
 

Paganini 

Part 1 

Nicolo Paganini was born at Genoa on February 18, 1784, of 

parents in humbly prosperous circumstances, his father being a 

ship-broker, and though illiterate in a general way, a 

passionate lover of music and an amateur of some skill. The 

father soon perceived the child's talent, and caused him to 

study so severely that it not only affected his constitution, but 

actually made him a tolerable player at the age of six years. 

The elder Paganini's knowledge of music was not sufficient to 

carry the lad far in mastering the instrument, but the 

extraordinary precocity shown so interested Signor Corvetto, the leader at the Genoese 

theatre, that he undertook to instruct the gifted child. Two years later the young Paganini was 

transferred to the charge of Signor Giacomo Costa, an excellent violinist, and director of 

church music at one of the cathedrals, under whom he made rapid progress in executive skill, 

while he studied harmony and counterpoint under the composer Gnecco. It was at this time, 

Paganini not yet being nine years of age, that he composed his first piece, a sonata now lost. In 

1793 he made his first appearance in public at Genoa, and played variations on the air "La 

Carmagnole," then so popular, with immense effect. This début was followed by several 

subsequent appearances, in which he created much enthusiasm. He also played a violin 

concerto every Sunday in church, an attraction which drew great throngs. This practice was of 

great use to Paganini, as it forced him continually to study fresh music. About the year 1795 it 

was deemed best to place the boy under the charge of an eminent professor, and Alessandro 

Rolla, of Parma, was pitched on. When the Paganinis arrived, they found the learned professor 

ill, and rather surly at the disturbance. Young Paganini, however, speedily silenced the 

complaints of the querulous invalid. The great player himself relates the anecdote: "His wife 

showed us into a room adjoining the bedroom, till she had spoken to the sick man. Finding on 

the table a violin and the music of Rolla's latest concerto, I took up the instrument and played 

the piece at sight. Astonished at what he heard, the composer asked for the name of the 

player, and could not believe it was only a young boy till he had seen for himself. He then told 

me that he had nothing to teach me, and advised me to go to Paër for study in composition." 



But, as Paër was at this time in Germany, Paganini studied under Ghiretti and Rolla himself 

while he remained in Parma, according to the monograph of Fetis. 

The youthful player had already begun to search out new effects on the violin, and to create 

for himself characteristics of tone and treatment hitherto unknown to players. After his return 

to Genoa he composed his first "Études," which were of such unheard-of difficulty that he was 

sometimes obliged to practice a single passage ten hours running. His intense study resulted 

not only in his acquirement of an unlimited execution, but in breaking down his health. His 

father was a harsh and inexorable taskmaster, and up to this time Paganini (now being 

fourteen) had remained quiescent under his father’s control. But the desire of liberty was 

breeding projects in his breast, which opportunity soon favored. He managed to get 

permission to travel alone for the first time to Lucca, where he had engaged to play at the 

musical festival in November, 1798. He was received with so much enthusiasm that he 

determined not to return to the paternal roof, and at once set off to fulfill engagements at Pisa 

and other towns. In vain the angry and mortified father sought to reclaim the young rebel who 

had slipped through his fingers. Nicolo found the sweets of freedom too precious to go back 

again to bondage, though he continued to send his father a portion of the proceeds of his 

playing. 

The youth, intoxicated with the license of his life, plunged into all kinds of dissipation, specially 

into gambling, at this time a universal vice in Italy, as indeed it was throughout Europe. 

Alternate fits of study and gaming, both of which he pursued with equal zeal, and the 

exhaustion of the life he led, operated dangerously on his enfeebled frame, and fits of illness 

frequently prevented his fulfillment of concert engagements. More than once he wasted in 

one evening the proceeds of several concerts, and was obliged to borrow money on his violin, 

the source of his livelihood, in order to obtain funds wherewith to pay his gambling debts. 

