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Foreword


By Ruggiero Ricci





The violin is probably the most hellish invention ever conceived by man, a beautiful and treacherous work of art that demands our constant attention but can never be completely dominated. We must adapt to her individual characteristics and hope that she will respond with a gracious nod to our own uniqueness. ‘Treat her right, and she’ll treat you right,’ Jascha Heifetz once told me.


The problems, even for the high priests, are considerable: ‘I used to sleep on the chin rest,’ confided David Oistrakh as we recalled the slavish hours of practice required. ‘How do you keep the violin from going out from under your chin when you downshift?’ asked Szigeti. We all have some nightmare gremlin waiting to pounce during that elusive perfect performance. ‘You mustn’t pay attention to my fingerings,’ Kreisler warned me, ‘I never could play in first position.’ Why do we go on? The gratification that comes if one can melt a heart or draw tears is worth the countless hours spent trying to play double harmonics and blistering our fingers with pizzicato.


The hallmarks of some of today’s performers are over-sweetness and excessive feelings, as compared to the dry sound, bad shifting, and eccentricities that characterised many of our forebears. Every violin player thinks he’s the greatest. If he doesn’t, then forget him. Paganini, Wieniawski, Ysaÿe, Kreisler, Heifetz, Oistrakh – all were great and all were different. None was conformist. And yet, as we see in this book, every great violinist embodies in his playing the influence of his predecessors; this shared inheritance, added to and subtly transformed by his own unique stamp, becomes in turn a legacy to future generations.


The gipsy, the jazzman, and the Hochschule professor are all branches of the fiddler’s family tree; Margaret Campbell’s remarkable work now shows us the fascinating pattern of its growth. 
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Prelude





The history of the violin has long been associated with myth and legend, and antiquity holds the secret of its origins. The earliest and most primitive examples of stringed instruments played with a bow come from the Middle East and Arabia, and the pear-shaped, three-stringed medieval rebec is probably the violin’s most likely immediate ancestor. This instrument was brought to Italy in the ninth century by the invading Arabs. From it stemmed the miniature form that survived to the end of the eighteenth century as the ‘kit’ or dancing master’s fiddle, in France called pochette, a term derived from the habit of its being carried in a dancing master’s tailcoat pocket.


In medieval times we have the fidel also known as fidula, vythule and a variety of related names. Three-stringed like the rebec, this instrument was played with a fydelstyk, a clear indication that it was bowed, not plucked. Since it was used by ‘those who make a living from it through their labour’,1 by playing for dancing and at banquets and other social events, it was not considered respectable.


During the Renaissance a fairly short-lived but direct development of the medieval instrument was the lira da braccio (‘arm-lyra’), a violin-shaped bowed instrument with seven strings, held low against the shoulder and supported by the upper arm. This distinguished it from the viols, which are held downwards between the knees of the player.


About the middle of the sixteenth century a fourth string was added to the medieval three-stringed instrument. The tuning was in fifths – g below middle c, d, a, e. Thus the violin had come into being.


Gasparo da Salò (c.1540–1609; real name Bertolotti, but he was called da Salò after his birthplace on Lake Garda), settled in Brescia in northern Italy, and is one of the first known craftsmen in the records of violin making. The instruments made by these early Brescian makers – of which there were a number – were generally robust, often on the large side and sometimes roughly built, with an extremely powerful tone. But the violins made by Gasparo da Salò’s most famous pupil, Giovanni Paulo Maggini (1581–c.1632), are uncommonly elegant; they also have a distinctive large tone. The Belgian virtuoso Charles de Bériot (1802–70) owned two by this maker. After the death of Maggini the Brescian school went into a decline.


The most important centre of violin making was in the neighbouring city of Cremona, where it had flourished since the middle of the sixteenth century. The first of its celebrated makers was Andrea Amati (c.1511–80), who is believed to have worked there as early as 1550. He was followed by his two sons, Antonio (1540–?) and Girolamo (1561–1630), and they in turn by Nicolò Amati (1596–1684), the best known in what became the most powerful dynasty in the history of the instrument. It was in Cremona that the violin reached its peak of perfection.


