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Hailed by The Daily Camera as “a massive talent
with astonishing dynamic and expressive range”,
Li Chuanyun is one of the foremost violinists of
his generation. Li studied with Professor Lin Yaoji,
from the Central Conservatory of Music in Beijing
for 10 years, before studying at the Juilliard with
a full scholarship under Dorothy DelLay and Itzhak
Perlman. Li participated in the Aspen Music
Festival for six consecutive years and furthered
his studies with DeLay and Kurt Sassmannshaus
at the College-Conservatory of Music, University
of Cincinnati, and later with Joey Corpus in New
York, with the support of the Clarisse B Kampel
Foundation. He has won numerous prizes,
including the first prize in the 5th Wieniawski
International Youth Violin Competition at the age
of 11 with a unanimous vote from 20 jurors, and
the Nakamichi Violin Concerto Competition in
Aspen in 1998.

Li tours frequently and extensively in Asia,
Western Europe, North America and Australia,
appearing as soloist in performances with famous
orchestras such as the Rotterdam Philharmonic
under Valery Gergiev, the Detroit Symphony under
Neeme Jarvi, the Hong Kong Philharmonic under
Edo de Waart and Jiri Belohlavek, the Singapore
Symphony under Lan Shui, as well as all the major
orchestras and leading conductors from China.

Li performed the solo violin part for the original
soundtrack of Chen Kaige’s movie Together
(2002), praised by the Washington Post for “his
ethereal playing...” which gave “the movie such a
magnificent aural backdrop”. In 2004, Li appeared
in a Radio Television Hong Kong documentary
series on outstanding young Chinese musicians
along with Lang Lang, Yundi Li, Wang Jian, Zhang
Xuan and others.
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In 2008, Li was recipient of the Chinese Gold
Record Award and the Award for Best Artist
2007/08. In 2009, he won the Best Artist
(2008 Music) Award from the Hong Kong Arts
Development Council.

Li has recorded several CDs and DVDs. The
CDs include Paganini’s complete 24 Caprices,
recorded when he was 15, Prophetic Bird, Salut
d’Amour and The Soul of Violin with pianist
Robert Koenig; the DVDs include La Ronde Des
Lutins and Stradivari Campaign. Li is a standard
music stage artist.
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Programme i B
3 March 2010 (Wednesday)

Eugéne Ysaye (1858 - 1931)

Violin Sonata in D minor,
Op 27, No 3, Ballade

Niccold Paganini (1782 - 1840)

Introduction, Theme and Variations
on Nel cor pit non mi sento, Op 38

24 Caprices, Op 1, Nos 1, 2, 13, 14,
16, 17, 20, 24
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Eugéne Ysaye
Violin Sonata in D minor,
Op 27, No 3, Ballade

The strikingly tall Eugéne Ysaye is indeed a giant
in the history of the violin and a key figure in the
transition from romantic flamboyance to a more
austere, modern attitude toward musicianship.
The sensitive use of vibrato became a signature
of Ysaye’s style. In addition to his brilliant career
as a soloist, the Belgian violinist helped shape
generations of influential violinists through his
teaching, promoted new music, and proved to
be a gifted conductor. Later, as declining health
prevented him from performing, he turned
increasingly to composition.

Ysaye was inspired to write his best-known
work — the six sonatas for unaccompanied
violin — in a single burst of inspiration after
hearing the younger Hungarian violinist Joseph
Szigeti perform one of Bach’s sonatas for solo
violin. He resolved to illustrate how technique
and style had evolved since Bach, whose works
served as a model. Ysaye even quotes directly
from Bach in the second sonata, while aspects of
Bach’s melodic shaping can be heard in the single-
movement Sonata No 3 (subtitled “Ballade”).

Each of the Op 27 sonatas is dedicated to a
prominent younger violinist, with a nod to his
individual style. “Ballade” is a tribute to the
Romanian violinist and composer George Enescu
(1881-1955). An introspective opening — in the
form of a monologue — ascends through enigmatic
whole-tone harmonies and eventually solidifies in
a vigorous motif using grandiose double stops and
building to a climax of breathtaking power.
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Niccold Paganini
Introduction, Theme and Variations
on Nel cor pit non mi sento, Op 38

Like Ysaye, Paganini emerged as a violin prodigy,
seeming to transcend what had come before. He
likewise brought an imposing physical presence to
the stage, although, in Paganini’s case, the sense
of superhuman skill at his command triggered
rumours of diabolical dealings and made him
a quintessentially dark, Byronic hero of the
instrument.

