due to Antoineôs ñhot-headedò-ness and 

his penchant for neglect.262  Antoine did teach his son how to play the viol at a high level very quicklyð

Jean-Baptiste was already performing for the King at age five, and soon his playing was said to rival his 

fatherôs.  Apparently, that didnôt sit well with Antoine, who in a fit of jealousy had his son jailed in 1715, 
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and attempted to have him banished from France in 1725.  Fortunately, his banishment only lasted two 

months, as Jean-Baptiste was already teaching several well-connected students who ñrallied to his support 

and had the sentence revoked.ò263  Jean-Baptisteôs biggest claim to fame independent of his father might 

be his participation in the 1737 premiere performance of Georg Philip Telemannôs famous óParis 

Quartetsô alongside the composer himself, who described the performance as wonderful beyond words.  

Jean-Baptiste took over his fatherôs position in the French royal court in 1742 (Antoine died in 1745), a 

position he would keep until 1779, although he seems to have largely retired from performing by 1760 

and drew a court pension from 1761, appearing thereafter as a 'vétéran de la musique du roi.'264  During 

this time, Forqueray also worked for the Prince de Contiðit is while working for the Prince that 

Forqueray became acquainted with the secretary of Prince Friedrich Wilhelm of Prussia (nephew of 

Frederick the Great, himself an accomplished musician).  The secretary encouraged Forqueray to write to 

the Prussian prince, who was then learning to play the viol.  The twenty-three-year-old Freidrich seems to 

have been receptive to the correspondenceðbetween 1767 and 1768 Forqueray would send five letters to 

the prince, ñcontaining advice on the best viols to acquire, set-up, good fingering and sound bowing 

techniques.ò265  Forqueray and Prince Friedrich never met in personðas Forqueray put it, "My advanced 

age, as well as several infirmities, deprives me of that pleasure which would have been the greatest of my 

life, namely to hasten to the side of Your Highness, if my feeble talents could have been of any use to 

Him."266   Given the changing times, it is unlikely that even a personal visit from Forqueray could have 

kept Prince Friedrich from switching his allegiance to the cello, an instrument on which he again received 

the best possible instruction, from Jean-Pierre Duport, although Forqueray did what he could to keep the 

Princeôs allegiance with the viol, telling him ñThose who love the viol ought to be quite pleased, My 

Lord, at the preference which you have shown it above the other instruments; and the definite taste Your 
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Highness has for the most beautiful of all ought, without a doubt, to return its ancient glory to it.ò267  The 

Prince would become King Friedrich Wilhelm II of Prussia in 1786, ruling until his death in 1797.  

Forqueray would not live to see his reignðhe passed away in 1782. 

          It is impossible, indeed unwise, to discuss Forquerayôs advice to the Prince without first 

discussing his musicðhis Pièces de viole.  Forqueray tells the Prince several times in the letters that his 

advice is specifically meant to be applied to his compositions:  "The difficulties, My Lord, which Your 

Highness has encountered in my music may be alleviated by these few instructions which I am honored to 

send Him."268  The authorship of the compositions Forqueray refers to is a matter of some debateðhe 

credits his 1747 publication of Pièces de viole to his father, Antoine (posthumously).  However, the style 

of the works, with their advanced harmonies, suggests the work of a later generationðJean-Baptiste 

admits to having written a number of the works himself, which he marked with an asterisk; but these are  

ñstylistically indistinguishable from the other 29, ostensibly by Antoine.  It thus remains unclear to what 

extent these are the father's work or the son's.ò269  Regardless of who the true author is, the Forqueray 

Pièces are today regarded as the most virtuosic music ever written for the viol, as well as celebrated for 

their daring, startling harmonies and inventive originality, the ñculmination of the French virtuoso viol 

tradition.ò270  And, much like in the works of Marin Marais, the detailed performance information 

Forqueray provides in his piecesðfingerings, bowings, ornamentation symbols, and the likeðtell us 

much about both Forquerayôs approach to viol pedagogy and the performance practices of mid-eighteenth 

century France. 

Although Forqueray wrote the Prince five letters, only the first ñcontains information of real use 

to gambists."271  The original letter is eight handwritten pages long and unencumbered by paragraph 

indentations, outline indicators (1., A., etc.), or any other organizational markers (Rutledgeôs translation is 
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a tight four pages and is divided into paragraphs).  Topics are presented in an almost stream-of-conscious 

manner, or perhaps as if responding to questions asked by the Prince in an earlier letter (the Princeôs 

letters are sadly not included in any modern editionðperhaps they do not survive).  Still, Forqueray 

writes eloquently and his train of thought is not difficult to follow.  Rutledgeôs belief that Forquerayôs 

letter ñcan be seen as a small ótutorô, since it easily contains as much useful information on gambas as do 

other early treatisesò272 is perhaps an overstatement:  even though Forqueray provides comprehensive 

information about certain topics, such as bow arm motions and bow hold (a topic on which he literally has 

the last word, describing a hold unique from that described in any other work of viol pedagogy), he 

focuses only on specific aspects of other topics, such as left hand techniqueðForqueray gives detailed 

information on how to play above the frets, but nothing about the basics of playing in first positionðand 

neglects to talk about other basic aspects of viol technique completely, such as playing position and 

tuning.  Still, Forquerayôs passages on learning to play above the fretsðgiving one "the facility to play . . 

. things which the violin, the flute and the harpsichord can do"273ðwhile not exactly unique (passages on 

how best to play above the frets date back to Ganassi), are here given particular emphasis.  Forqueray also 

provides useful information on the physical aspects of the violðwhat kinds of viols he recommends (he 

prefers the older English viols, as Rousseau did writing eighty years earlier), naming some individual viol 

makers; details in bridge construction, and preferred string making techniques. 

Forquerayôs letters do not contain musical examples, although it seems that Forqueray originally 

included original music, perhaps intended exclusively for the Prince, with some of his letters.  He 

described attaching to the letters "twelve trios which can be played as duets if one eliminates the bass, 

even though the third part makes them more harmonious; however, they work perfectly well as duets; 

they are simple and easy and may give Your Highness the means to play more difficult 

pieces."274  Unfortunately no record of these trios exists todayðRutledge states that "it is not known to 

                                                 
272 Ibid., 12. 
273 Ibid., 15. 
274 Ibid., 13.  



 

 94 

which trios Forqueray is here referring."275  However, one can refer to Forqueray's Pièces de Viole to 

provide context. 

Originally, Forquerayôs letters had the intended readership of just one person, Prince Friedrich. 

This is reflected in the choice of topics Forqueray coversðthe haphazard ordering and the gaps in basic 

pedagogical information suggest that the Prince already had considerable experience on the violð

Forqueray alludes to a "Monsieur Hes"276 with whom the Prince was studying.  The information 

Forqueray chose to present may have been prompted by the Prince and seems to serve to refine, correct 

and redirect previous knowledge of viol technique.  Today, students of French Baroque viol music will 

want to read these letters, as they represent the literal last word about that school of thought; the letters 

contain indispensable advice to anyone learning to play Forqeray's Pièces.  

Forquerayôs letters were first discovered in recent times by Yves Gérard in the History Archives 

of Merseburg (DDR); he published the letters in Recherches sur la Musique francais classique in the 

1961-62 edition.277  Rutledge's English translation first appears in the Journal of the Viola 

da Gamba Society of America, Vol. 13 in 1976.278  Rutledge used G®rardôs ñreading of the manuscript 

and investigation of its origins and backgroundò279 as a basis for his translation.  Gordon Kinney also 

translated G®rardôs edition of the letters into English in 1977; Kinneyôs translation is available only on 

microfilm.280  The facsimiles of all five of Forqueray's letters to Prince Freidrich are available in Viole 

de gambe: methodes et traités.281    
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Viol  Pedagogy Timeline 

 

Germany Italy  France  England    

 

1529 Agricola, Musica instrumentalis deudsch, 1st edition 

1530 Agricola, Musica instrumentalis deudsch, 2nd edition  

1532 Agricola, Musica instrumentalis deudsch, 3rd edition 

1532 Gerle, Musica teusch, 1st edition 

1537 Gerle, Musica teusch, 2nd edition 

1542 Agricola, Musica instrumentalis deudsch, 4th edition 

1542 Ganassi, Regola Rubertina   

1543 Ganassi, Lettione Seconda 

1545 Agricola, Musica instrumentalis deudsch, 5th edition 

1546 Gerle, Musica und Tabulatur (Musica teusch 3rd edition) 

1553 Ortiz, Tratado de Glosas 

1556 Jambe de Fer, Epitome Musical 

1592 Riccardo Rognoni, Passagi per potersi essercitare nel diminuire 

1620   Francesco Rognoni, Selva de varii passagi 

1636 Mersenne, Harmonie Universelle 

1654 Playford, A Breefe Introduction to the Skill of Musick, 1st edition 

1655 Playford, A Breefe Introduction to the Skill of Musick, 2nd edition 

1659 Simpson, The Division-Violist, 1st edition 

1660 Playford, A Breefe Introduction to the Skill of Musick, 3rd edition 

1664 Playford, A Breefe Introduction to the Skill of Musick, 4th edition 

1665 Simpson, The Division-Violist (Chelys), 2nd edition 
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1666 Dubuisson, Recueil De Pìeces De Viole En Musique Et En Tablature 

1667 Playford, A Breefe Introduction to the Skill of Musick, 5th edition 

1667 Simpson, The Division-Violist (Chelys), 2nd edition ñsecond stateò 

1670 Playford, A Breefe Introduction to the Skill of Musick, (another edition) 

1672 Playford, An Introduction to the Skill of Musick, 6th edition 

1674  Playford, An Introduction to the Skill of Musick, 7th edition 

1676 Mace, Musickôs Monument 

1679  Playford, An Introduction to the Skill of Musick, 8th edition 

1683 Playford, An Introduction to the Skill of Musick, 10th edition (note: no 9th edition existed) 

1685 De Machy, Pieces de Violle 

1686 M. Marais, Pièces de viole, 1er livre 

1687 Playford, An Introduction to the Skill of Musick, 11th edition 

1687 Danoville, LôArt de Toucher le Dessus et Basse de Violle 

1687 Rousseau, Traité de la Viole, 1st edition 

1691 Rousseau, Traité de la Viole, 4th edition (Paris) & Amsterdam publication (P. & J. Blaeu) 

1694 Playford, An Introduction to the Skill of Musick, 12th edition 

1697 Playford, An Introduction to the Skill of Musick, 13th edition 

1700 Playford, An Introduction to the Skill of Musick, 14th edition 

1700 Loulié, Méthode pour apprender à jouer la viole 

1700 Hare, The Compleat Violist 

1700 Rousseau, Traité de la Viole, 4th edition (Amsterdam ï E. Roger) 

1701 M. Marais, Pièces de viole, 2e livre 

1703 Playford, An Introduction to the Skill of Musick, 15th edition 

1704 Pearson, The Compleat Musick-Master, 1st edition 

1707 Pearson, The Compleat Musick-Master, 2nd edition  

c.1710 Rousseau, Traité de la Viole, 5th edition (Amsterdam ï P. Mortier) 



 

 97 

1711  M. Marais, Pièces de viole, 3e livre 

1712 Simpson, The Division-Violist (Chelys), 3rd edition 

1713 Playford, An Introduction to the Skill of Musick, 16th edition 

1717 M. Marais, Pièces de viole, 4e livre 

1718 Playford, An Introduction to the Skill of Musick, 17th edition 

1722 Pearson, The Compleat Musick-Master, 3rd edition  

1724 Playford, An Introduction to the Skill of Musick, 18th edition 

1725 M. Marais, Pièces de viole, 5e livre 

1730 Playford, An Introduction to the Skill of Musick, 19th edition 

1730 Anon., Instruction oder eine anweisung auff der Violadigamba 

1738 R. Marais, Regles Dôaccompagnement pour la basse de viole 

1740 Le Blanc, Défense de la basse de viole 

1769  Forqueray, letter to Prince Friedrich Wilhelm of Prussia 
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Part Two: Aspects of Viol  Technique 

Chapter 1: Positioning the instrument 

 

The first pedagogical topic we will cover is how to hold the viol.  Gerleôs Musica Teusch (1532) 

is the first work to offer advice on the subject, providing instructions that are almost comically brusque 

and to-the-point (Woodfield generously describes them as ñsuccinctò):282 ñTake the viol neck in your left 

hand and the bow in the right hand.  Set yourself down and grasp the viol between your legs, thrusting it 

between your knees ï but not too low, so that you do not bump into them with the bow.ò283  This just 

barely does the job of covering the introductory basics, such as defining the differing roles of the two 

hands and the approximate positioning of the instrument in relation to the body.  Gerle does imply an 

amount of personal choice/agency (ñnot too lowò) to allow for physical differences between playersðthis 

theme of heuristic learning will be developed by future authors.  However, in describing how to position 

the instrument, Gerleôs use of the verbs ñgraspò and ñthrustingò suggest a certain amount of effort and 

energy in executing an action that one would hope would be gentleða concept that future authors would 

re-think.  

Ganassiôs Regola Rubertina (1542) offers a few refinements, and elaborates on the (implied) 

subject of personal agency:  "The viola da gamba must be held between the knees in such a manner 

[italics mine] that, without support of the hand, it will stay up without falling and so the bow can be 

moved without the knee getting in the way.  It must be held so that it inclines a little way to the side 

rather than straight up, so that you can maintain your body in an upright position and so that your body 

need not be moved about while playing."284  On several occasions in this passage (indicated by my 

italics), Ganassi describes a desired result, heuristically leaving it up to the player how to best achieve that 
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goal.  Other concepts worth noting are the instruction that the viol must not be supported by the hands, 

just the legs; and the upright position of the body.  

Ganassi is the rare author who is deeply concerned with the aesthetics of the physicality of 

playing, and holding, the viol:  "The beauty conveyed by the musician is seen in the manner of holding 

his instrument with grace, with the carriage of his hand and in the movements of his body . . . beauty is 

perceived in the manner of holding the instrument and in motions which are harmonious."285  No other 

author will  wax so eloquently on the subjects of beauty and grace.  However, note that Ganassi does not 

attempt to define those concepts, or opine on what precisely might constitute the ñmannerò that would 

enable one to move, and exist, gracefully.  Perhaps Ganassi realized that beauty (and grace) is in the eye 

of the beholder . . .    

Regola Rubertina is also the first work to provide an illustration of a person holding the violðthe 

front cover boasts a woodcut drawing showing a violist (perhaps Ganassi himself, as he likely designed 

the woodcuts) holding the viol at close to a 45 degree angle.  This is curious, as this steep angle not only 

seems to contradict his advice to incline the viol only ña little way to the side;ò it approaches Ganassiôs 

description of what he does not want: ñI have little respect for those who hold the viol in a cross position 

which is certainly, in my judgement, an ugly way to hold it.  Players who do that take up twice the space 

they should and, furthermore, cannot maintain an upright body position but must bend over.  I certainly 

do not want you to hold the viol in such a disturbed foetal position.ò286  This passage suggests both that, at 

that time, holding the viol ñlaterally across the knee like a luteò287 was not at all uncommon, and that the 

method of holding the viol was in a process of evolution, inching gradually uprightðfuture treatises will 

consistently affirm that ñthe upright position between the legs is preferred.ò288   
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But, before that consensus was achieved, Jambe de Ferôs Epitome Musical (1556) further 

describes several alternate ways of holding the viol which were apparently still in use:  "The Italians call 

them 'viole da gambe' because they hold them at the bottom, some between the legs, others upon some 

seat or stool; others [support them] right on the knees of the said Italians, [but] the French make very little 

use of this method."289  Hoffmann and Woodfield believe that this third method refers to the horizontal, 

lute-like posture decried by Ganassi.290 Later in the work, Jambe de Fer alludes to a fourth potential 

method of holding the instrument, in the passages about the bass violin: "The Bass, because of its 

heaviness, is very troublesome to carry, hence it is supported with a little hook in an iron ring, or other 

thing, which is attached to the back of the said instrument quite suitably, to the end that it does not 

hamper him who plays upon it."291  Woodfield corroborates: "Some such device may have been used by 

bass viol players if the occasion required.  There are certainly many 16th-century pictures of standing viol 

players performing with their instrument apparently unsupported."292  Indeed, one can find examples in 
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Figure 1: Woodcut from Ganassi, Regola Rubertina 
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the iconography of all four of these methods of holding the violðand many other, even more fanciful 

ones!  

Jumping forward nearly a hundred years, Playfordôs description of how to hold the viol in A 

Breefe Introduction to the Skill of Musick is, well, brief; but does have an increased degree of precision:  

"Place it gently between your Knees, resting the lower end thereof upon the Calves of your Legs, and let 

your Feet rest flat on the ground, your Toes turned a little outward, and let the top of your Viol lean 

towards your left Shoulder."293  Playford makes no mention of alternate ways of holding the violðby this 

point in time the upright posture had become dominant.  It is reassuring to see the instruction to ñplace 

gentlyò replace Gerleôs forceful ñthrustingò in describing how to position the instrument between the 

knees!  Note also that here the player is instructed to rest the instrument on the calves, rather than hold it 

between the kneesðñrestingò and ñholdingò are completely different physicalities, with ñrestingò 

implying much less stress and effort (particularly when paired with ñgentle.ò)  Playford provides the first 

instance of the instruction to have oneôs feet flat on the ground.  He is also the first to specify that the viol 

should lean over the left shoulder.  This directionality was not made explicit in earlier tutors, but would 

remain present hereafterðbut only in English tutors; not a single French author saw fit to point out what 

perhaps they found obvious.  

Simpsonôs instructions on how to hold the viol in The Division-Violist (1659) are similar to those 

in Playford (unsurprisingly, since Playford abridged his information from Simpson),294 advising the 

reader to sit with the viol "decently betwixt your knees, so that the lower end of it may rest upon the 

Calves of your Legs.  Set the Soles of your Feet, flat on the floor; your Toes turned a little outward.  Let 

the Top of the Viol be erected towards your left shoulder; so, as it may rest in that posture, though you 

touch it not with your hand," later reminding the student to "order your Knees so, that they be no 
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impediment to the Motion of your Bow."295 We see here the reiteration of the concepts of resting the viol 

on the calves, of placing the feet flat on the floor, and of turning the toes outwards; Ganassiôs caution that 

the instrument must not be supported by the left hand is also emphasized.  Simpsonôs choice to use the 

word ñdecentlyò could allude to aesthetic concerns similar to Ganassiôs, but could also be an attempt to 

head off any bawdy humor derived from the instrumentôs playing position.296  The illustration of Simpson 

with his viol on page 3 shows that he still holds it at rather a pronounced angle, but somewhat less so than 

Ganassi; the viol also seems to be held fairly far forward and down in his lap, not making contact with his 

body. 

 

 

Maceôs rather more lengthy instructions in Musickôs Monument (1676) combine aesthetic with 

practical concerns, while adding some new details:   

"First, make a Choice of a Viol fit for your Hand; yet rather of a [Size] something too Big, than 

(at all) too little, (especially if you be Young, and Growing.)  Then enter into your Posture; which 

is Thus.  Having placed yourself in such a Convenient Seat for Height, and in a Comely, Upright, 

Natural-Posture; so, as your knees may not hinder the Motion of the Bow; by Bending; set your 
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Figure 2: Portrait of Christopher Simpson from The Division-Violist 

Courtesy Lilly Library, Indiana University, Bloomington, Indiana 
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Viol Down, between the Calves of your Legs, and Knees; so, as by Them, It may stand steadily, 

without Help of your Left Hand, and so fast, that a Stander by, cannot easily take It Thence.  Let 

the Head of It be Directed over your Left shoulder; yet some small matter inclining towards your 

elbow.ò297   

 

The concept of a child growing into their viol as one would a pair of shoes is rather charming; but one 

wonders at the wisdom of advising the student to play on a viol too large to fit under their hand 

comfortably.  Mace specifies placing the instrument between both the calves and the knees, covering all 

the options; the verb he uses here is ñset,ò as opposed to ñholdò or ñrest,ò another passive verb.  And 

Mace elaborates on the necessity of supporting the instrument with only the legs, not the hands, by 

practically daring a passer-by to try to take it, as if some sort of test!  Maceôs last sentence here is 

puzzlingðósome small matter inclining towards your elbowôðperhaps he means that the neck of the viol 

should be far enough away from the body to be over the elbow?  It is unclear what is being referenced 

here.  Lastly, worth noting is that Mace does not repeat Playfordôs (and Simpsonôs) enjoinder to place the 

feet flat on the ground. 

Danoville is the first member of the French Baroque school to offer instruction on holding the 

viol, providing still more specificity:  

"A tall man should take a seat proportioned to his height: one neither too high nor too low, and 

then seat himself on the edge of it and not on the flat, because he would then be unable to grasp 

the Viol well; next, support it with the calves of the legs without squeezing the knees together, 

and always turn the tip of the left foot outward.298  Thus, the Viol will be found in its proper 

position . . . the neck of the Viol must be distanced from the left eye by the space of a half-

foot (d'un bon demy pied), drawing it forward a little, and then placing the [left] hand [on it]."299   

 

This is the first time the necessity of sitting at the edge of the chair has been mentioned; it is also nice to 

see the issue of allowing for personal physical differences again addressed.  Danoville then settles the 

question of effort:  passive, not active, motions are needed to hold the instrumentðhe instructs one to 

                                                 
297 Mace, Musickôs Monument, 247ï8. 
298 Hoffman interprets these passages rather differently, claiming on pg. 248 of The Viola da Gamba that Danoville 

states that ñthe height of the chair should be carefully chosen so that the soles of the feet lie flat on the ground [??], 

with the left foot places slightly further forward than the right [???]ò  I see nothing in the facsimile that would 

support this translation. 
299 Kinney, A Tempest, 25. 
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ñsupportò it with the calves but not to exert energy holding (ñsqueezeò) with the knees.  Also interesting 

is his specification that only the left foot needs be turned out, contrary to Playfordôs and Simpsonôs 

injunction to turn both sets of toes outwards.  Lastly, the ñbon demy piedò of distance one is instructed to 

place between the neck of the instrument and the playerôs eye (a helpfully specific instruction) places the 

instrument at a considerably more vertical angle than depicted by either Ganassi or Simpson.    

No one can fault Rousseauôs Traité for lack of specificity or detail:   

"The first thing to observe in the placing of the Viol is to take a comfortable Chair that is neither 

too high or too low: this does not mean, however, that everyone who plays the Viol should 

subject himself to this regularity, for one must accustom himself to playing with all kinds of 

Chairs, according to the conditions one encounters, for one ought not to appear to create 

ridiculous difficulties such that, for lack of a Chair proportioned to one's height, one would try to 

exempt himself from playing, but it is certain that at the start it is good to use a comfortable 

Chair.  
The second thing is, that one must sit on the edge of the Chair so that ï the body being in 

equilibrium ï one can play freely and in a relaxed manner.  
The third thing is, to pick up the Viol with the left hand by the heel of the Neck and close to the 

body of the Viol, and not by the middle of the Neck, where one is very apt to put the Frets in 

disorder, as happens rather commonly.   

The fourth thing is, one must place the Viol between the calves of the two legs, a little higher or a 

little lower, according to the person's build, the height of the Chair and the size of the Instrument; 

one must then turn it a little inward, and move the Neck a little away from one's head, to the side, 

and advance it a little toward the front.  The toes should be turned outward, particularly the toe of 

the left foot, which should be turned outward more than the right foot, and advanced a little 

farther forward; and it is necessary that both feet be set down flat, and neither one should ever lie 

on its side, nor should the heels be raised."300   

 

A little later Rousseau adds: ñone must take care that the Viol be steady between the legs so that the hand 

should not be occupied in supporting it, instead of which it should always be free to act, except that 

sometimes one is obliged to hold the thumb in the air, as when one executes the langueur [= 4th finger 

vibrato], for if the viol is not then steady between the legs it will fall down upon the shoulder.ò  As 

someone who is called upon to perform using a wide variety of chairs in varying states of condition, I take 

Rousseauôs first point personally.  Every viol player will tell you that a comfortable chair is of paramount 

importance; however, what constitutes a comfortable chair will differ from player to player.  Rousseau 

fortuitously allows for personal variance here and in other matters.  Rousseau also reinforces Danovilleôs 
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emphasis on the importance of sitting at the edge of the chair, and refines the reasons for doing so, 

bringing the words ñequilibrium,ò ñfreely,ò and ñrelaxedò into the discussion.  The advice on how to pick 

up the instrument is newðand necessary, as every teacher of beginning viol students will tell you.   And 

Rousseau uses the verb ñplaceò in instructing on how to position the viol between the calves, allowing for 

much personal and situational variation in doing so, to which the frequent qualifier ña littleò attests.  

Rousseau is the first author to instruct that, after positioning it between the calves, the viol should be 

turned ña little inwardò (presumably towards the right); this is a very useful refinement, helping both to 

more securely hold the instrument and to aid in playing on the top string.  Rousseau also advocates for 

flat feet, an injunction not seen since Simpson, and adds a mild qualifier to Danovilleôs injunction that 

just the left foot be turned, saying that both feet should be turned outward, but the left more so.  And it is 

important to note that Rousseau stresses that the instrument must be supported by the legs only, not the 

hand; his injunction against letting the instrument rest on the shoulder is I believe unique and worth 

notingðthis position puts undue stress on the shoulder blade.  

Loulié, in addition to paraphrasing all of Rousseauôs instructions above, has this to add:  "Take a 

comfortable chairðand never an arm-chair ï and seat yourself on the edge of the seat.  The Viol must be 

held in a manner such that the tip of the bow does not strike against the left knee, that the right hand is not 

interfered with by the right knee; turn the Feet outwardðparticularly the left one, place both down with 

the Flats [on the floor] and never on their sides: the whole with all of the Grace that is possible."301  That 

last sentence makes Loulié the only French author (and the first since Mace) to comment on the aesthetics 

of holding the instrument.  We see here the by now common injunction to sit on the edge of the seat, with 

the additional specification to avoid armchairsðstill a going concern among todayôs student of stringed 

instruments.  Another new detail Loulié adds is that the bow arm should avoid hitting the right knee, in 

addition to the tip not hitting the left.  Finally, Loulié is the fourth author to stipulate that one should keep 

the feet flat on the floor.     

                                                 
301 Kinney, A Tempest, 48. 
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The final works to provide instruction on how to hold the viol are our two English 18th century 

publisher-assembled ñCompleatò collections.  The Violist boasts this one run-on sentence: ñAs for 

holding the Viol, first sit upright, turn out your Toes & hold ye Viol resting on ye Calves of your Leggs; 

ye Head of ye Viol inclining to your Left Shoulder, Then put ye Thumb of your Left Hand on ye Neck of 

ye Viol & hold your Fingers over ye Strings bent, ready to Stop where you have Occasion.ò  The Musick-

Master is similarly succinct:  "Your Viol . . . is to be plac'd between your Legs, sitting, the head of the 

Viol  enclining to the Left shoulder, and the bottom of the Viol easily pressing upon the Calves of your 

Legs, so that it may rest in that posture without the support of your hand, that the Bow may with freedom 

pass over the Strings.  Take care to keep your Body in a graceful upright posture, and sit as easie as 

possible."302  Both use pleasantly passive verbs in describing how to hold the violðñrestingò and ñeasily 

pressingò on the calves; both mention the need for an upright posture and the inclination of the instrument 

to the left.  The Violist adds the detail about having turned toes, and efficiently folds in a bit of left hand 

posture advice; whereas the Musick-Master emphasizes aesthetics (ñgraceful,ò ñeasieò) and reinforces the 

necessity of supporting the instrument with only the legs, not the handsðadvice not heard since Mace 

and that was not offered by any of the French authors.  Also absent from the French tutors, but again 

present here, is the instruction to incline the neck of the viol over the left shoulder.303  It is interesting to 

note that, after the high degree of specificity on the subject found in late seventeenth century texts such as 

Mace, Danoville and Rousseau, we finish our survey with language as terse as in the earliest tutors.    

 

 

 

  

                                                 
302 T. B., The Compleat Musick-Master, 26. 
303 This may seem like an obvious point to the trained musician, but during the course of my interactions with the 

public while performing at Colonial Williamsburg I get asked not infrequently about how left-handed people should 

approach the instrument, and if there is a differently-designed instrument for the left-handed. 
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Chapter 2: Comporting the body 

 

Not many authors describe the role of the rest of the body (beyond the hands and arms) in playing 

the viol, but the few who do (Ganassi, Simpson, Danoville, and Loulié) have strong feelings on the 

subject.  Ganassi in particular has a great deal to say about the aesthetic comportment of oneôs body.  He 

introduces this subject early in the book, in the second chapter ("On The Movement Of The Body"); it is a 

subject on which Ganassi clearly places much importance.  

But before he even presents this information, in the very first chapter on the "Method of Holding 

the Viol" Ganassi goes on a mini-rant about the improper use of the body:  

"You must know that in the art of playing, one's limbs are the servants of one's body and that the 

body is not the servant of one's limbs.  It would be ugly to see one make ungainly body 

movements just to move one's hand just as it would, to see the master wrest a broom from his 

servant's hand to do the sweeping himself.  The servant would consider him a fool.  You must 

conduct yourself therefore in the movement of your arm, hand and knee so that they serve your 

body.  Certainly, there would be no purpose in acting as though you were doing some kind of 

Moorish dance, for that would not be the most graceful or beautiful way of holding the instrument 

nor indeed the way I want you hold it.ò304   

 

In the chapter ñOn The Movement Of The Body,ò Ganassi states that one's motions and body 

language should reflect the affect of the music, particularly if there is a textðone should not sit 

motionless like ña piece of stone.ò  An analogy is made to oratory; that is, rhetoric: ñyour motions should 

be proportioned to the music and to the word setting.  Whenever the music is set to words, the limbs of 

one's body must move accordingly.  Furthermore, there should be appropriate movements of one's eyes, 

hair, mouth and chin; the neck should be inclined more or less toward the shoulders according to the 

mood suggested by the words.ò305   

Hoffmann illuminates Ganassiôs concept of body harmony in The Viola da Gamba with another 

quote from the time period: "'If a person's body is nicely shaped and well-tended then the soul that 

                                                 
304 Ganassi/Bodig, Regola Rubertina, 3. 
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inhabits it is usually beautiful as well'.306 The idea that form and content constitute an indissoluble unityð

that instrumental bravura cannot exist without beauty of movementðis the first (and often the only) 

technical rule that Renaissance writings communicate to us, and one that we should take sincerely to 

heart.  The way in which an instrument, the body and the hands are held is not a purely technical matter, 

not just a question of expediency to achieve the greatest possible precision, but also something that 

contributes to a harmony in which the visible and the audible unite to form a higher perfection."307  The 

Ganassi quote she's leading up to is "We identify beauty in a player from the fact that the grace with 

which he holds the instrument, the gestures of his hand and the deportment of his body are combined so 

as to reduce the audience to silence."  This quote appears almost immediately in Regola Rubertinaðthe 

second sentence of the Prologue.  Bodigôs translation of the Prologue offers a slightly different 

perspective: "You must know, esteemed readers, that every faculty is a combination of beauty with 

quality.  The beauty conveyed by the musician is seen in the manner of holding his instrument with grace, 

with the carriage of his hand and in the movements of his body, executed with such symmetry as to 

inspire the audience to maintain silence."308  When reading these treatises, one cannot underestimate the 

power of translation to perhaps alter the meaning and affect oneôs perception.  

Woodfield elaborates on the concept of physical grace, as well: "Ganassi stresses the importance 

of the visual element of performance.  To achieve the perfect performanceðone that commands the 

silence of an audienceðthe viol player must delight his viewers with the beauty of his deportment and the 

grace of his movements at least as much as he must impress his listeners with his technical skills and 

move them with the eloquence of his playing.  A performance will be marred if either is lacking.  This 

belief explains Ganassi's insistence on correct posture and his abhorrence of anything ungraceful such as 

the humpbacked slouch or the grotesque attitudes of the moresca dancer."309  

                                                 
306 On page 179, Hoffmann attributes this quote to ñAlessandro Piccolomini, Della institutione di tutta la vita 

dellôhuomo nato nobile, et in citta libera, libri diece in lingua toscana, Venice, Francesco DellôImperadori, 1559, 

Book III, Ch. XII Della disciplina figurativa.ò 
307 Hoffmann, The Viola da Gamba, 146. 
308 Ganassi/Bodig, Regola Rubertina, 3. 
309 Woodfield, An Early History, 167ï8. 
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No other author would address the motions of the body until Simpson, who admittedly did not 

have much to say on the subject.  He does offer the practical advice on page 2 to "order your knees so, 

that they be no impediment to the Motion of your Bow."  He also issues a caution against actions that 

might cause 'the whole body to shake, which (by all means) must be avoyded; as also any other indecent 

Gesture.ò310  It is unclear if Simpsonôs use of the word ñindecentò here carries the same (possibly sexual) 

connotation as when he instructed the player to hold the viol "decently betwixt your knees;ò clearly 

ñdecencyò was a concern for Simpson.   

Danoville shares Simpsonôs horror of ñindecent gesturesò and thinks that avoiding them is an 

issue of paramount importance.  He leads off his book with this information:   

"The first order that I prescribe for myself, and the Rule which I counsel to be observed by all 

those who are inquiring about this Art, is to abstain from making any grimaces ï such as bobbing 

the head, opening the mouth, agitating the body ï which are posturings that in general displease 

everybody, and which so bring it about that he who performs the most difficult solos under their 

constraint does not please as much as he who, with good grace, only plays a Minuet.  It is said of 

the former that he has a good hand but makes contortions and posturings when playing, and of the 

latter, that he only plays little Airs, but the turn he gives them is engaging, and his good grace 

attracts to him the admiration of everyone."311   

 

And lastly, Louli® succinctly summarizes all of Danovilleôs ranting into two terse sentences:  "Do not 

make grimaces.  Do not puff."312   

 

 

  

                                                 
310 Simpson, The Division-Violist, 6. 
311 Kinney, A Tempest, 24. 
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Chapter 3: Bow hold 

 

The next pedagogical topic under discussion is the bow hold, a subject of paramount importance.  

