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Abstract 

The following report explores aspects of Sonata No. XVI (“Passacaglia”) by Heinrich 

Biber, “Moses Fantasy” by Niccolo Paganini, Sonata in D Minor by Johannes Brahms, and 

“Shelter Island” by Xavier Foley that the author found relevant to discuss as part of her 

preparation for performing these pieces. 

Each section includes a brief biography of the composer, background on the work to be 

discussed, stylistic analysis that aided in performance preparation, and a performance guide with 

notes on specific practices one may employ as part of his or her future practice of these pieces. 
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Chapter 1 - Mystery Sonata No. XVI by Heinrich Ignaz Franz Biber 

 Biography of Heinrich Biber 

Heinrich Ignaz Franz Biber was baptized on the 12th of August 1644 in Wartenberg, 

“(now Straz pod Ralskem) in Bohemia.”1 Based on Biber’s future employment in Catholic 

churches and the practice of baptizing infants, it can be presumed that he was baptized Catholic. 

It can be further presumed that Biber would have been born on or within the couple weeks 

leading up to the 12th of August, since in accordance with Catholic tradition, infants were 

baptized very close to birth.2 Biber’s early years remain a mystery. Most of the information 

available about him comes from records following his illegal resignation from the Prince-Bishop 

Karl Liechtenstein-Kastelkorn’s service in Kromeriz,3 for whom he was working by 1670, 

possibly starting in 1668 or earlier, but this has not been determined.4 What is known is that 

Biber was thought of highly in his time. The renowned violin maker, Jakob Stainer, wrote of him 

as “der vortreffliche virtuos herr Biber;” which in English translates to “the excellent virtuoso 

Mr. Biber,”5 and later in his dissertation, Dann heralds Biber as “the most highly honored violin 

virtuoso of his time.”6 Though leaving his employment under possibly strained circumstances, 

the Bishop Liechtenstein regarded Biber’s music well enough to keep much of it in his 

collection.7 John Moran’s notes assert that the bishop did indeed “[feel] betrayed” and received 

 

1 John Moran, liner notes to Heinrich Ignaz Franz von Biber, Harmonia Artificioso-Ariosa I-VI, performed by Rebel, 

musical group, Harmonia Mundi France 9213 Bridge, 2006, compact disc. 

2 Elias Dann, “Heinrich Biber and the Seventeenth Century Violin” (PhD diss., Columbia University, 1968), 1. 

3 Dann, 7. 

4 Dann, 3. 

5 Dann, 8. 

6 Dann, 13. 

7 Dann, 9. 
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Biber’s compositions as consolation gifts for his leaving abruptly.8 According to Moran, Biber 

left the bishop’s service while on an errand for him in 1670. He was meant to purchase new 

instruments from Jakob Stainer in (then) Absam, but went to Salzburg instead and gained a 

position with the Archbishop Maximilian Gandolph.9 By 1676 Biber had the position of 

“musicus et subicularius”10 with the archbishop in Salzburg. He encountered two promotions: the 

first being to the role of Vizekapellmeister in 1679, and the second to Kapellmeister in 1684.11 

Biber was bestowed the rank of “dapifer” in concurrence with being appointed Kapellmeister, 

which was high stewardship in the household.12 

It is assumed he didn’t tour, but there is “almost no information” regarding that according 

to Dann, and scholars disagree about whether or not he traveled to promote his compositions.13 

Twice Biber petitioned the emperor to be awarded with noble status: once in 1681, again 

in 1690. Upon the second attempt, Emperor Leopold I bestowed Biber with the title “von 

Bibern.”14 

Like the beginning of his life, “very little is known about the final years of his life.”15 He 

died on the 3rd of May in 1704.16 

  

 

8 Moran, liner notes. 

9 Ibid. 

10 Dann, 11-12. 

11 Dann, 13. 

12 Ibid. 

13 Dann, 13-14. 

14 Dann, 15. 

15 Dann, 16. 

16 Ibid. Interestingly, Biber can be connected to Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart. In 1744 Leopold Mozart was 

concertmaster under the direction of Kapellmeister Karl Heinrich Biber (at the Archbishop of Salzburg’s Kapelle), 

Heinrich Biber’s son. 
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 Background of the Piece 

Biber’s sixteen sonatas are intended to correspond to the “Rosary devotions,” which were 

practiced each October.17 They “illustrat[e] the five joyous, five sorrowful, and five glorious 

events in the life of the Virgin,” with the “Passacaglia” being an addition in the collection.18 This 

connection, proposed by Gustav Beckmann, comes from the manuscript engravings that 

accompany each sonata.19 The corresponding titles are as follows: 

1. The Annunciation 

2. The Visitation 

3. The Adoration of the Shepherds 

4. The Presentation of Christ at the Temple 

5. Twelve-year-old Jesus at the Temple 

6. Christ on the Mount of Olives 

7. The Flagellation 

8. The Crown of Thorns 

9. The Bearing of the Cross 

10. The Crucifixion 

11. The Resurrection 

12. The Ascension 

13. The Descent of the Holy Ghost 

14. The Assumption of the Virgin 

 

17 Dann, 311. 

18 Eric Thomas Chafe, The Church music of Heinrich Biber (UMI Research Press, 1987), 187. 

19 Dann, 311. 
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15. Mary’s Coronation 

16. The Guardian Angel Holding a Child’s Hand (sometimes shortened to The Guardian 

Angel) 

 

Figure 1 - Biber Sonata XVI Guardian Angel etching from the manuscript with descending 

G minor tetrachord motif 

Dann comments that the “Passacaglia’s” connection to its pictural header is unclear, that 

the “everlasting repetition” of the descending tetrachord motif may have “had a far deeper 

meaning” for Biber than it would for modern audiences.20 Chafe asserts that the ostinato motif 

symbolizes “the constant watchfulness of the Guardian Angel.”21 With regard to the title of the 

sonatas as a whole, Chafe offers the following insight: 

The original title has been lost; the first page of the manuscript, inside a plain cover, 

contains the dedication to Archbishop Max Gandolph. Although we do not know the title 

of Biber’s collection, we can be certain that it did not contain the word “sonata,” for in 

his dedication Biber uses this designation (along with Allemande, Courante, Prelude, and 

the like) only as an individual movement heading…Since the collection was never 

published, it might have been a personal offering to the archbishop, perhaps Biber’s 

first.22 

 

 

20 Dann, 326. 

21 Chafe, 192. 

22 Chafe, 186. 
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Scholars estimate these works were compiled around or slightly before 1676, but that the 

pieces themselves likely were not composed then.23 Chafe explains that some could have been 

composed close to 1676 since the archbishop “observed the rosary services very diligently” and 

the sonatas could have been played for those services; however, the Bishop Liechtenstein 

actively commissioned “extravagant solo violin music, program music and scordatura.”24 The 

loose adherence of many of the sonatas to the topics they are supposedly trying to illustrate also 

gives a clue that several were originally written at separate times and for different purposes.25 

For example, the sonata depicting the Jesus’s scourging (No. VII) is written in F major and, 

while it does venture into minor tonalities, its overall bright and cheerful character does not lead 

one to envision such dark and violent subject matter. In fact, near the final third of the piece and 

toward the end, the rhythm increases and exemplifies more of a gigue style of movement. 

