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Abstract 
 

The evolution of the solo violin repertoire and its use in today’s violin pedagogy  
 

By  
 

Neggin Salimi-Moosavi  
 

Master of Music in Music, Performance  
 
 
 

          Solo violin repertoire, along with concertos and etudes, is an essential part of a violinist’s 

repertoire. Whether the solo composition is by a well-known composer such as J.S. Bach or a 

lesser known, more recent composer such as Augusta Read Thomas, studying violin works from 

different musical periods offers unique challenges for the violinist to solve in order to 

demonstrate his or her best rendition. It is also this thought process which often lends music to 

their interpretive complexity. In addition, solo violin repertoire is not only used for performance 

purposes – such as music school audition and recitals – but also, it is used for pedagogical 

purposes. This thesis will examine the technical and musical aspects of each composer, and will 

also reference examples from technical studies.  
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 Introduction 
 

        While we find that most of the common solo violin repertoire is by composers such as 

Bach, Paganini, Ysaÿe, and Ernst, there is also a great wealth of contemporary solo violin works 

from composers like Saariaho and Read Thomas. These works, both by contemporary and older 

composers, are used for competitions and recitals, as well as orchestral and music school 

auditions, with the objective that the violinist can showcase their ability to give a musically 

cohesive performance without the help of an orchestra or collaborative pianist. The sum of these 

compositions span over all the different musical periods of the last four hundred years, and each 

work offers its unique challenges for both the violinist and the violin teacher. These 

compositions are works that are also frequently used in violin pedagogy, not only for 

performance purposes, and are used to support the development of the violinist’s own technique. 

The biggest challenge for both the violinist and the teacher is interpretation. With so many 

YouTube recordings and albums on iTunes and other servers, it can be overwhelming to decide 

on the most reliable recording of Paganini, if one were to make a survey or poll. While it is 

important for the violinist to have his or her own interpretation of any given piece (which, in 

turn, might also change over time or between performances), it is also important to consider what 

the composer’s intentions are behind the composition. The purpose of this thesis is to examine 

some of the most prominent composers of solo violin repertoire, and to consider the technical 

and musical challenges present in each of their compositions. The methodology will be presented 

in the form of score examples as well as a comparison of various recordings, in order to examine 

and discuss the evidence of technical, musical, and interpretational challenges presented in each 

work. Ideally, the solo violin repertoire should be studied alongside with etudes and other 

technical studies, since these were designed to prepare violinists for advanced concert works.  
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 The Six Sonatas and Partitas for Solo Violin by J.S. Bach 
 

          Following the success and popularity of Heinrich Biber with his Mystery Sonatas, The Six 

Sonatas and Partitas for Solo Violin by J.S. Bach are one of the earliest examples of solo violin 

repertoire still receiving large scale performances today. While the interpretation of Bach’s solo 

violin works has presented itself as a perpetual struggle for many decades, if not centuries, and 

this coming as no surprise considering the many individual musical challenges in each of these 

works, it is ultimately the stylistic challenges that make the question of interpretation in these 

works a true treasure chest. The “Chaconne” that concludes Bach’s masterful Partita no. 2 in d 

minor for solo violin (BWV 1004), as an example, challenges the violinist to decide on questions 

of phrasing, not only regarding the emotional character of the movement, but also on its 

harmonic and motivic structure.  

        While the large absence of dynamic markings in Bach’s music allows certainly for multiple 

interpretations there, it also poses a challenge. In his book, The Accompaniment in 

“Unaccompanied” Bach, author Stanley Ritchie offers excellent solutions for the question of 

dynamics. According to the author, dynamics are determined by the following factors: the 

structure of the movement, the affect, the alteration of consonance and dissonance, tessitura 

(range of pitches), direction, and the use of rhetorical devices.1 An example that lends itself to 

study this is the opening of the “Chaconne,” which introduces a slow and serious dance. There 

are several challenges that lie within this opening of the “Chaconne,” and also show up again 

later throughout the movement. The first is the rhythm and the very question of tempo. In the 

opening, the emphasis is placed on the second beat of each measure, rather than the first, this 

being quite typical of a slow triple-metered dance such as the chaconne and the sarabande. The 

