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Abstract 

 

In my master`s thesis project, I studied different ways to practise the Sibelius violin concerto to 

become a better violinist.  

The work describes my personal journey with the Sibelius violin concerto: how in one year, I 

studied to play the first movement of the concerto. Through this process and this project, I was able 

to see what my skills as a violinist are and what things I still need to develop. For the study, I got 

help from my colleagues, who are Finnish violinists, and I interviewed them. I was especially 

interested in their technical development during their studies so that I could connect the information 

to my own violin playing. I wanted to improve my technical skills to practise the Sibelius violin 

concerto.  

Other things that I used to study the concerto were literature and recordings to get new ideas and 

support for my thinking. Also, music courses and master classes were important sources of 

information for this investigative work.  

After one year practising the concerto, my technical and musical skills became better. Preparing a 

difficult romantic concerto raised my level as a violinist. Through the videos I made about 

practising the Sibelius violin concerto, it was possible to start to develop my performance skills. All 

the methods and literature I used gave me a more professional view of my violin playing and 

musicianship. After this research, I can start to work with my art now that I have so many useful 

tools for practising and performing.     
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1. Introduction/Background  

 

“Hanna´s dream is to become a good violinist”, one music journalist wrote when he described my 

playing in the local newspaper when I was a child. I had participated in a competition and 

performed a piece by a Polish composer, A. Wronski, called “My Dream”. These words have been 

carrying me during my path as a violinist. I still remember how good it felt that someone from the 

audience had recognized how important music, and especially the violin, was for me. I got the piece 

from my accompanist, a Polish man whose daughter had played it. I understood that the piece was 

very important to him and that somehow he wanted me to play it too. The piece was very 

challenging for me, and I remember that I struggled with it in the first performances. However, I 

kept practising, and with help from my teacher, I managed to make a good performance in the 

competition.  

Playing the Sibelius violin concerto has always been a dream and a goal for me. I felt that only after 

playing it, could I call myself a violinist. Maybe it is a Finnish thing or maybe it is just such a 

violinistic concerto that every Finnish violinist wants to play it at some point. For me, it causes very 

deep feelings, and I finally wanted to make it a part of my repertoire. With the Sibelius violin 

concerto, the same thing happened as with the Polish piece from my childhood. It proved to be very 

challenging, and I did struggle with it during the whole of my last year in the master`s program. 

However, in my life with the violin, I have never been scared to challenge myself, and it turned out 

to be the best decision I have ever made. In the Sibelius violin concerto, you will find all the 

difficulties, technical and musical, that a classical violinist can face during a lifetime, and practising 

the concerto, it really raised my level as a violinist. Every day I took a new, difficult part to handle. 

By being an investigator and an artist at the same time, it made way for a new approach in my 

violin studies. Being forced to think about technical and musical things from different angles in 

getting answers really changed my playing. I believe that for me, the same kind of work will 

continue in the future. 

The Sibelius violin concerto is categorised as a diploma-level piece in higher music education, 

where the pieces are categorised according to different technical and musical difficulty. The A-level 

dibloma in the Sibelius Academy represents the highest technical level and includes virtuosic and 

musically challenging pieces that are often used in violin competitions (Paganini caprices, virtuoso 

pieces, big sonatas, the most difficult solo sonatas by Bach and Ysaÿe, romantic concertos). 1 The 

technical and musical ideas in the romantic concertos demand many years of practising. With the 

Sibelius violin concerto, I feel that the process has just started and that I need all my life to develop 

it. Although I had to make the first movement concert-ready this year, I think of the concerto as a 

project over many years, even though I´m happy with the progress I made this year.  

To develop as artists, we need challenges, but we also need to understand that it takes time to 

develop skills and to understand how we learn. We need to find balance between work and rest so 

that the learning process can be as effective as possible. When watching great artists perform the 

                                                           
 

1 http://www.uniarts.fi/en/degree-requirements-sibelius-academy-level-descriptions-classical-instrument-and-

voice#Violin%20performance%20level%20A%202016 

http://www.uniarts.fi/en/degree-requirements-sibelius-academy-level-descriptions-classical-instrument-and-voice#Violin%20performance%20level%20A%202016
http://www.uniarts.fi/en/degree-requirements-sibelius-academy-level-descriptions-classical-instrument-and-voice#Violin%20performance%20level%20A%202016
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Sibelius violin concerto, there is so much work that has been spent before they take the stage. They 

have probably played the Sibelius concerto for the first time at 20 years old or even younger. They 

have learned the piece under supervision of great professors. They have performed it and then left it 

for a while and turned back to it again after some years. Or maybe it has been part of their touring 

program, so they have performed it many times with different orchestras and conductors. That´s 

why we should never compare ourselves to other musicians. Every path is different, and we need to 

understand the work that is done before great soloists stand on the stage. 

I started my master´s studies when I was 31 years old. For me, the studying time has been very 

rewarding; I already knew things that worked for me, such as how I should practise for results and 

what kind of violinist I wanted to be. During my master´s studies, I was told many times that I 

should start to practise scales. I investigated scale playing through books, interviews, and different 

courses and discovered the possibility that practising scales can be rewarding and even interesting. 

We can use so many different scale-playing techniques (varying bowing technique, left hand 

technique, rhythm, speed, sound, and even musicality) that I started to get excited about playing 

scales. I remember when my professor introduced me to the Galamian scale systems when I was 

seventeen years old (Galamian, 1962). He told me, “Hanna, you can play these scales in a musical 

way”. It was like a relief to me. He understood that I couldn´t enjoy playing without musicality. 

Today, I search different colours, sounds, bow pressures, speeds, and virtuosity when I practise 

scales. 
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2. Aim and research questions 

With this work, I want to become a better violinist by working with the Sibelius violin concerto: to 

notice/see my limits in violin technique and musical performance and then work with those 

limitations.  

I will investigate this area through the following questions: 

What technical and musical skills are needed to perform Sibelius violin concerto? 

How do I develop those skills through practising the concerto? 
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3. Material and Method 

 

3.1. Sibelius Violin Concerto, the work 

The Sibelius violin concerto is said to be very demanding for the soloist. Sibelius himself had a 

dream to become a great violin virtuoso. He said: “Violin overwhelmed me entirely” (Hako, 

Korhonen, p. 80). However, he started his violin studies late, at the age of 14, and never reached 

mastery of the violin. He also was too nervous to become a performing artist. The disappointments 

he felt as a violinist, he processed and transformed into a violin concerto. Among all of the 

nineteenth-century violin concertos, the Sibelius violin concerto is the one most performed and 

recorded. The first public performance was in Helsinki in 1904, and the soloist was Victor Novazék. 

The concerto was criticized as being too difficult. Sibelius revised the concerto, made it a bit easier, 

and changed the instrumentation of the orchestra so that the soloist got more space. The final 

version was first performed 1905 with the soloist Karel Halir and Richard Strauss as a conductor of 

the Berlin Philharmonic Orchestra.     

The work is very romantic in style. The first movement begins with a fragile and rippling 

background in the strings. The solo violin steps in to the picture and starts a wonderful melody. 

According to Sibelius´ wife, Aino, Sibelius played beautiful melodies all night long and was on fire 

with many ideas for the concerto. Directly after the melodic line in the first movement, the violin 

bursts into fast virtuosic passages. The second theme is dark and the ending theme is strong and 

moving. In the second movement, the woodwinds have a dialogue with the solo violin and in my 

opinion, it is one of the most beautiful movements among all of Sibelius` works. The atmosphere is 

warm and emotional. The last movement is like a virtuoso race, without any pauses for the soloist.   

