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Best loved classical violin music

Exciting violin repertoire featuring some of the best-loved showpieces, concertos and
sonatas by Brahms, Paganini, Ravel and others.
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Pablo de SARASATE (1844–1908)
Zigeunerweisen, Op. 20
(version for violin and orchestra)

7

9:01

Tianwa Yang • Navarre Symphony Orchestra
Ernest Martínez Izquierdo (8.572191)
2

Ludwig van BEETHOVEN (1770–1827)
Violin Sonata No. 9 in A major,
Op. 47 ‘Kreutzer’ – III. Finale: Presto

Tianwa Yang (8.572995)
8

6:27

Johannes BRAHMS (1833–1897)
Violin Concerto in D major, Op. 77 – 8:30
III. Allegro giocoso, ma non troppo vivace

9

Takako Nishizaki • Slovak Philharmonic Orchestra
Stephen Gunzenhauser (8.550195)
4

Jules MASSENET (1842–1912)
Thaïs, Act II – Méditation

4:40

János Selmeczi • Camerata Transylvanica
György Selmeczi (8.554703)
5

Nicolò PAGANINI (1782–1840)
24 Caprices, Op. 1 –
4:52
No. 24 in A minor		
Antonio VIVALDI (1678–1741)
The Four Seasons:
3:31
Violin Concerto in E major, Op. 8,
No. 1, RV 269 ‘Spring’ – I. Allegro 		
Takako Nishizaki • Capella Istropolitana
Stephen Gunzenhauser (8.553219)

Maurice RAVEL (1875–1937)
Tzigane
9:35
(version for violin and orchestra)		
Marat Bisengaliev
Polish National Radio Symphony Orchestra
Johannes Wildner (8.550494)
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Johann Sebastian BACH (1685–1750)
Violin Partita No. 3 in E major,
3:01
BWV 1006 – III. Gavotte en rondeau		
Ilya Kaler (8.570277-78)

11

Ilya Kaler (8.550717)
6

Jean SIBELIUS (1865–1957)
Violin Concerto in D minor, Op. 47 – 6:53
III. Allegro, ma non tanto		
Henning Kraggerud
Bournemouth Symphony Orchestra
Bjarte Engeset (8.557266)

Takako Nishizaki • Jen Jandó (8.550283)
3

Eugène YSAŸE (1858–1931)
Violin Sonata in D minor, Op. 27,
7:29
No. 3 ‘Ballade’		

Many theories have been advanced and all manner of scientific tests have been carried out in
a thus-far vain attempt to discover the secret of these miraculous creations. They have been studied
and copied in every detail, the varnish has been subjected to the most minute analysis, the woods
used have been tirelessly scrutinised. Nor can there be any question of some mystical power at work,
because the same tests on comparably great instruments by Stradivari’s predecessors, competitors,
and successors have proved equally barren. But then so have all attempts to explain genius. Perhaps
our energies would better be spent elsewhere. Only one other figure in the long and glorious history
of violin making (and, by extension, viola and cello making as well) is felt by the majority of stringplayers to have seriously rivalled Stradivar’s achievements. For some, he excelled them. In striking
contrast to Stradivari, Giuseppe Guarneri – known as ‘del Gesù’ to distinguish him from his father,
another very great violin maker, who had inherited the mantle of his own father Andrea Guarneri
(1626–1698) – lived only to the age of 46. Alone among his prodigious family, he had a certain
rebellious streak and deviated from the practices and style of his father and grandfather. At the age
of 25 he did the unthinkable and left the family business to set up on his own. Unlike his elders, who
had chosen to ignore their formidable rival, Giuseppe ‘del Gesù’ took a keen interest in everything
Stradivari did, not with a view to copying it, but to learn from it and use what he learned towards
the achievement of his own ideal: an instrument which would combine the tonal beauty and magical
responsiveness of Stradivari’s with a strength and power which could resist, and indeed reward, the
strongest pressure of the bow, producing an unsurpassed grandeur and projection of sound. Through
the particular use of his tools, his incomparable varnish (all violin makers made their own), and the
abandon of his vision and imagination, he produced instruments of extraordinary individuality and
with a kind of wild beauty all their own. Like Stradivari, he took his secrets to the grave and his
instruments retain their mystery to this day.
Jeremy Siepmann

