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The 12 Fantasias for Violin Without Bass, published in Hamburg in 1735, are a rare example of solo 
writing by the otherwise prolifi c Telemann. They are full of variety, charm and brilliance, and 
Telemann’s particular love of the violin shines through in even the most serious of contrapuntal 
movements. One can imagine the composer, himself a keen violinist, trying out his ideas on the 
instrument, challenging his virtuosity and, I am sure, having fun!

Unlike the set of 12 Fantasias for Flute, published two years earlier, the Fantasias for Violin do 
not have a unifying key structure and seem more to be individual pieces in their own right, each 
with its own distinct character and not obviously related to the whole except in approximate 
length. Some are contrapuntal (6 have fugues, though not fully formed as in Bach’s solo sonatas) 
and others are lyrical, in the alternative “gallant” style of the period; some combine both. As 
was common for the time, Telemann drew on styles from different countries within the set, and 
dance movements fi gure highly though they are not labelled as such. 

Written some 15 years after J S Bach’s Sonatas and Partitas, the Fantasias by Telemann have 
traditionally been regarded as lesser, backward-looking pieces for the student or amateur who 
is not quite up to the musical and technical demands of Bach’s solo writing. I believe they have 
been sorely undervalued; they are simply very different from the works by Bach and have little 
reason to be judged against them. Telemann enjoyed writing for the masses as well as for 
the connoisseur and was happy to appeal to both, believing that “ he who is of use to many 
does better than he who writes only for a few”, but this made these works easy to categorise 
incorrectly. Much of their reputation, I believe, stems quite simply from the fact that they 
are short! They are not the ground breaking, iconic works that Bach wrote, but nor I think 
were they intended to be. And neither are they simple. There is great complexity within these 
compact movements and wonderfully contrasting musical characterisation between them, not 
all of which are obvious from a superfi cial reading. Telemann’s contrapuntal writing to some 
degree requires greater analysis as the lines weave in and out of each other less obviously and 
so need more investigation and delineation from the player. The fugal lines in Fantasia no. 5, for 
example, are fi endishly diffi cult to play in such a manner that the listener truly hears the voice-
leading and the subject articulated consistently. As with Bach, there are frequent decisions to 
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inexperienced he “ridiculed the artifi cial, unmelodic affectations of the older masters”. The key for 
me in approaching the Fantasias was to work out the exact character of each short movement 
as I saw it, and to use that to guide every aspect of my playing, from speed to articulation, sound, 
and ornamentation. Some movements were easy to characterise and others much harder. Before 
unlocking the character of some of those movements (the fi rst movements of Fantasia No. 6 
and No. 8 and the second movement of No. 9, for example) I would fi nd myself dismissing them 
as inferior pieces. But, without exception, once I felt I had realised their character they became 
new favourites. 

A note on sources: Only the title page has survived from Telemann’s own print edition of the 
violin Fantasias, and the oldest manuscript source is from a later copy of these together with 
the Flute Fantasias in an unknown hand (now in the Berlin State library). Although extremely 
neatly notated, there are some ink blots that blur parts of both sides of the manuscript, and 
there are many minor inconsistencies. These are moments when the player must use subjective 
judgement as to best interpretation of the score, and their presence perhaps allows some 
freedom in the overall reading. 

As to ornamentation, I found myself adding what I felt had to be there but only when I was 
convinced the music called for it. So there are improvised embellishments in my performance, 
but not in every Fantasia and not throughout. The 3-bar “Grave” before the last movement of 
Fantasia No. 3, for example, just could not stand alone and is obviously a bridge between two 
movements that need connecting. As such it needed fi lling and decorating as, I believe, did the 
rest preceding it. Some repeated phrases or sections felt bare without additions, and some 
repeated whole movements seemed to me to invite more virtuosity upon their repeat. 

The title “Fantasia” is particularly born out by the fi rst movement of Fantasia No. 1 and 
especially No. 7, which is truly rhapsodic and fl uid both harmonically and rhythmically. That 
movement alone surely should persuade any traditional sceptic of the true quality both of 
Telemann’s writing for the instrument and the musical depth of these works.

© Maya Magub
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be made when playing these works as to how to achieve consistent articulation and when to 
lengthen or release notes, sometimes requiring a translation from what literally appears on the 
page. But with Telemann it can sometimes be harder to follow the lines, despite their relatively 
short duration and deceptively simple appearance. There is plenty of scope in these works, too, 
for virtuosity!

