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As an avid fiddle student growing up in Seattle, | wastposiaware of the music of Nicold Paganini. As
a young adult, I may have listened a couple of timesst&inst Concerto in D Major and the Twenty-four Cegsi
Then, when | wrote my first six caprices, although | wapired to name them as such after Paganini's and
Locatelli's, it was more as a convenient title thanrttsult of a careful study of the gentlemen's great whinks.s
not until after recording my caprices for Midnightthie Water that | decided to read in more depth about Paganini
life. | became fascinated, even bowled over, by his agtog accomplishments. | was so moved by accounts of his
life that | decided to write an essay about him withghes of his story | found the most interesting. Heeemy
discoveries about the man some called the "Inimitable."

In 1782, the northwest coastal town of Genoa saw tttte diff one of the greatest violinist/composers of all
times, Nicold Paganini. His father, a laborer, heldvdy position, drank heavily, and demonstrated abusive
behavior toward his family. Nicold's mother, a hau$e, held irrational beliefs in the supernatural and erpeed
revelations about musical success for her young soredReis large family, which lived in a three-room house,
Nicolo was a weak and sickly child. He began to leasrfitst instrument, the mandolin, under his father's
instruction at the age of five. Two years later, afiroming fairly adept on the instrument, it was decideththa
should graduate to the violin.

Paganini studied with a series of teachers and made His piokin debut at the age of 11. Soon he wanted to
experiment with the violin's possibilities and rebellediast the rigidity of his tutors. While still in hisgteens, he
began studying the violin on his own. Between the afjegalve and fourteen it is said that he motivated hiftee
practice the instrument twelve hours a day. RealizingWwistalent, Nicold saw music as the ticket out of his
cramped quarters and the escape route from his abusiee, faho was trying to use Nicold's talents fordvis
monetary gain.

Things did not go as well as one would expect for the yourtigngo finally away from the constraints of
his family. Predisposed toward bad habits, Paganini beaamddicted gambler, which lasted for four years until
he decided one day to play his last hand. Sometimes leeexlifomplete indifference about life and tended to be
lazy. At nineteen he started to have health probléaisiorced him to cancel many musical engagements.

And then something he had longed for happened: Paganinihédshserious romance, which lasted three years.
He lived with a mysterious wealthy lady, "Signora Didseleral years his senior, who happened to be fone of th
guitar. As a result, Paganini learned to play the guitdrcamposed for it. He figured out difficult music for himself
to play, and, because of the guitar's metal strings &t finger spacings with frets, it did as much for the
development of his left hand as many years of violiniptagould have accomplished. He wrote many duets for
guitar and violin and soon became a virtuoso on theigais he was already on the fiddle. Ultimately, Pagani
found the guitar less satisfactory for musical expressian the violin; however, he thought it very useful for
composition.

After his romantic involvement, hiding away at his pararsamountain estate for three years, it was time
to get back to his violin career. At this point, in haslg twenties, he discovered the music of the grebarta
violinist/composer Pietro Locatelli (1695-1764), a pupihothangelo Corelli (1653-1713). Locatelli, a great
innovator on the violin, utilized new tunings, double-steppeggios, and harmonics. Locatelli composed twenty-
four caprices which served as cadenzas for his concartdst was Locatelli's caprices that further inegpi
Paganini.

Paganini's first full-time employment came from Prindesa, Napoleon's sister, who at that time
governed the small republic of Lucca. In describing sohiesaconcerts for the princess, Paganini wrot@)vlays
improvise with piano accompaniment. | write this accomip&nt in advance and work out my theme in the course
of the improvisation." After a time, this permanent fiosibegan to stale, so in order to get dismissed, heddefie
royal protocol by appearing parading up and down in tHeobah wearing the uniform of a captain of the guards; it
worked!

By 1809 Paganini decided to become a freelance musicianaatetidb play again in concert halls
throughout his native Italy. It wasn't until 1813, howewenen he was 31 years old, that he played at La Stala i
Milan, his greatest triumph to date. His reputation sthitd spread to the point where people who had never
attended a musical recital wanted to hear him. The detlied helped him communicate to broader audiences were
his individual style, unique repertoire, different appearaard,the fact that he had learned to play so well Iynain
on his own, causing speculation about supernatural intémaesnd satanic powers, which stirred up lots of good
press. Certainly there had to have been some aseaciéth the unnatural!



Paganini described his selection of repertoire as folldWsave my own peculiar style; in accordance witls,thi
regulate my compositions. To play those of other artistust arrange them; | had much rather write a prece i
which | can trust myself to my own music expressionHifearly years he did perform other composers' music,
such as that by Pierre Rode and Rodolphe Kreutzer, laly &idmitted that he couldn't do justice to the
interpretation of others' works and practically ab@red playing any music except for his own. A Paganini
biographer Lillian Day wrote, "If Paganini had applied hithgethe performance of Beethoven or Bach, he would
undoubtedly have achieved excellence, and perhaps he woulchasredbeen heard of."

