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Introduction 
 

Carl Friedrich Abel died in London on June 20, 
1787. On the day after Abel’s burial, the World and 
Fashionable Advertiser informed Londoners fur-
ther: “As to the Viol di Gamba, the instrument is 
now lost.”1 Posterity could have examined the truth 
of this prophecy without bias, had there not been 
credible witnesses such as Dr. Charles Burney and 
Johann Wolfgang von Goethe, who took the meta-
phor literally, copied it and helped to give it the ap-
pearance of a historically authenticated fact. 

Unintentionally, they contributed to the myth-
making about the viola da gamba missing the nine-
teenth century and vice versa, which for too long 
shaped our view of the penultimate century. That 
viola da gamba players did indeed participate in the 
sound world of the nineteenth century and enriched 
it with their own musical contributions becomes 
clearer with every piece of literature and sheet mu-
sic on viola da gamba players and music in the Ro-
mantic era, and the characterisation of the viola da 
gamba as “this Romantic instrument” written down 
in 1840 is not a curiosity, but expresses honest ad-
miration for the special suitability of the instrument 
for the realisation of Romantic sound ideals.2 In 
Ideen zu einer Ästhetik der Tonkunst [Ideas for an 
Aesthetic of Music], Christian Friedrich Daniel 
Schubart agrees on the characteristics of the instru-
ment: “Viola di gamba. A medium-size violin 
which one plays between the knees. It has six strings 
and is of exceptional grace. The night pieces may 
be performed splendidly on it; in general, every-
thing that exudes grace and tenderness. This instru-
ment demands considerable sensitivity, and only a 
few can play it according to its nature.3 

Since the fifteenth century, the term Nachtstück 
referred to paintings that depicted a subject at night, 
a nocturnal scene or landscape, which was lit by 
candles or torchlight, firelight or moonlight. These 
are fascinating because of their strong contrasts of 
light and their inherently melancholy and solemn at-
mosphere, which occasionally turns into an un-
canny, threatening mood. From the end of the eight-
eenth century on, nocturnes (notturni) became in-
creasingly popular as night-inspired compositions. 
Simultaneously, prose narratives were being written 

 
1 World and Fashionable Advertiser (London, England), Monday, 

June 25, 1787. 
2 Neue Zeitschrift für Musik, edited by Robert Schumann, Leipzig, 

1840, vol. 12, no. 19, p. 76. 

with dark, uncanny content, exploring the night side 
of life. For example, in 1816 and 1817 E.T.A. Hoff-
mann published a collection of stories under the title 
Nachtstücke, which in turn inspired Robert Schu-
mann to his opus 23 of 1839 with the same title. 

A night piece par exellence is the painting Two 
Men Contemplating the Moon by Caspar David 
Friedrich, created in 1819. Its musical counterpart 
is Robert Schumann’s Abendlied [Evening Song], 
which he published in 1849 as the last of the Zwölf 
Claviestücke für kleine und große Kinder [Twelve 
Piano Pieces for Small and Large Children], Opus 
85. Originally set for piano for three hands, it is con-
sidered Schumann's most frequently adapted com-
position. Of the version for viola da gamba and pi-
anoforte transposed to E-flat major, the viola da 
gamba part survives in the manuscript of the Victo-
rian gambist Edward John Payne (1844–1904), and 
Payne’s fingerings provide valuable practical per-
formance information. The corresponding piano 
part was recovered from Schumann’s initial edition 
(original key of D flat major), which was published 
in August 1850 by Schuberth & Co in Hamburg, 
Leipzig and New York. From Payne’s perspective 
this was neither gamba music of the past, nor an 
original composition for gamba at all, but rather 
contemporary music; this illustrates an important is-
sue, which Henry Saint-George retrospectively in 
1894 formulated thus: “To play nothing but the old 
music [on the viola da gamba] is not to revive the 
instrument, but to simply let it remain what it was 
before”.4 Had not Schubart already attested re the 
gamba, that “Nachtstücke can be performed on it to 
a great effect”? 