Ganassi provides us with the only surviving description of a viol bow hold from the sixteenth century, 

and it holds some surprises for todayôs viol player: "You know that the bow is to be held with three 

fingers, . . . the thumb, the index and middle fingers.  The thumb and middle finger ensure, in holding the 

bow, that it does not fall, and the index finger serves to strengthen and stabilize it, keeping it on the 

strings and exerting more or less pressure according to the need."313  Ganassi does not instruct the player 

to rest the middle finger on the bow hair, as most players do today; he is clearly describing a stick-based 

techniqueð"pressure is therefore not directly transferred to the bow-hairs by the middle finger but onto 

the bow-stick by the index-finger.ò314  To this, Woodfield adds: "More specifically, [the bow] should be 

gripped between the thumb and middle finger, while the index finger supplies sufficient pressure to 

ensure that it remains on the string in the position chosen by the player.ò315  Woodfield goes on to argue 

that both this bow hold and the middle-finger-on-the-bow-hair method described by 17th century authors 

such as Simpson had been in use in Europe for centuries prior, therefore Ganassiôs choice of bow hold 

was purely a personal preference.  However, this claim would seem to be unprovable, and the fact 

remains that Ganassi is the first and only author to describe a viol bow hold in the sixteenth century, so 

perhaps his words should be given some weight.   But then again, Ganassi seems to have had some 

acquaintance with the middle-finger-on-the-bow-hair hold, which he describes in the context of advising 

the player to use a longer bow than normal when playing pieces with many four- or five-note chords, 

"because the hairs on a longer bow would be less stretched, allowing one to draw the bow with less 

pressure on the strings . . . Then you could use the fingers to stretch the hairs when playing fewer strings 

or a single string."  The fact that Ganassi here uses the word ñcouldò raises the possibility that a finger 
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might have already been resting on the bow hair, making it already possible to use a finger to stretch it.  

In fact, Ganassiôs original description of the bow hold doesnôt specify exactly where the middle finger 

should be or what it should be doing (it just must ñensure . . . that [the bow] not fallò)ðmore to the point, 

it doesnôt preclude resting the middle finger on the bow hair.  However, the woodcut on the title page of 

the book shows the frog of the viol playerôs bow fully  enclosed by his palm, with both the index and 

middle finger resting on top of the stick; so perhaps this theory doesnôt hold water.  If  one is surprised to 

find Ganassiôs bow so far back into his palm, Woodfield offers some historical context: ñThe fashion for 

holding the bow well down the stick away from the frog grew up much later in the 17th century, partly as 

a result of longer bows."316  

 

Simpson would first describe the template for holding the bow that viol players would largely 

observe throughout the rest of the instrumentôs history:   

"Hold the Bow betwixt the ends of your Thumb and two foremost fingers, near to the Nutt [frog]; 

the Thumb and first finger fastning upon the stick, and the second Fingers end turned in shorter, 

against the Haires thereof, by which you may poize and keep up the point of the bow.  If the 

second Finger have not strength enough, you may joyn the third Finger in assistance to it; but in 

playing Swift Division, two Fingers and the Thumb is best in my opinion.ò317  

 

                                                 
316 Ibid. 
317 Christopher Simpson, The Division-Violist, Or, An Introduction to the Playing Upon a Ground (New York: 

Perfomers' Facsimiles, 1998), 2.  

Figure 3: Woodcut from Ganassi, Regola Rubertina ï 

detail of bow hand 
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Whether or not to add the ring finger to the middle finger in resting on the bow hair is a question that will 

be debated by many future authorsðnote that Simpson allows for personal preference.  In fact, personal 

choice is much less of a consideration amongst our authors when discussing the bow hold.  More details 

can be added to Simpsonôs clearly worded description by looking at the illustration of him holding his 

violðthe tip of his thumb is touching the underside of the bow and looks bent; two of Simpsonôs fingers 

are resting on the bow hair; his hand is touching the frog; and his elbow is held quite low and is almost 

straight.  

 

 

Hoffmann adds some historical context:  

ñIn Simpson's time the bow was no longer held directly on the frog as it had been in the 

Renaissance but further forward on the bow-stick.  In this bow hold the bow-stick and bow-hairs 

rest against the index-finger and are not jammed into the fist below the base of the thumb [as we 

saw in Ganassiôs woodcut].  Simpson himself illustrates this for us and we can also see it in 

countless depictions from his own and later periods.ò318   

 

                                                 
318 Hoffmann, The Viola da Gamba, 40. 

Figure 4: Portrait of Christopher Simpson from The Division-Violist ï detail of bow arm 

Courtesy Lilly Library, Indiana University, Bloomington, Indiana 
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Hoffmann alludes to the likelihood that Simpson was not the originator of this bow hold but rather was 

describing a technique already commonly in use, but he certainly does so articulately, and following his 

instructions yields a bow hold possessing "the same sort of ease and poise that you might bring to the 

manipulation of a pen in writing."319  

Much of Playfordôs advice on how to hold the bow is lifted directly from Simpson, but he does 

offer a few refinements: "Hold the Bow betwixt the ends of your Thumb and your Forefinger, an Inch 

below the Nut, the Thumb and first Finger resting on the Wood, the ends of your second and third fingers 

stayôd upon the Hair, by which you may poise and keep up your Bow.ò320  The two amendments Playford 

makes to Simpson are suggesting a more specific location on the bow to place the hand; and siding in 

favor of placing both the middle and ring fingers on the bow hair without exception.  Charmingly, 

Playford keeps Simpsonôs idiosyncratic use of the words ñbetwixtò and ñpoiseò. 

Mace, writing on the subject of the bow hold, also begins by quoting from Simpson, but then 

adds some observations of his own:  

"Then take your bow betwixt your right thumb, and 2 fore-fingers, near the nut; the thumb and 

1st finger fastening upon the stalk [wood], and the 2nd finger's end turned in shorter against the 

Hairs; by which you may poyze, and keep up the point of your bow; but if that finger be not 

strong enough, joyn the 3rd finger in assistance to it; but in playing swift divisions, 2 fingers, and 

the thumb, is best.  This is according to Mr. Simpson's directions.  Yet I must confess, what for 

my own part, I could never use it so well, as when I held it 2 or 3 inches off the nut (more or less) 

according to the length or weight of the bow, for good poyzing of it: But 'tis possible, that by use 

I might have made it as familiar to myself, as it was to him."321   

 

As to why Mace may have been having trouble ñpoyzingò the bow, Dolmetsch offers some historical 

context: ñThis difficulty is readily understood when it is realised that during the sixteenth century, the viol 

bow had become progressively longer as the makers attempted to gratify increasingly, the players' desire 

for a long stroke.  This, as may be seen from Mace's words, defeated its object, as it was not possible to 
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balance such bows except by holding them two or three inches off the nut.ò322   Kinney offers a personal 

take on this view, expressed on page 153 of his translation of Bolôs La Basse De Viole:  

ñThe translator [Kinney] recalls that in receiving his first lesson on the viol in the summer of 

1964 from Nathalie Dolmetsch, she had me hold the bow in the Simpson manner ï with the hand 

close to the frog ï explaining that the greater distance seen in some illustrations (cf. her book, 

'The Viola da Gamba' [London: Hinrichsen, 1962], p. 37) was occasioned by the earlier use of a 

longer bow.  I found, however, that, while the position of the hand close to the frog was adequate 

for playing English viol consort music, it was not practicable for playing the solo repertory, 

especially that of the French School in which I was then particularly interested.ò   

 

Curious that (at that time, anyway) Kinney would seemingly imply that French violists wouldnôt have had 

a different bow hold (and a different model of bow, for that matter) than Simpsonðperhaps his comments 

provide a good transition to discuss our French authorsô views on how to hold the bow.    

Unfortunately, Marin Marais does not describe a bow hold in the avertissements to any of his five 

volumes of pièces de viole.  Hoffmann does claim that ñas Simpson had already done, Marais also kept 

two fingers on the bow-hairs when playing especially powerful passages;ò323 however she does not cite 

the source for this observation.  One must regard Danoville, then, as the first French author to describe the 

bow hold: ñThe Bow is grasped by the right hand at two fingers' [breadth] from the frog [hausse].  Next, 

the second finger must pass between the hair and the wood to keep it tighter, and since the first finger lies 

along the wood, the thumb should lean upon and press against [appuyer & presser] the inner side of the 

wood.ò324  This would seem to be a rather odd ordering of events, from the rather broad and vague first 

instruction to ñgraspò the bow with the (entire?) right hand, to the specific final detail as to what to do 

with the thumb.  But there may be a pedagogical reasoning to this ordering, according to Hoffmann:  

ñboth Danoville and Rousseau start with the middle-finger, which is highlighted as the decisive tool for 

transferring pressure to the bow-hair and for controlling both contact with the string and tonal 

intensity.ò325  While the broad outlines of Danovilleôs bow hold yield a result similar to Simpsonôs, he 
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offers a few new refinements:  the observation that the second finger must pass between the stick and the 

bow hair is helpfully specific; the description of the first finger lying ñalong the woodò suggests both the 

shape and placement of that finger; and the direction for the thumb to ñlean upon and press against the 

inner side of the woodò tells us not only the specific placement of the thumb in relation to the bow, but 

also suggests that the thumb may have a more active role in bowing than previously described.  Finally, 

Danovilleôs instruction to rest the hand at ñtwo fingers' [breadth] from the frog,ò rather than nearer, would 

seem to validate Kinneyôs preference for this bow hold when playing French repertoire. 

Rousseauôs description of the bow hold in his Traité doesnôt deviate far from Danovilleôs: "The 

Bow must be taken in the right hand, putting the middle finger on the hair on the inside, the recumbent 

first finger supporting the stick [Green translates as óthe first finger laid along and supporting the 

stickô],326 and the thumb, being straight and pressing [appuyé] on top opposite the first finger [Green: 

ólaid above the first fingerô], the hand being about two or three fingers' [breadth] distant from the 

frog."327  As did Danoville, Rousseau highlights the importance of the middle finger.  The most notable 

new detail may be the specification to keep the thumb straightðthis is the first time an author has 

mentioned the shape of the thumb.  The verb appuyer can translate as either ñpressò or ñsupport,ò making 

it difficult to ascertain Rousseauôs exact intention; both could equally apply, as Danoville used both 

appuyer and presser to describe the role of the thumb.  Rousseau does not repeat Danovilleôs method of 

positioning the thumb on the bow on the ñinner side of the woodò, rather he positions it in relation to the 

first finger, reinforcing the idea of holding the bow stick between the thumb and the index finger.  

Louli®ôs description of the bow hold contains similar information as Danovilleôs and Rousseauôs, 

but ordered differently, here describing the role of the middle finger at the end of the passage:  "The Bow 

is held with the right hand, the couched [= extended]328 first finger supporting the wood, the thumb is 

stretched out and leans on top [of the wood] and above the joint of the first finger, by which it is attached 

                                                 
326 Green and Rousseau, Annotated Translation, 314. 
327 Rousseau trans. Kinney, Traité De La Viole, 26.  
328 This is Kinneyôs bracketed translation.  Loulié here uses the verb couché; an alternate translation might be 
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to the body of the hand, at one finger [= finger's breadth] from the frog, the middle finger [being] on the 

hair on the inside."329  Louli®ôs wording is more jumbled than Danoville's, perhaps reflecting the workôs 

state of incompleteness, but he offers a few new details: the mention of the "joint of the first finger" is 

pleasantly specific, and his placement of the hand is one fingerôs width closer to the frog than that of 

Danovilleôs.  Louli® provides another description of the bow hold much later in the work, after the section 

describing the bow:  "The Bow is held in the right hand by placing the middle finger on the hair inside, 

the extended first or Index finger supporting the wood and the thumb pressed against the wood above the 

second joint in such a way that the thumb serves as a counterpoise to the weight of the Bow."330  Here 

Loulié changes the sequence from that of his initial instructions and describes the role of the middle 

finger first, as did Danoville and Rousseau, making for a more clearly worded description.  The 

specification of the ñwood above the second jointò would seem to refer to the relation of the bow to the 

index finger.  Lastly, the role of the thumb is here clearly defined, while the expression ñin such a wayò 

allows for some variation between players.  Still later in the work, Loulié provides yet a third description 

of the bow hold, this one a terse paraphrase of Rousseau:  "Manner of Holding the Bow.  Take the Bow in 

the right hand.  Place the middle finger inside upon the hair.  The 1st finger recumbent (couché) and 

supporting the wood.  The thumb should be straight and pressed down on the wood opposite the first 

finger.  The hand should be about two or three fingers [finger-breadths] distant from the frog."331  This 

last sentence contradicts Louli®ôs own earlier instruction to place the hand only one ñfingerò from the 

frog.  Clearly Louli®ôs was still a work in progress! 

As it is with the bulk of his pedagogical writing, Hareôs description of the viol bow hold on page 

3 of The Compleat Violist is almost comically abrupt:  "Hold your Bow with the Thumb & Forefinger & 

with ye Middle Finger against ye Hair to Strengthen your Stroke."  Other authors have given different 

reasons for adding pressure on the bow hair with the middle finger, from Ganassiôs ñto stretch the hairsò 
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to Simpsonôs ñ[to] poize and keep up the point of the bow;ò but I believe Hare is the first author to 

explicitly make the connection between adding hair tension and increasing the volume of the bow stroke. 

The Compleat Musick-Master offers a more detailed, elegantly worded description of the bow 

hold, on page 26: "Your Bow must be held in your Right hand between your Fore finger and Thumb, with 

the end of your second Finger turned in between the Hair and the Stick next to the Nutt.  By which means 

you will best poize the Bow, and give a bolder touch upon the Strings.ò  Much of this description apes 

Simpsonôs language, while the ñbolder touchò comment echoes the Violistôs allusion to adding volume 

through middle finger pressure on the bow hair.    

At the tail end of the violôs lifespan, Forqueray describes a late development in the evolution of 

the viol bow hold:   

ñTo my three principles I could also add a fourth and that is the use of the third finger on the bow 

[-hair], which is the great force of expression which distinguishes all music.  [Hsu translates this 

as "It is the action of the third finger of the bow arm that is the prime mover of expressive playing 

and that gives character to all music."]332 To achieve this, the hair of the bow ought to be placed 

crosswise [under] the first joint of the third finger and it ought never to leave this position.  This 

finger presses the hairs against the strings to obtain more or less sound from them; by pressing or 

relaxing imperceptibly, it creates the expression, the soft and the loud.  One should make sure, 

My Lord, that the thumb of the bowing hand is always placed gently on the wood of the bow.  If 

it presses too firmly it gives a harshness to the stroke and pushes the bow against the string, 

which must be absolutely avoided.ò333   

 

This is by far the most eloquent description of the role of the middle [= third] finger on the bow hair in 

affecting the sound of the instrument, making explicit the connection alluded to in the two English 

Compleat works.  Clearly this aspect of bow technique had become vitally important by the late 

eighteenth century.  The new twist Forqueray is describing is that, rather than resting the tip of the middle 

finger on the hair, the finger should be hooked around the bow hair, catching it at the first joint.  Crum 

specifies that this technique ñmeans that it is possible to pull down on the hair much more firmly, which 

is useful for solo playing.  To lift the bow it is then necessary either to support the lower edge of the hair 

with the ring finger, or to hold the stick more firmly between thumb and index finger, or to use a 
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combination of both.ò334   Perhaps this last comment illuminates the need for Forquerayôs caution to 

always place the thumb ñgently on the wood of the bowòðone should beware an excess of firmness as 

this will negatively impact the sound.  As with Simpson, it is likely that the bow hold Forqueray describes 

had already been in use for some time, according to Otterstedt: "This sums up what had been the 

customary practice for a long time, because precisely this bow-grip can already be seen in a 17th-century 

painting by Abraham van den Tempel."335  The painting she is likely referring to is David Leeuw With His 

Family, from 1671; all the more surprising, then, that the French authors writing after this date, such as 

Danoville, Rousseau, and Louli®, didnôt advocate for this bow hold.   

 

 

In summarizing the discussion on the bow hold, Crum perhaps says it best:  "It is clear from the 

surviving treatises on the viol that there were many conflicting ideas about technical points such as 

bowing and fingering, and even more fundamentally, on how to hold the bow."336  Still, there are 

discernable trends and points of agreement, particularly when authors are grouped by region and time 

period:  the Renaissance hold as described by Ganassi; the 17th century English bow hold as articulated by 
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Figure 5: Detail from Abraham van den Tempel, David Leeuw with his Family, 1671 
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Simpson, which was also largely adopted by the French; and the 18th century French method as described 

by Forqueray. 
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Chapter 4: Bowing technique 

 

"The right hand is the bow hand and it ought to express all the emotions; it is the bow which 

arouses the soul; thus it is the bow which gives character to all kinds of music.ò337  

 

ï Jean-Baptiste Forqueray 

 

 

The expression ñbow techniqueò covers a wide range of topics under the umbrella of physical 

sensations needed in the bow arm to produce desired sounds or effects.  Instead of a strictly chronological 

presentation, various aspects of bow technique that are described in the treatises will be discussed 

individually, to better trace the evolution of thought on each subject.   

 

Angle of the bow 

Most of the works that aim to teach bow technique begin to do so by either describing a generic, 

almost abstract ñdefaultò bow stroke (Gerleôs ñEndeavor to draw the bow . . .ò; Danovilleôs "The Bow 

should always be . . .ò), and/or instructing the learner to play simple bow strokes on an open string, 

usually specifying the use of the full length of the bow.  This paragraph of Maceôs is a perfect example, 

and contains a number of points touched on by most authors:   

ñDraw your bow just cross the strings in a direct line, endeavouring to sound one single string, 

with a long bow, well nigh from hand to point, and from point to hand smoothly, and not 

dripping, or elevating the point in the least.  This is the first, and best piece of practice you can 

follow; and till you have gain'd thus, think of nothing else.ò338   
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So:  the first quality a bow stroke must possess is that it must ñcross the strings in a direct line.ò  Other 

authors describe the bow as travelling ñin a straight lineò (Gerle) or hitting the string ñin a right angleò 

(Playford).  Loulié more fully expounds upon this point: ñFor it is always necessary that the bow pass 

over the strings by going across them at right Angles so far as this can be done, and it is a fault when the 

Bow passes over the String obliquely.ò339  Gerle, Simpson, Playford, Mace, Danoville, Loulié, Musick-

Master, and Forqueray all agree on this point; there are no dissenters.   Some authors (such as Mace) 

direct the attention towards the tip of the bow as a guide to keep it straight; in this Mace is joined by 

Danoville, Musick-Master, and Forqueray. 

 

Only one string at a time 

The second instruction in Maceôs above paragraph is to ñsound one single string;ò that is, to not 

hit unwanted stringsðas Gerle puts it, ñyou must not draw the bow upon two strings at once but only 

upon the one which the music requiresðthis in particular will require attention.ò340   This non-

controversial dictum is mentioned by Gerle, Francesco Rognoni (whose comment about ñdifferentiating 

the strings wellò341 could be an oblique reference to keeping the bow only on the desired string), Playford, 

Mace, and Danoville.     

 

Steady bow speed and sound  

A third, subtle point Mace makes is in his use of the word ñsmoothlyò.  This adjective would 

seem to both describe the desired sound of the default bow stroke, and the physical sensations required to 

achieve this sound.  Several authors use similar adjectives when describing the motion of the bow armð

Gerle uses the word ñevenly,ò and Ganassi specifies that ñthe bow should be drawn steadily.ò 
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Distance from the bridge 

Moving away from the quoted Mace paragraph, the next subject that frequently arises when 

discussing the ideal bow stroke is the correct distance of the bow from the bridge.  This topic is addressed 

by Gerle, Ganassi, Agricola, Simpson, Playford, Mace, Danoville, Rousseau, Loulié, Musick-Master, and 

Forqueray.  The majority of authors do provide a specific desirable measurement between bow and 

bridge; while also allowing for a certain amount of leeway on this subject.  Authors either measure the 

distance between bow and bridge in ñinchesò (all the Englishmen), or in ñfingersò (those of every other 

nationality).  In the latter category, Danoville and Forqueray advocate for a distance of three fingers 

between bow and bridge, while Ganassi specifies four finger widths; Rousseau and Loulié say either three 

or four finger widths are acceptable.  Over in England, Simpson and Playford allow a range of two to 

three inches between the bow and bridge, while the Musick-Master specifies just two inches; Mace splits 

the difference at two and a half inches.  On my own personal hand, three of my fingers measure two and 

one third inches, and four fingers measures exactly three inches; so it would seem that all of our authors 

broadly agree on the optimum distance.  Mace also allows for changing the contact point based on three 

other factors:  the size of the instrument, specifying a distance of one and a half inches for the treble viol; 

the stiffness and/or pitch of the stringðstiffer strings or those at higher pitch levels need a bow placement 

farther from the bridge; and for ñthe various Uses of the Viol,ò meaning ñif for consort use, play nearer to 

the bridge, than when you play alone; which although it be not so sweet, yet it is more lusty, and that 

little Ruffness is lost in the crowd.ò342  Here Mace refers to the effect the contact point has on the quality 

of the sound, a subject touched on by several authors.  Gerle first alluded indirectly to this connection 

when he instructed that the bow should travel ñat a place on the strings not too far from or too near to the 

bridge.ò343  This puts the onus squarely on the player to determine exactly where that isðheuristic 
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learning!ðbut how does one do so?  What Gerle is perhaps implying is that it is the ear that will make the 

determination where the best spot is for the bow to travelðthe player must listen for the ñrightò sound, 

which is inherently subjective.  Agricola made this connection more explicit while similarly leaving the 

exact location of the bow somewhat vague: ñthe bow should have its path on the strings close to the 

bridge where the strings lie completely open; this will give a proper sound."344  Danoville and Rousseau 

also reinforce the connection between the ear and the placement of the bow, Danoville cautioning the 

player to guard against a ñwhistlingò sound or a ñdull tone which would be insupportable to the ear,ò345 

resulting from the bow being too close or too far from the bridge, respectively; while Rousseau describes 

the sound of the bow being played close to the bridge as ñdisagreeableò and further warns that if the bow 

is placed too far from the bridge ñone is always in danger of touching several strings at once.ò346  

    

Desired sound qualities and intention to achieve them 

More broadly, on the subject of the desired sound of the ideal bow stroke, the adjectives that 

come up most often are ñclearò (Simpson, Playford, Rousseau), ñdistinct and cleanò (Ganassi), and ñfullò 

(Simpson).  Francesco Rognoni is the only author to use the word ñbeautifulò in conjunction with the bow 

strokeðñThe viola da gamba is a delicate instrument, especially if it is played with a beautiful 

<accented> bowing . . . On the violino da gamba diminutions may be made with grace, and above all with 

a beautiful bowing.ò347  Le Blanc writes this rather puzzling yet evocative passage addressing the sound 

of the bow stroke:  ñThe work of the right hand consists of using the modern bow strokes which 

reproduce and multiply the expressiveness, just as the rays of the Sun or Fireworks, when reflected, have 

the effect of tripling and quadrupling, through the reverberation, while the old bow-strokes only have the 

effect of a single wax candle without reflection, imitating the pluck of the Lute or the touch of the Raven's 
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quill.ò348  Jackson elucidates: ñThough [Le Blanc] does not further describe 'modern' and 'old' bow strokes 

at this point, the modern sound he seeks is evidently the more continuous, expressively nuanced sound of 

the Italian violinists, particularly as found in the playing of embellished slow movements.ò349  In addition, 

even though Le Blanc does not describe the sound as desirable, it is also helpful to have a description of 

the sound ideal of the bowstroke of the preceding generation.  Finally, Mace addresses the important 

subject of mental preparation before playing (that is, the intention to make a good sound), instructing the 

student to ñarm yourself with preparative resolutions to gain a Handsom-Smooth-Sweet-Smart-

Clear Stroak; or else play not at all: For if your viol be never so good, if you have an unhandsome-Harsh-

Rugged-Scratching, Scraping Stroak, (as too many have) your viol will seem bad, and your play 

worse.ò350  

 

Desired physical sensations in bow arm and hand 

Let us now turn to discussing the physical sensations desired in the bow arm.  Ganassi specifies 

that ñthe bow should be drawn . . . with a loose arm,ò an instruction echoed centuries later by Forqueray, 

who elaborates: ñThe position of the arm, which from the shoulder to the wrist ought to be extended 

loosely and without rigidity during both upbow and downbow,ò adding later that the arm ñought to be 

suspended and very relaxed at the time of the main movement.ò  The subject of extension comes up often:  

Simpson instructs the player to ñstretch out your armò in preparation for the bow stroke, as does the 

Musick-Master.  The implication here is that the extension of the arm is needed to place the bow on the 

string at the tip, which is the starting place specified by the majority of the authors.  As for the desired 

sensations in the bow hand, Ganassi specifies that ñthe bow should be drawn . . . with a graceful but firm 

hand.ò  Le Blanc describes ña free way of handling the bow,ò which results in ña sound of the most 
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beautiful nature.ò351  Flexibility is clearly a desired quality in the bow arm and hand, but the two do not 

work independently of each other, according to Ganassi: "the arm must always help the hand achieve its 

effect... the arm, as well as the hand, must be used properly to achieve the right effect with the bow.ò352 

Notice the deliberate vagueness of the words ñproperlyò and ñright effectòðjudgement calls that must 

change with the musical circumstances.  Lastly, Danoville makes the common-sense observation that in 

order to play on the thin (higher) strings the wrist and arm must be raised, and for the thick ones, both 

must be lowered.  Gauging the specific height and angle of the bow needed to play on each of the six 

strings of the viol is a subject rather avoided by our authors, however. 

 

Role of the various joints of the arm:   Shoulder 

Now we get into the specific physical motions described by the authors in each part of the bow 

arm, beginning with the largest joint of the arm, the shoulder.  Simpson is one of the few authors to 

specifically mention the shoulder, in the section "The Motion of the Right Arme and Wrist" on page 6.  

Simpson differentiates between the role of the shoulder in playing longer notes which require more bow, 

and faster notes which need less, in a passage partially quoted earlier:  ñYou must stretch out your Arme, 

so, that your bow may cross the strings near the Bridg: [sic] In which Posture, it is more then [sic] 

probable you will move your Shoulder Joint: for, in playing long Notes, necessity will enforce you to do: 

But if you stir that Joint in Quick-Notes, it will cause your whole body to shake, which by all means must 

be avoyded; as also any other indecent Gesture.ò353   

Loulié also mentions the shoulder, but only in passing, describing its role in the context of 

keeping the entire arm flexible: ñIt is necessary that all the rest of the arm, from the wrist to the elbow, 

                                                 
351 Jackson, "Hubert Le Blanc's Defense de la viole," 23. 
352 Ganassi/Bodig, Regola Rubertina, 5. 
353 Simpson, The Division-Violist, 6. 



 

 126 

follow the wrist, and from the elbow all the way to the shoulder; this means that the arm unfolds 

piecemeal . . . but without stiffness."354    

 

Role of the various joints of the arm:   Elbow 

Simpson had two schools of thought concerning the use of the elbow.  The first was to keep it 

stiff & straight: "...I have heard a very Eminent and Judicious Violist positively affirm, That if a Scholar 

can but attain to the Playing of Quavers with his Wrist, keeping his Arme streight and stiff in the Elbow; 

he hath got the Mastery of the Bow-Hand."355  Simpson doesn't, however, name the source of this claim.  

Simpsonôs counter-idea is that the wrist must be ñstrengthened, and assistedò by a ñCompliance or 

Yielding of the Elbow-Joint.ò  Simpson offers Mr. Daniel Norcome as an example of a "Person, Famous 

for the Excellency of the Bow-Hand" who uses a "Free and Loose Arme" (i.e., a flexible elbow).  Simpson 

ultimately decides in favor of keeping the elbow straight, especially for beginners (to help keep the body 

upright), and when playing "Smooth Division"; but performing ñCross, and Skipping Divisionò 

(frequently crossing strings) requires ñsome consent or yielding of the Elbow joint unto the motion of the 

wrist.ò  Otterstedt was a little mystified by these passages, opining "The problem with this discussion is 

that the former can hardly have intended to advocate a rigid elbow, which would lead to cramp.  Perhaps 

they had different degrees of inactivity in mind: with the arm outstretched, fast notes have to be played 

with the tip of the bow, where they sound light and precise.  With the arm loose, the fingers are compelled 

to hold the stick more tightly, so that it cannot slip.  In this way, fast notes can be played somewhat 

farther from the tip, with a little more weight on the string."356  Mace likewise seemed perplexed by these 

passages of Simpsonôs:  "So likewise, for the exact straitness of the Bow-Arm, which some do contend 

for, I could never do so well, as with my Arm, (Straight enough, yet) something Plying, or Yielding to an 
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agile bending: and which I do conceive most familiarly natural.  For I would have no Posture, Urg'd, 

Disputed, or Contended for; that should cross, or Force Nature.ò357  Despite this common-sense 

observation, some later authors still advocate for keeping the elbow straight.  Rousseau states ñwhen one 

draws [the bow] the hand must be borne outward, constantly accompanying the arm without pulling the 

Elbow, for one should not advance it in pushing nor carry it backward when one draws.ò358  Dolmetsch 

believes this passage indicates that "the elbow should play no part in the movement [of the bow], though 

stiffness is to be avoided."359  The last work to mention the elbow (albeit indirectly) is the Compleat 

Violist, which bluntly instructs "Hold your Right Arm strait.ò 

 

Role of the various joints of the arm:   Wrist  

ñMake use of your Wrist in putting ye Bow forward or Backward."  

 

ï The Compleat Violist  

 

In contrast to the relative paucity in writing about the larger joints of the arm, the majority of 

authors who address the bow arm write about the importance of keeping the wrist flexible.  Simpson 

specifies the use of the wrist mostly in conjunction with faster notes which require shorter bow strokes:  

"Quick Notes . . . must be expres'd by moving some Joint nearer the Hand; which is generally agreed 

upon to be the Wrist."  Indeed it isðauthors as far-flung in time and place as Ganassi and Forqueray 

would make a similar point, writing more than a century before and after Simpson, respectively.  Simpson 

sets the template that would be used by later authors in instructing the player ñHow to gain the Motion of 

the Wrist: . . . carry the hand to and fro, a little beyond the motion of the arm; in such manner, that the 

arm returning shall draw the hand after it.ò  This information appears in the initial printing of The 

Division-Violist; in the second edition (Chelys) Simpson adds to this, elaborating further:  
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ñTo gain this Motion of the Wrist, the ordinary direction is, to draw the Hand (in moving the Bow 

to and fro) a little after the Arm.  Or you may try how you can play the first Example of Quavers 

by moving your Wrist only, keeping your Arm straight in the Elbow-Joint; a little practice will 

effect it.  This Motion or looseness of the Wrist we mention, is chiefly in Demisemiquavers; for 

in Quavers, and Semiquavers too, we must allow so much stiffness to the wrist as may command 

the Bow on, and off the String, at every Note, if occasion so require."360   

 

Much food for thought here.  Bol summarizes: ñThus it is only for 32nd notes performed detached that the 

wrist is as supple as possible; for 8ths and 16ths one should relax the wrist muscles just enough to have 

complete control of the bow.ò361  Simpsonôs reference to taking the bow ñon, and off the Stringò is not 

developed further, unfortunately; this technique wouldnôt be alluded to again for many years.  Simpsonôs 

instruction to ñcarry the hand to and fro, a little beyond the motion of the armò would be elaborated on by 

several authors, the first being Mace:  

ñThe next thing is, to gain the motion of the Wrist, . . . and is thus gain'd, viz. Only by causing the 

hand, at the very turning of the bow (either way) to incline to a contra-motion; the arm (as it 

were) leaving the wrist behind it, seems to draw it again after it, explained otherwise thus, 

viz.  Let your stroak be what length it will; before you would leave the motion of your bow, (if it 

be a long stroak) Stop the motion of your arm suddenly: yet Jet your wrist still onwards, 3 or 4 

inches, and it is done: But if it be a shorter stroak; then according to discretion, a shorter jet of the 

wrist, performs it.  I cannot explain it better, nor need I; for ingenuity, and practice, will get it in 

one quarter of an hour."362   

 

On this last point Crum dryly calls Mace ñoptimistic . . . you may find it takes a little longer.ò363   

Danoville largely echoes Maceôs description, while adding some specificity as to the initial 

position of the hand and wrist when starting the bowstroke:  ñWhen one pushes the Bow the front of the 

wrist has to bend forward, & whilst the hand & the fingers have to lag behind the arm remains ahead so as 

to favour the wrist.ò364  ñWhen one draws [pulls the bow], it is necessary, by a contrary movement, that 
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the wrist and the arm draw back; thus, the hand and the fingers remain advanced.ò365  Bol offers a 

clarification:  

"Thus, for the upbow, the right handðso to speakðfollows the arm and, at the moment when the 

change of bow-stroke is about to be effected, one 'jets' [=casts] (to adapt Mace's term) the hand 

toward the left, while at almost the same moment one directs the arm towards the right to begin 

the downbow, during which the hand precedes the arm.  The change from downbow to upbow is 

made in the same way as that from upbow to downbow, with the difference, now, that the hand is 

directed toward the right and the arm toward the left.  The aim of these manoeuvres is evidently 

to obtain a (nearly) uninterrupted sound."366   

 

Rousseau and Loulié largely echo these points.  Loulié, not content to leave the matter there, in a 

burst of enthusiastic (over-)didacticism goes on to describe the "five different principal postures of the 

wrist"ð"The 1st, which I call Natural, is that in which the wrist is not inclined to the right or to the 

left.  The 2nd is that in which the wrist is inclined as far as possible to the right etc.  The 3rd is that in which 

the wrist is inclined as far as possible to the left etc.  The 4th is that in which the wrist is in between the 

1st and the 2nd. The 5th is that in which the wrist is in between the 2nd [sic., should read 1st!] and the 

3rd."  Loulié even labels each "posture of the wrist" with a letter: N, D, G, ND, and GN, respectively, for 

Natural, Droite (right), and Gauche (left).  However, Loulié does not further make use of this diagram, 

perhaps thankfully.  

Simpson and the French authors seem to have different ideas as to when this motion of the wrist 

is desirableðthe French describe it as an essential part of every bow stroke, not just to be used for fast 

passages.  For example, De Machy has this to say on the subject: ñThe wrist should always be coordinated 

with the arm; for he who plays with only one or the other, as many do, will never accomplish anything 

worthwhile.ò367  Loulié flatly states that ñThe Bow-stroke always begins with a wrist-motion.ò  And no 

less an authority than Marin Marais advocated for the use of the wrist: ñIt is moreover necessary for the 
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wrist of the right hand to be flexibleðwhich contributes powerfully to a fine bow stroke and beautiful 

execution.ò368  Perhaps the matter should rest there. 