 

3.2. Recordings 

While preparing the concerto, I looked for inspiration by listening to different recordings of great 

violinists on YouTube. The most powerful experience was listening to Maxim Vengerov´s version 

recorded in 2011. His playing represented the ideal of how I would like to perform as a violinist and 

what I, as a musician, would like to communicate to the audience. The playing was very emotional, 

enjoyable, relaxed, vibrant, soulful, and appeared to come from the artist´s heart with great 

expression. He played the concerto almost like an improvisation 

(https://www.youtube.com/results?search_query=maxim+vengerov+sibelius). Another recording 

that I listened to was Japanese violinist Akiko Suwanai´s. The sensitivity, extreme beauty, and 

perfection in her playing spoke to me in a very feminine way. I especially liked how she used the 

bow when creating long lines in the work, and one of her bowings I later did use in my own 

interpretation (https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=yWHvr9kmxI4).  

As a Finnish violinist, I have had the opportunity to follow the International Jean Sibelius Violin 

Competition many times in Helsinki. In the final round the competitors perform two romantic 

concertos and Sibelius is one of them. My favourite winner in the Sibelius violin competition has 

been Russian violinist Alina Pogostkina, who has studied most of her life in Germany. Her poetical 

playing combined with perfect technique always impress me no matter what music she is playing 

(https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=xMPfJ_BZBOg.) 

https://www.youtube.com/results?search_query=maxim+vengerov+sibelius
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=yWHvr9kmxI4
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=xMPfJ_BZBOg
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The latest winner, from the 2015 competition, is Christel Lee from the US. She represents somehow 

today`s ideal in violin playing. The interpretation is intelligently built, and the performance is 

structured. Her skills are very advanced and represent the highest level of violin mastery. Her 

performance is very strong and controlled. Somehow, I miss something in her playing that reminds 

me of being human, but the performance is so elegant that the emotional side doesn´t bother me 

anymore (https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ht-_qUHamhM.) 

I have also listened to the youngest winners of the competition, such as Pekka Kuusisto (age 19) 

(https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=xy3VGeRBDMo), Viktoria Mullova (21) 

(https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=EdQdRGc0nhY) and Sergey Khachatryan (15) 

(https://www.youtube.com/watch?reload=9&v=TBAvMcMjiTM). I was interested in how age 

affects technical and musical understanding and skills. In Pekka Kuusisto´s playing, I especially 

wanted to see the effect of his teachers. I knew that he had started his studies under a Hungarian 

violin professor who I have worked with myself. Sergey Khachatryan, on the other hand, has very 

much the same playing as Maxim Vengerov, whose interpretation I liked the most. They are both 

natural talents and very musical.      

 

3.3. Violin technical methods and exercises 

When I started my studies in the master`s programme, I got Schradiek (Schradiek, 1899) finger 

exercises and Ševčík (Ševčík, 1905) bow exercises from my teacher, Brusk Zanganeh, to strengthen 

the muscles in my fingers and bow hand. I have used those exercises continuously to stay in good 

playing condition and when I felt that I needed them in preparing the concerto. I also made my own 

exercises for both hands every time I noticed some technical problems or flaws in my playing. I felt 

that the violin literature didn´t answer the questions and problems I faced in the concerto. I was 

longing for more specific advice about what was wrong in my playing and the way I moved my 

hands.  

I did Pilates to strengthen my muscles. The big romantic concerto demands good physical 

condition. As a Pilates instructor, I knew how I should strengthen my body. Strengthening the 

midriff muscles gives power to other muscles too, including hands and legs. As a tiny woman, I had 

to use the right muscles to take power over this big concerto. Still, I´m in the process of channelling 

the power through my hands to make a perfect sound, learning how to use relaxation, the weight of 

my hands, and tiny little muscles correctly.   

For octaves and double stops, I used different exercises. In octaves, I noticed that the fingers (1 and 

4) should be nearer each other in higher positions. The word “compress” became an important word 

when I practised octaves. During this year, I practised those octaves so much, and gradually the 

fingers started to find the right places and good quality in sound. I was playing, and all the time 

analysing what is wrong and then correcting, while also keeping in mind important things like 

sound, musicality, character, and interpretation. I made my own songs, which I played with octaves 

to get used to playing melodic lines with octaves. Sibelius uses octaves so much in the violin 

concerto that I just had to get to used to playing them in both a virtuosic and melodic way. With 

double stops, I aimed for perfect intonation with the help of finding the resonance in my instrument. 

During this year, it turned out that the main problem in my double stops was actually in the bow 

hand. When focusing on the bow, I managed to free the left hand and to find a balance with playing 

the double stops. It was really a challenge to create beautiful sound and melodic lines in the double 

stops. 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ht-_qUHamhM
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=xy3VGeRBDMo
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=EdQdRGc0nhY
https://www.youtube.com/watch?reload=9&v=TBAvMcMjiTM
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Fast passages I played slowly and with different rhythms, also using my imagination and picturing 

how I would like them to sound. In trying to achieve virtuosity, I had to spend a lot of time 

practising. It was amazing to go back to the concerto after a two months` break and notice how the 

fingers were developed. I am amazed how the human body and brain works, and amazed at how 

bad too much practise is. To get some natural success and skills, you have to practise wisely and let 

time do its work.      

Working with the cadenza, I realized that it reminded me a lot of the cadenzas in the Mozart 

concertos. During the last year, I had practised two different cadenzas of Mozart concertos and now 

I used the same practising methods with the Sibelius cadenza. While practising it, I noticed how 

important time is for the developing process. The technical stuff and the musical interpretation 

found their places when time passed.  

During the interviews, I got information about some technical literature I could have had used in my 

practising. Many have used Flesch´s Urstudien (Flesch´s Urstudien, 1911) and Dounis (Dounis, 

1921) exercises when they have prepared romantic concertos for their diploma concerts. In addition, 

two of my interviewees told in great detail how they worked with Galamian (Galamian, 1962) 

scales with their teacher.   

 

3.4. Literature 

During my first year in the master`s, I found a dissertation in the Sibelius Academy library about 

how to achieve a high level as a classical musician. It consisted of interviews with Finnish 

musicians (violinists, cellists and pianists) working as soloists. The researcher wanted to find out 

what things led to their achieving a high level of musicianship. I became fascinated with the topic 

because I have always wanted to know how to really master the violin. I gorged on information 

about what skills and qualities top musicians have, how they practised, and what paths they have 

taken. It was especially interesting to read about the great cellist Jacqueline Du Pré´s talent, path, 

and musicianship. The writer/researcher Pirre Pauliina Maijala is a cellist herself, so it was natural 

that she had taken examples from Du Pré´s life for her thesis (Maijala, 2003).  

Another book I read was called Violin Mastery. It also consisted of interviews, but further back in 

history old masters such as Kreisler, Auer, and Ysaÿe speaking about how to play violin. I got so 

inspired reading those great artists´ experiences and advice that I soon noticed I was using their 

ideas as an example in orchestra rehearsals. For my practising and preparation process for the 

Sibelius violin concerto, the book was worth its weight in gold. I got so much useful information 

about scale playing, practising, and performing that it really did support my playing (Martens, 

2006). When I got a new idea from the book, I went to watch violinists on YouTube (especially 

violin competitions) to see how the ideas worked in practise. In addition, the videos I made about 

practising the Sibelius violin concerto are inspired by ideas I got from the great artists in books I 

read. I call them elements of my work: musical or technical elements that we can take to analyse 

violin playing in a deeper way. I got so much inspiration for and perspective on my playing when I 

focused on those elements while practising. 

 

3.5. Practising  
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In my second and last year of the master`s, I focused only on the Sibelius violin concerto. I noticed 

that it contained all the technical difficulties that classical violinists will face during a lifetime. 