Yet it is the charming side of Paganini’'s magnetic
personality that is on display in this set of
variations. Paganini often turned to this form of
composition, whether elaborating on his friend
Rossini’s melodies or, here, in a variation on
a simple but catchy tune in 6/8 from Giovanni
Paisiello’s La Molinara, a romantic comedy written
in 1788 (this tune was originally an operatic love
duet, and Beethoven also wrote a set of piano
variations on the same tune).

The essential fascination of the piece comes
in the technical wizardry with which Paganini
transforms the folk-like tune. He delays its
entrance with a teasing, whimsical introduction.
The theme — already tricked out with ornaments
and pizzicato accompaniment — then undergoes
seven makeovers, each based on different virtuoso
techniques, such as acrobatic harmonics, left-hand
pizzicato mixed with featherweight bowing, and
rapidfire arpeggio figurations. The sixth variation
turns to the minor for a yearning, melancholy
meditation. However, the tune’s cheerfulness is
irrepressible, and Paganini packs a final flourish —
full of delightful surprise — into a brief coda.
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Niccold Paganini
24 Caprices, Op 1

A young prodigy in an era of traumatic and rapid
change, Paganini helped redefine the identity of a
virtuoso performer in the guise of the new spirit of
romanticism. He anticipated the intense charisma
that would later be generated by performers
such as Liszt (who was inspired to groom himself
as “the Paganini of the piano” after witnessing
the violinist in concert) and rock superstars of
our time.

In addition to the sheer genius of his unprecedented
technique, Paganini awed audiences by playing
his music from memory — giving the illusion of
spontaneous inspiration. In fact, he jealously
guarded the secrets of his scores and rarely
published them so as to keep their performance
exclusive. However, in 1820 Paganini issued his
set of 24 Caprices for Solo Violin — which he
had mostly written during his youth in the first
decade of the 19th century — as his Op 1. The
whole cycle encompasses the phenomenal new
horizons of violin technique and expression that
Paganini opened up. The extreme nature of some
of his technical demands suggests a radically
new concept of the instrument, one far outside
the bounds of classical tradition. The Caprices
remain some of the ultimate challenges in the solo
violin repertoire.

The idea of a cycle of virtuoso pieces — each of
which marries a particular technical aspect with
different moods to create expressive miniatures —
would influence Chopin in his sets of Etudes.
Even more than the Etudes, individual Caprices
are often performed by themselves, apart from
the whole cycle. Each has a completely distinct
character, which is captured in some cases by
nicknames. The selection that Li Chuanyun
has chosen gives a good sense of the gamut of
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techniques deployed by Paganini (which require
painstaking preparation to avoid injury).

Different types of bowing are called for in the
restless arpeggios of No 1 (bouncy ricochet
bowing) and in No 2 (the sonorous one-note-
per-bow of détaché). No 4 uses majestic multiple
stops, while No 9 (known as “the Hunt”) is a
characteristic example of Paganini’'s uncanny
ability to mimic sounds with the violin: here,
a dialogue between flutes and horns (Bach,
by contrast, keeps to the parameters of the
instrument itself). Notorious (and appropriately
numbered), No 13 is known as the “Devil’s
Laughter”. The eerie laughter is made even more
ominous by the contrasting, volatile middle
part, while the technical control demanded in
the whirlwind No 16 is truly demonic. Another
“illustrative” Caprice is heard in No 14’s mock
military fanfare of brass, set against multiple
stops. In No 17 Paganini develops a sense of
conversation between different registers, using
fingered octaves in the middle. The apparent
simplicity with which No 20 opens is offset by
high-flying trills and precise staccato.

Most celebrated of all is the final, A minor
Caprice No 24, which is itself a compendium of
techniques and presents a theme with eleven
variations. Paganini’s theme has long haunted
later composers, inspiring a wide range of
subsequent variations by the likes of Brahms and
Rachmaninoff.