 

Bow arm weight 

Our authors have surprisingly little to say about the role of bow weight, which after all is one of 

only three major variables one can control in a bow stroke (along with contact point and bow speed).  One 

is not sure how much to make of Francesco Rognoniôs comment to play "with the bow almost pressed 

against the viola", as described by Hoffmann on page 148 of The Viola da Gamba.  Dickey translates this 

same passage (quoted earlier in part) as ñThe viola da gamba is a delicate instrument, especially if it is 

played with a beautiful <accented> bowing, with its tremoli, with regulated and well distributed passagi, 

with the bow close to the viola, and differentiating the strings well.ò369  Dickeyôs translation of ñbow 

close to the violaò is even harder to decipher.  Is Rognoni referring to bow weight, or another aspect of 

bow placement?  Simpson is the only other author to mention bow weight, and then only brieflyðin his 

instructions on how to play the fourth exercise in C major he advises the player to bear the bow 

ñmoderately [stiff]370 upon the strings,ò which Dolmetsch takes to mean ñthat is, not pressing too hard.ò371  

As was detailed in the chapter on the bow hold, however, many authors imply that weight is transferred 

into the bow not through the arm, but through the pressure of the middle finger on the bow hair.  Loulié 

explicates this concept eloquently, instructing the student upon beginning a bowstroke to ñpush down on 

the hair fairly hard with the middle finger as though you wanted to bite into or scrape the string,ò then ñas 

soon as the string has begun to speak you must relieve [soulager] the hair, that is, don't press down so 

hard.ò372  

                                                 
368 Ibid., 41. 
369 Rognoni trans. Dickey, Passaggi, 40. 
370 2nd edition only. 
371 Dolmetsch, The Viola da Gamba, 54. 
372 Kinney, A Tempest, 56. 
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Louli®ôs ñBasic Bowstrokeò373 

Perhaps it would be a good idea at this point to explore how all of the above concepts relate to 

one another in the context of a single bowstroke.  As previously noted, most of the authors under 

discussion in this chapter offer instruction on how to play an idealized, ñbasicò bowstroke, but none do so 

quite as thoroughly as Loulié.  Loulié begins by instructing on how to prepare the bow stroke, both 

mentally and physcially.  Loulié describes the préparation as a moment of rest between bowstrokes, when 

the bow  

ñdwells on the string without the wrist making any motion, whether in upbow or downbow.  One 

must not have any void between the end of one bow-stroke and the beginning of the following 

one; but since the mind of the Pupil does not know how to see but one thing at a time, it is 

necessary that he conceive of a sort of rest between the upstroke and the downstroke in order to 

comprehend what the wrist does during this moment, that is, at the end of one Bow-stroke and the 

beginning of another."374    

 

Note that Loulié significantly differs from Mace, the only other author to address the subject of mental 

preparation, in his approachðMace is more conceptual, encouraging the student to visualize the desired 

result; while Loulié more procedural, instructing the student to think of the task at hand.  Revealing a 

slightly crabbed personality, Loulié presents being able to only ñsee but one thing at a timeò as a failing of 

the studentôs; but the act of presenting one small, sequential idea at a time to a student is currently 

considered most effective in modern pedagogy.  

However, the mere preparation of the bowstroke in itself generates no sound.  Loulié makes the 

observation that sound is only produced when the bow is in motion upon the stringsðñif the bow is 

placed upon the string and neither pushed nor drawn, the String does not resound.ò  Perhaps this point is 

obvious, but no other author had made it before (except perhaps for Mersenne, who wrote entire chapters 

                                                 
373 This term was coined by John Hsu to describe Louli®ôs three-step process in A Handbook of French Baroque Viol 

Technique, 3. 
374 Kinney, A Tempest, 55. 
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discussing the properties of the vibrating string.)  He then describes the bowstroke as having three phases: 

the ñfirst impression [première impression],ò that is, the start; the "continuation of the Bow-stroke", or the 

middle; and ñwhat the Bow does leaving a string . . . [the] óend of the Bow-stroke.ô"  However, ñthis does 

not mean that all bow-strokes have these three parts, for it will be seen that there are some which have 

only the first, others which . . ." But here, unfortunately, as Bol notes, "the rest of this sentence is 

blank!ò375  Teplow attempts to finish the thought: "From Loulié's descriptions of other bow strokes, 

however, one sees that each stroke consists of at least one element of the coup d'archet"376ða concept 

that will be discussed in a later chapter.    

After the preparations are made, Loulié details every motion needed for both a push- and pull-

bow, in a section titled 1ere maniere de coup d'archet [The 1st Manner of Bow-Stroke].   

ñThe Bow-stroke always begins with a wrist-motion . . . When one wishes to begin with a push, 

the Wrist must be opened half way [or óbent somewhat inwardô377].  Press on the string with the 

hair at the tip of the bow, pushing down on the hair fairly hard with the middle finger as though 

you wanted to bite into or scrape the string; close the wrist by turning it backward ever so little to 

the right, and do all this in almost the same instant of time; and as soon as the string has begun to 

speak you must relieve the hair, that is, don't press down so hard.  Continue pushing [upbow], 

leaving the wrist in the posture it finds itself in.  It is necessary that all the rest of the arm, from 

the wrist to the elbow, follow the wrist, and from the elbow all the way to the shoulder; this 

means that the arm unfolds piecemeal.  When one wishes to begin with a pull it is necessary that 

the wrist be half closed [or óbent somewhat outwardô378] and turned backward ever so little to the 

right.  Press on the string with the hair of the Bow quite close to the hand, pushing down on the 

hair fairly hard with the middle finger as though trying to scrape the string with the hair; open the 

wrist while straightening it back and at the same time incline it very slightly to the left, and do all 

this within the same moment of time; and as soon as the String has begun to speak, one must 

relax the hair of the Bow: that is, don't press so hard.  Continue drawing the bow, leaving the 

wrist in the posture it finds itself in.  It is necessary that the rest of the arm, from the wrist to the 

shoulder, follow it [the wrist] as though it were all one piece, but without stiffness."379   

 

Hsu helps to clarify these passages:  

ñIt is significant that Loulié underscores the alertness and sensitivity of the middle finger on the 

hair and the flexible movement of the wrist and arm in drawing the bow.  The plucking effect is 

produced not so much by the drawing of the bow as by the release of tension on the bow hair 

which has been pressed against the string by the middle finger prior to the beginning of the bow 

                                                 
375 Ibid. 
376 Teplow, Performance Practice, 5. 
377 Hsu, A Handbook, 3. 
378 Ibid. 
379 Kinney, A Tempest, 56. 
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stroke. Loulié calls this instant ï when the middle finger presses on the hair in preparation for the 

bow stroke, the bow rests on the string, and the wrist is motionlessðthe préparation du coup 

dôarchet.  Loulié seems anxious to stress that the action of the third finger is crucial: he uses two 

words, graterðto scratchðand ecorcherðto rub, to describe the decisiveness of the middle 

finger's action.  The double action of the middle fingerðits pressing on the bow hair followed by 

its release of the tension on the bow hairðmay be considered as the movement that defines a 

single basic bow stroke...ò380   

 

I am willing to accept Hsuôs assertion that the pressure of the middle finger on the bow hair is part of 

Louli®ôs préparation; however, it must be pointed out that this technique is not described as part of 

Louli®ôs paragraph on the preparation of the bow strokeðmiddle finger pressure is only described two 

pages later as part of the premiere impression.  Hoffmann sums up all of the above handily, if a tad 

breezily: ñLoulié adopts a very didactic approach, describing three separate phases of the bow-stroke: the 

preparation, in which the middle-finger transfers pressure to the string as if scratching at it; the sustaining 

of the bow-stroke with full tone under lower pressure of the hand; and the conclusion, which must switch 

to the next string without a pause.ò381  Both Hsu and Hoffmann seem to be conflating the préparation 

with the premiere impression.  It must be noted that Loulié never actually described the end of the bow 

stroke, disappointingly; one was hopeful to learn ñwhat the Bow does leaving a string;ò specifically, if 

Louli® could answer the question as to exactly how Marais got his bow ñall in the air!ò 

 

Playing in different  parts of the bow ï tip, middle, frog 

As Mace stated earlier, the basic bow stroke should be played ñwith a long bow, well nigh from 

hand to point, and from point to hand.ò  Starting the bowstroke at the tip was the default position 

specified by most authors.  Loulié, paraphrasing the more prolix Rousseau, summarized: ñBegin the 

Upbow with the tip of the bow.  Begin the Downbow quite close to the wrist.ò  Rousseau stated his 

reasons for doing so:  

                                                 
380 Hsu, A Handbook, 3. 
381 Hoffmann, The Viola da Gamba, 251. 
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ñI said that one must begin pushing the Bow at the tip, because if one starts at the middle the 

Bow-stroke will often be too short and too dry, the arm will not have enough power and one will 

be unable to produce a good Sound from the Viol; likewise in drawing the Bow [downstroke], if 

one begins at the middle, the same thing will happen; that is why, if, in pushing, one is obliged to 

start at the tip of the Bow one should, in drawing, start as close to the hand as one can without 

discommoding oneself, in order to become accustomed to the full strokes of the Bow without 

which the Instrument cannot make its effect, and it is necessary, when one pushes or draws a 

Bow-stroke, always to have some left over.ò382   

 

Rousseau does allow for beginning the pull-bow in the middle due to tempo and other considerations; but 

is adamant that the push should always start at the tip, stating that it is ñpractically impossible to play well 

otherwise.ò383  This instruction is flatly contradicted by Louli®, however, who stated that ñone can begin 

playing upbow quite close to the hand or at the middle of the bow, or almost at the tip.ò384  When playing 

faster notes in particular, Simpson advises placing the bow a little ways (a ñconvenient distanceò) away 

from the tip in order to make them "more distinguishable.ò  On this point, Dolmetsch observes that  

ñno other writer mentions... not playing the quick notes at the point of the bow.  The reason for 

this particular advice is that these fast notes are performed with the wrist.  When the bow is at the 

point, the hand is thrown back to its fullest extent, and quick wrist action from this position 

causes the bow to jump on the string.  As the full movement of which the wrist is capable is not 

required for these rapid passages, the player, starting from the middle to two-thirds of the bow, 

can conveniently use the middle-to-forward action of his wrist (the most important, and difficult 

to acquire), and with this the bow lies nicely on the string and the wrist is at its most relaxed.ò385  

 

Pronation of hand/angle of bow (stick to hair to string)  

A subtle detail in bow technique that further differentiates viols from violin family instruments is 

this:  violin family instruments position the stick of the bow directly over the hair, so that the player can 

see the bridge through the gap between the stick and the hair.  This is easily achievable with an overhand 

bow hold; however, the underhand bow hold used by viol players make this position unfeasible, and 

perhaps undesirable.  Danoville and Rousseau both specify that the bow should be held at a more 

pronated angle in relation to the strings.  Danoville states that ñthe wood of the Bow should be turned on 

                                                 
382 Rousseau trans. Kinney, Traité De La Viole, 27. 
383 Ibid. 
384 Kinney, A Tempest, 55. 
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the strings a little backward, inclining toward the bridge.  This Rule should be observed in both the 

upbow and the downbow.ò  Rousseau confirms that this pronation is needed in order to avoid injury: ñIt is 

necessary when playing that the wood of the Bow slant downward a little so that the hand bears itself 

naturally and is not cramped, and it is also necessary to take care that it does not slant too much for fear 

that when touching the strings this might cause a bad effect."  This last point is echoed by Loulié, who 

cautions "do not touch the strings with the wood of the Bow."    

 

Pushing the instrument away to accommodate bowing on the bass strings 

A final detail in bow performance technique, unique to the bass viol, is the need to move the 

instrument further from the body in order to bow more freely on the bass strings without hitting oneôs 

body.  Ganassi alludes indirectly to this need, stating that ñyou must also be able to move the fingerboard 

quickly, either bringing it closer to the chest or moving it away, and this must be done with a free arm 

movement and a facile hand, just as required with the bowing arm.ò386 Ganassi does not specify that the 

reason this motion is needed is in order to play on the bass strings.  Danoville, however, does: ñIt would 

not be proper to pass over this remark about the thick strings: that the Viol must be in an upright position, 

moving the neck a little farther away than usual; it is this which gives room for the Bow to be extended; 

and without this action it will often encounter the clothing and the knees, which will halt it in the midst of 

its motion."387  True!  Rousseau also goes into detail about this technique:  ñThere is but one occasion 

when one should move the Viol forward with the thumb: this is when one is obliged to play on the thick 

strings; for if one did not do this he would be obliged to draw the body backward and cramp himself, 

besides which the posture would be disagreeable, and then when one wants to restore it to its initial 

location he draws it back with the fingers that are placed on the Fingerboard.ò388  I can personally testify 
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that these last two topics (pronation of the bow and moving the instrument away from the body) are 

visually striking and are frequently commented on when I perform for the public, who are more familiar 

with the technique of violin-family instruments. 

 

Pizzicato 

Pizzicato (plucking the string with the fingers of the right hand) is not a technique that is often 

called for in viol literature.  As many violists also played the lute (particularly in the 17th century), it 

seems likely that if a plucked sound was wanted a player would simply use a lute rather than pluck a 

violðthe curved bridge of the viol and its upright position make lute plucking techniques less practicable.  

However, pizzicato is in fact described by a few of our authors in the context of viol pedagogy, so it 

seems certain that the viol was indeed plucked from time to time.   

That being said, most of the pedagogical works that describe pizzicato on the viol also contain 

information on playing the lute.  The first of these, Ganassiôs Regola Rubertina, is the only work to give 

specific techniques for viol pizzicato. Ganassi instructs that one should pluck the string from above and to 

ñpull away from the viol in so doing.ò  He also mentions that in ñplucking from below, however, you 

draw near the viol with your arm,ò389 but doesnôt specify when this might be desirable.  He also 

introduces three symbols for plucking with each of the first three fingers of the right hand (the little finger 

is not used for pizzicato) in chapter 8 of Lettione Seconda.  Chapters 9, 10, 14 and 15 of Lettione Seconda 

offer more instruction on plucking with various fingers; but these techniques seem more intended for the 

lute than the viol.  Ganassi does not specify in these chapters which instrument he is talking about, but 

later suggests that these passages pertained solely to the lute: ñI have already given you rules for playing 

the lute with the right hand, in which plucking the string from above is depicted by a dot and a sign, 

whereas playing the string from below is depicted by neither a dot or sign by the number".390  
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DeMachy is another of the few authors to mention pizzicato, according to Bol: "On pg. 2 of his 

'Pièces de Violle' DeMachy speaks of the possibility of practising the pizzicato upon the viol: óOn peut 

pareillement la pincer.' [One can likewise pluck it.]  That from time to time the bass viol was in fact 

plucked is proved to us by a passage from that same work (p. 4), where De Machy writes that his initial 

intention had been to add to his book 'a few pieces to be plucked'.ò391    

Bol reminds us that Marais specifically mentions pizzicato on occasion.  On page 98 of Kinney's 

translation, Bol points out three pieces that Marais instructs are to be "half plucked and half bowed, or if 

one prefers, to be plucked throughout, and likewise, to be bowed throughout."  These pieces include a 

Rondeau in book 2 (below), another Rondeau in book 5, and a Gavotte in book 3.  Crum also confirms 

that ñMarais sometimes marks pincé, meaning pizzicato, often alternating rather quickly with bowed 

phrases...ò392  

 

 

 

  

                                                 
391 Bol trans. Kinney, The bass viol in the time of Marin Marais, 97. 
392 Crum, Play the Viol, 128. 

Example 1: M. Marais, Rondeau moitié pincé from Book II, #141 
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Chapter 5: Bow strokes 

 

"The different Bow-strokes are difficult to explain, and yet it is upon these different [kinds of] 

strokes that the whole beauty of the Viol depends."393  

 

 - Etienne Loulié 

 

Whereas the previous chapter on bow technique dealt with the physical motions required to move 

the bow across the strings, this chapter will discuss the more artistic use of the bow: the various ways it 

can move to achieve specific sounds desired by the performer and/or the composer.  Loulié in particular 

provides us with a wealth of information on the kinds of bow strokes used in French Baroque viol music. 

 

To slur ï or not to slur 

The act of fingering several consecutive notes with the left hand in the duration of a single bow 

stroke is a fundamental part of bowed string technique that is easy to take for granted.  The technique of 

the bowed slur has its antecedent in the older art of the vocal melismaðña group of notes sung to one 

syllable of text,ò according to the Oxford dictionary.  It is strange, then, that the earliest reference to 

slurring in a viol treatise takes the form of a prohibition against it, from Martin Agricola (which appears 

only in the 1545 edition of Musica instrumentalis deudsch):   

"Hold the bow in your right hand, and give the strokes the following form:  let them travel, 

always one after the other, on the strings.  Employ the five notes ï semibreves and minims, 

semiminims, fusas and also semifusas ï in this manner: bow each one separately as it is found in 

the notation. Employ the bow appropriately so that each note has its own stroke.  Divide the 

[longer note values] into semibreves.   Thus you will also give them their value, and this is what 

should happen with the [bow] strokes.  However, when you find a breve in the notation, you may 

indeed bow it with one long stroke, as the whole bar requires.ò394   
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The takeaway would seem to be that one should change the bow on every note.   Hoffmann concurs with 

this analysis: ñAgricola... insists that all the notes, even rapid semifusae, should have their own bow-

stroke: 'That's why each one has its own movement, so you need to use the bow judiciously.' . . . It is to 

Agricola that we owe the practical advice to use the bow to subdivide long notes such as maximae, longae 

and even breves into semibreves.ò395  It is unclear to me, however, whether Agricola means for the player 

to literally bow several separate semibreves instead of playing a breve or longa; or whether the intention 

is to visually divide the length of the bow into semibreve-sized sections as a method to pace the speed of 

the bow during longer notes.  But perhaps the most likely interpretation is to simply mentally subdivide 

longer note values. 

The next author to reference slurring (briefly) is Ortiz, in an oft-quoted passage about choosing 

how to ornament a passage: ñthe grace and effects which the hand has to execute are created by he who 

plays sweetly so that the music comes out first in one way, then in another, . . . where the bow hand does 

not strike every note but pulls the bow smoothly . . . When there are two or three crotchets in a bar, only 

the first is articulated, the rest pass under the same bow stroke as I have already said."396   Ortiz here is 

seemingly implying that slurs are to be used in this situation.  Woodfield thinks so: "Ortiz implies that 

there are sometimes groups of two or three semiminims in which only the first note is articulated, the 

others not being marked by the bowing hand, or in modern terminology 'slurred'."397  Hoffmann concurs: 

ñIf we read this final sentence as an instruction to link a series of rapid notes together then we have here 

the sole reference in the 16th century to slurred bowing.ò398  This is not entirely true: both Rognonis refer 

to slurring in their treatises on the art of diminution.  Riccardo Rognoniôs fleeting reference occurs in a 

passage on bowing rules, which was quoted in full in the previous chapter: ñyou can make two notes in 

one bow, because you cannot make a long division if the bow does not go correctly.ò399  To him, then, 

                                                 
395 Hoffmann, The Viola da Gamba, 150. 
396 Ortiz trans. Gammie, Tratado de Glosas, 3ς4. 
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slurs would seem to be more of a tool to correct an awkward bowing than an expressive device.  

Francesco Rognoni offers an even clearer definition of the slur:  

ñBy slurring (liregiare) we mean playing two, three, or more notes in a single bow stroke . . . if 

there are two [notes], then [play] two down and two up; if there are three, the same; if four, then 

four up and four down; if there are eight or twelve, the same, so that the bow stroke lasts to where 

the line below ends [i.e., the slur mark].  It is also done with five or six notes. If you want [this 

bowing] to have a good effect, you must practice it slowly, giving pressure to the wrist of the bow 

hand.ò400   

 

Francesco Rognoni is the only author to suggest a physical technique to aid in slurring. 

Simpson also offers a definition of the slur, which he discusses in the context of a passage about 

ornamentation, as did Ortiz.  Although strangely he does not give it a name, Simpson seems to feel 

positively about the slur: ñPlaying 2, 3, or more notes with one motion of the bow, which would not have 

that Grace, or Ornament, if they were played severally.ò401 Dolmetsch deduces that "from this it can 

be realised that slurs should be added to the English music where taste and a knowledge of the style 

suggest them, though they were not generally marked by the composers."402  Indeed, Simpsonôs use of the 

slur in The Division-Violist is rather parsimoniousðthere are just a handful of two-note slurs in the 

Preludes and Divisions, and the only multi-note slurs (besides the one in Charles Colmanôs ornamentation 

table, which is taken from a pre-existing source) appear in an example on how to fill in intervals (page 29 

of the second edition):    

 

 De Machy gives us a clear definition of a slur, calling it the coul® dôArchet: ñThe coul® dôArchet 

[bowing slur] is [done] by making several notes or letters with a single stroke, either upbow or 

                                                 
400 Ibid., 42. 
401 Simpson, The Division-Violist, 9. 
402 Dolmetsch, The Viola da Gamba, 65. 

Example 2: Simpson, examples of ñBreaking one Note to anotherò 

Courtesy Lilly Library, Indiana University, Bloomington, Indiana 

ò 
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downbow.ò403  ñLettersò refers to those used in viol tablature.  Page three of The Compleat Violist also 

contains a definition of the slur, again without naming it, thusly: ñSometimes you may meet with two or 

three Notes ty'd together with such a stroke as this or this (curved slur lines) which shews that those Notes 

are to be Expressed with one drawing of ye Bow.ò And The Compleat Musick-Master has a depiction that 

is labeled ñslursò in the chapter on the ñRules for Singingò on page 17.  This would seem to be the first 

English-language use of the word ñslurò in viol pedagogy; it comes as a bit of a surprise that the term 

didnôt appear until this late date (1722; or perhaps 1704 if this information appeared in the now-lost first 

edition of this work). 

  

The accompanying text, however, omits the word ñslurò and conflates its definition with that of a tie: ña 

Tye shows you how many Notes are sung to one Syllable, or playôd with one motion of the Bow on an 

Instrument; sometimes it happens over two Notes divided by a Barr, and then those two are to be sung or 

playôd as one equal in Time to them both.ò   

Lastly, Roland Marais gives this bit of practical advice regarding slurring:  "When two notes are 

joined in one bow-stroke [a.k.a. slurred] you must not use different strings, but take the two notes on the 

same string as much as possible.ò404  Since Maraisô instructions were aimed more at the continuo player, 

one assumes that this rule doesnôt apply for slurred arpeggiated figures as in the Abel D minor prelude, or 

long slurred coulades that cover the entire compass of the instrument, as in the Schenck A minor 

unaccompanied sonata in LôEcho du Danube, for example. 

 

  

                                                 
403 Kinney, A Tempest, 19. 
404 Marais trans. Gammie, Accompanying Rules, 3. 

Figure 6: Slur identification from The Compleat Musick-Master 
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Hooked bowing (portato, broken slurs) 

 

The term ñhooked bowingò is currently used by string players to describe the act of articulating 

several notes, separated by a slight space, over the course of one bow stroke.  This space can be a 

complete, pronounced stopping of the bow (staccato) or a slight pulsing of the sound (portato).  The 

hooked bowing technique was first described by Francesco Rognoni, who called it lireggiare con affetto: 

ñ[in] slurring in the affettuoso manner, that is, with affeti, . . . it is necessary for the wrist of the bow hand, 

almost jumping, to beat each note, one at a time.  This is difficult to do well, and thus much practice is 

needed to be able to do it with the beat, conforming to the note values, [whereby] you should be careful 

not to make more noise with the bow than with the sound.ò405  Rognoni seems to be implying that the bow 

should leave the string as part of this gesture.  Otterstedt offers some context as to Rognoniôs intended use 

of this effect: ñ[Rognoni] also introduced a special form of slurring called lireggiare con affetto, in which 

each note is marked by an additional impulse of the fingers of the right hand: 'beat all the notes as if 

hopping.'  This specialty was recommended predominantly for shakes, and Rognoni added that it was 

very difficult and required a lot of practice.  It was not quite unknown in England and France, although it 

was apparently not employed at breakneck speed.ò406  Otterstedt does not elaborate on this last claim, 

frustratingly.  

 Marin Marais was the first of our authors to describe the hooked bowing in the sense that we now 

know it, in the avertissement to the second volume of Pieces de Viole: ñDots indicated thus, above or 

below notes with a slur [liaison], signify that it is necessary to articulate with a single bow-stroke several 

notes as though they were different bow-strokes, and this by pressing on them a little [with] the finger that 

touches upon the hair of the bow.ò407  With this one economical sentence Marais describes the desired 
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effect, the notation of the technique, and the physical motions necessary to perform it.  He also provides a 

musical example: 

 

 

Rousseau makes several clear references to hooked bowings, although he does not give the 

technique a name or use any symbol to indicate its use: ñwhen one plays two successive downbows the 

Bow must be lifted about halfway along its stroke and then immediately set down again while the stroke 

is continuing, and not by starting the downbowing over again;ò and ñ[play] the next two pull-bow without 

lifting the Bow; that is, a second one must be attacked halfway along the stroke while the latter is 

continued."   

 The Compleat Musick-Master is the first English-language work of viol pedagogy to offer a 

definition of the hooked bowing of the hooked bow (but not how to execute it), using a different symbol 

than Marais:  "a Slur mark'd thus or thus and as many as the Slur reaches are exprest in one bow, but 

if  mark'd thus or thus is always two distinct Bows backward, but if mark'd thus is to begin forward, 

though the Note before was play'd the same way."408   

 

The Compleat Musick-Master is also the first English work to define a symbol indicating the push bow 

(rather than the letter p used by Marais), and to mention the double push bow, although the text does not 

specify whether a bow lift or a hooked bow is intended to execute a double push.  The Compleat Violist 

                                                 
408 The Compleat Musick-Master, 27. 

Example 3: M. Marais, hooked bowing example from Book II avertissement 

Figure 7: Definition of slur and hooked bowing from The Compleat Musick-Master 
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uses the same symbol as the Musick-Master to indicate hooked bowings; it appears once in the musical 

selections, but neither the symbol nor the technique are discussed or defined in the instructional text.  The 

Introduction . . . auff der Violadigamba uses the same now-standard marking to indicate the hooked 

bowing as Maraisðslurred notes that are marked with a dot above or below the notehead.  The technique 

is labeled ñdotting with the bowò (Ponctiren mit den Bogen):409 

 

 

Hoffmann observes: ñThe techniques of 'Stacata oder Battuto' and 'Ponctiren' mentioned in the heading 

certainly refer however to various forms of legato-staccatto...  In particular, the sixteenth-note runs 

separated under a long slur in the second stave give us a valuable early example of this bow technique, 

otherwise rarely witnessed on the gamba, which is to be found again for example decades later in Abel's 

manuscript works."410  An excellent observation, but it should be noted that the book does not instruct on 

how to execute this technique, just merely provides an ñexampleò of it, as Hoffmann states.  Finally, 

Roland Marais offers a (brief) description on how to execute a hooked bowing, in the context of 

discussing how to bow eighth notes in 6/8 time.  Kinney and Gammie translate this passage slightly 

differently: Kinney states that, when playing non-stepwise eighth notes or three of the same pitch, ñthey 

are played: the first, downbow; the second and third, up-bow, detaching them on the same bow-stroke by 

two little twitches [secouses] of the wrist.ò411  This would seem to be a mis-translation, and serves as a 

caution against using the words ñupbowò and ñdownbowò in conjunction with viol technique; terms 

which period treatises never use.  The language Marais uses is ñla premiere en poussant, la seconde et la 

                                                 
409 Instruction . . . auff der Violadigamba, 26. 
410 Ibid., XςXI. 
411 Kinney, A Tempest, 64. 

Example 4: Instruction . . . auff der Violadigamba, staccato slurs 
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troisieme en tirant et les enlevant du mesme coup dôarchet par deux petites secouses du poignet.ò412 That 

is, the first note should be pushed; the hooked bowing (the second and third notes) then occurs on the 

pull-bow, where one would expect it.  Gammieôs translation, then, would seem to be more accurate: ñthey 

are played with the first note on a forward bow and the second and third on a back bow, and you lift them 

in a single bow stroke with two little shakes of the wrist.ò413  While this translation is certainly more 

accurate, it is hard to understand why neither Gammie nor Kinney used the more literal translation of 

ñpushò and ñpullò for ñpousserò and ñtirerò.  Whether one should ñtwitchò or ñshakeò the wrist to execute 

a hooked bowing is a matter of personal preference.  

 

Hooked bowing between non-adjacent strings 

I have long been puzzled by the not-infrequent indication in music written by viol players to slur 

between two non-adjacent strings, which would seem to be a physical impossibility.  I was pleased to 

discover that De Machy sheds some light on both the expectation behind this marking, and an instruction 

on how to execute it, in a technique he calls a coul® dôArchet coup®: "The coulé d'Archet [bowing slur] is 

[done] by making several notes or letters with a single stroke, either upbow or downbow.  And the one 

[coulé d'Archet] that is coupé [cut off or interrupted] is made by half-lifting the Bow to carry it over to the 

other strings, avoiding those that are in between.ò  De Machy then suggests that one can use this same 

technique with adjacent strings (resulting in a sort of hooked bowing); then gives examples of musical 

situations where one might want to do so: ñThe same thing is done on those which are adjacent whenever 

one is obliged to do so, particularly when the notes or letters [of tablature] are dotted, and when it is 

necessary to eliven [d'animer] those which come after the dotsðeither upbow or downbowðand without 

órecoveringô [reprendre] the arm."414  Bol, as always, can be counted on to provide helpful commentary:  

                                                 
412 Bol, La Basse de Viole, 294. 
413 Marais trans. Gammie, Accompanying Rules, 6. 
414 Kinney, A Tempest, 19. 
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ñ...it is not rare, starting with DeMachy (1685), to encounter the so-called 'coulé coupé' [non 

legato], a portato performed over large intervals which are supposed to be played on the same 

bow-stroke over two non-adjacent strings without changing the position of the left hand... 

With DeMachy there is no special sign to indicate this special manner of playing, any more than 

with the later Masters of the Viol, which is easy to understand since any violinist [sic?] only a 

little advanced recognizes this situation without delay.ò   

 

Be that as it may, I for one appreciate having the intention and the technique spelled out!  Bol continues: 

"It is rare for the coulé coupé to be executed upbow... It would appear that the coulés coupés which 

present themselves after DeMachyðstarting with the 1er Livre (1686) of Marin Marais, are executed 

downbow [pull] in practically all cases.  Let us add to that that DeMachy is the only one to employ the 

term 'coulé coupé'.  No other Master of the Viol speaks expressly of this bowing although they all make 

regular use of it."415  I for one thank De Machy for defining this technique. 

 

Dynamics 

The technical methods by which viol players play either softly or loudly are surprisingly seldom 

discussed in historical viol pedagogy.  What would seem to be common-sense, obvious advice about the 

changes in bow weight, speed, and placement required to effect dynamic changes is rarely given by our 

authors.  Ganassi is one of the few authors to broach the subject: "With words and music in a happy vein 

or in a sad one, one must draw the bow either strongly or lightly, according to the mood; sometimes it 

should be drawn neither strongly nor lightly, but moderately, if that is what the words suggest.  With sad 

music, the bow should be drawn lightly.ò416 Ganassi seems to assign volume to moods or affectsðhappy 

music is ñstrongò, sad music is ñlightò.  Unfortunately, he wasnôt specific about the motions needed to 

play ñstrongò or ñlight.ò  Simpson similarly refers to dynamics without instructing on how to achieve 

them, in a passage about ornamentation: ñGraceing of Notes is performed in two Wayes; viz. by the Bow, 

and by the Fingers.  By the Bow; as when we Play lowd, or soft, according to our Fancy, or the Humour 

                                                 
415 Bol trans. Kinney, The bass viol in the time of Marin Marais, 183. 
416 Ganassi/Bodig, Regola Rubertina, 4. 
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of the Musick.  Again; this lowd, and soft, is sometimes exprest in One and the Same Note; as when we 

make it soft in the beginning, and then (as if it were) swell, or grow lowder, towards the middle, 

or ending.ò417  Bol cleverly relates this passage to Maraisô enflé (to be discussed presently); Otterstedt 

claims Simpson is here describing the messa di voceðñliterally, 'placing of the voice.'ò418    

 

Tremolo 

Although this technique is never indicated in viol literature, two of our authors refer to the 

tremolo, if only obliquely.  Ganassi mentions the technique in a continuation of the passage quoted above, 

on dynamics: ñWith sad music, the bow should be drawn lightly and at times, one should even make the 

bowing arm tremble and do the same thing on the fingerboard to achieve the necessary effect."419  It is 

unclear exactly what Ganassi intends here; "trembling of the bow arm" could refer perhaps to either a 

tremolo (a rapid, unmeasured motion of the bow forwards and backwards), or perhaps a rapid change of 

pressure of the middle finger on the bow hair over the course of one bow stroke, producing a rapid 

fluctuation in amplitude, akin to the Italian vocal trillo .  The instruction to "do the same thing on the 

fingerboard" is equally mysteriousðis Ganassi referring to left hand vibrato, perhaps?  Woodfield thinks 

soð"Ganassi seems here to be referring to the effects now known as tremolando and vibrato, both, be it 

noted, to be used as a special plangent effect, not as an integral part of normal tone-production."420 

Simpsonôs reference to the tremolo is similarly ambiguous: "Some also affect a Shake or Tremble with 

the Bow, like the Shaking-Stop of an Organ, but the frequent use thereof is not (in my opinion) 

commendable."421  Bol believes Simpson is describing what Bol terms the ñtremolo,ò ña portato 

performed a little more quickly and in general carrying a larger number of notes... [which is] an ornament 

of vocal origin;ò this would again be Monteverdi's trillo . Kinney cautions the reader not to confuse Bolôs 

                                                 
417 Simpson, The Division-Violist, 9. 
418 Otterstedt, The Viol, 199. 
419 Ganassi/Bodig, Regola Rubertina, 4. 
420 Woodfield, An Early History, 168. 
421 Simpson, The Division-Violist, 9. 
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use of the word ñtremoloò with the modern sense of the word, "a rapid alternation of upbows and 

downbows on a single pitch."422   

 

Louli®ôs bowstrokes 

As previously mentioned, Loulié goes much farther than any other author in codifying and 

describing various types of bow strokes.  However, as Loulié left his work in an unfinished state, many of 

his terms are left either undefined or incompletely explained.  Later authors such as Bol, Hsu, and Teplow 

have done much to try to interpret and contextualize Louli®ôs work; however, they often arrive at 

divergent, mutually exclusive conclusions.  Alas, as it is with so much of the past, some of Louli®ôs 

intentions remain unknowable.  Another unknown is how widely accepted at the time Louli®ôs thinking 

about bowings was.  One is tempted to give credence to his ideas, as many of them are used in the 

writings and music of other French Baroque violists, particularly Marin Marais.  Louli®ôs description of 

the enflé aligns closely with Maraisô; and many of Louli®ôs bowstrokes have direct applications in 

Maraisô music.  In fact, much of our understanding of Loulié comes from research done into an original 

print of Maraisô second volume of Pièces de violes, housed at the Sibley Library at the Eastman School of 

Muisc (which I will refer to as óSibley II.ô)423  Twenty-two pieces in this volume contain handwritten 

annotations (mostly abbreviations of no more than a few letters) by an unknown source from that time 

period.  As Sarah Cunningham puts it, these markings ñamount to detailed instructions for the 

interpretation of these pieces, calling for a wealth of varied and expressive bow strokes and 

articulationsò424ðmore to the point, many of these markings correspond to terms used by Loulié, making 

                                                 
422 Bol trans. Kinney, The bass viol in the time of Marin Marais, 216. 
423 Marin Marais, Pieces de violes (Paris: Ch®z LôAutheur, Marais le fils, Hurel, H. Foucault, 1701), shelf mark 

vault M286.M299.2  
424 Sarah Cunningham, ñLessons from an Eighteenth-Century Master of the Viol: Some Markings in a Copy of 

Maraisô Book II,ò in A Viola da Gamba Miscellany: Proceedings of the International Viola Da Gamba Symposium, 

Utrecht 1991, edited by Johannes Boer and Guido van Oorschot (Utrecht: STIMU, Foundation for Historical 

Performance Practice, 1994), 85. 
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it possible to infer their meaning from their musical context.  Finally, Otterstedt affirms that Louli®ôs 

bowings were indeed descriptive of the common musical vocabulary of the time: ñLoulié's remarks 

underline how widespread these views were, not although, but because he was not among the prime stars 

of his time.  They are evidence not of Father Marais' finesse, but of what any common-or-garden violist 

knew.ò425 Perhaps it is debatable whether every ñgarden-variety violistò knew how to execute an exprimez 

jettez suivi d'un jetté; but Otterstedtôs larger point is well taken. 

