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Abstract: 

This thesis aims to provide materials useful for the preparation and performance of 

the Hindemith’s three Viola Sonata with Piano: Sonata Op. 11 No. 4 (1919), Sonata 

Op. 25 No. 4 (1922), Sonata (1939). It serves directly as a practical source for 

violists and teachers who are learning the sonatas to consult students.  

The project considers different resources available including relevant historical 

contextual information about Hindemith’s life, his compositional style and history 

surrounding the three viola sonatas and piano. It recommends different available 

recordings of the sonatas for insight and provides suggestions to additional 

complementary resources for further reading.  

Much of this project however focuses on the practice processes I employed to 

enhance my performance of the sonatas.  These include providing guidance on how 

to formulate musical ideas specific to the piece, various practice strategies for 

challenging aspects and specifically investigate different processes of technique, 

such as sound production, intonation, shifting and bow distribution. Assisted by the 

opinions and explorations of professional violists, this project will document and 

reflect various practice strategies I have employed in preparing the Viola Sonatas 

with piano.  

Every musician has their own personal process to learn a piece, so it is not my 

intention to propose my method as the sole or best method of learning the sonatas. 

Rather, it serves as a guide to provide performers with further options on learning 

the sonatas themselves as efficiently as possible and enlisting as many available 

resources relevant to the sonatas to encourage players to learn the works 

themselves. The practice principles established within this project assisting with 

technique, interpretation are transferrable and can be directly applicable to the 

twentieth-century works or other contemporary works.   
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I. Introduction 

Personal background and context  

Through my personal observation, students studying viola usually spend most of their 

initial study learning pieces composed between the seventeenth and nineteenth century. 

When faced with twentieth-century repertoire, advanced violists are often challenged 

initially by the abrupt shift of technical demands due to the lack of transitional repertoire 

that prepares for the practical learning process. While presently there is an adequate 

amount of viola material available, there is room for more insight into aiding violists with 

the learning process of more advanced works. Now considered as part of standard viola 

repertoire, the Hindemith Sonatas for Viola and piano will be used as case studies for 

exploring direct practice processes for addressing the challenges of such pieces.  

As a violist studying music performance at a postgraduate level, I reflected on my past 

preparations for recitals or solo performances. In the past, I naively believed that if I was 

just able to play the notes on the page, accurately in tune and in time, this would equate to 

an acceptable performance. While this attitude carried me through most of my former 

undergraduate studies, it was not until I advanced further to more demanding twentieth 

century viola repertoire, that I came to realise that repetition was no longer an efficient or 

effective means of learning. Various aspects of a piece did not form any musical sense 

nor meaning to me and so repeating them served no purpose. This led to a reflection on 

my personal process of how to be more self-directed as I practice and prepare a piece for 

performance. 

In retrospect I realized that, until my studies at the Australian National Academy of 

Music (ANAM), I had never been taught how to practice efficiently and had adopted an 

approach to practice that involved much repetition rather than problem-solving. In my 

practice sessions excess repetition became habitual. It became what I relied on and 

believed to be the most efficient method of learning a piece. While it certainly gave me 

some form of technical facility, additional personal bad habits I had attained over the 

years impeded my progress. Upon encountering Hindemith’s music for the first time, I 

was confused about this new tonal sound world and the demanding nature of the pieces 

which he had created. After watching a performance of the Paul Hindemith’s Viola 

Sonata Op. 11 No. 4 (1919) by another fellow colleague and seeing the score of this piece 

in late 2016, it has led to my interest of exploring a more effective method of learning an 

unfamiliar piece and developing new practice strategies. 
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Aims of the Project 

The Hindemith Viola Sonatas are now considered standard viola repertoire and 

performed in recitals, performances and auditions across the Western world. Students, 

teachers or professional performers preparing these Sonatas will face different 

considerations and challenges. I found that the prospect of learning these sonatas to be 

overwhelming due to the high degree of technical and musical skill required. This can be 

helped through conscientiously executed practice. Reid (2002) describes the process of 

preparing a piece as ‘practice’ which is commonly defined as ‘learning skills through 

repetition’ (Cited in Rink, 2002, p. 102) however musical practice in fact consists of 

using a range of interrelated strategies and techniques from which performers can select 

and enhance what they feel is best for themselves. Furthermore, Rittermann (2002) 

explains that in preparing for a performance, music practice must have two primary 

objectives: firstly the formulation of an interpretation of a musical work, and secondly, 

the development of sufficient technical expertise in order to realize this interpretation. 

While the two are closely related, Ritterman nevertheless considers them to be separate 

skills requiring separate methods of work (p. 104). This ‘knowledge’ is essential as it is 

the source of a significant challenge all performers today face in developing their 

interpretation of a piece; the decisions of how to balance respecting the score and the 

composer’s intentions with the desire to exercise their own creative insights (Rittermann, 

2002, p.106).  

A variety of practice strategies were created for this research project and organized 

accordingly to certain aspects of the Sonatas that proved challenging to me. The 

strategies aim to address the technical and musical interpretational challenges and provide 

ways to practice them together. While existing studies and etudes may prove to be useful 

technically in conjunction, these strategies are aimed to be direct methods in dealing with 

the technical/musical difficulties I encountered in the Hindemith Sonatas by using 

examples and excerpts from the Sonatas. The strategies will be an essential section of the 

practical side of the project to assess both technical and interpretative decisions that will 

markedly affect the final performance. As Sloboda (1985) stresses  

a performer might be a superb technician but lacks musical insight and vice versa. 

An expert musician will be able to balance technical finesse with interpretative 

understanding. (p.90).  
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Being able to play a piece technically does not necessarily provide or eventuate to a 

satisfying performance. Essentially, if performers do not understand the language of a 

work nor have the technical capacity to convey it, this could have dire consequences for 

the future of the compositions themselves as Hindemith (1953) describes 

An individual piece of music; false interpretations, overrating, suppression, non-

musical evaluation- all such uncontrollable circumstances influence the total 

course of the life of a composition; they shorten, darken, brighten or lengthen it as 

they do a human being’s life on earth. (p.1). 

It is consequently our duty as performers to interpret and bring life to each composition in 

a way that respects the composer’s intentions as much as possible while also allowing for 

individuality of expression. The purpose of this project is to devise certain practice 

strategies that will address the challenges of these sonatas so that performers and teachers 

may be equipped with information designed to facilitate their mastery in performance. In 

addition, it provides contextual information and other sources that can affect a 

performer’s interpretation and expression in their performance of the Sonatas. Existing 

literature regarding these works (such as Whang, 2005) provide information about 

their form and tonal language though there are no sources which discuss nor offer 

effective practice strategies to address the technical and musical challenges posed by 

these sonatas. Ultimately, this project’s primary objective is to equip violists with useful 

tools that will help them to deliver a convincing performance of the Sonatas. 

Rationale 

Violists are often challenged in performing virtuosic repertoire written in the twentieth 

century. This can be due to a range of factors from not understanding the harmonic 

language or ideas of the composer to viola technicalities. While recently there have been 

more sources widely available due to the viola’s solidified recognition as a solo 

instrument, there is still scope for more literature directly related to viola repertoire. 

Currently existing are performance study guides for the more famous literature such as 

Bartok’s Viola Concerto (Bartok, 1949) and Walton’s Viola Concerto (Walton, 1929). 

Within these studies they stress the importance of preparation. 

Thorough preparation is crucial in order to allow for an adequate performance of a piece. 

Research has shown that during warm ups before direct practice, technical work and 
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studies are often included in practice sessions (Mcpherson & Renwick, 2001, p. 169). 

Nielsen (1999) also states that it is important to direct technical work towards solving 

particular problems encountered in the repertoire being studied so that transfer of learning 

occurs (p. 218).  Violin and viola students are often encouraged to use etudes and 

exercises such as those of Flesch (1911) scales, Ševčík (1905), Schradiek (1899), Rode 

(1895), and Kreutzer (1894). The viola versions are all direct transcriptions of exercises 

originally written for the violin and these often form the basis of a violist’s technical 

preparation for successful technical command of their instrument. While the above are all 

excellent in developing certain techniques and should be included in a balanced program 

of study, it should be noted however that most of the standard solo exercises do not 

provide sufficient preparation for a violist who faces the demands of much twentieth and 

twenty-first century music. An example mentioned by Gebrian, (2012, xix) is that 

perfecting major and minor scales and arpeggios does not adequately prepare a violist for 

the non-traditional scales found in the Bartok Concerto, nor will perfecting thirds, sixths 

and octaves will help when performing pieces by Hindemith which are constantly full of 

fourths and sevenths. The challenges that violists face in its standard literature are very 

different from violinists and the technical studies available should reflect that.  

Method of Investigation  

Upon finishing my first year at the Australian National Academy of Music, I first 

encountered Hindemith’s Sonata Op. 11 No. 4 (1919) towards the end of 2016 and was 

unsure how to approach the work and practice it to performance standard. I found that my 

usual practice habits of habitual repetition were no longer able to be applied as they did 

not address many technical difficulties that were starting to become more exposed as I 

became a better standard viola player.  While useful to learn notes in some way initially, I 

realized that this method of practice was no longer beneficial to formulate a method to 

produce a high level of performance. Determined to address this, I started this Masters in 

early 2017 with the intention of finding new ways of practice that would overcome the 

challenges of the three Hindemith Sonatas.  

Alongside my viola teacher Caroline Henbest, we would go through different ways of 

learning and practicing the sonatas. Additionally, Caroline would also play the piano 

part whenever possible to help me gain understanding of the piano part. Over three 

semesters, I performed all three of the Sonatas in my recitals from 2017 – 2018 and 
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developed my practice process. These recitals also showcased other viola repertoire 

composed during the same period by other contemporaries of Hindemith. During this 

time, I gained more understanding about the pieces by exploring the literature and 

historical context on Hindemith and listening and watching different recordings 

available on the Sonatas. Even with help from Caroline leading up to these initial 

performances, I continually found it difficult to break out of the habits of sectioning 

difficult passages and repeating them slowly with a metronome and tuner. Following 

the recitals, I reflected on each performance, documenting my observations outlining 

any problems and difficulties that were present.  (Links to these first recordings are 

provided in Appendix I). To overcome these challenges, a further period of study was 

taken by consulting other viola professionals for practice strategies during the latter 

half of 2018. The viola professionals consulted were from the Queensland Symphony 

Orchestra and Melbourne Symphony Orchestra.  I approached them to help me devise 

new practice strategies to re-address the technical and musical challenges I faced in the 

works. They identified different problems that arose which were preventing better 

performance such as tone production and sound, fingering choices, phrasing and 

technical difficulties.  

After learning these various practice strategies, I then compiled, developed and then 

categorized these strategies. While in the lessons we would focus on one problem 

such as tone production within one section of the Sonata, I found that many strategies 

overlapped in ideas from different violists and could be applied to various sections of 

the Sonatas. Following creating the practice strategies, I rehearsed and rerecorded the 

three Sonatas in early 2019.  (Links to these second recordings are provided in 

Appendix II). Throughout this whole period, I had the same associate artist, Louisa 

Breen who worked through all three sonatas for both the first and second recording 

(Appendix I). While a few points in terms of ensemble have been addressed, the 

issues involved in the interpretation of the piano parts lie beyond the scope of this 

research. A copy of the program notes (Appendix II) and viola parts with annotated 

bowings, fingerings and notes have also been included (Appendix IV) for use for 

other performers. 
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Literature Review 

While the viola has significantly less repertoire than the violin and cello, the 

emergence of the viola as a solo instrument led to an abundance of sources specific to 

the instrument such as specific technical material arranged for the viola like Ševčík 

Op. 8 (1905) which was arranged for viola by Lionel Tertis and original technical 

viola repertoire such as Lillian Fuchs’ 16 Fantasy Etudes (1976). Resources have also 

extensively researched viola music itself such as Galvin’s (2013) Viola 

Transcriptions: History, Rational, and Process with Focus on Select works by August 

Halm. Presently, there are also sources that have addressed twentieth-century viola 

repertoire specifically. For example, Lebeau (1982), Betancourt (1997) and Jensenius 

(2014) have created broad but practical dissertations providing guides which analyse 

twentieth-century viola repertoire. Within these dissertations, excerpts of various 

pieces are examined before each is provided with a recommended solution how to 

practice these excerpts. More specific dissertations have also been created which focus 

on one piece such as Betancourt’s (1997) Walton’s Viola Concerto: A Methodology of 

Study and Shepherd’s (2011) York Bowen’s Viola Concerto: A Methodology of Study. 

These dissertations served as models for my own project where they focused on one 

piece, provided the relevant historical contextual literature, and offered analysis and 

methods which to learn the piece.  

While there are studies and books based on the music of Hindemith such as Neumeyer’s 

(1986) The Music of Paul Hindemith and Stephen Luttman’s (2013) Paul Hindemith: A 

Research and Information Guide, few give much attention to his viola works. For the few 

that do, most of them discuss his larger works such as Trauermusik and Schwanendreher 

such as Trombetta’s (2014) dissertation Early Music Influences in Paul Hindemith’s 

Compositions for the Viola and Lee’s (2010) Musical borrowing in four twentieth-century 

works for viola by Hindemith, Bloch, Bacewicz and Shostakovich. Research has been 

made on Hindemith’s Solo Sonatas such as Adams (2014) The Viola Stands Alone: The 

Rise in Sonatas and Suites for Unaccompanied Viola, 1915 – 19229 that analyses the 

music of the Solo Sonata Op. 25 No. 1 (1922).  

A few sources have recently researched the Hindemith Sonatas for viola and piano 

extensively. There is one dissertation by Gerling (2007) considers his Sonatas for viola 

and piano from the perspectives of identity and exoticism while another by Solano (2012) 

focuses on the Sonata Op. 11 No.4 from a compositional and historical perspective. I was 
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initially going to include a harmonic and form analysis of the sonatas though the 

dissertation by Whang (2005) Observations of Paul Hindemith’s approach to form and 

tonal language: The three sonatas for viola and piano provides an in-depth analysis of 

the sonatas. One resource that was insightful was Lansdown’s dissertation Paul 

Hindemith’s Sonatas for Viola and Piano (2005) which discusses comprehensively 

Hindemith’s compositional development with reference to the three Sonatas for viola and 

piano and provides in-depth analysis of the works. Neither however provide practical 

guidance nor discuss any of the pertinent issues from a performers point of view. The 

technical challenges within the sonatas themselves are not considered, let alone are 

solutions offered to address these issues.  

Additionally, to provide a resource for performers to aid their preparation in learning 

the Sonatas for performance, this requires an initial understanding of the composer’s 

historical context and there is a range of literature that has informed my research. 

Specifically, a brief summary of Hindemith’s biography, compositional style and 

relevant literature about his Viola Sonatas will be researched and compiled. Sources 

relevant to my contextual include Hindemith’s own book A Composer’s World: 

Horizons and Limitations (1953) which provides many useful insights into 

Hindemith’s thoughts as a composer.  Skelton’s Paul Hindemith: The Man Behind the 

Music (1975) discusses Hindemith’s role and impact as a composer of the twentieth 

century. Other sources relevant to Hindemith’s historical background useful to my 

project include Kemp (1970) who provides a useful timeline of Hindemith’s life and 

events as a composer and Paul Hindemith in the United States by Noss (1989) which 

focuses on his life during his period in America. By contrast, Neumeyer (1986) 

discusses Hindemith’s theories, compositional processes and analyses his works based 

on whether they were written before or after his work Mathis De Maler. As such it is 

pertinent to the discussion of the third Sonata which is quite different style than the 

previous two. These sources have provided me with an understanding of the historical 

context of the composer and his compositions. 