Every day taking only one technical part to deal with, my violin skills developed a lot. When I 

played Bach or Beethoven or any orchestral pieces, they all felt easier to play than before, and 

especially easier than Sibelius. I had to challenge and press myself a lot working with the concerto 

and it really made me fight to learn every difficult detail. The year was very stressful, and I think 

that I suffered a lot trying to solve every problem in the concerto. It was hard to understand why 

Sibelius used so many difficult fast octave passages in the three last pages of the concerto. I love the 

concerto, but those octave places made me desperate at times. And at the end of the first movement, 

there are even more virtuosic octaves. Those three pages made me criticize this beautiful concerto 

for the first time.     

 

3.6. Interviews 

I Interviewed seven violinists in Helsinki during the summer of 2017. All of them had studied in the 

Sibelius Academy or some music conservatories in Germany. Three of them were musicians in 

three different orchestras in Helsinki (Radio Symphony Orchestra, National Opera Orchestra and 

Helsinki Symphony Orchestra). Two of them were still studying in the Sibelius Academy but at the 

same time working in different solo, chamber music and orchestra assignments. One of the students 

had attended the Sibelius Violin Competition in 2015. He was also a former student of a great music 

institute in Helsinki, whose teachers I also interviewed in my work. The teachers who work in the 

East Helsinki Music Institute represents the Colourstrings method, which I studied before I started 

Master`s programme in Piteå. I worked as an assistant to the violin professor who is also the 

founder of this method. I became interested in the method because of the many good musicians it 

has produced. In my work as an assistant, I learned how the method prepares musicians at an early 

age to become professional. I wanted to know what happens after the Colourstrings method, what 

kind of technical violin literature the teachers use in the East Helsinki Music Institute. 

 

3.7. Video uptakes 

I started to record videos of my playing in autumn 2017 when I felt that the concerto was prepared 

to the point that I could watch it. The videos worked as a mirror in the practising process. I became 

my own teacher. The videos caused both negative and positive feelings, but mainly worked as a 

good method to develop my violin playing and especially the performing part. Once I saw myself 

play, it made me think about the performance from the perspective of the audience. The most 

important thing in this process was to see the development of my playing during a year of practise. 

The videos showed how the practise developed and what kind of things I found out during my 

work. When I recorded the last video after eleven months of practising, I was so happy to see the 

results. I was happy, because I saw how the time spent on practising had affected my skills and my 

understanding of the music. In that video, I played without piano, but during my playing I could 

hear the piano in my head. The music had developed in my mind during this process.  

For this investigation, I made some technical and musical exercises from different places in the 

concerto. I used different elements like rhythm, interpretation, where is the music going, the art of 

the bow, virtuosity, relaxation, inner hearing, soloistic sound to give a deeper meaning and purpose 

to the concerto. Some of the elements I got from reading the books and some were my own ideas. I 
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had pictured the appearance I would like to make in front of the audience, performing the concerto. 

To achieve this, I created some elements to help me make a good performance and artistic 

appearance. I felt that using those elements in all kinds of music situations made me a better 

musician. For me, those elements were the key to what professional performing is.     

 

3.8. Diary 

The practising process with the Sibelius violin concerto was creative. I wrote down the ideas that 

came out during the process in my practising room. My practising diary starts in May 2017 and 

contains different notes from musical and technical elements of violin playing when preparing the 

Sibelius violin concerto. I remember that many times I went to the practise room with the concerto I 

got aha moments. The work was different now that I was an investigator. It was more connected to 

thinking, analysing, and searching for answers in my playing. I noticed that I liked the investigative 

environment. I liked to observe things and use different channels (books, interviews, recordings, 

internet sources) for learning. It made the whole violin playing very inspiring. The practising can 

easily become mechanical, just repeating the same routines. Now I had to innovate myself all the 

time. It is interesting to see how certain goals you set yourself open up new processes to learn and 

develop. In violin playing, I used to think that the answers could be found only if you were enclosed 

by teachers and other musicians. I didn´t believe that I could find so many answers just focusing on 

my own playing. But for getting involved with these kinds of processes, you need to set a goal for 

yourself, and I have noticed that it is better if the goal comes from outside – for example, from 

some institution, school, or workplace.    
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4. The work process 

 

4.1. Practising  

I started to practise the Sibelius violin concerto in May 2017. Originally, I planned to bring it to 

Professor Ulf Wallin at the Piteå summer academy course in June, but I was not ready in time. 

Before starting to practise the Sibelius violin concerto, I was interested how the great artists 

practise. How should I practise? How should I work to get the Sibelius violin concerto ready? I took 

inspiration from the following quotes: 

“I do not congratulate you on having talent. That is a gift. But I do congratulate you on being able to 

work hard!” (Martens, 2006, p. 38) 

“Practising is the most important factor defining the development of playing skills.” (Maijala, 2003, 

p. 22) 

“And when a certain point of effort is reached in practise, as in everything else, there must be 

relaxation.” (Martens, 2006, p. 49, Heifetz) 

“Technical exercises I use very moderately. I wish my imagination to be responsive, my interest 

fresh, and as a rule I have found that too much work along routine channels does not accord with 

the development of my art. I feel that the technique should be in the player`s head, it should be in 

mental picture, a sort of ´master record´. It should be a matter of will power to which the manual 

possibilities should be subjected. Technique to me is a mental and not a manual thing.” (Martens, 

2006, p. 63, Kreisler)  

 

4.1.1. Rhythm  

In September, I started to study the piece with my teacher, Brusk Zanganeh. In the opening of the 

piece, my teacher demanded an exact rhythm. He felt my interpretation was too free. He wanted me 

to practise with a metronome so that I would be able to play everything correctly also with a pianist. 

He said that the pianist will follow you, but you need to know the piece in detail. I really had to 

work with the rhythm. Often the atmosphere of the music overwhelmed me, and the outcome was 

that I took some rhythmical freedom. My teacher told me that it is impossible to perform with an 

orchestra if the interpretation is too free in rhythm. I felt that it was a challenge to include both the 

rhythm and the message of the music in my playing. I didn´t want to lose the passion and the soul of 

the piece by being too metric. After some months, I performed the piece for a visiting teacher, 

Magnus Eriksson, and he too brought up the rhythm. He told me to look at the first page and say all 

the different note values in fast passages like quintuplets, sextuplets and septuplets. It is a challenge 

to be exact rhythmically and still be interesting musically. I talked about this with my interviewees 

also. They said it is possible to play with the metronome and still be musically interesting. I asked 

them how it works in the orchestra: can you be musical as a tutti player? They assured me, “You 

need to be!” They said it is very inspiring when there are tutti players who are active and give their 

own input to the orchestra.  
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4.1.2. Chords 

The second thing I worked on with my teacher was the chords. There were a lot of technical things 

in the bowing hand: hitting the strings on the right spot, all the hair on the strings. Figuring out how 

to separate/divide the strings: using either three strings or two strings. 

 

 

It turned out that I was too focused on the left hand and playing in tune. My teacher thought me to 

think the other way around – to be active with the bow, to give the impulse from the bow hand so 

that the bow decides. First bow, then left hand. It was a very difficult exercise and I realised how 

much the left hand had defined my playing. Now I also could understand what my teacher meant 

when he told me in the beginning of my studies that the hands should be individual. I also felt 

challenged to get enough power in a concerto like Sibelius, especially in the chords. One of the 

interviewees told me that working with the bow is so much about knowing physical laws and 

principles. 