Loulié begins his discussion on the "Different Bow-strokes"426 by describing four strokes 

categorized by the amount of bow used: "Long Strokes [Grandes Coups) are those made from the tip of 

the Bow to the wrist, or from the wrist to the tip.  Three-quarters (Trois quarts) are those which [use] 

three quarters of the Bow.  Half (Moitié). Little strokes (Petits coups): those which are made with the 

point.ò  Although these terms would seem to be more descriptive than instructional, they do have 

concordances in the literature: the term ñg(rand)ò is used in Sibley II (in conjunction with arpeggiated 

chords), and the comment to play ñlittle strokesò at the tip of the bow aligns with Simpsonôs advice given 

forty years earlier.    

 

The following section, ñBow-Strokes expressed (Coups dôArchet exprimez),ò heads off a list of these 

eight bowstrokes:  

 

                                                 
425 Otterstedt, The Viol, 202. 
426 Kinney, A Tempest, 54.  

Example 5: M. Marais, Prelude from Sibley II, #65 m. 25ï31 



 

 150 

Secs: Literally meaning ñdryò, Louli® defines this bow stroke as ñthat which has only that first 

impression of the wrist and which is not sustained.ò427  The première impression, discussed previously, is 

executed thusly: ñPress on the string with the hair at the tip of the bow, pushing down on the hair fairly 

hard with the middle finger as though you wanted to bite into or scrape the string; close the wrist by 

turning it backward ever so little to the right, and do all this in almost the same instant of time.ò  Marin 

Marais introduced the sec bowing in Book V, although he couldnôt seem to be bothered with defining it: 

ñI will content myself solely with explaining a few things, such as the word 'Sec'.  It really describes 

itself.ò428   Bol provides some context:  

ñWhat strikes us is that Marais has consistently placed the word 'sec' under the note which 

immediately precedes a chord.  What he wanted to achieve is perfectly clear: the very shortð

'dry'ðplaying of the relevant quarter-notes in order, so to speak, to disengage the chords which 

follow [them].  In all probabilityðunfortunately Marais does not explain himself on this pointð

the quarter-notes in question ought to be performed as eighth-notes (or perhaps even as 

16th notes), given the fact that in several other analogous situations in the Ve Livre Marais does 

not put the word 'sec' but indicates the exact duration in the notation."429   

 

Marais uses the sec marking very sparingly in Book V, in only a trio of pieces.430 Bolôs claim that the sec 

is used solely on the note preceding a chord is often, but not always, the case.  What is more consistent is 

the fact that Marais always uses the sec on a weak, unaccented beatðperhaps the intention is to set off 

and emphasize the following downbeat.  Cunningham also speculates that the sc marking in Sibley II 

could indicate a sec; it is used here on the (weak-beat) note before a large leap, both downwards and 

upwards.    

                                                 
427 Ibid., 58. 
428 Marais ed. Gammie, Marin Marais Translated, 6.  
429 Bol trans. Kinney, The bass viol in the time of Marin Marais, 217. 
430 Pièces number 94, 95, and 112. 

Example 6: M. Marais, Allemande la Bailly Duchené from Book V, m. 1ï3, 5ï6 
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Coupé: Interpreted as ñcut off,ò Louli® introduces this term only to immediately dismiss it: 

ñCoupé and sec are the same.ò  Puzzling, then, as to why Loulié felt the need to introduce a second term 

to indicate the same concept.  Kinney hypothesizes that perhaps the coupé indicates a staccato with the 

bow stopped on the string.  Hsu offers an elaboration: ñ...we can conclude that this is a bow stroke in 

which the sound is cut off after the attack... Unlike the enflé, the sec or coupé is not indicated by a 

symbol.  Contemporary sources do not discuss where the use of the sec might be appropriate; the 

performer himself must determine when to use this bow stroke.ò431  This is not entirely the case ï the 

symbol c is used in Sibley II, which Cunningham interprets as indicating a coupé.   

 

 

Furthermore, Cunningham suggests that, due to the context in which it is usedðon longer notes with one- 

or two-finger vibrato indicated, or on a three-note chord also marked with a g(rand coup dôarchet)ðthe 

coupé might need a slightly different interpretation than a sec, perhaps indicating ñan actual gesture for 

the end of the note, giving a rhythmic impulse to the cut-off;ò432 a charming concept. 

 

Soutenus or nourris: Translating as ñsustainedò or ñnourished,ò Loulié defines this bowstroke as 

"the sustaining of the power of the sound at the middle and at the end, just as at the beginning [of 

the bowstroke]."433  Otterstedt observes that "Nourris and soutenus denote such sounds which, in a 

manner of speaking, require constant supplies of energy;"434  while Hsu contributes that "in a certain 

                                                 
431 Hsu, A Handbook, 11. 
432 Cunningham, ñLessons from an Eighteenth-Century Master,ò 87. 
433 Ibid., 55. 
434 Otterstedt, The Viol, 202. 

Example 7: M. Marais, Boutade from Sibley II, #127, m. 5ï9 



 

 152 

sense, this is the stroke most nearly akin to the basic approach in modern string playing."435 It is certainly 

true that todayôs string players are taught to apply equal weight and energy throughout the bowstroke, so 

that the sound produced at the tip of the bow is the same as that produced at the frog, whether downbow 

or upbow.  Neither Loulié nor Marais uses or defines a special symbol to designate a soutenu or nourri 

bowstroke; however, the abbreviations sou and sout appear in Sibley II.  Their usage in that document 

reinforce Louli®ôs definition, to play ñnot just legato, leaving the bow on the string, but actively 

sustaining, keeping the volume up.ò436 

 

 

Enflez (enflé):  While Loulié is technically the first to discuss this term, it is Marin Marais who is 

best known for introducing the enflé to the public in his third volume of Pièces de Viole (1711):  

ñThe most beautiful pieces lose immeasurably in their agreeableness if they are not executed in 

the style that is proper to them, and being unable to give an idea of this style by utilising ordinary 

notes I have been obliged to supply new symbols capable of making those who will play my 

pieces acquainted with my views.  [the symbol e] signifies that it is necessary to express, or swell 

the bow-stroke [exprimer ou enfler], by pressing more or less upon the string according as the 

piece demands it, and this [can be] sometimes at the start of the beat or on the value of the dot 

[after the note], just as the mark indicates it.  In this manner one gives soul to the pieces, which, 

without this, would be too monotonous.ò437   

 

In this passage, Marais highlights the dual purpose of this bowstrokeðboth to ñexpressò and to ñswell.ò  

The word express also has a dual meaningðeither to convey a thought or feeling, or to squeeze or press 

in order to expel out a substance.  Marais was doubtless aware of and took advantage of this double 

meaningðthe enflé bowing achieves expressivity through pressing on the string to effect a swell in 

dynamics.  Marais allows for a variety of interpretations of the enfléðñpressing more or less . . . as the 

                                                 
435 Hsu, A Handbook, 12. 
436 Cunningham, ñLessons from an Eighteenth-Century Master,ò 90. 
437 Kinney, A Tempest, 44. 

Example 8: M. Marais, Courante from Sibley II, #25, m. 10ï13 
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piece demands itòðand informs the reader that he will place the e marking either at the beginning of a 

note or after it, indicating a change in function depending on its placement.  Later authors show some 

disparity in how they interpret the two placements of the enflé.  Hoffmann offers perhaps the most 

nuanced understanding of the technique: ñIf [the e] stands immediately above the note-head then it means 

an accent, often with extravagant Baroque-style rhythmic effects, as for example . . . [when] it falls 

unexpectedly on the lightly accented beat.   

 

 

An 'e' shifted to the right, however, means a swelling of the bow-stroke, i.e. a messa di voce, and is used 

in particular to highlight harmonically expressive passages.ò438   

 

 

Bol has a subtler interpretation of the use of the enflé on top of a note, taking it to mean an 'horizontal' 

accent, i.e. tenuto sign; but his definition of the e placed after the note is rather more literal, stating that 

the "e-sign exclusively [indicated] a crescendo.  What must be done afterwards depends on 

circumstances..."439  Loulié, writing a decade before the publication of Maraisô third volume (Loulié 

                                                 
438 Hoffmann, The Viola da Gamba, 255. 
439 Bol trans. Kinney, The bass viol in the time of Marin Marais, 225. 

Example 10: M. Marais, Prelude from Book V, #1, m. 1-7 

Example 9: M. Marais, Caprice from Book V, #4, m. 10ï12, 16ï18 
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would never read Maraisô definition of the enflé as he passed away nine years earlier), has a more 

straightforward definition, focusing more on the technique of the enflé rather than its esthetic 

implications: ñIn the Bow-Stroke that one wants to express after the preparationðthat is to say, after the 

rest spoken of, which precedes the wrist-motion that begins the Bow-strokeðone must not scrape the 

string; one must begin by making it sound as little as possible and increasing the power of the sound 

gradually which one continues to push or draw the bow.ò440  Perhaps it is Louli®ôs definition of the enflé 

that causes writers like Otterstedt to state, rather reductively, that an "enfler is the same as crescendo,"441 

an opinion apparently shared by Bol.  However, I believe Maraisô description is a bit subtler; the 

execution of the ñswellò is open to interpretation and situation-specific.  Marais makes frequent use of the 

enflé in his latter three volumes; it appears on nearly every page of books 3, 4, and 5.  

 

Jettez (jetté): Literally meaning ñthrown,ò to execute this bowing, ñwhen the wrist-stroke has been 

given, one passes on quickly to the preparation of the following Bow-stroke.ò  This description implies 

that the bow is removed from the string in the course of executing this gesture.  Kinney believes that 

Louli®ôs intention was a ña casting off from the string, coinciding with a release of bow-pressure upon it, 

a ójettisoningô as it were of weight from upon the string.ò442  Although Marais does not mention the jetté, 

Kinneyôs definintion is borne out by its usage in Sibley II, where it is indicated by the abbreviation jt.  

Teplow confirms that the jetté is ñone of the most frequently encountered bowing nuances in Sibley 

II ,ò443  indicated by the abbreviation jt, with Cunningham adding that the jetté ñis one of the most useful 

concepts, technically, in the whole book,ò adding later that ñin this source, it almost always appears on a 

short note before string-crossing, and gives the double benefit of a quick and lively attack and a very 

                                                 
440 Kinney, A Tempest, 55. 
441 Otterstedt, The Viol, 202. 
442 Kinney, A Tempest, 60. 
443 Teplow, Performance Practice, 50. 
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efficient and clean string-crossing, since the same bow gesture takes us to the preparation of the next 

note.ò444   

  

I would suggest that the jetté is used both as the ending of one bow stroke (on one string) and the 

preparation of the subsequent one (on another string), enabling the string being left to vibrate, in 

conjunction with a left hand tenüe to make sure that it does.   

Hsu, on the other hand, arrives at a completely different conclusion about the execution of the 

jettéðhe believes that Louli® means ñthat the jetté lacks the attack, and that, depending upon the length 

of the note, the jetté has only the middle and the end or just the end of the basic bow stroke.  The jetté, 

therefore, is best conceived of as a basic bow stroke without the initial pluck.ò445  This definition of the 

stroke as lacking an attack is puzzling, given that Loulié states that the only part of the bow stroke the 

jetté possesses is the wrist stroke, which he defines as ñbiting into or scraping the stringòðthat is, the 

attack.  Hsu would seem to be alone in this line of thinkingðit is possible he wrote his Handbook before 

becoming aware of Sibley IIôs (re-)discovery.446   

   

De double expression: Louli® defines this compound gesture thusly: ñwhen one has expressed half 

or three quarters of the Bow, one expresses with still more force the remainder of the Bow, and the latter 

quickly.  The rest of the Bow is ordinarily a jetté.ò  Hsu makes a connection between Louli®ôs definition 

                                                 
444 Cunningham, ñLessons from an Eighteenth-Century Master,ò 88. 
445 Hsu, A Handbook, 12. 
446 Teplow and Cunningham both credit Mary Elliotôs masterôs thesis as first providing an analysis of Sibley II ï 

Mary Elliott, ñTechnique and Style in the Performance of Marais: an Examination of Eighteenth-Century 

Handwritten Markings in Livre IIemeò (Masterôs thesis, Stanford University Department of Music, 1979), which is 

unfortunately not available through ProQuest. 
  

Example 11: M. Marais, Prelude from Sibley II, #65, m. 49ï52 



 

 156 

of the double expression and Marais's dotted slurs (i.e., hooked bowing)ðthey are both describing "the 

execution of two or more bow strokes in the same direction", a technique Hsu terms a "multiple-gesture 

bow stroke."447  In fact Hsu claims that the "double expression is indicated either by dots above or below 

notes that are connected by a slur or by two successive p's or t's.ò448  This claim does not seem to take into 

account Loulié's very specific measurement to express "half or three quarters of the bow" or the 

instruction to then press "again quickly with more force for the rest of the bow," which would seem to 

describe a much more specific musical situation than a mere hooked bowing.  The bow stroke finishing 

with a jeté implies a preparation for and a connection to a subsequent bow-stroke; a concept Hsu would 

term a ñmultiple-bow gesture.ò   

 

Exprimez jettez: There seems to be less consensus on the execution of this bow stroke than on any 

other.  Contemporary authors canôt even agree on how to translate Louli®ôs definition, which is quite 

brief: ñCôest lorsquôon a exprim® un coup dôArchet on passe viste a la preparation du coup suivant.ò449   

Kinney begins the translation: "When one has expressed a Bow-stroke . . . ;ò Otterstedt, ñWhen the 

impulse of the wrist has been given . . . ;"450 and Hsu, "When one, having executed a swell . . . "451  

Kinney continues the translation with: ñone passes on quickly to the preparation of the following 

stroke.ò  Otterstedt expounds: ñthat is, the stroke has to be ended briskly to be ready for beginning the 

next note, for example in two up-strokes after a chord.ò  While Otterstedtôs understanding is fairly 

straightforward, Hsu chooses to go deep on this one, as part of a larger description of multiple-bow 

gesturesðunfortunately, Hsuôs description of the exprimez jettez is dependent on his (likely incorrect) 

definition of the jetté as lacking an initial attack.  Whether or not one agrees with Hsuôs line of logic, one 

can only admire the depth of thought he has given the subject.  What perhaps is most plausible is that the 

                                                 
447 Hsu, A Handbook, 5. 
448 Ibid., 14. 
449 Bol, La Basse de Viole, 290. 
450 Otterstedt, The Viol, 202. 
451 Hsu, A Handbook, 15. 
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exprimez jettez is just that: a hybrid of the exprimez (enflé) and jetté bowstrokes, in which one first swells 

the note, then quickly prepares for the next bowstroke, probably in conjunction with a string crossing.  

  

Exprimez jettez suivi d'un jetté: Loulié never defines or elaborates on this bowstroke.  Kinney 

offers an interpretation: ñthe exprimez-jettez is executed by a bow-stroke consisting of a rapidly 

increasing pressure followed by a release of pressure.  The exprimez jettez suivi dôun jett®, the same plus a 

casting of the bow from off of the string."452  Hsu illuminates Louli®ôs use of the word exprimer, and as 

usual offers a more elaborate definition of this term, which again unfortunately is reliant on his 

understanding of the jeté as lacking an attack:  

ñAlthough Louli® uses exprimé as an alternate term for enflé, in his definitions for enflé, double 

expression, and exprimé jetté the verb exprimer seems to imply the act of pressing the middle 

finger on the hair.  Hence, an exprimé jetté may be described as a bow stroke in which the hair is 

pressed and the tension not released fully until the second of the two bow strokes.  The exprimé 

jetté is, consequently, a two-bow gesture, and the exprim® jett® suivi dôun jett® a three-bow 

gesture, since it takes two and three bow strokes respectively to complete the tension-release 

gesture."453   

 

Ultimately, neither Kinneyôs nor Hsuôs definitions of the exprimez jettez suivi dôun jet® are 

completely convincing.  Perhaps Hsu has a point about this gesture taking place over more than 

one bow-stroke:  the expression ñsuivi dôun jet®ò (followed by a jeté) would imply a second bow-

stroke is necessary; or perhaps a hooked bowing is implied, with the second jeté occurring 

further out the bow once the exprimez jettez is accomplished. 

 

Traisné and filé 

These two terms are not discussed by Loulié, but were introduced by Marin Marais in Book V, for which, 

as he did for the sec bowing, he offers the briefest of explanations: "The words "traisné [i.e. traîné, 

                                                 
452 Kinney, A Tempest, 60. 
453 Hsu, A Handbook, 5. 



 

 158 

dragged out] or "filé" [spun out] signify one and the same thing, and it is not necessary to explain it since 

it is well enough understood by itself."454  If only that were so!  Like the sec indication, Marais only uses 

these terms a handful of times in Book V: the traisné in four pieces, and the filé in only one.455  However, 

the filé also features in Sibley II.  According to Kinney, ñThe passages marked filé in the music seem to 

imply an unslurred legato, usually of eighth-notes, as a contrast to a previous staccato style.  Traisné 

would thus, signifying óthe same thingô, mean a sostenuto articulation.ò456   

 

 

Teplow has the clearest explanation of the filé bowing: ñFrom other sources and its musical application, it 

is clear that filé suggests the use of smooth, even, and connected bow strokes.  It is usually found on 

relatively short notes that are often slurred two by two and offers contrast to surrounding passages 

containing leaps.  Filé is used to temper or de-emphasize the quality of movement in short notes or to lend 

weight to stressed notes."457  Cunningham concurs with these observations, noting also that as the filé is 

used in Sibley II ñit would counteract the tendency to clip the second of two slurred notes.ò458 

 

 

                                                 
454 Kinney, A Tempest, 46. 
455 Traisné: pieces #10, 31, 93, and 94; filé: #58.  
456 Ibid., 47. 
457 Teplow, Performance Practice, 70. 
458 Cunningham, ñLessons from an Eighteenth-Century Master,ò 89. 

Example 12: M. Marais, La Simplicité Paysanne from Book V, #94, m. 1-6 

Example 13: M. Marais, Allemande from Sibley II, #24, m. 21ï24 
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Ricochet 

As a kind of coda, it should be mentioned that Le Blanc briefly mentions the ricochet bowstroke, 

a quick, almost uncontrolled bouncing of the bow on the strings.  The quote reads, ñman began music 

with airs and pièces.  In these, the neatness of ricochets and tours de gozier . . . ;ò459 Le Blanc does not 

further discuss or define this bow stroke.  In a footnote Jackson elaborates that ñRicochet here means off-

the-string bowings, which Le Blanc later specifically describes as characterizing Marais's playing [Le 

Blanc describes Maraisô bowstrokes as being ñall in the airò].  It should be pointed out that Jean Rousseau 

emphatically disapproved of them."460  IndeedðRousseau has this to say about the ricochet:  ñone should 

never employ those passages with the Bow from high to low and low to high that are called Ricochets 

[Kinney translates as óreboundsô]; and which one endures only with distress even in Violin Playing.ò461   

Although, as Rousseau states, this bow stroke is much more idiomatic to instruments played with an 

overhand bow hold, Kinney does allow that the ricochet bowing is, in fact, possible on the viol:  ñ[the 

ricochet] can, indeed, be executed as a percussion stroke with a viol bow, rebounding it about midway 

between the tip and the pressing middle finger.ò462  Perhaps the ricochet had been in use for some time 

before RousseauðSimpson could have been alluding to the technique in the previously-quoted passage 

about the use of the wrist: ñwe must allow so much stiffness to the wrist as may command the Bow on, 

and off the String, at every Note, if occasion so require.ò  Roland Marais may also be suggesting the use 

of the ricochet with the instruction "to play rapid passages, the plain notes which do not stand out are 

played with the lifted bow.  That is to say that the bow must not be dragged across, but rather the note 

must be lifted.ò463  However, interpreting this passage is complicated by Maraisô use of the verb enlesver, 

which could be translated either as ñlifted,ò or merely ñdetached.ò  

  

                                                 
459 Jackson, "Hubert Le Blanc's Defense de la viole," 17. 
460 Ibid. 
461 Rousseau trans. Kinney, Traité de la Viole, 49ï50. 
462 Kinney, A Tempest, 60. 
463 Marais trans. Gammie, Accompanying Rules, 3. 
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Chapter 6: Bowing Rules 

 
ñYou must practice not only in one direction but also the other.  This is like the task of the 

fencing teacher.  If by chance one cannot make use of the right hand in a fencing match, the 

teacher will show you how to use the left arm or hand.  You will do the same in bowing.ò464  

 

ï Sylvestro Ganassi 

 

ñ. . . since above all the bow must have its way.ò465  

 

ï Riccardo Rognoni 

 

This chapter will deal specifically with instructions on how to bow passages of musicðwhen to 

push and when to pull.  Although bowing rules could be considered an aspect of performance practice, 

rather than technique, even the beginning student will be confronted with musical situations in which the 

ñas-it-comesò method of bowing is either not possible or well suited.  Therefore, it is best to be equipped 

with some historically informed bowing strategies.  

Unsurprisingly, our wise old master Ganassi is the first of our authors to discuss viol bowings.  

First, he defines the two directions the bow can travel: ñYou should know... that there are two bow 

strokes, one forward and one backwardðforward being the push bow and backward, the pull bow.ò  Peter 

points out that the words Ganassi uses to refer to the two bow strokes, dritto and roverso, translate 

literally into ñdownò and ñreverse;ò since Ganassi holds the viol at a sharp angle (like a lute), the push-

bow would move in the direction of the floor, or literally downwardsðso Ganassiôs dritto does in fact 

mean to ñpush.ò466  Ganassi is the first to state what would become a universally accepted maxim of viol 

bowing: ñThe first stroke in bowing should always be a push bow, if you are playing a passage consisting 

of cromes or any other small note value.  If you bow in this manner, you will get a good sound.  When 

you begin the first stroke with a pull bow, you proceed in a contrary motion."467  Despite this rule, 

                                                 
464 Ganassi/Bodig, Regola Rubertina, 6. 
465 Rognoni trans. Dickey, Passaggi, 37. 
466 Ganassi/Peter, Regola Rubertina, 10. 
467 Ibid. 
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Ganassi advises practicing reverse bowings as well, as the quote at the beginning of this chapter 

ill ustrates.  Chapter fifteen of Lettione Seconda presents symbols to indicate bow direction: ñwhenever 

you see associated with numbers [i.e., tablature] for a chord, a dot under the lower number, you always 

take the bow stroke from above and in such a way as to pull away from the viol with the arm [i.e. pull-

bow].  If the number or numbers have no dot whatever, that means the chord should be played from 

below in such a way that you bring yourself nearer the viol with your arm [i.e. push-bow] . . . Whenever 

there is a dot underneath, either in a chord or in single notes, it is intended to indicate pulling the bow 

away from the viol with the arm but without raising the bow from the viol.ò468  Woodfield comments on 

page 162 of The Early History . . . : ñUnfortunately, this system leaves plenty of room for error; a dot is a 

very easy symbol for a printer to forgetðthere are in fact several bars in which the dots appear to have 

been omitted by accidentðand conversely a single spurious blob of ink in the wrong place can easily 

wreck the sense of an entire passage.ò  Perhaps this is why Ganassiôs method of using dots was not 

adopted by subsequent authorsðGanassi also used dots in different locales around a tablature number to 

indicate left hand fingerings, as well, resulting in some very fly-specked tablature, indeed!  

Ganassi provides bowings for the ricercare and the song Io vorei Dio d'amor in the Lettione 

Seconda.  Some of Ganassiôs bowings pose more questions than provide obvious solutions to bowing 

problemsðfor example, the reasons for beginning both sections of the Recercar Primo on a pull bow, 

followed by a double push, are a mystery.   

 

                                                 
468 Ganassi/Bodig, Regola Rubertina, 53. 

Example 14: Ganassi, Recercar Primo from Lettione seconda, m. 1ï2; 8ï9 
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 Double pulls and double pushes are quite common, although slurs are neither described nor 

notated anywhere in the bookðperhaps the intention is to execute a hooked bowing.  Woodfield claims 

that this is indeed the case, and reminds us that ñGanassi explains how to do this.  The bow should not be 

lifted from the strings, but the player should stress ('calcare') the second note a little.  So two bow strokes 

in one direction do not (in Ganassi's notation) imply a true legato; both notes are to be 

articulated.ò469  Other double-push situations seem to require a re-take of the bow, although Ganassi does 

not describe this technique either.  For example, the last two notes of the Ricercar Primo:  

 

 The fact that Io vorei and the Recercar Segundo begin on a pull-bow shows advance planningð

Ganassi had warned earlier that "...small note values might occur in uneven numbers, you must know that 

you begin on a pull bow in such cases."  Note that, here, opening with a pull-bow results in the dotted half 

notes falling on a push-bow, and the pairs of half notes are then played in push-pull pairs: 

 

However, this apparent advance planning is not always in evidenceðmany of Ganassiôs bowings 

seem arbitrary.  Woodfield provides some keen historical insight as to why this is so: ñUnlike the solo 

ricercars which are bowed fairly consistently according to the principles outlined in the text, the chordal 

ricercars and the accompanied madrigal are bowed with considerable freedom.  As Ganassi points out, his 

                                                 
469 Woodfield, The Early History, 162. 

Example 15: Ganassi, Recercar Primo from Lettione seconda, m. 16ïend 

Example 16: Ganassi, Recercar Secondo from Lettione seconda, m. 1ï4 
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viol accompaniment to the madrigal 'Io vorei Dio d'amore' is an imitation of the style of playing 

associated with the lira da braccio.  Realising that the chordal style is not ideally suited to the viol, 

Ganassi recommends several modifications to the instrument... Though he does not mention the matter in 

the text, Ganassi also seems to expect the viol player to emulate the bowing technique of the lira da 

braccio.  All three chordal pieces in Lettione Seconda begin with a down-bow, the stressed bow stroke of 

instruments played a braccio like the lira .  This attempt to copy the style of bowing associated with 

the lira da braccio may account for the fact that these chordal pieces are bowed so inconsistently.  

Substantial sections of the viol accompaniment to the madrigal are, when repeated, bowed back to 

front.  This should not be taken as evidence of a somewhat cavalier attitude to bowing in general, for 

Ganassi, notwithstanding the obscurity and imprecision of some of his writing, was something of a pedant 

at heart, but it does indicate that he had not fully worked out the implications of adapting the lira 's 

chordal style to the viol.ò470  

Riccardo Rognoni is the next to offer advice on viol bowing strategies:  

ñSince on string instruments it is difficult to pull and push the bow in beginning to play, you must 

always pull the bow if you play the viola da gamba, and also the viola da braccio; but short 

gropetti are made pushing and pulling [the bow] as you wish, and also taking a new bow when 

you find quarter notes in the middle of eighths, or eighth notes in the middle of quarters.  Or you 

can make two notes in one bow, because you cannot make a long division if the bow does not go 

correctly, for on the viola da gamba the bow must be pushed on the eighth notes and sixteenths 

and on the viola da braccio it must be pulled on the eighths and sixteenths.  This refers always to 

playing a long division since above all the bow must have its way.ò471   

 

To me, the most pertinent information is contained in the penultimate sentence:  on the viol, long strings 

of fast notes should begin on a push bow.  A corollary to that rule is the instruction to ñtake a new bowò 

when finding ñquarter notes in the middle of eighths, or eighth notes in the middle of quartersò; the 

implication is that a double push is required in these situations.  This conclusion is bolstered by the 

following alternative suggestion to correct the bowing by slurring two notes.  Rognoni is the first author 

to differentiate between the bowing styles of the da gamba and the da braccio instrumentsðon the viol 

                                                 
470 Ibid., 163. 
471 Rognoni trans. Dickey, Passaggi, 37. 
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the push is the strong direction; on the violin (presumably played with an overhand bow hold, although 

Rognoni does not specify this) it is the pull.  However, the first sentence quoted above would seem to 

contradict this observationðIôm unclear as to what Rognoni means by ñyou must always pull the bow if 

you play the viola da gamba, and also the viola da braccio.ò  Surely he does not mean that every bow 

stroke a violist plays should be a pull; perhaps he is referring to the first note of a piece, in which case he 

seems to be offering contradictory information.    

Francesco Rognoni, as did Ganassi, provides a definition of the two bow directions, and a symbol 

to identify them: "You should know that this sign <T> (tirare) means to draw the bow downwards, and 

<P> (pontare) means to thrust it upwards.ò472  However, Francesco then rather muddies the waters with 

the following sentence: ñThe way of bowing is this: the bow is always pulled down in beginning a piece 

and [after] any rest because pushing, apart from being ugly to see, is not its natural way.ò473  This last 

point is debatable - Hoffmann points out that ñthe painters of his time certainly do not share Rognoniôs 

opinion: in their paintings viol-players are usually shown holding the bow at the point or on the upper half 

of the strings and only very rarely at the frog.ò474  What is inescapable is the conclusion that both 

Rognonis state that both the viol and the violin should move the bow in the direction of the frog (tirare) 

on strong beats, and in the direction of the tip (pontare) on weak ones, with the exception of playing 

ñlong divisionsò of fast notes.  Dickey points out that ñthe only way to get around these conclusions is to 

assume that the words tirare and pontare mean the opposite on the gamba, so that tirare means tip to frog 

and pontare, frog to tip.  If we were dealing with the English terms 'pull' and 'push' or with directional 

terms such as 'up' (su) and 'down' (giù), perhaps such a case could be made.ò475   However, Dickey points 

out that the Italian term pontare is clear in its reference to the point or tip of the bow, so this alternate 

interpretation is not possible: ñclearly, if we want to take the Rognonis seriously as the most important 

Italian sources on string playing at the turn of the 17th century, we must come to terms with these 

                                                 
472 Ibid., 42. 
473 Ibid., 40. 
474 Hoffmann, The Viola da Gamba, 149. 
475 Rognoni trans. Dickey, Passaggi, 32. 
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uncomfortable conclusions.ò476  There is much food for thought here.  While the Rognonis very well may 

have been observing contemporary viol practice, as Dickey claims, no other viol pedagogue before or 

after advocates for beginning pieces on a pull-bow, so make of this passage what you will.  For example, 

the next author to address bowing rules, Mersenne, had this to say on the subject: ñI wish still to add what 

pertains to the bow strokes, which go all contrary to those of the violins, since one pushes them up on the 

first note, and pulls down on the second, and so forth.ò477 Strangely, Mersenne makes no mention of the 

fact that this is the result of the viol's underhand bow hold.   

Simpson is the next author to affirm the primacy of the push-bow, and offers some advice on how 

to correct bowings:  

ñConcerning the Bow, observe; that when you see an even number of Quavers [8th notes], 

Semiquavers, &c... you must begin with your Bow Forward [push]: Yea, though the Bow were 

imployed Forward in the next Note before them.  But, if the Number be Odd; . . . (which always 

happens by reason of some Prick-Note or odd Rest) the first of that odd Number must be playôd 

Backward [pull]. And this is most properly the Motion of the Bow, although not absolutely 

without exception.ò478   

 

These instructions are echoed by Playford.  Simpson elaborates a few pages later, allowing for ñan 

Exception against the Rule of Beginning every even Number, Forward: in which the Quickness of Motion 

doth not admit a Change of the Bow; but you must [then] play them (as necessity will enforce you) some 

Forward; and some Backward.  Also quick Notes, Skipping from the Treble to the Bass, and so pursued; 

are best exprest with Contrary Bows.ò479  On the subject of ñcontrary bows,ò Bol makes the claim that in 

passages that skip ñfrom the Treble to the Bassò it is better to push on the low notes and pull on the high 

notes, regardless of rhythmic placement, on the grounds that ñwith the back of the hand turned 

downwards one has less power in playing downbow than in playing upbow, one would risk . . . not being 

able to make the low notes come out sufficiently [if played downbow], the more so in that the low strings 

                                                 
476 Ibid. 
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resound less readily than the high strings.ò480  To which Kinney adds that to play higher notes that fall on 

the beat ñdownbow is correct, but not for the reasons Bol gives.  It is not because the bow is held palm 

upward, nor because of the accentuation nor the inertia of low strings, but because the vertical position of 

the instrument (as also with the violoncello under like conditions) would result in awkward arm 

movements if the low notes are played downbow.ò  It is possible that Simpson intended ñcontrary bowsò 

in the sense of ñoppositeò bowing, in which case all three authors are in violent agreement! 

Playford is the first author to re-affirm Ganassiôs instruction that the first note of a piece should 

be on a push-bow (strangely Simpson did not make this point), and offers a refinement: ñ...if there be an 

odd Note at the beginning of a Lesson, as usually there is in Ayres and Corants, then you strike it with 

drawing the Bow backwards; and if there be no odd Note, then your first Note is strooke with the Bow 

put forward.ò  Strangely, this helpful information on the proper bowing of pickup notes only appears in 

the second edition (1655) of An Introduction to the Skill of Musick, on page 50ðlater editions would omit 

this passage in favor of the previously-mentioned information on how to bow odd versus even numbers of 

fast notes. 