This intention was probably also followed by 
Paul de Wit (1852–1925) when, in 1882, he per-
formed the Consolation No. 4 in D flat major by his 
friend Franz Liszt in an arrangement for viola da 
gamba and organ at a concert of the Riedel’scher 
Verein in Leipzig’s Thomas Church. The reviewer 
for the Leipziger Nachrichten was impressed: “P. d. 
W. revealed the beauty and idiosyncrasy of his in-
strument, which cannot be praised enough, to the 

3 Christian Friedrich Daniel Schubart’s Ideen zu einer Ästhetik der 
Tonkunst, edited by Ludwig Schubart, Wien, 1806, p. 302. 

4 Henry Saint-George, The Viola da Gamba, in The Strad, London, 
1894, p. 216. 
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delight of all.” 5 With the transfer of the upper part 
of the keyboard instrument to the viola da gamba, 
Paul de Wit's arrangement practice was similar to 
that of Edward John Payne. For the reconstruction 
of Paul de Wit’s version for viola da gamba and or-
gan, we followed the original text preserved in the 
Universal Orgel Edition.6 Since Liszt also author-
ised the Consolations for pianoforte, we also offer a 
version for viola da gamba and piano in our edition.7 

Not every nineteenth-century viola da gamba 
player shared the conviction that the viola da gamba 
would only remain an instrument of the present if it 
was performed with contemporary music. The ide-
ological chasm that opened over the choice of rep-
ertoire is illustrated by the complaint lodged by the 
cellist and gamba player Auguste Tolbecque (1830–
1919) against a concert by Paul de Wit: “It is with 
real annoyance I read in the program notes that be-
cause there would be no repertoire worth playing, 
the artist who is respected to let us hear the instru-
ment [viola da gamba] plays a romance by Mendels-
sohn just on the chanterelle [the top string].”8 Two 
of Mendelssohn Bartholdy’s Romances predomi-
nantly allow the melody parts to be performed in the 
ambitus of the top gamba string d’: Wartend [Wait-
ing] for voice and pianoforte op. 9, no. 3 (original 
key of B minor)9 and the Lied ohne Worte [Song 
without Words] op. 30, no. 3 (original key of E ma-
jor).10 The latter has come down to us in an adapta-
tion by Friedrich Grützmacher (1832–1903), which 
we are publishing here.11 

Thomas Fritzsch 
Freyburg an der Unstrut, June 2022

 

  

 
5 Zeitschrift für Musikinstrumentenbau, edited by Paul de Wit, 

Leipzig, no. 20, 2nd vol., July 15, 1882, p. 290. 
6 Franz Liszt, Sämtliche Orgelwerke vol. 4, Universal Orgel Edition, 

Wien, 1986, p. 38–39. 
7 Franz Liszt, Consolations pour le Piano, Breitkopf & Härtel, 

Leipzig, 1850, p. 14–15. 
8 Johannes Boer, The viola da gamba and the nineteenth century, Ut-

recht, undated, p. 3. 

9 Felix Mendelssohn Bartholdy, Zwölf Lieder mit Begleitung des Pi-
anoforte, Erstes Heft: Der Jüngling, Nr. 3, Schlesingersche Buch- 
und Musikalienhandlung, Berlin, 1830, p. 6–7. 

10 Felix Mendelssohn Bartholdy, Sechs Lieder ohne Worte für’s Pia-
noforte Op. 30, 2. Heft, N. Simrock, Bonn, 1835, p. 9. 

11 Felix Mendelssohn Bartholdy’s LIEDER OHNE WORTE. Bearbei-
tet für Violoncello und Pianoforte von Friedrich Grützmacher, C.F. 
Peters, Leipzig, undated. 

Friedrich Grützmacher, Dresden 1860er Jahre, Foto: Robert Eich 

Friedrich Grützmacher, Dresden 1860s, photo: Robert Eich 