In the second half of the seventeenth century, schools of composition and violin playing were emerging at centres all over Italy, the most important being at Bologna, Venice, Rome and Modena. This development was clearly linked with the growing popularity of the violin itself. Nicolò Amati experimented for many years to achieve a combination of the sweetness of tone and brilliance demanded by the new and proliferating breed of musician, the ‘soloist’.


Amati had many famous pupils, some of whom settled in Cremona. Others set up workshops and took on pupils in other parts of Italy. Francesco Ruggieri (1620–95) and Giovanni Rogeri (c.1670–c.1705) had all been apprenticed to ‘Old Amati’, as had Andreas Guarneri (c.1626–98), founder of the other great Cremonese dynasty. And finally, there was Nicolò Amati’s most celebrated pupil, Antonio Stradivari (1644–1737).


Stradivari is believed to have been a wood-carver before he entered Amati’s workshop. After his training was over he continued to live and work with his master, and his first violin is dated 1666. In 1667 he married and in 1680 left Amati to start up on his own in the Piazza San Domenico in Cremona, where the craftsmen lived side by side in the ‘violin makers’ quarters’. These old three-storey houses were built with a seccadour, or ‘drying room’, on the top floor, exposed on all sides to the Italian sun. It was here that the women hung the linen and the fruit to dry alongside the maturing unvarnished violins and selected pieces of seasoning wood.


For some time Stradivari followed his master’s design faithfully with only an occasional deviation, but after Amati’s death in 1684 he began a series of experiments in his search for a richer tone. By the turn of the century he appears to have arrived at his ideal, and the instruments he completed between 1700 and 1725 are acknowledged to be his best. Although they can convey pianissimo with absolute clarity, they can also make their powerful voices heard over a large orchestra. At this time orchestras were gradually expanding their forces beyond the scope of the Baroque chamber groups, but the solo concerto as we know it today had not come into being. It was almost as if Stradivari could anticipate what would be asked of his instruments a hundred years hence.


Great players have, not surprisingly, always been attracted to Stradivari instruments. Mischa Elman played one dated 1721 which had once belonged to Joseph Joachim; David Oistrakh owned a Stradivarius made in 1706 and Nathan Milstein played the ‘Goldman’ dated 1716.


Many of these ‘Golden Age’ Stradivaris have been named after their owners. The ‘Viotti’ of 1709, for example, was played by the Italian virtuoso until his death in 1824. The most famous of all named instruments is the ‘Messiah’, which owes its nickname to an unusual set of circumstances. 


Early in the nineteenth century, a young Milanese carpenter-turned-collector, Luigi Tarisio (c.1790–1854), travelled all over Italy driving hard bargains for forgotten treasures, and accumulated a valuable store of master violins, including one superb example from the estate of Count di Salabue, one of the most famous eighteenth-century collectors. The violin had been purchased in 1775 in perfect condition from Stradivari’s son Paulo (1708–75). Tarisio went to Paris, offering some of his less valuable pieces for sale, which were immediately snapped up. Finally he approached Jean-Baptiste Vuillaume (1798–1875), the best-known Parisian dealer and violin maker of the nineteenth century, and found his most enthusiastic customer. He tantalised Vuillaume with descriptions of the Salabue Stradivarius which he ‘would bring next time’. Tarisio frequently reappeared, but never with the promised instrument. On one occasion Delphin Alard, Vuillaume’s son-in-law, overheard the conversation and exclaimed: ‘Really, Monsieur, your violin is like the Jews’ Messiah! We always wait, but he never comes!’