 Dubuisson is the first author to provide us with detailed rules for bowing under various musical 

circumstances.  Cheney gives credence to the validity of Dubuissonôs bowing instructions: ñsignificant is 

the early date of the rules for bowing dance pieces, which anticipate those published by Muffat in 

1698.  Muffat claimed to give the rules for bowing as he learned them under Lully in Paris during the 

1660s; the instructions here [in Dubuisson] offer nothing to contradict Muffat's suggestions.ò481  

Dubuisson gives us five instructions regarding bowings (here quoted from Kinney, A Tempest, page 

14).  The first of these states: ñThe first of two or four Notes of equal value should always be played 

upbow [en poussant, push].  In triple meter the First of three equal notes should always be played 

downbow [tirée, pull] when at the beginning of a strain.ò Dubuisson is the first author to address bowings 

in triple meter, and his instruction has profound implications for the bowing of the sarabande.  Although 
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Dubuisson did not provide bowings in his music, note how starting his Sarabande in D minor with a pull-

bow results in all the dotted quarter notes falling on a push: 

 

 

This rhythm of three quarter notes followed by a dotted quarter note appears quite frequently in French 

Baroque sarabandes, and bowing it in this manner implies a two-bar phrase structure with the emphasis 

on the downbeat of the second bar. 

 The second of Dubuissonôs rules states: ñIf, after a rest, the note is of the same value, it must be 

played down-bow, but if the note is worth more than the rest it must be played up-bow.  The same is 

understood for the half and double rest, as well as for the half rest, which is worth one half-note.  But 

when the rest is of the value of the whole note, the following note must be played up-bow.ò  This 

instruction would seem to be describing the difference between pickup notes starting on a weak beat after 

a rest, and notes starting on a strong beat.  It also could be describing syncopated entrances.  However, the 

situations Dubuisson describes involving rests do not occur in his music (making it odd that he spilled so 

much ink on the subject).  The only instance this rule makes a real impact is in the opening measure of the 

D Major Prelude, which begins with a quarter note rest on beat one followed by three quarter notes: 

 

The third rule states: ñWhen a half note occurs upbow followed by two quarters, or whenever a 

quarter-note occurs upbow followed by two eighth-notes, one must be free to play upbow also the first of 

the latter two, or play them both downbow, which can be done on a single bow-stroke by slurring when 

the notes are on two adjacent degrees.ò  This rule would seem to be a corollary of beginning an even 

numbered group of notes on a push-bow; reinforcing Simpsonôs earlier rule.  Curiously this situation only 

Example 18: Dubuisson, Prelude in D major, m. 1ï2 

Example 17: Dubuisson, Sarabande in D minor, m. 1ï6 
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arises once in this manuscript: the A minor Prelude has a passage of an eighth note followed by six 

sixteenth notesðmight this rule apply here?   

 

I'm inclined to think that it does, and that slurring the first two sixteenth notes is an elegant bowing 

solution.  

 The fourth rule states: ñAfter a dotted note the following one must always be played downbow 

even though [if] the dotted note is itself a downbow.ò  Most of the time this bowing rule is common-sense 

and practical, particularly in duple meters. Worth noting is the effect this rule has on movements that are 

in triple time, specifically the Gigues (bowings are mine):  

 

In this passage, observing this rule results in long strings of dotted quarter ï eighth ï quarter notes being 

bowed pull ï pull ï push; while not necessarily problematic this bowing prevents the longer note values 

(which are on a strong beat) from being played with a push bow.  However, this bowing rule is certainly 

perfectly executable, as long as one takes care not to emphasize the upbow quarter note on the weak third 

beat of the measure.  This bowing rule is by far the most frequently occurring one in Dubuisson's music, 

and the one with the biggest impact on how a piece is bowed overall.  

And lastly, the fifth of Dubuissonôs rules states: ñWhen a note occurs before the barline at the 

beginning of a piece it should always be downbow.ò This comment, referring to the pickup note, concurs 

with Playfordôs earlier statement.  Strangely, Dubuisson does not mention whether a piece should start 

upbow by default, if it begins on the downbeat.  Many of the anacruses in his pieces are preceded by a 

rest of equal value; in which case both this rule and rule number two, above, would apply.   

Example 19: Dubuisson, Prelude in A minor, m. 14ï16 

Example 20: Dubuisson, Gigue in D Major, m. 16ï21 
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 As previously mentioned, Dubuisson does not provide bowing indications; however, the 

manuscript does feature mysterious fermata-like markings that are used in conjunction with shorter note 

values, which could refer to bowings:   

 

While Coeyman claims that ñNo modern scholar has been able to decipher [their] meaning,ò482 Kinney 

believes that these markings indicate an ñupbow stroke.ò  One wonders, though, whether Kinney actually 

meant ñdownbowò or pull-bow; because, as many of the short notes that are marked with this symbol 

follow a dotted note, by Dubuissonôs own logic (see: Rule Four) they must be played with a pull-bow.  

Cheney defines these markings as referring to a ñbowstroke in [the] same direction,ò483 i.e. a hooked 

bowing; perhaps this is the correct interpretation.  

Danoville also left us only with written bowing guidelines rather than bowed pieces of music.  As 

Marais did, first he defines the two directions of the bow, poussé and tiré, marked with p and t - this 

terminology would become common practice with all the French Baroque violists.  In his first bowing 

rule, Danoville, agreeing with Ganassi, Simspon, Playford, et. al., states that when playing faster notes, if 

there is an ñeven number, push [i.e. first note upbow], and odd number, pull.ò  But he then provides this 

caveat: ñNotice that in this Odd number, if the first two Crotchets or Quavers are linked with a little 

Circle [i.e. connected by a slur], of necessity these first two must be pushed;ò484 resulting in an even 

number of bow strokes.  Puzzling sentences like this must be what Kinney was referring to when he 

described Danoville's writing as being full of ñclumsy constructions and often grammatically incorrect 

                                                 
482 Dubuisson, Coeyman, and Beecher, Four Suites for Solo Bass Viol, 1. 
483 Cheney, Recueil De Pìeces De Viole, 4. 
484 Kinney, A Tempest, 38ï9. 

 

Example 21: Dubuisson, Courante in D major, m. 12ï20 
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phraseology.ò485  Danovilleôs second bowing rule is the same as Dubuissonôs fourth rule: ñIf in the course 

of a Solo one arrives at a downbow [pull] on a Dotted Crotchet, one will be obliged to play the following 

Quaver downbow again.ò  However, again Danoville provides a caveat: ñone is exempted from following 

Rules of this kind in the performance of Gigues, because [in them] one must go as the Bow is encountered 

[i.e. as it comes].ò  This refinement solves the problem of sequences of dotted quarter ï eighth ï quarter 

notes, a rhythm that occurs frequently in gigues, being played pull - pull ï push, as we found in 

Dubuissonôs music.  Bol claims that ñall the Masters of the Viol respect this exception to the rule 

scrupulously;ò486  excepting Dubuisson, perhaps.  The third and final bit of bowing advice Danoville has 

is ñIf in the course of a Solo, or of a Thoroughbass, one happens to fall on a downbow for the first of an 

even number [of notes], one must necessarily play downbow again on the second [note] which 

follows.ò487  This could be an instruction to use a hooked bowing.  This sentence is literally Danovilleôs 

last wordðstrangely, at this point he abruptly concludes his book.   

Rousseau provides by far the most thorough list of rules for bowing encountered in a viol treatise.  He 

eloquently states his reasons for doing so:   

ñIf the viol, fingered with the left hand, with its Graces, is a body, one can say that the bow is its soul, 

since it is the latter that animates it and which expresses all the passions proper to the Voice and 

which marks all the different rhythms of Melody; this is why it is of such great consequence to 

employ it in an orderly manner, and what proves this in addition is the exactitude with which the 

Masters mark the Bow-strokes in their Pieces.ò488   

 

Not content to merely observe the established practice that even numbers of notes should start upbow and 

odd numbers down, Rousseau instead suggests that the bowing be guided ñaccording to the values of the 

Notes in respect to the Beats and to the Meter,ò providing a long, detailed list of how bowings should be 

organized in each of an overwhelmingly large number of potential musical situations.  Although 

Rousseau presents these rules in paragraph form (page 71ï74 of Kinneyôs translation), it is probably 
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easier and more comprehensible to organize them (in abridged form) in an outline.  I will follow the 

outline of the rules with the musical example Rousseau gives to illustrate themðthe lettering in the 

outline (but not the numbering) refers to the corresponding letter in the music that illustrates that concept. 

1. In 4/4 time (C):  

A. When there are quarter notes, those on the first and third beats should start on a push,  

B. the second and fourth pull, regardless of how many subsequent notes there are.  

C. When playing eighth notes, the first part of the beat must be played on a push;  

D. the second on a pull.  

E. Likewise, when playing sixteenth notes the first and third notes are push;  

F. the second and fourth are pull. 

G. If you find yourself on a pull-bow on the first note of a group of eighth notes, pull on the 

second as well, either by way of a slur or hooked bow (if the tempo is very fast use a 

slur).  This rule should be observed in all time signatures.  

H. The above rule applies for sixteenth notes as well. 

I. ñWhen in the course of a Piece there occurs a cheute de chant or a cadence finale the last 

note of which is long enough for recovery of the Bow-stroke, one should observe for it 

the same Rules as for the beginning of a Piece.ò  Rousseau defines a cheute as a passing 

tone filling in the interval of a third, and a cadence as a trill; as the musical example he 

gives doesnôt seem to illustrate either of these situations, the meaning of this instruction 

is unclear to me.  Green has a less literal but perhaps more accurate translation of this 

passage: ñAt a point of rest in the melody (cheute de chant) or some cadence in the 

course of a piece where the last note is long enough to recover the bowing, the same rules 

as if the piece began again must be observed.ò489  

                                                 
489 Green and Rousseau, Annotated Translation, 368. 
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J. "When an Octave, or some Passage, is slurred pullbow. . ., it is necessary that the Note 

forming the Fall of the Octave or Passage always be played pushbow [i.e. one must 

change to a push on the low note regardless of the slur.]"  

i. Rousseau draws a distinction between slurring notes and hooking them: ñWhen 

one wants to slur them it is the fingers only that should move and the Bow ought 

not leave the strings; but when one plays two successive pull bows the Bow must 

be lifted about halfway along its stroke and then immediately set down again 

while the stroke is continuing, and not by starting the pull bow over again.ò 

Perhaps Rousseau intends a hooked bow with a slight liftðhe seems to be 

cautioning against a re-take.  

ii. "In Pieces of Music in which the Tempo is very fast one ordinarily follows the 

Bow-stroke when one has observed the Rules in starting out; but as regards what 

may occur later on one does not observe the Rules of which we have spoken 

unless one meets with Notes long enough to favor the Bow-stroke."  In other 

words, in fast tempos play bow strokes as they come until things slow down 

enough to recover your bow.    

2. When playing in triple meters:  

L. start on a pull if the first measure contains all quarter notes.  This concurs with Dubuissonôs 

first rule.  

M. push if the first note is worth two beats, or dotted.   

N. When the piece is lively (pièce de movement) and when the first note is one beat and the first 

two notes are the same pitch, play the first note push and the next two pull ñwithout lifting the 

Bow; that is, a second one must be attacked halfway along the stroke while the latter is 

continued.ò  This is yet another clear reference to hooked bowings.   
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O. If the first two notes are different pitches, they must both be played pushbow [with the same 

hooked bow technique just described].  Do this particularly when moving in conjunct motion 

in a quick tempo.  

P. ñWhen the Rhythm is not accented on any beat of the measure, and it proceeds at a uniform 

pace, one should follow the Bowing [as it comes], provided one does not encounter any rests, 

or a cadence finale, or, indeed, any other Note long enough to be favored by the Bow without 

interfering with the Tempo.ò   

Q. When there is a half note played pullbow on the first beat, play the following note pullbow as 

well if itôs a quarter note, by hooking the bow as described above.  

R. A syncopated quarter note ï half note rhythm should ñfollow the bow, and when the mingling 

ceases one starts observing the Rules again.ò  This feels like a metaphor for life.  

S. In all time signatures, when a dotted quarter or eighth note occurs on a pull bow, the 

following note should be played on a pull as well, ñinsofar as the measure permits it.ò  Again, 

this concurs with Dubuissonôs fourth rule.  

3. In the 6/8 time signature, ñand in all Gigue rhythms, one must follow the Bow;ò that is, take the 

bowing as it comes.  Rousseau is here echoing Danoville.  The only bowing rule that Rousseau 

applies to the 6/8 meter is that when a quarter note occurs on a pull bow on the first or third note 

of the measure, the following eighth note must be a pull as well.  

4. In "Quick Airs [Airs de Mouvement] in Crotchets in two-Beat Measure, [2, 2/2]:ò   

T. quarter notes on strong beats should be played on a push; 

V. the half ï quarter ï quarter rhythm should be played push ï pull - pull; both pull bows should 

be "accented equally"  

X. If the first note of a passage is on the second or fourth part of a beat, start with a pull bow. 

5. In the 4/8 time signature, lean on beats 1 and 3.  When eighth notes are "much mingled" with 

sixteenths, one must "follow the bow".  
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6. In all signatures in which the rhythm is not accented and there are no cheutes de chant, on notes 

of equal rhythm, and in all fast movements in particular, bow as it comes ("follow the bow").  

Y. If a syncopation starts on a pullbow, the next note should also be played pullbow on the same 

stroke (hooked bow), unless it is another syncopation; in which case play as it 

comes.  Observe this rule particularly in "lively Airs".  

 

  Example 22: Rousseau, Musical example illustrating his Bowing rules 
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Our two eighteenth-century English tutors, The Compleat Violist and The Compleat Musick-

Master, are predictably terse on the subject of bowings.  Both unsurprisingly hearken back to Simpson 

with the widely-accepted maxim to ñbegin with a forward Bow, all even Numbers & prickt Notes & to 

draw backward ye first of all odd Numbers,ò as the Violist puts it.   

The Introduction . . . auff der Violadigamba is another work that does not spell out bowing rules 

in its text, but features bowed passages of music apparently intended to illustrate bowing rules, or at least 

possibilities.  Page twelve of the work contains five lines of music demonstrating ñthe tempo of 

the bowstroke,ò which Hoffmann interprets as ñthe relationship between beat and bowing.ò  The work 

defines symbols to indicate the bow directions, which are similar to the ones in use today, but with a 

twist: ñA note with a l is a push bow, one with a V is a pull bow;ò which of course is the opposite of how 

we define the V symbol today.  Hoffmann offers some perspective, stating that ñthese signs were already 

familiar to Muffat, who applied them to the violin family instruments.  Given the inverse relation between 

bow direction and metric accent with the violin and viol, these signs indicate in Muffat's work the 

opposite bow direction.ò490  In other words, the Introduction kept Muffatôs convention of using the V 

symbol to indicate the weak bow direction, reversing the physicality for the viol.  Complicating matters, 

the Introduction uses these same two symbols on the following page to indicate the strong and weak beats 

of the measureð1 for "downwards" and V for "upwards," likely referring to the hand motion in beating 

the tactus.  Hoffmann explains, ñ...the author is here concerned above all that the bow stroke should as far 

as possible match the accented and unaccented beats of the bar.  We should therefore not be surprised 

when... the same signs óIô and óVô are used for beating time, signifying the down- and upwards motions of 

the hand.ò491  The musical exercises that follow are headed with the instruction dictating ñwhether in 

simple time or 6/4 duple time, play the bowing as it comes;ò it is strange, then, that bowings are in fact 

                                                 
490 Hoffmann, Instruction, X. 
491 Ibid. 
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provided for every exercise and are not at all ñas it comes.ò  In the following edition I have prepared, the 

bowing symbols for push/up and pull/down are used in their current conventional sense.   

 

    
Example 23: Instruction . . . auff der Violadigamba, "On the tempo of the bowstroke" musical example 
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Measures 5, 6, 14, 15, 25 and 26 seem to illustrate variants of Rousseauôs rule G (ñIf you find 

yourself on a pull-bow on the first note of a group of eighth notes, pull on the second as well, either by 

way of a slur or hooked bowò); however, more options are given than just a double pull - the bowings 

specify several double pushes as well as double pulls, but whether a slur, hooked bowing, or retake is 

intended is not specified, although each are appropriate upon occasion in the various passages.  At other 

times (measure 6 beat 3), these passages are simply bowed as they come.  As the double bowings often 

occur on pairs of eighth notes or even sixteenth notes, one wonders whether a slur is best suited as a 

hooked bowing would be difficult to achieve at quick tempos.  The player needs to use their own best 

judgementðfor example, a re-take would be appropriate for the double bowings in measures 1-2; perhaps 

a hooked bow would be more effective in measure 5; and slurs may be necessary in measure 6.  The 

Gigue rhythm of dotted eighth - sixteenth ï eighth note (measures 30-31) is bowed both push-push-pull 

(in violation of Dubuissonôs fourth rule and Rousseauôs rule S of bowing the note after a dotted note as a 

pull) and pull-pull-push.  The overall intention seems to be to place the strong (push) bow on the strong 

beat, but even this tenet is not strictly adhered to and many exceptions can be found.   The bowings are to 

my mind rather fussy, difficult to execute, and inconsistent.  The impression is of a working string player 

having to reach a definitive decision on how to play a passage, such as a modern principal player of a 

string section.  Or perhaps the intention was merely to provide the reader with a variety of bowing 

options, as evidenced by the many measures in which two bowing options are provided.  

Roland Marais is the final author to leave us with rules for bowing.  Maraisô bowing rules are 

almost as detailed as Rousseauôs; the two authors agree on a lot, but there are some key differences 

between them.  Perhaps the most important take-aways from Roland Maraisô bowing rules is his emphasis 

that each measure must begin on a push bow, as should the second, stressed beat in a compound meter 

(6/8); and that in playing minuets, one should use only two bowstrokes per measure, starting the measure 

with a push.  Most of his rules deal with this primary concern, in a wide variety of different musical 

situations.  I will give each rule a number in the order it appears in the manuscript, although Marais does 

not use an ordering system in the original.  As Gammie and Kinney alternate between having the clearer 
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translation of the various rules, I will  pull from both, crediting each in a footnote after their respective 

use. 

1. ñSyncopations are played with a separate bow, and if there are several following each other they are 

bowed out as they come, but the note which comes after the syncopation is always a back [pull] bow.ò  

This agrees with Rousseauôs rule R, with a refinement for completing the gesture.  

2. ñTo keep the natural order of the bow in any particular bar, when the quavers are uneven in number, 

the first should be on a back bow; if they are even in number, the first note should always be on a forward 

[push] bow, or if one arrives on a back bow, take two notes together in the same bow.ò  Rousseau made 

issue of this rule, but the fact is that this is the most widely-repeated bowing rule in all of our sources.    

3. ñOne never takes a forward bow on a single quaver set on its own, no matter what the context, just as it 

is also necessary to do a back bow on a quaver that is detached from the main group [i.e. not connected by 

beaming], even though there are several quavers in a bar.ò  This rule covers a variety of contexts: pickup 

notes, notes following a dotted rhythm, odd groups of eighth notes, etc.  

4. ñIn bars of two or four beats after a minim or crotchet on a forward-bow, if the notes which follow it in 

this same bar are even in number, you must take another forward bow to correct the natural order; and 

similarly if this minim or crotchet is at the end of the same bar on a forward bow, it is necessary to re-take 

when beginning the next bar.ò  One wonders if the Introduction . . . auff der Violadigamba bowings 

observe this rule, in instances such as measures 1-2, 10-11 and 13-14. 

The following rules apply solely to triple time signaturesðthey appear under the heading "The 

Manner of Playing Minuets on the Bass Viol.ò  

5. ñOne should only do two bow strokes in each bar, two quarter notes on a forward bow and the third on 

a back bow.  However, if in one bar there are two notes of the same pitch or notes widely separated [in 

pitch], then it is necessary to take a forward bow on the first and take two separate back bows on the 

others.ò  This rule expresses Roland Maraisô thesis statementðthe two-bow-strokes-per-bar rule 

governing minuets.  The rest of the rule agrees with Rousseauôs rules N and O, and implies the use of De 

Machyôs coulé coupé.  
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6. ñThe rule of doing only two bow strokes per bar is general; thus if the bar begins with a dotted quarter 

followed by an eighth they must be joined in a forward bow and a back bow for the following 

crotchet."492  On the question of how widespread Maraisô views on this subject were, Bol dryly remarks:  

ñRoland Marais's ruleðaccording to which in a minuet one gives only two bow-strokes in each 

measureðdoes not seem to have been applied rigorously around 1680; anyway . . . this does not 

seem to have been the case in the first half of the 18th century . . . On the other hand, one cannot 

deny that the exceptions to Roland's rule are rather rare, which is easily explained: by applying 

this rule one is sure of being able to begin each successive measure with an upbow.  For one not 

to conform to it, truly valid motives are needed.ò493  

 

7. ñIf the measure begins with one quarter-note and two eighth-notes, they must be combined by playing 

them [all] upbow on the same bow-stroke.  Likewise: if the two eighth-notes precede the quarter-note, 

they must be played upbow together with the quarter-note, and the following quarter-note played 

downbow; but if there be a trill on the quarter-note, or afterward, a dotted eighth-note; for then one slurs 

only the two eighth-notes upbow, and the quarter and the dotted eighth downbow. [Evidently, what is 

meant here is that it is the quarter, not the eighth, that is dotted in the succession dotted-quarter, eighth, in 

which both are to be played downbow.]ò494  Thanks to Kinney for clarifying this awkwardly worded 

sentence.  

8. If after a quarter note the rest of the bar is all eighth notes, you ñmust then play only the quarter-note 

upbow and play the four eighth-notes on the same downbow-stroke; similarly, if the eighth-notes begin 

the measure, play four upbow and play the following quarter-note or, if in this measure they are all 

eighth-notes, the following two eighth-notes downbow.ò   

9. ñIf in a measure there be a dotted quarter-note and then three eighth-notes, one must combine the 

quarter-note with the first eighth-note on an upbow and play the other two eighth-notes down-bow.ò  This 

and the previous rule are further elaborations on the two bowstroke per measure rule.  

10. ñBatteries [arpeggiated chords] are played [with] one bow-stroke on each note, orðif the notes can be 

played on the same stringðby slurring them, and this naturally; to wit: four eighth-notes upbow and two 

                                                 
492 Marais trans. Gammie, Accompanying Rules, 3ï4. 
493 Bol trans. Kinney, The bass viol in the time of Marin Marais, 191. 
494 Kinney, A Tempest, 62. 
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downbow.ò  Perhaps Marais wants to take advantage of the opportunity for a resonant tenue offered by 

playing separate bow strokes on different strings; if the gesture is played on a single string this wonôt be 

possible, so slurring again becomes the preferred option.  

11. ñThe bass of these minuets should so far as possible conform to the treble [upper, melodic line], so 

notes must be combined or made with separate bow-strokes in imitation of the treble.ò  

12. ñIn triple meter, when [the measure] is made up of quarter-notes only, even though they are odd [in 

number], they are played as they come, with as many bow-strokes as there are notes, without the 

measures interrupting them.ò This is the first time this situation has been addressed since Dubuissonôs 

instruction to bow three quarter notes in triple time starting with a pull bow, and would seem to be 

contradicting this earlier rule.  However, Marais seems to be describing a situation in which there is a 

multi-measure string of quarter notes, whereas Dubuissonôs instruction seems to only apply to a single 

measure.  ñBut if this same meter is then found made up of a dotted quarter-note and an odd number of 

eighth-notes, the quarter-note being downbow, a second bow-stroke would be needed to play the first 

eighth-note downbow [Gammie interprets this as óyou must take another back bow to tuck in the first of 

the quaversô]; and one can never play an uncoupled eighth-note upbow.  In lively music the eighth-notes 

are detached.ò  By ñdetachedò Marais presumably means ñnot slurred.ò  

13. ñThe same thing is to be observed in this triple meter in respect to a quarter-note that is found after a 

half-note: if the half-note comes out downbow, a second downbow stroke is necessary for the following 

quarter-note.ò This agrees with Rousseauôs rule Q.  ñIf, on the other hand, this half-note is dotted, or on 

an upbow at the end of the measure, the first note of the following measure must again be played 

upbow.ò  

14. ñTriple meter has the peculiarity that one can play octaves down-bow; that is to say: if the upper and 

first note of the octave is down-bow, one plays downbow again on the same stroke the lower and second 

one, in order to come out upbow on the final [note]."495  This rule hearkens back to Simpsonôs instruction 

                                                 
495 Kinney, A Tempest, 62ï3. 
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that ñquick Notes, Skipping from the Treble to the Bass . . . are best exprest with Contrary Bows;ò496 and 

would seem to contradict Bolôs and Kinneyôs interpretation that it is preferable to push on the lower note 

and pull on the higher one.  

15. "To play graciously as one should when accompanying a voice, the crotchets are tied in the 

[following] manner: a forward bow on the first note and the next note is taken in the same bow, and a 

back bow for the other one.ò However, Gammie reminds us that Marais would here seem to be 

contradicting his own rule 12, above.    

16. ñIn all types of accompaniment the first note of the bar is taken on a forward bow, be it a quarter or a 

half note, and for the remaining notes which may well be eighth notes, you must either re-take the bow 

after the first note [of the bar] or else take two back bows on the first two quavers.ò497  This rule would 

seem to reference two by-now standard axioms: to push on the strong beat of the measure, and to bow 

even numbered groups of eighth notes starting on a push, or pull the first two eighth notes if this is not 

possible.  

17. "In 6/8 meter, when it is made up of eighth-notes in succession [i.e., moving stepwise], one slurs the 

first two on the same upbow-stroke, and one plays the third downbow, and thus with the rest of the 

measure.  If they are not all in succession [i.e. if all three do not proceed in stepwise motion], one slurs 

the two which are, whether downbow or upbow."498    

18. ñIf any of these [eighth-notes] do not come in scale motion, or if all three are on the same note, they 

are played with the first note on a forward bow and the second and third on a back bow, and you lift them 

in a single bow stroke with two little shakes of the wrist.ò499  This rule has already been referenced in the 

discussion on hooked bowing. 

                                                 
496 Simpson, The Division-Violist, 5. 
497 Marais trans. Gammie, Accompanying Rules, 5. 
498 Kinney, A Tempest, 63ï4. 
499 Marais trans. Gammie, Accompanying Rules, 6. 
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19. "If this measure be composed of quarter- and eighth-notes, one plays the quarter-note upbow and the 

eighth-note downbow, detaching them."500   

20. "The normal bowing pattern must always be re-established, so if this dotted crotchet is at the end of 

the bar, a fresh forward bow must be taken at the beginning of the next; just as it would in other places if 

it were following a crotchet and a quaver."501  

The following is my own musical illustration of Maraisô bowing rules: 

 

                                                 
500 Kinney, A Tempest, 64. 
501 Marais trans. Gammie, Accompanying Rules, 6 

    Example 24: Lanier, Illustration of R. Marais' bowing rules 
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Regarding Maraisô passages concerning 6/8 time, Bol observes that "although the word 'gigue' 

nowhere appears, we can admit without hesitation that what are involved here are gigues or, at any rate, 

compositions having the character of the gigue."502  It is worth comparing these passages to Rousseau, 

who states that in Gigues bowings should be as they come.  

Bol seems rather skeptical at times of Roland Maraisô bowing rules, giving an example by Marin 

Marais that shows "very clearly that in a quick tempo the violist still often played, in the 18th century, 'as 

the Bowing coms out', even when one then came out on a downbow at the beginning of the first and third 

measures."503  Is Bol implying that Roland Marais is not to be trusted?  However much stock one puts in 

his bowing rules, much can still be learned about eighteenth century performance practice from studying 

them. 

 

 

 

 

  

                                                 
502 Bol trans. Kinney, The bass viol in the time of Marin Marais, 186. 
503 Ibid., 187. 
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Chapter 7: Left  Hand Posture 

 

Danoville begins the second chapter of LôArt de Toucher le Dessus et Basse de Violle, ñOf the 

position of the hand,ò with an introduction, and a caution:   

ñThis positioning of the [left] hand is of no small consequence: it is through its fine carriage that 

one executes chords and that the holds are observed which preserve the harmony and clarity of 

the tone; and this is impossible for those who have contracted the habit of clutching the viol: they 

can never execute anything properly because they are obliged to stop with the flats of their 

fingers, and their hands run from top to bottom of the fingerboard by a continual 

agitation.  Therefore, this bad habit must be avoided.ò   

 

Danoville here emphasizes the importance of left hand posture to playing well.  This chapter will discuss 

the different aspects that deal with the physicality of the positioning of the left hand and arm.   

  

Port de Main ï bearing of the left hand  

Playford provides a good example of how many authors teach left hand posture:   

ñIn the posture of your left hand observe this Rule, place your Thumb on the back of the Neck, 

and opposite to your Forefinger, so that when your Fingers are to rest on the several Stops or 

Frets, your hand may have liberty to move up and down, as occasion shall require; and in the 

stopping observe, that when you set any finger down, let it not be just upon the fret, but close to 

it, bearing it hard down with the end of your finger, and let it rest there, playing the following 

Notes with your other fingers, until occasion require the moving it; and be sure not to lift your 

fingers too high, but keep them in an even distance to the Frets, that so they may pass more 

readily from Fret to Fret.ò504   

 

In this paragraph, Playford touches on several important aspects of left hand posture; this chapter will 

discuss each of these sub-topics, and others, individually.  Playford begins his paragraph by describing 

what he calls ñthe posture of the left hand,ò a subject that usually covers the shape of the hand, its 

positioning in relation to the neck and frets of the viol, and the positioning of the thumb.  This last subject 

perhaps underwent the greatest evolutionðand engendered the greatest controversyðin our survey of left 

hand issues.  Unfortunately, not one of our sixteenth-century authors left us with a description of their left 

                                                 
504 Playford, An Introduction to the Skill of Musick [7th ed.], 102. 
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hand posture.  Mersenne, then, offers the earliest glimpse of the bearing of the violistôs left hand, through 

the lens of lute technique.  Bol points out that ñin the 16th and 17th centuries the bearing of the hand on the 

viol was approximately that on the lute.ò  He then reminds us that  

ñit is Mersenne who gives us a detailed description of the bearing of the hand on the lute: '...the 

thumb must be placed above the first fret near the edge of the neck on the melody string side in 

such a way that its tip is placed on the said fret and turned toward the head of the Lute.  And the 

wrist should be moderately elevated in order that the tips of the fingers may be very close to the 

string.'505  The thumb, therefore, is always located opposite the first finger on the melody string 

side and is turned in the direction of the head of the viol.  Mersenne says that the wrist ought to 

assume a somewhat rounded form: a posture necessary for putting the fingers as close to the 

strings as possible.ò506   

 

This lute-based way of positioning the left hand, with the thumb opposite the first (fore or index) finger, 

would be prevalent on the viol for quite some time.  Simpson, for instance, largely follows Mersenneôs 

template:  "When you are to set your fingers upon the Strings, you must not grasp the neck of your Viol 

like a Violin [that is, ñavoid completely surrounding the neck with the hand like the violinists doò];507 but 

rather, (as those that Play on the Lute) keep your Thumb on the back of neck, opposite to your Fore-

finger, so, as your hand may have liberty to remove up and down, as occasion shall require.ò508  

Simpsonôs woodcut further shows us that his left wrist is bent at a sharp, almost painful angle (is this the 

ómoderate elevationô recommended by Mersenne?); and that his fingers are curved and elongated, 

although his hand does not look at all rounded.  Due to the pronounced angle of his wrist, neither his 

fourth finger nor his thumb (although it cannot be seen) seem as if they would be able to reach the 

fingerboard (or the back of the neck, in the thumbôs case).  All in all, Simpsonôs woodcut raises as many 

questions as it answers about his left hand carriage.  

  

                                                 
505 This passage appears on pg. 106 of Mersenne trans. Chapman, Harmonie Universelle: The Books On 

Instruments. 
506 Bol trans. Kinney, The bass viol in the time of Marin Marais, 227. 
507 Hoffmann, The Viola da Gamba, 223. 
508 Simpson, The Division-Violist (New York: Perfomers' Facsimiles, 1998), 2.  
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Playfordôs previously-quoted example borrows largely from Simpson; he also places the thumb 

opposite the forefinger.  Mace didnôt even bother to provide a description of the bearing of the left hand in 

his chapters on the viol, he merely referred the reader back to the chapters on the lute, claiming they 

ñmust be Exactly Performed on the Violò as wellðin following the instructions for the lute ñyou cannot 

fail of a Right Order for your Left-Hand-Fingering; Exact Time-keeping; and all other particulars.ò509   

These chapters instruct that the fingers of the left hand should be hollow and round, and of an equal 

distance from each other (as are ñthe Talons of a Hawkòða wonderfully evocative, if rather fierce, 

image); the left thumb should be straight, and placed a little above the first fret behind the neck, so that 

the first finger is just over the first fret.  Otterstedt claims that Mace is alone among the English authors in 

preferring the thumb somewhere other than directly opposite the forefinger;510 even so, Mace does not 

present a radical departure from the lute-based bearing of the hand first described by Mersenne.    

Across the channel, Teplow informs us that among French viol players ñthe placement of the left hand on 

the neck of the viol was referred to by the term port de main... [which was] described in much the same 

                                                 
509 Mace, Musickôs Monument, 249. 
510 Otterstedt, The Viol, 208. 

Figure 8: Portrait of Christopher Simpson from The Division-Violist - detail of left hand 

Courtesy Lilly Library, Indiana University, Bloomington, Indiana 
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way by Danoville, Rousseau, Loulié, and Marais.ò511  Teplow doesnôt mention him, but De Machy is 

actually the first of our authors to use the term port de main.   He is also the first author to hint that a 

change in thinking about left hand position is around the corner:   

"It must be noticed, therefore, that there are two bearings of the hand [ports de main] on the Viol, 

just as on the Lute, the Theorbo and the Guitar.  The first is to place the thumb against the middle 

of the neck and the first finger, always curved except when one is obliged to bar with it, opposite 

the thumb.  The wrist should also be rounded and the elbow slightly raised.  This [hand position] 

is practiced whenever one is not obliged to extend the hand.  As for the second, which is that in 

which has to extend [sic], the thumb must be placed more toward the edge of the neck, the second 

finger opposite the thumb, the first finger more straightened out unless some chord requires it to 

be kept curved.  In this position, the wrist need not be as rounded as in the first.ò512   

 

It will become evident in reading subsequent authors that by the time he wrote these words De Machyôs 

second port de main had already become the norm, in regards to the positioning of the thumb behind the 

second (middle) finger; it had been promoted by De Machyôs contemporary Sainte-Colombe, who 

encouraged its adoption by his students.  De Machy would be the last French author to advocate the (now 

older) lute-like positioning of the thumb behind the index finger.  Worth noting is De Machyôs instruction 

that the wrist should be rounded outward in conjunction with the thumb behind the first finger but less so 

when the thumb is behind the second finger.  This gives Simpsonôs extreme-seeming wrist angle some 

context, and explain why this sharp angle isnôt seen or described by future generations of violists.  To be 

sure, neither Simpson nor Playford describe the shape of the wrist or hand at all in their text, a curious 

omission.  

