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FEVER PITCH
Violist Paul Neubauer tackles ‘Soul Garden,’  
a contemporary work that explores the viola’s gospel side

THE PLAYER: American violist Paul  
Neubauer received his master’s degree 
from Juilliard in 1983. The former student 
of Paul Doktor, Alan de Veritch, and  
William Primrose, he was also appointed 
as the New York Philharmonic’s principal 
violist, the youngest principal player in the 
organization’s history, at the age of 21. He 
has appeared as a soloist with over 100 
orchestras around the world and has pre-
miered numerous works for viola, includ-
ing the revised Bartok Viola Concerto.
 
THE COMPOSITION: Soul Garden for Viola 
and String Quintet by Derek Bermel 

DATE COMPOSED: 2000

THE EDITION: Peermusic Classical

I always look forward to a new performance 
of Soul Garden and am currently preparing 
it for a concert with cellist Natasha Brof-

sky and the Jupiter Quartet. It is one of my 
favorite works because it explores the gospel 
side of the viola—not your usual viola reper-
toire! It combines elements of African- 
American gospel and blues styles with very 
dramatic solo passages for the viola. 

It’s almost as if the solo viola is a gospel 
singer who starts out singing a beautiful 
melody and slowly begins to feel the spirit 
more and more emphatically. By the end  
of the viola cadenza, the intensity of the 
piece reaches a fever pitch, culminating in a 
wild call-and-response between viola and 
ensemble. 

The Chamber Music Society of Lincoln 
Center commissioned it for a program I put 
together that also included some standard 
works for the viola. The premiere was with 

cellist Fred Sherry and the Miami String 
Quartet at Alice Tully Hall in Lincoln Center, 
and a couple of years later I happily recorded 
the work with Fred Sherry and the Borromeo 
String Quartet. I was very fortunate in being 
able to work on Soul Garden with Derek Ber-
mel. He has very strong ideas about the piece 
and whenever we revisit the piece together, 
Derek is happy to vocalize the first theme of 
the piece in the perfect gospel style. 

There is only one edition of this work and 
I recommend it. There is also an expanded 
version of this work for viola and string 
orchestra. The current solo viola part is a col-
laboration between Derek and myself. Many 
changes were added by Derek as a result of 
his rethinking various passages of the piece 
leading up to the premiere and publication of 
Soul Garden. I have recently transferred all  
of my markings from the original solo part 
to the official published part, and it’s much 
easier to read now.

I suggest that the solo violist approach the 
theme in a very laid-back manner: Bring out 
the drama of the virtuosic passages and have 
a strong sense of rhythm throughout the 
composition. The unusual scoring for viola 
with string quintet makes this piece feel like 
a mini concerto, even though it is a chamber 
work. Finding the right balance as a soloist 
and chamber player is crucial for a strong 
performance. 

Paul Neubauer 
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