When Tarisio died, Vuillaume rushed to Italy and bought the entire collection from the unsuspecting heirs for a fraction of what it was worth. When he finally owned the ‘Messiah’, he fell victim to the same disease and could never part with it. Ironically, the ‘Messiah’ has always retained its unattainable image. Over the years it changed hands several times, but was never actually used by a performer: even when it was owned by Alard himself, he scarcely ever played it. Eventually it became the property of Hills of London, who gave it to the Ashmolean Museum at Oxford. The ‘Messiah’ can be seen there today in a glass case, immaculate and still unplayed.


The most brilliant of the younger generation of the Cremona School was Giuseppe Antonio Guarneri. Born about 1683, he was generally known as del Gesù because he inscribed his instruments IHS (Jesus Hominum Salvator – Jesus, Saviour of Mankind).


If Stradivari is seen as the refined aristocrat of his profession, del Gesù could be regarded as the drunken ruffian, the wayward genius who worked in fits and starts, especially towards the end of his short life. Del Gesù’s instruments reflect the variation which was the natural outcome of his unpredictable and individual genius. He is the one maker who is considered the equal of Stradivari, and his instruments are celebrated for their ravishing beauty of both form and tone. His varnish, amber in colour, with a translucent red overlay, gives off a luminous effect which has been compared with the ‘dying glow of the evening sun on the waves of the sea’.2


Many great players today prefer Guarneri instruments to any others, on account of their pungent tone. Fritz Kreisler owned a del Gesù of 1733, and Heifetz played on the ‘Ferdinand David’ of 1742. Kyung-Wha Chung plays a Guarnerius dated 1735. Paganini played a Guarnerius. He named it the ‘Cannon’ on account of its exceedingly powerful tone, and in his will he bequeathed it to his native city of Genoa, where it rests in a glass case, as mute as the ‘Messiah’.


The only German-speaking master violin maker, Jacob Stainer (c.1617–83), came from Absam in the Austrian Tyrol. He was a wood-carver by trade and a first-class violinist. Stainer’s work shows some influence of Amati and it is possible that he studied in Cremona. Musicians of the time were enthralled with the ‘Stainer’ tone, and in seventeenth-and eighteenth-century Germany he was considered the greatest of all makers. His instruments – distinguished by their high arching – then fetched far higher prices than those of Stradivari. In 1800, Count di Salabue placed Stainer’s name at the top of a list that included all the most celebrated Cremona masters. J.S. Bach and Mozart both had Stainers. In his famous Violinschule (a tutor on violin technique), Mozart’s father Leopold does not mention the existence of Italian violins.


During the Thirty Years War, Bohemian violin makers escaped across the border and settled in Saxony, where they set up a collective cottage industry. Similar methods were employed in Mittenwald, a small town in the Bavarian Alps, and made famous by the work of Matthias Klotz (1653–1743), who worked in Italy as a young man.


The first mastercraftsman in the French school was Nicolas Lupot (1758–1824) from Mirecourt; and from the same town came Jean-Baptiste Vuillaume, whom we know later set up in Paris and became famous both as a maker and dealer. Copying was Vuillaume’s greatest strength and he successfully imitated the work of the greatest masters. When repairing the Guarneri ‘Cannon’ for Paganini, Vuillaume made a copy so perfect that at first sight it deceived its owner. Paganini was sufficiently impressed to offer a high price for it, but the astute Vuillaume presented the instrument as a gift on receiving Paganini’s assurance that he would play on it at a public concert.


The phenomenal advances in violin making technique in the seventeenth century were not reflected in the development of the bow. The first performers on the violin used the bows already in use for viols, the principles of which had not changed since medieval times. A convex wooden stick strung with hórsehair at a fixed, slack tension, slightly modified it came to be called the ‘Corelli’ bow, after Arcangelo Corelli (1653–1713), the Italian virtuoso-composer. Eminently suited to the Baroque performing style, the old bow could produce beautifully clear, short unaccented strokes. However, with the development of the Classical symphony and the solo concerto, new musical demands were made upon both composers and violinists. The emphasis on cantabile, or ‘singing tone’, especially in a long phrase, called for a longer bow and a wider spread of hair. The new accented martelé, or ‘hammer-stroke’, needed a greater tension than that of the old bow and staccato was difficult to achieve with the less perfectly balanced stick.