 

4.1.3. Relaxed playing 

After one lesson with Brusk in the autumn, suddenly I was able to play without tension. It was a 

huge experience. I realised that I had never been completely relaxed playing the violin before. I had 

worked with relaxation as a Pilates instructor and tried to move it to my playing also. However, 

people are complicated and the violin is a difficult instrument. How I found the relaxation during 

the lesson is summa of many things, but the main thing was that I had been influenced by my 

teacher for a whole year. Brusk himself is a successful violinist and experienced performer. He is 

very comfortable with the violin and can be relaxed when playing in any situation. His way of 

playing had transferred to me. It is what happens when teachers work for a certain amount of time 

with students. I can see this development also as a way of working on professional level: the ability 

to use relaxation to help the violin resonate and sound better to the audience.  

Five months later, I had the same relaxed experience in a concert situation. The thought of it had 

grown in my mind for months, but now I was able to have a relaxed feeling in a concert situation 

also. Moreover, it got even better. One day when I was practising for an upcoming audition, I was 
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able to be relaxed in a very difficult piece2 that I had played a long time ago. I had struggled with it 

for many years and now something had happened: with the help of relaxation, I was able to perform 

all the musical and technical content of the piece. I realised that this is a key in playing the violin. If 

I´m relaxed when handling the violin, I will be able to yield for the music and interpretation. I felt 

like the world was open. Now I could enter the stage and transmit the music to the audience. This 

simple thing can affect the playing so much. Without being relaxed, it is impossible to play well on 

the violin or any instrument. But especially the violin, since it is so sensitive in the sound 

production.      

 

4.1.4. Octaves 

The Sibelius concerto includes many octaves, both melodic and virtuosic. I tried to make the 

octaves perfect in pitch and with good resonance. It was an ongoing and endless practise. One of 

my interviewees answered the same way when I asked how she practised the octaves in the 

concerto. She said “I just practised constantly and repeated the octaves until they were good.”  

It was interesting to see how the octaves developed during the year – how they sounded in the 

beginning and then after many months, how the fingers and the mind/brain/thinking connected and 

finally gave some good results. I think time and the resting periods were the best help in this 

process. It is amazing how learning happens. Progress does not happen immediately, and you have 

to be very patient. For the passage with fast octaves, I got different technical exercises from my 

teacher. In bars 429-436, he suggested me to divide the octaves into groups with four notes, playing 

them first slowly and then increasing the tempo. He also stopped me many times and asked me to 

focus on the C-sharp and the F. The final exercise was playing the groups in a fast tempo. Back 

then, my fingers were quite stiff, but today they work more fluently. The progress happened after 

some months. 

       

In the last page octaves (bars 459-468 and 491-498), we were trying different fingerings, like 

changing the octaves 1-3 and 2-4, but 1-4 worked better for me.  

                                                           
 

2 J S Bach, Adagio from G-minor solo sonata BWV 1001:1   
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In the grand finale and the accelerando octaves (bars 491-498), my teacher told me to focus more on 

the bow hand. He wanted the bow to be active and to give attack, and that I should not focus on the 

left hand which struggled with the pitch. When the impulse came from the bow hand, the left hand 

had to find the right spots faster and it enhanced the learning process. After one year of practising, I 

noticed that there is an easier version of the last bars with the octaves. It is possible to play the notes 

with open strings. I still haven´t seen any violinist use that easier version on the stage. 

 

 

4.1.5. Little cadenza 

In the virtuosic small cadenza (bars 53-70), I asked my teacher how to practise the fast passages 

(bars 53-58) to get them fluent. I wanted my fingers to be fast in the middle of the passage. He 

showed some examples to me (for example, to play with slurs, different rhythms and varying 

tempos). In the masterclass of Magnus Eriksson, I got some advice for the same passage. He 

suggested that I play the notes and stop at different spots, but not systematically. In that way, I 

could develop how the fingers work in collaboration with the brain.  

Brusk told me to practise the bars 59-70 like chords. One interviewee mentioned that she practised 

the bow by putting accents in different spots to get the string crossings clear.  
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4.1.6. Cadenza 

In the cadenza (bars 222- 270) it was a lot of work with the double stops. Making them in tune was 

a challenge for me. I realised that when I was thinking about musical things, technical things also 

started to work. I have noticed that in violin playing, we often focus too much on technical things or 

skills we do or we don´t have, and because of that, the playing becomes compromised. Focusing on 

musical things will often solve technical problems. When I was working on the double stops in the 

cadenza, I also practised Bach´s solo violin sonata in G-minor, which also includes many difficult 

double stops. I had the same problems with them as in the Sibelius´s cadenza and realized I was 

thinking of the double stops only in a technical way. When I instead started to focus on making a 

beautiful sound, different colours and the bow’s choreography, being relaxed and breathing the 

music, the double stops started to work by themselves.  
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15 

 

 

 

 

4.1.7. Reflection over the practising process 

The practising process should happen in the most intelligent way: “When practising, your head 

should get tired, not hands.” (Maijala, 2003, p. 147) 
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This, I was valuing in my practising process. To have enough pauses and rests between practises, to 

keep the mind, body, and music fresh. By practising too much it is easy to lock oneself up. 

Development in artistic, musical, and technical things doesn´t happen immediately. You have to 

give it time and be patient.  

During the practising period, it was important to get inspiration, observing other musicians by going 

to concerts, having individual lessons, and attending master classes. I noticed that in motoric skills I 

still had some work to do. I needed to develop my skills by playing virtuosic repertoire. Orchestra 

work might support that process, because in the orchestra repertoire you are involved with different 

technical difficulties. It is important to enjoy your musical life, to perform music you like, to play 

with other musicians. When you like what you are doing, it will bring results.  

 

4.2. Interviews 

4.2.1. Questions for the musicians 

Studies at the university 

 

 Who were your teachers during your university studies? 

 What literature in violin technique did they use? 

 How much did you practise? 

 What kind of skills and qualities do you find a violinist should have? What skills and 

 qualities have helped you in your music path/career? 

 What defines a good teacher? 

 What defines a good performer? 

 

Sibelius violin concerto 

 

 What kind of violin technical and musical skills does a violinist need to perform the 

 Sibelius violin concerto? 

 

What are the technical and musical challenges/difficulties in the Sibelius violin 

concerto?  

 Difficult technical places? 

 

 How to practise Sibelius violin concerto? 

 Methods? Exercises? 

 

 What does the Sibelius violin concerto mean to you? 

 What things would you focus on when performing the piece? 

 

 Do you feel the Finnishness in the concerto? 
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4.2.2. Technical Literature 

All my interviewees had started their scale playing with the book Pertti Sutinen´s Violin Scales 

(Sutinen 1982), which is a Finnish scale book. Later, the teachers had introduced Galamian 

(Galamian 1962) or Flesch (Flesch 1981) to them. Many had used Schradiek (Schradiek 1899) and 

Ševčík (Ševčík 1894) in practising finger- and bow technique. The interviewees told me that 

Schradiek was used in both strengthening and relaxing the fingers. Ševčík was for bow exercises, 

but one teacher mentioned also liked to teach finger exercises with Ševčík. In university studies, 

they got exercises from Flesch Urstudien (Flesch Urstudien 1911) and Simon Fischer´s Basics and 

Practise (Fischer Basics and Practise 1997). One interviewee had found Dounis (Dounis 1921) very 

useful in her studies when preparing her diploma. Both Flesch Urstudien and Dounis include 

exercises for fingers, and usually without bow.  

 

 

Interviewees thoughts of Flesch Urstudien and Dounis: 

Laura Ahola: “The Flesch Urstudien: exercises for violin. You don’t play anything with the bow, 

you only use fingers pressing them down and lifting up in a way that the movement is active in both 

directions. There are also exercises for double stops: for example, the first finger is on the G string 

and the second finger on the D-string and then you switch the fingers vice versa.” 