All but two of Biber’s Mystery Sonatas employ the use of scordatura, which is a 

technique where the instrument’s strings are tuned to pitches other than the standard G, D, A, 

and E. (The collection is bookended by usual tuning.) This technique was not unique to him26 but 

is something that is highly associated with his compositional style.27 Not only does an alternative 

tuning create different tone qualities on the violin and “increase resonances in the given key,” but 

it also allows for the playing of certain “chords [to be] possible which would otherwise be 

 

23 Ibid. 

24 Ibid. 

25 Chafe, 187. 

26 Dann, Abstract, 3. 

27 Andrew Manze, liner notes to Heinrich Ignaz Franz Biber, Violin Sonatas, Performed by Romanesca, instrumental 

group, Harmonia Mundi France HMU 907134.35, 1994, compact disc. 
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unplayable.”28 John Moran adds that “tuning strings higher than usual tends to give a brighter 

sound, while tuning them lower darkens the tone of the violin.”29 

Chafe goes on to differentiate these sonatas from Biber’s others: 

The Mystery Sonatas are shorter than the pieces of the two later collections, and contain 

fewer, briefer movements. The violin writing in virtuoso passages is generally less 

capricious and improvisational, and less technically demanding than in the Sonatae 

Violino Solo; one might often call the former meditative in character, the latter brilliant 

and external...even the obvious programmatic effects do not rest on a foundation of 

virtuosic display.30 

 

Chafe is speaking in general terms about the Mystery Sonatas as a collection, so the 

pensive character can be applied to the “Passacaglia” and thus should be taken into consideration 

when interpreting the work to perform. 

 Performance Guide 

The following guide provides practice and performance considerations for Biber’s Sonata 

No. XVI, the “Passacaglia.” 

The first consideration one must take into account is that of equipment. Modern violins 

are not the same as Baroque violins, so if one wishes to emulate the Baroque sound, one has to 

make certain stylistic choices on a modern instrument that would achieve this end. This will 

mainly come as a challenge with the bow. In the Baroque era, bow specifications were subject to 

the place of their making, so a variety of bow models could have been used to play this piece.31 

The bow shown in Biber’s portrait from the 1681 sonata collection gives some insight into the 

construction of the bow he might have used. It is more convex than a modern bow, but “the 

 

28 Moran liner notes. 

29 Ibid. 

30 Chafe, 188. 

31 Dann, 152. 
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deviation from the straight line is so minute that it would be practically meaningless in 

performance.”32 What can be stated certainly is that Biber would have used a bow in which the 

hair was a larger enough distance from the stick so as to play unarpeggiated triple-stops.33 

Seventeenth century bows could range from 23 to over 28 inches in length, whereas 

today, a violin bow is roughly 29 inches long.34 The shape of the tip of the bow could have quite 

the range as well; Henry Saint-George offers the following drawings of bow heads based on 

photographs of existing models:35 

 

Figure 2 - Drawings of existing seventeenth century bow heads 

The distance from the hair to the stick also differs from modern Tourte bows. Baroque 

bow sticks are curved slightly away from the hair or in parallel to it, so the greatest distance that 

the hair is from the stick lies in the center of the bow. The Tourte bow’s inward curvature makes 

it such that the distance between the stick and the hair is at its least in the middle of the bow and 

its greatest at the ends of the bow. 

 

32 Dann, 153. 

33 Dann, 15. 

34 Henry Saint-George, The Bow, Its History, Manufacture and Use, (London: J. H. Lavender and Co., 2009), 

https://www.gutenberg.org/ebooks/29112. 

35 Saint-George, fig. 25. 



8 

A Tourte bow’s weight distribution also impacts how contemporary violinists play. As 

with a Baroque bow, the frog or heel of the bow is the heaviest part of it; however, a Tourte bow 

is more equally balanced between the tip and frog. This, in effect, means that there is less stark 

of a distinction in sound between an up and a down bow stroke on a Tourte. If one wishes to 

emulate the Baroque sound using a Tourte bow, one’s playing must be adjusted to account for 

the differences in bow weight distribution and construction. 

Other things to consider when approaching Biber’s music come from Andrew Manze 

about the violin sonatas: 

At the heart of Biber’s style is unpredictability. His constant inventiveness produces 

music which, but for the fact that it exists on the printed page, might have been 

improvised straight into a baroque tape-recorder.36 

 

As a performer Biber was undoubtedly a show-off; as a composer he was not above 

filching ideas and twisting them to his own advantage.37 

 

The implications of the above are that one should perform Biber’s music from an 

improvisatory and virtuosic standpoint. This will come across through the performer’s inclusion 

of additional turns and trills, pauses, and individual phrase shaping choices. 

The “Passacaglia” is in the key of G minor, but the key signature has only a B-flat, with 

E-flat accidentals being added throughout the piece and the typical leading tone chord 

(diminished seven) omitted from the harmony. Instead, the leading tone appears in the dominant 

harmonization of the final note (D) in each occurrence of the motif. 

 

36 Manze, 5. 

37 Manze, 6. 
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Biber’s “Passacaglia” features a recurring motif of a descending line of four notes: G, F, 

E-flat, D. These notes form the basis of the work and can be heard in an unbroken succession 

from beginning to end. 

 
Figure 3 - Biber Sonata XVI, measures 1 and 2. This four note descending motif is present 

throughout the “Passacaglia” 

Manze poetically describes this as “perhaps a snapshot of the consummate improviser at 

work, its ground (a descending tetrachord) unaffected by the twists and turns above, below and 

around it.”38 This opening should set the tone by imitating the sound of a Baroque violin as much 

as is possible. The notes should be rounded out, in a sense, which is achieved by using a fast bow 

from the beginning to the middle of the note, slowing down as one reaches the upper quarter of 

the bow, and fade out dynamically to end the note. In conjunction with the increase in bow 

speed, so too should the weight applied across the bow. In effect, this places a “hairpin” on each 

note with space in between. Space between notes should be maintained in this way throughout 

the piece. 

 Phrasing 

Something unusual one may notice about Biber’s sonata is the scarce use of tempo and 

dynamic markings. Part of the reason for this is because the metronome didn’t come about until 

the 19th century. The other reasons have to do with expectations of musicality. In his book Before 

the Chinrest, Stanley Ritchie says “musicians of the period were provided with a set of basic 

 

38 Manze, liner notes. 
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rules of interpretation that simplified their professional life.”39 This allowed composers to write 

music in such a way that would give instrumentalists a framework for interpretation without 

explicitly stating how to perform it. Thus, one must use the music to determine how to phrase it. 

This will happen primarily through “the identification of the divisions and subdivisions of a 

composition,”40 the melodic and bass line directions,41 the use of tension by means of harmonic 

structure, and previous performances by reputable violinists if such recordings are available. 

 Mood and tempo indications should also influence one’s interpretation. The first 

indication of tempo/mood is in measure 50, the next being in measure 53, and the last in measure 

93. There is no indication of mood from the start, so the descending motif and subsequent 

harmonization of it determine how it should be interpreted. The key in which this piece is written 

is also a factor in how fast or slow it should be performed. Since the “Passacaglia” is in a minor 

key, it would be appropriate to assume the tone should be more somber and reverent as opposed 

to upbeat and lively. 