                                                        
1  Stanley Ritchie, “The Principles of Interpretation,” in The Accompaniment in “Unaccompanied” Bach, Indiana 
University Press, 2016, 7.   
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two most important voices in these opening chords are the soprano and bass voices. While the 

soprano voice presents the melody, the bass voice is also traveling in a downward motion, 

highlighting an expression of sadness.2 Many four bar phrases also appear repeated. Ideally, 

when a phrase is stated more than once, the performer should apply some variation to the 

dynamics, and consideration of this is part of any solid interpretation. In terms of the work’s 

tempo, it is important for the violinist to consider maintaining a certain steadiness, especially in 

those instances where the rhythms feature sixteenth or thirty-second notes (as it is shown in 

measures 72-73 in Figure 1). Tempo fluctuations offer themselves too easily in the ever-

changing compositional landscape of this work, and the performer should take great care to 

examine where this would make sense and where not. Since the overall character of this 

“Chaconne” is very serious, I believe that sudden, illogical or inorganic changes of tempo would 

give this work an unsettled character. Even though the Bach “Chaconne” offers itself to an 

expression of a wide range of emotions, ranging from downright disillusion to utmost joyfulness 

and even elation, sudden changes of tempo are generally considered less common in unified 

works of the Baroque period such as the composition examined here, and are more common in 

other styles of music such as romantic music and contemporary music.  

Figure 1: “Ciaccona” from Partita no. 2 in d minor for solo violin, J.S. Bach, mm. 72-73 

 3 

                                                        
2 Bach’s “Chaconne” was composed in 1720, shortly after returning from a trip and been given the news that his first 
wife, Maria Bach, had died.  
3 J. S. Bach. Three Sonatas and Partitas for Solo Violin, ed. by Günther Haußwald and Peter Wollny, 
(Germany:Bärenreiter-Urtext, 2001, 34).  
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        A further challenge for today’s performer of Bach’s six sonatas and partitas is the fact that 

they are not necessarily well suited for performance with the modern violin and bow. A 

widespread temptation for today’s violinist is to increase bow pressure when producing chords, a 

method that tends to make the sound heavy. When Bach composed these sonatas and partitas, the 

bows were much lighter, and the violin strings were made of gut. This not only made the overall 

sound of the violin much gentler, but individual strokes had also a faster decay dynamically. In 

contrast, modern violin bows, though somewhat lighter at the tip, are heavier at the frog (a 

preferred location for much Baroque-style playing). If too much pressure is applied from the 

index finger of the bow hand, the sound can seem too heavy, especially when played at the frog 

with a modern bow. The index finger’s main function on the bow is to control direction and 

pressure. Since most agree that heavy playing is not encouraged in Bach, Ritchie suggests that it 

is necessary for the little finger to control and counter-balance the weight of the bow.4 Therefore, 

I recommend that, unless the music calls for it, the amount of playing music at the frog should be 

limited, as it would make the sound forced rather than elegant. The question of bow speed used 

for the chords is also a challenge in Bach, which itself is an aspect related to the pressure of the 

bow. Referring back to the opening of the “Chaconne,” the two most important voices are the 

soprano and the bass line as they are in a dialogue throughout most of the movement. If the 

speed of the bow is too slow for the chords, the sound will be forced as a result of heavy index 

finger pressure. If the bow is too fast, then not all of the voices will be heard. This is why it is 

important for the violinist and teacher to decide on careful phrasing, bow placement, speed and 

pressure so that every voice can be heard with its necessary individual quality and clarity.  

                                                        
4  Stanley Ritchie, “Right-Hand Technique,” in The Accompaniment in “Unaccompanied” Bach, Indiana University 
Press, 2016, 101.  
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      Elaborating further on chord technique in Bach, there are many decisions to be made 

primarily about whether to roll the chords or to play the notes all at once. In her recording of the 

“Chaconne,” Baroque violinist Rachel Podger rolls almost all of the chords, rather than playing 

the notes of each chord all at once, giving the performance a light and dance-like character. 