Ludwig van Beethoven was Paganini's favorite musiciathiNg gave the violinist more pleasure than enjoying his
favorite Beethoven string quartet, the Quartet in F,39pNo. 1. He joined in playing it for pleasure athloenes

of friends. When Beethoven died, it was reported thga®iai wept uncontrollably.

Paganini continued to suffer from severe illness, whiagtndttid him low for weeks at a time, and he experienced
considerable pain. He took medicine for many years, wiacha bad effect on his digestive and "nervous" system.
Paganini did not have much faith in the medical professilimough he felt each new doctor meant new hope. He
tried every remedy that came to his attention. In nefgrto his threshold for pain, Paganini was quoted as sdying,
play more music at my concerts than is the case whir artists.... | believe | have, like Mutius Scdayo
conquered pain."” One could wonder if his creativity andrbstery of his craft manifested itself through the pain h
suffered as an adult, similar to what he experienced wleavak a child of abuse. Once in Leghorn, the Musica
Society and British consul presented him in concertpblytfour mediocre members of the orchestra showed up,
and Paganini had to play solo for three hours! Lillian &tes, "Some people are buxom and round and
reassuring. In their presence all fears vanish andegnsbare quickly reduced to a material and logical babis.er
are others whose presence makes our pulses quicken, wintosee old souls, weary with the journey of centuries,
whose voices come from depths and whose eyes seemdtigie into our hidden places. They are tense, nervous,
intuitive and quick of perception. Perpetually consumed iin tven fires, they are neither happy nor healthy.
Nicolo Paganini was of this type. He was born withered."

To accomplish the impossible was becoming a habitdgaRini. He took great delight in amazing his
friends and confounding his enemies. His violin seemed aphirn, an extension of his left arm -- the bow an
extension of his finger&2aganini's good friend Schottky wrote, "When playing, hs right foot is well advanced,
and with it he beats time when the music becomes moasimated, in a manner that borders on the comic."
(Most violinists were trained back in Paganini's timeas is the case now, that the left foot should be forwe)

A newspaper also reported that his right foot was plantg well out in front of his body with its knee bent.
Charles Gurh was a violinist and conductor who attendeanany of Paganini's concerts. He wrote about
Paganini's posture and that the right upper arm was closeotthe body and almost never moved, but that the
wrist was very mobile. Only when he vigorously attacked ahord with the lower part of his bow did he raise
his elbow and forearm a little by moving them away from thebody. Essentially, he used only the top half of
the bow, just the amount of bow necessary to vibrate th&tring, except when playing chords or legato. He also
used a flatter bridge, with strings so low to the fingdvoard that they almost rubbed. These characteristics are
also a trademark for many American fiddlers -- like Benny Thomasson -- throughout the South.

We also know that Paganini did not practice his violirch, if at all, as an adult. One report from a tour
was that he was never observed to practice; he justrperdl rehearsals. Paganini, however, insisted thatihesp
student Camillo Sivori arduously grind out daily scales, alghoSivori said that neither he nor anyone he knew had
ever heard his teacher practice anything at all. itagaas quoted as saying, "I have labored enough to aaqyire
talent; it is time to rest.” Arthur Hartman thinks tiRatganini's so called "secret” was that he practicedathg
without the instrument in his hands, and therefore dicheed the endless hours of physical practice. Troegal
with the rigid self-training in his youth, enabled him in pigne to give concert after concert without phyjca
studying a note! Just how he acquired his tremendous fasibignply unknown.

It is surprising that Paganini did not tour out of the ¢guantil well into his 40s, for in the North he was
known as the "Magician of the South." He cursed the ttimaf the northern countries and preferred only Ita¢y. H
finally performed in Vienna shortly after Beethoven diehnce and Britain came next. By most accounts his
concerts were often a hit with the critics as wsltlee audiences, taking in more gate receipts than dpydegore.
"The only thing that Paganini has in common with othelinists is the violin and the bow," a Vienna critic
reported. By his own determination, self-instruction, iveéntion, he was able to reach a height of achievemen
that has never been surpassed. Many people, though, coblelirge his talent was derived this simply. It is
generally agreed that Paganini hardly ever opened a book, dltheugixed constantly with educated people.
Paganini had the ability to absorb everything with hisendkable natural intelligence.