Anything more wild, debilitating, and ruinous than the life led by this boy, who had barely 

emerged from childhood, can hardly be imagined. On one occasion he was announced for a 

concert at Leghorn, but he had gambled away his money and pawned his violin, so that he was 

compelled to get the loan of an instrument in order to play in the evening. In this emergency 

he applied to M. Livron, a French gentleman, a merchant of Leghorn, and an excellent amateur 

performer, who possessed a Guarneri del Gesù violin, reputed among connoisseurs one of the 

finest instruments in the world. The generous Frenchman instantly acceded to the boy's wish, 

and the precious violin was put in his hands. After the concert, when Paganini returned the 

instrument to M. Livron, the latter, who had been to hear him, exclaimed, "Never will I profane 

the strings which your fingers have touched! That instrument is yours." The astonishment and 



delight of the young artist may be more easily imagined than described. It was upon this violin 

that Paganini afterward performed in all his concerts, and the great virtuoso left it to the town 

of Genoa, where it is now preserved in a glass case in the Museum. An excellent engraving of 

it, from a photograph, was published in 1875 in George Hart's book on "The Violin." 

At this period of his life, between the ages of seventeen and twenty, Nicolo Paganini was 

surrounded by numerous admirers, and led into all kinds of dissipation. He was naturally 

amiable and witty in conversation, though he has been reproached with selfishness. There can 

be no doubt that he was, at this period, constantly under the combined influences of flattery 

and unbounded ambition; nevertheless, in spite of all his successful performances at concerts, 

the style of life he was leading kept him so poor that he frequently took in hand all kinds of 

musical work to supply the wants of the moment. It is a curious coincidence that the fine violin 

which was presented to him by M. Livron, as we have just seen, was the cause of his 

abandoning, after a while, the allurements of the gaming-tables. Paganini tells us himself that 

a certain nobleman was anxious to possess this instrument, and had offered for it a sum 

equivalent to about four hundred dollars; but the artist would not sell it even if one thousand 

had been offered for it, although he was, at this juncture, in great need of funds to pay off a 

debt of honor, and sorely tempted to accept the proffered amount.  

Part 2 

Love-making was also among the diversions which Paganini began early to practice. Like nearly 

all great musicians, he was an object of great fascination to the fair sex, and his life had its full 

share of amorous romances. A strange episode was his retirement in the country château of a 

beautiful Bolognese lady for three years, between the years 1801 and 1804. Here, in the 

society of a lovely woman, who was passionately devoted to him, and amid beautiful scenery, 

he devoted himself to practicing and composition, also giving much study to the guitar (the 

favorite instrument of his inamorata), on which he became a wonderful proficient. This 

charming idyl in Paganini's life reminds one of the retirement of the pianist Chopin to the 

island of Majorca in the company of Mme. George Sand. It was during this period of his life 

that Paganini composed twelve of his finest sonatas for violin and guitar. 

When our musician returned again to Genoa and active life in 1804, he devoted much time 

also to composition. He was twenty years of age, and wrote here four grand quartets for violin, 

tenor, violoncello, and guitar, and also some bravura variations for violin with guitar 

accompaniment.  



In 1805 Paganini accepted the position of director of music and conductor of the opera 

orchestra at Lucca, under the immediate patronage of the Princess Eliza, sister of Napoleon 

and wife of Bacciochi. The prince took lessons from him on the violin, and gave him whole 

charge of the court music. It was at the numerous concerts given at Lucca during this period of 

Paganini's early career that he first elaborated many of those curious effects, such as 

performances on one string, harmonic and pizzicato passages, which afterward became so 

characteristic of his style. 

But the demon of unrest would not permit Paganini to remain very long in one place. In 1808 

he began his wandering career of concert-giving afresh, performing throughout northern Italy, 

and amassing considerable money, for his fame had now become so widespread that 

engagements poured on him thick and fast. The lessons of his inconsiderate past had already 

made a deep impression on his mind, and Paganini became very economical, a tendency which 

afterward developed into an almost miserly passion for money-getting and -saving, though, 

through his whole life, he performed many acts of magnificent generosity.  

As he approached his thirtieth year his delicate and highly strung organization, already 

undermined by the excesses of his early youth, began to give way. He was frequently troubled 

with internal inflammation, and he was obliged to regulate his habits in the strictest fashion as 

to diet and hours of sleep. Even while comparatively well, his health always continued to be 

very frail. 