While many other instrumentalists today use a similar approach, violinists like Maxim Vengerov 

subscribe themselves to the technique of playing the chords without arpeggiation. In his 

recording of the “Chaconne,” although using a Baroque bow, Vengerov also uses types of 

articulation that are more common in other, later styles of music. One example is the martelé 

stroke, which bears the danger of making the sound heavy in certain sections of the movement. 

In contrast, Podger barely uses any modern violin bow articulation (such as the martelé), as it is 

also not idiomatic for the Baroque violin bow. By avoiding modern, or nineteenth century, the 

violin sound in Podger’s recording is more relaxed and sounds utterly natural and organic.   

      There are of course many differences between modern and baroque violinists in terms of 

their phrasing, as well as their vibrato. Violinist Rachel Podger rarely uses vibrato in her 

recording of the “Chaconne.” As stated before, the sound usually decays faster on the Baroque 

violin, and her avoidance of vibrato underlines this stylistic trait. It reminds us that there may not 

be a need for violinists to employ too much vibrato anyways, as non-vibrato can be just as 

expressive.5 Podger also adds trills and other improvisatory elements and ornaments, following 

an esthetic principle that was prevalent during the Baroque era. Alternatively, modern violinists 

like James Ehnes and Vengerov use vibrato – a more natural tendency for the modern violinist–

even though little of it can actually be heard in their recordings. Both are playing on modern 

violins, and both are not only expressive in terms of their frequent usage of vibrato, but they also 

                                                        
5  Stanley Ritchie, “Left Hand Technique,” in The Accompaniment in “Unaccompanied” Bach, Indiana University 
Press, 2016, 110. 
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choose to emphasize the bass line quite often. Furthermore, they add frequent breaks to their 

phrasing, whereas Podger mainly plays large sections through without any breaks. All of these 

violinists come from different musical backgrounds, styles, and schools – a fact that underlines 

why there exist so many interpretations of Bach’s music that differing from one another so 

widely.  

       I would like to note one final point that can often pose somewhat of a frustration, or 

certainly confusion for both the student and the teacher: it is the fact that there are so many 

editions of Bach. The excerpt of the “Chaconne” in Figure 1 was taken from the Bärenreiter 

Urtext edition, which attempts a faithful reproduction of Bach’s intentions, taken from an 

exceedingly pristine manuscript copy of as seen in what some scholars believe to be from Bach’s 

own hand (some other researchers believe this manuscript to be written by the composer’s wife, 

Anna Magdalena). In contrast, the Schirmer edition offers a different approach (see Figure 2).  

Figure 2: “Ciaccona” from Partita no. 2 in d minor for solo violin, J.S. Bach, mm. 1-7 

 6 

        In the opening excerpt of the “Chaconne,” the editor – who already decides for the 

interpreter, in a rather loquacious description, what the compositional technique of the work is –

offers a suggested tempo marking and indicates many suggestions for bowings, fingerings, and 

dynamics, and even altered some of Bach’s articulation markings. Despite the well-intended 

suggestions by the editor of the Schirmer publication, the benefits of the Bärenreiter Urtext are 

that it is closer to the original manuscript. In order to offer the studious violinist a helpful tool, 

                                                        
6  Johann Sebastian Bach, Sonatas and Partitas for Solo Violin, ed. by Eduard Hermann (New York: G. Schirmer, 
Inc.1929, 34).  



7 

the popular International edition (Galamian) presents a facsimile of the entire six works in 

Bach’s handwriting (see Figure 3).  

Figure 3: “Ciaccona” from Partita no. 2 in d minor for solo violin, J.S. Bach (original 

manuscript)  

7 

        In summary, we notice that studying and playing Bach’s works for solo violin offers many 

challenges for the instrumentalist due to several reasons: there is a large absence of dynamic 

markings; the questions of vibrato and sound production for the chords need to be considered, 

and sparing use of both is recommended; lastly, it is important for the violinist and violin teacher 

to consult the original manuscript of Bach’s work and to weigh the potential benefits of other 

editions, some of them heavily edited, against the informative and at the same time awe inspiring 

treasure of Bach’s immaculate manuscript. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                        
7  Bach, Johann Sebastian. Six Sonatas and Partitas for violin solo, ed. by Ivan Galamian, (New York: International 
Music Company).  
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The Nineteenth Century Solo Violin works of Paganini and Ernst 