Tuuli Toivanen-Gripentrog: “Dounis is quite the same as Flesch’s Urstudien. For example, there is 

one useful exercise called Daily Dozen (part of the Dounis book) in which there are twelve 

exercises for the left and right hand. There is also a section for an independent finger, which goes 

like this: you have one finger pressed down, two fingers play double stops and one finger plays 

pizzicato. Each finger has a different task and this exercise is played with the bow. When I was 

preparing my diploma, I did this exercise and something from the Daily Dozen every day. In a short 

period of time I got my hands in great condition and it was easier to start playing Paganini and 

Bach.” 

 

Dounis and Urstudien are like sport exercises and some concert violinists posts videos on the 

internet about exercising them (Hilary Hahn and Nancy Zhou).  

Tuuli Toivanen-Gripentrog: “Urstudien is good for Bach, which is polyphonic music. It is easier to 

find the difficult positions and chords when each finger is independent. Hilary Hahn stated in one 

video that she has to wake up all the smallest muscles before she can get the full potential out from 

her hands.” 

One orchestra musician mentioned that some of her colleagues from the Finnish Radio Symphony 

Orchestra do finger exercises from Flesch`s Urstudien every time before an orchestra rehearsal. 

 

My interviewees used etudes by Kreutzer (Kreutzer 1805), Dont (Dont 1903), and Gavinies 

(Gavinies 1907) both as younger students and in professional studies. Dont etudes worked well in 

practising chords one interviewee stated. She also reported that she used Dont and Kreutzer all the 

time when technical problems appeared in her playing. Sometimes the interwievees used etudes in 

their daily practising and sometimes they didn´t play them as much. When I asked one Sibelius 

Academy student what develops virtuosity, he said it is important to do various studies. He said that 

caprices like Rode (Rode 1974), Paganini (Paganini 1973), and Wieniavski (Wieniavski 1864) has 
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walked alongside with the normal repertoire. He had developed virtuosity in his youth when playing 

folk music and music by the Hungarian composer Shardas.  

The basic repertoire, which a good violinist should always keep going, consists of Paganini 

caprices, solo Bach, a romantic concerto, a Mozart concerto, a sonata and a virtuoso piece, my 

interviewees told me. They said that with this kind of programme, it is easy to participate in 

competitions and orchestra auditions.     

 

My comments 

I myself had played Pertti Sutinen´s and Galamian´s scales in my youth. In master`s studies the 

Flesch scale system was introduced to me and I felt it the most interesting and effective scale 

method. Finger exercises I did from Schradied and bow exercises from Ševčík. Etudes I played 

from Kreutzer and Dont when I was young and when I started my bachelor studies. Caprices I have 

played from Rode and Paganini. After the interviews, I became very interested in Flesch`s 

Urstudien and Dounis.  

 

4.2.3. Warm-ups: 

Helmi Horttana-Suoranta: “Scales, double stops and sometimes etudes. Some orchestra musicians 

use finger exercises from Flesch’s Urstudien.” 

Kasmir Uusitupa: “I usually start with scales. I play scales on one string and then four octave scales. 

Tones are always the same, but in Flesch’s scales there is a certain system that he has been using. 

Little by little, I have found my own routine. And then I play triads and double stops at times, but 

not on a daily basis. With scales, I get the fingers warmed up.” 

Laura Ahola: “This summer I have practised a lot of Flesch’s Urstudien. It is a nice warm-up 

exercise for fingers and I feel that it has opened up the Bach Chaconne a lot. Suddenly the chords 

felt much easier to play. Often in the mornings I play something technical, like caprices.” 

Anna-Maija Hirvonen: “I play Galamian, Flesch and my own combinations; major and minor scales 

as well as triads. Scales on one string, then double stops: triads and octaves. And then for example 

A-major scale staying in one position, each time starting with a different finger. Reasons: I noticed 

that in the orchestra I wasn’t so confident with intonation, so I had to develop a system: the hand 

has a system where everything happens. And when you practise those listening all the time, you 

cannot play wrong.” 

 

My comments 

As warm-ups, I usually play scales from my own memory and with varying fingerings (to be able to 

use any fingerings in the pieces I´m preparing). For example, when I practised the Sibelius violin 

concerto, I chose D-minor scale. Schradiek I use also to get my fingers warm. I have found Mozart 

concertos nice exercises before starting to practise any piece. When playing Mozart, it is easy to get 

fingers warm and energetic quickly. Also, the Mozart concertos are audition repertoire, so I keep 

them in my playing and especially in the fingers all the time. I often like to take music to my 

playing when doing warm-ups. It makes me focus more on the quality and sound of the violin. Bach 
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solo sonatas and partitas also work well because there are a lot of double stops. Before concerts I 

often improvise warm-ups to get the right mood and flexibility. Also, I like to do my own bow 

exercises for the fingers in my bow hand to get the muscles flexible, warm, and elastic.   

 

4.2.4. How to play scales? 

Both interviewees were students of Merit Palas in the Sibelius Academy and used the Galamian 

scale method. 

Laura Ahola: “Merit said that the groundwork should be done well by practising scales and double 

stops well, because then you don’t have to do that separately with every piece since you have 

already trained them.” 

Laura Ahola: “You can develop many things with scales, but I feel that intonation is the main thing 

and especially with double stops. When working with Merit, I practised scales every day. She 

highlighted that also the instrument sounds better if you practise tuned double stops, fifths and 

fourths. It is like taking care of your instrument every day and I feel that I become calmer myself 

when the violin is resonating. You can also seek speed with double stops: you go up and down in 

both directions. You can use 3-, 6-, 12-note slurs and the faster you can play them, the better your 

finger dexterity gets.” 

Laura Ahola: “With the bow hand you can practise different things, like staccatos or any other 

bowings. And if you feel that you can manage the scales, you can keep on working with sectors that 

are not so strong in your playing. Scale playing can easily become a routine, so it would be good to 

always look for a new approach on it.” 

 

Do you feel that scales are useful for your violin technique? 

Tuuli Toivanen-Gripentrog: “Yes, playing scales is the best! But I don’t think it is useful to play 

scales only up and down. You can practise different bow techniques, change of positions and 

double stops. If I think of the big violin concertos, in each of them there are passages with fast 

triangular arpeggios and scales. If you have practised scales over time, these pieces work hundred 

times better.” 

 

What have you practised together with the scales? 

Tuuli Toivanen-Gripentrog: “Vibrato, for example. Usually they say that you shouldn’t use vibrato 

when playing scales, but many times I use it with purpose: I play slow tones varying my vibrato. 

For example, I play with a faster vibrato when going towards the tip of the bow. Or I do exercises 

where I use continuous vibrato.” 

Tuuli Toivanen-Gripentrog: “You can also practise fast triads with a crescendo when going up or 

down. Or you can try to make sure that you are doing all the string crossings smoothly. In the 

Galamian scale book there are exercises where you can use different rhythms and note values. With 

Merit, we did such rhythmical exercises that we used different nuances inside the rhythms. It was a 

good exercise for preparing a performance”.    
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My comments 

It was interesting to hear about different practising methods for scales, especially learning how 

practising double stops affects the condition of the violin. Also, the different rhythm and nuance 

exercises are a good addition to scale playing. Both interviewees stated that mastering scale playing 

affects their ability to play romantic big concertos.     

 

4.2.5. Practising 

The average daily practise time for the interviewees was four hours. 

Helmi Horttana-Suoranta: “In Sibelius Academy we were taught that the brain can’t receive more 

than four hours (of practicing).” 

Kasmir Uusitupa: “It depends on the need, but I guess four hours is typical. Closer to a competition 

at least six hours, because the programme is so extensive.” 

Anna-Maija Hirvonen: “When preparing my diploma, I practised four hours per day.”  

