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Introduction 
The sonatas in this edition are preserved in three manuscripts:  

Kassel  D-Kl1 .2° Ms. Mus. 35 
London GB-Lbm2 add. ms. 33296 
Berlin  D-B3 Klingenberg Nr. 83 

Whereas the copies in London and Berlin are from the nineteenth cen-
tury, the Kassel source is of eighteenth-century provenance. Our edition 
is therefore based exclusively on the latter. The Kassel manuscript is a 
book in landscape format measuring 22 x 30.5 cm. On the redish-brown 
leather binding are found the insignia of Carl Landgraf Zu Hessen. This 
tome thus belonged to the music library of Landgrave Carl, who reigned in Kassel from 1670 to 1730. 
Carl was a good viola da gambist and had two famous gambists in his service: August Kühnel and Gott-
fried Tielke. The paper displays a watermark, but we were not able to attribute it to a specific paper mill 
or determine the year in which it was manufactured. 

The manuscript begins with an empty page on which the title XII 
Sonate à Viola da Gamba Sola col Basso is written in pencil. The 
name of the composer is lacking. This is followed by forty-six 
pages with twelve sonatas for a melody instrument and bass in a 
very beautifully and professionally scribed score. The upper 
voice is notated in French violin clef, the bass line is not figured. 
The sonatas each consist of four movements with titles such as 
Siciliana, Allegro, Menuet, Gigue, Affettuoso, and Adagio, and 
were probably composed in the first half of the eighteenth cen-
tury. 

The music is catchy, varied, dance-like, well-structured, and has a lively bass that corresponds well to the 
melody part – in short, one notices that it cannot be by an obscure composer. That the sonatas were earlier 
considered important can be seen from the fact that copies were made by professional copyists as late as 
the end of the nineteenth century. 

What is irritating, however, is that, notated as they are, the sonatas cannot be played on the bass viol. The 
tessitura (f’–f”’) is much too high. If the melody part is transposed an octave lower,4 it is indeed playable 
on the bass viol, but the still rather high register is unusual for the early eighteenth century. This dilemma 
has been known to specialists for a long time.5 It is also the reason that there has not yet been an edition 
of these sonatas for viol. 

This year, by means of handwriting comparisons, the Handel scholar Graham Pont came to the conclusion 
that the Kassel manuscript was probably scribed by William Babell (ca. 1690?–1723), George Frideric 
Handel’s main copyist in the years 1711–23.6 In his forthcoming article, Pont compares numerous musi-
cal examples from these sonatas with those from other works by Handel. His is convinced that the works 
are by the young Handel, were composed before 1711, and later copied by Babell. Pont’s arguments in-
spired us to again ponder how these sonatas could be played. 

                                                           
1 Universitätsbibliothek Kassel, Landesbibliothek und Murhardsche Bibliothek der Stadt Kassel. 
2 The British Library, London. 
3 Staatsbibliothek zu Berlin, Musikabteilung mit Mendelssohn-Archiv. 
4 A tacit octave transposition of treble clef was entirely common for viol and cello at least in later times, but rather seldom for French violin 
clef. 
5 Bettina Hoffmann, Catalogo della musica solistica e cameristica per viola da gamba (Lucca: Lim antiqua, 2001), p. 192, 
Fred Flassig, Die solistische Gambenmusik in Deutschland im 18. Jahrhundert (Göttingen: Cuvillier, 1998), p. 243, 
Peter Holman, Life after Death: The Viola da Gamba in Britain from Purcell to Dolmetsch (Woodbridge: Boydell & Brewer, 2010), p. 325. 
6 Graham Pont, “XII Sonate à Viola da Gamba Sola col Basso: A new collection of early solo sonatas by Handel,” Ad Parnassum XIII, no. 
26, forthcoming (October 2015). 
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Our deliberations and the discussions with musician colleagues led to the realization7 that the sonatas can 
be played very well on alto recorder in F. The compass is a nearly perfect fit,8 the keys – predominantly F 
Major and other flat keys – are likewise suitable. Also the character of the melodies seems tailor-made for 
this instrument. Moreover, there are no chords. We therefore presume that the designation “à Viola da 
Gamba” on the title page of the Kassel manuscript is erroneous. Further research has revealed that over 
the years there have been several editions of some of these sonatas for recorder.9 However, the two edi-
tors of these editions referred neither to the original title nor mentioned the viola da gamba.10 This ex-
plains why to the present day viol players have not associated these recorder editions with the Kassel 
manuscript. As a consequence of this insight, we now present an edition of all twelve sonatas in the origi-
nal version, that is to say, for alto recorder. 

It however remains unknown how the original title came about. The Kassel manuscript could have re-
sulted from a transposition of a viol version that no longer exists today. We thought that, by means of re-
verse transposition, it would be possible to arrive at a version playable on the viol, which is exactly what 
we attempted. Therefore, in addition to the recorder version, we also present an edition of all twelve sona-
tas for viola da gamba. It evolved out of the original version in two steps: first, we put the viol part an oc-
tave lower; then we transposed both parts down a third.11 In this way, we also transformed the flat keys 
into sharp keys that lie well on the bass viol. 

The table on the left shows the publisher’s numbers of 
all the volumes. Aside from the described transposition, 
which only applies to the viol version, our edition fol-
lows the Kassel manuscript very closely. In the score 
containing the continuo realization, all of our correc-
tions and modifications and, where appropriate, also the 

transpositions are indicated. Corrections in the musical text are described in footnotes. We use today’s 
usual notation of accidentals. Editorial accidentals that differ from the model are given in parentheses, 
added slurs and ties as dashed lines. In the viol version, we have transposed the bass up an octave in a few 
passages that are indicated by the symbols 8  and  8. The orthography of the movement titles has been 
modernized and standardized. 

With this edition, recorder players for the first time receive an edition of all twelve sonatas of this collec-
tion. And viola da gambists can finally play these sonatas for the first time. We are happy to have been 
able to substantially expand the repertoire of both these instruments. 

We would like to thank Brigitte Pfeil from the Kassel University Library for her support, Graham Pont 
for his cooperation, Thomas Fritzsch, Manfred Harras, Bettina Hoffmann, and Monika Schwamberger for 
their help in the preparation and decision making, and Dankwart von Zadow for his continuo realization. 

 

Günter and Leonore von Zadow 
Heidelberg, June 2015 

Translation by Howard Weiner 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
7 Bettina Hoffmann provided the decisive impetus. 
8 There is only a single note in the twelve sonatas that is not playable on the alto recorder (Sonata 8, Menuet 2, measure 12). 
9 We are indebted to Manfred Harras for this information. 
10 Anonymus ca. 1730, Drei Sonaten für Altblockflöte und Basso continuo, edited by Waldemar Woehl (Kassel: Bärenreiter, 1950), HM 33; 
Anonymus (um 1730), Drei Sonaten für Altblockflöte und Generalbass, edited by Martin Gümbel (Neuhausen-Stuttgart: Hänssler, 1964), HE 
11.204. 
11 An exception is Sonata X, which we left in F Major. 
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