To gain an initial musical understanding of the Sonatas themselves, I listened and 

watched different recordings available. Links to the following noted recordings have 

been provided in the following paragraph. There are many earlier recordings available 

of the Sonata Op. 11 No. 4 (1919) such as by violist William Primrose with pianist 

Jesus Maria Sanromá (1938) and Donald Wright with Paul Hamburger (1966). There 

is also a live video performance available such as of violist Yuri Bashmet with 
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Sviatoslav Richter performance (1985) and Yura Lee with Timothy Lovelace (2010) 

which served to suggest initial bowing and fingering ideas. This same approach 

however could not be adapted for the Viola Sonata Op. 25 No. 4 (1922) and Sonata 

(1939) due to there being fewer resources available. To my knowledge, there are no 

professional video recordings available of significant violists perhaps due to the late 

publishing date of Viola Sonata Op. 25 No. 4 (1922) in 1977 and the incredibly 

difficult piano and viola parts in Sonata (1939) would require an immense amount of 

detail and rehearsal. There are a few amateur recordings available of students from 

various conservatoires uploaded online however were not of sufficient quality or 

significance to include in this research. Another significant recording that came to my 

attention was of Yizhak Schotten and Katherine Collier (1981) which claims to be the 

world premiere recording of the Sonata Op. 25 No. 4 (1922) since its publishing. 

For both Sonata Op. 25 No.4 (1922) and Sonata (1939), the most accessible way to find 

recordings was through more recent CD recordings that were available on Youtube, 

Naxos and Spotify. Contemporary violists who have recorded the Viola Sonatas with 

Piano as a complete include Nobuko Imai (1994), Geraldine Walther (2015) and Kim 

Kashkashian (1985). Others such as Paul Cortese (1996) recorded Hindemith’s viola 

works and included the Sonatas for Viola and Piano. To my knowledge, violists Tabea 

Zimmermann (2014) and Lawrence Power (2008) did make recordings of the Viola 

Sonatas though I have been unsuccessful trying to find access to these on Youtube, Naxos 

and Spotify.  

While all the recordings were of high professional quality and individually should be 

accessed, Kim Kashkashian and Robert Levin’s (1985) recording of all three sonatas was 

particularly impressive. I found that her interpretation of all three works masterfully 

crafted and really captured the different range of characters that Hindemith’s music 

offers. I was impressed furthermore with the technical ease and projection of her vibrato 

and tone in balance with the pianist. Interestingly, it is also the earliest recording 

available I could find aside Hindemith’s recording of it back in 1939. Throughout my 

period of this project, I would regularly refer back and listen to it as a frame of reference. 

I also found William Primrose’s recording of the Sonata Op. 11 No. 4 (1919) fascinating 

with pianist Jesús Maria Sanromá. Hindemith had a close performing relationship with 

Sanromá so this recording of Primrose holds incredible insight with a pianist who was 

familiar with Hindemith and his style. It was following this recording that Sanromá was 

invited by Hindemith himself to perform together at various recitals (Hernandez, 2008, 
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p.248). It was during this period that Hindemith and Sanromá performed and recorded the 

Sonata (1939) together. This is significant to the point that Hindemith held high regard 

for Sanromá’s interpretation of Hindemith’s works and likewise Sanromá was an 

advocate of Hindemith who would continually advocate his music and arrange new 

venues for the composer (Hernandez, 2008, p. 221). 

In amazing circumstances, a recording of Hindemith himself and Jesús Maria Sanromá 

performing the Sonata (1939) has also been uploaded online which helped me gain 

insight to Hindemith as a performer and his ideas. All the following recordings and their 

details have been provided below for other violists who wish to listen to these recordings 

for their own use.  

Table 1: Recording details and links of sonatas (listed in order of 

mentioned) 

Sonatas Recorded: Sonata Op. 11 No. 4 (1919) 

Recording Date: 1938 

Violist: William Primrose 

Pianist: Jesus Maria Sanromá 

Recording Link: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=yG1dgd-UTgc 

Accessed from: Youtube 

Last Accessed: (14/04/2019) 

More Information:  

Additional Notes: Recorded in Campden, New Jersey 

Sonatas Recorded: Sonata Op. 11 No. 4 (1919) 

Recording Date: 1966 

Violist: Donald Wright 

Pianist: Paul Hamburger 

Recording Link: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=MpvVi4oWZMA 

Accessed from: Youtube 

Last Accessed: (14/04/2019) 

Additional Notes: Recorded live at Wigmore Hall, London 

Sonatas Recorded: Sonata Op. 11 No. 4 (1919) 

Recording Date: 1985 

Violist: Yuri Bashmet 

Pianist: Sviatoslav Richter 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=yG1dgd-UTgc
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=MpvVi4oWZMA
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Recording Link: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=zzKs4JV9-qo 

Accessed from: Youtube 

Last Accessed: (14/04/2019) 

Additional Notes: Recorded live at Moscow Conservatory, Great Hall 

Sonatas Recorded: Sonata Op. 11 No. 4 (1919) 

Recording Date: 2010 

Violist: Yura Lee 

Pianist: Timothy Lovelace 

Recording Link: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=o1Sx7O3Sn3M (part 1) 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=sufkO2gWP_k (part 2) 

Accessed from: Youtube 

Last Accessed: (14/04/2019) 

Additional Notes: Recorded live at Bennet Gordon Hall, Steans Institute for Young 

Artists, Ravinia Festival, Chicago 

Sonatas Recorded: Sonata for Viola and Piano Op. 25 No. 4 (1922) 

Recording Date: 1981 

Violist: Yizhak Schotten 

Pianist: Katherine Collier 

Recording Link: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=iRzC1JK6URo 

Accessed from: Youtube 

Last Accessed: (14/04/2019) 

More Information: https://www.discogs.com/Yizhak-Schotten-Katherine-Collier-

Bloch-Hindemith-Suite-For-Viola-And-Piano-Sonata-For-Viola-And-

Pia/release/7514127 

Additional Notes: Composers Recordings Inc (CRI). 

Sonatas recorded: All Sonatas for Viola and Piano  

Recording Date: 1994 

Violist: Nobuko Imai 

Pianist: Roland Pontinen 

Recording Link: https://www.naxosmusiclibrary.com/catalogue/item.asp?cid=BIS-CD-

651 

Accessed from: Naxos 

Last Accessed: (14/04/2019) 

Additional Notes: BIS Record Label 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=zzKs4JV9-qo
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=o1Sx7O3Sn3M
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=sufkO2gWP_k
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=iRzC1JK6URo
https://www.discogs.com/Yizhak-Schotten-Katherine-Collier-Bloch-Hindemith-Suite-For-Viola-And-Piano-Sonata-For-Viola-And-Pia/release/7514127
https://www.discogs.com/Yizhak-Schotten-Katherine-Collier-Bloch-Hindemith-Suite-For-Viola-And-Piano-Sonata-For-Viola-And-Pia/release/7514127
https://www.discogs.com/Yizhak-Schotten-Katherine-Collier-Bloch-Hindemith-Suite-For-Viola-And-Piano-Sonata-For-Viola-And-Pia/release/7514127
https://www.naxosmusiclibrary.com/catalogue/item.asp?cid=BIS-CD-651
https://www.naxosmusiclibrary.com/catalogue/item.asp?cid=BIS-CD-651
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Sonatas recorded: All Sonatas for Viola and Piano  

Recording Date: 2015 

Violist: Geraldine Walther 

Pianist: David Korevaar 

Recording Link: https://open.spotify.com/album/41E358sEGuyl8xRP7E3UfA 

Accessed from: Spotify 

Last Accessed: (14/04/2019) 

Additional Notes: MSR Classics 

Sonatas recorded: All Sonatas for Viola and Piano  

Recording Date: 1985 

Violist: Kim Kashkashian 

Pianist: Robert Irvin 

Recording Link: 

https://www.naxosmusiclibrary.com/catalogue/item.asp?cid=00042283330924 

Accessed from: Naxos 

Last Accessed: (14/04/2019) 

Additional Notes: ECM Records 

Sonatas recorded: All Sonatas for Viola and Piano  

Recording Date: 2014 

Violist: Tabea Zimmermann 

Pianist: Thomas Hoppe 

Reference link: https://www.prestomusic.com/classical/products/8037529--hindemith-

complete-viola-works-volume-2 

Last Accessed: (14/04/2019) 

Additional Notes: Hyperion Records 

Sonatas recorded: All Sonatas for Viola and Piano 

Recording Date: 1996 

Violist: Paul Cortese 

Pianist: Simon Crawford-Phillips 

Reference link: 

https://www.naxosmusiclibrary.com/catalogue/item.asp?cid=00743625097825 

Last Accessed: (14/04/2019) 

More Information: https://www.prestomusic.com/classical/products/7955677--

hindemith-the-complete-works-for-viola-3 

Additional Notes: Universal Classics  

https://open.spotify.com/album/41E358sEGuyl8xRP7E3UfA
https://www.naxosmusiclibrary.com/catalogue/item.asp?cid=00042283330924
https://www.prestomusic.com/classical/products/8037529--hindemith-complete-viola-works-volume-2
https://www.prestomusic.com/classical/products/8037529--hindemith-complete-viola-works-volume-2
https://www.naxosmusiclibrary.com/catalogue/item.asp?cid=00743625097825
https://www.prestomusic.com/classical/products/7955677--hindemith-the-complete-works-for-viola-3
https://www.prestomusic.com/classical/products/7955677--hindemith-the-complete-works-for-viola-3
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Sonatas recorded: All Sonatas for Viola and Piano 

Recording Date: 2008 

Violist: Lawrence Power 

Pianist: Simon Crawford-Phillips 

Reference link: https://www.prestomusic.com/classical/products/7980038--hindemith-

the-complete-viola-music-volume-1 

Last Accessed: (14/04/2019) 

Additional Notes: Hyperion Records 

Sonatas recorded: Sonata (1939) 

Recording Date: 1939 (transferred and remastered by Mark Obert-Thorn for Biddulph 

Recordings and first issued on CD in 1993). 

Violist: Paul Hindemith 

Pianist: Jesús Maria Sanromá. 

Recording link: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=_gaMDOIok90 

Accessed from: Youtube 

More information: https://www.prestomusic.com/classical/products/7989007--

hindemith-plays-hindemith 

Last Accessed: (14/04/2019) 

Additional Notes: Biddulph Recordings 

 

As such, I decided that my study would be a succinct guide, lining as many resources 

possible for violists to know what exists such as available literature and recordings. It 

aims to be one source which violists can use solely and provides recommendations to 

other complementary existing sources as mentioned sources for further study. The issues 

involved in the interpretation of the piano parts lie beyond the scope and aims of this 

research. A copy of the program notes, viola parts with notated bowings and fingerings 

have also been included in the appendix section available for use for other performers of 

the Sonatas. 

  

https://www.prestomusic.com/classical/products/7980038--hindemith-the-complete-viola-music-volume-1
https://www.prestomusic.com/classical/products/7980038--hindemith-the-complete-viola-music-volume-1
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=_gaMDOIok90
https://www.prestomusic.com/classical/products/7989007--hindemith-plays-hindemith
https://www.prestomusic.com/classical/products/7989007--hindemith-plays-hindemith
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II. Historical Context 

A brief biography of Paul Hindemith 

Paul Hindemith was one of the dominant musical figures of the twentieth century who 

made numerous diverse contributions throughout his career in both Europe and America. 

Despite living through the turbulence of both World Wars, the range of his achievements 

is remarkable. While he was best known as a composer, Hindemith’s diverse career and 

areas of expertise included being a well-accomplished international performer, orchestral 

conductor, teacher and theorist (Schubert, 2018). As an instrumentalist, Hindemith was a 

professional violinist, violist and pianist and, aside from his successful performance 

career as a soloist, he was also an orchestral musician, appointed as concertmaster of the 

Frankfurt Opera Orchestra for many years, and an experienced chamber musician as the 

violist of the Rebner Quartet and renowned Amar Quartet (Skelton, 1977, p. 32).   

Noss (1989) states that Hindemith ‘knew the techniques and potentialities of every 

instrument of the orchestra’ and had the remarkable ability to perform reasonably well on 

fourteen instruments (pp. 196-197). This helps to explain the wide variety of his works 

and his capability to create over two hundred compositions of different mediums 

including operas, ballets, orchestral, solo and chamber works with ease (Schubert, 2018). 

His notable innovations in structure, timbre, form, tonal treatment and contrapuntal 

writing are significant contributions to twentieth century repertoire (Schubert, 2018). As a 

leading theorist and teacher, his series of textbooks include Traditional Harmony (1944), 

Elementary Training for Musicians (1946) and The Craft of Musical Composition (1937). 

As a respected conductor, Hindemith conducted the New York Philharmonic, Chicago, 

and Pittsburgh Symphony Orchestras. Early in his career in Germany, he was a professor 

of composition at the Berlin Academy of Music. He later set up a music education system 

in Turkey where he taught at the conservatory in Ankara before later teaching at Yale 

University and the University of Zurich. 

Hindemith’s career, outlook and style varied greatly over the course of his career. After 

the 1914-18 war, Germany needed a new figurehead composer; Reger had died in 1916 

and neither Strauss nor Pfitzner were advocates of new music (Kemp, 1970, pg. 7). An 

eager audience was waiting to acclaim their successor and Hindemith was fortunate to 
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find a platform as well as an audience that was ready to recognise him. The 

Donaueschingen Festival which was influential for contemporary music quickly 

established his position as leader of Germany’s avant-garde composers (Sun, 2007, p. 

26). In the 1920s, Hindemith experimented writing in different genres such as writing 

children’s songs, chamber music and lieder (Kater, 2000, p. 35). His works featured non-

traditional approaches to tonality and use elements from Baroque music such as form, 

counterpoint and rhythmic vitality (Sun, 2007, p. 28). According to Morgan (1991), 

Hindemith’s music and theoretical ideas had their greatest impact on younger composers 

during the years immediately preceding and following World War 2 (p. 229). It was 

however in a difficult disposition as Morgan (1991) discusses, Hindemith was labelled 

too conservative by composers of ‘new music’ however remained too modern for many 

devotees of the classical tonal tradition (p. 229).  

In the 1930s, Hindemith had an ongoing complicated relationship with the Nazi Party.  

Joseph Goebbels (the Nazi party’s Reich minister of propaganda) had initially recognized 

that Hindemith was ‘unquestionably... one of the most important talents in the younger 

generations of composers’ however he soon requested for a ban on his compositions 

(Levi, 1996, p. 112). Hindemith’s insistence to collaborate with leftist and Jewish 

musicians made it increasingly difficult for himself to host concerts and performances 

(Kater, 1998, p. 180). Moreover, with a wife who was classified ‘half-Jewish’, his 

unwillingness to compromise and apolitical attitude added distaste and denouncement 

from Nazi press (Kater, 1998, p. 180).  Franz Reizenstein was a Jewish student of 

Hindemith in the early 1930’s and recalled that, in his classes, “Hindemith did not make 

any secret of his anti-Nazi convictions. He was not afraid of being given away to 

authorities, though he could have been a hundred times over” (Noss, 1989, p. 108).  