Krista Rosenberg: “I have always had many physical problems so four hours hasn’t worked for me. 

It is physically too hard, so if I can practise three hours I am happy. But many times I haven’t been 

able to do even that.” 

 

My comments 

I have also had many physical problems, so I had to develop own practising methods to work hard 

even though I couldn´t play so many hours per day. For that reason, in my bachelor studies I started 

to use mental image practising. I read notes a lot before practising and planned my practising 

carefully. I did only what was useful and needed and tried to be as effective as possible. Now I 

realize that when I wasn´t able to play many hours, it affected my motoric skills. However, the 

situation changed when I studied to be a Pilates instructor. I learned to strengthen my muscles and 

take care of the body. Three years ago, when I found my current instrument, I suddenly started to be 

able to practise even many hours. My earlier instrument was so heavy that it caused those physical 

problems. Now that I´m able to play more hours, I still prefer to keep the practise effective and 

wise, but I´m happy that if I need to practise more, I´m now able to do it without any physical 

problems. For developing motoric skills, the hours are good.   

 

4.2.6. The skills and qualities of top players 

Helmi Horttana-Suoranta: “Being very determined in what you are doing and wanting, 

hardworking. Still a realist, understanding your own limits.” 

Kasmir Uusitupa: “Diversity, and that you are open to different kinds of music. I have also 

performed light music and folk music. It helps you to become free so that you are able to 

understand many musical genres.” 
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Kasmir Uusitupa: “Good ability to endure stress and maintaining a good rhythm in your life and 

practising. For example, before the competition I didn’t do much else than practised, so in the end it 

may not be the wisest thing. Your psyche freezes up, too.” 

Laura Ahola: “Knowing how to control stress, practise, self-discipline”. 

Anna-Maija Hirvonen: “I would say that you have to have a musical view or you have to be a 

musical persona… and it should be the number one priority, because otherwise there is no meaning 

in all of this. You have to have the technical ability to perform the music and a curious mind to be 

interested in exploring things. And then there’s the mental side, that you can control your psyche.” 

Krista Rosenberg: “You have to have a real passion. In my eyes, you can’t be a top musician if it 

can’t be seen that you are making music with your whole heart”. 

Yvonne Frye: “First, you have to love music. If you are not passionate about music, I think you 

cannot be a high-level player. The second thing is of course an openness and willingness to share on 

stage what you want to communicate with your audience. You have to be disciplined, goal-oriented, 

and very… goal-oriented, passionate. I think they are the main skills if you want to become a 

professional, high-level musician.” 

Yvonne Frye: “Total technical freedom in both hands, also depending on ergonomics, free 

positions, the will of communicating and also the interest of researching other arts, an interest in 

seeing something bigger, not just looking to yourself, looking for the place of this piece in the 

world. I mean like a really holistic approach in dealing with music. And of course you have to be 

mentally quite stable, otherwise it is very hard to survive in this world, especially if you are going to 

competitions. You have to be very strong mentally.” 

 

Interviewees told me what they are good at 

Kasmir Uusitupa: “Fast to learn. But that is also a bit like a curse, if you don’t have the patience to 

start practising strictly, especially as a younger student. When you learn the piece quickly, then you 

might forget to do certain work that needs to be done. Musicality and ear.”  

Laura Ahola: “Good memory. I have always learned everything very fast by heart. My teacher was 

very strict about the intonation, which has been very rewarding in the long term. The teacher had an 

absolute pitch herself.” 

Krista Rosenberg: “I have always been quick to learn. Many things have felt easy and natural for 

me. I have been very critical but still confident: I have always kept going and continued. I have 

always liked performing and being in the centre of attention. I have been aware of what I can and 

what I cannot do, so I have always known what the situation is and been realistic with my playing.” 

Anna-Maija Hirvonen: “I also have a sharp head. I have had crises, but I have always believed that 

I’m going to be a violinist. I have never doubted that. I have always liked to play violin and I have 

spent a lot of energy, time, and work to become a violinist.” 
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My comments  

I also feel that passion determines good players. Usually talented people have some kind of passion 

for the things they are interested in. They must be ambitious and hardworking to develop skills. 

Also during this investigation, I learned from the books that obstinacy was one characteristic that 

top players shared. It helped them to stand the critics better and kept focusing on the work. 

Musicality is in the genes, but also by musical environment, it is possible to develop.  

Being a fast learner seems common to these interviewees and also the musicians who described 

their qualities in the books I read. Many times I have noticed that when the piece has felt so easy in 

the beginning I have forgotten to do the basic work.  

 

4.2.7. Challenges in the Sibelius violin concerto: 

Helmi Horttana-Suoranta: “Technical skills and musical understanding have to be in such a level 

that you are not just executing the piece. There are many young violinists who could play it 

technically, but in a way, there is no meaning in their playing. In the Sibelius violin concerto, the 

emotional scale is so vast that it demands mature thinking and great virtuosity.” 

Anna-Maija Hirvonen: “To master the concerto musically is already technically very challenging. 

There are so many details, and you should bring out all of them without losing the whole picture of 

the piece. In auditions, I have noticed that it is difficult to play convincingly. Many people don’t do 

what the music says. For example, with Allegro moderato and Molto moderato e tranquillo, you 

should think what are the proportions between these tempos.” 

Anna-Maija Hirvonen: “And there are so many nuance and tempo markings in this note compared 

to some other pieces.” 

Kasmir Uusitupa: “The most difficult thing in the concerto, and what you often long for, is that you 

would be able to communicate as much as possible what the score says, since everything is written 

so in detail. Searching for different atmospheres.” 

Laura Ahola: “A very challenging romantic concerto. I feel that if I have more to say in Sibelius 

than in Brahms, it is better to play Sibelius.” 

 

My comments 

Obeying the score seems to be important to the interviewees. Many of them were orchestra 

musicians so they understand the importance of following the score. For my practising process with 

the Sibelius concerto, that knowledge was good, because it came many times and from many 

mouths. After the interviews, in my practising, I started to look carefully at what the score said.   

 

4.2.8. Difficult places: 

Helmi Horttana-Suoranta: “The last movement, the bowing and fast passages – only few people can 

really manage them. Everyone starts to practise the piece from the first movement but I think people 

should start with the last movement. In violin competitions soloists often take away one eighth note 

in the slow movement because the bow just happens to end, … then causes… that the harmonies are 
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not changing quite right with the orchestra. In the first movement, the Allegro molto vivace (bars 

417–500) is very difficult and unpleasant. You have to practise it a lot and you need to keep your 

head cool and not to start playing too fast, because otherwise it is impossible to make it. The 

cadenza and the final stretto are not easy, either. I would recommend practising with metronome, 

because it is possible to play in the written tempo, which no one usually does.” 

Kasmir Uusitupa: “Every place has its own difficulties. There are challenges in playing together 

with piano and orchestra, for example the quadruplets and the triplets go upon each other. Most of 

the people play this place in a wrong way.” 

 

 

 

Laura Ahola: “The last pages of the first movement, all the octave passages, you have to practise 

them for a long time. It seems that it would be good to rehearse small bits of the Sibelius concerto 

every day. The trill place (bars 119–126) is very challenging.” 
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My comments 

For me the octave places in stretto, allegro molto vivace, were absolutely the most difficult. Also 

the molto moderato e tranquillo that Kasmir said was rhythmically difficult with the piano. And I 

can´t argue either that the trill place would have been easy. All these places took a lot of energy, 

thinking and practising hours when preparing the concerto.   