Tartini carried out intensive study of the bow resulting in certain modifications. But the solution to the problems just mentioned was provided by the Parisian Tourte family, culminating in the work of François Tourte (1747–1835). His standards for curvature of the stick and tapering of the head towards a fine point, so as to attain the correct balance together with the most desirable length, were established about 1780 and have been accepted as perfect right up to the present day. He justly earned the title ‘Stradivari of the Bow’. Tourte never stamped his bows with his name, but to the connoisseur they are clearly recognisable by their finely tapering heads. They were frequently embellished with beautiful tortoiseshell nuts mounted in gold.
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The modern violin








It is entirely logical that the bow should have been developed in France and not in Italy. The latter country brought the violin and its Baroque performing technique to a peak of perfection. But around the time of the deaths of Bach (1750) and Handel (1759), the Baroque style of playing declined. When Viotti went to Paris in 1782, he took with him a fusion of the past and future virtuoso styles. He passed on his ideas to pupils who became the leaders of the new French school of violin playing which was to dominate Europe for most of the nineteenth century.




Notes


1. Boyden, The History of Violin Playing, p. 32.


2. Farga, Violins and Violinists, p. 54.

























1 Beginnings





Paganini is the name that naturally springs to mind as the archetypal virtuoso of the violin. But mountain peaks do not fall from the sky. Although they may not have reached such dazzling heights, there were many accomplished performers a century and more before Paganini was born. The explorations of these early violinists, who were also of necessity composers, laid the foundations on which all techniques of future generations were based.


The first known ‘virtuoso’ appears to have been the Italian Carlo Farina (c.1600–40) from Mantua. His reputation for performing tricks on the violin, from the mewing of cats to the imitation of fife and drum, earned him the contempt of serious musicians. Nevertheless, even at this early date he was employing advanced techniques such as double-stopping and pizzicato.


The French violinist Louis Constantin (c.1585–1657) was described by Marin Mersenne as being one of the great virtuosos of his time. In 1618 he became one of the Vingt-Quatre Violons at the Paris court of Louis XIII. In 1624, he was appointed Roy des joueurs d’instruments: this post entitled him to levy taxes from anyone entering the profession; in return, he was obliged to uphold the statutes of the guild and see that violators were punished.


The Florentine-born Jean-Baptiste Lully (1632–87), remembered today as an opera composer at the court of Louis XIV, was also a gifted violinist and dancer. Soon after his court appointment, in 1653, Lully persuaded the young Louis XIV to create a new, elite band of 16 players, known as the Petits Violons, which he led. As a conductor, he imposed a rhythmic discipline that gave his orchestra a distinctive precision and style that was the every of every European monarch of the day. However, fame came at a price: Lully died of gangrene after having accidentally pierced his foot while marking time with his conducting cane. The tribute in the March 1687 Mercure galant declared that ‘never did any man carry so far the art of playing the violin’.


In the entry for 4 March 1656, the diarist John Evelyn described as ‘incomparable’ the playing of Thomas Baltzar (1630–63), a native of Lübeck in Germany and at one time employed at the court of Queen Christina of Sweden; his ‘wonderful dexterity’ was greatly admired. ‘There was nothing, however cross and perplexed, brought to him by other artists, which he did not play off at sight with ravishing sweetness and improvements to the astonishment of our best masters.’ Baltzar’s success earned him the coveted appointment of leader of the ‘Twenty-four Violins of the King’ under Charles II who, during his exile at the court of Louis XIV, had acquired a taste for everything French. But Baltzar’s popularity encouraged him to ‘drink more than ordinary’,1 the consequence of which brought him to an early grave, albeit in Westminster Abbey.


