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Programme
Georg Philipp Telemann (1681 - 1767)
Fantasia No 1 in C minor TWV 40:26
Adagio, Allegro, Adagio, Allegro - Allegro
Fantasia No 6 in G major TWV 40:31
Scherzando - Dolce - Spirituoso
Fantasia No 9 in C major TWV 40:34
Presto - Grave - Allegro
Carl Friedrich Abel (1723-1787)
‘Suite’ in D
Prelude - Allegro - Adagio - Minuet
Telemann
Fantasia No 10 in E major TWV 40:35
Dolce, Allegro, Dolce, Allegro - Siciliana - Scherzando
Fantasia No 11 in D minor TWV 40:36
Allegro - Grave - Allegro
Anon, from the Manchester Lyra-Viol Book, c.1630
Jemmye

Amongst his many hundreds of compositions in many different styles and settings, Georg Philipp
Telemann wrote sets of fantasias for four solo instruments - harpsichord, flute, violin and viola da
gamba. The 36 fantasias for harpsichord, and 12 for flute were published in 1732-33. In 1735
Telemann published 12 fantasias each for violin and viola da gamba. Typically for the commercial
strategy of his own “Telemann Publishing”, the fantasias for viola da gamba were published two at
a time on a fortnightly basis in a sort of “collect them all” action.
The fantasias for flute and violin especially have remained popular to this day - the varied and
short movements provide compact musical messages that delight and refresh performers and
listeners alike. The fantasias for viola da gamba however were lost until 2015 when they were
rediscovered in the collection of Ledenburg Manor held at the Lower Saxony State Archive in
Osnabrück. Until that point all that remained were tantalising newspaper announcements from
the time advertising the forthcoming release of the fantasias.
I personally felt it was sad and perhaps even unfair for viol players that “our” set of fantasias were
lost. Anyone who had played or heard the sonata for solo viola da gamba from Der Getreue
Music-Meister in D major, TWV 40:1, got a sense of the way in which Telemann could write
originally and idiomatically for the instrument. The sonata, published in 1729, is 5 movements
long and features beautiful melodies, athletic allegros, self-accompanied recitativo and chromatic
counterpoint. Knowing the pleasure of playing this sonata most certainly leaves one hungry for
more!
And then in 2015 something happened that viol players dreamed about but perhaps never
expected would happen: a complete copy of the 12 fantasias was discovered. The manuscript was
released to the public in 2016 and we could ask some important questions. Is it good music? Does
it fit well on the instrument? Is it written for professionals or amateurs? Is it more in a harmonic or
melodic style? How does Telemann let the viola da gamba be both accompaniment and soloist at
the same time? And by opening up the manuscript and playing through, the questions began to be
answered.
There is something magical about learning a newly discovered score. It is a direct and pure link to
the past, between the performer and Telemann. There are no conscious or unconscious memories
to cloud our interpretation, no favourite recordings, no performance traditions, no influences
from a masterclass with a great professor. This clean slate is something very seldom and worth
cherishing. Compare this to interpreting the cello suites by J.S. Bach - with eighty years of
recordings made and a cellist’s musical education full of lessons and masterclasses it can be hard
to find one’s own voice and personal relationship with Bach.
The 12 fantasias are in 12 different keys and mostly contain three movements. The last, binary,
movement of each Fantasy tends to be the most light-hearted and dance like, acting as a digestive
to the weightier material that comes before. Reading through the score for the first time I became

yet more convinced with each fantasy that the music was indeed very good and incredibly varied.
The opening notes of Fantasy No.1 in C minor set a very serious tone giving way to a densely
woven chromatic counterpoint, geniously inverted in the second half of the movement. The
Fantasy No.6 in G major by contrast is a country feast, the frequent drone notes reminding us of a
hurdy gurdy, the lively figuration of a laughing crowd!. Fugal and canonic writing features in
Fantasies 1,3,5,7,9,and 11 - the Presto of Fantasy 9 is notable for its long theme and chromaticism
while the Allegros of Fantasy 11 give the impression of an italianate concerto. And so each fantasy
surprises us with new characters, new structures and new compositional devices.
The style of writing for the instrument is most definitely forward looking with melodic writing, or
jeu d’melodie gaining the upper hand over jeu d’harmonie, or chordal playing. Harmonic
progressions are more often implied through skipping melodies rather than use of chords
outright. This is a move away from the dense sequential chords found in earlier germanic viola da
gamba music and the fantasias nestle stylistically between Schenck’s Opus 9 of 1710 and Carl
Friedrich Abel’s solo pieces from later on in the century.
As with many new discoveries, the suggestion has already arisen that these fantasias may not be
by Telemann, but rather by a contemporary or one of his students (see German early music
magazine, Concerto, No. 268). This theory however, based on personal feelings rather than
substantiated evidence, has not gained much traction either in the musicological world or with
me. Judging from my own experience, the way the motifs in these fantasias fit together and the
work that one has to do to successfully bring out all the rhetorical devices contained within them
is very similar to what is needed for other compositions by Telemann. It is perhaps this way of
working, which is rather specific to Telemann, that convinces me most that these works are
indeed genuine.
The fantasias would have been approachable by good amateurs of the time - they were after all
the intended target of Telemann’s own publication. It would be wrong however to think that this
music is easy for professionals - dealing with rapid changes of register and contrapuntal writing
whilst keeping the character of the music are some of the big challenges on offer.
Perhaps Telemann’s talent lies partly in his ability to write music for the amateur market that
never ceases to challenge great virtuosos.
Carl Friedrich Abel’s father, Christian Ferdinand Abel, was principal viola da gamba and cello
player at Köthen while J.S Bach was director of music there (1717 – 1723). This is the period in
which J.S. Bach composed much of his instrumental music. The paths of the Abel and Bach families
continued to cross for decades. The young Abel later received lessons from J.S. Bach in Leipzig
where he stayed until 1743. Perhaps J.S. Bach’s revision of the Matthew Passion with a new role
for viola da gamba was written with Abel in mind – the famously difficult aria Komm Süsses Kreuz.
His next years were spent in Dresden before moving to London in 1759.

In London Abel published compositions – mostly aimed at the booming amateur market – and
began a famous series of concerts with J.C. Bach, the Bach-Abel Concert Series which ran from
1765 – 1781. The concerts usually featured both musicians playing their own compositions and
improvising – somewhat of a lost art these days. The Drexel manuscript features 29 pieces in
Abel’s own hand and surely these marvellous works must have featured in the Bach-Abel concerts.
During Mozart’s time in London (1764-5) Abel and J.C. Bach became mentors to the young
Wolfgang and their influence is obvious: What was long regarded as Mozart’s K18 Symphony was
actually Abel’s Symphony Op.7 No.6.
Jemmye is an anonymous composition found in the Manchester Lyra Viol Manuscript. One feature
of the lyra viol repertoire is the many different from tunings used to create different shades of
resonance (usually heavily in favour of a particular key making home-keys shine bright but
modulations tricky). Jemmye uses Alfonso Waye tuning, presumably a favourite tuning Alfonso
Ferrabosco (1543-1588), which has a larger than usual range enabling more dramatic leaps
between deep bass and piercing treble. The composition is a delightful and extended set of
variations on a theme reminiscent of the “He shall feed his flock” from Handel's Messiah. It makes
full use of the Alfonso Waye tuning and features frequent quirky switches between triple and
duple time often for just one bar. Whoever composed this, was surely a masterful viol player and
inventor.
Robert Smith: June 2017
Website: www.baroquebass.com