Published a year after De Machyôs Pièces de Violle, the avertissement of Marin Maraisô first 

volume of Pièces would confirm that De Machyôs second method of bearing the hand was now the norm: 

"The port de main, which makes up all the grace and ease in execution, consists in rounding the wrist and 

fingers, in not caving in the hand at all, and in placing the thumb opposite the middle finger.  Through this 

agreeable position of the hand the fingers are borne naturally on all the chords."513  Later in the 

avertissement Marais alludes to a potential conflict between practitioners of the older and newer styles of 

                                                 
511 Teplow, Performance Practice, 2. 
512 Kinney, A Tempest, 17. 
513 Kinney, A Tempest, 41. 



 

 188 

port de main: ñThese numbers 1, 2, 3, 4 show the fingers to be used, but although they are marked 

according to the port de main which is currently in use, those who have nevertheless acquired different 

fingering habits, and who find it difficult to change, should not be bound by this new style (of fingering), 

so long as they play the right notes in the chords that are written.ò514  It seems likely that the "different 

habits" Marais refers to is the lute-style port de main with the thumb opposite the first finger. Marais' 

expression "currently in use" (my underlining) implies that placing the thumb opposite second finger had 

indeed become the norm by the time of the publication of his first volume of pièces.  Gammie partially 

confirms this: ñThese comments by Marais are probably an oblique reference to the acrimonious dispute 

between Rousseau and De Machy as to the most suitable way of holding the left hand on the viol.ò515  

Green points out, however, that Marais published his first volume of pièces de viole ña year before the 

publication of Rousseau's Traité . . . Marais is clearly far less sanguine on this issue than either Rousseau 

or De Machy and wishes to differ with as few people as possible."516 Marais was a consummate 

businessman.   

Danoville largely follows Maraisô example when describing the port de main, adding some 

details of his own:  

ñFirst of all, the neck of the Viol must be distanced from the left eye by the space of a half-foot 

(d'un bon demy pied), drawing it forward a little, and then placing the [left] hand [on it].   The 

elbow should be slightly elevated, and the fingers always rounded; they should never be raised 

above the frets by more than the thickness of an écu [five-franc piece].  The tip of the first finger 

should always be turned toward the pegs, and all the others separated by an equal distance.  The 

thumb should always maintain its location under the second finger and follow it everywhere it has 

to go for the execution of the piece; this thumb should always be flat.  Notice that one must avoid 

letting the hand cave in, and that the wrist must be held somewhat high.ò517   

 

I am not sure what to make of the instruction to turn the tip of the first finger towards the pegsðthis 

would seem to suggest that the first finger should point backwards from the hand in a permanent 

extension.  I also find the ñsomewhat highò wrist placement rather alarmingðperhaps Simpson was right!  
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However, Danovilleôs insistence on a round hand and fingers, and his placement of the thumb behind the 

middle finger, agree with Marais; while the specificity on where to position the viol in relation to the 

playerôs face, and the instruction to keep the thumb flat, are new, welcome details.   

So, by the time Rousseau wrote his vitriolic (if veiled) attack on De Machyôs hand position, in the 

intervening two years two other treatises offering descriptions of the ñnewò bearing of the hand had been 

publishedðMaraisô and Danovilleôs.  It is thanks to Rousseauôs dedication of his Traité to Sainte-

Colombe that we know to credit that gentleman with the promotion of the new port de mainðñ...it is 

through the favor of your instruction, and particularly from the fine Bearing of the Hand that you have 

taught us, that the Viol surpasses all other Instruments...ò518ðbut ironically, despite all his vitriol towards 

De Machy, by now Rousseau can say nothing new about the port de main: ñThe Bearing of the hand 

consists in carrying it toward the top of the Neck where the Frets are, rounding the wrist and the fingers, 

and then placing the thumb behind the Neck directly below the middle finger, approaching the edge of the 

Neck from the left side; for it is a Rule practised generally by all the Masters to place the thumb always 

below the middle finger.ò519  Bol snidely remarks that ñRousseau's directionðsaying that the thumb 

should be placed against the neck on the melody string sideðis not found with Danoville and Loulié, but 

is, indeed, in conformity with the DeMachy position of the thumb during extension.ò520  While this may 

be true, Bol neglects to mention that Danoville and Loulié both agree with Rousseau that the thumb 

should be positioned behind the middle finger, surely a more consequential point.  It does seem, though, 

that Danoville had the more thorough description of the port de main.  

Louli®ôs thinking on the subject is indeed very much in line with the other French authors, but 

still adds new detail:  

 ñThe Thumb of the left hand should be under the neck directly below the middle finger: it is 

necessary that the whole handðfrom the wrist to the knuckle-jointsðbe shown; that the wrist, as 

far as possible, should be on a level with the knuckles without caving in the back of the hand, and 
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without showing the knuckle-joints wherewith the fingers are attached to the body of the handð

what is called, 'making a donkey's back' [faire le dos' d'aisne]."521   

 

This rather amusing image suggests that the hand should not become so markedly curved that the 

knuckles become overly prominent.  The instruction that ñthe whole hand . . . be shownò and that the 

wrist be ñon a level with the knucklesò suggests that Louli® could be advocating for a straighter wrist than 

the previous French authors. 

Our eighteenth-century English Compleat tutors are predictably terse.  The Violist leaves the 

exact position of the thumb vague, merely instructing to "put ye Thumb of your Left Hand on ye Neck of 

ye Viol & hold your Fingers over ye Strings bent, ready to Stop where you have Occasion;" whereas the 

Musick-Master is positively retrograde, stating on page 26: "In playing keep your Thumb of your Left 

hand on the back of the Neck of your Viol opposite to your fore finger, not pressing so hard, but that it 

may move up or down, as you shall have occasion."  Perhaps the debates over the changing port de main 

in France had completely bypassed England, where apparently the position of the thumb had remained 

unchanged in the years following the publication of Simpsonôs Division-Violist.  In France, on the other 

hand, Roland Marais reports that viol players still used Sainte-Colombeôs port de main in the ensuing 

decades of the eighteenth century: "For positioning the [left] hand, the thumb [which is] under the neck 

always follows the middle finger."522  And there the matter would finally rest. 

 

Position of the left arm;  instrument (as it relates to left hand technique) 

Compared to the copious amount of writing on the position of the left hand, there is a relative 

scarcity of information as to what to do with the rest of the left arm south of the wrist.  De Machy 

mentions the elbow when describing both the first (ónormalô, thumb behind 1st finger) and second 

(extended, thumb behind 2nd finger) port de main.  For the first, De Machy specifies that ñthe elbow 

[should be] slightly raised.ò  And when using the second, ñAs for the elbow, it is necessary that it be 
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against the hip in such a way that what one cannot do in the one [port de main] should be observed in the 

other; and by this means one can play all things without trouble."  In other words, one should bring the 

elbow down by oneôs side when extending the index fingerða practical suggestionðbut a ñslightly 

raisedò elbow is the default.  However, in observing De Machyôs instructions one runs the risk of flapping 

oneôs arm like a chicken wingðthis action apparently "drew the snide remark from Rousseau 

that Demachy looked like someone playing the musette, pumping the bellows with his arm."523  

Danoville as well advocates for a higher elbow in the context of the port de main, without mentioning 

exceptionsðquite the contrary: ñThe elbow should be slightly elevated . . . at those times when the thick 

strings must be stopped it is then necessary that the elbow and wrist be elevated more, and also distanced 

more than usual from the neck of the Viol for the convenience of him who is playing.ò524  Danoville may 

be the only author to mention the necessity of raising the elbow in order to more easily play on the bass 

strings. 

 

Motion and position of the fingers; coordination of (left) fingers with  the bow 

Several authors describe how the fingers should move upon the strings and specify their position 

in relation to the string.  The two points that many authors make are that the tips of the fingers (as 

opposed to the pads) should stop the strings firmly; and that the fingertips should stay very close to the 

stringða concept I call ñhovering;ò a word unfortunately not used in any period sources.  On the first 

point we find Gerle, Simpson, Playford, Rousseau, and Loulié in agreement; the second point is made by 

Mersenne, Playford, Mace, and Danoville.  Rousseau elaborates on the necessity for the first point: 

ñWhen one wants to put down the fingers he must . . . press the strings down with the fingers [firmly], 

because if one presses lightly the Bow cannot produce Sound from the Viol.  The strings must always be 

stopped with the tips of the fingers, and never with the flats except when some chord necessitates barring 
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with the first finger."525  And Danoville elaborates on the reasons for keeping the fingertips close to the 

string, using imagery that is charmingly French:  

ñIt is necessary to explain and make evident the reasons for which the fingers must not be raised 

above the frets of the fingerboard more than the thickness of an écu, and here is the consequence 

of doing so:  When they are raised too far they fall before or after the bow strikes the string so 

that, on account of the distancing, one never stops accurately, and the strokes of the fingers, not 

being given at the same time as those of the bow, produce an insupportable cacophony, but when 

they correspond well together, they are united by habit and exercise in a manner so agreeable that 

they always draw forth a true and harmonious tone."526   

 

Here Danoville makes explicit the need to carefully coordinate the left hand fingering with the bow arm, a 

topic Simpson had first begun to address a few decades earlier: "practice your examples first slow and 

then faster by degrees, that admonition is most requisite in Swift Division, where also you must be careful 

that the motion of your bow and fingers do equally answer each other.ò527  

 

Positioning of the finger (in relation to the fret)  

From the violôs earliest days, pedagogues were adamant that the tips of the left fingers contact the 

fingerboard not directly on top of the frets, but ñcloseò to them.  That word, ñclose,ò is maddeningly non-

specific; nevertheless it is used by Playford, Rousseau, and Loulié in describing where the finger should 

land in relation to the fretðfor example, Rousseau instructs ñwhen one wants to put down the fingers he 

must set them close to the Frets and never on top [of them].ò528  The desired result is that the finger 

should be placed just behind the fret (closer to the scroll), as placing it ahead of the fret will result in a 

pitch a semitone sharper than desired, due to the fact that it is the fret, not the fingertip, which in fact 

stops the string.  The lack of specificity in finger placement is likely due to the origin of this technique 

with plucked instruments like the lute, which indeed donôt require much exactitude in finger placement 

between the frets to still get a decent, in-tune sound.  
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Chapter 8: Left  Hand Technique 

 

This chapter will look at specific left hand fingering techniques, as opposed to position or 

posture. 

 

Nomenclature of the Fingers 

It is perhaps worth tracing the evolution of the nomenclature of the fingers of the left hand, as 

seen through the lens of our authors.  It is tempting to take this topic for granted, but perhaps one should 

not: keyboard players, for example, use all five of their fingers and identify their thumbs as their ñfirstò 

finger.  Stringed instrumentalists, both bowed and plucked, do not use their thumb in the normal course of 

fingering (except for the notorious ñthumb positionò used by cellists and bassists); their numbering 

system begins with the index finger.   

 Gerle is the earliest of our authors to address the subject of finger nomenclature.  He provides a 

drawing of a hand, palm facing forward, upon which he ñmarked upon it how each finger is named:ò the 

thumb, index [ñZayger,ò now called the 

zeigefinger], middle, ñgold fingerò [one canôt not 

think of Shirley Bassey], and little finger.   

Ganassi likewise uses similar terminology in 

some passages (substituting ñringò for ñgoldò 

fingerðalas), but in others introduces the 

numbering system of first, second, third, and 

fourth finger to indicate the index through little 

finger.  Ganassi also devised an ingenious system to indicate fingerings in conjunction with tablature 

(which would unfortunately not be taken up by future composers), placing a dot in one of the four corners 

Figure 9: Woodcut of left hand from Gerle, Musica Teusch  
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of an (imaginary) box around the tablature symbol:  upper left indicating first finger; lower left the 

second; upper right the third; and lower right the fourth.   

Mersenne further codifies this apparent shift in terminology, in the chapters on the lute, on page 

105: ñThe first finger . . . which is called the Index . . . the second and third, which are called Medius and 

Medicus . . . the little finger . . .ò which is not here given a number; but later on page 107 the ñfourth 

fingerò is mentioned without further comment.  

Simpson is the earliest author to provide fingerings for his musical examples.  He explains his 

system thusly: ñI have set Figures to direct you with what Fingers to stop them; 1, 2, 3, 4, is set for first, 

second, third, and fourth Finger.  Those which have no Figures are Playôd on the open Strings.ò  This 

nomenclature would become the standard through the present day, used by all the subsequent authors in 

our study that provide fingerings for their musical examples or otherwise discuss left hand fingerings: 

Playford, Dubuisson, De Machy, M. Marais, Compleat Musick-Master, Instruction . . . auff der 

Violadigamba, and R. Marais.   

 

Half  vs. First  Position 

Using the term ñhand positionò to refer to the location of the hand on the fingerboard may be 

somewhat of an anachronism.  Teplow reminds us that ñin writing about the position of the fingers on the 

neck, treatises from the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries refer to the placement of a single finger on a 

specific fret rather than to a 'position' that would designate both the placement of the first finger and the 

arrangement of the remaining fingers into a particular configuration.ò529  However, since modern string 

players are accustomed to thinking in terms of hand positions, I will use the term ñhalf positionò to refer 

to the position resulting from placing the first finger on the first fret; and ñfirst positionò to describe the 

position resulting from placing the first finger on the second fret.  Violin family instruments, whose 
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strings are tuned in perfect fifths, typically first learn to play in first position, as placing the first finger a 

whole step from the open string facilitates diatonic passagework in ñeasyò keys (D, G, C).  However, first 

position is less necessary on the viol, due to its tuning and fretting, as we shall see. 

Gerle seems to advocate for half position:  tablature letters which stand at the first fret must be 

played with the index finger; second fret notes with the middle finger, and third fret notes with the ñgoldò 

finger.  But if the music goes higher ñthan [the 5th fret], you must stop the [7th fret] with the little finger.ò 

Woodfield attempts to clarify this confusing instruction: ñFor the higher frets such as the fifth and the 

seventh the little finger is used, but no clues are given about how to change into these higher positions.ò530  

Ganassi, on the other hand, describes both half position and first positionðñNote that the first finger falls 

naturally on the first fret, the second on the second fret, the third on the third fret and the fourth on the 

fourth fret.  However, the first finger can also be used on the second fret, the second finger on the third 

fret, the third finger on the fourth fret, and the fourth finger on the fifth fret.ò531  Both are equally valid; 

one should use one or the other "depending on fingering requirements," about which Ganassi 

unfortunately doesnôt elaborate.     

Jambe de Fer also describes both half and first position, and suggests that the reason to play in 

one or the other depends on the musical context: "On each string we make three pitches..., the lowest of 

which is open; and placing the hand on the first, or second fret, we make a tone, or semitone higher than 

the first, according as the situation of the Music shows it to us.  Likewise we make the other [pitch], 

which is the third, on the third or fourth fret.ò532   

 Over in England, the fingerings Simpson provides in his first exercise alternate between first and 

half position, sometimes with an intervening open string, sometimes not.   
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No explanation or description is given, but it seems clear that Simpson prefers first position when the note 

F# (second fret) is required, and half position when F natural (first fret) is called for.  Dubuisson goes 

further to associate the relationship of key signature (or chromaticism) to hand position: ñThe first finger 

should serve at the first and second frets for all strings, except for the D la re sol [on the second fret of the 

C string], which in this case is played by the second finger.  The other fingers serve for the succeeding 

frets.ò533  The assumption is that half position is mandatory on the C string to ensure the ability to play C 

sharp with the first finger.  No other author would develop the subject of the relationship of key signature 

to hand position until Roland Marais, who had strong feelings that certain notes should be played in one 

position or the other:  

"The bass A [on the second fret of the 5th string] is always played with the first finger to make it 

easier to find the upper octave [on the fifth fret of the 3rd string, which would then fall under the 

4th finger].  The C# and the D on the 4th string are played with the first and second fingers [1st and 

2nd fret, so half position].  The same way, C# and D# are done with the first and third fingers.  

The C# and the F# are played with the first finger initially on the 4th string to give the C# and then 

moved immediately onto the 3rd string to play the F# [2nd fret], which should only be played with 

the first finger [describing a shift from half to first position]."534   

 

These passages would seem to describe how most effectively to finger passages in D major, or any other 

key with at least two sharps in its key signature.  Later in his Regles, Marais again picks up the subject of 

first versus half position, here touching on the subject of the unisons:  

ñWhen you have to play the first fret, if the notes follow chromatically, you must re-position the 

whole hand as long as there are no unisons to be played, and that makes the hand more agile; but 

if you encounter a note to be played with unisons [fifth fret] which cannot be reached without 

adjusting the hand, then do not change the basic hand position but only extend the first finger 

back from the fret above [the second fret].  However, on the 4th string in order to play the C#, one 
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re-positions the hand [at the first fret] to make the hand more fluent, and in any case one can play 

the unison E [at the fourth fret] without changing position.ò535   

 

Gammie provides an elegant interpretation of this passage:  

"...the basic position is with the first finger at the second fret, and an extension backwards to the 

first fret would normally be the standard approach.  But re-positioning the hand at the first fret 

gives a good alignment of fingers for chromatics and certain keys, so long as the unison at the 

fifth fret is not needed.  The one exception to this lies on the 4th string where the tuning in thirds 

allows the unison to lie under the fingers without extensions or re-positioning of the hand being 

required."   

 

We will return to the subject of extensions that Marais alludes to shortly. 

 

How many fingers?  Block, independent, and anchor fingering 

This topic refers to the question of how many fingers one should place on the string at a time.  

ñBlockò fingering is a term used for placing all the lower-numbered fingers on the string behind a higher-

numbered fingerðfor example, when using fourth finger, one would place all four fingers on the string. 

When using ñindependentò fingering one only places the finger that is necessary, leaving the other ones 

hovering over the string.  Only a few authors mention these conceptsðGerle, Playford, and Roland 

Marais.  Gerle doesnôt advocate block fingering: ñyou may not (as you might imagine) stop and cover all 

the letters together at one time, but each one individually as you encounter it in the tablature. Merely 

observe on which fret it stands so that you use the correct finger for it.ò536  Playford, on the other hand, 

prefers block fingering: ñAlso in the Rule of true Fingering, where you skip a Fret, there leave a 

finger.ò537 Later, when discussing playing above the frets (a subject we shall return to later), Playford 

refers to a kind of modified block fingering, in which only the first finger is specified as needing to be on 

the string behind a higher numbered finger, acting as a guide: ñwhen you have any Notes which are high 

Notes, that reach lower than the Frets, there the highest note is always stopt either with the third or fourth 
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finger . . . But whether the highest note be stopt with the third or fourth finger, the third below it must 

be stopt with the first finger, which is ever as a guide to the two Notes above it."538  Roland Marais also 

describes the necessity of this ñanchorò or ñguideò role of the first finger: "One must never put the second 

finger alone onto a string nor any of the following fingers [third and fourth] unless the first finger 

accompanies them as support, and the first finger should be positioned on that string even though it is not 

otherwise needed."539  In other words, first finger must always be used in conjunction with the other 

fingers.  Perhaps this method could be termed 'anchor fingering.'  

 

Holds [Tenüe] 

The concept of leaving the fingers held down on the string as long as possible after playing a note 

is a central tenet of viol left hand technique, and one that seems to be as old as the viol itselfðlogical, 

since the concept is borrowed from (an even earlier) plucked stringed instrument technique.  Bol writes 

that "the prescription to hold down the fingers of the left hand as long as possible during playingðthe 

tenue or holdðtakes its origin from the Lute.  The English violists of the 17th century rightly paid a good 

deal of attention to this point, which has retained its value for all stringed instruments down to our own 

day.ò540 Several authors describe the tenüe and expound on the need for it: Ganassi, Ortiz, Simpson, 

Playford, Dubuisson, Mace, De Machy, and Rousseau.   

Ganassi is the first to introduce symbols both for holding the finger down and raising the finger 

back up, with the instruction ñwhat I intend is that the finger be held down on the string and that the 

finger move only when indicated.ò541  Subsequent authors would not adopt Ganassiôs symbols, but the 

concept of the finger hold remained.  For example, Gammie interprets a fleeting phrase of Ortizôs, ñthe 

left hand creates the maximum harmony,ò to mean that ñthe notes are held to ring on after the bow has 
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left the string.ò542  Simpson is much more specific: ñWhen you set any finger down, you are to let it rest 

there (playing the following notes with other fingers) until some occasion require the moving of it.  This 

is done, both for better ordering of fingering; and that the Fingers may pass more smoothly from Note to 

Note, without lifting them too far from the strings; as also, to continue the sound of a Note when the Bow 

hath left it.ò543  Simpson describes that holds will be marked with a bracket ñdrawn from one, to some 

other distant Note.ò  Strangely, Simpson didnôt much utilize his own symbolðBol points out that 

"Simpson indicates the Hold only in a few examples.  In his 'Divisions' one finds neither Holds, bowings, 

fingerings or ornaments.  And this is the case not only with Simpson, but with all the English composers 

for the viol."544   

Playford and Dubuisson both either describe the hold and/or assign a marking indicating its use, 

but it is Mace who truly waxes eloquent on the necessity of observing the holds, criticizing players who 

do not do so: ñthey seldom hold their Holds according to the Propriety, and Necessity of the 

composition.ò  Dolmetsch concurs: "Mace considers the neglect of the 'holds' with the left hand, to be a 

gross fault."545  Mace elaborates on the musical reasons for observing holds: ñAnd that you may know the 

right meaning of a hold, observe; the Best Lessons of the Best Masters are often so compos'd, as they 

shall seem to be single, and very thin things, viz. All single letters, without any full stops [chords], &c. 

Yet upon a judicious examination, there will be found a perfect composition, of an Intire Bass, and 

Treble; with strong intimations of inner parts.ò546  Mace condemns in strong language composers who 

would not be able to ñshow such a piece of masteryòðthey ñmust needs be counted as Deficient in 

Judgement, and Skill; and not fit to be owned, as a Master, or Teacher.ò547  Maceôs point is that (good) 

composers for the viol at that time wrote implied polyphony idiomatically for the instrument, with the 

expectation that players would notice & reinforce the polyphony through the use of the tenüe.  Later, 
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Mace adds a refinement to tenüe technique: ñat any time, when . . . a Letter is to be held longer, than 'tis 

possible you can hold it, by reason of some Cross, or Skipping passages; in such cases, hold that letter so 

long as you can; but at the Release, be sure you take off that finger, so cunningly, as you cause not, that 

(so sudden-open'd) String to sound, (which is a hard matter to avoid in quick play.)ò548  Indeed, avoiding 

unwanted left-hand pizzicati is difficult when observing the holds, particularly on the bass strings.   

De Machy also stresses the importance of the tenüe, providing three reasons why they should be 

observed:  

ñThe first consists in holding out the tones in order to sustain the harmony.  The second serves for 

avoiding cacophony, or wrong notes [le mauvais sonðthis could also translate as "a bad 

sound"ðBKL]. And the third, in order to have the full reach of the hand [available] wherever it 

has to be, and likewise with the fingers . . . As for the holds, they are very punctiliously observed 

on the Lute and on the [other] fingerboard Instruments which make a harmony, as well on the 

Harpsichord.ò549  

 

[Bol adds: "the tenue of one or more fingers serves not only to 'maintain the harmony' but also to draw 

from the viol maximum sonority!'"] 550 

De Machy seems aware of the use of the tenüe in viol music from other countries: "If one 

examines, as regards holds, the Solos of the foreign Authors who have been famous, it will be seen that 

they are well marked, and consequently this should not be taken as a novelty."551  One wonders which 

ñforeign authorsò De Machy is referring toðSimpson, perhaps?   

Marais mentions the tenüe in the preface to Book I, and introduces a symbol to indicate its useða 

bracket that delineates the length of the tenüe, similar to the one described by Simpson.  Marais uses this 

symbol frequently in his pièces, but does not otherwise discuss the technique.  

Rousseau, ever the (over-) organizer, describes two categories of holds:  

"...it is appropriate to make known that there are Holds for good position [tenue de bien-

séance] and Holds for Harmony.  The Holds of good position consist in never raising the fingers 

that are stopping except by necessity, and then so that one can keep them occupied without 

straining the hand; because the most agreeable form on the Viol is to have the fingers occupied; 

and also because the fingers are often placed for Notes to follow.  [Teplow provides a slightly 

                                                 
548 Ibid., 254. 
549 Kinney, A Tempest, 17. 
550 Bol trans. Kinney, The bass viol in the time of Marin Marais, 252. 
551 Kinney, A Tempest, 17. 
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easier interpretation of this passage: "...never raising unnecessarily the fingers which are placed 

(on the fingerboard) when they can remain in place without straining the hand.  This is because 

having the fingers occupied presents the nicest appearance, and because the fingers are then often 

in place for the succeeding pitches."]552  The Holds for Harmony consist in holding down the 

Tones which make Harmony with another part; and which would result in Dissonances if the 

fingers were raised, besides which the fingers are often then ready for the following Notes.  The 

Holds of good position should be observed for all manners of Viol-Play, and the Holds for 

Harmony are only for Pieces in chords."553   

 

It is unclear why Rousseau felt the need to make this distinctionðhow does one tell the two types of 

holds apart?  Is it important to do so?  Might there not be overlap between "good position" holds and 

"harmony" holds?  Later, Rousseau proves willing to make exceptions for the observation of the tenues 

ñin favor of beautiful Melody or of some beautiful figure . . . if it be observed that he who plays the Viol 

has only four fingers to put down, and that the tuning of the Viol is very sterile [i.e. is in empty fourths], 

one will become aware of the necessity in which one must take liberties in favor of beautiful Melody by 

passing over some Holds by which the Sound could be stifled and without [doing] which the Playing will 

be tasteless and without grace."554   Here, Rousseau leave the observation of the tenües to the playerôs 

discretion. 

 

Finger Bar (doigt couché; barré) 

The ñfinger barò refers to the act of flattening the finger (usually the first) over two or more 

strings, which allows one to play multiple notes simultaneously or in quick succession that are on the 

same fret on different strings; the technique also can stabilize the hand when playing fast scale passages.  

Ganassi is the first to introduce a sign indicating for the player to bar the first finger across two or more 

strings.  He presents this concept in the context of providing an ñEasy Method of Shortening the Effective 

Length of the Fingerboard,ò555 the logic of which is difficult to follow.  The relevant chapter begins by 

discussing playing above the frets, but concludes in instructing on how to use the first finger bar as a 

                                                 
552 Teplow, Performance Practice, 2. 
553 Rousseau trans. Kinney, Traité De La Viole, 39. 
554 Ibid., 254. 
555 Ganassi trans. Bodig, Regola Rubertina, 64. 
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method to transpose by sight.  Thankfully Woodfield was able to decipher Ganassiôs meaning on this 

topic:  "One practical application of the barré is transposing music at sight.  By laying the first finger flat 

across several strings in the manner of a capo tasto, the player can transpose any given piece of music up 

a semitone or a tone.  This necessitates the use of the extended position in which two consecutive whole-

tone steps are fingered 1-2-4, the second finger being placed a semitone higher than usual."556  In 

Ganassiôs ricercari, he also makes use of a fourth finger bar in the context of three-note chords in which 

the top two notes occupy the same fret; however this technique is not described in the text.   

Simpson doesnôt often use the finger bar in his music, usually preferring a cross-fingering; but he 

does describe the technique on page 8 of The Division-Violist, right after the chordal exercise: ñwhere you 

have this Figure [1] set before 2, 3. or more Notes in one Stop; the First Finger must be layôd streight over 

all the said Notes.  In which, as also in all double Stops, the Posture of the Left-Hand is the same as if you 

Playôd upon a Theorbo, or the Lute in its Old Tuning.ò  The bracketed [1] is Simpsonôs invention:  

however, it does not actually appear in any of his musical examples and does not seem to have been 

adopted by subsequent composers.  Bol points out that "like the hold, the finger-bar was borrowed by the 

violists from lute technique.  One can learn this by consulting the description of the finger-bar given by 

Christopher Simpson,"557  and refers us to the above passage.   

De Machy provides just one fleeting reference to the finger bar, from the previously quoted 

passages about the port de main: ñThe first is to place the thumb against the middle of the neck and the 

first finger, always curved except when one is obliged to bar with it, opposite the thumb.ò  Notice that 

Ganassi, Simpson, and De Machy all refer to the possibility of barring with the first finger only.  Marin 

Marais would follow suit in the avertissement to his first volume of pieces de viole, listing it along with 

the ornamentation and bowing symbols: "Doigt couché [.1.] - the use of which is to make several notes at 

the same fret and upon several strings."558  Marais often uses the doigt couché to stabilize the hand when 

                                                 
556 Woodfield, Early History, 165. 
557 Bol trans. Kinney, The bass viol in the time of Marin Marais, 255. 
558 Kinney, A Tempest, 41. 
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playing fast scale passages, in a manner not dissimilar to Ganassiôs use of the finger bar as a capo.  Notice 

in this example from Feste Champetre (book 4, #61) that the finger bar is introduced on the first note of 

the roulade in order to prepare the hand to play the last note: 

Example 26: M. Marais, Feste Champetre from Book IV, #61, m. 97ï98 

 

Marais doesnôt explicitly state so, but the intention is to bar the first finger across all of the top three 

strings in this passage from Le Badinage, also in book 4, piece #87.  This prepares the third and sixth 

notes of both roulades without the hand having to make an extra motion:  

 

 

In the avertissement to Book III Marais allows for the barring of the 4th finger as well, again echoing 

Ganassiôs use of the technique, saying that it is sometimes necessary, but occurs only rarely. 

Interestingly, centuries after Ganassi first introduced the idea, Forqueray returns to the concept of 

using the first finger bar as a capo to shorten the string to facilitate playing in higher positions: ñIn order 

to facilitate the learning of the upper fingerboard, Your Highness should play a few easy pieces.  Begin by 

putting your left hand at the last fret and put your first finger on the three first strings and make 

a barré with the first finger which goes across from string to string.  As occasion may present [i.e., if you 

do not have to move this finger] be careful not to move it from its place, that is, it should never leave the 

first fret.ò559   

 

                                                 
559 Rutledge, ñA Letter of J.-B.-A. Forqueray,ò 15. 

Example 27: M. Marais, Le Badinage from Book IV, #87, m. 40ï41 
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Cross Fingerings 

I use the term ñcross fingeringsò to refer to a technique used in chordal playing in which one 

places two different, usually adjacent fingers on the same fret on two different strings (again, usually 

adjacent, but not always).  The necessity of this technique is implied in the music of many composers 

who write chordal music for the viol; it is specified by several composers who also provide fingeringsð

Ganassi, Simpson, and M. Marais, for example.  However, I was surprised to discover that the cross 

fingering is almost never named or described in the text of any of our pedagogical authors.  Still, it might 

be worthwhile to explore this technique as it is used in these composersô musical examples.  In the 

Lettione Seconda, Ganassi presents a number of cross fingerings in the second ricercar and the viol 

accompaniment to the madrigal Io vorei.  Ganassi uses cross fingerings between both the second and third 

fingers, and the third and fourth fingers.  In every example, Ganassi places the lower numbered finger on 

the lower note and the higher numbered finger on the upper note.  This requires that the wrist pull in a bit 

towards the scroll, in order for the higher finger to more easily ñtuckò behind the lower finger.    

Mersenne is the only author who mentions the subject of cross fingerings in writing, in the 

context of the chapters on the lute:  ñAs for the first finger, one should set it down a bit on the side toward 

the head of the Lute; but when it is set down on the same fret as the second fingerðfor example, if one 

must stop two c's (I.e. two strings at the 2nd fret), one with the 1st and one with the 2nd fingerðit is then 

necessary to set the first finger down upright.  (GJKðit must be remembered that when the lute is held in 

playing position, the first finger, barred, points straight up)ò560  This passage suggests, as Bol points out, 

that ñthese fingerings were very common . . . and that in all probability . . . was borrowed from lute 

practice."    

Simpson uses two different kinds of cross fingerings in his chordal exercise on page 8: 

                                                 
560 Bol trans. Kinney, The bass viol in the time of Marin Marais, 267. 
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First edition, 1659     Second edition, 1665 

  

 

The first type of cross fingering, the type used by Ganassi in which the lower numbered finger is on the 

lower note of the chord, is found on the third chord in this example, here on the second fret of the fourth 

and fifth string using the second and third finger.  He uses the same technique in the seventh, six-note D 

major chord; this time three fingers (1, 2, and 3) have to occupy the second fret on three consecutive 

strings, which they again do in ascending order with the lowest numbered finger taking the lowest string.  

Simpson tries a second way of approaching a cross fingering on the fifth and eighth chords in this 

example, both D major chords.  Here Simpson places the higher numbered finger, 2, on the lower note of 

the chord, and the lower numbered finger (1) on the upper note.  Here the wrist must push forward rather 

awkwardly towards the body of the instrument in order for the first finger to be able to pull behind and 

next to the second finger.  In both chords the reason Simpson might have chosen this fingering is in order 

to leave the second finger on the D (a tenue) to prepare for subsequent chords.  Simpson seems to have 

changed his mind about the efficaciousness of this technique, for in the second edition of The Division 

Violist/Chelys he changed this fingering to place 3rd finger on the upper note of the chord, keeping the 

system of placing the lower numbered finger on the lowest note of the chord. 

Only two of the musical selections in Playfordôs Introduction to the Skill of Musick are furnished 

with fingerings.  The first ñshort lesson,ò a two-octave D major scale, features some rather perplexing 

fingerings561 that utilize two cross-fingerings when playing two consecutive notes on the same fret on 

                                                 
561 Note the seventh note of the musical excerpt:  the only way this fingering makes sense is if the C is sharp, which 

of course it should be as this is clearly a D major scale.  Likewise, the 14th and 16th notes should also clearly be C 

 
Example 28: Simpson, Exercise no. 5, m. 1ï3: 1st edition Example 29: Simpson, Exercise no. 5, m. 1ï3: 2nd edition 

Courtesy Lilly Library, Indiana University, Bloomington, Indiana 
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different strings.  Playford uses both types of cross fingerings: on the 18th and 19th notes (D and F#, 2nd 

fret) Playford places the second finger on the lower string and the first finger on the higher string; while 

just a few notes later on the last two notes (A and D, again 2nd fret) the opposite is trueðfirst finger is on 

the lower note and second on the higher.  This choice canôt be explained by the desire for a tenüe on the 

2nd finger Dðthere is a 2nd finger G on the 3rd string in between the two instances of the D, for which the 

finger has to move.  