John Banister (c.1630–79), Baltzar’s successor as leader of the King’s Band, was required – like his counterpart at the French court, Lully – to ‘make choyce of twelve drawn from our four and twenty violins to be a select band to wayte on us whensoever there should be occasion for musick’. He was given ‘full power to instruct and direct them for better performance of service, without being mixed with the other violins unless the King orders the twenty-four’. Samuel Pepys mentioned Banister favourably in his diary, as both performer and composer. Banister gave the first public concerts in London at his house in White Friars off Fleet Street, on the site where the Guildhall School of Music and Drama stood until it moved to the Barbican. But he fell from grace when it was discovered that he had misappropriated funds entrusted to him for paying the musicians’ wages.


The aristocratic patrons of music of the day also often employed their own private bands. The leader of the group was a violinist or a keyboard player, or both, and usually had to fulfil some additional household function, such as steward, secretary, or even valet. Musicians were regarded as servants and tradesmen who supplied a commodity – namely an endless stream of new compositions to divert their patrons and impress their patrons’ rivals. There were special occasions, both sacred and secular, but mostly the music was provided as background for dining or card-playing: Richard Wagner later bemoaned ‘the clatter of princely plates’ and more than one musician was reprimanded by his patron for allowing the music to drown out the card-calling.


By the late seventeenth century, German violinists were already exploring the virtuoso potential of their instruments. The most important of them was Heinrich Franz von Biber (1644–1704) of Wartenberg, in Bohemia. Biber became Konzertmeister at the court of the Prince Archbishop of Salzburg. Charles Burney, the eighteenth-century music historian and commentator, wrote: ‘Of all the violin players of the last century, Biber seems to have been the best, and his solos are the most difficult and the most fanciful of any Music I have seen of the same period.’2 Biber’s powers of execution must have been extraordinary and his knowledge of the violin considerable. He made extensive use of scordatura (re-tuning) to obtain special effects, with strings tuned in thirds and fourths instead of the usual fifths, thereby facilitating certain passages and the execution of chords. The different tension on the strings also brought about a change in tone colour which Biber highlighted in his music. His set of ‘Mystery’ or ‘Rosary’ sonatas (c.1676), depicting 15 episodes in the life of Christ, calls for a different tuning for each sonata.


Biber was not alone among seventeenth-century violinists to use scordatura. Johann Jakob Walther (1650–1717), first violinist and chamber musician at the Saxon Court, was renowned for his feats of virtuosity, including sustaining a melody with the bow while he accompanied himself with left-hand pizzicato. The German Nikolaus Bruhns (1665–97) went one better: he used to astonish his audience with two-part improvisations on the violin while playing the bass with his feet on the organ pedals.


Of Nicolo Matteis (d.? 1707) who came to England in 1672, John Evelyn wrote in his diary on 19 November 1674:




I heard that stupendous violinist, Signor Nicholao, whom I have never heard mortal man exceed on that instrument. He had a stroke so sweet – and made it speak like the voice of a man, and when he pleased, like a concert of several instruments…. he played such ravishing things as astonished us all.





Roger North remarks in his memoirs that although many gifted amateurs had heard Matteis play solos, yet none would attempt ‘… to do the like, for none could command that fulness, grace and truth of which he was the master’, and that ‘his staccatos, tremolos, divisions, and indeed his whole manner was surprising, and every stroke was a mouthfull’. Although poor when he arrived in England, Matteis amassed a fortune through his concerts and publications. North tells us that he ‘took a great house, and after the manner of his country lived luxuriously, which brought diseases upon him of which he died’.3




Notes


1. Van der Straeten, The Romance of the Fiddle, p. 68.


2. Burney, A General History of Music, iii, p. 462


3. Van der Straeten, History of the Violin, p. 151.






















2 The Archangel and


the Red Priest





The first important influence on violin playing, to say nothing of his impact on early eighteenth-century music in general, was that of Arcangelo Corelli (1653–1713). A native of Fusignano who spent most of his working life in Rome, he received his earliest musical training from a priest in Faenza. At the age of 13 he went to Bologna, where he had his first violin lessons from the two well-known teachers, Benvenuti and Brugnoli.