 

 

 

39 Stanley Ritchie, Before the Chinrest: A Violinist’s Guide to the Mysteries of Pre-Chinrest Technique and Style, 

(Indiana University Press, 2012), 38. 

40 Ritchie, Before the Chinrest, 39. 

41 This is especially important in the “Passacaglia” due to the motif occurring mostly in the bass line. 
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Figure 4 - Two excerpts showing tempo/mood indications in Biber’s “Passacaglia,” 

measures 47-53, and 88-93 respectively 

There is only one dynamic marking in the entire piece, and it appears in the penultimate 

measure. 

 
Figure 5 - Biber’s “Passacaglia,” measures 132 and 133. The only dynamic marking in all 

of the “Passacaglia” 

Phrasing is determined by the distinctions in variations, but also the strong cadence 

points. Biber harmonizes the descending tetrachord as i-VII-VI-V, occasionally using only open 

fifths for the VI and V, so there exists a V-i cadence after each tetrachord. Since emphasizing 

every V-i chord progression would be too much and render the piece meaningless, one must find 

the strongest cadence points. These can be determined by harmonic and melodic notes but are 

probably more obviously felt through the rhythmic motion of the passages. 

For instance, the first time a phrase ending is felt happens in measure 6. One should stay 

in tempo, but it would be appropriate to take a breath before beginning the next phrase, adding a 

small amount of extra space in between the D ending the melody and the G that starts the motif 

in measure 7. The next strong cadence occurs from measure 18 into 19. The motif appears on its 

own for the first time since the opening, so this is an important moment and should be played as 

such. This recapitulation idea happens more strongly in measures 74 and 75 as well as in 

measure 102. 
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Another important "restart" moment occurs at measure 39. After the restatement of the 

opening, the character changes from somber and heavy to a lighter lament. The rhythm increases, 

i.e. the note duration decreases, and must be played with a bouncier bow stroke in order to make 

each note clear and separated. This is achieved by keeping the bow near the balance point and 

using the wrist and fingers to move it back and forth in short strokes. The hair should not move 

from the string and the stick of the bow should clearly be bouncing perpendicular to the strings, 

which comes from the index finger pulsing the bow into the string as it moves back and forth 

along it. 

Throughout the work phrasing is also affected by the harmony, particularly in Biber’s use 

of dissonances. In performance, this can be achieved by lingering on points of dissonance and 

using bow weight and speed to bring out the notes slightly more. Examples of where this should 

happen are in measure 6 when D and E-flat are played together; in measures 6, 13, 18, 22, 49 etc. 

when G is trilled with F# against an open A; in measure 73 where D and E-flat are held against 

each other for a longer note value than previously heard; in measure 88 when E-Flat and F 

natural are played together; the entire passage from measure 96 to 101; and especially in the 

second to last measure when G is played with open A before resolving to a G major chord. 

 In Practice 

The following is a collé bow stroke exercise that can be treated as a bowing warm 

up. Collé is French for “glued,” and describes a bow stroke technique wherein contact is 

made with the string to begin a note with a crisp sound. 

Set a metronome to 60 beats per minute for the quarter note and pulse first with 

the quarter note rhythm, then eighths, triplets, and sixteenths progressing only once one 

becomes proficient at achieving a clear pop at the beginning of each note. Beginning on a 
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down bow (and switching to up bow once one runs out of length), use the index finger of 

the bow hand to sink the bow into the string at the same time as pulling the bow across 

the string and use very little bow length (the goal of this exercise is not in sustaining 

notes) making sure to hear the clear start to the sound with each note. As the tempo 

increases, the sustaining of the note will decrease until only the pop sound is heard. This 

creates the collé stroke. 

At faster tempos (like in the “Passacaglia”), the pop will be less emphatic and be 

shorter in duration. It will come across sounding like pizzicato with the bow. 

 Chords 

In passages with several triple stops, like measures 31 to 39, the main objective of 

playing the chords should be that the bass notes are clearly heard. This ensures that the 

tetrachord motif is always being projected to the audience. This is achieved by aiming for the 

bass note with the bow, beginning the chord with a collé bow stroke in order to catch the string, 

and rolling the bow so that the middle and upper voices are played more separately from the bass 

note. Because this is a Baroque piece, there are instances where it is appropriate to roll the 

chords with each voice heard separately. The choice of where specifically to do this is up to 

interpretation but is best utilized as a way to thin out the texture as well as bring out the melodic 

line in highly contrapuntal sections. Examples of good places to employ this are in measures 35 

to 38 and measures 96 to 101. 

 A Note About Measure 47 

The double stops are written as in fourths, though it is common practice to play sixths 

instead. So rather than playing B-flat to E-flat, one would play B-flat to G, and so on. The reason 
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for this could be to mimic the previous measure’s double stops, to make the passage more 

comfortable to play, or simply to correct a mistake in the copy. 

 Vibrato 

As opposed to the Romantic style of playing, where vibrato is used heavily throughout as 

a feature of the music, vibrato in Baroque pieces should be used sparingly and as an accent to the 

end of a note which will extend its resonance. Examples of where this can be applied are with the 

octave Ds at the ends of measures 4 and 93. These octaves form a sort of period to the phrases 

which they accompany, so prolonging the resonance of the notes with vibrato before moving on 

to the next statement adds to the overall musicality of the piece. In his book on interpreting 

Bach’s violin sonatas and partitas, Stanley Ritchie points out “that non-vibrato is as much an 

expressive device in Baroque music as it is in modern music,” which is something to keep in 

mind as one prepares Biber’s sonatas as well.42  

 

42 Stanley Ritchie, The Accompaniment in “Unaccompanied” Bach: Interpreting the Sonatas and Partitas for 

Violin, (Indiana University Press, 2016), 126. 
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Chapter 2 - Moses Fantasy by Niccolo Paganini 

 Biography of Niccolo Paganini 

Born on October 27, 1782 in Genoa, Niccolo Paganini showed musical talent from an 

early age.43 (In Fetis’s Biography, Paganini is stated to have been born on the 18th of February, 

1784,44 though, according to Kendall, it was common for his father to report Paganini being 

younger in order to make his talent more impressive.45) His father recognized it, sought a teacher 

for him, and had him play in orchestras to finance the lessons.46 Paganini began composing from 

an early age as well, writing his first sonata by 8 years old.47 It was around this time that 

Paganini heard and liked the quality of the castrato voice, the qualities of which showed up “in 

his violin playing and his music for the violin.”48 Kendall notes that “the most appreciated 

aspects of castrato voices were the florid ornaments introduced into the music.”49 

His father touted his talents, and he encountered big names in music by the age of 15: 

castrati vocalists Luigi Marchesi and Teresa Bertinotti, Rodolphe Kreutzer, and August 

Duranowski.50 Paganini went on his first tour around this time as well, wherein his fame grew 

rapidly.51 

 

43 Alan Kendall, Paganini: A Biography (Chappell & Company Limited, 1982), 9. 

44 F.J. Fetis, Biographical Notice of Nicolo Paganini (Schott & Co., 1876), 26. 

45 Kendall, 10. 

46 Kendall, 9-10. 

47 Fetis, 27. 

48 Kendall, 11. 

49 Ibid. 

50 Kendall, 10-13. 

51 Fetis, 29. 
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Paganini continued performing and traveling from about 1799 to 1804, with a brief 

period where he considered a career change.52 He got back into composing when his interest in 

violin was reignited.53 This was also when guitar was becoming of interest to him. 