Part 3 

At the age of thirty-six Paganini again found himself at Milan, and there organized a society of 

musical amateurs, called "Gli Orfei." He conducted several of their concerts. But either the love 

of a roving life or the necessity of wandering in order to fill his exchequer kept him constantly 

on the move. It was not until he was forty-four years old that he finally quitted Italy to make 

himself better known in foreign countries. He had repeatedly made plans to visit Germany, but 

his health had been so wretched as to prevent his departure from his native country. But the 

balmy climate of Sicily for a few months had done him so much good that in 1828 he put his 

long-deferred plans into execution. The first concert in March of that year made an 

unparalleled sensation. He gave a great number of concerts in Vienna, among them several for 

the poor. A fever seized all classes of society. The shop windows were crowded with goods à la 

Paganini; a good stroke at billiards was called un coup à la Paganini; dishes Avere named after 

him; his portrait was enameled on snuff-boxes, and the Viennese dandies carried his bust on 



the head of their walking-sticks. A cabman wheedled out of the reluctant violinist permission 

to print on his cab, Cabriolet de Paganini.  

In Berlin, where he soon afterward astonished his crowded audiences by his marvelous 

playing, the same fanatical enthusiasm ensued and, with the exception of Palermo, Naples 

(where he seems to have had many detractors), and Prague, his visits to the various cities of 

Europe were one continued triumph. People tried in vain to explain his method of playing, 

professors criticised him, and pamphlets were published which endeavored to make him out a 

quack or a charlatan. It was all to no purpose. Nothing could arrest his onward course; triumph 

succeeded triumph wherever he appeared; and, though no one could understand him, every 

one admired him, and he had only to touch his violin to enchant thousands.  

Paganini repeated his triumphs again the following year, performing in Vienna and the 

principal cities of Germany, and everywhere arousing similar feelings of admiration. Orders 

and medals were bestowed on him, and his progress was almost one of royalty. His first 

concert in Paris was given on March 9, 1831, at the opera-house. He was then forty-seven 

years old, and Castil-Blaze described him as being nearly six feet in height, with a long, pallid 

face, brilliant eyes, like those of an eagle, long curling black hair, which fell down over the 

collar of his coat, a thin and cadaverous figure—altogether a personality so gaunt and delicate 

as to be more like a shadow than a man. The eyes sparkled with a strange phosphorescent 

gleam, and the long bony fingers were so flexible as to be likened only to "a handkerchief tied 

to the end of a stick." Petis describes the impression he created at his first concert as 

amounting to a "positive and universal frenzy." Being questioned as to why he always 

performed his own compositions, he replied "that, if he played other compositions than his 

own, he was obliged to arrange them to suit his own peculiar style, and it was less trouble to 

write a piece of his own." Indeed, whenever he attempted to interpret the works of other 

composers, he failed to produce the effects which might have been expected of him. This was 

especially the case in the works of Beethoven. 

Part 4 

When Paganini appeared in England, of course there was a prodigious curiosity to see and hear 

the great player. All kinds of rumors were in the public mouth about him, and many of the 

lower classes really believed that he had sold himself to the evil one. The capacious area of the 

opera-house was densely packed, and the prices of admission were doubled on the opening 

night.  



Paganini repeated his visit to England during the next season, playing his final farewell concert 

at the Victoria Theatre, London, June 17, 1832. The two following years our artist lived in Paris, 

and was the great lion of musical and social circles. People professed to be as much charmed 

with his lack of pretension, his naive and simple manners, as with his musical genius.  

Paganini made a great fortune by the exercise of his art, and in 1834 purchased, among other 

property in his native country, a charming country seat called Villa Gajona, near Parma. Here 

he spent two years in comparative quiet, though still continuing to give concerts. At this period 

and for some time previous many music-sellers had striven to buy the copyright of his works. 

But Paganini put a price on it which was prescriptive, the probability being that he did not wish 

his compositions to pass out of his hands till he had given up his career on the concert stage. 

He was willing that they should be arranged for the piano, but not published as violin music. 