By this period Hindemith however had an international reputation which allowed him to 

continue to his musical career during the beginning of Nazi Germany. Shortly after 

writing the controversial opera Mathis der Maler in 1935, Hindemith however was 

eventually forced to take a leave of absence from his teaching position at the Berlin 

Academy due to his unwillingness to compromise with the regime. Concerned for their 

safety, Paul and Gertrud left for Switzerland in 1938 before emigrating to the United 

States two years later. This was the context in which his third Sonata for viola and piano 

was composed in 1939. 

Paul Hindemith would receive a significant recognition in the United States, receiving the 

highest honour awarded by Yale University, the Howland Memorial Prize Medal 
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(Schubert, 2018). He performed frequently in the United States and commissioned many 

works as his music was favourably received by the press (Robertson, 2013, p. 10). 

Paulding (1974) concludes that, by the mid-1940s it was evident that Paul Hindemith was 

one of the most versatile and most influential musicians of all time; composer, performer, 

conductor, theorist, pedagogue and with the publication of A Composer’s World (1950), a 

kind of philosopher on music (p. 343).  

Hindemith’s compositional style 

Hindemith’s musical style continually developed throughout his career. As a young 

composer, his earlier works adhered to no single style, stemming from the late romantic 

style such as of Debussy, Strauss and Reger (Stolba, 1990, p. 835). The Sonata Op. 11 

No. 4 (1919) is representative of his style at this time containing lush chromaticism, 

dissonant harmony and contrapuntal textures (Morgan, 1991, p. 221).  

During the 1920s, Hindemith’s contemporaries became increasingly reactive towards 

Expressionism. The term Expressionism as Gagne (2012) explains was a modernist 

movement that heightened reality to extreme emotional pitches and severe distortions, all 

in opposition to traditional definitions of beauty and form (p. 91). Articulating subjective 

and unconscious feelings that were usually hidden such as darkness, irrationality, 

hallucination, ugliness and confusion were the main focus of Expressionism (Gagne, 

2012, p. 91). Within music this meant that tonal melodies and harmonies were avoided 

with extreme dynamics, extreme dissonance, abrupt tempo changes and angular melodic 

leaps taking place instead as primary attributes (Terry, P & Bowman, D. 2014, p. 104). A 

pioneer for Expressionism, Arnold Schoenberg developed atonality (the absence of  a 

key) followed by serialism (using the twelve pitches in an order determined by the 

composer, but without repeating any of the pitches before the eleven have been sounded) 

as a means to embrace the atonally chromatic musical language (Phillips, Hurry, 

Richards, 2001, p. 100). Atonality however was a meaningless term to Hindemith who 

declared “it is constructed of tones and must therefore logically be tonal” (Skelton, 1975, 

p. 14).  

In defiance of Schoenberg’s twelve-tone row system, Hindemith instead called for an 

expansion of traditional harmony, not the abandonment of it, formulating his updated 

system of tonality. This idea became associated with Neue Sachlichkeit (New 

Objectivity) which emerged as a style during the mid-1920s onwards as a means of 
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distancing from the excesses of Expressionism (Plumb, 1988, p. 11). As its name 

suggests, it offered a return to unsentimental reality and a focus on the objective world as 

opposed to the more abstract, romantic, or idealistic tendencies of Expressionism. New 

Objectivity is difficult to explain as it is does not have any particular set of stylistic rules 

instead having the mentality of ‘not disturbing status quo’ (Plumb, 2006, p. 11). Bullock 

et. al (1988) however describes certain characteristics ‘hardness of outline, smoothness of 

finish, a bald but often distorted or caricatured liberalism, and a choice of subjects that 

concentrated on modern technical apparatus and the less cheerful aspects of the big cities 

and their inhabitants (p. 574).  

Emerging after years of war and upheaval, these new generation of artists were ‘too 

disillusioned for ecstatic experimentation, resigned to the point of cynicism where they 

began to ponder what is most immediate, certain truth’ (Plumb, 2006, p. 38). Hindemith’s 

compositional style embraced these ideals, rejecting the later Romantic insistence on 

continuous evolution. His distaste for self-indulgent expressionism was countered by an 

emphasis on clarity of line, texture and form that would remain for the rest of his life 

(Kemp, 1970, 15). Many of these attributes are seen within the Sonata (1939) through its 

long lyrical lines and inclusion of complex harmonies. Hindemith stated strongly in the 

first volume of The Craft of Musical Composition:  

Music as long as it exists, will always take its departure from the major triad and 

return to it. The musician cannot escape it any more than the painter his primary 

colours or the architect is three dimensions. In composition, the triad or its direct 

extensions can never be avoided for more than a short time without completely 

confusing the listener. (Hindemith, 1945, p. 22) 

This was confirmation of Hindemith’s conviction that, within music, tonality was a 

physical law as inescapable as the force of gravity (Skelton, 1975, p. 13). His system was 

based on the belief that the twelve tones of the chromatic scale have a naturally ordered 

relationship both to each other and that there should always be a fundamental central key. 

In a sense, Hindemith took tonality to another level by liberating the elements of 

conventional chordal structures to assume new importance and potential. While all of 

Hindemith’s music is characterized by aggressive counterpoint and free use of 

dissonance, it is not atonal but underpinned by a definite movement to a focused tonal 

point. This is an important factor for all performers of his music to recognise and will be 

further discussed in regards towards its influence on performance outcomes in the 

following chapters. 
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Hindemith was deeply fascinated by the interlocking connections between composer, 

performer and society to what he felt was an ever-widening gap between general public 

and the modern composer (Robertson, 2013, p. 9). He believed in continuity of artistic 

motion between the composer’s written intensions, the score and the realized sound 

abetted by the performer’s facility on their understanding of the composer’s idiom, which 

together would produce a natural beauty of tone and expression (Lemco, 1989, p. 77). To 

realize this however, Hindemith proposed that the composer instead be a craftsman 

(turning out music to meet social needs) rather than as an artist (composing to satisfy his 

own soul) (Britannica Online, 2018).   

This awareness of music of the era and its loss of contact with society led Hindemith to 

detest two forms of musical isolation: music that had an obscure language that one could 

not understand and music which because of its sheer technical difficulty one could not 

play (Skelton, 1975, p. 15). Hindemith believed the musician’s task was to communicate 

to his audience and did not believe that this could be done by solitarily pursuing sounds 

into unfamiliar regions, declaring:  

A composer should write today only if he knows for what purpose he is writing. 

The days of composition for the sake of composing are perhaps gone forever. On 

the other hand, the demand for music is so great that the composer and consumer 

ought most emphatically to come to at least an understanding. (Hindemith cited in 

Kemp, 1970, p. 23.)  

His goal was thus to be a versatile craftsman in the sense of the eighteenth century, rather 

than the overspecialized virtuoso that had been brought into fashion by the nineteenth 

(Machlis, 1970, p. 195).  Hindemith distinguished between two contrary types of music-

making: public performance and playing for one’s self. Public performance is the 

musician’s profession while playing for one’s self is an occupation for amateurs.  He 

sought to create music for both. (Hindemith cited in Hindemith Foundation, 2018). This 

thought inclined Hindemith into producing accessible works that could be performed by 

the professional or amateur in any setting. This explains why Hindemith’s works, 

although they may be technically difficult, were consciously never made difficult to an 

extent of unplayability just to excite the admiration of the listener for the performer 

(Skelton, 1975, p. 15-16). Hindemith said  

How can we say that just one specific musical style is usable?... Let us rather 

strive to write a music so good that, with representation suitable to its style, 
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purpose, and instrumentation it must appear completely satisfying and hence, 

usable. (Hindemith cited in Robertson, 2013, p. 9). 

 He referred to this type of music as Gebrauchsmusik (‘Music for Use’ or ‘Utility Music’) 

and it was a project which occupied Hindemith on and off between 1936 to 1955. These 

works ranged from little pieces for children to more advanced pieces for students. 

Hindemith recognized that there were not enough Sonatas for various instruments and 

composed an ambitious series of Sonatas for virtually all orchestral instruments (Kemp, 

1970, p. 41). Hindemith’s later works of the 1930’s onwards would also reveal a reliance 

on the characteristics of much Baroque music such as traditional forms, counterpoint and 

rhythmic vitality eventually developing a mature writing style that was uniquely his own 

(Stolba, 1990, p. 835). Lyrical melodies and a less dissonant counterpoint were favoured 

as seen his notable viola works Der Schwanendreher (1935) and Trauermusik (1936) 

(Sun, 2007, p. 37).  

While Hindemith was a successful, well-regarded teacher and respected conductor in the 

1940’s, as a composer he was soon perceived by some to be too detached and 

conservative. (Kemp, 1970, p. 42). His music lacked what Kemp refers to as the element 

of irrational ‘divine madness’ that was associated with some other creative artists of the 

mid-twentieth century and this would explain why he exerted no significant influence on 

composers of the later generations (Kemp, 1970, p. 41). His music and theories however 

remained as his legacy, and remain a significant part of twentieth-century music due to 

their ingenuity, energy and substance. (Sun, 2007, p. 42).  

Hindemith and his Viola Sonatas 

Hindemith contributed widely to the promotion of the viola, both as a composer and 

virtuoso performer. In total, he wrote and premiered three Sonatas for viola and piano, 

four solo Sonatas, Der Schwanendreher and Trauermusik. As a viola virtuoso, Hindemith 

also premiered other composers’ works including William Walton’s Viola Concerto, after 

Lionel Tertis declined due to its difficulty. Interestingly, the compositional dates of the 

first and last of his Sonatas with piano correlate closely with landmarks in his 

performance career. His career as a soloist began with the premiere of the Sonata Op. 11 

No. 4 (1919) and ended shortly after performing the third Sonata in 1939. The Sonatas 

with piano, written in 1919, 1922 and 1939 while they are not evenly linked with the 
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three compositional periods generally attributed to Hindemith as categorized by Kemp 

(1970), they do showcase three distinct compositional styles within his development. 

Sonata for Viola and Piano Op. 11 No. 4 (1919) 

Hindemith’s Sonatas Opus 11 (written between 1918-1919) were the first collection of 

his works to show an individual style and the first large output of instrumental sonatas 

which were to form an important part of his life’s work (Neumeyer, 1986, p. 115). The 

whole set was initially meant to be written for violin and piano only, but in the end it 

contained sonatas for both viola and cello (Noss, 1989, p. 54). In June 1919, Hindemith 

had just switched from second violinist to become the violist of the Rebner Quartet where 

he performed two of his first string quartets (Noss, 1989, p. 57). At the same concert, he 

premiered two of his Opus 11 Sonatas (E flat for violin and F for viola). The concert was 

a landmark of success in his career and it attracted the attention of the music publisher, 

Schott and Sohne in Mainz. Schott offered to publish Hindemith’s music; this partnership 

endured the remainder of the composer’s life (Paulding, 1974, p.11).  

The success of this concert also led Hindemith to favour performing on viola over violin 

and led to the initiation of his viola performance career (Whang, 2005, p. 7). Written in 

his earlier style, this Sonata shows influences of earlier composers such as Debussy and 

Brahms (in terms of harmony and motivic treatments), ‘folk songs’ attaining to German 

culture and style while including a significant number of fresh ideas which are of his own 

style. Paulding (1974) notes how the entire sonata was conceived in terms of traditional 

harmony though in the second and third movements, the chords which accompany the 

viola melody stray from the traditional major-minor tonality (p. 19). This can be seen for 

example at the beginning bars of Sonata Op. 11 No. 4 (1919). 

Example 1: Hindemith (1919) Sonata Op. 11 No. 4 Mvt I: Bar 1 - 5 
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This gives the piece a new sense of strength and tonal freedom. Hindemith (1919) 

integrated the work in an original way by linking the movements together.  On page one 

of the piano score he wrote: 

This Sonata should be played without any interruption between movements. The 

second and third movements especially should be bound together so well that the 

listener does not feel as if he were hearing a finale but must rather interpret the 

last movement as the continuation of the variations. (p. 1). 

Sonata for Viola and Piano Op. 25 No. 4 (1922) 

It is interesting to note that while Sonata Op. 25 No. 4 (1922) appeared only three years 

after Op. 11 No. 4 (1919), it showcases a vast progression forward. It was part of a set of 

string Sonatas (Op. 25) that stood stylistically midway between the earlier and more 

mature compositions (Paulding, 1974, p. 45).  The influences of Debussy such as folk 

song were no longer present and instead, elements of Hindemith’s original evolving 

harmonic language took firm place within the composition. Lush harmonies were 

replaced with angular melodies and motifs, insistent torrents of rapid ostinato and 

tempestuous sequences. This work was highly unusual just because of the extreme 

contrast to Sonata Op. 11 No. 4 (1919) but because it contained characteristics of 

Expressionism which Hindemith had condemned. An example from the third movement 

of Sonata Op. 25 No. 4 (1922) has been provided that illustrates these qualities.  

Example 2: Hindemith (1922) Sonata Op. 25 No. 4 Mvt III: Bar 123 - 128 
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As seen in the example, these include extreme dynamics, constant changing of textures, 

hints of atonalism and fragments of episodic motifs making it quite surprising that this 

was an output of Hindemith as it did not fit his ideals of Gebrauchesmusik. The Sonata’s 

contradicting elements may explain why Whang (2005) states that unlike its popular 

predecessor Op. 11 No. 4 (1919), this Sonata existed in relative obscurity throughout 

Hindemith’s lifetime, remaining unpublished his whole life (p. 66).  It seems unlikely that 

it could have remained unpublished for such a long period however proof of discussion 

about its publication was made by Paulding (1974): 

The first three Sonatas of this opus have been published and plans are being made 

to include the fourth composition, a Sonata for Viola and Piano, in the complete 

edition. (p. 45).  

Further proof cites of a program note written in 1976 (found in the Paul Hindemith 

Collection at Yale University) detailing that Hindemith had been the sole performer of 

the piece up until this time (Whang, 2005, p. 31). Written by Andres Briner, it also claims 

that the Sonata Op. 25 No. 4 had not been performed for more than 50 years; the last 

instance being in January 1925 (Whang, 2005, p. 31). It was not until after subsequent 

delays that Sonata Op. 25 No. 4 was published in 1977 by publishing company Schott, a 

few years after Hindemith’s death.   

Sonata for Viola and Piano (1939) 

Hindemith wrote the third Sonata for viola and piano during a concert tour in 1939, 

seventeen years since Op. 25 No. 4. An extremely informative source is Hindemith’s 

book The Craft of Musical Composition Volume I (1937) which outlines his method of 

composition and conclusions about melody, harmony and rhythm. Its significance lies 

because the Sonata (1939) was written during the same time period so there are many 

similarities and relevance to the style. The Sonata takes a dramatic turn from Sonata Op. 

25 No. 4 swinging back to his conservative roots. His development of themes, thick 

textures, rhythmic variety and contrapuntal voicing is a clear example of his established 

New Objectivity style.  