 

 Marais frequently specifies cross fingerings in his solos and uses both fingering strategies, 

although it is more common for him to place the lower numbered finger on the lower note of the chord.  

Here is a representative example from Feste Champetre (book 4, #61), where the third and fourth fingers 

both occupy the fourth fret:  

 

As did Simpson, sometimes Marais will place the higher numbered finger on the lower note, particularly 

if that finger is already occupying that spot as in a tenüe.  An example occurs in the second measure of the 

first couplet of Le Badinage, where the second finger D and first finger F# both occupy the second fret:   

 

                                                 
sharps as well, for the fingering of 3 to make any sense.  Sloppy music editing on Playfordôs part!  This scale is 

likely a bastartized version of the one found in Simpson. 

Example 30: Playford, An Introduction . . . 7th edition, D major scale 

Example 31: M. Marais, Feste Champetre from Book IV, #61, m. 7ï8 

Example 32: M. Marais, Le Badinage from Book IV, #87, m. 1ï3 
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Extensions 

 I use the term ñextensionò to refer to the stretching and straightening of the index finger in order 

to reach a distance of two frets between the first and second finger, enabling the violist to play two 

consecutive whole steps using the fingering 1-2-4.  This is another technique that is frequently called for 

in viol literature about which there is scant written information in our pedagogical sources.  As with the 

cross fingering, it is worth then exploring the authorsô examples who have provided fingerings for their 

musical examples.  As mentioned previously, Ganassiôs technique of using a first finger bar as a capo to 

transpose upwards on the instrument necessitates the use of an extension in order to play two consecutive 

whole steps.  Ganassi provides two musical examples illustrating the barring symbol described above, 

with fingerings provided; these depict an interval of a whole step between the first and second finger, 

suggesting an extension, although this is not made explicit or mentioned in any way.  Ganassi also implies 

that the use of extensions are necessary in the way he fingers several passages in his ricercari:  for 

example, there are several instances of a double stop of a major sixth, in which a distance of four frets 

needs to be covered between the first and fourth finger.  

 

  

Simpson, likewise, does not describe the extension technique.  In his fingered exercises, there are 

only a few examples where an extension may be implied.  The first occurs in the ascending D major scale, 

Example 33: Ganassi, Recercar Primo from Lettione Seconda, m. 16 
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in which an extension is needed to stretch between 3rd finger B (on the 4th fret) and 1st finger C# (on the 1st 

fret):  

  

 

In many other instances, Simpson seems to prefer a quick shift to and from half position instead of 

extending: 

 

In this passage, the first measure (and other spots like it) features a shift to half position in order to play a 

fingering of 1-3 for (first fret) FðG on the E string.  However, the third measure uses a 4th finger A (5th 

fret) in order to avoid an awkward string crossing in the groppo; this necessitates a backwards extension 

to the first fret to play the F natural with the first finger on the seventh note of the measure.   

Otterstedt confirms the scarcity of extensions in Simpson, noting that the "stretched position (i.e. the hand 

covering five frets instead of four, with the forefinger stretched out) . . . is rare in Simpson (in descending 

scales)".562  

De Machy is the first and only author to explicitly mention and describe extensions, in the context 

of the previously quoted passage on the port de main: ñAs for the second, which is that in which has to 

                                                 
562 Otterstedt, The Viol, 208. 

Example 34: Simpson, D major scale 

Courtesy Lilly Library, Indiana University, Bloomington, Indiana 

 

Example 35: Simpson, Exercise no. 4, m. 1ï3  Courtesy Lilly Library, Indiana University, Bloomington, Indiana 

 



 

 209 

extend, the thumb must be placed more toward the edge of the neck, the second finger opposite the 

thumb, the first finger more straightened out unless some chord requires it to be kept curved.  In this 

position, the wrist need not be as rounded as in the first.ò  This passage fortuitously describes the shape of 

the entire hand and arm necessary to facilitate the extension of the first finger.  

Extensions are a regular part of Marin Marais' techniqueðhe frequently specifies the fingering of 

4-2-1 to play two descending whole stepsðbut again they are presented, not described. Otterstedt 

speculates that the reason that Marais made "ample use" of the "stretched position (i.e. the hand covering 

five frets instead of four, with the forefinger stretched out)" is that "with time, the thumb [had] moved 

more and more in the direction of the middle finger".563  Hsu identifies three common hand shapes Marais 

used in his music.  The first is the usual chromatic fingering, with the four fingers spaced out in even half 

steps; the second the extended position, "in which the interval between the first and second fingers is a 

whole-tone, with semi-tones between the other fingers",564 which is used for the double whole step pattern 

fingered 1-2-4.   

 

Contractions 

The third hand shape Hsu identifies in Maraisô music is the "contracted" hand shape, which Hsu 

describes as "in which the interval between the second and fourth fingers is a semi-tone."  Bol also 

describes the contracted hand shape, which he calls "bunched" [ramasser], and gives several examples 

and reasons as to its usageðñin the first place, in order that the third or the fourth finger could be set 

down as energetically as possible in the event also: as fast as possible; and in the second place, in order 

that certain fingers (most often the second and third) might obtain the greatest freedom of 

movement.ò565  Hsu also identifies a less-common fourth hand shape, "peculiar to French viol music", 

                                                 
563 Ibid. 
564 Hsu, A Handbook, 27. 
565 Bol trans. Kinney, The bass viol in the time of Marin Marais, 274.  Unclear as to why this passage is so heavily 

underlined. 
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which is "1-2-4 for a whole-step and a half-step.  This pattern involves the 'extended' fingering placement 

for the whole-step between the first two fingers and the 'contracted' fingering placement for the half-step 

between the second and fourth fingers; it is used mainly because of tenues or double-stops, where the 

third and fourth fingers play on the same fret on adjacent strings."566   

However, Marais did not originate the technique of the contractionðexamples of ñbunchingò the 

first and fourth finger to the distance of a whole step appear as early as in Ganassiôs fingerings for his 

ricercari.  Mace also mentions the contraction, in the chapters on the lute.  Mace recommends placing the 

fingers on the lute a half step apart, except for in half position on the second string, where he recommends 

that the first and fourth fingers only should be a whole step apart.  Mace also recommends using a 

contraction on the third string, placing the first and fourth fingers on the second and fourth frets, 

respectively.  Mace doesnôt explain whether this contracted technique is also applicable on the viol, but he 

does refer the reader to the chapters on the lute for several aspects of viol left hand technique, so it is 

logical to assume that this technique can also apply to the viol.  

 

Open vs. Stopped String / Unisons 

 Stopping the string at the fifth fret of the second, third, fifth, and sixth string (and the fourth fret 

of the fourth string) will produce the same pitch as the next highest open string.  When given a choice, 

earlier authors tended to prefer the sound of the open string to a covered string.  Jambe de Fer believed 

the effort needed to ñto go on to the fifth [fret] is something [wasted],ò as the sound of the open string is 

ñmore clear-sounding, more natural & less constrained.ò  However, he realized that avoiding the fifth fret 

might pose some problems: ñIt is true that for making some passage or diminution, it is a great deal easier 

and more convenient to seek out this fifth fret than to go to the other string.ò567  Ganassi had written about 

this subject earlier, in the context of the groppi (bowed trill with a concluding turn).  Ganassi also 

                                                 
566 Hsu, A Handbook, 27. 
567 Kinney, A Tempest, 10. 
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encouraged the use of the fifth fret (and the shifting to higher positions) in order to avoid awkward string 

crossings: 

 

 

Otterstedt notes that Simpson "dedicated a paragraph to the possibility of fingering a note instead 

of using the open string, to the effect that both variants are useful, depending on how fast one is 

playing.ò568 Simpson introduces this subject in a section titled Observation for playing Notes upon 

another String, in which he introduces the symbol * indicating that notes marked thusly ñare not Playôd 

on Those Strings to which they seem properly to belong; but for ease or better order of Fingering, are 

Playôd upon some Other String;ò meaning that these notes will be played in a higher position or that the 

fifth f ret will be used.  Like Ganassi, Simpson often uses this strategy in conjunction with bowed trills to 

avoid awkward string crossings, as noted in the previously quoted musical example in C major in the 

chapter on extensions. 

 Simpson doesnôt describe this technique, but he presents one clear instance of what would come 

to be termed a unison:  simultaneously playing the open string and the 5th fret on the adjacent lower string.  

As would subsequent authors, Simpson indicates this technique with a note head with two stems, one 

pointing downward and one upward:   

 

                                                 
568 Otterstedt, The Viol, 209. 

  Example 37:  Simpson, D Major Divisions, m. 14  Courtesy Lilly Library, Indiana University, Bloomington, Indiana 

 

Example 36: Ganassi, Groppi fingering example 
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 De Machy is our first author to codify the unison, calling it a ñunison double,ò listing it in his 

ornamentation table:   

 

 

 

M. Marais is the first composer to introduce a symbol to indicate the use of the open string 

(Simpson had merely stated that notes ñthat have no Figures are Playôd upon the open Stringsò), 

specifically developed to be used in conjunction with the unison, which he introduces in the avertissement 

to his second volume: ñThe little (circle, o) that is to be encountered in many places signifies the open or 

unstopped string and is very useful for specifying the unison with the open string...ò569  Bol calls this a 

ñsystem as simple as it is efficacious.ò570 

Roland Marais was a particular fan of the unison: ñWhen there are no other higher notes which 

precede or follow the one which you are playing, you should use a unison whenever possible.  Unisons 

should also be used on final notes to sustain the sound;ò later adding that ñIn syncopations one should use 

unisons as far as possible.ò  Roland Marais is also the only author to mention a similar technique to the 

tenue when playing octaves:  ñIt is good to hold the octaves, that is to say you should leave your finger on 

the upper octave whilst you are sounding the octave below.  This rule is observed when the octave is not 

interrupted by some other note, in which case this rule does not apply.ò571  More than fifty years earlier, 

De Machy seems to suggest this technique in this passage from the Gigue from the fourth suite of his 

Pièces de Violle, in which the tied high G three bars before the end implies that the player should leave 

their (4th) finger down while playing the G the octave lower in the intervening measure.  

                                                 
569 Kinney, A Tempest, 43. 
570 Bol trans. Kinney, The bass viol in the time of Marin Marais, 259. 
571 Marais trans. Gammie, Accompanying Rules, 3. 

Example 38: De Machy, unisson double 
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Shifting 

The topic of shifting proved to be rather vexing.  I had hoped to find information regarding the 

physicality of shiftingðthe process by which one moves the hand and fingers from one location on the 

fingerboard to another: if the finger should drag or lift, the role of finger weight, overshifting (sliding with 

the lower numbered finger) and undershifting (sliding with the higher numbered finger), the role of the 

arm, arm/finger angle, changes in bow speed required, and the like.  However, this type of information is 

not to be found in period pedagogical writings.  Many authors do provide extensive information about 

other topics related to shifting, such as the appropriate time to shift from one position to another, 

suggested finger patterns, and the like; and of course the use of shifts can be analyzed in the compositions 

of the authors who provided fingerings.   

Gerle is the earliest author to mention shifting hand positions, albeit obliquely: he states that if a 

passage of music ñgoes on farther than [the 5th fret], you must stop the [7th fret] with the little finger.ò572 

Woodfield clarifies: ñFor the higher frets such as the fifth and the seventh the little finger is used, but no 

clues are given about how to change into these higher positions.ò573 

Ganassi devotes much time to the subject of shifting, which perhaps serves to illustrate the 

advanced state of viol technique in late sixteenth century Italy.  Chapter seventeen of Lettione Seconda is 

titled ñDiscussion of Shifts in Hand Positions and in Stringsò (Bodig, pg. 58).  In it, Ganassi describes 

three strategies of how to approach passages requiring higher hand positions.   The first requires a shift in 

the left hand position but no change in stringðthat is, one shifts to a higher position, using two different 

                                                 
572 Gerle trans. Kinney, Musica Teusch, 14. 
573 Woodfield, Early History, 106. 

Example 39: De Machy, Gigue in G Major, m. 48ï58 
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fingers, on the same string.  The second requires a change both in strings and in hand positionðone shifts 

to a new hand position while playing an open string; and the third requires a change in string but not in 

hand positionðone plays the entire passage in a higher position, using as many string crossings as 

necessary.  Ganassi then provides six musical examples using five different fingering possibilities for the 

same scale passage of a minor 9th (open second string A to the B flat a half step above the seventh fret on 

the top string), illustrating combinations of the three different fingering strategies listed above.  Many 

specific observations can be gleaned from these examples: firstly, the one example of a fingered shift, in 

the first example, is from 2nd finger F on the top string to 1st finger on G (and back again), a shift of a 

whole step.  Woodfield observes that this "is the conventional fingering which involves a single change of 

position on the top string."574 Secondly, the act of shifting to a higher position while playing an open 

string implies the need to lift the hand from the fingerboard and put it back down again while the open 

string is being soundedðas Ganassi puts it, "That shift cannot be late in execution, because in playing, 

you must judge the interval of time over which the sound of the open string is sustained."575 Thirdly, 

Ganassiôs third method of playing the entire passage in a single, higher positionðGanassi suggests 

playing the passage with the first finger on both the fifth, then the seventh fretðinvolves playing above 

the frets on the lower strings, an advanced technique that was rather uncommon until the mid-eighteenth 

century, when Forqueray utilized the technique extensively in his Pièces de Viole.  

Although they neither wrote on the subject nor provided fingerings, shifting is frequently required 

to play the very difficult music of the Rognonis.  Otterstedt suggests that their shifting strategies might 

have been similar to Ganassiôs:  

ñThe Italians exploited the wide compass of the viol... In this pursuit, one was not merely familiar 

with climbing to the top of the top string, but as much with the high positions of the other strings, 

through which the lower registers could be regained.  It does seem, though, that the high positions 

were not used on the three lowest strings.  The highest notes occurring are... g2 in [Francesco] 

Rognoni, and even b2 by his father, [Riccardo] Rognono [a pitch found just past the end of the 

fingerboard of many viols].  It was certainly not through circumspect and hesitant steps that these 

                                                 
574 Ibid., 164. 
575 Ganassi/Bodig, Regola Rubertina, 62. 
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extreme positions were reached, but often through gorgeously whizzing runs, from which may be 

inferred that one felt quite at home up there.ò576   

 

Mersenne contributed a valuable observation about the role of the thumb in shifting, reminding us 

that it needs to follow the hand: ñAnd if the hand descend one or two frets, the thumb should follow 

equally: for example, if one stops the c[-fret] on the melody string with the second finger (the thumb 

being placed under the first fret), and it becomes necessary to stop the d[-fret] with the second finger, the 

thumb must also descend one fret; which must also be observed whenever the hand descends or 

ascends."577 

It is certainly necessary to shift positions to play the music in Simpsonôs Division-Violist:  

Simpson provides fingerings in some of his pieces that demonstrate the location of the shifts, but no 

instructions as to shifting techniques.  The only written allusion to shifting in Simpson is thisðñAnd 

whereas you will see sometimes two Successive Notes, Stopt one after the other, with the same Finger; it 

is always done, either to prepare the fingers to this posture, or to remove the said Posture to some other 

Place."578  Bol elaborates on this quote from Simpson: ñ[Simpson] prescribes the same finger twice in 

succession for different notes solely when there is more or less of a caesura between the notes to be 

played with the same finger.ò579  In other words, Bol is claiming that Simpson always builds time in to his 

compositions to allow the hand to move when requiring the same finger to be used for two consecutive 

notes.  An exception to this rule occurs in shifts involving two conjunct notes played with the first finger 

in succession, as often appear in rapid scale passages.  Shifting with the first finger is a common shifting 

strategy of Simpsonôs, either direct shifts with the 1st finger (1-1) or as part of scale passages (1-3-1 . . . ; 

1-2-1 . . . ; 1-3-4-1 . . . ; etc.).  Other common shifting strategies of his are "pick up your hand and move it 

to another location" shifts, which usually involve string crossings (such as in this example, where the 

hand needs to be lifted between the ascending octave Dôs, both played by the second finger);  

                                                 
576 Otterstedt, The Viol, 210. 
577 Bol trans. Kinney, The bass viol in the time of Marin Marais, 227.  
578 Simpson, The Division-Violist, 5-6. 
579 Bol trans. Kinney, The bass viol in the time of Marin Marais, 266. 
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and shifting using an open string as a pivot, as described by Ganassi.  Bol identifies another shifting 

strategy of Simpsonôs, which occurs in this measure from the exercise in octave scales above the frets: 

 

In this example, the excerpt begins with the hand in first position, shifting to half position on the open E 

on the fourth note (the sixth note should be a C#).  While playing the ninth note, C# (fourth fret on the A 

string), the fourth finger serves as a ósupport fingerô (Bolôs expression) or pivot point allowing the first 

finger to swing over to the B on the second fret on the second string, the hand bunching up for a distance 

of only two frets between the first and fourth finger.  After the first finger is depressed, it in turn serves as 

a pivot, allowing the fourth finger to release and the hand to expand back to its normal spacing of one 

finger per fretðthe third finger then plays the subsequent C#.  Bol here describes the hand as moving 

ñsnakilyò [en reptile] and charmingly terms this manoeuvre a ñsnake-systemò shift.580  This ñsnakeyò 

shifting strategy would become a favorite of Maraisô ï one can find frequent examples of it in his music, 

as we will discuss below. 

                                                 
580 Ibid., 266. 

Example 40: Simpson, Exercise no. 3, m. 8ï10 

Courtesy Lilly Library, Indiana University, Bloomington, Indiana 

 

Example 41: Simpson, Exercise no. 3, m. 13 

Courtesy Lilly Library, Indiana University, Bloomington, Indiana 
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Playford ñborrowsò the passage from Simpson on the subject of shifting, quoted above (ñAnd 

whereas you will see . . . ò).  In another passage, Playford is likely referring to shifting (obliquely) when 

he writes ñwhen your Fingers are to rest on the several Stops or Frets, your hand may have liberty to 

move up and down, as occasion shall require.ò581  Although Playford does not provide fingerings for most 

of his musical selections, some clearly require a shift in position. For example, "A Division on a Ground" 

(page 76ï7 of the eighteenth edition) has a sudden, unprepared leap from third fret C on the second string 

(last note of the first line) to seventh fret A on the top string (first note of the second line) as the clef 

changes from bass to alto:  

 

 

This shift necessitates picking up the hand after playing the C with the second finger, and placing the first 

finger on the seventh fret of the top string, to be used as an anchor in order to play the subsequent C and B 

with the fourth and third fingers, respectively.  The shift back to first position is accomplished while 

playing the open A string on the fifth note of the second line; while doing so the player picks up the hand 

and places the fourth finger on the fifth fret of the top string to play the following G. 

Although Mace doesnôt provide fingerings for the three lyra viol pieces in his book, it might be 

worthwhile to analyze the shifting strategies present in the lute exercises beginning on page 86, as Mace 

                                                 
581 Playford, An Introduction to the Skill of Musick [7th ed.], 102. 

Example 42: Playford, An Introduction . . . 18th edition, A Division on a Ground m. 45ï51 



 

 218 

himself directs the violist seeking for left hand advice to these chapters.  These exercises feature a variety 

of shifting strategies:   

- Shifting a whole step with the first finger (1-1), both ascending and descending  

- Replacing the second with the first finger; that is, a 2-1 shift on the same pitch  

- Shifting a descending whole step between the third and fourth finger, from the 7th to the 5th fret 

- Shifting a descending whole step with the second finger, from the 5th to the 3rd fret (2-2 shift)  

- Shifting while playing an open string (as described by Ganassi)  

Mace presents shifting in the context of exercises on each individual string of the lute, in tablature, which 

are given fingerings; no explanations or written instructions on the mechanics of shifting are provided.  

 De Machy, as well, does not discuss shifting in his writing, but there are fingerings present in his 

Pièces de Violle which give clues as to how he approached shifting.  Bol does a wonderful job of 

analyzing De Machyôs fingering strategies:  "In DeMachy also are to be found several examples in which 

one must play over two or three strings in one position.  It will suffice to give a very fine example in 

which it is necessary to play for six measures in the IVth position [that is, first finger on the fourth fret] 

even over six strings!ò  The example that follows is from the Gigue from De Machyôs second suite in D 

major:    

 

Bol continues: ñBeing very parsimonious in the indicating of fingerings, DeMachy provides very few 

occasions for drawing conclusions on the subject of left-hand technique.  Nevertheless it must be 

mentioned that DeMachy does not give passages in which it is necessary to shift rapidly on a single 

string.  As much as possible he retains a single position.ò582  

                                                 
582 Bol trans. Kinney, The bass viol in the time of Marin Marais, 267. 

Example 43: De Machy, Gigue in D major, m. 23ï32 
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Shifting is clearly frequently required in Marais' music.  Marais himself does not describe the 

technique in any of his prefaces; but Teplow, Bol, and Kinney have again categorized Maraisô several 

different types of shifting situations, which I will summarize below:   

1) Shifting while playing an open string, as first described by Ganassi.  Teplow describes this method as 

the "most elementary [way to shift] because it allows the player time to move the left hand from one 

position to the next".583    

2) Shifting by extension.  This two-step process involves first stretching the first finger to span a whole 

step (two frets) between the first and second fingerðthe extension; the hand then contracts, using the first 

finger as an anchor, to the new position.  These two motions are used in conjunction to "crawl" up or 

down the fingerboard.  In my own teaching, I refer to this method as the "bend and snap," borrowing a 

term from the film Legally Blonde (2001).  On page 279 of Las Basse de Viole, Bol notes that Marais asks 

for the hand to be able to stretch between the 1st and 4th fingers a perfect 4th, as well as a major 3rd 

(something not every hand can do, alas); and notes that with this method of shifting ñthe extension of the 

left hand permits, in general, making passages of at most two positions [fret widths] upwards or 

downwards.ò  Hoffmann mentions this type of shifting on page 249 of The Viola da Gamba, referring to 

it as the "'caterpillar crawl', in which the index finger moves while the little finger lays or vice versa."  

3)   Bolôs "snake-system" method of shifting, as described above.  Three examples of this occur in this 

excerpt from Le Badinage (book 4): 

 

 

The first instance is between the last note of the second roulade (F#)ðon the second fret, played with the 

first fingerðand the first note of the third roulade (C#)ðon the fourth fret, with fourth finger indicated 

                                                 
583 Teplow, Performance Practice, 18. 

Example 44: M. Marais, Le Badinage from Book IV, #87, m. 46ï48 
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(rather than third).  The second instance is between the last note of the third rouladeðfourth fret F#, 

played with the fourth fingerðand the first note of the final roulade, first finger E# on the third fret.  Note 

that this ñsnake-shiftò requires the first and fourth finger to contract to the distance of a single fret.  The 

third instance is between the last two notes of the last roulade, in which a sixth fret G# played with the 

fourth finger is followed by a fourth fret C# played by the first finger.  Oneôs hand becomes quite the 

flexible serpent after performing this passage!  

4) Replacing one finger with another on the same note.  Bol describes this as ñre-taking a note with 

another finger on the same string or on another.ò  Kinney elaborates: ñWhat this amounts to is a change of 

fingering on the second of two successive notes of the same pitch, now often called 'finger-

exchange'.  There are really two techniques subsumed in Bol's 4th way.  The first, on the same string, is 

used to gain notes available in the new position.  The second, with change of string, may also be done for 

this reason but more often is done to change the tone color.ò584    

5) A "shift by displacement," which Teplow describes as when "the whole hand moves from one position 

to another without retaining any fingers on the fingerboard"585ðin other words, picking up the entire 

hand and placing it in a different locale, which Bol refers to as a "normal shift.ò Teplow doesn't mention 

it but this type of shifting often requires an accommodation with the bow, and can affect or imply 

phrasing; a point Le Blanc will soon eloquently make.  Hsu names this technique "Lifting the Hand in 

Shifting Hand Positions", noting that it is frequently required (but again, never discussed!) in Marais' 

works, adding that "relaxing and lifting the hand after the weak beat... will help the finger strike clearly 

on the beat that follows by allowing the hand and finger, in assuming a new position, to fall naturally and 

easily on the string."586  

Le Blanc has much to say on the subject of shifting and playing in higher positions.  He decries 

the ñidea . . . that you had to play on the same string as much as possible,ò meaning playing entire 

                                                 
584 Bol trans. Kinney, The bass viol in the time of Marin Marais, 278. 
585 Teplow, Performance Practice, 19. 
586 Hsu, A Handbook, 41. 
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passages shifting up and down on one string.  Le Blanc elaborates on his disdain for this technique: ñAs a 

result of the slavery of playing on the same string one can produce only a thin voiceða beautiful one, in 

fact, but having only the effect of a single line.ò  Fortunately, Le Blanc was proactive in stating what he 

found desirable:  

ñThe proper shift of the hand has the same effect as the taking of a breath, when the sense of a 

phrase is managed without interruption. Consequently, one ought to . . . make each shift of the 

hand be in accordance with a phrase of music which forms a new sentence, to have 3 or 4 tones 

outlined at a time [Dolmetsch: "to have in mind three or four notes at once"],587 placing the 

fingers simultaneously on that many frets.  The work of the left hand depends on the knowledge 

of the four different places where one can, on occasion, play the same thing, in order to put the 

fingers on the fingerboard at one time . . . The position to choose from among these four is 

determined by the ease of going from a musical period forming a sentence to another to which 

one is going to go.  Ease in the manner of playing, which interrupts the thread of musical 

discourse the least and which draws the best connection between the parts, is the compass which 

acts as a guide to availing oneself of the right position."588  
 

Le Blancôs claim to have originated the idea that ñeach shift of the hand be in accordance with a phrase of 

music which forms a new sentenceò is a bit speciousðexamples of playing entire passages ñin positionò 

date back to Ganassi, and are frequently found in the works of Marais and Forqueray.  However, ñthe 

concept that the shift occurs at those points where it would be proper to take a breath and that thus the 

'phrase is managed without interruption,' is unusually clearly stated here . . . The technique is not new 

with Le Blanc, but his formulation of the principle verbally does appear to be unique."589   

 

 

Playing above the frets / ñin positionò / ñacross the fingerboardò / notes ñnot 

playôd on the String to which they properly belongò (Musick-Master) 

Jumping off of Le Blancôs comments above, this next section will deal with the topic of playing 

ñin position;ò that is, leaving the hand in a position higher than first finger on the second fret (including 

above the frets) and playing entire passages across multiple strings.  There is a bit of overlap between this 

                                                 
587 Dolmetsch, The Viola da Gamba, 57. 
588 Jackson, ñDefense (continuation),ò 40-41. 
589 Jackson, ñCommentary on Le Blancôs . . . ,ò 21-22. 
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topic and the larger topic of shifting, for a shift is usually necessary to be able to play ñacross the 

fingerboard;ò but it is a discrete enough subject that it warrants its own discussion.  

 Jackson was of course correct in claiming that examples of playing entire passages in higher 

positions date back to as early as Ganassi.  It is Simpson who first tries to address the subject in writing, 

in the (partially) previously quoted passage on page 4: ñYou must know that sometimes Notes are not 

Playôd on Those Strings to which they seem properly to belong; but for ease or better order of Fingering, 

are Playôd upon some Other String; an instance whereof you have in those two Notes marked with little 

Stars over their Figures; which Notes are Playôd upon the second String, though a little before, Notes 

standing in the same places were Playôd upon the Treble [top string]: and therefore, when any difficulty 

shall occurre in Fingering, you must try which way the same Notes may be exprest with most ease and 

convenience to the Hand.ò  Simpsonôs wording is somewhat awkward, but the intention is clear: the 

passage is about playing in higher positions on lower strings, producing the same pitches that could be 

played in a lower position on a higher string, in order to facilitate the ease of playing a passage; these 

notes are marked with an asterisk (*).  The most striking example Simpson provides of this technique is in 

his dazzling exercise of one-octave scales above the frets: 

 

Note that, using this system, Simpson is not able to indicate which string the player should useðthere is 

no differentiation between an * indicating the A string and an * indicating the E string.  The Compleat 

Musick-Master would later adapt Simpsonôs method, using the symbol of a small circle (o) instead of an 

asterisk. 

Example 45: Simpson, Exercise no. 3, m. 8ï13 

Courtesy Lilly Library, Indiana University, Bloomington, Indiana 
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Marais would devise a clearer system for indicating which string a given note was intended to be played 

upon: ñDots thus: . . . indicate the string to be taken according to the [number], greater or less, of dots 

there are above the figures.  That is to say that if, over the figure 2, there are three of the dots, it would be 

the third string that one must use, and likewise with the rest.ò590   

 

 

This system, which would be adopted by subsequent French composers, is a big improvement over 

Simpsonôs asterisk, but not entirely foolproof: Bol points out that Maraisô method "involves the danger of 

being unable to fix [i.e. identify] immediately the number of the little dots, notably when it is a matter of 

the fifth, sixth and seventh strings..."591 All too true!  Bol furthermore nitpicks that Maraisô viol student 

and fellow composer Jacques Morel "arranges the little dots indicating the strings in an extremely neat 

fashion," that is, arranged in two rows, so that there are never more than four dots in a row.  For example, 

the fifth string would be indicated by two dots in top row and three dots in the bottom row.  "It is 

astonishing that no other Master of the Viol imitated this very neat method of notation of Morel, the more 

so since the latter had already published his work in 1709!"592  

A corollary to Le Blancôs instruction to play phrases as much as possible in one hand position is 

the necessity of playing across many strings in the higher positions.  Le Blanc expresses this concept 

elegantly: "Always keep in mind that what is played should be reducible to an arpeggio; that is the 

touchstone which determines which among the positions is the one suitable for controlling the same 

subject.ò593  Le Blanc never explains exactly what he means, but to play a major triad on the viol one 

                                                 
590 Kinney, A Tempest, 43. 
591 Bol trans. Kinney, The bass viol in the time of Marin Marais, 260. 
592 Ibid., 262. 
593 Jackson, ñDefense (continuation),ò 42. 

Figure 10: String indicator dots from Marais, Book II avertissement 
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places the fourth finger on the third string, the third finger on the second string, and the first finger on the 

top string.  Placing the hand in this arpeggio position  

ñtests the command of three strings on which one can always grasp the whole idea at one time, 

putting the fingers in place all at one time, giving an effect like a shower of water, which allows 

the Master to play the notes with . . . rapidity . . . , and which in addition permits him to play 

several at once.  When the strings are all put down at once, the passage of the tones from one to 

another is more imperceptible, so as to hover, in the placement of the hand, over another string by 

which one makes it the servant because of the resonance which results from it.  The hand is not 

formed at all when one is enslaved by the greater part of the string as having more vibration, 

instead of pressing many strings down at once in a lively way against the fingerboard so that one 

learns to draw almost as much sound as from the open string.   The Niagra-like leaps are avoided 

[note the reference to the New World!], which are so awkward to see in the movement of the 

hand, and which imply an ignorance of the fingerboard . . . It is not necessary to assume that in 

the displacement of the hand one is only concerned with gracefulness but indeed with the union 

of the sounds included in a sentence, like the words between periods or even commas, which it 

would be allowable for the voice to take a breath, and in the same way on the Viol, to shift from 

one position which has lasted through a sentence to another which lasts just as long.  The result of 

this is a declamation like that of [famous singers], or Forcroi senior on the Viol."594    

 

While composers would continue to write both passages that necessitate shifting on one string as well as 

passages intended to be played in higher positions across the strings, Le Blanc makes a compelling case 

for the expressive, rhetorical relationship of coordinating the shifting of the hand position with the 

phrasing of the music. 

It is only the latest author in our study, Jean-Baptiste Forqueray, who gives us detailed written 

instructions on how to play above the frets, and expounds on the importance of becoming comfortable 

doing so:  

"Your Highness must endeavor to become acquainted with the upper fingerboard of His 

instrument, that is, from the last fret to the middle of the rest of the board.  After such study one 

begins a different one to learn the other half, always on the first three strings d', a, e.  Many good 

things will come of this improved acquaintanceship:  1st, the beautiful sound which is the soul of 

the bowed instruments; 2nd, the facility to play all the more difficult things, even things which the 

violin, the flute and the harpsichord can do; 3rd, the relaxation of the left hand which becomes less 

tired on the upper fingerboard than on the lower, which is used only for chords, for passages 

which descend [to the lower notes], for accompaniment and for all ordinary music which is found 

in the viol clef and the f-clef.  

In order to facilitate the learning of the upper fingerboard, Your Highness should play a few easy 

pieces.  Begin by putting your left hand at the last fret and put your first finger on the three first 

strings and make a barré with the first finger which goes across from string to string.  As 

occasion may present [i.e., if you do not have to move this finger] be careful not to move it from 

its place, that is, it should never leave the first fret.  Note also, My Lord, that the highest note (or 

                                                 
594 Ibid., 39ï40. 
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the note above) ought to be made with the little finger and the lowest note by the first 

finger.  Regarding this last rule, [one may say that] it is sometimes contradicted, in which case the 

second or third finger takes the place of the first.ò595   

 

Forquerayôs passage recalls Ganassiôs and Maraisô similar use of the finger bar as a kind of capoðhere, 

the intent is to stabilize the hand.  Forquerayôs claim that the left hand becomes ñless tiredò when playing 

further down the fingerboard is uniqueðperhaps he is referring to the more relaxed, open arm position 

needed when playing lower down on the body of the viol.  It is interesting that Forqueray instructs that 

the highest note should always be played with the fourth finger; that will be the subject of the next section 

and a good jumping-off place.  

 

Chromatic vs. Diatonic fingering 

This topic applies mainly to the fingering of passages above the frets.  As previously discussed, in 

the lower positions the fingers are normally spaced a half step apart (ñchromaticò fingering).  Since the 

distance between the frets decreases as the pitch gets higher, and the position of the arm becomes more 

angled, in the higher positions it is sometimes desirable to omit the use of the fourth finger and form 

either a whole step or a half step between the remaining fingers.  This results in three possible spacing 

patterns between the three fingers (when playing diatonic passages)ða whole and a half step, a half and a 

whole step, or two whole steps. This is what I will refer to as ñdiatonicò fingering. 

 Agricola would seem to recommend chromatic fingering for the viols throughout their compass.  