          By the Nineteenth Century, composers began to heavily emphasize virtuosic ability of the 

performers, a trend that coincided with a general expansion of compositional techniques through 

extended harmony and general formal scope. For the violin repertoire, both Italian violinist-

composer Niccolò Paganini and Moravian-Jewish violinist-composer Heinrich Wilhelm Ernst 

composed works that are magnificently expressive and extravagant in their exploits of the 

violinistic performing style. Within these compositions we find many new techniques that were 

not in use during Bach’s time, or even in the Classical and early romantic epochs, such as left-

hand pizzicato, extended virtuosic double stop passages, harmonics and double-stop harmonics.  

Niccolò Paganini: The 24 Caprices op. 1 for solo violin  

      The 24 Caprices op. 1 for solo violin function both as virtuosic solo works to be performed as 

well as studies for the learning violinist. Each of the caprices focuses on a specific technique 

appearing in many of Paganini’s other compositions such as harmonics, left-hand pizzicato, and 

many other advanced techniques. One peculiar challenge in Paganini’s caprices is that the 

violinist is required to play intervals that stretch beyond the interval of a major or minor tenth, 

typically the largest distance on the violin for double-stops. Due to the sheer difficulties of some 

of these caprices, intonation is one of the main problems to battle with in Paganini’s 

compositions (however, since Bach’s compositions for solo violin with their many four-voiced 

chords, violinists have been prepared for generations for this kind of obstacle). In Paganini’s 

Caprice no. 2 in b minor, in addition to an almost universally uncomfortable hand position, an 

additional difficulty appears with its wide leaps between the g and e strings, which need to be 

performed as accurately and cleanly as possible.   
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    Figure 4: Paganini Caprice no. 2 in b minor from the 24 Caprices op. 1 for solo violin 

(excerpt) 

8 

     Another example is his Caprice no. 8 in E-flat major (see Figure 5 below). In the opening of 

this caprice, the objective is to not only center the intonation for the trilled fingered octaves 

(measures 1-4), but also to sustain the double-stop interval while playing the melody (measures 

8-11). These drones are a sound effect that is a very common feature in many of Paganini’s 

compositions.  

Figure 5: Paganini Caprice no. 8 in E-flat Major from the 24 Caprices op. 1 for solo violin 

(excerpt)  

9 

                                                        
8 Niccolò Paganini, 24 Caprices op. 1 for violin solo, ed. by Carl Flesh (New York: International Music Company), 
4. 
9 Ibid, 16. 
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         My personal advice, based on my own experience, is to have alternate fingerings to 

facilitate playing and studying these caprices. Alternative fingerings are necessary in instances 

where the distance is beyond the violinist’s reach or if the intonation problems persist in a 

specific caprice. Paganini’s lifelong ambition was to outperform his own teachers as well as any 

other living violinist, which resulted in compositions that were idiosyncratically suited for his 

own technique and physique. This meant for Paganini, in an ideal world, that only he could play 

his own compositions. It is this uniqueness of performance style and his mastery of the most 

unusual technical passages that led some people to circulate the rumor that this definitive and 

unique composer-performer must have sold his soul to the devil at some point in his life. It is 

important to consider that Paganini also had physical anomalies that are incomparable to the 

physical capabilities of any of today’s violinists. Paganini’s own physician, Dr. Francesco 

Bennati, in fact stated that since no violinist had comparable physical capabilities that Paganini 

did, trying to exactly imitate Paganini’s violin technique is potentially dangerous. In particular, 

he wrote of Paganini’s hands and fingers: “the virtue of elasticity possessed by all its parts, its 

stretching capacity is doubled... It may be objected that this physical proficiency has been 

developed by a dint of long practice.”10 Paganini had a natural ability, in fact most likely due to a 

connective tissue illness called Ehlers-Danlos Syndrome, to reach unusually large intervals, 

which, even with the aid of alternate fingerings, requires today’s violinists to practice for endless 

hours.  