The Sonata was one of the series of twenty-five Sonatas with piano accompaniment that 

he composed between 1935-55 after noting a lack of solo repertoire for most orchestral 

instruments (Hansen, 1978, p. 251). It was a turbulent time during Hindemith’s life.  In 

1938, Hindemith had escaped to Switzerland following being labelled degenerate by the 

Nazi party in Germany. However, after finding it impossible to make a living there, he 
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emigrated to the United States in 1940 (Kemp, 1970, p. 29). The official premiere in New 

York of Sonata (1939) met mostly with negative reviews with New York Times Music 

correspondent Gama Gilbert claiming  

So the evening came to an end with no more conclusive thought than this: How 

can a man that has written so much excellent music write such dull music? 

(Gilbert cited in Hernandez, 2008, p. 226).  

Hindemith continued to perform it on his tour, however Sonata (1939) would be the last 

piece he ever played publicly as a solo violist. Upon hearing a recording session of 

himself playing the Sonata left him dismayed, declaring to his wife: 

I have finally decided to give up playing in public once and for all. If it is no 

better than what came out of the gramophone, it isn’t worth showing. (Hindemith 

cited in Winkler, 2004, p. 16) 

Indeed, even the same music critic Gama Gilbert, reported after a repeated listening, she 

could find but minimal value in Hindemith’s latest compositions (Hernandez, 2008, p. 

226). This recording can be found here. Sourced from: 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=kiN4IUgdNL8 (Accessed on 27th March 2019)  

I remember hearing this recording initially and sympathizing with his thoughts about the 

recording. Within the recording, there were intonation inconsistencies, articulation 

problems and a lack of detail which made the recording feel flat with lack of depth and 

confused my initial conception of the piece. It however came to my attention through 

Hernandez (2008) about the circumstances surrounding the recording. Prior to the 

premiere performance, Hindemith was busy rehearsing and recording other works during 

the same time period. He ended up finishing it and passing the manuscript to pianist 

Sanromá less than ten days before the performance, perhaps allowing too little time for 

Sanromá to prepare (Hernandez, 2008, p. 225). Following their premiere performance, 

the very next day, Sanromá and Hindemith spent the afternoon and evening recording the 

work which was the same recording Hindemith listened to on the gramophone. Realizing 

now how rushed both were to prepare the premiere and recording of such a work, leads 

me to realize perhaps an underlining truth towards Hindemith’s (1953) statement (refer to 

page 10). 

Hindemith’s recording (refer to Table 1) is no doubt still technically impressive 

especially now knowing both him and Sanroma prepared it within a week. Looking 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=kiN4IUgdNL8
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however at the recordings available of Sonata (1939) listed in Table 1, no other 

recordings to date exist between Hindemith’s recording (1939) until Kim Kashkashian’s 

recording in 1985. Even then, it was not until a few years after that more recordings 

started prominently featured this Sonata, notably more than 50 years later. Perhaps, had 

the preparation and circumstances leading to this performance and recording been 

different, this Sonata may have had different success and notoriety within viola 

repertoire. 
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III. Initial Practice and Preparations for 

Performance   

Observations from learning the Sonatas 

Ericsson (1997) suggests that the most effective learning occurs when the task is at an 

appropriate difficulty level for the individual, teacher feedback is informative and 

opportunities for repetition and correction of errors are provided (pp. 9-10). In terms of 

learning a piece, this is aided by also having quality practice which is often done through 

several strategies. Examples include practicing at a slow tempo, gradually increasing the 

speed, using the metronome, silent practice (away from the instrument) clapping rhythm, 

identifying trouble spots and analysing the music (Barry, 1992).  The most obvious 

practice strategy however may be to repeat a difficult passage many times until mastery is 

achieved (Tannhauser, 1999, pp. 191-195). In my preparation of the Hindemith sonatas 

for performance I employed all of these strategies to a degree. 

Learning these sonatas has been an extensive process which has led me to question and 

evaluate how I practice. Learning these sonatas has been an extensive process which has 

led me to question and evaluate how I practice. With the busy schedule studying of the 

ANAM and limited time realistically, I would usually learn a piece through a series of 

short-cut habitual processes. I tend to learn pieces initially from a wider perspective to get 

an approximate overall concept of the viola part, then go back and attend to the details. In 

the case of the Hindemith sonatas, it was initially helpful to get a scope of the piece and a 

sense of its demands, though, unknowingly this approach ultimately proved to be 

counterproductive.  

While this approach enabled me to learn my part quickly, I had not had time to slowly 

process a lot of the details nor understand my part in relation to the larger context of the 

piano part and the harmonies within. While intonation is not normally a difficult aspect 

for me, the complexity of Hindemith’s tonal language meant that intonation was hard to 

judge when playing with piano as I found it difficult to judge when I was incorrect. As 

rhythm is one of my relative weaknesses, Hindemith’s frequent time displacements, 

hemiolas and changing time signatures made it challenging for me in terms of ensemble 

with an accompanist.  



Page 32 of 123 

 

Although it may seem obvious, another issue I then faced was that a lot of my musical 

intentions were not coming through because the technical issues and organization of the 

hands were in the way. I found it difficult to separate the facility of both hands with bow 

distribution and disorganization which, in turn, affected my vibrato and smooth shifting. 

These earlier mistakes of learning affected a lot of interpretive ideas in the later stages of 

putting it together with the pianist. What had initially been quick fixes to learn the 

sonatas efficiently actually got technically in the way of my musical intentions.  

I gained a reasonable understanding in Hindemith’s compositional style through learning 

all three of his sonatas in this first stage. While each sonata has their own separate 

difficulties, their progression reflects the scope of Hindemith’s development as a 

composer. In a sense, this made each sonata unique to approach; mean that I had the 

technical background to approach the Sonata (1939) in the learning Sonata Op. 11 No. 4 

(1919) did not necessarily exact same way due to the differences in the rapid progression 

of Hindemith’s composition style and its instrumental demands. The complex 

counterpoint throughout the sonatas, combined with my inexperience in this style, also 

made working with the collaborative artist difficult as I did not fully comprehend the 

function of every phrase I had and its relationship to the piano part. Throughout this 

learning stage however, I referred and listened to many existing recordings (this is listed 

in Table 1) of the Sonatas with a piano score continually to gain a deeper understanding 

of the works. These recordings helped the learning preparation and gave me more clarity 

in considering the soundscapes and ideas that Hindemith had created.   

The sonatas are technically quite virtuosic and, although they do sit naturally under the 

hand, there are still unusual leaps and scales that viola players would not have 

encountered in earlier repertoire. I also found that, where there were quite extensive and 

thick piano parts, it was difficult for my sound to cut through the texture without 

distorting the rich sound that was needed. Generally, these projection problems would 

occur when the viola was on the lower registers on the C string. An example where I 

encountered these difficulties was in bar 15 - 16 of the Sonata Op. 11 No. 4 (1919) and 

bar 1 - 6 of Sonata (1939). The following score examples have been inserted for reference 

below:  
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Example 3: Hindemith (1919) Sonata Op. 11 No. 4 Mvt I: Bar 14 - 16 

 

Example 4: Hindemith (1939) Sonata (1939) Mvt I: Bar 1 - 6 

 

Moreover, on the higher registers I found it difficult to maintain my quality of sound as 

my fingers would not shift smooth enough to be in position with ease. This would affect 

my vibrato as it would tighten and as a result, make the vibrato too narrow for the 

passage. Similar sound quality issues can be found in the following excerpts of the Sonata 

Op. 11 No. 4 (1919) and Sonata Op. 25 No. 4 (1922): 
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Example 5: Hindemith (1919) Sonata Op. 11 No. 4 Mvt I: Bar 22 - 33 

 

Example 6: Hindemith (1922) Sonata Op. 25 No. 4 Mvt III: Bar 59 - 66 

 

Throughout the course of the period, even though I knew that there was probably a more 

effective way to practice and learn these works, I learnt it habitually the way I normally 

would, primarily through repetition. Having time to document and reflect has made me 

realize how much more effective having organization and learning contextually can shape 

my understanding in performance. Throughout I found it difficult to perform with piano 

as I would be unsure how my part related to the piano and thus uncertain how to adjust in 

response to it. While this somewhat worked for Sonata Op. 11 No. 4 (1919) and Sonata 

Op. 25 No. 4 (1922), the third Sonata (1939) was the most difficult for me to comprehend 

and understand. During the performances of the Sonatas, I found it surprising that no 

matter, how much preparation or how many performances I gave, every performance 

proved to be unusually taxing not only because of the technical difficulties, but also the 

sheer physicality and mental endurance needed. In every performance, I found it difficult 

to stay in tune with the piano and keep my centre overall. This also translated in my 

feedback in my recital reports for the sonatas as well; while they seemed technically 

accurate there were other areas that needed more attention such as intonation, vibrato and 

sound quality and production were problems which affected the musicality and phrasing. 

Indeed, Hindemith (1953) warns  
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The emphasis on all facts technical may end in meaningless sound that runs along 

self-sufficiently without moving the listener’s soul. The stress laid upon the 

outward qualities of the musical material on sound and form may in 

megalomaniacal hypertrophy explode into unartistic noise. (p.13) 

I realize that to perform these pieces more satisfactorily, a new way of approaching the 

sonatas would be needed by honing in on the exact problematic areas of the sonatas and 

develop new practice strategies. 
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List of Recital Repertoire 

Provided is the list of the repertoire performed at the Australian National Academy of 

Music in 2017 & 2018. Online links to watch the recordings of the Hindemith Sonatas 

have been submitted in Appendix I after the bibliography section as other material 

separate to the body of thesis. Program notes of the Hindemith Sonatas for Viola and 

Piano have also been inserted in Appendix II. 

Recital One: (5th May 2017) 

- Morpheus (1917) by Rebecca Clarke 

- 2 Pieces for viola & piano (1908) by Frank Bridge 

- Lament for 2 violas (1912) by Frank Bridge 

- Viola Sonata for Viola and Piano (1919) by Paul Hindemith 

Recital Two: (1st October 2017) 

- Lachrymae (1950) by Benjamin Britten 

- Passacaglia on an Old English Tune (1943) by Rebecca Clarke 

- Trauermusik (1936) by Paul Hindemith 

- Sonata for Viola and Piano (1922) by Paul Hindemith 

Recital Three: (4th June 2018) 

- Sonata for Viola and Piano (1939) by Paul Hindemith 

- Concerto for Viola and Orchestra arr. Piano (1929) by William Walton  
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IV. Relearning the Sonatas with revised 

practice strategies. 

Relearning the Sonatas 

Hallam (1997) considers musical practice as a multi-faceted activity and an important 

dimension of learning to practice concerns how well a student is able to develop technical 

skills, music interpretation and overcome performance stress (pp. 179-181).  Furthermore 

Hallam (1997) claims that cognitive and performance skills cannot be acquired by 

repetition alone, it is important that teachers continue to offer practical advice on how to 

practice differently at various stages of learning (pp.179-181). 

After the first performance of the Sonatas, there was a few months hiatus from the 

performance and playing aspects. During this period, I instead researched the historical 

contextual information in depth to gain a deeper understanding about Hindemith and the 

Sonatas. I also explored other avenues, such as relistening and watching other recordings 

of the Sonatas (see Table 1) as well as reflecting on recordings of my own past 

performances of the recitals. As much as I had originally tried, I knew that I had reverted 

to my habit of constant repetition to learn the Sonatas. Looking back at the recordings of 

my Sonatas made me pinpoint exactly what musical intentions were not coming through 

and if it was perhaps hindered by certain aspects of my technique. 

I revisited the Sonatas through having lessons with different viola professionals around 

Australia. During the lessons we would go through any attributes that they found were 

affecting the performance such as intonation, phrasing, sound projection. These points 

were flaws that I had been aware of, especially as I had recently been reflecting on my 

performances, though I was unsure how to fix these problems through a methodical 

process. The lessons provided insight on ways of practice how they would effectively 

overcome these challenges. The solutions pushed me in the right direction to then 

compile and effectively find a personal process that could help tackle the specific 

problem. These include intonation, sound quality, continuous vibrato, shifting, projection 

and ensemble. A particular useful insight was seeing how they would conclude their 

reason for a certain interpretation and how they would effectively translate that into their 

performance. I found that considering this extra feedback from the different professionals 
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and addressing my personal problems through reflection helped to form a more cohesive 

performance. Hindemith (1953) himself states  

it is knowledge – knowledge beyond all craftsmanship and intuition – that dictates the 

actions of the musician belonging to the third and highest class. (p. 9). 

While many challenges maybe personal, I believe that many other violists would have 

similar problems and could find this resource useful. The following discussion aims to 

provide different avenues of practice for the sonatas to be more accessible for prospective 

students.  

Consultations with other players and teachers 

To gain further insights into how to address the challenges of the Hindemith sonatas, I 

consulted experienced violists from the Queensland Symphony Orchestra (QSO) and 

Melbourne Symphony Orchestra (MSO). These violists are all highly regarded and have a 

wide range of performance experience. I thought it would be beneficial in terms of 

experience to have a combination of those well established in the industry (Yoko 

Okayasu and Jann Keir-Haantera) as well as two recently established professional players 

(Christopher Cartlidge and Anthony Chataway). This pair had recently graduated from 

the Australian National Academy of Music and proven to be upcoming leading violists 

within the Australian classical music industry.  

Ethical clearance for this project was granted by the Griffith University (ethics reference 

number: 2018/778) and the research was conducted in accordance with the approved 

protocol. A copy of the recruitment letter has been provided in Appendix III.  

Listed below is a small summary of the experience of the four violists with whom I had 

lessons: 

Yoko Okayasu 

Associate Principal Viola of the Queensland Symphony Orchestra, Violist of the 

Kurilpa String Quartet, (Former Principal Violist of the Queensland Symphony 

Orchestra) 

More Information: https://www.qso.com.au/musicians/orchestra/yoko-okayasu  

https://www.qso.com.au/musicians/orchestra/yoko-okayasu
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Sonatas worked on: Sonata Op. 11 No. 4 (1919), Sonata Op. 25 No. 4 (1922) 

Jann Keir-Haantera 

Tutti Viola of the Queensland Symphony Orchestra, (Former Principal Violist of 

the Queensland Philharmonic Orchestra) 

More Information: https://www.qso.com.au/musicians/orchestra/jann-keir-

haantera 

Sonatas worked on: Sonata for Viola and Piano Op. 11 No. 4 (1919) 

Christopher Cartlidge 

Tutti Viola of the Melbourne Symphony Orchestra, Violist of the Melbourne 

Ensemble (Acting Associate Principal Viola of the Melbourne Symphony 

Orchestra) 

More information: https://www.mso.com.au/about-us/our-people/the-

orchestra/christopher-cartlidge/ 

Sonatas worked on: Sonata for viola and piano Op. 11 No. 4 (1919), Sonata for 

Viola and Piano Op. 25 No. 4 (1922), Sonata for Viola and Piano (1939) 

Anthony Chataway: 

Tutti Viola of the Melbourne Symphony Orchestra, Violist of the Penny Quartet 

More information: https://www.pennyquartet.com/anthony-chataway.html 

Sonatas worked on: Sonata for Viola and Piano (1939) 

Due to time constraints and availabilities, the amount of time spent between each 

participant differed however every lesson only touched on one sonata at a time with a 

minimum of 90 minutes per session. Throughout the consultations, each violist 

considered similar things such as how they would approach finding an interpretation or 

how to break down and practice a difficult section within the Sonatas. It was evident that 

while the outcome of their specific interpretation of the work was different, there was 

clearly a process which they would work through in order to decide how they came about 

https://www.qso.com.au/musicians/orchestra/jann-keir-haantera
https://www.qso.com.au/musicians/orchestra/jann-keir-haantera
https://www.mso.com.au/about-us/our-people/the-orchestra/christopher-cartlidge/
https://www.mso.com.au/about-us/our-people/the-orchestra/christopher-cartlidge/
https://www.pennyquartet.com/anthony-chataway.html
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their interpretation and how best to achieve it. In each of my lessons, they noticed similar 

attributes of my playing such as problems of my bow distribution, vibrato consistency 

and tone production. Throughout the consultations, it was clear that each violist had their 

own different ways of practice for technical difficulties which they would recommend for 

various areas of the Sonatas. Many of these strategies were similar, compiled and 

developed for the following Chapter V. Interestingly, none had performed both Sonata 

Op. 25 No. 4 (1922) and Sonata (1939), however all had performed Sonata Op. 11 No. 4 

(1919) on multiple occasions. As a result, their individual advice was more definitive in 

relation to Sonata Op. 11 No. 4 (1919), whereas their guidance on the interpretation of 

Sonata Op. 25 No.4 (1922) and Sonata (1939) were more exploratory. This was useful to 

observe the difference in process in approaching works for the first time.  