Camille SAINT-SAËNS (1835–1921)
Introduction et Rondo capriccioso
9:03
in A minor, Op. 28		
Tianwa Yang • Malmö Symphony Orchestra
Marc Soustrot (8.573411)

12

Antonio BAZZINI (1818–1897)
La Ronde des lutins, Op. 25

4:58

Chloë Hanslip • Caspar Frantz (8.570800)

Total Timing: 78:22
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The great instrument makers: Antonio Stradivari and Giuseppe Guarneri (‘del Gesù’)
The most famous and possibly the greatest-ever instrument maker was Antonio Stradivari. He was
born, as far as can be told, in 1644, in Cremona, Italy, and worked there until his death 93 years
later (a colossal age for the time). As he reputedly spent most of his waking hours at his work
bench, the outlines of his life are simply told, and of little interest. He was married twice, widowed
once, and he fathered 11 children, two of whom followed him into the business. No pictures of
him survive, or long survived his lifetime; all we know of his appearance, based on the testimony
of his contemporaries, is that he was tall and thin, wore a white woollen cap in the winter and a
white cotton one in the summer, and habitually wore over his clothes a white leather apron. In a
lifetime of unflagging industry he was seldom seen in any other state, except after hours by his
immediate family.
Stradivari made well over 1100 instruments – violins, violas, cellos, viols, even a guitar – of
which roughly 650 survive. The number of forgeries bearing his name reaches into the hundreds of
thousands, many of them factory products dating from the 19th century. Even if his instruments were
mute they would (or should) remain priceless works of art. In design, in the staggering finesse of their
craftsmanship, in the balance of their proportion, in the rich autumnal gold of their colouring, they
haunt the mind with their sheer beauty. That they remain the ideal for the top string players of our
era, centuries after they were made, is almost incidental. Each is unique, each has its own particular
properties and characteristics; yet some things are common to them all. In the words of Charles
Beare, one of the most knowledgeable and admired dealers in the world.
In their tone there is incredible richness and ease of response, with ample reserves of power.
They have an extraordinary quality of sound that carries through a hall even when played
pianissimo, and have an immediate response and swelling power. The sound projects forward from
the instrument in such a way that the player is at first not aware of the volume he can produce.
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Best loved classical violin music
What makes a Stradivari violin so special? Is
it the wood, the varnish, the chemicals? There
is, in fact, a deeper mystery at the heart of
the violin and it lies in the sheer obscurity of
its early history. One line of descent traces
the instrument back to the Egyptian lyre and
kithara which passed through developments in
Greece and Rome and then later in Germany.
Others cite the Arabian rebab, which had
a lute-like body and seems to have been an
influence on the Chinese instruments, the
erhu and morin khur. Some speculate that the
Indian ravanastron, with a wooden body, a
kind of raised bridge, and two strings, could
have been an ancestor, whilst it is known
that a plucked or bowed instrument with a
fingerboard known as the crot, cruit or crouth
flourished in Europe: it developed into the
Welsh crwth.
But in practical terms there are four
branch lines in the history of the instrument: the
Moorish rebec with its round body and neck;
the fiddle, which appeared in the 12th century
and was box-like; the lira da braccio with its
seven strings, of which two were drones but
which in every other respect was played like
the instrument we know today; and finally the
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viol. This last had a flat top and was played by
the instrumentalist sitting down.
Origin
The origin of the violin can’t be traced to a
specific time or maker, but early references
come in both pictorial and written form. There
are surviving frescoes from 1508 in Ferrara that
depict the violin, and documentary accounts
from the Kingdom of Savoy in 1523 refer to
‘trompettes et vyollons de Verceil’, the last
named being the Italian town of Vercelli, quite
close to Milan. Clearly by this time the violin had
evolved from its earlier provisional state and it
is overwhelmingly likely, despite contemporary
references to the instrument in French and
Polish accounts, that the true birthplace of
the instrument was in Northern Italy, and its
most important makers were clustered in the
towns of Brescia and Cremona. The earliest
surviving violin dates to around 1565. Despite
the mysterious nature of their development, it
can be assumed with a reasonable degree of
confidence that all the instruments of the violin
family – the violin, the viola and the cello (the
bass isn’t a direct member of the violin family)
– were ‘born’ more or less simultaneously.
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At the same time that the violin was quickly
becoming codified as an instrument, (unusually,
it didn’t go through a series of redesigns) the
language to describe the various iterations of
the instrument changed as well. The violino
(which means a ‘small viola’) became the
standard word to describe it, whereas viola
was used to describe either a viol or, from the
violin family, the viola da gamba (‘leg viola’,
played sitting) or the viola da braccio (‘arm
viola’, played standing). Despite these many
linguistic and terminological complications,
by the 16th century the instrument was known
as violino in Italy, violon in France, Violine (or
Geige) in Germany and violin in England.
Tonal Quality
No instrument matches the violin in its ability
to emulate the beauty of the human voice. Its
tonal qualities are myriad, its design an acoustic
marvel. It traverses the extremes of expressivity,
from songful lyricism to guttural passion, while
its ability to project a variety of colour is
equivalent to an artist’s palette of subtlety and
sophistication. It is also an instrument in which
the craft of the violin maker – known as a luthier
– can transcend the functional to become an
art. Some of the great Cremonese violins are
indeed works of art in their own right: many
are almost venerated as they sit, perfect but
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unplayed, in glass cases in museums. Made
of wood, the violin can behave capriciously. It
is intensely sensitive to climatic changes, and
even small changes in temperature can affect
playing characteristics. Damp conditions can
spell trouble; excessive heat can lead to the
instrument becoming unglued with catastrophic
consequences. Moving the soundpost or
knocking the bridge can lead to an anguished
visit to the repair shop.
Structure
The structure of the violin seems simple but
in fact it is remarkably complex and made
up of at least 70 different components. It is
even more sophisticated acoustically than its
near relatives, the viola and cello. The main
component is its hollow body with a slightly
curved top and bottom. There is the back plate
and the top plate, which is called the ‘belly’ or
‘sounding board’, and the sides rounding the
instrument that connect the belly to the back
are called the ribs; the violin is nothing if not an
anatomical specimen, human in the language
used to describe it in English usage. Because
the ribs in themselves are insufficiently strong
to bind the upper and lower elements of the
violin they are reinforced with little linings and
internal corner blocks that are consequently
invisible when looking at the violin. Also
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Bach: Violin Partita No. 3 in E major,
BWV 1006 – III. Gavotte en rondeau
Bach’s Sonatas and Partitas for solo violin
remain the most important such works in
the repertoire. There was a strong tradition
of solo violin writing in Germany, and
Bach utilised the form of the sonata da
chiesa, or ‘Church Sonata’, alternating
fast and slow movements. The last of the
three Partitas features a lively French-titled
Gavotte with a repeated rondo refrain.
Saint-Saëns: Introduction et Rondo
capriccioso in A minor, Op. 28
One of music’s great prodigies, Camille
Saint-Saëns was born in 1835 but lived
long enough to make recordings that
demonstrate his exceptional prowess as a
pianist. He composed the Introduction et
Rondo capriccioso in 1863 and dedicated
it to Sarasate. The pensive Introduction is