       The complexity of Paganini’s compositions lies in the tempo chosen, in combination with 

considerations of the technical difficulty of such aspects as bowings, fingerings, leaps, chords, 

and other pyrotechnics. An example is Paganini’s Caprice no. 5 in a minor. Particularly for this 

                                                        
10  Edgar Istel and Theodore Baker, “The Secret of Paganini’s Technique,” The Music Quarterly 16, no.1 (Jan.1930): 
111. 
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caprice, the bowing seen in Figure 6 hooks three notes together for every group of four sixteenth 

notes, matching the original bowing in Paganini’s original manuscript of these caprices (see 

Figure 7).  

Figure 6: Paganini Caprice no. 5 in a minor from the 24 Caprices op. 1 for solo violin 

(excerpt) 

11 

Figure 7: Original manuscript of Paganini Caprice no. 5 in a minor from the 24 Caprices 

op. 1 for solo violin (excerpt)

12 

      In a recording of Paganini’s fifth caprice, young violinist Sumina Studer (as well as certain 

others) uses the original bowing for the second part of Paganini’s fifth caprice (the afore 

mentioned ricochet bowing). Although adhering to Paganini’s original bowing indication, my 

opinion is that the execution of this particular, unusual technique tends to make the tempo slower 

than its original “agitato” character would indicate. In contrast to Studer’s recording, violinist 

Leonidas Kavakos plays the agitato section with a very quick sautiellé stroke (some violin 

teachers might use this caprice as a way for the learning student to develop the sautiellé bow 

stroke). As a result, Kavakos’s recording of this caprice is under two minutes in duration, a time 

                                                        
11 Niccolò Paganini, 24 Caprices op. 1 for violin solo, ed. by Ivan Galamian (New York: International Music 
Company), 10. 
 
12 Niccolò Paganini, 24 caprices op. 1 for violin solo, original manuscript, 1817.  
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hard to compete with by any violinist alive or dead (Kavakos’s recording is about half of the 

standard duration of this caprice).  

Paganini: Variations on Nel Cor Più Non Mi Sento 

      In addition to his twenty-four caprices, Paganini also composed other, grander concieved and 

more majestic solo works. An example is his variations on the theme of Nel Cor Più Non Mi 

Sento, which is a paraphrase for violin based on the duet with the same title from opera composer 

Giovanni Paisiello (La Molinara). Paganini’s ability to portray the violin as an imitation of the 

human voice and follow a largely Italian operatic tradition of the bel canto style is what make his 

compositions stand out. The score presents the opening theme of Nel Cor Più on two staves, an 

extremely rare occurrence in violin music. The intention behind the two lines in Paganini’s Nel 

Cor variations is for the violinist to play the melody (notated in the top staff) while providing at 

the same time an accompaniment (notated in the lower staff) in the form of left-hand pizzicatos 

(see Figure 8 below). 

Figure 8: Theme from Nel Cor Più Non Mi Sento by Paganini (excerpt) 

13 

     As previously stated, the techniques that are used throughout the “Nel Cor Più variations are 

techniques that are also present in Paganini’s 24 caprices. For example, Paganini’s second 

variation in Nel Cor Più features trills that sustain a melodic drone (see Figure 9), which is also 

the same technique utilized in Paganini’s sixth caprice in g minor (see Figure 10).  

                                                        
13 Niccolò Paganini, Nel Cor Più Non Mi Sento: Introduction, Theme and Variations for violin solo, ed. by Zino 
Francescatti (New York: International Music Company), 3.  
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Figure 9: Variation 2 from Nel Cor Più Non Mi Sento by Paganini (excerpt)  

14 

  Figure 10: Paganini Caprice No. 6 in g minor from the 24 Caprices op. 1 for solo violin 

(excerpt) 

15 

     Despite being stylistically of course different from Bach’s compositions, chords in Paganini’s 

compositions can also present similar issues to the ones encountered in the 18th century master’s 

works. Great care should be used so as to not use an excessive amount of bow pressure, which 

can result in a crushed sound. The purpose of Dont’s first violin etude is to teach students to 

learn how to play all notes of a three- or four-voiced chord precisely together, which is also a 

useful exercise when learning Bach’s compositions (see Figure 11). The fifth variation in 

Paganini’s Nel Cor Più demonstrates the difficulty, and here too, Dont’s first etude serves as an 

excellent tool for mastery of the technique (see Figure 12). 