In 1805, Paganini went to Lucca and was hired by Princess Eliza Bacciochi to serve as 

director and conductor of her music and opera respectively.54 After one of the court concerts for 

the princess, where he played using only the E and G strings, she remarked that he had “just 

performed impossibilities” and pondered at his ability to play on only one string.55 According to 

Paganini, this was the catalyst for his inclination to play on the G string.56 

Between 1809 and 1812 Paganini toured cities in central Italy, making appearances in 

Leghorn, Genoa, Lucca, Parma, Cesena, Modena, and a particularly notable one in Ferrara.57  

In 1819 Paganini was hit with a second bout of tuberculosis (then referred to as 

consumption).58 He was staying in Naples at the time, where his friend Gaetano Ciandelli 

“happened to be passing” and was able to aid his recovery.59 Paganini returned to performing and 

conducting in seemingly good health for the next several years until becoming sick again in 

 

52 Fetis, 30-32. 

53 Fetis, 32. 

54 Fetis, 33. 

55 Fetis, 34. 

56 Ibid. 

57 Kendall, 30-31. The incident in Ferrara stemmed from an audience member whistling at the vocalist Paganini was 

performing with. The vocalist, Antonietta Pallernini, was a dancer by trade and had been asked (by Paganini) to step 

in as a replacement for a different, well-known singer. Paganini was angered by this display of disrespect and “did 

various imitations” when he got back on stage, one being of a donkey, which he knew would be a pointed insult to 

whoever had whistled. 

58 Fetis, 42. 

59 Fetis, 43. 
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January of 1823.60 He again recovered; however, his health fluctuated frequently for the rest of 

his life. Paganini worked until he contracted laryngeal tuberculosis in 1839.61 Fetis recounts the 

state he was in: 

The progress of his malady was rapid – his voice became almost extinct, and dreadful fits 

of coughing, which daily became more frequent, finally reduced him to a shadow. The 

sinking of the features, a certain token of approaching death, was visible in his face.62 

 

After enjoying an eventful career with much travel and contending with ill health, he died 

on May 27, 1840. 

 Performance Guide 

The following offers practice considerations in preparation for performing Paganini’s 

“Moses Fantasy” theme and variations for violin. 

An article from The Strad describes the piece as such: 

In ‘Mosè,’ the noble, slightly melancholic melody in a minor key is heard in different 

registers, then returns in the major key. A brief cadenza leads into an elegant march-like 

transformation of the theme, followed by three increasingly intense and virtuosic 

variations on ‘Air de Ballet’ from Abbe Volger’s Castore e Polluce, culminating in a fast-

paced finale.63 

 

 Playing Sul G 

Paganini’s Moses Fantasy is written to be played entirely on the G string. This presents 

violinists with the challenges of pitch accuracy and tone quality. Being the lowest and thickest 

string, more of a grip from the bow is required to make a good sound. In practical terms, this 

 

60 Fetis, 43-44. 

61 Fetis, 49. 

62 Fetis, 50. 

63 “Paganini’s Mose Fantasy: bel canto and virtuosity on only one string,” The Strad, published October 24, 2025, 

https://www.thestrad.com/playing-hub/paganinis-mose-fantasy-bel-canto-and-virtuosity-on-only-one-

string/20374.article. 
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equates to more weight into the string to get an initial pull on it, then faster bow speed (with 

weight still in the string) to balance out the extra weight. The point of contact that the bow has 

with the string will also play a role in the sound quality – the bow should sit above the f holes 

and err on being closer to the bridge that the fingerboard. 

 In Practice – Right Hand Activation Exercise 

As a warmup for the right hand, start by grasping the G string with the bow at the frog. 

Use two or three inches of bow to pull sound from the string, moving the bow back and forth at 

around 112 beats per minute. There should be a distinct start to the sound (a pop), and a distinct 

end to the sound. The goal is to activate the bow weight and speed in the hand necessary for 

generating a clear sound and good tone. Once the hand is successfully activated in the lower part 

of the bow, move to doing the same exercise along different parts of the bow and eventually the 

whole bow. As bow length usage increases, the speed at which the bow moves back and forth 

will have to decrease. What’s important is making sure the sound is full, resonant, and clear 

throughout the exercise. 

Ideally this sort of exercise would be the first thing one does when picking up his or her 

instrument, so it is a way of “engaging” or “activating” the hands to get them ready for 

practicing, hence my reference to it as an activation exercise.  

 In Practice – Sul G 

After the right hand is activated, fingering patterns can be added. Depending on the point 

one is at in a practice session, this could look like an activation exercise similar to the one 

described above or working on selections in the music. 

To practice getting the right tone with specific notes along the G string, one may utilize 

single string scales and arpeggios. In particular, two-octave scales and arpeggios along C major 
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and minor will be directly applicable to the music since that is the key in which it is written. One 

octave is necessary, a second provides additional practice along the G string. The same principles 

from the right-hand activation exercise apply to any time one is playing sul G. 

 In Practice - False Harmonics 

Another important exercise to warm up with is harmonic practice. This process breaks 

down the false harmonic technique into two components. In passages where false harmonics are 

used, the left-hand mechanics require that the first finger stops the string while the fourth finger 

lightly touches it. For the right hand, the bow needs to be close enough to the bridge and move at 

a quick enough pace so as to produce a ringing harmonic sound. To practice this, choose the 

specific notes from the music or use a scale as the fingering pattern. Begin by playing the notes 

with first finger only and getting a good tone from the bow. This will allow the notes to be heard 

clearly and become ingrained in the ear. Once the notes are tuned and comfortable in the left 

hand, add the fourth finger and play the same pattern. The bow will need to shift position (closer 

to the bridge, faster speed) to make the notes speak, but the goal of creating a good sound is the 

same. The distance that the fourth finger needs to be holding the string above the first finger will 

decrease as the left hand moves up the fingerboard and closer to the bridge, so one must be 

paying attention to how that distance changes while practicing. Because the harmonic passages 

in the “Moses Fantasy” include jumps bigger than a whole or half step, it is beneficial to also do 

this exercise in jumps of thirds and fourths along a scale. 
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Figure 6 - False harmonic passage in Paganini's “Moses Fantasy,” measures 23-29 

Measures 23 to 29 are an example of one of the longer passages of false harmonics. In 

passages where only a couple beats of false harmonics appear, the same ideas for practicing and 

playing can be used. 

 Flair 

Paganini is known to have been a free-spirited violinist in addition to being a virtuosic 

one, often employing improvisation in his performances. In 1816, Paganini and Charles Philippe 

Lafont, a well-known French violinist, were in Genoa at the same time and Lafont invited 

Paganini to play on a concert with him.64 By Paganini’s own account: 

We each in turn played one of our own compositions, after which we played together the 

“Symphonie concertante” of Kreutzer, for two Violins. In this I did not deviate in the 

least from the author’s text, while we both were playing out own parts; but in the solos I 

yielded to my own imagination, and introduced several novelties, which seemed to annoy 

my adversary.65 

 

Paganini’s penchant for experimentation can be traced back to his earlier years, when as a 

child beginning lessons he “had already conceived a method of fingering and bowing”66 and a 

little later in his studies “was [still] occupied in discovering new effects on his instrument.”67 

 

64 Fetis, 39-40. 

65 Fetis, 40. 

66 Fetis, 27. 

67 Fetis, 29. 
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With this in mind, one is able to approach Paganini’s music from the same standpoint, 

especially a piece like “Moses Fantasy” where the form is a theme and variations. The intention 

is to take a theme and embellish it in many different ways. 

