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Introduction
The British Library holds under the shelfmark Add.
Ms. 31697 an extensive manuscript collection with
works by Carl Friedrich Abel for viola da gamba. It
is entitled “Sonatas & Solos for the Viola da
Gamba, formerly the Music Book of the Countess
of Pembroke ... C. F. Abel.” It is thought that Elizabeth Herbert, the Countess of Pembroke, was a
gamba student of Abel, and that this collection was
created for teaching purposes.1
The Pembroke Collection begins with a sonata
with bass2 in Abel’s hand and several pieces for viola da gamba solo.3 These are followed by two extensive sections in a different hand, each with 15 sonatas with bass. These 30 sonatas are the subject of
this edition.
The Pembroke Collection has been held by the
British Library since 1881, and has therefore long
been known to gambists. It should not be confused
with the Second Pembroke collection, which has
only been known since the end of the twentieth century. This second collection contains gamba music
which Abel probably also wrote for the Countess.4
Our edition in four volumes contains all 30 sonatas in the Pembroke Collection, complete and in the
original order. The A-number under each sonata title refers to the current catalogue of the gamba
works of Abel.5
The beginning of the sonata collection contains
mostly pieces in two movements, which are if anything suitable for beginners. It then becomes technically and musically more demanding, and concludes with works on the same level as the wellknown Six Easy Sonattas, the only gamba sonatas
by Abel which appeared in print in the eighteenth
century.6 Abel obviously liked to convey technique
through good catchy melodies. Even practice
should be enjoyable.

It is thought that the Pembroke Collection was
copied directly from Abel’s own manuscript, since
it contains typical characteristics of Abel, such as
the two dots to the right of the treble clef which
show the position of the note G. Abel normally notated gamba music in treble clef, and the copyist has
retained this. Our edition comprises two scores: one
presents the solo part in treble clef, and the other in
alto and bass clefs, which are more in use today. The
notation in treble clef has the advantage that the
pieces can be played on the violin or – with a few
simple octave transpositions – on the flute. This
practice was also suggested on the title page of the
Six Easy Sonattas.
The unfigured bass part is sometimes kept very
simple, with considerably less movement than the
solo part; nevertheless it offers the gamba student
great support. In some pieces it descends to the low
C. It is interesting that the Pembroke manuscript has
on one of the first pages a drawing which shows the
fingerings for individual notes on the viola da
gamba. The lowest string is tuned to C, but underneath the text reads “Some times tuned D.” Naturally, the bass can be played on the violoncello or a
keyboard instrument.
Our edition follows the original, which does
show some copying errors, as precisely as possible.
Where we suggest an accidental which differs from
the original, it is placed in brackets. Wrong notes
which we could easily correct from the context are
listed in the Critical Report. Any omitted or unclearly positioned slurs have been shown with broken lines, where possible with reference to parallel
passages.
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