Figure 11: Dont Etude no. 1 from the 24 Etudes and Caprices op. 35 for violin solo (excerpt) 

16 

                                                        
14 Niccolò Paganini, 24 Caprices op. 1 for violin solo, ed. by Carl Flesh (New York: International Music Company), 
5. 
15 Ibid, 12. 
16 Jacob Dont, 24 Etudes and Caprices op. 35 for violin solo, ed. by Ivan Galamian (New York: International Music 
Company), 3. 
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Figure 12: Variation 5 from Nel Cor Più Non Mi Sento by Paganini (excerpt) 

17 

Heinrich Wilhelm Ernst  

     Ernst was another violinist composer who challenged instrumentalists to extend their violin 

technique. In fact, Ernst’s compositions are just as difficult, if not more so, as those by Paganini. 

One example of Ernst’s compositions is Der Erlkönig (The Elf King), which is a violin 

transcription from Schubert’s song with the same title. In Schubert’s original composition, the 

vocalist must imitate the voices of the narrator, the child, the father and the elf king. The text 

used (a poem by Goethe) is about a boy who fears having his soul taken from the elf king. In the 

case of the violin transcription, the unique challenges are to clearly execute the parts transcribed 

from the piano and vocal portions of the original Schubert composition (see Figure 13). 

Although listening to other recordings of violinists is helpful in learning this work, my 

recommendation is to also listen to recordings of the original composition. Because of the 

difficulty of the Ernst transcription, there may not be many recordings from violinists that are 

available. To convey the meaning of the text, it is also beneficial to study the original vocal score 

of the composition especially for the sections where of the mood intensifies within the 

composition (see Figure 14).  

Figure 13: Der Erlkönig by Ernst (excerpt)  

18 

                                                        
17  Ibid, 8.  
18 Heinrich Wilhelm Ernst Grand Caprice on Schubert’s Der Erlkönig, Leipzig, 1897, 2.  
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Figure 14: Der Erlkönig by Schubert (excerpt)  

19 

     The captivating opening of Der Erlkönig in Ernst’s transcription presents the vocal melody in 

the top voice. The coordination between the left and the right hand presents itself as particularly 

difficult; the violinist needs to constantly shift between the left-hand pizzicato and arco while 

maintaining the rhythmic triplets and sustaining the chords. 

    Another well-known virtuosic solo piece by Ernst are his variations on The Last Rose of 

Summer, which is similar in structure and difficulty to Paganini’s Nel Cor Più Non Mi Sento 

variations. An example of a technique that is present in Ernst’s work is double-stop harmonics 

(see Figure 15). This example can be compared to the third variation in Paganini’s Nel Cor Più  

(see Figure 16). A general problem in double-stops is that, in addition to executing the precise 

interval, the right amount of bow pressure should also be determined for the balance between the 

two voices. Typically, especially for octaves, more bow pressure should be applied to the lower 

note, which also balances the intonation. Double-stop harmonics are among the most challenging 

technical problems because the interval should not only be accurate, but should also sound clear. 

It is also necessary to determine the bow placement, usually not too far from the bridge, while 

sounding the double-stop harmonics; incorrect bow placement and pressure would cause double-

stop harmonics to be choked or inaudible.  

                                                        
19 Franz Schubert, Der Erlkönig (Breitkopf and Härtel, 1897), 223.  
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Figure 15: Finale from The Last Rose of Summer by Heinrich Wilhelm Ernst (excerpt)  

 20 

Figure 16: Variation 3 from Nel Cor Più Non Mi Sento by Paganini (excerpt)  

21 

 

     In conclusion, we can say that even though there are not too many stylistic or purely musical 

challenges in these compositions, the fact remains that these grand compositions for violin solo 

are exceedingly demanding, and can result in widely different interpretations. Additionally, to 

new violin techniques, these works possess the same challenges in chords as older compositions 

such as by Bach that should be carefully observed by the violinist and violin teacher. 

Uncomfortable hand positions also create exposed intonation problems, even with the aid of 

alternate fingerings. Although technically demanding, studying and playing these virtuosic solo 

works by Paganini and Ernst not only allows the violinist to expand their technique, but also to 

challenge themselves beyond their comfort zone.  