The first 45 measures serve as an introduction, yet include subtle variational ideas 

already. The theme is stated first in C minor, then in E-flat major, again in C minor but an octave 

higher than the first time, returns in E-flat major but with false harmonics, and finally in C major 

in the same octave as it was first stated. Paganini ends this introductory section with a brief 

cadenza starting at measure 41. It is in the cadenza where one is first able to take after Paganini 

and make it one’s own. 

The next section (measures 46 to 61) is entitled “Thema,” although this is a variation of 

sorts on the introduction. (The following variations; however, do vary the structure shown in the 

“Thema” section.) Each measure has an element of embellishment where one can be more 

playful with the music: 

46  grace note D-sharp to E 

47  E to harmonic G and D to harmonic G 

48  the double down bow on beats two and three 

49  beat four can be stretched or quickened, or both 

50-51  repeat of measures 46-47, but with a ritardando in m. 51 

52  a run of notes in a tempo, serves as a flourish at the end of “Thema” 

For the grace notes, each can be played with a more lilting quality as opposed to a 

measured pickup into the melodic note. Sliding more intentionally (lingering on the note before 

the harmonic slightly longer) into the harmonic G with a tossing motion and quick release at the 

moment the harmonic sounds will impart a jaunty mood. Taking a retake in the middle of bar 48 
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creates auditory separation, and in turn emphasis on those notes, as well as visual intrigue. 

Playing with tempo in measures 49 to 51 will keep the listener from knowing exactly what to 

expect, and thus more engaged. The run in measure 52 is accompanied by an a tempo instruction; 

however, a little accelerando through the final beats creates forward motion into the concluding 

notes and makes them sound like more of an arrival point. 
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Chapter 3 - Sonata in D Minor by Johannes Brahms 

 Biography of Johannes Brahms 

Johannes Brahms was born on May 7, 1833 to Johann Jakob and Johanna Henrike 

Christiane Nissen, the second of three children including an older sister and younger brother.68 

The Brahms family was not wealthy, and in fact lived in a poverty-stricken area69, but despite 

this, “peace and cheerfulness prevailed in the Brahms household.”70 Brahms expressed interest in 

music as a young boy. At first, his father would have preferred for him to play a stringed 

instrument as he had done, but at age seven, ‘Hannes (as he was nicknamed) “insisted that he 

wanted to be taught piano.”71 His first teacher, Friedrich Wilhelm Cossel, instilled a sense of 

musicality in him from the beginning: “He was never satisfied with mere brilliance of execution; 

every little phrase had to express an inward experience.”72 

This exposure to expression, to music as a conduit of emotion, in Brahms’ early life and 

musical career clearly impacted how he approached composing. 

Three years into his lessons, Brahms was already performing concerts with chamber 

ensembles.73 That same year, 1843, Cossel conceded that he had no more to teach Brahms and 

recommended him to Eduard Marxsen74, who was his own teacher.75 Where Cossel believed 

 

68 Karl Geiringer, Brahms, His life and Work, trans. by H.B. Weiner and Bernard Miall (G. Allen & Unwin, 1936), 

19. 

69 Walter Niemann, Brahms, trans. by Catherine Alison Phillips (Tudor Publishing Company, 1945), 8. 

70 Geiringer, 26. 

71 Geiringer, 31. 

72 Geiringer, 32. 

73 Ibid. 

74 Geiringer, 33. 

75 Geiringer, 32. 



24 

composing would hinder Brahms progress and Johann Jakob saw it as futile employment,76 

Marxsen rather encouraged it and instructed him in theory.77 

Perhaps the most profound and impactful moment of Brahms’ career was his meeting and 

friendship with the Schumanns. Brahms traveled to the Schumanns’ home in 1853 to introduce 

himself and his music.78 The Schumanns were immediately taken with Brahms, writing about 

their initial impressions of him in their diaries. Of him, Clara wrote: 

Here again is one who comes as if sent from God! He played…[with] depth of feeling 

and mastery of form…It is truly moving to behold him at the piano…his fine hand easily 

overcome [] the greatest difficulties…A great future lies before him…”79 

 

Robert wrote his thoughts more concisely: “Visit from Brahms (a genius).”80 

Brahms enjoyed a highly fruitful career and is well known today among trained 

musicians and laymen listeners alike. He died in Vienna on April 3, 1897. 

 Background of the Piece 

The sonata’s composition is likely to have begun in 188681; however, the manuscript for 

the sonata was first sent to Elizabeth von Herzongenberg on October 21, 1888.82 Herzongenberg 

and violinist Amanda Rontgen played it together, sending Brahms accolades for it afterward.83 

The sonata was sent to others, Clara Schumann among them, and “played on several occasions 

 

76 Niemann, 11. 

77 Geiringer, 33. 

78 Jan Swafford, Johannes Brahms: A Biography, (Alfred A. Knopf, 1997), 76. 

79 Swafford, 77. 

80 Ibid. 

81 Timothy Judd, “Brahms’ Violin Sonata No. 3 in D Minor: Tempestuous and Dramatic,” The Listeners’ Club, 

published May 15, 2024. https://thelistenersclub.com/2024/05/15/brahms-violin-sonata-no-3-in-d-minor-

tempestuous-and-dramatic/. 

82 Barenreiter urtext preface page II 

83 Ibid. 
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before publication.”84 It was received well by all who heard it. Brahms wrote to his published 

notifying him that he would send the manuscript on February 18, 1889; however, it is unknown 

when exactly the sonata was published since no original manuscripts have survived over time.85 

This also makes it difficult to determine how many changes Brahms made across revisions, but 

the presence of fingerings and articulation markings show that a violinist aided in the resulting 

product.86 Brahms and Jeno Hubay premiered the piece in 188887 and by April 1889 it was 

published.88 

In his article about the sonata, Timothy Judd describes it as “the most tempestuous and 

dramatic” of Brahms’ violin sonatas.89 Of it, Niemann says: 

…the first two sonatas may possess a greater psychological subtlety, a more tenderly 

intimate quality of style and composition, but the greater effectiveness and power of 

gripping an audience belong to the Third.90 

 

Brahms’ talent for conveying a high level of emotionality through his music is certainly a 

shining feature in his third sonata. 

 Discussion of Form 

This is a sonata, so it is expected that sonata form will show up somewhere. In the first 

movement, theme one opens the piece, theme two appears in measure 48, the exposition ends 

and the development begins in measure 84, and then the recapitulation occurs in measure 130 

 

84 Ibid., III. 

85 Ibid., IV. 

86 Ibid., IV-V. 

87 Judd, “Brahms’ Violin Sonata No.3.” 

88 Barenreiter, V. 

89 Judd, “Brahms’ Violin Sonata No.3.” 

90 Niemann, 261. 
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after which the structure of the first 129 measures is repeated with slight differences and 

additions. 