After his return to Italy, Paganini gave several most successful concerts, among others, one for 

the poor at Placentia, on the 14th of November, 1834, and another at the court of the Duchess 

of Parma, in the December following. But his health was already giving way most visibly. 

Phthisis of the larynx, which rendered him a mere shadow of his former self, and sometimes 

almost deprived him of speech, had been gaining ground since his return to his native climate. 

In 1836, however, he was better, and some unscrupulous Parisian speculators induced him to 

lend his name to a joint-stock undertaking, a sort of gambling-room and concert-hall, which 

they called the Casino Paganini. This was duly opened in a fashionable part of Paris in 1837; 

but, as the Government would not allow the establishment to be used as a gambling-house, 

and the concerts did not pay the expenses, it became a great failure, and the illustrious artist 

actually suffered loss by it to the extent of forty thousand francs. 

One of his last, if not his very last, concert was given with the guitar-player, Signor Legnani, at 

Turin, on the 9th of June, 1837, for the benefit of the poor. He was then on his way to fulfill his 

engagements at the fatal Parisian casino, which opened with much splendor in the November 

following. But his health had again broken down, and the fatigue of the journey had told upon 

him so much that he was unable to appear at the casino. When the enterprise was found to be 

a failure, a pettifogging lawsuit was carried on against him, and, according to Fetis, who is very 

explicit on this subject, the French judges condemned him to pay the aforesaid forty thousand 

francs, and to be deprived of his liberty until that amount was paid—all this without hearing 

his defense! 

The career of Paganini was at this critical period fast drawing to a close. His medical advisers 

recommended him to return at once to the South, fearing that the winter would kill him in 



Paris. He died at Nice on May 27, 1840, aged fifty-six years. He left to his legitimized son 

Achille, the offspring of his liaison with the singer Antonia Bianchi, a fortune of eighty 

thousand pounds, and the title of baron, of which he had received the patent in Germany. His 

beautiful Guarnerius violin, the vehicle of so many splendid artistic triumphs, he bequeathed 

to the town of Genoa, where he was born.  

Part 5 

The singular personality of Paganini displayed itself in his private no less than in his artistic life, 

and a few out of the many anecdotes told of him will be of interest, as throwing fresh light on 

the man. Paganini was accused of being selfish and miserly, of caring little even for his art, 

except as a means of accumulating money. While there is much in his life to justify such an 

indictment, it is no less true that he on many occasions displayed great generosity. He was 

always willing to give concerts for the benefit of his fellow-artists and for other charitable 

purposes, and on more than one occasion bestowed large sums of money for the relief of 

distress. We may assume that he was niggardly by habit and generous by impulse. Utterly 

ignorant of everything except the art of music, bred under the most unfortunate and 

demoralizing conditions, the fact that his character was, on the whole, so naive and upright, 

speaks eloquently for the native qualities of his disposition. His eccentricities, perhaps, 

justified the unreasoning vulgar in believing that he was slightly crazed. His appearance and 

manner on the platform were fantastic in the extreme, and rarely failed to provoke ridicule, till 

his magic bow turned all other emotions into one of breathless admiration. He talked to 

himself continually when alone, a habit which was partly responsible for the popular belief 

that he was always attended by a familiar demon.  

Of Antonia Bianchi, the mother of his son Achille, Paganini tells us that, after many years of a 

most devoted life, the lady's temper became so violent that a separation was necessary. 

"Antonia was constantly tormented," he says, "by the most fearful jealousy. One day she 

happened to be behind my chair when I was writing some lines in the album of a great 

pianiste, and, when she read the few amiable words I had composed in honor of the artist to 

whom the book belonged, she tore it from my hands, demolished it on the spot, and, so fearful 

was her rage, would have assassinated me." 