Corelli was Roman patrons, who included the former Queen Christina of Sweden and Cardinal Pietro Ottoboni, who engaged him as director of his household music and took him as a personal friend. Corelli lived comfortably in his own apartments in the cardinal’s palace, composing, teaching and conducting the Monday Concerts that were attended by the elite of Roman society. George Frideric Handel, who collaborated with him between 1707 and 1708, recalled Corelli’s frugality and that ‘his favourite pastime was to look at pictures which cost him nothing’.1 Corelli, in fact, amassed a fine collection of paintings (as did Handel) and became recognised as an authority on art.


Frequently asked to play for people of high rank, he was not above meeting them on equal terms. During a concert at the Ottoboni Palace, some of the guests began talking between themselves: Corelli put down his violin and seated himself among them; when questioned, he replied coolly that he was afraid his playing might interrupt the conversation.


In the early eighteenth century, it was difficult to find a violinist who did not claim to have studied with Corelli; Pietro Locatelli (1695–1764) was one of the most famous. Through his teaching and his music Corelli laid the foundations of violin playing, and his solos were seized upon immediately they appeared. Important enough in their own time, his compositions today remain a permanent influence on violin literature. He took the best ideas of his predecessors and synthesised them into a form which exploited the possibilities of the violin, both in ensemble and as a solo instrument, in an entirely new way. It was Corelli who first extensively exploited the violin as a melodic, singing instrument. Before the middle of the seventeenth century, composers appear to have been more concerned with writing violin music that contained scale passages, figurations and special effects. Corelli provided variety by the use of small ensembles in a dialogue with the larger body of strings, as exemplified in his 12 Concerti Grossi, Op. 6. Corelli’s best known piece for violin is his 23 variations on the popular theme, ‘La Folia di Spagna’ contained in Op. 5. 


The cornerstones of Corelli and violin playing were the production of a beautiful tone, variety and elegance of bowing, expressively interpreted slow movements and a well developed left-hand technique. He insisted that his pupils should not use the fingers of the left hand to stop the strings before they could master the slow sweep of the bow across the open strings, a practice still endorsed today. Indeed, Corelli’s Op. 5 sonatas contain some of the best bowing exercises to be found anywhere.


As a performer, Corelli was said to be a serious and dignified artist, but occasionally, when carried away with the music, ‘his countenance was distorted, his eyes red as fire, and his eyeballs rolled as if he were in agony’.2 His sense of humour is manifest in an encounter with the brash German virtuoso Nicolaus Strungk (1640–1700). In the master’s presence, Strungk is said to have performed well-nigh impossible feats of scordatura without difficulty, expecting the master’s acclamation to follow. Instead, Corelli smiled and said quietly: ‘I am called Arcangelo, but you one might justly call Archidiavolo.’3


When Corelli died he left a fine collection of master violins and a considerable fortune. His paintings went to Ottoboni, who showed his gratitude by placing Corelli’s remains in the Pantheon near the tomb of Raphael.


If Corelli laid the solid foundations of violin playing, Antonio Vivaldi (1678–1741) decorated them with sparkling inventiveness which, through his pupils and imitators, provided later eighteenth-century virtuosos with stock-in-trade. The son of a Venetian violinist in the orchestra at San Marco, Vivaldi grew up in a city where music was ever-present and enjoyed by all classes of society. At the age of ten the young Antonio could play well enough to assist his father with the music at the cathedral. He entered the priesthood at 15, and his bright red hair inspired the nickname ‘the Red Priest’. In line with prevailing custom, he combined his church duties with musical studies.


In 1703, Vivaldi was appointed violin master at the Ospedale della Pietà, where, apart from sporadic leaves of absence, he remained for almost 40 years. The Pietà was one of the four asylums in Venice established in the fourteenth century for the protection of orphaned and foundling girls. Apart from general education, the girls were given a good musical training and had their own choir and orchestra; their concerts raised funds for the Ospedale’s running costs. During Vivaldi’s time, the Pietà was known throughout Europe for its high standards of performance and some of the girls became professional musicians.


