
simple symphony for string orchestra viola

simple symphony for string orchestra viola is a beloved composition that holds a special place in the
repertoire for string ensembles. Composed with clarity and charm, this piece offers violists an opportunity
to explore melodic lines and harmonies within a supportive orchestral setting. The simple symphony’s
structure is accessible yet rich, making it ideal for intermediate players and educational contexts. This
article provides an in-depth look at the simple symphony for string orchestra viola, discussing its historical
background, musical characteristics, technical demands, and performance tips. Additionally, it highlights the
role of the viola within the ensemble and offers guidance for violists preparing this work. Readers will
gain comprehensive insight that enhances their appreciation and execution of this classic piece.
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Historical Background of the Simple Symphony
The simple symphony for string orchestra viola is derived from a larger body of work composed by
Benjamin Britten in the early 20th century. Britten wrote the Simple Symphony in 1934, drawing on
themes he composed as a child. This work was designed to be approachable yet artistically rewarding,
reflecting Britten’s early mastery of melody and form. The symphony is scored for a string orchestra,
including violins, violas, cellos, and double basses, making it a staple in the string orchestra repertoire
worldwide. Its popularity endures due to its charming melodies, clear textures, and educational value.
Understanding the historical context enriches a violist’s performance by connecting them to the composer’s
youthful inspiration and stylistic intentions.

Musical Characteristics and Structure
The simple symphony for string orchestra viola is structured in four movements, each based on themes
Britten composed between the ages of nine and twelve. The movements are titled:

Boisterous Bourrée



Playful Pizzicato

Sentimental Sarabande

Frolicsome Finale

Each movement showcases distinct moods and technical elements, providing a balanced and varied
listening experience. The symphony’s harmonic language is tonal and accessible, emphasizing melodic
clarity and rhythmic vitality. The viola part often weaves between accompaniment and melodic roles,
requiring the player to demonstrate versatility. The simple symphony’s orchestration highlights the warm
timbre of the viola, allowing it to blend seamlessly with other strings while occasionally emerging as a
featured voice.

Role of the Viola in the Simple Symphony
Within the simple symphony for string orchestra, the viola section plays a crucial role in enriching the
harmonic texture and supporting the melodic lines. The viola’s mid-range tone bridges the higher violins
and lower cellos, adding depth and color to the ensemble sound. The viola part often includes:

Inner harmonies that reinforce the chordal structure

Counter-melodies that complement the principal themes

Rhythmic pizzicato passages, particularly in the Playful Pizzicato movement

Occasional soloistic phrases requiring expressive phrasing

The viola’s versatility is essential for maintaining balance within the string orchestra. Players must be
attentive to intonation, tone production, and ensemble blending to fulfill their role effectively. The simple
symphony offers violists a chance to develop both supportive and featured playing skills in a cohesive
orchestral context.

Technical and Musical Challenges for Violists
Performing the simple symphony for string orchestra viola presents several technical and interpretive
challenges that violists must address. These challenges include:

Bow control: The symphony demands varied bowing techniques, including legato, spiccato, and1.
pizzicato, requiring precise bow distribution and articulation.

Intonation: The inner harmonies and counter-melodies necessitate careful tuning to blend with other2.



strings while maintaining clarity.

Rhythmic accuracy: Especially in movements like the Boisterous Bourrée and Playful Pizzicato,3.
maintaining steady rhythm and synchronization with the ensemble is critical.

Expressive phrasing: The Sentimental Sarabande movement calls for sensitive dynamic control and4.
shaping of melodic lines.

Shifting and position work: Some passages require smooth shifts to higher positions for expressive5.
effect and technical facility.

Addressing these challenges effectively ensures a polished and compelling performance. Violists benefit
from focused practice on articulation variations, relaxation techniques for smooth shifting, and ensemble
rehearsals to refine timing and blend.

Performance and Interpretation Tips
Successful interpretation of the simple symphony for string orchestra viola involves both technical
preparation and musical insight. Key performance tips include:

Study the score thoroughly: Understanding the overall structure and how the viola part interacts
with other instruments aids musical decision-making.

Focus on tone quality: Aim for a warm, rich sound that complements the string orchestra’s texture.

Balance dynamics: Listen carefully to ensure the viola neither overpowers nor is overshadowed by
the violins and cellos.

Practice varied bowings: Mastering the different bow strokes enhances expressiveness and clarity.