The circumstances accompanying the last scenes of Paganini's life are very interesting. He had 

been intimate with most of the great people of Europe, among them Lord Byron, Sir Clifford 

Constable, Lord Holland, Rossini, Ugo Fascolo, Monti, Prince Jerome, the Princess Eliza, and 

most of the great painters, poets, and musicians of his age. For Lord Byron he had a most 



ardent and exaggerated admiration. Paganini had stopped at Nice on his way from Paris, 

detained by extreme debility, for his last hours were drawing near. One night he sat by his 

bedroom window, surrounded by a circle of intimate friends, watching the glories of the Italian 

sunset that emblazoned earth, air, and sky, with the richest dyes of nature's palette. A soft 

breeze swept into the room, heavy with the perfumes of flowers, and the twittering of the 

birds in the green foliage mingled with the hum of talk from the throngs of gay promenaders 

sauntering on the beach. For a while Paganini sat silently absorbed in watching the joyous 

scene, when suddenly his eyes turned on the picture of Lord Byron that hung on the wall. A 

flash of enthusiasm lightened his face, as if a great thought were struggling to the surface, and 

he seized his violin to improvise. The listeners declared that this "swan song" was the most 

remarkable production of his life. He illustrated the stormy and romantic career of the English 

poet in music. The accents of doubt, irony, and despair mingled with the cry of liberty and the 

tumult of triumph. Paganini had scarcely finished this wonderful musical picture when the bow 

fell from the icy fingers that refused any longer to perform their function, and the player sank 

into a dead swoon. 

The shock had been too great, and Paganini never quitted his bed afterward. The day before 

his death he seemed a little better, and directed his servant to buy a pigeon for him, as he had 

a slight return of appetite. On the last evening of his life he seemed very tranquil, and ordered 

the curtains to be drawn that he might look out of the window at the beautiful night. The full 

moon was sailing through the skies, flooding everything with splendor. Paganini gazed eagerly, 

gave a long sigh of pleasure, and fell back on his pillow dead. 

Part 6 

Paganini was the first to develop the full resources of the violin as a solo instrument. He 

departed entirely from the traditions of violin-playing as practiced by earlier masters, as he 

believed that great fame could never be acquired in pursuing their methods. A work of 

Locatelli, one of the cleverest pupils of Corelli, and a great master of technique, first seems to 

have inspired him with a conception of the more brilliant possibilities of the violin. What 

further favored Paganini's new departure was that he lived in an age when the artistic mind, as 

well as thought in other directions, felt the desire of innovation. The French Revolution stirred 

Europe to its deepest roots, intellectually as well as politically. At a very early date in his career 

Paganini seems to have begun experimenting with the new effects for which he became 

famous, though these did not reach their full fruitage until just before he left Italy on his first 

general tour. In a word, Paganini possessed the most remarkable creative power in the 



technical treatment of an instrument ever given to a player. Franz Liszt as a pianist approaches 

him more nearly in this respect than any other virtuoso, but the field open to the violinist was 

far greater and wider than that offered to the great Hungarian pianist. It was not, however, 

mere perfection of technical power that threw Europe into such paroxysms of admiration; it 

was the irresistible power of a genius which has never been matched, and which almost 

justified the vulgar conclusion that none but one possessed with a demon could do such 

things. Paganini possessed the oft-quoted attribute of genius, "the power of taking infinite 

pains," but behind this there lay superlative gifts of mind, physique, and temperament. Some 

of the principal compositions of Paganini are marked by great originality and beauty, and are 

violin classics. Schumann and Liszt have transcribed several of them for the piano, and Brahms 

for the orchestra. But the great glory of Paganini was as a virtuoso, not as a composer, and it 

has been generally agreed to place him on the highest pedestal which has yet been reached in 

the executive art of the violin. 

http://www.gutenberg.org/files/17463/17463-h/17463-h.htm#h2H_4_0008 

 

Part 7 

His Methods 

Instead of writting about his methods in playing, I’ve decided to give you a direct link so you 

can read for yourself because, not only it’s a little technical, for those who don’t play the 

instrument can be a little confusing.  

Here’s the link: http://www.gutenberg.org/files/39571/39571-h/39571-h.htm#Page_128 

Part 8 

Compositions 

The list of Paganini’s compositions is too long to just copy it here, but you can check it here: 

http://www.paganiniana.org.uk/Comps.htm 

 

Thank you so much for reading! 
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