followed by a glittering showcase for the
soloist which is laced with Spanish dance
music that would have appealed to its
Pamplona-born dedicatee.
12

Bazzini: La Ronde des lutins, Op. 25
Antonio Bazzini, who received encouragement
from his fellow Italian, Paganini, was
one of the great violinist-composers of
the 19th century. He wrote numerous
opera paraphrases and fantasies, but
his metier was the character piece, often
with descriptive titles, the most famous of
which is La Ronde des lutins. This ‘Scherzo
fantastique’ is a tour-de-force evocation
of dancing goblins and one of the great
romantic miniatures.
Jonathan Woolf
© Naxos Rights (Europe) Ltd
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of the most important composers of the
time: Chopin, Liszt, Schumann and many
more. The Caprices were published in
1820 but written much earlier and offer
a concentrated compendium of Paganini’s
extraordinary technical facility, ending
with the famous 24th Caprice, a theme
and 12 variations.
6

7

Vivaldi: The Four Seasons:
Violin Concerto in E major, Op. 8, No. 1,
RV 269 ‘La primavera’ (‘Spring’) – I. Allegro
The Four Seasons is now Vivaldi’s most
popular work and one of the best examples
of descriptive detailing in music. Published
in 1725 it charts a year’s cycle in the form
of four three-movement concertos. The
opening movement of Spring inaugurates
the work with the freshness of birdsong and
the limpid refinement of running streams.
Ysaÿe: Violin Sonata in D minor, Op. 27,
No. 3 ‘Ballade’
The Belgian Eugène Ysaÿe was one of
the most important instrumentalists of his
epoch and one who powerfully influenced
the development of violin playing. The Six
Sonatas for Solo Violin, Op. 27, published
in 1924, are his most important contribution
to composition for his own instrument
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and offer tremendous challenges, not
least in No. 3 ‘Ballade’, dedicated to
George Enescu.
8

9

Sibelius: Violin Concerto in D minor,
Op. 47 – III. Allegro, ma non tanto
Though its early performance history was
patchy, Jean Sibelius’s Violin Concerto
has long since been regarded as one of
the most technically demanding, lyrically
intense and important concertos in the
entire repertoire. Sibelius once described
the finale as a ‘danse macabre’, ensuring
that the soloist’s virtuosity co-exists with rich
interplay with the orchestral texture.
Ravel: Tzigane
(version for violin and orchestra)
Ravel’s Tzigane is one of the great
showpieces of the violin repertoire,
written in 1924 for the Hungarian violinist
Jelly d’Arányi. Originally cast for violin
and piano, it is often performed in the
version for violin and orchestra. Ravel
accepted and integrated d’Arányi’s own
improvisations into the completed work,
which is infused with the essence of
gypsy freedom whilst making coruscating
technical demands on the violinist.
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invisible, and crucial, are the bass-bar and the
soundpost. The bass-bar runs length-wise threequarters of the way down the violin and slightly
off-centre; it exists to help add weight to support
the violin but also to send the vibrations of the
instrument throughout its length. Experience
has shown that bass-bars tend to wear out
due to the highly pressured nature of the
instrument and need to be replaced with
exceptional care. The soundpost is a rather
insignificant looking cylinder of pine wood
that sits between the belly and the back of the
instrument. French luthiers call it l’âme or ‘the
soul’ of the violin because it vests the instrument
with a powerfully distinctive tone – and tonal
properties are everything for the violin. The two
carved beautiful ‘f’ holes on the belly with their
distinctive notches are the perfect medium by
which the acoustic properties of the instrument
can best be maximised, and the sound emitted.
The guitar, by contrast, has a central hole.
At the bottom of the violin sits the tailpiece
to which the four strings are attached. The
strings, which are tuned E, A, D, and G and
can be made out of a variety of material – gut,
from sheep intestines, was popular before
metal largely replaced it in the 20th century –
run along the fingerboard and over a raised
wooden bridge to what’s called the ‘nut’ which