Vivaldi’s fame and influence as a virtuoso violinist and opera composer during his lifetime had been immense, but the dimming of his reputation in his final years was followed by a neglect of almost a century. His name seldom appeared in the eighteenth-century violin tutors and, although there were sporadic efforts in Germany to play and publish his music, the great turn-of-the-century masters of the French School totally ignored him. Nevertheless, his ideas, like those of Corelli, survived in the music of his pupils. 


Although we do not have precise accounts from those who studied with Vivaldi, many contemporary performers and players acknowledged his influence. ‘La Chiaretta’, one of his girls at the Pietà, is said to have been among the best Italian violinists of her day. A pupil of his later years, the violin virtuoso Santa Tasca was employed by the Emperor Francis I of the Holy Roman Empire. However, Vivaldi’s most important pupil, the German Georg Johann Pisendel (1687–1755), was already a professional violinist with an established reputation when he was sent by his employer, the Elector of Saxony, to have lessons with the Venetian. Pisendel and Vivaldi became close friends and the composer dedicated many violin concertos – the most famous being the one in A major (RV 29) – to his pupil.


Vivaldi was a prolific composer whose ideas were so rapidly committed to paper that he said he could compose a concerto with all its parts faster than a copyist could write it out. Besides his 40 operas, he wrote almost 400 violin concertos. His violin music involves wide leaps from one string to another: many passages require a leap from the lowest string to the highest, a manoeuvre achieved by deftly pivoting the bow. His cantabile passages reveal his innate understanding of his violinistic craft, and yet he incorporates many effects that are vocal in origin. A man of great human contrasts, Vivaldi was, on the one hand, very devout – described as never having the rosary out of his hand unless it was to take up his pen – and, on the other, hot-tempered, easily irritated and as quick to regain tranquillity. His music magnificently reflects these contrasts.


Few accounts of Vivaldi’s own performances as a violinist survive but it is clear from the music itself, and the post he held, that he must have been a virtuoso. In 1715, Vivaldi’s German pupil, Johann von Uffenbach (1687–1769), wrote in his journal of a visit to the opera in Venice:




Towards the end Vivaldi played a solo accompaniment admirably, adding at the end a free fantasy which quite frightened me, for it is scarcely possible that anyone ever played or will play this way, for he placed his fingers but a hair’s breadth from the bridge, so that there was barely room for the bow, doing this on all four strings with imitations at incredible speed.4





Von Uffenbach was an amateur violinist, but nevertheless, in musical matters his journal is regarded as trustworthy. Even if a ‘hair’s breadth’ was an exaggeration, it is sufficient to confirm Vivaldi’s virtuosity and that he employed fingering positions quite unfamiliar to the informed observer. What is also interesting is that, if this account is correct, Vivaldi would have played in much higher positions than were possible on the short fingerboard of the time: the only logical explanation must be that he had a longer fingerboard fitted on his violin.


Johann Joachim Quantz (1697–1773), flautist and musician to the court of Frederick the Great, attributes the invention of the cadenza to Vivaldi. In the Dresden Library is a Vivaldi manuscript in which an improvisatory solo passage 39 bars long occurs just before the orchestra enters for the finale. It begins with rapid scale passages, frequently changes key and then soars into high positions, looking forward to the cadenzas of Mozart and Beethoven.


In England, the art of violin playing in the early eighteenth century was still primitive compared with that of the rest of Europe. Thanks to the arrival of Italians such as Francesco Geminiani (1687–1762), this situation greatly improved. Geminiani had been a pupil of Corelli in Rome and started his career as leader of an orchestra in Naples. But according to the eighteenth-century lexicographer John Busby, his sense of rhythm was so erratic that he ‘…disordered their motions, embarrassed their execution and, in a word, threw the whole band into confusion’.5 The penalty for this crime was demotion to the viola section. It was a common saying at the time that no good music was written for the viola because there were no good viola players, and vice versa. Although Geminiani’s talents may not have been suited to the orchestral ranks, he made a fine reputation for himself as a soloist by his brilliant style, which far exceeded anything previously heard.