Furthermore, from reading Telemann’s 1740 autobiography, as well as from studying the music 
itself, I am quite convinced that the Fantasias were not primarily intended to be student or 
amateur works (as is traditionally perceived). They do not have the feel of works that have 
been toned down or simplifi ed from the composer’s natural style; in fact they make far greater 
demands on the violinist than the 6 Canonic Sonatas for 2 violins (published by Telemann in 
Paris in 1737) which in his autobiography he clearly sets apart from other works composed 
for the amateur market at the same time. The Fantasias for violin encompass a wider range of 
moods and styles than the those for fl ute and have the feel of a composer exploring the depths 
of an instrument he knows and loves – if not technically to the same degree as Bach then at least 
in colour and emotional range. Telemann played an extraordinary number of instruments, even 
by the standard of his time, but he often directed from the violin and was offi cially required to 
do so in his post in Eisenach. He also writes about the violin in a particularly personal way. The 
following is an extract translated from his 1740 autobiography:

Up until this point in my life [1704 or thereabouts] I felt that I was like those chefs who have a number 
of pots on the fi re, but from which they allow tasters to try only the results of a few. But now I intended 
to prepare a complete meal, that is to show the world, using my pen, everything that I had learned in 
regard to instrumental and vocal music. At fi rst this plan was directed primarily toward instrumental 
music, the various aspects of which I sought to learn and clarify together with Mr. Pantaleon Hebenstreit, 
who played the violin under me (I was the concertmaster) in the orchestra at both banquets and 
performance venues at court and whom I cannot suffi ciently praise. … I am reminded here of the strong 
support given to me by Mr. Hebenstreit on the violin. He must certainly be considered one of the best 
violin players known to me. I remember well whenever we had to play a concert together, I would lock 
myself in my room with the sleeve of my left arm rolled up and with this arm greased with ointment to 
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strengthen the nerves and would try to improve my technical skill in order to try to hold my own against 
his superior playing ability. And lo and behold, my playing would improve considerably.

Also around this time, Telemann became familiar with Polish and Moravian music, and the Polish 
folk violin, tuned a third higher:

I had once heard 36 bagpipes and 8 Polish violins playing together. It is impossible to imagine the 
fantastic musical ideas they presented between dances when the dancers rested and the musicians 
improvised music together to fi ll out the time. Anyone who paid very close attention could pick up in 8 
days suffi cient musical ideas to last a lifetime. In short, in this music there is much that is good if you 
know how to work with this material properly.

Telemann was very highly regarded in his lifetime, and was an extremely shrewd and inventive 
businessman as well as an artist – an unusual combination even in today’s world! He was aware 
of his own national and international profi le and seemed to manage his career with careful, 
detached consideration, almost in the manner of an agent or manager today. But with this, 
he never seemed to lose sight of his passion for music or his thirst for musical growth and 
new inspiration. Reading Telemann’s autobiographies, one can see him being directly inspired by 
various gifted instrumentalists as well as national styles. One can imagine him striving to raise his 
standard of violin playing to match that of “Mr. Hebenstreit” and can equally imagine this enriching 
his compositions for the instrument. Two years after the publication of the Fantasias, Telemann 
undertook a successful trip to Paris and again was inspired by the players:

My long-planned trip to Paris where I had already been invited several years ago by some of the virtuosi 
who lived there and had taken great pleasure in [performing] some of my printed music fi nally took 
place around Michaelmas, 1737. This trip took 8 months. In Paris I had had engraved in copper for 
publication, after having received from the king the permission and copyright for 20 years, new quartets 
(by previous subscription) and 6 sonatas consisting entirely of melodic canons. The astonishing manner in 
which the quartets were played by [the performers] would deserve to be described here at length if only 
there were suffi cient words available to do so. In short, they pricked up the ears of people at the court 
and in the city so that they became very attentive and, in a short time, I received general approbation 
which was accompanied by even greater politeness. 
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It seems likely, from what he says, that these players performed not only the quartets but also 
the canonic sonatas for violin/ fl ute, and it is not beyond the realms of conjecture to imagine the 
violinist, Mr. Guignon (one of a group that already followed and appreciated Telemann’s music), 
also playing these Fantasias published only a couple of years earlier…

In this recording, I play on a violin made by Nicolo Gagliano in the mid 1700s (since modernised) 
and a relatively modern (not Baroque) bow. However, coming from a background of period 
instrument as well as modern performance, I choose to play on a combination of gut and metal 
strings, which I feel gives me a greater palette of colours than that of purely metal strings. 
Similarly, my choice of bow, though not Baroque, is older than many as I feel the lighter tip 
encourages more natural articulation. I also hope to bring with me an awareness of the spirit of 
Baroque music, especially as regards articulation and use of the lower left-hand fi nger positions. I 
do use vibrato, but sparingly, and in this repertoire I feel the primary source of expression always 
to be the bow. Rhythmically, with just one solo voice it is diffi cult to feel entirely free without 
the framework of a bass line. However, these pieces are fantasias and can change character at 
the turn of a phrase. I hope to have avoided the traditional, sometimes rather rigid, modern 
approach and allowed them to breathe. I have tried to keep the underlying framework solid so 
the listener is not thrown by incomprehensible rubato, but have not felt obliged to maintain an 
unyielding tempo throughout.

For today’s violinist, of course the comparison with Bach’s solo works is impossible to escape. 
Every violinist studies Bach and continues to do so throughout their performing life, and this 
enriches and informs their playing of all Baroque music. When playing the Telemann Fantasias, 
however, I found I had to step out of the multi-dimensional world of solo Bach and approach 
them in an entirely different way. Telemann is at heart a lyrical composer, even when he uses 
counterpoint. In his 1740 autobiography, he says how even when he was young and relatively 
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