Hoffmann claims that "For 'große Geigen' Martin Agricola recommends chromatic fingering on both the 

bass and treble: the diatonic fingering of the 'kleine Geigen' is clearly distinguished from this."596  Ganassi 

seems to be a bit inconsistent on the subject.  In the text, he states that, when playing above the frets, one 

should maintain the interval of a half step between the four fingers, with the logic that "what is right for 

                                                 
595 Rutledge, ñA Letter of J.-B.-A. Forqueray,ò 15. 
596 Hoffmann, The Viola da Gamba, 152. 
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the very beginning . . . is also right for the middle of it, and . . . also right for the end."597  However, in his 

fingering examples Ganassi is also the first author to illustrate the use of diatonic fingering when playing 

above the frets, albeit inconsistently.  In this passage from the first ricercar in the Lettione Seconda, 

Ganassi presents two ways of fingering B-C#-D above the frets: 1-3-4, which is chromatic (the fifth note 

of the second measure of the example); and 1-2-3, which places a whole step between the first and second 

fingers and a half step between the second and third, adding another whole step between the third and 

fourth fingers to reach the high E (starting on the last note of the second measure).   

 

Ganassi seems to regard the first finger on B, a sixth higher than the open D, to be a turning pointðin this 

position, Ganassi uses either diatonic or chromatic fingerings, but for everything lower than that point he 

uses chromatic fingerings exclusively.  

Simpson is very clear in describing the conditions governing the use of diatonic fingering.  His 

system would largely be adopted by subsequent composers.  Simpson states, that when playing ñbeyondò 

the frets, that the highest note in the passage should be played with either the third or fourth finger.  If 

with the third, the two notes underneath it are to played with the first and second finger.  Simpson makes 

no explicit mention of the different finger spacings requiredðhe merely says "the first and second finger 

take their orderly places in Stopping the two Notes gradually ascending to it, or descending from [the 

third finger]," which is likely an oblique reference to diatonic fingering.  This is borne out if one applies 

the logic of the following passage: ñIf the Highest Note imploy the Fourth Finger; then the next Note 

under it, is Stopt, either with the Third, or with the Second Finger; according as the said Under-Note is 

either Flat or Sharp: If Sharp; with the Third: If Flat; with the Second Finger.ò  As to when to use third 

                                                 
597 Ganassi/Bodig, Regola Rubertina, 65. 

Example 46: Ganassi, Recercar Primo from Lettione seconda, m. 3ï7 
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versus the fourth finger, Simpson instructs that the fourth finger is more used ñwhen the stops are wideò 

(e.g., among the frets) then lower down the fingerboard, where the spacing is more compact.  However, 

Simpson would seem to be somewhat variable on the exact moment when the third finger is more 

appropriate than the fourth, given the evidence in the fingerings he providedðin ascending scales he 

switches to a diatonic pattern with the first finger on the seventh fret, but in descending passages that stay 

in position above the frets he will often use a diatonic pattern (3-2-1) on the top string but a chromatic one 

(4-2-1) on the second string.  In the musical example of one-octave scales on the top string, in the 

passages using diatonic fingerings Simpson uses whole-whole, whole-half, and half-whole step spacing 

between the three fingers; all the permutations that are possible.  

 

 

Playford also presents this information, borrowing almost the entirety of the above passages of 

Simpsonôs about finger patterns above the frets.  

The anonymous German eighteenth century text, the Instruction . . . auff der Violadigamba, 

offers a different perspective.  The beginning of the book (page 5) features a map of the fingerboard 

which is described as showing ñwhich [notes] can be found on each string, and how the frets are placed 

next to each other; also, on correct fingering.ò  The map shows up to fifteen locations on each string, each 

one labeled with a note of the chromatic scale; it is unclear if every location is meant to be fretted.  

Fingerings are provided: these are four series of three repetitions of the pattern 1-2-3-4, with one series 

each beginning on the first, second, third, and fourth fret of the top string.  These four sets of fingerings 

produce one-octave chromatic scales, starting on (open) D, E flat, E, and F, requiring two shifts which 

occur every four notes.  The book makes no mention of diatonic fingerings. This fingering system of 

Example 47: Simpson, Exercise no. 3, m. 1ï5 

Courtesy Lilly Library, Indiana University, Bloomington, Indiana 
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using chromatic fingerings well over an octave higher than the open string was originally recommended 

by Ganassi, almost two hundred years earlier. 

 

I will now return to Forquerayôs instruction, quoted above, that when playing above the frets the 

first finger should bar across the top three strings and ñthe highest note (or the note above) ought to be 

made with the little finger and the lowest note by the first finger.  Regarding this last rule, [one may say 

that] it is sometimes contradicted, in which case the second or third finger takes the place of the first."  

The unspoken given here is that the distance between the first and fourth finger spans a minor third (or 

major, if an extension is used).  Forqueray admits to contradicting himself: the instruction to use the 

fourth finger to play the highest note of a passage implies chromatic fingering, but the meaning is 

immediately clouded by the parenthetical ñor the note above,ò which would presumably place the third 

finger the interval of a third from the first finger, and the fourth finger a perfect fourth.  I am puzzled 

about how exactly the second or third finger would ñtake the placeò of the first; in any case this would 

presumably necessitate a diatonic fingering of some kind.  

Figure 11: Map of fingerboard with fingerings from Instruction . . . auff der Violadigamba 
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Advice for  choosing appropriate fingerings / ñRules of Fingeringò 

Several authors offer advice on how to choose left hand fingering patterns, ranging from general 

guidelines to very specific situational rules.  Ganassi offers some advice on choosing appropriate 

fingerings and when and if to shift positions.  His desired course of action is to "share the burden among 

all the fingers," that is, one should choose a fingering that uses equal instances of each finger; unless 

doing so would disrupt the harmonic line conceived by the composer.  However, if the music is fast, 

finger facility takes precedence.  Ganassi further states that once a hand position is established by the 

fingerings, it is assumed that one will stay in that position, using the appropriate fingering, until the music 

exceeds the range of the hand and/or a new position is indicated; there is no need for every note to have a 

written fingering.   

The fingerings in the Ricercari towards the end of the Lettione Seconda offer some clues about 

Ganassi's left-hand technique.  Shifting between double stops using the same fingering (1/3 ï 1/3) is much 

more common than staying in position and using consecutive fingerings (1/3 ï 2/4). As previously noted, 

contracting the hand to a whole step between first and fourth finger happens frequently in Ganassiôs 

fingerings, as does stretching a whole step between third and fourth finger when above the frets.  All these 

techniques seem more idiomatic to the lute, and lend credence to the theory that Ganassi held his viol at a 

rather steep angle, which would facilitate these techniques, which are somewhat awkward to execute 

when the instrument is held more vertically.   

Woodfield has a wonderful summary of Ganassiôs fingering techniques as evidenced in the ricercari, 

in outline form no less, on page 167 of The Early History:  

I. Shifting position  

a. To move into a position a semitone or a tone higher, two consecutive notes may be played 

with the first finger, 1-1-2-4 or 1-1-3-4.  

b. To move into a position a third higher, change after using the second or third finger: 0-1-2-1 

or 0-1-3-1.  

c. Avoid shifting into a higher position directly after using a fourth finger.  
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II.  String Crossings.  Avoid rapid string crossings in fast passagework by using a higher position on 

a lower string.  

II.  Playing above the frets.  In very fast high passages more than a major sixth above the open string, 

all four fingers may be used consecutively in a diatonic scale.  

III.  Half position.  Half position may be used if it simplifies the fingering of any given passage or if it 

makes better musical sense.  

IV.  Extended position.  Extended positions (two consecutive whole-tone steps fingered 1-2-4) are 

especially useful when transposing music up a semitone or a tone (without retuning the viol) by 

means of a first finger barré.  

V. Double-stopping.  Consecutive thirds may be played by means of simple position changes.    

VI.  Three-part chords.  For three-part chords a barré fingering may be used [with the 4th finger].   

 

Simpsonôs rules for fingering passages above the frets have already been quoted in the section above 

on diatonic fingerings.  He does have this further advice to offer: ñAs for the Posture of the Fingers, in 

moving from one string to another; (which for diversity of Circumstances cannot so well be reduced 

to Rule;) I must refer you to your Own Observations; in making use of those fingers which offer 

themselves the readiest and aptest for stopping any succeeding Note.ò598  There you have it - there are no 

rules; consistency is less important than the good judgement of the player.  Simpson here provides 

another instance of addressing the subject of personal agency. 

Playfordôs fingerings show an expectation that the player use open strings to shift often between half 

and first position; and illustrate the use of cross-fingerings when playing two consecutive notes on the 

same fret on different strings. 

Dubuisson offers an instruction regarding fingering: ñthe first finger should be placed on the note that 

one wants to trill.ò  According to Kinney, this rule ñshows the influence of Dubuisson's other instrument, 

the lute, on which trilling with fingers 2-3, 3-4 or 2-4 was avoided because of the weaker percussion of 

the upper finger, only the first note of the trill being plucked with the right hand.ò599  This rule has 

implications for how his musical selections should be fingeredða shift is often required to place the first 

finger on the lower note of a trill.  However, observing this rule does greatly facilitate the performance of 

Dubuissonôs music.  Coeyman points out that Dubuisson provides some fingerings; ñmany of them 

                                                 
598 Simpson, The Division-Violist, 6. 
599 Kinney, A Tempest, 14. 
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apparently there because they are unusual for the passages in question.  However, these markings are not 

systematic.  Many places where such óexceptionalô fingerings could be used are not marked as 

such.  Moreover, several of them seem to defy all logic and precedent...ò  Coeyman could be slightly 

exaggerating on this point: while she is correct that the fingerings are "not systematic" in the sense that a 

fingering is not specified in every passage that would seem to require a shift or other unusual solution, the 

ones that are present are consistently effective and illuminating.  In the example below, from the Courante 

of the (fourth) A major suite in the Recueil de Pièces de Viole, Dubuissonôs fingerings beautifully prepare 

the player to play the double stop trills and 4-3 suspension in measures 15-16.  The ñ3ò on the E in 

measure 17 is indicating a cross fingering, as the second finger will already be occupying the same fret on 

the note B from the previous double stop.  

 

Marin Marais provided fingerings frequently in his compositions, and much can be learned by 

observing his fingering choices.  Fortunately, Bol has done a lot of the hard work for us: his carefully 

observed study of the music of Marais and other eighteenth century French composers led him to develop 

several ñrulesò of fingering observed by these composers, which he presents on page 268 of Kinneyôs 

translation of La Basse De Viole Du Temps De Marin Marais Et d'Antoine Forqueray.  Some of the ones 

more salient to our present discussion are:  

a) "If possible, one never uses the same finger twice in succession in a single position for two different 

notes at the same fret (hence on two different strings).  If [a cross fingering; which Bol refers to as 

'horizontal fingering'] is found to be impossible, or very difficult to execute, one can have recourse to 

the barred finger [doigt couché]."  In other words, a single finger will never ñskipò directly from one 

string to another for two consecutive notes; either a cross fingering or a barré should be used. 

Example 48, Dubuisson, Courante in A Major, m. 14ï21 
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b) "One rarely or never shifts during a single bow-stroke unless this shift can be effected by the use of 

the open string, by the extension, or by the 'snake-system'."  Slurred scale passages traveling through 

several positions (thus requiring shifts), so common in the cello repertoire, are not part of the violistôs 

technique.   

c) "If possible, the violist, for a normal shift by degrees [stepwise], utilizes the same finger that was used 

last in the position the violist is going to leave."  Same-finger shifts (1-1, 2-2, etc.) are desirable.  

d) "If two or more fingers are found at a given momentðor at nearly the same momentðat the same 

fret [that is, a cross fingering], the finger of lowest number is found on the lowest string."  This is 

generally the caseðas previously discussed, it is physically awkward to place the higher number 

finger on the lower string (Bol points out on page 295 that "the second finger formsðso to speakða 

shackle for the third finger", preventing the third finger from being on the lower string in a cross 

fingering with the second).  However, as previously observed, many exceptions can be found in 

Maraisô music, as well as that of Simpson and Playford. 

 

Left  Hand Pizzicato 

Marin Marais is the only author to describe a left-hand pizzicato technique, which is only used in 

the final piece of Book V, Le Tact.  Marais describes it thusly:  

ñevery note should be made with one of the fingers of the left hand without any participation of 

the right.  All four fingers can serve, according to the situation, different notes.  This first manner 

is very difficult and fatiguing, for it is necessary that each stroke of the finger make a contact [i.e. 

an impact on the string, or, in descending melodic motion, pluck it] capable of making itself 

heard.  Those who have some smattering of the theorbo, or of the lute, are more certain to 

succeed in this than the others; at any rate one acquires the skill only through long practice.ò600   

 

Kinney clarifies, on page 99 of his translation of Bol, that this technique is not only describing  

ñdescending melodic figures, Marais is also calling for sounding ascending melodic figures by the 

technique of finger percussion with the left hand.  It is this latter unusual (for the time on the viol) 

technique, borrowed from the lute, that has made him feel called upon to make this detailed 

                                                 
600 Kinney, A Tempest, 46. 
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explanation.  This is, in truth, a technique calling for 'long practice' since it is only in this way that 

the fingers acquire the necessary strength to make the impacts audible to the listener.ò   

 

Crum adds on page 128 of Play the Viol: "At the end of the Cinquième livre, 'Le Tact' makes use of left-

hand percussion.  The notes are sounded by hammering the fingers down on the string without plucking 

with the right hand.  This is extremely difficult and you may be pleased to see that an easier, bowed 

alternative is given for the whole piece."   
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Chapter 9: Chordal Technique 

 

Chords (that is, playing three or more notes on adjacent strings simultaneously, on one bow 

stroke) have been present in viola da gamba literature from the earliest days of the instrumentôs existence.  

This doubtlessly stems from the violôs evolution from and shared history with plucked fretted instruments 

such as the lute, for whom chordal technique was already well established.  Chordal technique was 

perhaps taken for granted by the time of the violôs invention; as such, not every author of viol pedagogy 

thinks to mention the subject.  Those who do cover a number of topics related to the subject of how to 

play chords on the violðbowing techniques, left hand fingering techniques, and stylistic concerns.  

Ganassi introduces chords and double stops in the ricercari at the end of book 1, but as of that 

point has not provided specific instructions on how to execute them.  There are no fingerings provided for 

these ricercari, which is odd as the chords at the end of the first and second ricercar require a shift in 

position, a technique which has also not yet been discussed at that point in the book.  

Chapter 15 of the Lettione Seconda (Bodig, page 53) seems to have information about how to 

bow chords, but his meaning is hard to decipher.  After describing the system of dots used to indicate pull 

and push bows, described earlier, Ganassi states that when playing a chord, one should "use a bit of 

pressure at the time you play the second number, using a little movement to help you connect from one 

number to the other.ò  The word ñnumberò refers to the notes, indicated in Ganassiôs viol tablature by the 

number of the fret; the "second number" probably refers to the second (lowest) note in a chord, in which 

case Ganassiôs instruction would seem to be to articulate each note of the chord while smoothly gliding 

the bow from one string to the next; while ñfrom one number to the otherò may refer to the subsequent 

note, in which case the instruction would seem to mean to clearly articulate each bow stroke with pressure 

from the bow.   Perhaps Ganassi intends for both interpretations to be valid: "You should do the same 

[whether downbow or upbow], in which case, as said above, you bow from below, while approaching the 
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viol with the arm and the bow, always pushing at the right time for the second number, or going from 

number to number.  This is necessary to articulate each beat."   

Chapter 16 of Lettione Seconda advises the player to use a longer bow than normal to play pieces 

with many four- or five-note chords, "because the hairs on a longer bow would be less stretched, allowing 

one to draw the bow with less pressure on the strings... Then you could use the fingers to stretch the hairs 

when playing fewer strings or a single string."  Ganassi also specifies in this chapter that the curve of the 

bridge, nut and fingerboard should not be overly steep, in order to facilitate the easier bowing of chords.   

Simpson is the first author to provide systematic instruction on how to play chords.  On page 7 of 

The Division-Violist he states: ñWhen 2, 3, or more notes stand one over another they must be played as 

one, by sliding the bow over those strings which express the sound of the said notes.ò  A push bow is the 

usual way of bowing chords, when found alone; successive chords must ñof necessityò be played with 

alternating push & pull bows.  Whether played "back, or forward", one is to ñhit the lowest string first; 

and let the bow slide from it to the highest, touching the middle notes in its passage betwixt them.ò 

Simpson then provides a musical exercise featuring six chordal cadential passages in a variety of keys, 

with fingerings indicated.  Excerpts from this exercise have already been featured in the chapter on cross 

fingerings - as previously discussed, the exercise has examples of cross fingerings with both the higher 

and the lower finger stopping the lowest note of chord; and the finger-bar is introduced here.  Crum has 

this to say about Simpson's fingerings for the first chordal exercise: "...notice how he uses all the fingers 

to minimize jumping from chord to chord."601  Simpson does seem to prioritize the hold or tenue even in 

the context of chordal passages, striving to keep fingers held down as long as possible before moving 

them to another string or position. 

Dubuisson provides fingerings for some of the chords in his pieces for solo viol.  Both the barred 

first finger and cross-fingerings are specified. 

                                                 
601 Crum, Play the Viol, 98ï99. 
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Mace provides more detailed information on chordal bowing technique, in the form of a 

complaint directed against ñmost Scholars, and some Mastersò of the viol:  

ñwhenever they should strike a full stop [i.e., chord], they seldom hit the lowest string, which is 

the very substantiality of that stop; it being the ground to all those upper parts; and without which 

the rest of that stop is (generally) all False Music.  Therefore I advise, ever when you come to a 

full stop, be sure to give the lowest string a good full share of your bow, (singly, by itself, before 

you slide it upon the rest) and leave it likewise with a little eminency of smartness, by swelling 

the bow a little, when you part with that string.  This will make your play very lovely.  This very 

observation, whoever shall take notice of, so, as to put it into a constant practice, shall find far 

greater content, and satisfaction, in their play, than at the present they can imagine."602   

 

Here we see a foreshadowing of Louli®ôs exprimez jettez bowstroke ï a swell, here on the lowest note of a 

chord, followed by a quick ñcasting offò from the string as the bow glides smoothly to the next string, the 

tension on the bow hair of the exprimé having dissipated.  Bol concurs with this analogy: ñIn this way one 

obtains a supple and elastic bow-stroke which starts with a crescendo (greater or less according to the 

number of notes in the chord) and which is terminated with a diminuendo.  This way of playing chords is 

maintained during the Baroque period and then on to the end of the 18th century, for all the bowed 

instruments.ò603   

De Machy, as previously discussed, was a proponent of the chordal style of writing for the viol.  

He defends the practice passionately:   

"Finally, to respond to those who want to argue that Solos of a single melody are preferable to 

those that are harmonized [with chords]:  I say that they are more wrong than they think since by 

this they reveal that they are ignorant in this matter... A person can have a hand for playing 

melodies that are beautiful but single; but this must be compared to a man who might play 

perfectly on the Harpsichord or the Organ with one hand alone.  This single playing might be 

very pleasant, but one would hardly call it playing the Harpsichord or the Organ.  It is the same 

with those who would confine playing on the Viol to simple [i.e. chordless] solos, which has 

never been the custom for this Instrument played alone . . . [chords] are very pleasing in 

numerous situations when one knows how to take them properly."604   

 

It is therefore somewhat surprising that De Machy offers no specific instruction on chordal technique, not 

even providing fingerings for us to study.  

                                                 
602 Mace, Musickôs Monument, 249ï250 
603 Bol trans. Kinney, The bass viol in the time of Marin Marais, 204. 
604 Kinney, A Tempest, 17ï18. 
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  Marin Marais tried hard to please both the proponents of chordal playing and those who preferred 

a ñsingle melody:ò ñAnd inasmuch as simple melodies are to the taste of a good many persons I have, 

with this in mind, composed some pieces into which chords enter hardly at all.  Others will be found in 

which I have put more of them, and several which are entirely filled with them, for persons who like 

harmony and who are more advanced."605  Fortunately for us, Marais also provided some instruction on 

how to play chords, complete with a special symbol, introduced in the avertissement to Book III: "This 

other sign / , which is found beside chords, indicates that it is necessary to break [separer] them by 

starting with the bass and continuing on to the top partðthat which can be called arpeggiation 

[Harpégemt.] This is very essential in certain pieces, such as in those called La Guitarre and Le 

Moulinet."606   This system of arpeggiating chords from the bass up agrees with the technique described 

by Simpson and Mace.  The / marking also appears in the handwritten notes of Sibley II, sometimes in 

conjunction with the symbol g, for grand coups dôarchetðlarge bow strokes, the two techniques 

combining to give the chords a ñrich, free sound.ò607  Marais also uses the / symbol in conjunction with 

double stops, as well as with chords.  These usually occur in passages in thirds; on repeating the section 

Marais intends for the performer to execute them as broken thirds (Marais indicates 'separations for the 

second time'.)608   

 

Marais describes a second way of bowing chords in book V:  

"As regards the chordsðwhich one ordinarily arpeggiates by ascending from the Bass to the 

Subject, and below which I have marked en plein [full], this means that one must cause all the 

sounds to be heard at once [i.e., óbowed simultaneouslyô]609 instead of separating them.  But in 

doing this one usually encounters an inconvenience, which is that of crushing the strings from 

pressing on them too hard.  So, to avoid this one must not place the bow so close to the bridge but 

rather two or three inches away from it, according as the strings are more or less tight, while 

pressing with the two fingers on the hair."610    

 

                                                 
605 Ibid., 41. 
606 Ibid., 44. 
607 Cunningham, ñLessons from an Eighteenth-Century Master,ò 88. 
608 Bol trans. Kinney, The bass viol in the time of Marin Marais, 206. 
609 Hoffmann, The Viola da Gamba, 256. 
610 Kinney, A Tempest, 46. 
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Marais uses the en plein indication very sparingly in Book V, on only two occasions (the term is also used 

in Sibley II); on one of these Marais lets the player decide how to execute the chord:  

 

Marin Marais himself doesnôt discuss or describe his chordal fingering techniques in the 

avertissements, but since he provides fingerings for many of the chords in his music, later authors have 

noted some of his fingering patterns.  Bol identifies six rubrics of chords on page 297 of Kinneyôs 

translation of La Basse de Viole, which he expounds upon on page 301.  Chords using ñnormalò 

fingering, in which the four fingers are spaced a half step apart as is their custom, comprise the first 

category.  Bol also allows the first finger extension as a ñnormalò fingering.  The second category utilizes 

the finger bar, in which either first or fourth finger is laid flat over several strings.  Bol describes the use 

of the finger bar as mandatory in certain situations - "If two or more notes of a chord can be taken with 

the first or the fourth finger at the same fret... the finger in question must bar."  Bol allows that using a 

finger bar might be desirable in order to reduce tension in the hand, and to potentially prepare the hand for 

a subsequent fingering.  Chords that use a cross fingering (two fingers occupying the same fret on 

different strings) comprise the third category.  Hsu also discusses this technique, suggesting that a good 

strategy to prepare the hand is to "place the fingers sequentially from the highest to the lowest finger,"611 

regardless of pitch or order to be played.  I am not sure I completely agree - placing the fingers in order 

from lowest to highest string tends to be less confusing.  Bolôs fourth category of chord fingerings involve 

the contracted or ñbunchedò hand shape, in which the second and fourth fingers contract to the distance of 

a half step.  Bol enumerates several reasons why a contracted fingering might be desirable, such as to 

reduce the tension of the hand, and in order ñto keep a certain finger free for a following chord.ò  Bolôs 

fifth category is ñchords requiring very large extensions;ò it is unclear to me what Bol means as Marais 

                                                 
611 Hsu, A Handbook, 39. 

Example 49: M. Marais, Rondeau Le Plaisant from Book V, #103, m. 25ï6 
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never seems to require an extension of more than a whole step between the first and second finger.  Based 

on the examples he provides, it seems Bol is referring to chords in which both an extension and a cross 

fingering are necessary.  And the sixth and final category involves chords ñin the higher positions;ò that 

is, above the fretsða technique also associated with Forqueray.       

Over in England, The Compleat Musick-Master is the latest work to specifically address chordal 

technique.  This work also offers perhaps the only differentiation between the techniques of playing 

double stops versus chords: ñyou will find 2 3 or 4 Notes standing over one another, which we call 

Double stops, where there is but 2 of them standing you must hit both the Strings equal, stopping at the 

place or places so requiring, but if more let the bottom Note sound first, touching the middle Notes in the 

passing the Bow to the highest.ò612  Note that the Musick-Master agrees with Simpson, Mace and Marais 

in stipulating that the lowest note of the chord be sounded first. 

 The Introduction . . . auff der Violadigamba is the first to discuss chordal arpeggiation 

techniques.  The instructions on page 26 are admittedly vague:  "On the grace of the bow in arpeggio, and 

on the various ways one can play this.  In stacatto or battuto; in arpittiacata; dotting with the bow.  

Whether in ¾ or 4/4 time, whether on half or quarter notes, it must be played as follows." The meaning is 

made clear in the four lines of musical examples that follow, which show a series of three-note chords 

followed by arpeggiation and bowing suggestions.  The first two lines arpeggiate the (three-note) chord 

into four sixteenth notes, going in the order low-middle-high-middle; the third line also arpeggiates into 

                                                 
612 T. B., The Compleat Musick-Master, 32. 
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four sixteenth notes, with a double stop of the lower two notes on the downbeat and the top note then 

repeated three times.   

 

Hoffmann sheds some light:  

"For the execution of three-note chords, four different methods on four staves are presented: on 

the first stave, the slurred "arpeggio", which is clearly understood as normal, since it carries no 

additional commentary; on the second stave, the non-slurred "Arpeggio con arcate sciolte" 

[separate bows]; on the third stave, the "Arpittiacata" or "Arpitciacata" (an invented word, 

certainly based on the root 'arpeggio'), which breaks the chords into batteries; on the fourth stave, 

the repetition of the full chords, which remains nameless."613   

 

The fourth stave also demonstrates an arpeggiation of quarter note double stops into slurred pairs of 

ascending dotted eighth notes and sixteenth notes.  

 

Roland Marais is the only other author to address the subject of arpeggiation and has some 

specific suggestions on how to finger them: "In batteries [arpeggiations of chords], even though the notes 

may not ascend higher than the unisons [i.e. above the fifth fret], one is not obligated to employ them; and 

one can use the open strings everywhere; moreover, if the notes do not go beyond the unisons one is 

                                                 
613 Hoffmann, Introduction to Instruction . . . auff der Violadigamba, XïXI. 

Example 50: Instruction . . . auff der Violadigamba, arpeggiation examples 
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obliged to use them [i.e. in chords in the lower positions one should use open strings so much as 

possible]."614  Gammie provides further explanation: "When playing a chord or holding two notes at a 

wide interval there are limitations for left hand fingering, and repeated notes from intervals of a third can 

sound better when bowed on separate strings."615  What is unsaid but should be apparent is that the use of 

the open strings in arpeggiations, as recommended by Roland Marais, should be used in conjunction with 

the tenue so that all notes of the arpeggio will continue to ringðMarais would surely agree that this is 

ñEssential to the Harmony.ò 

 

 

  

                                                 
614 Kinney, A Tempest, 62. 
615 Marais trans. Gammie, Accompanying Rules, 4. 
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Conclusion 

 

ñNota bene. If you wish to acquire expertise in a short time, learn how to learn.  If you do want to 

know how to learn, you must be diligent and do all things necessary for the achievement of your 

objective; above all things, these three are the most important: practice, patience and 

moderationðpractice by devoting time, patience through hard work, and moderation through 

attitude.ò616 

 

 ï Sylvestro Ganassi  

 

There is an overwhelming amount of information on viol pedagogy contained in the twenty-three 

historical volumes reviewed in this study.  There are answers to almost every question a beginning viol 

player (or teacher) could have about how to play the instrumentðhow to hold it, how to hold the bow and 

move it across the strings, an effective carriage of the left hand, and a myriad of fingering and bowing 

techniques and suggestions.  However, there is still the maddening issue of ñwhat to doòðhow should 

one go about presenting all of this information, particularly given that no single historical work can be 

used as a self-sufficient instructional tutor?  On the subject of how to structure a curriculum, for help I 

will turn to Louli®, who clearly was an experienced óteacher trainerô (the numbering is mine):  

ñMethod to be adhered to in guiding a Pupil whom one wishes to teach how to play the Viol.   

1. The Viol being in tune.  

2. One must begin by placing the viol between his legs the least badly possible; for it must not be 

assumed that he could hold it well at the first attempt.   

3. Place his hand, making him take note of what is to be observed in regard to it.   

4. Demonstrate how to hold the bow.   

5. That being done, the Pupil must be shown how to play the Notes c d e f g a b c' [Ut re mi fi sol 

la si ut], beginning with the fourth string [and ascending] to the c' on the second string.   

6. Next, demonstrate to him how to descend: c' b a g f e d c.   

7. When the Pupil is sure of these eight notes one can show him how to become familiar with the 

Notes below the 4th string down to the 7th, and the notes above up to g' on the chanterelle.   

8. [It being] supposed that the Pupil has become fairly familiar with these Notes, it is necessary to 

teach him how to manage his Bow, both in upbow and in downbow.ò617   

 

Loulié concludes his treatise with this information, perhaps highlighting its significance. 

                                                 
616 Ganassi/Bodig, Regola Rubertina, 29. 
617 Kinney, A Tempest, 58ï9. 
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However, as previously noted, there is often disagreement between the various authors on any 

given subject; and the questions of whether one should apply information from a later time period to 

earlier repertoire, and whether the techniques used in one country apply to the music of another, are very 

real.  So, now that one has all this information from a wide variety of sources together in one document, 

how should one use it?  As I read through all these historical works of pedagogy, I was struck by how the 

theme of personal choice kept recurring throughout.  This subject manifested in authors leaving some 

items of information deliberately vague: the exact height and angle the viol should be held, the precise 

distance of the bow from the bridge, and what constitutes a good, ñclearò sound, for example.  I started 

making a note of all of these instances of non-specificity, and the expression ñheuristic learningò started 

to seem to be the most accurate description of what I was observing.  There is no substitute for personal 

observation, experimentation, and discovery, as no two people are going to have the same set of 

experiences.  In this quote, Rousseau, for example, shows awareness that each student has a different 

learning style, to which a good teacher is able to adapt: ñ...as for students, one must not do as some 

doctors do and prescribe the same remedy for all diseases.  I mean that they must be treated according to 

their natural disposition guiding them to perfection as well as one can without constricting them too much 

with formal principles...ò618  Perhaps the information in this study can be used in a similar vein; rather 

than trying for a one-size-fits-all approach to historical viol pedagogy, different teaching circumstances 

(individual students, repertoire, etc.) might call for using information from one author over another.  My 

personal view of being ñhistorically informedò is that one wants as much information as possible; but 

then each individual has the right to do with this information as they see fit.  As noted in the introduction, 

there are as many ways to play the viol as there are viol playersðwhat one chooses to do with this 

information is readerôs responsibility.  After all, the end goal is very simpleðaccording to the diary of 

Dudley Ryder, ñ19 Oct. [1716] Played upon my viol; pleased myself very much.ò619  

  

                                                 
618 Green and Rousseau, Annotated Translation, 13. 
619 Tilmouth, ñChamber Music in Englandò, 161ï2. 
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Appendix:  Modern Impact and Pedagogical Scope 

 

The intention of this appendix is to provide a brief assessment of the impact of each of our 

historical works on modern viol pedagogy.  I used two metrics to do this: first, by noting mentions of each 

historical work in eight modern secondary sources of viol pedagogy; second, by noting mentions of each 

historical work in viol method books written in the last hundred years. 

For the sake of completeness, Iôm also providing a table indicating the mentions of each of our 

nine topics of viol pedagogy in each of the historical works. 

 

The first table notes the mentions of each work of historical viol pedagogy in the following eight 

secondary sources:   

Hans Bol: La Basse de Viole du Temps de Marin Marais et d'Antoine Forqueray.  

Nathalie Dolmetsch: The Viola Da Gamba: Its Origin and History, Its Technique and Musical  

 Resources.  

Bettina Hoffmann and Paul Ferguson: The Viola Da Gamba.  

Peter Holman: Life After Death: The Viola Da Gamba In Britain From Purcell to Dolmetsch.  

Annette Otterstedt: The Viol: History of an Instrument.  

Julie Anne Sadie:  The Bass Viol in French Baroque Chamber Music. 

Deborah A. Teplow:  Performance Practice and Technique in Marin Maraisô Pièces de viole.   

Ian Woodfield: The Early History of the Viol.  

  



 

 245 

  
Table 1: Mentions of works of historical pedagogy in modern secondary sources 
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The second table notes the references to our works of historical viol pedagogy found in the 

following modern viol method books.  Note that this is not intended to be a comprehensive list of current 

viol pedagogy, but rather a representative selection of a variety of time periods and pedagogical 

approaches. 

Paul Grümer, Viola da Gamba-Schule für Violoncellisten und Freunde der Viola da Gamba,  

1928.  

Christian Döbereiner, Schule für die Viola da Gamba, 1936.  

Nathalie Dolmetsch, Twelve Lessons on the Viola da Gamba and Supplement for Tenor Viol, To  

Twelve Lessons on the Viola da Gamba, 1950 and 1953.  

Folkmar Längin, Gamben-Studien: 36 Originalbeispiele aus der Gamben-Literatur des 17. und  

18. Jahrhunderts, 1968.  

August Wenzinger, Gambenübung, 1970.  Trans. Gordon Kinney, 1972.  

Jean-Louis Charbonnier, Jouer et Apprendre la Viole de Gambe:  Méthode vivante, 1976.  

Beverly White, Playing the Viol: A Beginner's Manual, date of publication not identified  

(probably 1970s).  

Martha Bishop, Viola da Gamba Method for Classroom or private study, 1979.  

John Hsu, A Handbook of French Baroque Viol Technique, 1981.  

Alison Crum and Sonia Jackson, Play the Viol: The Complete Guide to Playing the Treble, Tenor,  

and Bass Viol, 1989.  

Alison Crum, First Solos for Bass Viol, 1995.  

Paolo Biordi and Vittorio Ghielmi, Metodo completo e progressivo per Viola da gamba, Vol. 1 &  

2, 1996.  

Julie Elhard, Passamezzo Method for Viola da gamba, Books 1 & 2, 2014.  
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 Table 2: Mentions of works of historical pedagogy in contemporary viol method books 
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And lastly, the chart on the following page shows which of our authors provided information on 

the nine pedagogical topics covered in this work. 
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  Table 3: Mentions of pedagogical topics in historical works 
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