 

                                                        
20 Heinrich Wilhelm Ernst, Variations on the Last Rose of Summer for violin solo, (Germany: Schott edition), 9.  
21  Ibid, 7.  
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Eugene Ysaÿe and More Recent Solo Violin Works 

          Within the mass of solo violin works of the twentieth and twenty-first centuries, we find 

again that in terms of violin technique, great attention should be given to aspects such as bow 

placement, sound production, and intonation, in addition to purely musical considerations of 

interpretation. While the compositions by Ysaÿe are very recognizable, having been performed 

on concert stages of the world for a century, the solo violin compositions by contemporary 

composers such as Kaija Saariaho and Augusta Read Thomas are less well-known, largely to the 

fact that they are more recent works. As a result, fewer recordings of the contemporary solo 

violin pieces exist, in contrast to the number of recordings for Ysaÿe, Paganini and Ernst. 

Thankfully, many of these contemporary composers entertain their own websites accessible for 

the public, violinists and other musicians. Learning contemporary works is essential for today’s 

violinist just as it was for musicians of any previous epoch, not only because it can be part of a 

requirement for a music school audition, but also because it poses unique challenges for the 

violinist reflecting today’s style of music.  

Eugène Ysaÿe  

      Belgian violinist-composer Eugène Ysaÿe was born in the late nineteenth century, and 

compositional style can be described as a blend of older and newer musical styles (see Figure 

17). His compositions borrow stylistic elements and references from Baroque music and other 

more recent musical genres. His compositions also juxtapose elements of atonality, a typical 

characteristic of twentieth-century music. Although other violin compositions exist by the 

composer, Ysaÿe is best known for his six solo sonatas. Each of his solo sonatas have a 

dedication for a specific violinist (Ysaÿe’s own friends, such as Fritz Kreisler, Jacques Thibaud 

and others), and the structure of these sonatas vary greatly. Whereas some of the sonatas have 
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one or three movements, such as in his third, fourth, and sixth sonatas, other sonatas have as 

many as four movements, such as his second sonata. Throughout each work, Ysaÿe uses many 

instructions for performance practice, with a glossary of specific abbreviations appearing at the 

beginning of the score. This is also a feature that has become a tradition for many composers 

since then, who summarize specific markings and their explanations, especially if the markings 

utilized are unfamiliar for the violinist.  

Figure 17: Solo Sonata no. 2 “Obsession” from the Six Sonates Pour Violon Seul op. 27 by 

Eugène Ysaÿe (excerpt)  
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     The first movement of Ysaÿe’s second sonata, the prelude, borrows quotes from Bach’s 

“Prelude” in the Violin Partita no. 3 in E major BWV 1006, and was written following Thibaud’s 

unsuccessful performance of the work. In addition, this movement quotes the Gregorian chant 

Dies irae, which was often used for masses for the dead during the medieval times. It is likely 

that Ysaÿe used the Dies irae chant to express his obsession with death. Two particular 

difficulties lie within this sonata; executing the exact rhythm is a primary challenge in Ysaÿe’s 

compositions, and a helpful practice strategy is to first practice the top line (usually where the 

tricky rhythms occur) before including the other notes. In addition, because the Dies irae theme 

is often hidden in polyphonic passages, it might be helpful to sing or play the melody once to 

facilitate the flow of the phrasing and interpretation of this sonata. 

Kaija Saariaho  

                                                        
22 Eugène Ysaÿe, Six Sonates Pour Violon Seul op. 27 (Brussels: 1924), 15.  
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     Kaija Saariaho (b. 1952) is a Finnish composer who often bases her composition on 

spectralism: basing the compositions on the sound spectrum analyzed by the 

computer.23Although primarily well-known for her operas and electronic music, she has also 

composed many solo, instrumental, and chamber works. Her Nocturne for solo violin, which was 

composed in 1994, was dedicated in the memory to Witold Lutosławski. This composition was 

meant to be an exploration of her early ideas for her violin concerto Graal Théâtre, which was 

composed in the year after her Nocturne in 1995. Its first performance was given on February 

16th, 1994, by violinist John Storgårds in Helsinki. The work typically lasts around six minutes.  