 

4.2.9. Practising tips for the concerto: 

Laura Ahola: “Practising the difficult places in small bits. First the small cadenza: at first you 

practise it with small double stops and chords trying to have the fingers in the right place, and after 

that you start doing the bow movement. The string crossings you can practise with different 

rhythms, so that they would be incorporated to your muscle memory.” 

Laura Ahola: “All chords: the hand should be very fast and the trajectories should be fluent.” 

Laura Ahola: “Double stops, octaves.” 

Tuuli Toivanen-Gripentrog: “For the Sibelius violin concerto, you should practise octaves and 

change of octaves on a daily basis.” 

Laura Ahola: “I practised with metronome at least these last pages, Allegro molto vivace, always 

putting one notch more speed.” 

 Laura Ahola: “I feel that since the music was so strongly in my mind, I thought I can play this, but 

when I went to practise with the pianist I had no idea what was happening there. Especially the 

Molto moderato e tranquillo, bars 98–101 and then again bars 367–381. Merit often recommended 

to play from the piano score so that I would understand how the notes change (quadruplets, 

triplets).” 

Anna-Maija Hirvonen: “If we start from the beginning, you can play with a bow stroke that has a 

length of 20 cm and in that way develop a fluent stroke. You can rehearse without vibrato so that 

the expression comes from the bow hand and you can try to play as legato as possible.” 

Anna-Maija Hirvonen: “You can practise fast passages with different rhythms… or you can practise 

shifting positions so that you know exactly where the finger is going and it never misses…” 
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My comments 

In the practising tips for the concerto every familiar violin practising method appeared. The 

interviewees talked about practising in small parts, using double stops and chords in practising, 

practising octaves, practising with metronome, practising from piano score or partiture, practising 

fluent stroke and expression and good legato from the bow hand, practising fluent trajectories, 

practising fast passages with different rhythms.  

 

 

4.3. Videos and reflections over the artistic process  
 

When I started my master`s studies, I had to learn to perform. My pedagogical degree didn´t focus 

on performance because of the pedagogical emphasis. In these videos, I investigated ways to be a 

better musician and performer. A process over one year in learning the Sibelius violin concerto can 

be seen in the videos. The development can especially be seen in the last video where the thoughts I 

had to make my playing better become real. 

 

Video 1. Improvisation 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=CdBloo2Nxg0 

 

This video includes musical, technical and artistic elements I wanted to investigate in my playing 

through improvisation: the art of bow, colours of tones, imagination, soloistic sound, intensity 

double stops, relaxed playing. After the improvisation, I play the beginning of the first movement of 

the concerto. The purpose was to investigate important elements of the concerto by improvising. 

The results can be seen after the improvisation when I play parts of the concerto relaxed and 

incorporate the elements mentioned above. The inner hearing, which is so important for musicians, 

I can find through improvising.  

 

I did feel more comfortable making music than simply doing exercises which don´t connect with 

my inner hearing, interpretation and music making. Through improvisation, I developed elements 

that I wanted to use in the concerto and I was surprised over the positive results it made in my 

playing of the concerto. After the improvisation, my playing was more in tune, movements were 

more natural and fluent, and the music was connected with my inner hearing. I felt relaxed and not 

stressed about different technical issues. As a result, I could say that improvisation makes me free 

from burdens related to violin playing, and what is left is the music. 

 

 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=CdBloo2Nxg0


 
 

26 

 

 

 

Video 2. Cantabile Improvisation  

https://youtu.be/JQrOrSdw4Mc 

 

In the second improvisation, the inner hearing is even more in focus and I´m trying to get my 

fingers and hands to do what I want to express with my violin. With improvisation I`m waking up 

my muscles to follow my musical intentions. My purpose here was to investigate a beautiful 

cantabile sound for the cantabile places in the concerto.  

 

 

Video 3. Improvisation soloistic sound, G-string and Double stops 

https://youtu.be/AEukAmzH_Bg 

 

In the third improvisation, I looked for an intensive soloistic sound on both the E- and G-string and 

then eventually also with double stops and chords at the end of the video. I wanted to have attack 

from the bow when the notes get intensive. Especially in the chords, I practised attacks. I realised 

that my up bows were weaker than my down bows, and that this was the reason why the following 

place in the Sibelius concerto didn´t work so well. 

 

 

 

https://youtu.be/JQrOrSdw4Mc
https://youtu.be/AEukAmzH_Bg
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Video 4. Double stops improvisation 

https://youtu.be/wRSpH1vTEsc 

 

There are many double stops in the Sibelius violin concerto and usually those are part of melodic 

lines. For that reason, I practised double stops by improvising. I wanted to aim for good intonation 

and resonance through relaxed playing. I wanted the double stops to speak as easily as single tones. 

When I did focus on them in music, the double stops started to work by themselves. My aim was 

that they would also work in the concerto, without tension, without press, without any stress. 

 

 

Video 5. Singing double stops 

 

I´m happy with the double stops in these videos. I worked with them intensely and my purpose was 

to play them relaxed, resonating, tuneful, musical, flowing, and with intensity together with piano 

accompaniment. In my head, I kept a picture of how I would like them to sound, and in the videos, 

it was realised. The idea for the interpretation came through a YouTube video with Maxim 

Vengerov https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=YsbrRAgv1b4  (4:18 and 13:25) His singing 

expression and the double-stops perfectly tuned, made a profound impression. He seemed to enjoy 

playing the double stops, like I eventually also did. 

  

a.) https://youtu.be/edPYpIjGRfM 

 

 

https://youtu.be/wRSpH1vTEsc
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=YsbrRAgv1b4
https://youtu.be/edPYpIjGRfM
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b.)  https://youtu.be/p_f8VMlCO30 

 

 
 

 

 

Video 6. Beautiful section with trills 

 

In this section with octaves, I looked for a beautiful cantabile sound with different colours on the E-

string (the cantabile improvisation video can be used as a method for this place). The violin is alone 

for a while before the orchestra joins. I always felt that this place should sound extremely beautiful. 

Every note should live to make the music interesting for the audience. In these videos, I´m happy 

how both the music and my bow are breathing.  

 

a.) https://youtu.be/OgLcpRCEbJM 

 

 

 

 

https://youtu.be/p_f8VMlCO30
https://youtu.be/OgLcpRCEbJM
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b.) https://youtu.be/BRuwf1dvCJA 

 

 

 

 

 

Video 7. G-string places 

https://youtu.be/y7_cmNmvtSA 

 

I did practise soloistic sound and expression in the second movement of the concerto. I worked a lot 

to find a good sound on the G-string with my teacher and at some places in the video, I can hear 

how the violin starts to resonate when my body becomes more relaxed.  

Then I also practised the G-string section in the first movement with the same intentions. I feel it is 

good to practise other movements when preparing only one movement. By practising the second or 

third movement, I can find something new in the first movement.  

 

I love the theme in the beginning of the second movement and that´s why I find it easy to get the 

right expression for this section. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

https://youtu.be/BRuwf1dvCJA
https://youtu.be/y7_cmNmvtSA
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Second movement 
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First movement 

 

 

 

 

 

Video 8. Virtuosic sections/Fast passages 

https://youtu.be/sHUhe1z6aZI 

 

In the fast passages of the first page, I wanted to search a flowing virtuosity. I had a picture of a 

flowing stream in my mind during my practise. I felt a need to be fast as a testimony of 

virtuosity. However, at the same time, I had to focus on quality and elegance. One of my 

interviewees told me that they easily become too fast. In the beginning, the opposite happened; I 

slowed down where I should have stayed in tempo. I wanted to bring out some beautiful colours 

on the E-string and didn´t notice until I saw a video that I had lost the tempo. In some passages 

the fingerings didn´t feel good, but I wanted to stay in a certain position because of sound and 

musical idea. After working with the technical problems, I can handle the fingerings and the 

musical interpretation.   