 
Figure 7 - Brahms Sonata in D Minor, movement I, measures 48-51, theme 2 appears in the 

upper voice of the piano part 

 

 

Figure 8 - Brahms Sonata in D Minor, movement I, measures 130-134, recapitulation 

The second movement, a cantilena,91 or lullaby, has three distinct sections that borrow 

melodic ideas from each other. The ordering of material from measures 1 to 36 is reflected in 

measures 37 to 56. Then measures 57 to 65 are structured similarly to the latter half of the first 

section (measures 19 to 28). Measure 66 acts as a transitional bar to restate the opening melody 

and close out the movement. 

In movement three, measures 1 to 25 split the opening theme between the violin and 

piano. Interestingly, the theme begins in the piano part with the violin playing the 

 

91 Niemann, 260. 
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accompaniment. The theme repeats measure 29 with the violin playing both halves and ends 

roughly at measure 53 where it gets developed a little bit. The piano states the staccato eighth 

notes from the theme in measures 69 to 71, then the violin brings them back in measures 91 to 93 

and again in measure 99 to 101 as a sort of false recapitulation. The opening structure returns 

fully in measure 119 with the piano taking the melody again and the violin the accompaniment, 

this time with pizzicato. Measure 143 deviates from the beginning and leads into the closing 

material at measure 155, where the staccato eighth notes from the theme are repeated for several 

bars until the piece ends with a hushed run in the violin and short eighth notes in the last two bars 

that act as a musical period for the movement. 

The fourth movement’s theme begins with a four-bar introduction (starting on the 

dominant and going to tonic in D minor) leading to an almost exact inversion of the opening 

theme from the first movement: a falling fourth followed by a rising minor second. This first 

thematic material shows up again in measures 114 and 293; measure 114 marks the 

recapitulation, measure 293 marks the start of the closing material. The second theme appears in 

the piano part at measure 39. The violin joins the piano in measure 50 and takes over theme two 

by measure 55. Developmental material gets started in the piano part in measure 73, is taken over 

by the violin in measure 77, and leads to the statement of the opening introduction (this time with 

E major and C major) and melody in measure 114. Brahms mirrors the first 113 bars in structure 

and ends the piece shortly after the repetition of the opening in measure 293. 
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Figure 9 - Brahms Sonata in D Minor, movement IV, measures 1-16 shows opening 

introduction and theme 

 Performance Guide 

The following section discusses performance considerations for sections in the first and 

second movements of Brahms’s Sonata in D Minor for violin, with a few techniques that can be 

generalized across Brahms’ music. 

 Movement I 

 Bariolage 

In the eighth note passages with string crossings, measures 84 to 87 and 96 to 107 for 

example, the following is a proposed way of practicing in order to get the intended style across to 

the audience. 

The first task is to get the notes in the ear and left hand, that way one may focus on the 

bow control aspect of these passages. This can be done through ignoring the printed rhythm and 

bowings and simply playing the notes. Depending on one’s skill level, one may start by using 

one full bow length per two beats and work up to one bow per measure, which will cover most of 

the passage, and finally the written bowing of two measures in a bow at the beginning of the 

theme and later in measures 122 to 127. (Of course, splitting the bow for other interpretive 

purposes or ease of playing is an option as well.) 
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Once the notes are mostly learned and in the hand, one can focus on the bow. For 

evenness within string crossings, the primary methods I used are rhythms and what I will refer to 

as “marking the bow.” 

Practicing in rhythms involves selecting a segment of an eighth note passage to practice 

and playing two adjacent eighth notes first as a dotted eight to sixteenth note, then as a sixteenth 

to a dotted eight note. 

 
Figure 10 - Bariolage in Brahms Sonata in D minor, measures 84-87 

This can be done for any passage in which one would like to improve evenness of playing 

but works especially well when contending with multiple string crossings or fast runs of notes. 

Note that this is useful for individual hand evenness and coordination between both hands. 

Marking the bow is a way to achieve an equal distribution of bow length for each note. 

This amounts to playing with exaggerated separation between each note (i.e., the martelé bow 

stroke) and additional bursts of pressure from the index finger of the right hand at the beginning 

of each note. 

 Exercise - Marking the Bow 

Select a short passage (two to four measures) of bariolage. Start by setting a metronome 

to 80 beats per minute and playing each note as a quarter note (i.e. lining up with the metronome) 

with the correct bow direction. Each note should have an audibly clear starting point and be 

played in tune. The goal is to make note of how much bow length is needed to play all the notes 

in the slur. One should gradually move to using a portato bow stroke and increase the tempo as 

equal bow distribution is achieved at a given metronome marking. 
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 The “Hairpin” 

The crescendo immediately followed by a decrescendo marking that Brahms uses, 

colloquially known as a “hairpin,” is his way of directing the performer in how to phrase a given 

note or group of notes. From the first few lines of the violin part, Brahms’s ample use of the 

hairpin technique is evident. 

 

Figure 11 - Brahms Sonata in D minor violin part. Note there are 10 hairpin markings in 

the first 23 measures 

This is achieved with the bow by adding weight through the crescendo and to the peak of 

the hairpin, then releasing weight in the decrescendo of the hairpin. One should begin practicing 

this on open strings, paying close attention to start by moving the bow slowly, increasing speed 

and weight as one moves toward the middle of the bow, then incrementally decreasing in speed 

and weight as one reaches the tip (or frog, if on an up bow) of the bow. 
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 Hemiolas 

 
Figure 12 - An example of Brahms’s hemiola in measures 30-33 and again in 34-37 

From measures 30 to 37 Brahms applies a hemiola effect in two different ways. He first 

shifts the beat in measure 30 by a dotted quarter note, creating a sort of swing rhythm by 

elongating the latter half of the measure (the “and” of one through beat four). In measure 34, beat 

two in the violin line is higher in register, thus more easily heard, thus seems like it is on beat 

one. This comes back in the fourth movement for a greater length of time. It starts in measure 

142 and continues until the restatement of the opening descending fourth to ascending minor 

second in measure 172 and 173.  

 
Figure 13 - Brahms Sonata in D minor, movement IV, measures 141 to 155, passage of 

hemiola 

This is something Brahms does throughout this sonata in both the solo violin part and the 

accompanying piano part. 
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 The Sforzando 

Characteristic of Brahms’ writing is the sforzando. This stylistic dynamic direction can 

be seen numerous times in his sonata. In Owen and Da Costa’s practice commentary, they 

describe the sforzando as “an emphatic accent often accompanied by sudden intense vibrato on 

strings, or emphatic (swift) arpeggiation on piano.” In practice, this means using the index finger 

on the right hand to add more weight into the string at the moment of an sf marking to briefly 

stop the bow on the string before pulling the string. An example of where to employ this can be 

seen in measure 62. 

 

Figure 14 - Brahms Sonata in D minor, movement I, sforzando example 

This particular type of sforzando is in the middle of a hairpin. Of this, Owen and Da 

Costa say that it “suggests both dynamic nuance with forceful emphasis as well as noticeable 

lingering…followed by relation of tempo.”92 

 

  

 

92 Barenreiter, Brahms Sonata in D Minor. 
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All of these ideas are encapsulated in the opening bars of Brahms’ Piano Quintet in F 

minor: the dominant rising to tonic in the melody, hairpin directions, and sforzandos. 