Throughout the lessons, a range of different ideas were suggested and subsequently 

compiled and transcribed. From organizing notes and strategies, there were certain 

recurring themes that emerged such as the importance of tone and sound production. A 

few notes have been annotated into the viola part attached in Appendix IV however these 

parts mainly contain bowing and fingering suggestions from my lessons and what best 

suited myself personally. Although a number of problems specific to myself were 

identified, I believe many of these strategies and suggestions could be used profitably by 

other violists.  

Problematic areas in the Sonatas 

Before providing a list of excerpts with practice suggestions for the Sonatas, the 

following commentary provides summarized notes and observations compiled together 

highlighting the main difficulties I encountered within each movement.  

Sonata in F Op. 11 No. 4 (1919) 

When working through Sonata Op. 11 No. 4 (1919), the main points of interest were 

finding different ranges and textures through the whole Sonata. The huge variety of 

dynamic markings often were sometimes difficult to contrast unless through 

understanding changes in character. I found neighbouring dynamics such as ppp-p, p-mf, 

or f – fff to be a constant challenge as I found it difficult to distinguish my part against the 

piano. Along with the dynamics, ensemble balance was often difficult to gauge due to 

other factors such as the room acoustic, register and role of the instrument at certain 
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points within the sonata. Another factor of difficulty I had was deciding when to allow 

myself some expressive freedom and space without sacrificing overall rhythmical 

accuracy. I found personally that the main problems in intonation were where there were 

very chromatic lines and large leaps. In my first performance, this is evident as the pitch 

had the tendency to be inaccurate. Fingerings also got in the way because of the awkward 

phrasing I adopted, and it was a common problem that phrases were not sustained. 

Technical issues became an issue for me as well due to a weak left hand fourth finger 

when it came to melodic runs, trills and vibrato on high registers. In terms of ensemble, 

the most difficult part was to maintain hearing the piano line for a lot of entries especially 

in the third movement with the constant changes of metre. The sound I produced in my 

initial recordings were often pressed as I was trying to force more power in the sound.  In 

addition, the recording of the performance showed that I had difficulty sustaining my 

stamina and concertation from beginning to end. 

Movement I: Fantasie 

A lot of this movement is very ‘improvisatory’ and ‘free’. To produce an impactful 

performance, I believe the performer must be inventive and decisive where they want to 

take time for all the virtuosic runs. Fingering is important and should not disrupt the 

melodic line, so take into consideration the position and placement of the shifts so that 

the technical difficulties do not affect the overall shape of the phrasing. For example, I 

found that due to technical issues, the unimportant notes would be stressed or not grouped 

the way I intended due to technical issues because of my relatively weak fourth finger 

that was required in the virtuosic passage in bar 14 – 16. Listed below is the example: 

Example 7: Hindemith (1919) Sonata Op. 11 No. 4 Mvt I: Bar 14 -16. 
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It is important to make the cadenza feel organic with the bow and pace of the semi-demi 

quavers. In terms of sound production, I found it difficult to produce an open and ringing 

sound in the high registers and cut through the piano sonority in the lower registers.  

Movement II: Theme mit Variationen 

This movement has many different variations and requires the violist to explore a variety 

of colours and characters. Hindemith writes specific instructions on the feel of each 

movement which help to relay the contrasting characters he intended. There is a lot of 

space and scope for the violist to push the boundaries to create a convincing performance 

of this movement. 

Movement III: Finale (mit Variationen) 

Many of the virtuosic runs were often difficult to perform convincingly as sound and 

intonation were major problematic factors. Particularly due to the amount of 

chromaticism in the harmonies, I found staying in tune with myself and with the piano 

one of the larger challenges of this movement. I additionally found it difficult to stay 

rhythmically accurate without a lot of the dotted rhythms falling forward and getting 

ahead of the piano. Towards the end, a lot of stamina was required to prevent the sound 

from being squashed through vibrato and for the bow control to maintain a powerful and 

strong sound that Hindemith wanted especially in the higher registers. 

Sonata Op. 25 No. 4 (1922) 

In order to produce an effective performance of this Sonata, I found that technical issues 

tended to get in the way of my musical ideas.  In particular bow distribution and 

intonation as well as scope in dynamics, were the most recurring problems which arose. 

The biggest challenge for me in this Sonata was creating musical characters and 

contrasting timbre, variety of sound throughout the performance. I found that out of all 

three sonatas, this was the most difficult for endurance. At the end of the last movement 

both the pianist and I would be physically exerted. This was because of the constant loud 

dynamics and fast runs which required amounts of weight and fast bow speed needed 

throughout the movement.  
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Movement I: Sehr lebhaft. Markiert und kraftvoll 

This movement was deceptively difficult because the notes were not technically hard 

however establishing a suitable sound quality was quite difficult. The main problems I 

had were with my bow control where I was unable to distribute the weight and speed 

properly which in turn, caused problems in the phrasing. Another aspect was controlling 

the intonation as a lot of the movement required me to play in half positions and to think 

enharmonically. Lastly, creating a beautiful sound for the lyrical passages through a 

relaxed vibrato was another factor that I needed to address.  

Movement II: Sehr langsame Viertel 

The second movement allows for freedom in both sound and time however the 

subdivisions of the rhythms must essentially stay relative to the tempo chosen. I found I 

could explore different tone colours through placement of the bow, bow speed, and 

highlighting different notes of interest through vibrato and bow distribution. The ethereal 

sound and atmosphere required for an ample performance depends on these attributes so 

that it can match the broodiness of the harmonies from the piano and the free-flowing 

nature of the Sonata.  

Movement III: Finale, Lebhafte Viertel 

The third movement uses gesture to display its ferocity and violence. This cannot be 

executed however if the technical issues involved are not controlled. I needed to make 

sure that the placement of the bow was correct to bring out the sound of the instrument 

with a clear tone. I faced many problems with bow distributions especially in order to 

make small notes at the ends of slurs speak.  Also in the arpeggios, I needed to ensure 

that all the string crossings did not get in the way. I found intonation to be difficult to 

judge because it is mainly in half, second and fourth positions which, like many other 

violists, are not comfortable positions. When exemplifying the brute force and 

aggressiveness throughout the movement, it remains crucial to maintain a clean sound. 

Sonata (1939) 

The material in this Sonata (1939) was the most complex as the piano and viola parts 

continuously intertwine with another. It was thus important to understand the relationship 

between viola and piano throughout the Sonata by studying the score. Similar to Op. 25 

No. 4 (1922), the quality of my sound was an issue. I experienced the most difficulty in 
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controlling the sound without undue force. Another factor were the unexpected entrances 

and difficult technical runs. When such technical issues got in the way, I found it difficult 

to concentrate on creating a strong musical interpretation.  Because the sonata itself is not 

written in any key and progresses through different harmonies and keys rapidly, I found it 

easy to lose the centre of pitch and for the intonation to slip. Another issue I observed in 

the recording of my first performance was not using the right hand properly for efficient 

bow distribution.  

Movement I: Breit Mit Kraft 

This movement is extremely detailed and figuring out the role of the viola part was 

difficult at first because of the erratic switch of melodic line between the instruments. 

With many held notes, it is difficult to maintain sound through vibrato and bow control 

then switch from pedalling a note to jumping up high to start a new melody such as in bar 

174. It was difficult to maintain clarity and sound quality without compromising other 

technical requirements such as intonation on entries with a powerful sound due to the 

awkward positions, shifts and string crossings.  

Movement II: Sehr lebhaft 

The most energetic of all the movements in Sonata (1939), I found it hard to centre in on 

intonation for many of the lyrical melodies in the viola part such as from bar 157 – 170 

because of the chromatic lines which require the violist to be in half positions or second 

position. Within the middle of the sonata was one challenging section to rehearse in an 

ensemble sense with the piano. For example, in bar 111 – 122 the viola and piano parts 

interject, overlap with inconsistent change of rests before entry so I found this section 

quite problematic and confusing at initial rehearsals. The following excerpt has been 

inserted: 
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Example 8: Hindemith (1939) Sonata (1939) Movement II: Bar 109 - 123 

 

Towards the end of the movement, I found it additionally challenging to control my 

tempo and steadiness in performance because of the many virtuosic technical runs in the 

left hand.   

Movement III: Phantasie 

I found this movement to be most effective when I felt comfortable to take time 

throughout the lyrical sections. I found that by looking at the bigger picture and phrasing 

it subsequently helped me to give it shape and interest. There is a lot of room within the 

lyrical passages (that start and finish the movement) to explore a suitable sound through 

vibrato and bow speed. Technically, the intonation and even string crossings were the 

most difficult in the arpeggiated sections as certain notes would get lost in the texture.  

Movement IV: Finale 

The rhythmical aspects of this movement were the most difficult parts of the Sonata for 

me.  In particular I found the middle section with its dialogue passing between the 

instruments the most difficult to make sense of. It was hard to maintain interest when 

much of the dialogue and textures between the piano and viola would flip back and forth 

with each other rapidly. Similarly to the final movements of both Sonata Op. 11 No. 4 
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(1919) and Sonata Op. 25 No. 4 (1922), I found it difficult to maintain the sound and 

vibrato to give it the rich and powerful sound it needed for the end.  

Using certain excerpts of the piece/s, some practice suggestions and strategies have been 

made for specific parts of the sonatas. These have been provided in the following Chapter 

V, within these practice suggestions and strategies, examples from certain parts of the 

sonata can be applied directly to other parts of the sonata (these have also been listed at 

the end of every example). An annotated version of the viola part with markings 

compiled and suggested for bowings and fingerings listed in the Appendix can be used as 

a starting base for violists or viola teachers looking for ideas and insight from other 

violists who have performed the works.  
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V. Practice Strategies for the Sonatas 

The following material has been compiled for performers and teachers who are learning, 

performing or teaching the Hindemith Viola Sonatas with Piano. Also provided is an 

annotated viola part of all three sonatas with a few notes from the various lessons with 

fingering and bowing suggestions which will be practical and useful for students. Aside 

different problems which are highlighted, violists are encouraged to use their own 

technical material such as studies, scales and etudes in conjunction to some of the 

exercises which have been made specifically in context.  

A recommended list of this existing literature has been compiled for violists in the 

dissertation ‘An Analysis of Technical Problems in Twentieth-Century Literature for 

Unaccompanied Viola’ (1982) by Lebeau, M. (p. 101 - 137). Due to Hindemith’s 

consistent style throughout all three sonatas, I was able to make strategies that were 

applicable to more than one excerpt of a sonata. The following have been categorized into 

the following sections: 

Table 2: Categorized Sections of the Practice Strategies 

Sound 

Considerations: 

Tone Projection 
Tone Projection from ppp – mp 

Tone Projection from mp – f 

Tone Projection from f – ffff 

Colour 
Overall approach to colour 

Making bow weight/placement choices for 

colour 

Making bow speed choices for colour 

Making vibrato choices for colour 

Technical 

Considerations 

Left Hand: Finger 

Articulation 

Clarity in finger articulation (one string) 

Clarity in finger articulation (multiple strings) 

Left Hand: Shifting 

in Context 

Shifting during large intervals 

Shifting within phrases and deciding finger 

positions 

Left Hand: 

Intonation 

Intonation on double stops (4ths, 7ths, 8ths, 

etc) 

Intonation over spread chords 
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Left Hand: Rhythm 
Rhythmic Bow Distribution 

Bow Articulation and complicated rhythms 

Bow distribution in string crossings 

Right Hand: Bow 

Control  

Rhythmic Bow Distribution 

Bow Articulation and complicated rhythms 

Bow distribution in string crossings 

Phrasing 

Considerations: 

Formulating Musical Ideas 

Dynamics 

Sound Considerations 

Tone Projection 

The Hindemith Sonatas contain areas that I found difficult to project or create an 

appropriate sound. This was due to the wide range of dynamics that Hindemith utilizes 

from ppp to ffff as well as balance issues when dealing with the lower registers of the 

viola with the piano. Listed below are three examples with some practice suggestions:  

Tone Projection from ppp – mp 

Excerpt 1: Hindemith (1919) Sonata in F Op. 11 No. 4 Movement I, Bar 1 – 9 

 

Additional personal notes: For such a lyrical and beautiful piece, the sound created from 

the beginning of the Sonata is crucial to set up the mood and atmosphere. The marking 

‘Ruhig’ translated as calm, implies to have a warm and gentle sound and not timid. 

Although marked p as the beginning dynamic, it is vital to establish a healthy p to provide 

contrast and interest in bar 5 marked ppp.  Sometimes it takes too long for the note to 

sound so to establish a warm sound from the beginning of every bow change practice 

stopping in between every bow change and prepare left hand vibrato before playing with 
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the right hard. Draw the sound out constantly and control the vibrato. 

Practice Strategies: 

Exercise 1a: Play the first note of every bow change with no rhythm instead using even 

dotted minims. Take time to prepare the bow and establish the vibrato every time at the 

beginning of each note before moving onto the next note. Practice at a mf to find the core 

sound first. 

Exercise 1a: Exercise devised by author 

 

 

Exercise 1b: Keep the same notes and vibrato however add rhythm in with the 

corresponding lengths of each note. Put on a metronome and place a quaver rest between 

every bow to give time to prepare the left and right hand: 

Exercise 1b: Exercise devised by author 

 
 

 

Exercise 1c: Take out the rest (commas) and play through the notes.  

• Make sure now when changing bows that the string crossings connect and are 

inaudible so there is no disruption in the sound. 

• When comfortable, add in the rest of the notes but start from 1b again to have 

time to prepare the fingers and bow. 

• Bring down to p dynamics and experiment with the horizontal movement of the 

bow to see what colours are suitable on certain parts of the bow. 