 

 

https://youtu.be/sHUhe1z6aZI
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Video 9. Little Cadenza 

https://youtu.be/nUzsaWIXywg 

 

In this cadenza rhythm was the main issue – actually rhythmical agogics, as my teacher Brusk 

Zanganeh said. I don´t know why I just love this place, and especially how it begins. Building up 

the virtuosic line on the G-string was different every time, because I did throw myself into the 

music. It also affected my intonation. I was not able to handle expression and my fingers at the 

same time. For me, this section was always an adventure to play, but I wish I had handled the 

intonation in a better way.  

 

 

 

https://youtu.be/nUzsaWIXywg
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Video 10. Cadenza 

https://youtu.be/e40CM2dhCco 

 

What I noticed in the earlier videos was that at times, I wasn´t aware of where the music was going. 

Probably due to technical difficulties in the cadenza, but also that I haven´t thought about the 

interpretation before. In the videos, I could see that the music was suffering. After working with this 

for some months, I can see positive results in the final video. The music works better now, once I 

tried to realise the musical atmosphere and emotions that I pictured in my mind. I have heard the 

concerto at least a hundred times, and I had a clear picture about it. In the beginning, when I started 

to practise the concerto and the cadenza, my playing was very much based on natural instincts 

because the piece was new to me. Later, when repeating the same things, the concerto started to lose 

meaning in some sections which I had experienced as emotionally powerful before. How well did I 

technically manage the cadenza? Could I bring out the musical ideas and the interpretation which I 

had in mind? The answer is that there are always things that I could do with better quality. Now I 

realise that I can work in improving different things. In the cadenza, I’m quite happy with the scales 

https://youtu.be/e40CM2dhCco
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in the beginning and the fast passages in the end. 
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36 

 
 

 

 

Video 11.  After 11 months of practising 

https://youtu.be/koyfFu6ZuPc 

 

After 11 months of practising and with a two months` pause, due to work with a different repertoire, 

I played the concerto and filmed. I made some mistakes, when playing by heart and I didn´t 

remember how my fingers should go in some places. However, it was good to record when there is 

no stress and to see how time has affected my playing. When you take on a piece, after some pause 

it feels fresh and you can see what has happened during the resting time.  

 

I did the recording directly after a string orchestra concert, so I was in a good performing mood. 

The intonation in the beginning wasn´t perfect. Some people say that after playing in the orchestra, 

you should do some work with your intonation and I feel it is a true statement. Anyhow, the 

intonation got better after a while. Before, I felt that I had to play the beginning a couple of times 

before it was in my fingers. Now I recorded it without doing any exercise in advance. However, I 

am happy about many things in the video. The way I moved my bow and used it to create different 

sounds looked different than on the videos from last autumn. I also knew that I was driving the 

music forward and was aware where the music was going. In my interpretation, I now have a more 

mature approach. The things I still need to work on in the concerto are intonation, double stops in 

the cadenza, and the octaves in the stretto section of the last pages, which I have left out of this 

video. 

 

 

 

  

https://youtu.be/koyfFu6ZuPc
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5. Discussion 

 

Preparing and practising the Sibelius violin concerto was the most challenging but also the most 

rewarding part of my thesis work. The long-term dream to play the Sibelius violin concerto was 

now realized. I said in the beginning that only after playing the Sibelius violin concerto would I be 

able to call myself a violinist. After the thesis and two years of master`s studies, I feel for the first 

time in my life that I can call myself a violinist. During the process, I have found out more about 

where I am as a musician. What are the things I need to work on and where do I want to see myself 

in the future? What kind of artist do I want to become? What are the tools I need to bring into my 

violin playing to get there? 

Scales 

In violin technique, scale playing was where I needed to start to work. I need to work with scales as 

a part of my daily practising. Now that I have more knowledge of how to play scales, I can start the 

process. After the thesis, I can see that quality of playing is based on the ability to play scales. 

Imagination 

During my practise I noticed that imagination has huge power in making music sound better. While 

analyzing my videos and thinking about how my playing sounds to an audience, I asked myself, 

how could I make the audience wake up. I noticed that I need to create colors and atmospheres.  

Self-criticism and pressure 

In the work process, my self-criticism caused problems. I noticed that it prevented me from doing 

things and slowed down the process at times. The pressure and stress that I felt affected my 

investigation. I had a lot to do at school and I couldn´t just focus on my thesis. On the other hand, 

all things supported each other. I learned a lot from being concertmaster and I learned new things 

from performing chamber music. And I brought some things to my orchestra and chamber music 

playing from my work with the Sibelius violin concerto. 

Videos 

Filming myself was a new world for me. Every time I put the camera on, my playing changed and I 

felt too controlled. I filmed my playing in different situations: in lessons, in master`s courses, and 

when I was alone in the concert hall. For the thesis, I chose the videos where I am most relaxed and 

where I seem to have forgotten that the camera is on. Through the videos, I also started to work 

with my performance. I started to question what a good performance is and how I should change my 

playing. From the interviewees, I also got help in this process when talking about what they value in 

performance. However, the most real and raw mirror was the videos I made. When seeing all the 

lacks in my playing it felt hard. I realize that it just showed me what things I needed to work on. I 

can think about it as a positive and know that I have a lot to do, but now I´m in the right way 

because I´m working on those things. I always remember when one pop artist, Anna Abreu from 

Finland, said in a TV-interview that when she started to record her singing, the results were shock 

to her. But by working through the recordings, she developed as an artist and got where she is now. 

Finally, the filming process was interesting, because I could see the development over a whole year. 

The videos from the last autumn, I cannot even watch anymore, since the intonation and all 

technical difficulties are so obvious.  
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Relaxed playing 

Often, there is a burden from so many different things in violin playing. Violin is a very difficult 

instrument and the pressure that comes from playing and performing often affects your ability to 

stay relaxed in the music. With my videos, I wanted to look for natural and relaxed playing.  

The interviews 

After the interviews I began to understand how I need to work, now and in the future. I got answers 

to questions I have always had about violin playing and becoming an artist. I´m also happy about 

the new contacts I got from the interviews. I was told, that you should be good already at a young 

age. The people I interviewed stated that at the age of 30 you are mature enough to assimilate 

things. I´m happy that the learning process never ends. After this investigative work, I can tell 

myself that the learning has just started, now that I have the tools. The world is full of useful tools. 

You just need to go and find them.    

Passion and stage fright  

For the first time, I started to feel that I would like to perform. I have always loved music but have 

hated to perform. It has been a difficult contrast, to have a passion to perform music but suffer from 

stage fright. To be on the stage is a thing to handle and eventually master. I worked a lot with my 

mind and tried to find different techniques that work for me regarding performing, and I started to 

make progress at the end of this semester. I feel that the videos have helped, especially when I 

started to think of what impression I give to the audience. I think one of the reasons why I have 

suffered stage fright is when I realized that my skills are not sufficient. You enter the stage and 

expect that the performance is not going to work. Now that I have managed to develop my skills 

and am continuing that work, I feel it is possible to start to enjoy performing. 

Final word 

I believe that my thesis was an opening in my artistic musicianship. It gave many new views and 

working methods that I can use in the future. I hope it can also bring some new information to 

fellow violinists. I believe that we always need to go forward and search for new ways of doing 

things, but also look back on what the old violin masters have experienced.  

This sentence from great violin master, Eugéne Ysaÿe, became important for me during the work: 

``He must be a violinist, a thinker, a poet, a human being, he must have known hope, love, passion 

and despair, he must have run the gamut of the emotions in order to express them all in his playing. 

He must play his violin as Pan played his flute!`` (Violin Mastery, 7).  
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Published 8 December 2015. 
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