It seemed that the more notoriety and success Paganievedton his foreign tours the more his critics
lashed out to bring him down. They might applaud him loudlgro® day and condemn him the next. Paganini was



a fine showman, as well as a good business man, aredtiesutes were constantly being questioned by serious
musicians. Violinist, composer and conductor Ludwig Spohr rthi?aganini's qualities which "enchant the great
multitude but cannot compensate for his lack of fine tarleng bow stroke, and a tasteful singing style." It was
commonly reported that Paganini's technique possibly lackeltlabd powerful tone. Early on when Princess
Elisa attended his concerts, she would always depdytiemmrause his use of all the harmonics irritated herese
The first and only performance in Belgium did not go aelll. At the Theatre de la Monnaie during the 1830s,
Paganini took the stage and was greeted by a burst otéaughd, when he began playing, the laughter only
increased. He was criticized for "playing accordingaknown system and how ridiculous he held his viblin.
Even his great admirer and acclaimed pianist Frare lsote in the Gazette Musicale, "l say it withousitegion
that no second Paganini will ever be. May the aofisihe future gladly and readily decline to play tbeaeited and
egotistical role, which we hope has in Paganini had itbfédbant representative.” Records show that he peréat
numerous benefits for the poor and sick and many timesduwver a portion of his profits at his concerts for a
worthy cause, but somehow it seemed to make big newsvbi@n he was unable to oblige a charity. Lillian Day
writes, "Paganini squabbled with the world. He was ftattdoy women and honored by men, but he was
fundamentally alone. Suspicious, diseased, perpetually atefbesive, the world divided itself into those who
wished to injure him and those who begged favors." Henbes®mmeone who never trusted anyone completely.
In 1824 Paganini met a singer Antonia Bianchi, who boremfiisahild, Achilles Cyrus Alexander Paganini, on July
23. Having a son was the immortality of fatherhood tlzafaRini wanted more than anything. The relationship with
Bianchi lasted only a few years. She would frequentlgtbwith jealous rage and would be emaotionally, mentally
and physically abusive to him. When Achilles was jusbaple of years old, they separated. Paganini wrote "she
embittered my life as long as she was with me. Nowltam rid of her, | know that she only desires to malke
appear bad. She is ridiculously arrogant and greedy. Aglisllevable and beautiful, he is always with me amd h
is that keeps me alive." Paganini never forced the thithb anything he didn't want to do. Although Paganini did
not make a good partner in his relationships with womeéhisatenderness and protective instinct took thenfof
love for his child. "Achilles becomes more beautifulrgday; he pleases everyone, and the ladies are obnsta
rivals for his favor. He is my consolation and my enjiry." Achilles had a beautiful pale oval face, brdvamvk
eyes, and long parted hair. Being very intelligent Be grew to tyrannize his father with ingratitude, but Pagani
was not demanding. "He loves me tenderly, and I, Izddlim."” [Paganini's mother died without ever having met
her grandson.] Paganini wanted to settle into a hom&daitles, so he purchased the only house he ever acquired
near Parma. It was a three-story with large roomshagtdceilings, all protected by beautiful hills.
Paganini continued to tour Europe. Never had the famevidiusmso spread to all the classes of the populatien. H
did not premiere his Second Concerto until in his mid A8sa composer, most of his themes were lyrical and
melodious. Much of Paganini's music may be lost to ust fsaid that his improvisations were as good arebet
than his finished compositions. Paganini, unlike his rdestemporary Spohr, regarded music that stirred the
emotions as legitimate. Paganini's Twenty-four Capiiese of his most important works, written when he inas
service to Princess Elisa in Lucca. They are unaccoreghaolo violin pieces, requiring the most demanding
virtuosity, and, except for harmonics, covering the esttape of violin technique. Each caprice is a masterpiece
difficulty with as many innovations as were possiblens@f which had been explored by earlier composers. 8efor
Paganini, there was Lombard Blagio Marini (1597-1667), a jpfisibntana (d. 1630), who composed Romanesca
for solo violin, which is believed to be the first pubkshcomposition written for solo violin and contains thstfi
application of a trill. The German Franz Biber (1644-1704) erpl@nd advanced the technique with scordatura
tunings. Biber is also credited with the unaccomparotmisonata. Then of course there was Locatelli, witlo his
unaccompanied caprices made way for Rode, Kreutzer and Paganini.

Florizel von Reuter says of Paganini's work, "when #y@ices first attracted attention of the public, under
the title Ventiquattro caprici per violino solo, dedicli artisti da Nicold Paganini, the general opinion e
they were not playable, until the author himself suceded convincing the music world, through his remarkable
performances, about the error of this supposition. Thecespare (apart from the two violin concertos in Djdvia
and B Minor) Paganini's most important work. [Theyle@vsuch a wealth of pedagogic love, coupled with such
inexhaustible fantasy and poetical romance that they magrisdered as a convincing proof of Paganini's worth as
a musician and composer.” A generation and more &ft#in/composers such as Ernst, Lalo, Saint-S&ens,
Sarasate, Wieniawski, Ysaye and Kreisler were alttdtein some way by Paganini's success.
As one of the few violinist/composers performing origjim@accompanied pieces in concert halls, | dedicate this
essay, as well as my first six caprices, to the migroithe "Inimitable" Signor Nicold Paganini.
Mark O'Connor
October 26, 1997
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