Exercise 1c: Exercise devised by author 
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Note: Sound is often affected by intonation, so take note to fix the intonation of the 

passage overall first before adding vibrato to gain the benefits in the long term as the 

viola will be louder and resonant automatically if in tune. 

Other applicable excerpts: 

Sonata Op. 11 No. 4 

Movement II: Bar 1 - 22, 121 - 128 

Movement III: 26 – 33, 61 – 109, 225 – 247, 256 - 276 

Sonata (1939) 

Movement I: Bar 31 - 41, 46 – 51 

Movement II: Bar 9 – 20, 85 – 92, 211 – 224,  

Movement III: Bar 53 - 59 

Tone Projection from mp - f 

Excerpt 2: Hindemith Sonata (1939) Movement 4, Bar 226 – 246 

 

Additional personal notes: Von hier an bis zum Schluβ allmählich langsamer warden 

meaning ‘gradually slow down from here to the end’- the slowing down along with 

sustaining a loud and full sound at the lower registers makes it difficult to pace the 

crescendo and cut through the thick chords in the piano part especially at bar 232.   
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Practice Strategies: 

Recommended before continuing to Exercise 2a: Exercise 1a-c 

Exercise 2a:  

• Using a metronome, subdivide the bow out using separate bows. Use one part of 

the bow at a time such as either lower half, mid bow or upper half; be aware to 

take note which could work best in context.  

• Focus on the tone of the notes, constantly pace and shape the dynamics.  

Exercise 2b:  

• Put the slurs in but still subdivide the bow throughout the passage per note. 

Ensure to minimize the bow speed and therefore how bow is used.  

• Ultimately, get comfortable with limiting how much bow is used, and having an 

effective crescendo within the space of 20 bars.  

Exercise 2c:  

• Play the notes and slurs as is but now drag the bow slowly at the bridge. As it is at 

the bridge, the sound may not be as clear however focus on drawing out the 

resonance of the instrument. 

• Ensure not to use any vibrato and experiment with creating sound using the 

weight of the bow over speed. 

Exercise 2d:  

• Play the passage as is with a metronome at the desired sounding point.  

• Ongoingly be aware of the pace of the crescendo and to pre-empt the string 

crossings so there is no delay in the sound.  

• Focus on the clarity of the tone before adding vibrato in.  

Other applicable excerpts: 

Sonata Op. 11 No. 4 

Movement I: Bar 10 – 17, 20 – 27 

Movement II: Bar 24 – 33 

Movement III: Bar 313 – 345 

Sonata Op. 25 No. 4 
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Movement I: Bar 36 – 51, 111 – 129 

Movement III: Bar 115 – 126 

Sonata (1939) 

Movement I: Bar 151 – 169 

Movement IV: Bar 1 – 18, 57 – 74, 213 - 231 

Tone Projection at f - ffff 

Excerpt 3: Hindemith (1922) Sonata Op. 25 No. 4 Movement I, Bar 144 - 149 

 

Additional personal notes: Hindemith has multiple points in his Sonatas where his 

extreme dynamics require the violist to project at extremely loud volumes. Often the 

sound created is not powerful or effective in context against the thick piano 

accompaniment or instead the sound created for ffff is not desirable as the sound comes 

out too squashed.  

Practice Strategies: 

Recommended before continuing: Exercise 1a-c & Exercise 2a-c.  

When practicing up high on the A string, experiment with the bow pressure and sounding 

point to find the most resonant spot for the viola. For this excerpt, a faster bow maybe 

needed to ensure the sound is not squashed, however push the limits of the slow bow to 

help draw out the sound. When shifting such as at the end of bar 145, ensure to check that 

the movements of the left hand do not influence the right hand and continuously check 

the angle of the bow when playing passages like this as it will affect the sound.  

Other applicable excerpts: 

Sonata Op. 11 No. 4 

Movement I: Bar 31 - 33 

Movement II: Bar 130 - 147 

Movement III: Bar 110 – 128, 288 – 201, 330 – 357, 366 - 392 
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Sonata Op. 25 No. 4 

Movement I: Bar 54 – 67, 127 – 149 

Movement III: Bar 59 – 66, 125 - 147 

Sonata (1939) 

Movement I: Bar 1 – 20, 59 – 71, 101 – 114, 185 - 198 

Movement II: Bar 49 – 63, 195 – 209, 271 - 282 

Movement III: Bar 45 - 51 

Movement IV: Bar 232 - 246 

Colour 

The Hindemith Sonatas all require good sound to convey the character Hindemith 

intended. There however is room for more expression in certain sections of the Sonatas 

which allow the performer to explore what types of colour e.g. warm, cold tone that they 

could use to achieve the desired character. In technical terms, this could be through the 

type of bow stroke, amount of weight of the bow, sounding point or through vibrato 

choices. The following suggestions are examples as a guide for performers to know that 

these options do exist, how to approach, explore and experiment what works best for 

them and to decide not only in the excerpt examples given but in other areas of the 

Sonatas. 

Overall Approach to colour 

Additional personal notes: I found this process helped me to break down big passages, 

give me more understanding to why we make the decisions we do logically when it 

comes to the type of bow stroke or vibrato. This process also allowed me to realize the 

possibilities and more importantly to be conscious of exactly what I have chosen and 

why rather than having a reliance on the impulse decision. While this can work and is 

understandable when faced with the adrenaline nature of performance; preparation 

beforehand can lead to a larger scope of possibilities that can further enhance the 

flexibility and range of the performance. 

Practice Strategies: 

• Look at the score in musical context and make sense of it:  

• What is this section’s purpose, the violist and pianists’ role (for example, who is 
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the primary voice?) 

• What is the emotional context? peaceful, energetic, rude, etc. 

• Check the tempo and dynamic markings to see if this lines up with your ideas 

• Look at the section in its entirety; is there just the one large phrase or does it 

split into multiple micro-phrases. 

With all these details, experiment with different varieties of the bow and vibrato as 

listed below: 

Bow: 

• Placement of bow: lower half/upper half/middle half/heel 

• Amount of bow used: full bows, minimal bow, half bows, etc. 

• Weight: finger and arm weight on the right side (exactly how much pressure is 

needed to produce the sound?) 

• Sounding point: fingerboard/middle/bridge  

• Bow tilted or not tilted 

Vibrato:  

• Way of production: finger/wrist/arm 

• Amplitude of the vibrato: narrow or wide 

• Speed of the vibrato: fast or slow 

• On all notes or specific notes of the section 

If possible, also take into account (if known) the room where the performance will be 

held. Reverberant ‘wet’ and absorbent ‘dry’ acoustical rooms can make last minute 

impacts and changes on initial decisions. 

Making bow weight/placement choices for colour 

Excerpt 4: Hindemith (1922) Sonata Op. 25 No. 4 Movement III, Bar 68 - 71 

 

Additional personal notes: On paper, the 4 bars from Sonata Op. 25 No. 4 (1922) has 
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material that is simple to play. Consisting of only quavers and semiquavers in the lower 

register do not require much technical facility. It however is very repetitive, lasting for 

forty bars so creativity is essential for a successful performance of this section.  

For myself, as I was playing in the South Melbourne Town Hall which is a reverberant 

space, it was essential to have clarity in the sound as articulation is easily lost. To create 

a soft and well-articulated sound, I experimented in various parts of the bow before 

finding that playing in the lower half worked the best for me. Dieser Teil ist durchweg 

sehr leise zu spielen; meaning ‘this part is consistently very quiet to play’ embraces a 

gritty, unsettling feel.  

Tilting the bow back towards the bridge gave a bit more focus the sound so it was not as 

muffled however could still retain the softness in sound. By starting in the lower half, 

this gave space for all the crescendos and decrescendos to be effective as more bow 

allowance could be given if needed when starting in the lower half.  

Bow speed choices for colour 

Excerpt 5: Hindemith (1919) Sonata Op. 11 No. 4 Mvt II: Bar 68 - 80 

 

Additional personal notes: When practicing passages such as this, I sometimes would 

forget my initial decisions and then need to restart at the beginning of every practice 

session. I found that having a clear visual representation on paper by taking time off the 

instrument to sit down and visual how the bow would work was helpful for myself to 

look back at and rehearse.   

Listed below is an example from the first 12 bars of figure 18 of notation to help 

demonstrate bow distribution through colour.  
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Example 9: Hindemith (1919) Sonata Op. 11 No. 4 Mvt II: Bar 68 - 80

 

Table 3: Key for Example 9 

Tip: top of bow 

>> - Fast bow 

$ - Slow bow 

Heel: bottom of bow 

Green highlighter: Half bow 

Yellow highlighter: full bow 

UH: Upper half of bow 

LH: Lower half of bow 

MH: Middle of bow 

sfb: slow to fast 

bow 

 

    

Explanation: 

In this passage, first note the different instructions to give the player more ideas where 

to start and what to do: 

• Immer mehr beruhigen meaning ‘calm down more and more’ 

• sehr zart meaning ‘very tender’ 

• ruhig flieβend meaning ‘flowing calmly’ 

For this passage I found altering the speeds of the bow to create lightness and heaviness 

in the sound an effective way of producing colour. For example, figure 18 starts pp but 

at a flowing and moving pace.  It then eventually slows down into the ruhig at Variation 

V. For this passage. I felt that a light and fast bow suited the character before moving 

into a slower and more slightly dense bow at the ruhig.  

All the crescendo and decrescendo hairpins at bar 77 - 80 can be accentuated with slow 

to accelerating bow speeds. The passage at Variation V worked best when maintaining a 

slow bow with slow bow changes so that the whole Variation stays calm. I found notes 

of interest which I felt required vibrato and then put it back into context to see what 

would work. For this passage, a slow connected vibrato worked the best and the hardest 

part was connecting the bow with the fingers to the shifts so that there were no gaps in 
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the sound. 

Making vibrato choices for colour 

Excerpt 6: Hindemith (1939) Sonata (1939) Mvt I: Bar 151 - 167

 

Practice Strategies: 

Any vibrato could be employed at any passage depending on the performer. The 

decisions how to decide what vibrato to use can however be daunting and confusing. 

Within the above passage, different types of vibrato could be used. Break down the 

passage for possibilities which could lead to decisions on what type of vibrato would be 

suitable. 

Context:  

• What is the role of the viola comparative to the piano at this point?  

• In the context of the piece, is this the recapitulation, development, climax? etc. 

Taking this context into account; what effect as the performer are you looking for in 

terms of type of suitable sound? Furthermore, do the dynamics and tempo impact your 

initial decision? 

Technical: 

• Make a fingering for the passage: as it is a passage that requires vibrato consider 

utilizing fingerings which may have suitable vibrato such as using a third finger 
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instead of fourth finger for places which require a wider and longer vibrato.  

• Shifting and string crossings can impact the vibrato, so ensure the fingering 

made does not affect it. 

• Use it mindfully; whether you want to continue through every note or sparingly 

on notes of interest.  

The following example shows the following how to visualize on paper: 

Example 10: Hindemith (1939) Sonata (1939) Mvt I: Bar 151 - 167

 
 

Technical Considerations 

Finger Articulation 

All the Hindemith Sonatas contain virtuosic passages requiring dexterity in the fingers 

and clarity. They are often unusual runs that can surprise the performer due to the 

irregularity of the interval and rhythm. 

Clarity in finger articulation (one string) 

Practice Strategies: 

• Use the base joints of the left hand when slowing down passages so that the 

fingers remain strong with intention throughout all of the exercise.  

• When doing the following exercises, practice with a metronome and always 
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ensure that it is played rhythmically.  

Excerpt 7: Hindemith (1922) Sonata Op. 25 No. 4 Mvt: I Bar 103 – 106 

 

Exercise 2a: Take out the slurs and play the passage with separate bows at a mezzo forte 

dynamic.  

Exercise 2a: Exercises devised by author 

 

 

Exercise 2b: Make a different rhythm so that the fingers are trained to react faster. 

Exercise 2b: Exercises devised by author 

 

 

Exercise 2c: Alter the rhythm so that different fingers are trained to react faster.  

Exercise 2c: Exercises devised by author 

 

 

Exercise 2d: Change the rhythm by placing the stresses on different notes and forcing 

the fingers to build up stamina and speed. 

Exercise 2d: Exercises devised by author
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Exercise 2e: Place the slur back in however keep the fingers quick, using the base joints.  

Exercise 2e: Exercises devised by author 

 

Exercise 2f: Accent different notes: displace it by a note every time.  

Exercise 2f: Exercises devised by author 

 

 

Other applicable excerpts: 

Sonata Op. 11 No. 4 

Movement II: Bar 38 – 40, 

Movement III: Bar 34 – 40, 102 – 109, 366 - 373 

Sonata Op. 25 No. 4 

Movement I: Bar 54 – 57, 100 – 106, 140 – 143. 

Movement III: Bars 1 – 20, 36 – 44, 60 – 66, 106 – 114, 119 – 135. 

Sonata (1939) 

Movement IV: Bar 113 - 123 
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Clarity in finger articulation (multiple strings) 

Excerpt 8: Hindemith (1939) Sonata (1939) Mvt IV: Bar 143 - 148 

 

Recommended before continuing to Exercise 3a: Exercise 2a-d 

Additional Practice Strategies 

• When making a fingering for chromatic passages like this, try to unsure as 

minimal double up fingerings e.g. sliding from finger 1 – 1 etc. as it can 

compromise the clarity. 

• Break down and group everything by the string crossing: make it clear where the 

string crossings are and practice in these groups. 

• Find problematic areas (shown in purple in bar 144 and 145) with more than one 

string crossings simultaneously to slow down and practice, this will organize both 

the left and right hand.  

• Getting the fingers in position prepared before the string crossing happens: keep 

track of every shift or finger extension. 

• For fast passages over slurs, break down each slur and measure up to wear 

exactly in the bow you should be at that point so that it can help maintain bow 

division.  

• Ensure the fingers stay rhythmical and even; the bow like-wise should not be 

affected over string crossings and speed. 

• For repetitive sections such as bar 147, practice going back and forth with the 

first and fourth finger to strengthen it and feel comfortable playing in a position. 
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Example 11: Hindemith (1939) Sonata (1939) Mvt IV: Bar 143 - 148 

 
 

Other applicable excerpts: 

Sonata Op. 11 No. 4 

Movement I: Bar 14 – 16, 18 – 19, 21, 24 – 32 

Sonata Op. 25 No. 4 

Movement I: Bar 109 - 111 

Sonata (1939) 

Movement I: Bar 61 – 62, 70, 187 – 188, 196 

Movement II: Bar 254 - 270 

Shifting in context 

The Hindemith Sonatas all contain diverse material from lyrical to rhythmical passages. 

In lyrical melodies which occur in all 3 sonatas, phrasing is affected by the fingering 

chosen and the method of using these fingerings often through shifting. Some main points 

to keep an eye out for when shifting are to keep them as musical shifts which enhance 

and not detract from the passage. 

Practice Strategies: 

• Prior to shifting, always make sure that the fingers are comfortable in a hand 

position.  

• The fingers should not be tense and instead very flexible- a common problem can 

be the thumb that grips to the instrument.  

• Slide up and down the fingerboard before relaxing at the set position of the 

piece/excerpt which will help to loosen up the joints.  
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• As suggested previously; practice with a metronome and use the base joints of the 

left hand.  