Programme notes by Thomas May
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4 March 2010 (Thursday)

Johann Sebastian Bach (1685 - 1750)

Violin Sonata No 1 in G minor,
BWV1001

Adagio

Fugue

Siciliana

Presto

Niccold Paganini (1782 - 1840)

24 Caprices, Op 1, Nos 1, 2, 4,9,
13, 14, 16, 24

For programme notes please refer to p12 to p13.
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Johann Sebastian Bach

Violin Sonata No 1 in G minor,
BWV1001

Bach’s genius as a performer is usually associated
with the organ and keyboard, however, he also
enjoyed playing the violin and according to his
son, “understood to perfection the possibilities of
all stringed instruments”.

Bach’s compositions for solo violin and cello are
proof of this. He likely considered his six works for
solo violin (consisting of three sonatas and three
partitas) as forming a single collection. The six
Cello Suites further complement them as part of
an encyclopaedic exploration on the limits of this
form of unaccompanied music.

Bach prepared a complete manuscript of the solo
violin works in 1720 (not published until 1802).
This was during Bach’s period of service with the
princely court at Céthen, when he was able to
concentrate on instrumental composition. Each of
the three sonatas follows the old-fashioned “church
sonata” pattern (four movements in the sequence
slow —fast —slow —fast). Alternating between
them are three partitas, which are collections of
movements based on dance types.

The first two movements of the G minor Sonata
form a pair along the model of an Adagio
prelude and Fugue (splitting, Shiva-like, into
four differentiated voices). The lilting grace
of the third-movement Siciliana in turn leads
to a dazzling Presto finale. Unlike orchestral
music — where an ensemble strives to sound as
one — these pieces build the illusion of a single
player being more than one, particularly in filling
out the melodic line of the slow movements.
Although long misunderstood as merely technical
exercises, Bach’s works for solo violin and cello
create a self-contained universe and invite an
inexhaustible range of interpretations.
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5 March 2010 (8pm, Friday)

Eugene Ysaye (1858 - 1931)

Violin Sonata in D minor,
Op 27, No 3, Ballade*

Niccold Paganini (1782 - 1840)
Introduction, Theme and Variations on
Nel cor piti non mi sento, Op 38*

24 Caprices, Op 1, Nos 1, 13, 14, 16,
17,20, 24*
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5 March 2010 (10pm, Friday)

Eugéne Ysaye

Violin Sonata in D minor,
Op 27, No 3, Ballade*

John Corigliano (1938 -)

The Red Violin Caprices for Solo Violin:
Theme and Variations

Theme

Variation 1: Presto

Variation 2: Con bravura

Variation 3: Adagio, languid

Variation 4: Slowly con rubato

Variation 5: Presto, pesante

Niccoldo Paganini

24 Caprices, Op 1, Nos 1, 13, 14, 16,
17,20, 24*
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* For programme notes please refer to p10 to p13.
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John Corigliano

The Red Violin Caprice for Solo Violin:
Theme and Variations

Born into a family of musicians, John Corigliano is
one of the most successful composers in the US.
His music encompasses opera, chamber music,
choral music and stunning symphonies, including
one dedicated to a victim of AIDS.

He has written major film scores (Altered States
and Revolution), and in 1997, won the Academy
Award for his music to The Red Violin, played
by Joshua Bell. The title refers to a violin which
passes through the hands of several owners over
three centuries. The composer explained that the
music — based on a series of chords which take
their own variations — was inspired by his father,
who had been Concertmaster of the New York
Philharmonic for a quarter of a century.

Later, the composer revised the music several
times, for solo players. His “Caprice” (meaning
that the composer follows his own inspiration,
no rules) begins with a pensive theme from the
movie. This is followed by five variations. The first
demands the virtuosity of a Paganini exercise,
the second, played with great flourish, leads to
the folk-like middle variation. The penultimate
variation is eloquent and mournful, almost like an
operatic aria. The final variation, played as quickly
as humanly possible, is lyrical, but pulls out every
trick in the soloist’s repertoire.

Programme notes by Harry Rolnick
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