 
Figure 15 - Brahms starts on the dominant and moves to the tonic in measure 2 

 
Figure 16 - Brahms Quintet in F minor, sol to do in melody 
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Figure 17 - Brahms Quintet in F minor, measure 4 hairpin 

 

Figure 18 - Brahms Quintet in F minor, movement 1, fz marking in measures 8-9 of the 

string parts 
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 Movement II 

This movement is commonly performed sul G as much as possible. The first time one 

moves to a different string occurs in measure 20 as the notes walk up to the first major moment 

of the piece (marked by the crescendo to the double stop). The ascending note pattern includes 

tritones, which create this downward pulling tension: the F-sharp to E in measure 19; the C to B 

in measure 20; and the G-sharp to F-sharp in measure 21. 

Brahms writes this movement in the parallel major key, and the overall effect is one of 

sweetness with a hint of melancholy. The music itself inherently communicates these ideas, but 

to achieve this throughout, one must be careful to observe dynamics, especially identifying 

where there are peaks in the music, and use wider vibrato. 

Climactic moments are clearly marked by a crescendo leading to a forte, as well as the 

note patterns being similar. 

 
Figure 19 - Brahms movement II, measure 21, first peak moment 

 
Figure 20 - Brahms movement II, measures 53 and 59, second and third peak moments 

The crescendo requires more bow weight as one moves through the phrase. This 

movement is at a slower tempo, so it may be difficult to achieve playing the whole two bar 
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crescendo with a single bow length. Because of this, it is acceptable practice to split the bow. 

One may do this a couple different ways: 

1. Play the tie into the downbeat with a down bow, take an up on the “and” of beat one, 

down bow on the first three sixteenth notes of the next measure, up on the final three 

sixteenths. 

2. Similar to the first option, use a down bow to get into the measure, take an up bow on 

the second sixteenth, then group the next four sixteenth notes in a bow (the “and” of 

one to beat three), then the next (“and” of three into “and” of two), then take an up on 

the final three sixteenth notes. 

 
Figure 21 - Brahms Sonata in D minor, movement II, bowing option 

3. One may also choose to separate the final two sixteenth notes leading to the climactic 

moment on the chord. This could look like getting into the sixteenths with an up bow, 

taking a down on the “and” of one and through the first measure, an up on the first 

four sixteenths of the second measure, then down on beat three of the second 

measure, up on the “and” of three right before the chord. 

In all cases, the chord on the forte will be played with a down bow.  
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Chapter 4 - Shelter Island by Xavier Foley 

 Biography of Xavier Foley 

Xavier Dubois Foley, born in 1994, is a bassist and composer. Foley grew up in the 

Atlanta, Georgia area, first living in Dekalb County, then in East Cobb by the time he was 

middle school age.93 Foley first became interested in music because he would hear his brother 

practicing the piano.94 He started learning piano around age 8, but eventually dropped it because 

he struggled to play “two lines at once.”95 It was in middle school that Foley’s orchestra teacher 

introduced him to the double bass.96 The size of the instrument and sound appealed to him.97 

From then on, Foley was set on learning the bass. (Although, he did once consider leaving music 

for business after losing in a bass competition.98) He joined the Atlanta Symphony Youth 

Orchestra and participated in a variety of solo competitions (including the Sphinx Competition 

and International Society of Bassists competition).99 He had an inclination toward composition 

during his time in the youth symphony – he would often play the other parts of the orchestra or 

“improv off the theme of some orchestral work,” which prompted him to seek out transcribed 

pieces and enter solo competitions.100 

 

93 “Xavier Foley | interview + performance,” posted June 24, 2025, by Double Bass HQ, Youtube, 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=v83mJG9yJ8A.  

94 Ibid.  

95 Ibid.  

96 Ibid.  

97 Ibid.  

98 Ibid.  

99 Ibid. 

100 Ibid. 
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From 2011-2016 he attended the Curtis Institute of Music studying double bass 

performance under Hal Robinson and Edgar Meyer.101 Robinson and Meyer are two well-known 

bassists, with Meyer being a prolific composer as well. Foley arrived at Curtis as a 17-year-old 

and “almost got kicked out of the school” for his proclivity to spend time by himself, seemingly 

avoiding socializing with other students, and lack of communication skills.102 He attributes this 

to his young age, saying that “[he] was technically in high school” still when he started 

college.103 Robinson even informed him that he was “on probation” and would need to change if 

he wanted to stay at the school.104 Foley looks back on this experience as a transformative one, 

grateful that Robinson was honest, and that he then took the time to get to know Foley and his 

background before taking immediate action.105 

At Curtis, Foley “ran out of rep to play,” so he began composing his own music as a 

solution to this issue.106 The first work that he finished and published was “Irish Fantasy,” 

wherein he strived to combine Irish folk style with fiddle/bluegrass music and rock.107 Foley’s 

tendency to meld varying types of music comes from the fact that “Edgar Meyer is one of [his] 

biggest inspirations [and Meyer] would combine different styles” in a single work.108 Initially, 

composing “took forever” – he started with a theme and variations approach, then got curious 

 

101 “My Curtis Institute of Music Experience,” posted August 20, 2025, by Xavier Foley, Youtube, 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=EjpZ0bhMy8U&t=251s. 

102 Ibid. 

103 Ibid. 

104 Ibid. 

105 Ibid. 

106 Double Bass HQ, Foley interview. 

107 Ibid. 

108 Ibid. 
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about what he could combine with it style-wise, and kept adding material in that way.109 With 

Irish Fantasy in particular, he noticed similarities between the Irish jig and elements of bluegrass 

music, and thus meshed the two.110 Foley has since “made a system” for composing: 

I start with the theme, then…I say what else can I find that’s different that I can 

find and make a connection.111 

On his website, Foley sells music, clothing, bass bows of his own design, offers a few 

instructional videos for the bass, and posts blog entries. His YouTube channel also features him 

playing his own etudes, which he says he writes as a way of “seeing how [he] can push [his] 

boundaries” and challenge himself.112 As of June 24, 2025, Foley self-reports as to having 

composed “forty to fifty” works.113 

 Awards, Recognition, and Participation 

While in Marietta, he did “youth orchestras [and] music festivals”, he participated in 

“Sewanee Music Festival, Eastern Music Festival, Aston [Magna] Music Festival.”114 He was 

involved in the Perlman Music Program, which takes place on Shelter Island. Has written several 

commissioned works for the Julliard Pre-College115, Carnegie Hall and the Sphinx 

 

109 Ibid. 

110 Double Bass HQ, Foley interview. 

111 Ibid.  

112 Ibid. 

113 Ibid. 

114 Xavier Foley, “Curtis Institute Experience.”  

115 “Xavier Foley - "Latin Paradise" for double bass & piano w/ Angie Zhang on Piano,” posted March 1, 2022, by 

Xavier Foley, Youtube, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Y20f5gxI8xg. 
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Organization.116 In 2018, Foley won the Avery Fisher Career Grant.117 Also in 2018, he had two 

debut recitals: one at Merkin Concert Hall in New York, the other at Terrace Theater in 

Washington, DC’s Kennedy Center.118 

Foley has been involved in several chamber ensembles as well at the following festivals: 

Marlboro Music Festival; Tippet Rise Music Festival (Fishtail, MT); Bridgehampton Festival; 

Skaneateles Festival; New Asia Chamber Music Society (Philadelphia, PA); South Mountain 

Concerts; Wolf Trap; Jupiter Chamber Players (New York).119 He has also appeared on at least 

one news channel.120 

 Performance Guide 

The following is a guide for performance considerations of Xavier Foley’s violin and 

bass duet “Shelter Island.” 

