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Introduction 

 
Viol players asked to name Classical era composers for their instrument 
will quickly list Carl Friedrich Abel, but they may have difficulty pulling 
up any others. The instrument was certainly falling in popularity as the 
cello ascended and would essentially be forgotten soon after 1800. But 
there is another composer for the viol in that period who is also one of 
the highest ranked in the music pantheon – Joseph Haydn.  

“What?” you exclaim. “The viol is entirely absent from the 
comprehensive list Haydn’s compositions.” Well, I may have fudged my 
claim a bit but consider that he wrote extensively for a string instrument 
that was bowed with an underhand grip, had six strings, gut frets, and 
exactly the same tuning, and was roughly the same size as a bass viol. 

Haydn’s patron, Prince Esterházy, was an amateur player of the baryton 
which, even at the time, was a rather obscure instrument. It differed from 
the viol in having the back of the neck shaped like an open box that 
contained many diatonically-tuned metal strings. These could not be 
bowed as they lay on the soundboard beneath the gut strings, but added 
to the sound either by being plucked by the left hand thumb or, more 
commonly, simply through their sympathetic resonance with the bowed 
strings. Leopold Mozart described its sonic quality as resembling the 
“soft humming of bees.” 

As an employee of the prince, Haydn was obliged to provide music for 
the baryton and he fulfilled his job description admirably. He wrote 
more than 120 trios and some 50 other compositions for the instrument. 
The trios are nearly all for baryton, viola and cello. It has been inferred 
that the prince was enthusiastic but less than virtuosic and that Haydn 
adapted to this accordingly, for instance using only the top four strings. 
It should be noted, however, that the baryton part often required playing 



rather far up the fretboard on the top string (the d), sometimes hitting the 
high f. This range is perfectly suited to tenor viol, as is the writing for 
the viola part. Substitute a bass viol for the cello and these trios are 
wonderfully accessible for viol players. 

I find it interesting, and a little puzzling, that modern editions, being 
hard-pressed to find actual baryton customers, substitute a violin or flute 
for the top part. An oddity of Haydn’s baryton parts is that they are 
notated on a treble clef but, of course, sound an octave lower. So, it 
seems natural for violinists or flautists to play from those scores, but it 
negates one of the charms of the music at the original pitches. There is a 
lot of overlap in the three instruments’ part ranges and Haydn exploits 
this to good effect to make a lush mix of sound. It is a feature, not a bug.  

NB: Converting the first tenor viol to an apiary is optional. 
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