
Viola Tutti: Classic Duets for Two Violas
An Exploration into the Enchanting World of Viola Duets

The viola, a beautiful and often overlooked member of the string family,
possesses a rich and expressive voice that blends seamlessly with itself.
Duets for two violas offer a unique opportunity for musicians to explore the
instrument's capabilities and create enchanting musical experiences. This
article delves into the world of viola duets, providing an overview of their
history, showcasing notable composers, and offering practical tips for
performers.
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Historical Origins and Evolution

Viola duets emerged in the late 16th century, shortly after the viola's
development from the viol. Early composers such as William Byrd (1543-
1623) and Orlando Gibbons (1583-1625) wrote duets for viols da gamba,
which were later adapted for violas.

During the Baroque period, the viola enjoyed increased popularity, and a
significant repertoire of duets emerged from composers such as Johann
Sebastian Bach (1685-1750) and George Frederick Handel (1685-1759).
Bach's Six Sonatas for Two Violas are particularly renowned for their
technical brilliance and musical depth.

The Romantic era witnessed a surge in the composition of viola duets, with
composers such as Franz Schubert (1797-1828),Robert Schumann (1810-
1856),and Johannes Brahms (1833-1897) contributing significant works to
the repertoire. These duets often explored themes of friendship, intimacy,
and shared experiences.

Notable Composers and Their Masterpieces
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The viola duet repertoire boasts an impressive array of composers, each
contributing their unique voice and style to the genre. Here are a few
notable composers and their most celebrated viola duets:

Johann Sebastian Bach: Six Sonatas for Two Violas

Franz Schubert: Sonata in A minor, D. 384

Robert Schumann: Duo in A minor, Op. 17

Johannes Brahms: Two Sonatas for Two Violas, Op. 16

Max Bruch: Duo for Two Violas, Op. 85

Rebecca Clarke: Sonata for Viola and Piano, arranged for two violas

Practical Tips for Performers

Performing viola duets requires a high level of technical proficiency,
musicianship, and ensemble skills. Here are some tips for musicians to
enhance their performances:

Intonation: Ensuring accurate intonation is crucial in viola duets, as
the two instruments often play in close harmony. Open intervals (such
as octaves and fifths) should be particularly well-tuned.

Blending: Violists should strive to blend their sounds seamlessly,
creating a unified and cohesive musical line. Adjusting bow speed,
pressure, and vibrato can help achieve this.

Ensemble: Effective ensemble playing requires coordination and
communication between the performers. Listen attentively to your
partner and adjust your playing accordingly.



Phrasing: Musical phrasing should be carefully considered in viola
duets, as it affects the overall shape and interpretation of the piece.

Dynamics: Dynamics should be varied to create musical contrast and
interest. Use crescendoes, decrescendos, and accents to enhance the
emotional impact of the performance.

Viola duets are a charming and rewarding genre that offers musicians a
unique opportunity to explore the expressive capabilities of the viola. From
the intricate counterpoint of Bach to the lyrical melodies of Schubert, the
repertoire spans centuries and encompasses a wide range of styles and
emotions. By following the tips outlined above, violists can unlock the full
potential of these duets and create unforgettable musical experiences for
themselves and their audiences.
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