 Style 

Foley has explored several different styles among his compositions. There is not one 

particular style that he composes within. His solo bass work entitled “Freedom” is a short, jazzy 

piece wherein the bass seems to sound like a guitar riffing. 

“Irish Fantasy” borrows its main melodic theme directly from a 17th century Irish folk 

song by Turlough O’Carolan called “The Clergy’s Lamentation” (sometimes also referred to as 

“The Clergyman’s Lamentation”), so it more distinctly has Irish influences. In his rendition of 

 

116 “Xavier Dubois Foley – Biography,” Atlanta Symphony Orchestra, accessed February 11, 2026, 

https://www.aso.org/artists/detail/composer-xavier-dubois-foley.  

117 Ibid.  

118 Atlanta Symphony Orchestra, Foley biography.  

119 Ibid.  

120 “Xavier Foley – The Dance,” posted January 4, 2026, by Xavier Foley, Youtube,  

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=JLA47J_q66o. 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=JLA47J_q66o
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the melody, Foley increases the tempo and has a section where he varies the melody using rock 

influences. 

Shelter Island is not Foley’s only composition for violin and bass duo: he also has works 

“An Ode to Our Times,” “Cranberry Juice,” “The Bear Chase,” and a few others. His 

composition “Lost Child” shares a theme with “Shelter Island.” The performance videos were 

published around the same time – “Shelter Island” being published on June 24, 2021 and Lost 

Child on July 16, 2021 – and Foley’s website doesn’t give the publishing date information, so it 

is unclear as to whether the slow theme in “Shelter Island” is taken from “Lost Child” or vice 

versa. 

Often in his performances, he will add glissandi that are not written in his scores. This is 

demonstrated in his performances of “Lost Child”121 and “Shelter Island.”122 

In preparation for my recital and this guide, I referenced the performance video with 

Randall Goosby to inform my approach to playing this piece. Since Foley is a performer in the 

video, I assume this recording is the optimal way in which he wants his piece to be played; i.e., 

he and Goosby performed it the way Foley imagined it should be played. All interpretive 

elements I add have been inspired by the practices done in the video. 

In the “Shelter Island” performance video with Randall Goosby, it is visually and audibly 

clear that Goosby uses a harmonic to glissando into the A with a swinging effect, though this is 

not explicitly stated to do in the score. This effect is achieved by playing each E with fourth 

finger and shifting to fourth position to play the harmonic, gradually releasing pressure on the 

 

121 “Xavier Foley – “Lost Child”,” posted July 26, 2021, by Xavier Foley, Youtube, 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=idpA-rbhPyk. 

122 “Randall Goosby, Xavier Dubois Foley - Foley: Shelter Island,” posted June 24, 2021, by Randall Goosby, 

Youtube, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=xu4Pvmddsp0.  



42 

string from stopped pitch to harmonic level, and releasing the finger completely when the 

harmonic sounds but keeping the bow moving for slightly longer after the finger is released. 

 
Figure 22 - Fourth finger on E with a glissando into the harmonic A on the A string with a 

tossing motion in the left hand creates the swing/toss effect 

In fact, besides the occasional dynamic and tempo markings, there are no written 

instructions for how Foley would like the performer to play his piece. Eight specific glissandi 

markings appear in the violin part; however, many more than that present themselves in the 

performance. 

Shelter Island seems to take influence from folk and blues music (a report from The Strad 

calls it “bluegrass/R&B-inspired”123) with its relaxed beat and inherent twang, as well as the 

numerous uses of sliding into pitches, which could be seen as imitating a harmonica. 

 
Figure 23 - Goosby slides into the highlighted notes though nothing is written to indicate 

one should do that. The slides are less noticeable, if present at all, as the rhythm increases 

 

123 “Randall Goosby: Roots,” Charlotte Gardner, The Strad, published June 20, 2021, 

https://www.thestrad.com/reviews/randall-goosby-roots/13189.article. 
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Goosby’s interpretation of where to place glissandos can be used as a base for other 

interpretations. Often in his performances, Foley will add glissandi that are not written in his 

scores. This is demonstrated in his performances of “Lost Child”124 and “Shelter Island.”125 

Since he does this himself, it can be assumed that the performer is free to interpret and perform 

his music in a similar manner. 

 
Figure 24 - Written in are places where Goosby accents notes yet no accents are printed 

The emphasis Goosby places on particular pitches in measures 110 to 117 can also be 

treated as a baseline for how to interpret and play this passage. 

  

 

124 Foley, “Lost Child.”  

125 Goosby and Foley, “Shelter Island.”  
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Chapter 5 - Conclusion 

The preceding practices can – and are intended to – be applied to similar passages in 

other works one might play. As an example, the collé bow stroke discussed in the chapter on 

Biber is a foundational technique in violin playing. Comments on Baroque phrasing and analysis 

in that same chapter can be extrapolated to other Baroque pieces one may come across. For 

violinists, this will likely be first applicable to Bach’s sonatas and partitas. In the second chapter, 

the right-hand activation exercise is intended to be done at the start of any practice session. It 

offers a focused way of engaging the bow hand and arm which will help ingrain bow technique 

in one’s muscle memory. The sul G exercise in that chapter can also be taken further to include 

runs along the G string to improve dexterity and comfortability along the lowest string. Playing 

in high positions on only the G string will also make playing in high positions on other strings 

easier and more approachable. Practices in the first two chapters can be applied to the Brahms, of 

course, and practices in Chapter 3 can be generalized to open string practice to further assist in 

learning those right-hand skills. The discussion of style in Chapter 4 is relevant to informing the 

performance of any jazzy, bluegrass piece, so ideas from Foley and Goosby’s performance video 

can be extended to similar works. 

As far as how this report informed my own practice habits, placing each piece within its 

respective musical time period and style was the most beneficial, particularly for the pieces 

which were more removed from my usual style of playing. Without knowledge of Baroque era 

performance practices and differences in the physical construction of the instrument and bow, I 

perhaps would have played the “Passacaglia” with a more Romantic approach, especially in my 

treatment of the chords and my use of vibrato. “Shelter Island” was outside of my typical playing 

style as well, so learning about Foley’s performance practices and compositional influences 
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helped me to more intuitively add jazzy elements to places in the music where no instructional 

markings were written. 

In researching this report, I have developed a template to inform my practice for future 

pieces I wish to play. The musical period of the work, as well as a thorough understanding of the 

composer’s compositional tendencies and influences, will all serve to shape my practice in 

preparation for performance. 

The sections discussed were chosen based on their difficulty and/or novelty to the author, 

so future guidance for these pieces could cover aspects of the pieces that another finds difficult 

or particularly important to explore in depth. 
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