• When learning these exercises, also practice with the bow to isolate the fingers 

and to focus on maintaining accuracy in the left hand with minimal adjustment.  

Shifting during large intervals: 

For large interval shifts, practice strategies can be employed to find a note accurately for 

intonation but also for musical purposes. If the shifts are not set up properly this can 

affect the sound and vibrato created which in turn affects the phrasing and intention of the 

performer. 

Excerpt 9:  Hindemith (1919) Sonata Op. 11 No. 4: Mvt I, bar 9 - 12 

 

Practice Strategy: 

For a big leap such as the one before the first blue arrow, it requires a lot of preparation in 

order to be in tune every time. It can turn into guess work so ‘ghost notes’ should be 

used. Ghost notes are notes that are not written or played in context but for the purpose of 

the exercise will help a player set up a shift by laying out the steps to get to the note.  

Exercise 8: Make sure fingers are always in a position, feeling comfortable. Switch out 

the rhythms, so that different fingers get used to preparation time. Get rid of the ghost 

notes eventually. On the B natural, play loud and expressively- still make it musical so 

that you would be able to eventually play it in context. 

Example 12: Hindemith (1919) Sonata Op. 11 No. 4: Mvt I, bar 9 - 10 
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Other applicable excerpts: 

Sonata Op. 11 No. 4 

Movement III: Bar 80 – 81, 126 – 128, 216 – 219, 293 – 295 

Sonata Op. 25 No. 4 

Movement I: Bar 53 - 54 

Movement II: Bar 18 - 19 

Movement III: Bar 22, 140, 143 – 146, 163 – 164, 172 - 174 

Sonata (1939) 

Movement I: Bar 26 – 28, 159 – 164, 190 - 195 

Movement III: Bar 21 – 25, 42 – 44, 47 - 49 

Movement IV: Bar 238 - 243 

 

Shifting within phrases and deciding finger positions 

In soft lyrical passages, fingerings should be made for convenience and ease however the 

shifts should not be heard disrupting mid-phrase such as over bar lines or over awkward 

string crossings. As fingerings are always a personal choice to what the performer feels 

more comfortable with, so performers are encouraged to use what works best for them 

keeping these additional points in mind to find the most suitable option. 

Excerpt 10: Hindemith (1919) Sonata Op. 11 No. 4: Mvt II, Bar 1 – Bar 22
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Practice Strategies: 

• Use minimal vibrato when learning a section and focus first on fingering and the 

geography of where everything is.  

• Shifts should be consciously disguised or serve a purpose such as for convenience 

to avoid a string crossing or as a musical shift to enhance the phrasing. 

• Aside shifting, be conscious of the bow that the two are kept independent from 

each other e.g. when there is a shift, the bow speed does not change and create 

bulges in the phrase.  

• When looking at a passage such as like this, break it down first to understand 

where the phrases are before experimenting with fingerings and seeing what will 

affect the phrase. 

• Further enhance the fingerings with shifts that could be useful for points of 

interest, such as colour changes during shifts in dynamics.   

Example 13: Hindemith (1919) Sonata Op. 11 No. 4: Mvt II. Bar 1 – Bar 22

 

Shown above in the example are: 

• Three phrases in total: both the first and second phrase are highlighted in yellow 

with a gap (in bar 7) as they are similar material. The third phrase is in blue as it 

denotes new material. Knowing this, the first phrase is an initial statement with 

the second statement an extension of this as it meanders into new material.  

• Numbers in red signify my personal old fingerings and numbers in black signify 

new replacement fingerings which are deemed more suitable. 

See also: Dynamics section in ‘Phrasing Considerations’ for this particular 
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excerpt/similar excerpts for approach on frequent dynamic changes to further enhance the 

phrasing. 

Other applicable excerpts: 

Sonata Op. 11 No. 4 

Movement II: Bar 35 – 62 

Movement III: Bar 26 – 54, 81 – 109, 224 - 246 

Sonata Op. 25 No. 4 

Movement I: Bar 36 – 45 

Movement II: Bar 3 - 37 

Movement III: Bar 36 – 50, 60 – 66, 119 - 138 

Sonata (1939) 

Movement I: Bar 80 – 99,  

Movement II: Bar 9 -20, 37 – 45, 271 - 278 

Movement III: Bar 2- 5, 19 – 25, 53 - 62 

Movement IV: Bar 152 - 182 

Intonation 

Intonation on double stops (4ths, 7ths, 8ths, etc.)  

Additional personal notes: The intonation in Hindemith’s pieces are often hard to achieve 

accurately because of the awkward intervals he pushes the performer to go through while 

keeping the whole piece tonal. As a result, it is noticeable when the intonation is not 

accurate especially with the piano often answering or pedalling one of the notes parallel 

to the viola.  

Excerpt 11: Hindemith (1922) Sonata Op. 25 No. 4 Mvt I, Bar 119 - 126 
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Practice Strategies: 

The first starting point to fixing intonation often is first understanding the interval and 

where it fits in relation to other notes to then be able to hear and identify it when it is 

correct. While it can be difficult to realize when you are out of tune, there are a number 

of useful ways to self-practice intonation and stay consistent.  

• Use a drone (one note continuously played throughout) in the background firstly 

and go through every single chord. If needed, play one of the two notes at a time 

initially to hear the intervals. 

• To get a better idea of whether the notes are ‘in tune’ can sometimes be felt 

through with a strong sound despite what the dynamics may be, so constantly look 

and feel the resonance of the instrument when tuning chords.  

• Keep playing one note however play in the position and ghost the other note so 

that both notes are essentially being played but you are only hearing one of the 

two notes. 

• Turn off the drone now and play everything in context using open strings to guide 

and check. 

• Practice with a compact and controlled bow always with a strong sound.   

Other applicable excerpts: 

Sonata Op. 11 No. 4 

Movement II: Bar 102 - 104 

Movement III: Bar 115 – 121, 282 - 287 

Sonata Op. 25 No. 4 

Movement I: Bar 111 – 117,   

Movement III: Bar 21, 89 – 103 

Sonata (1939) 

Movement I: Bar 64 - 65 

Movement II: Bar 242 - 248 
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Intonation over spread chords 

Excerpt 12: Hindemith (1939) Sonata (1939) Mvt III: Bar 8 - 15 

 

Additional personal notes: Find the patterns and how many different chords there are first 

and categorize it. After finding the groups, make subsequent fingerings for each group. 

The following example demonstrates visually the fingering patterns needed in this section 

through different colours: 

Example 14: Hindemith (1939) Sonata (1939) Mvt III: Bar 8 - 15 
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Practice Strategies: 

• Split the chords into intervals that make sense and tune them: in this case sixths 

are quite common between the first and third note of every group.  

• Prepare all the notes in each group- try plucking all the notes (first three or four 

notes of every group) and get used to having the fingers in position as fast as 

possible. 

• Play every individual note as fast groups but stop in between groups (or colour 

changes in this instance). 

• When possible, play the groups as chords so that the fingers are ensure to be 

prepared on time.  

• Make sure that the left hand is always feeling relaxed and should never be tense. 

• When putting the bow back, practice a few times with separate bows and also 

think about the geography of the strings and the right arm. 

• Slowly put together both the left and right hand so that they are independent from 

each other. Take note of the overall dynamics and shape the bow towards this.  

See also: Dynamics section in ‘Phrasing Considerations’ and String Crossings in ‘Bow 

Distribution’ for this particular excerpt/similar excerpts. 

Other applicable excerpts: 

Sonata (1939) 

Movement III: Bar 26 - 32 

Bow Control  

Rhythmic Bow Distribution 

Additional personal notes: Accuracy in the bow rhythmically will help aid the phrasing 

and establish exact bow speed. Slurs and ties within passages are often cut short from 

their full note value so it is useful to practice it out in subdivisions and having full control 

over the bow distribution. This will ensure that the bow is not being used randomly and 

instead aid the sound and phrasing. 

An example has been included below: 
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Excerpt 13: Hindemith (1922) Sonata Op. 25 No. 4: Mvt: I: Bar 36 – 45 

 

Practice Strategies: 

Exercise 3a: Break down each note and play separately with a metronome. Make sure 

each note is clear and speaks from the beginning, ensure the contact point is at the lower 

half up to mid bow. For this example, break down into subdivisions. 

Exercise 3a: Exercise devised by author 

 

Exercise 3b: Revert back to the original bowing and divide the bow evenly playing out 

the subdivisions. Keep the bow compact and only use maximum half the bow at the lower 

half, not the full bow. Maintain the strong sound and play with the metronome. Note the 

uneven bow distributions particularly from six notes per half bar to 8 notes to 4 notes per 

bow per half bar in the third and fourth bars. 

Exercise 3b: Exercises devised by author 
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Exercise 3c: Change up the division by recognizing the notes of interest by using more 

bow as it should lead to the next note. Usually this happens at the end of each bow, so 

save the bow then spend on the last 2 quaver beats and crescendo.  

Exercise 3c: Exercises devised by author 

 

Exercise 3d: In bar 38-39 there is a notable swell in dynamics. Taking this into 

consideration, we now divide the bow to match the dynamics and shape of the phrase. 

Exercise 3d: Exercises devised by author 

  

Exercise 3e: Play as written, taking into account continuous vibrato however maintaining 

the established bow speeds. When practicing other passages, consider the string crossings 

and anticipate the angle bow changes needed when string crossing to eliminate bumps in 

the phrase. 

Other applicable excerpts: 

Sonata Op. 11 No. 4 

Movement I: Bar 1 – 14, 32 - 40 

Movement III: Bar 26 – 41, 81 – 110, 256 - 276 

Sonata Op. 25 No. 4 

Movement I: Bar 58 – 67, 68 – 87, 130 – 138, 150 – 175. 

Movement II: Bar 1 - 38 

Movement III: Bar 36 – 50, 119 - 138 

Sonata (1939) 
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Movement I: Bar 151 - 170 

Movement II: Bar 164 – 176, 271 - 282 

Movement III: Bar 2 – 5, 19 – 25, 53 - 62 

Movement IV: 57 – 74, 170 - 201  

 

Bow articulation and complicated rhythms 

Additional personal notes: Passages with complicated rhythms require a clear articulation 

for ensemble and character of the music. Most of the time, the obvious problem that 

restrained this was the organization in my bow. Because my bow was not organized this 

caused issues with the rhythm and further created problems with ensemble during 

rehearsals with my associate artist. I found that, because the rhythms look complicated on 

paper, they need clarification before practicing so a lot of practice is recommended away 

from the viola. An example of the passage has been inserted below: 

Excerpt 14: Hindemith (1939) Sonata (1939) Mvt IV, Bar 113 - 124 

 

Practice Strategies: 

• Practice with semiquaver subdivisions with a metronome initially at half speed. 

Sing the viola part and clap the crotchet beats. Divide this into separate steps if 

need be, but the singing and clapping must be done with conviction so that when 

putting it with the instrument there will not be issues. Refer to play with 

subdivisions and vibrato through the note.  

• Swap it around with the metronome beating out crotchet beats. Instead of singing 

the viola part as is, say and articulate every subdivision and feel it in the crotchet 

beats. 

• Work out the fingerings for the passage that do not interfere with the accuracy of 
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the rhythm so avoid double ups and sliding in fingering- e.g. 1 – 1 or 2- 2.  

• Practice with the bow (use compact separate bows) and play the subdivisions with 

a metronome. See: Rhythmic Bow Distribution. 

• After feeling more comfortable with the subdivisions, shape the compact bows (in 

separate bows) with the dynamics (e.g. smaller bows for p, larger full bows for f.) 

• Still at a slow tempo, play with the slurs however put staccatos on the semi-demi 

quavers which will rearticulate them. This will make the performer aware of how 

accurate they need to be on/before the beat. 

• Take into account now the bowing and play it in context, taking care of the 

dynamics as well and shaping the bow to match. (See also: Dynamics section in 

‘Phrasing Considerations’). 

• For many of the semi-demi quavers, make sure overall when maintaining and performing 

passages like this, that it always has the danger of rushing and to always be mindful of 

sitting back on the beat.  

Other applicable excerpts: 

Sonata Op. 11 No. 4 

Movement II: Bar 80 - 95 

Movement III: Bar 364 - 373 

Sonata (1939) 

Movement I: Bar 11 – 28, 32 – 43,  

Movement IV: Bar 1 – 15, 22 – 27, 102 – 124,  

 

Bow distribution in string crossings 

Excerpt 15: Hindemith (1922) Sonata Op. 25 No. 4: Mvt I: Bar 46 

 

Exercise 10a: Reduce the final tempo and play every note separately to hear the 

resonance of the instrument. This will help with intonation initially and familiarity of the 

notes. Additionally, it is helpful to play with a C and F drone (for this particular example) 

in the background as a base for intonation. 
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Exercise 10a: Exercises devised by author 

 

Exercise 10b: Play the passage as quavers. 

Exercise 10b: Exercises devised by author 

 

Exercise 10c: Place in quavers with accents on the string change- play the string change 

as a double stop. 

Exercise 10c: Exercises devised by author 

 

Exercise 10d: Add in the slurs but keep accents on every string change. Prepare the bow 

as early as possible before the fingers. 

Exercise 10d: Exercises devised by author 

 

Exercise 10e: Practice it now as though in context by dividing up the bow, take the time 

to stop and prepare each bow as necessary. 

Exercise 10e: Exercises devised by author 
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Exercise 10f: As there is a string crossing after the crotchet, it is often clipped short 

because the performer will string cross too soon to get ready for the next phrase. To add 

length, practice finishing the full length by actively pulling the bow faster and creating a 

crescendo. Add in vibrato afterwards to help add to the length of the crotchets. 

Exercise 10f: Exercises devised by author 

 

Other applicable excerpts: 

Sonata Op. 11 No. 4 

Movement I: Bar 4, 18, 24 

Movement III: Bar 17 – 20, 216 - 218 

Sonata Op. 25 No. 4 

Movement I: Bars 44, 48, 50 – 51, 138-139. 

Movement III: Bars 36 – 44, 60 – 66, 106 – 114, 119 – 135. 

Sonata (1939) 

Movement I: Bar 22 – 25, 188, 196 

Movement II: Bar 106 – 117 

Phrasing Considerations 

Formulating Musical Ideas 

Additional personal notes: As there is so much that can be up to the performer’s 

digression, I have instead listed the steps and process visually on a score as a logical 

process of how I worked out to formulate the ideas of what colours I wanted and how to 

shape my phrases. These can be used as is or as a base for another violists process to 

notate their intention. In order to create this, ample study of the piano part is required for 
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understanding Hindemith’s melodic and harmonic ideas. Additionally, listening to 

different recordings of various players (see table 1) was helpful to get some initial 

inspiration and understanding.  

Excerpt 16: Hindemith (1922) Sonata Op. 25 No. 4, Mvt II: Bar 4 – 18 

 

 

Practice Suggestion: Approaching musical ideas with a process to make decisions. 

- Look at the score and understand/formulate ideas creatively on atmosphere and 

mood 

- Look through the harmonies and see if there are any changes in character 

throughout, e.g. is it becoming more held or more excited? 