connects the fingerboard to the pegbox. The
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fingerboard is attached to the neck of the
violin which is glued to the instrument’s body.
The neck contains the pegbox and ends in a
beautiful, largely ornamental scroll – the ‘head’
of the violin.
Bow
The beauty and exceptional qualities of the
violin would be largely mute were it not for
the bow, yet for much of the instrument’s
history there was a decidedly servant-andmaster relationship between the two. But bow
making eventually became a separate craft and
is a specialised occupation requiring the use
of metals and mother-of-pearl and demanding
intricate awareness of decoration. Originally
the bow was rather a crude object – more of
a rod than a bow in fact – but it did serve its
function well. The bow developed alongside
the changing nature of the music performed,
instrumentalists’ technical advances, and the
need for performance in larger halls, all of
which drove developments in bow making.
In essence what happened was that makers
gradually reduced bow weight, limited the
curvature of the bow, increased the length of
the stick and ensured that the top and bottom
of the bow, the ‘head’ and the ‘frog’ were
more proportionate in relation to each other.
This process occurred in the 18th century and
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was perfected by the Parisian ex-clockmaker
François Tourte, regarded as the Stradivari,
Amati and Guarneri of the bow world rolled
into one. The bow is now a complex object,
the head having a plate, mortise and plug and
ridge. The frog, held by the player’s fingers,
contains a number of features, including
screws, rings, an underslide, mortise, heel-plate
and the all-important thumb grip. The bow
maker, known as an archetier, first processes
and then ‘dresses’ somewhere between 150
and 200 horse tail hairs before attaching them
onto the bow. To use it the player applies rosin
(specially processed tree resin) and draws the
bow across the strings.
Luthiers
As we have seen, the genius who first created
a modern violin will never be known for sure,
though it hasn’t stopped speculation. Some say
Gasparo de Sàlo, others Andrea Amati. But
one fact remains indisputable: the violin was
a product of the Italian Renaissance, though
largely Baroque in appearance, an instrument
that is architectural in form, perfect in acoustical
development, and suited to the demands of the
new music then being developed. When that
music demanded greater tone and power, the
violin was modified to provide both. A process
of modernisation of original violins took place
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in the early- to mid-19th century and most of the
great Italian violins were rebuilt, generally by
lengthening the neck slightly, in order to meet
the ever-increasing requirement for an increase
in sound and compass. It is exceptionally rare
today to find a violin of the classic period of
violin-making in its original condition.
The Golden Age of Cremonese violin
production lasted some 150 years and by
the mid-1740s the three great makers Amati,
Stradivari and Guarneri del Gesù had passed
away, taking – as romantics believe – their
secrets with them. By then, though, the violin
had established its central role in musical life.
It was a concert instrument that launched the
great concertos and sonatas and generations
of virtuosi. It has proved to be the most
popular instrument in folk music and from
North Africa to Asia it has been absorbed into
local traditions of composition and playing
styles. Many of the greatest stars of showbands
and dance bands were themselves violin-toting
leaders and it didn’t take long for the violin
to make its lyrical but hot presence felt in the
world of Jazz.
The violin has become the aristocrat
of instruments. It forms the bedrock of the
symphony orchestra and is peerless in
both chamber music and in the great solo
repertoire, from the Baroque to the present
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day. Indeed it has a vast repertoire across all
forms. It is the instrument most like the human
voice, a mathematical marvel, an acoustical
phenomenon, full of expressive intensity and
myriad shadings of tone and colour.
1