Figure 18: Nocturne by Kaija Saariaho (excerpt)  
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     Similar to Eugène Ysaÿe, Saariaho utilizes many detailed markings for the violinist how to 

perform a specific technique. But whereas Ysaÿe mainly utilized markings for technical specifics 

such as bow placement and vibrato, Saariaho utilized the markings to achieve a specific timbral 

effect. New techniques, such as trilling on harmonics or playing on strings behind the bridge for 

a hissy tone color, are also used. In measure 12, the composer uses a symbol for a scratchy tone, 

which is achieved by increasing the bow pressure beyond what is traditionally considered 

“normal” and placing the bow close to the bridge. 

   What sets this composition apart from many others is that the ending of the work is not as 

grand as normally a composition by, for example, Paganini would be. Whereas a virtuosic piece 

                                                        
23  “Biography,” Kaija Saariaho, accessed February 3rd 2020.  
24 Kaija Saariaho, Nocturne for solo violin (London: Chester Music, 2003), 2.  
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might traditionally end with very loud dynamics and with a display of flashy virtuosic 

techniques, the ending of this work is slow and dynamically fading away. While there are plenty 

of celebrated recordings of much of the traditional solo repertoire for the violin, recordings of 

this work are from lesser-known violinists such as Alexi Kenney (b. 1994). Most violinists seem 

to agree on a slow opening tempo, painting a mysterious atmosphere, while some then continue 

on to increase the tempo of the middle section, in order to present a contrasting character, before 

eventually returning to the initial tempo.  

Augusta Read Thomas   

   Augusta Read Thomas (b. 1964) is an American composer and currently serves as a professor 

of composition at the University of Chicago. Unlike Saariaho, Thomas describes her 

compositional style as being very nuanced in that she can “sing every note of every line that I 

write.”25 Among many of her compositions is Rush for solo violin, composed in 2004. The work 

was a dedication for Rachel Barton Pine, whose recording of this piece is easily accessible on 

YouTube. This particular composition was influenced by imagery of the morning rush 

experienced by many as they start their day: there are fast tremolos representing a special kind of 

energy. A typical performance of this work lasts about two minutes.  

   Learning a contemporary solo work such as Rush by Read Thomas can have its own challenges 

by the sheer fact that there are not many recordings available. Despite these challenges, I see a 

great benefit in learning these newer works, especially if it is a requirement for some music 

school auditions, as learning contemporary solo works can also help a violinist to stand out in 

auditions by presenting something not familiar to many people.  

 

                                                        
25 “A Citizen of the World,” by Harriet Smith, About Augusta Read Thomas, accessed February 3rd, 2020. 
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Conclusion 

    This thesis explores a variety of genres in the solo violin repertoire, extending from older 

composers such as Bach and Paganini to more recent composers such as Kaija Saariaho and 

Augusta Read Thomas. These solo violin works offer a variety of challenges requiring the 

violinist, both in their professional life and in a student-teacher setting, to bear in mind its 

idiosyncratic style. I suggest that early on in the learning process some recordings be consulted, 

so that the violinist can familiarize themselves with the tradition of each composer. After the 

initial process of learning the notes and cleaning up any problematic passages, it is definitely 

important to listen to recordings of these works again, and to be inspired by interpretations of 

other violinists, even though the end result should never be to copy anyone’s exact style. 

Although the scores of works by contemporary composers are often not as complex as those by 

Bach from a standpoint of harmonic structure, they still may require careful listening in order to 

completely understand the meaning of each composition and its style. In addition to recordings, 

violin teachers may also offer suggestions for interpretation that differ from those of other 

violinists, especially if a certain teacher has frequently a work. Although some of these solo 

compositions are technically challenging, such as those by Paganini and Ernst, a certain 

difficulty lies often in choosing a particular way of interpretation. Even though some people may 

not agree with certain interpretations found on the older recordings, it does not mean that any 

given interpretation is “wrong,” but rather shows that certain interpretations do not work for 

everyone’s taste. Although someone might disagree with a particular interpretation of a 

particular work by Paganini, another person can use a violinist’s performance style as a source of 

inspiration in order to further their own understanding of interpreting that particular composition, 

both musically and technically.  
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