Engage in sectional rehearsals: Collaborating with other violists helps unify articulation and phrasing.

Attend to stylistic nuances: Emphasize the character of each movement, whether lively and playful
or tender and lyrical.

Adopting these strategies enables violists to deliver performances that honor the simplicity and elegance of
Britten’s composition while showcasing their own musical artistry.



Frequently Asked Questions

What is 'Simple Symphony' by Benjamin Britten?
'Simple Symphony' is a work for string orchestra composed by Benjamin Britten, based on themes he
wrote as a child. It is known for its charming melodies and vibrant energy.

How is the viola part featured in Britten's 'Simple Symphony'?
The viola part in 'Simple Symphony' provides rich harmonic support and often carries inner melodies that
add depth and warmth to the overall string texture.

What movements make up the 'Simple Symphony' for string orchestra?
The 'Simple Symphony' consists of four movements: Boisterous Bourrée, Playful Pizzicato, Sentimental
Sarabande, and Frolicsome Finale.

Is 'Simple Symphony' suitable for intermediate viola players?
Yes, 'Simple Symphony' is considered accessible for intermediate viola players, offering lyrical and
rhythmic passages that help develop ensemble skills.

How long is a typical performance of 'Simple Symphony'?
A typical performance of 'Simple Symphony' lasts about 15 to 20 minutes, making it a popular choice for
string orchestras.

What techniques are emphasized for violists in 'Simple Symphony'?
Violists in 'Simple Symphony' practice techniques such as bow control, pizzicato, and expressive phrasing,
especially highlighted in the Playful Pizzicato movement.

Can 'Simple Symphony' be performed by a small string ensemble or only
a full orchestra?
'Simple Symphony' can be effectively performed by both small string ensembles and full string orchestras,
allowing flexibility in performance settings.

Where can violists find sheet music for 'Simple Symphony'?
Sheet music for the viola part in 'Simple Symphony' can be found through music publishers like Boosey &
Hawkes and various online sheet music retailers.



Additional Resources
1. Exploring Simple Symphony: A Guide for Viola Players
This book provides an in-depth exploration of Benjamin Britten's "Simple Symphony" with a focus on the
viola parts. It offers historical context, analysis of the movements, and practical tips for mastering the viola
lines. Ideal for intermediate viola players looking to deepen their understanding of the piece.

2. The Viola in String Orchestra Repertoire
Covering a wide range of orchestral works, this book highlights the role of the viola in string orchestra
compositions, including Britten's "Simple Symphony." It includes performance practice advice, technical
exercises, and interpretative guidance tailored for violists.

3. Mastering Benjamin Britten's Simple Symphony
This comprehensive guide breaks down the "Simple Symphony" movement by movement, with specific
exercises for string players. Viola parts are given special attention, with fingering suggestions and bowing
techniques to enhance performance quality.

4. String Orchestra Essentials: Viola Edition
Designed for violists playing in string orchestras, this book covers essential repertoire including "Simple
Symphony." It provides warm-up routines, etudes, and detailed commentary on ensemble playing,
intonation, and blend within the orchestra.

5. Chamber Music for Viola and Strings: Simple Symphony and Beyond
Focusing on chamber arrangements, this book includes the viola part for "Simple Symphony" alongside
other notable works for viola and string ensemble. It offers insights into chamber music dynamics and
communication, helping violists develop a nuanced approach to group performance.

6. Techniques for Viola in 20th Century String Works
This volume explores technical challenges faced by violists in 20th-century compositions, featuring
Britten's "Simple Symphony" as a case study. It includes exercises to tackle rhythm complexity, articulation,
and phrasing characteristic of modern string music.

7. Viola Performance Practice in British String Orchestras
Highlighting British composers and their string orchestra pieces, this book examines the stylistic elements
of Britten's "Simple Symphony." It offers historical context and performance tips to achieve an authentic
British sound on the viola.

8. Educational Repertoire for Viola: Simple Symphony and Related Works
Aimed at students, this book presents "Simple Symphony" as part of an educational curriculum for viola
players. It features graded exercises, listening guides, and practice strategies to build confidence and
musicality.

9. Orchestral Viola: Interpretation and Expression in Simple Symphony



This book delves into expressive techniques for violists performing in orchestras, focusing on the lyrical
and rhythmic aspects of "Simple Symphony." It provides detailed analysis of phrasing, dynamics, and tone
production to help players deliver compelling performances.
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