2

7

Sarasate: Zigeunerweisen, Op. 20
(version for violin and orchestra)
Not only was Pablo de Sarasate a great
virtuoso – a favourite of Sherlock Holmes,
no less, in Conan Doyle’s stories – but
he was also a composer of distinction,
infusing his music with the colours and
rhythms of his native Spain. The expressive,
scintillating Zigeunerweisen is probably
the greatest gypsy showpiece written for
the violin.
Beethoven: Violin Sonata No. 9 in A major,
Op. 47 ‘Kreutzer’ – III. Finale: Presto
Beethoven eventually dedicated his Violin
Sonata No. 9 to Rodolphe Kreutzer, after
whose name it’s now popularly known.
This large-scale work, his most imposing
violin sonata, is written in concertante form
and ends with a finale of great virtuosity
and contrasts, couched as a tarantella, a
spirited Italian folk dance.
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Brahms: Violin Concerto in D major,
Op. 77 – III. Allegro giocoso,
ma non troppo vivace
Brahms’ Violin Concerto was completed
in 1878 and dedicated to his great
friend, Joseph Joachim. Happily, history
has ignored early criticism that the work
was ‘against the violin’ and not ‘for it’.
The finale is exuberant and rhythmically
vivacious, flavoured with Hungarian
elements so beloved by both composer
and dedicatee.
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Massenet: Thais, Act II – Méditation
The Méditation from Massenet’s opera
Thäis is one of the best-known examples
of the symphonic intermezzo, in which
the orchestra commentates on, reflects
or anticipates the stage action. Though
it has been popularly arranged as an
encore piece for violin and piano its
original context, beautifully orchestrated,
emphasises the music’s delicacy as well
as its passion.
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Paganini: 24 Caprices, Op. 1 –
No. 24 in A minor
Not only was Paganini one of the
pivotal figures in violin performance but
he served as an inspiration to some
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