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The Chamber Music Society of Lincoln Center put on an unusual and interesting program. 
They called it “The Romantic Viola.” After the lights dimmed, Wu Han bounded onto the 
stage. A pianist, she is the artistic director of cms, along with her husband, the cellist 
David Finckel. Wu Han said (approximately), “This program is so fascinating, I can’t 
help jumping onto the stage to talk about it.” I think differently: I would rather jump onto 
the stage to play it. But so enthusiastic a talker is Wu Han—and so brief a one, usually—
even a curmudgeon like me can’t begrudge what she does. 

The star of “The Romantic Viola” was Paul Neubauer, who became the principal violist 
of the New York Philharmonic at twenty-one. Then he pursued a solo and chamber career. 
He is one of the most famous violists in the world, if you don’t think that’s too ridiculous 
a sentence. I have written about him in these pages for many years. I say, “He has one of 
the best string sounds going.” Also, he plays with sovereignty. There is almost an 
arrogance about his playing, or an aristocracy, if you like. He knows what he’s doing. 



And he knows that he knows. 

His instrument, the viola, is a marvelous thing: 
part violin, part cello—all viola. The instrument 
is to strings what a mezzo-soprano is to singing. 
These sounds are exceptionally appealing, to 
many people. 

Why do people make viola jokes? I have put this 
question to several violists, including Lawrence 
Dutton, of the Emerson String Quartet. He gave 
an answer I never would have expected. He did not say, “Oh, it’s so unjust.” He said, 
“Because the quality of viola playing has been so poor. The jokes are deserved.” The 
better musicians go to the violin, he said, while the junior varsity takes up the viola. 

Paul Neubauer, of course, is an all-star. He and a small army of supporting musicians 
played a nicely mixed program, ranging from Schumann to Turina to Tower. (More about 
her—Joan Tower—in a moment.) At the end of the first half came a piece by Gordon 
Jacob: a Suite for Eight Violas. Jacob was an English composer who lived from 1895 to 
1984. He was a friend of the viola, composing two concertos for it. He wrote his suite in 
1976, in honor of Lionel Tertis, the famous (yes) violist and teacher who had recently 
died. It was for Tertis that William Walton wrote his viola concerto—the most famous of 
all such concertos. Jacob’s suite is in four movements, beginning with one called 
“Dedication.” It is unmistakably English. It has that melancholy that is not quite sad, and 
that happiness that is not quite happy. What a strange sensibility, and endearing. 

Onstage with Neubauer were, necessarily, seven of his fellow violists. It was virtually a 
convention. Among them was Larry Dutton, and also the current principal of the New 
York Philharmonic, Cynthia Phelps. At certain points in the suite, I thought of a phrase I 
had never thought of before: “viola choir.” It is a very good idea. 

Joan Tower is an American born in 1938. She has composed four pieces for Neubauer—
the latest of them last year. The first was Wild Purple. Then came Purple 
Rhapsody, Simply Purple, and Purple Rush. Tower has been quoted as saying, “I always 
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thought of the viola sound as being the color purple.” I can’t help thinking of Alice 
Walker’s novel (The Color Purple). Also of Purple Rain, by Prince, who died in April. 

Simply Purple and Purple Rush were on this cms program. They are both for solo viola 
(i.e., unaccompanied viola, viola alone). The second is a companion to the first, or a 
follow-on. Sometimes composers do this. My late friend Lee Hoiby did this with songs. 
In a program note, Tower explained that the second piece was the same as the first in its 
“actions,” but faster. Much faster (hence Rush). The first piece, Simply Purple, is 
absorbing in its unfoldment, I think. And it is obviously a complete piece, a finished work. 
The second piece is plenty virtuosic—but it struck me as more a compositional exercise. I 
look forward to a second hearing, and perhaps a better impression. 

And I salute the composer for enhancing the repertoire of this marvelous, if mocked, 
instrument. 

 