- Figure out the tonal colours based on these ideas 

- Techniques: use of bow and vibrato required to create these colours 

- Highlight notes of interest to take time over 

- Give direction to phrasing and micro-phrasing which can help to shape where 

the melody is going. 
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Example 15: Hindemith (1922) Sonata Op. 25 No. 4, Mvt II: Bar 4 – 18 
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Other applicable excerpts: 

Sonata Op. 11 No. 4 

Movement I: Bar 1 – 10 

Movement II: Bar 1 – 22, 67 – 112 

Sonata Op. 25 No. 4 

Movement II: Bar 25 - 33 

Sonata (1939) 

Movement III: Bar 16 – 32, 45 - 62 

Movement IV: Bar 75 - 148 

Dynamics 

Hindemith was a meticulous composer and dictates dynamics with great detail. The 

sheer amount of dynamics can feel excessive and erratic. I found it to be 

overwhelming as it felt so unnatural to phrase musically with  the constant swells 

and dips in sound the dynamics suggest. I found that I would sometimes completely 

gloss over the dynamics or tended to think that I was doing the dynamics, however 

in actual reality it was not coming through when performing it in context. The 

following example has been inserted below: 

Excerpt 17: Hindemith (1939) Sonata (1939) Mvt I: Bar 80 - 99 

 

Practice Suggestions: 

• Understand the form of the movement or just the section by putting phrase 

marks initially over the different phrases which will help give clarity in 

practicing smaller sections. 
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• Highlight the dynamic changes and practice in the same colours ensuring that 

the dynamics are all relative to each other.  

Example 16: Hindemith (1939) Sonata (1939) Mvt I: Bar 80 - 99

 

• Practice the crescendo/decrescendo within each dynamic marking: taking note 

of the bow speed and placement for the subsequent different levels of dynamics. 

(See: Tone Projection in ‘Sound Considerations’ and Bow Distribution in 

‘Technical Considerations’). 

• Practice each highlighted section in context at tempo (practice with a 

metronome) but stop before every single dynamic change (follow through with 

the crescendo and decrescendo every time prior to it). This will give the 

performer time to prepare and adjust before going on. 

• Gradually make the stops in-between the dynamic changes shorter and shorter 

until the performer is able to play at speed. 

Other applicable excerpts: 

Sonata Op. 11 No. 4 

Movement I: Bar 20  

Movement II: Bar 11 - 33, Bar 121 - 128 

Movement III: Bar 26 – 54, Bar 61 – 78, Bar 95 - 128 

Sonata Op. 25 No. 4 

Movement I: Bar 36 – 57 
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Movement II: Bar 4 - 23 

Sonata (1939) 

Movement I: Bar 32 - 44, Bar 80 - 99 

Movement II: Bar 98 - 124 

Movement IV: Bar 207 - 237 
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VI. Final Performances & Conclusion 

Following the second performances of the Hindemith Sonatas, I found that I had positive 

changes within my playing. While it was the second time I was performing the Sonatas, 

there were time constraints and limitation of time in the Hall to record resulting with only 

90 minutes of rehearsal per Sonata leading up to each performance. Within my 

recordings, I had an improved sense of bow control and more range in my dynamics and 

colour. I found that my articulation was better and that my intonation had stayed stable 

throughout. It is difficult to say to what extent this documentation of my experience could 

help others though it is undeniable that the practice strategies have helped me to attain a 

better performance. Throughout the period of this studying, overcoming many of the 

challenges were difficult and these strategies have transformed my playing. 

For violists studying the Hindemith Viola Sonatas, only performers with appropriate 

technical and musical skills can hope to be successful in pursuit of such a work. In order 

to focus on the musical aspects of the Sonatas, the performer must be comfortable with 

the score and its technical demands. These will give the performer the ability to be able to 

execute the musical aspects so that they can present a well-informed and musical 

performance. The opinions provided by professionals helped me greatly to pinpoint from 

a critical viewpoint exactly what was needed in order to create the desired musical idea. I 

recommend that this material would be useful for teachers and violists studying the 

Hindemith Viola Sonatas with Piano and additionally aid teachers who are looking to 

target certain areas of their students’ playing with ways to practice it.  

Through listening back and reflecting before reworking the Sonatas, I found that I also 

reacted positively and had more efficient means of practice when I broke it down visually 

(and often in colour) into steps and organizing visually what I wanted. This helped me to 

pinpoint and direct my practice efficiently to realize from multiple perspectives what was 

not coming across musically and how to achieve it. I have found that through this 

process, I was able to explore the connection between the technical and musical aspects 

of performance. It is notable how much the technical and musical elements affected each 

other and how both together were imperative to create the desired result. 

This process has overall personally given me organization and clarity as I struggled 

ongoingly to break out of my former habits. My practice has since become more 

reflective and creative in order to solve the challenges of many of these passages. Even 
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without using the Sonatas as the main material, I found when teaching younger students, 

many of these approaches could be used on wide variety of repertoire and applicable to 

any level.  It took creativity and thought to constantly sit down and take time to go 

through each technical passage. I found the more I was at ease with the technical aspects 

and subjected a structured way of practice, it was easier to relax more when playing and 

to push the boundaries of the musical aspects in a performance context. 
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Appendix I 

Video Links to Recordings of the Sonatas 

Recording of first performance: 

Viola Sonata Op. 11 No. 4 (1919) (date: 1st October 2017) 

https://drive.google.com/open?id=1Yi7ucpQ2oqssfkKboVuxjRr2dyHNbb_J 

 

Sonata Op. 25 No. 4 (1922) (date: 5th May 2017) 

Movement I: Sehr Lebhaft. Markiert und kraftvoll 

https://drive.google.com/open?id=1iLibBsU6DXnvUz6fBgdtQMCsNWL-nxI6 

Movement II: Sehr langsame Viertel 

https://drive.google.com/open?id=1VUY3aJsAYkNqDsIXlPog4-kgAfvpRd-Z 

Movement III: Finale. Lebhafte Viertel 

https://drive.google.com/open?id=1w7dcmF2SGtBoVvmPYIyAs-WCnsolAZLg 

 

Viola Sonata (1939) (date: 4th June 2018) 

Movement I: Breit, Mit Kraft 

https://drive.google.com/open?id=1Q6e5JBJr4_Xlyn_L1lwo0dl2c1KB0hci 

Movement II: Sehr Lebhaft 

https://drive.google.com/open?id=1bSazT5HKOFX6B4HRWAOEY5thu0kFuQUO 

Movement III: Phantasie 

https://drive.google.com/open?id=1wJZK13Cs7qlwToINj2woYlVL6mnTuIIZ 

Movement IV: Finale (mit zwei variationen) 

https://drive.google.com/open?id=1TdUuNcexlIODaJy7YV48ibYczJfeL-3E  

 

 

https://drive.google.com/open?id=1Yi7ucpQ2oqssfkKboVuxjRr2dyHNbb_J
https://drive.google.com/open?id=1iLibBsU6DXnvUz6fBgdtQMCsNWL-nxI6
https://drive.google.com/open?id=1VUY3aJsAYkNqDsIXlPog4-kgAfvpRd-Z
https://drive.google.com/open?id=1w7dcmF2SGtBoVvmPYIyAs-WCnsolAZLg
https://drive.google.com/open?id=1Q6e5JBJr4_Xlyn_L1lwo0dl2c1KB0hci
https://drive.google.com/open?id=1bSazT5HKOFX6B4HRWAOEY5thu0kFuQUO
https://drive.google.com/open?id=1wJZK13Cs7qlwToINj2woYlVL6mnTuIIZ
https://drive.google.com/open?id=1TdUuNcexlIODaJy7YV48ibYczJfeL-3E
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Recording of second performance: 

Viola Sonata Op. 11 No. 4 (1919) (date: 6th March 2019) 

https://drive.google.com/open?id=19eZy1aqzmBmeOaLkoC9-zWoepRRcRI7T  

 

Sonata Op. 25 No. 4 (1922) (Date: 13th March 2019) 

Movement I: Sehr Lebhaft. Markiert und kraftvoll 

https://drive.google.com/open?id=19T4viSQYCU0nhucPQhT3VcEymGJKX2Qc  

Movement II: Sehr langsame Viertel 

https://drive.google.com/open?id=1L3pduLFXKGlEcFyOu1VidXlVG4ISf-Y-  

Movement III: Finale. Lebhafte Viertel 

https://drive.google.com/open?id=1bdGMJSUscYhu0yaGCvjfVEvh2p8M6tt2  

 

Viola Sonata (1939) (Date: 20th March 2019) 

Movement I: Breit, Mit Kraft 

https://drive.google.com/open?id=1YS-Bpuj-SVTvsmzumNE9stEuoHNq08PP  

Movement II: Sehr Lebhaft 

https://drive.google.com/open?id=13wH5f9JA9P8tg9Y2fP_D10hTPdZlUUMK  

Movement III: Phantasie 

https://drive.google.com/open?id=19mmc8Z-ne-d8BHwRAZ4dfkXssBovwXdq  

Movement IV: Finale (mit zwei variationen) 

https://drive.google.com/open?id=1sz7qqbSn91g7Q4ZhwZdfquWc9jS2fT3F  

  

https://drive.google.com/open?id=19eZy1aqzmBmeOaLkoC9-zWoepRRcRI7T
https://drive.google.com/open?id=19T4viSQYCU0nhucPQhT3VcEymGJKX2Qc
https://drive.google.com/open?id=1L3pduLFXKGlEcFyOu1VidXlVG4ISf-Y-
https://drive.google.com/open?id=1bdGMJSUscYhu0yaGCvjfVEvh2p8M6tt2
https://drive.google.com/open?id=1YS-Bpuj-SVTvsmzumNE9stEuoHNq08PP
https://drive.google.com/open?id=13wH5f9JA9P8tg9Y2fP_D10hTPdZlUUMK
https://drive.google.com/open?id=19mmc8Z-ne-d8BHwRAZ4dfkXssBovwXdq
https://drive.google.com/open?id=1sz7qqbSn91g7Q4ZhwZdfquWc9jS2fT3F
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Appendix II 

Program Notes 

Sonata in F for Viola and Piano Op. 11 No. 4 (1919) 

The beginning of the 20th century saw the rise of several virtuosic violists, which 

inevitably led to a growth of original works for viola by significant composers including 

the viola concertos of Walton and Bartok and the viola sonatas of Rebecca Clarke, Dmitri 

Shostakovich and Paul Hindemith. In particular, Hindemith himself was not only a 

composer but also a proficient violist and violinist who began his composing career 

during the First World War. Hindemith started composing this Viola Sonata Op. 11 No. 4 

as a soldier in 1918, finishing it immediately following his release from the army in 

1919.   

The Viola Sonata Op. 11 No. 4 comprises of three moments, to be played without any 

break in between. The opening movement is a lyrical fantasie, free in form and harmonic 

expression that serves as an introduction to the second movement. As the marking 

suggests, it begins with a simple, folk-like tune followed by a set of variations. 

The finale is structured like a classical sonata-form movement but at the same time 

contains additional variations on the second-movement theme. It has been often 

speculated that this Sonata was a tribute to the great French composer Claude Debussy 

(whom Hindemith admired and respected) because of its colourful and rich harmonies, 

ambiguity of phrasing and variety of textures.  

 

Viola Sonata for Viola and Piano, Op. 25, No.4 (1922) 

Paul Hindemith wrote all his viola music for his own use during his years as a soloist and 

premiered Op. 25 No. 4 on January 1923 with his colleague and patron Emma Lubbecke-

Job. Several additional performances followed in the next few years however between the 

mid-1920's and mid-1970’s it dropped from the view due to confusion with his other 

viola sonatas. It was not until it first appeared in print, in the Hindemith Complete Works 

Edition that renewed attention was focused upon this work. Only written a few years after 

his first Viola Sonata Op. 11 No. 4 (1919), Op. 25 No. 4 is a completely different sound 

world, where lush harmonies are instead replaced with angular melodies, a percussive 

piano part and persistent ostinatos. 
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Viola Sonata (1939): 

‘I have finally decided to give up playing in public once and for all. If it is no better than 

what came out of the gramophone, it isn’t worth showing.’ Written to his wife, it was 

these exact words that Hindemith wrote in early 1940 to end his 20-year career of 

performing as an international violist after listening to his recordings of his own viola 

works during an American tour. While he was only 44 years of age, Hindemith was 

facing a turbulent time in his career as a composer, theorist, teacher, conductor and 

violist. Throughout the 1930’s, Hindemith was pressured to proclaim loyalty to the Nazi 

party however he remained forthright and somewhat defiant in his objections to their 

demands. With a growing reputation, Hindemith was soon condemned as ‘degenerate’ as 

his music and performances were banned in Germany by 1938 so he emigrated to the 

United States.  

Not only was 1939 towards the end of Hindemith’s performing career but also when he 

wrote his final work for viola out of seven, penned Sonata (1939). A stark contrast to his 

romantic Viola Sonata Op. 11 No. 4 (1919) which was his first viola work and most well-

known viola sonata coincidentally written at the beginning of his viola career, the Sonata 

(1939) remains to this day his longest, quite unknown and barely performed. A large-scale 

work for any violist, one feels Hindemith’s maturity in expressive style with turbulence, 

unrest, throughout yet dramatic certainness at the end perhaps also foreshadowing 

Hindemith’s farewell to his direct connection with the viola as a performer and composer. 
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Appendix III 

 

Ethics Recruitment Text 

The following form was used for each lesson: 

Dear … 

My name is Eunise Cheng I am undertaking a Master of Music Research Program at 

Griffith University, via the Australian National Academy of Music. My project is 

investigating practice for the performance in Hindemith’s Viola Sonatas for Piano. As 

part of this project, I would like to seek advice from professional leading viola players 

and as such, am requesting your participation. I am hoping to have a lesson on one or 

more of the Sonatas from you and to incorporate any pertinent advice from that lesson 

into my research project. In my reporting you have the option of being identified or 

remaining anonymous. I hope to record the lesson on audio; after analysing the recording, 

I will extract passages that I may cite in my research, but such passages would not be 

included without seeking your consent. I will send you any passages that I wish to 

include in advance for your approval.  

The project has received approval from the Griffith University of Ethics Committee. At 

any point during your involvement with this project, you may withdraw without 

providing a reason. If at any point you have any questions or concerns about this project, 

you are free to approach me on eunise.cheng@griffith.edu.au (0415 666 422) or my 

supervisors; Stephen Emmerson and Graeme Jennings (s.emmerson@griffith.edu.au or 

Graeme.jennings@griffith.edu.au).  

Signed: 

__________________________________ 

Date: _____________________________ 

 

 

mailto:eunise.cheng@griffith.edu.au
mailto:s.emmerson@griffith.edu.au
mailto:Graeme.jennings@griffith.edu.au
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Appendix IV. Annotated viola parts of the 

three sonatas 
 

Hindemith: Viola Sonata Op. 11 No. 4 (1919) 

• Movement I: page 96 

• Movement II: page 97 

• Movement III: page 99 

Hindemith: Viola Sonata Op. 25 No. 4 (1922) 

• Movement I: page 106 

• Movement II: page 108 

• Movement III: page 108 

Hindemith: Viola Sonata (1939) 

• Movement I: page 113 

• Movement II: page 116 

• Movement III: page 119 

• Movement IV: page 120 
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