Geminiani’s greatest contribution was his treatise, The Art of Playing the Violin, published in 1740. It contains the essence of Corelli’s teaching and was considered one of the best instruction books of the time. Geminiani was the first to advocate holding the violin as it is held today, with the chin to the left of the tailpiece. At the time the violin was held against the neck, with the chin resting upon the right side of the tailpiece and with little support from the chin itself (the chin-rest had not yet been invented). The main support came from the left hand holding the rather thick neck (modifications to the instrument came later). The hand itself was held much lower than it is today, so that the violin scroll was lower than the tailpiece. For accompanying simple dances this was adequate, but in more sophisticated music, requiring shifts up and down the fingerboard, bracing of the neck and bending of the head were unavoidable. Geminiani’s reliance on the chin allowed the player to keep his head straight and made shifting easier. Interestingly, Leopold Mozart (1719–87) adhered to the established practice of the chin resting on the right of the tailpiece, in his tutor, Versuch einer gründlichen Violinschule, published in 1756.


A small but significant link between the classical and modern schools of violin playing was provided by the Italian Giovanni Battista Somis (1676–1763). A pupil of both Corelli and Vivaldi, he combined their teaching philosophies to form a style of his own, which took violin technique a step forward. Students from throughout Europe were attracted to the school he established in Turin. Among his most famous pupils were Jean-Marie Leclair (1697–1764), through whom Somis exerted a considerable influence on French violin playing, and Gaetano Pugnani (1731–98). A contemporary writer, Hubert le Blanc, reports that Somis ‘… had the most beautiful bow stroke in Europe’ and that ‘he can play a whole note in one bow [so] that it takes one’s breath away when thinking of it’.6 
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3 Master of the Nations





By the end of the seventeenth century the violin was capable of a brilliance of tone and range of expression that went hand-in-hand with its growing popularity. Consequently different styles of playing had begun to assert themselves. The fiddler who provided accompaniments for dancing could not be compared with the court soloist, whose playing was on a more sophisticated level. About the middle of the seventeenth century, playing styles had become associated with national characteristics and the differences between the Italian and the French styles became most apparent of all. Violin playing in other countries largely followed the lines of these two schools.


The virtuoso techniques of the Italian school were developed to suit the newest forms of composition, the sonata, the variation and later, the solo concerto. The Italians also favoured the cantabile style of playing – a logical development in a land where musical sound had always been associated with the human voice. The French perfected a highly sophisticated style of bowing which suited the clearly accented courtly dance rhythms with which they were preoccupied. The Germans created an advanced virtuoso style of playing, modelled on Italian principles, which exploited the extended range of the violin, double-stopping and scordatura. Their bowing techniques were correspondingly advanced.


This high degree of development is reflected in the music of Johann Sebastian Bach (1685–1750). As Kapellmeister of the court orchestra of Prince Leopold of Anhalt-Cöthen, he composed violin sonatas, two violin concertos (in E major and A minor) and the Double Concerto in D minor. It was also at Cöthen that he wrote his unaccompanied Partitas for violin, which remain today among the most demanding music ever written for the instrument. There are no contemporary accounts of Bach’s violin playing, but in a letter dated 1774 to the German music lexicographer, Johann Forkel, Carl Philipp Emanuel Bach mentions his father’s lifelong interest in the violin:




In his youth, and until the approach of old age, he played the violin cleanly and penetratingly, and thus kept the orchestra in better order than he could have done with the harpsichord. He understood to perfection the possibilities of all stringed instruments.1





By the beginning of the eighteenth century, the violin was to be found in all classes of society and had finally shaken off its early ‘rogue and vagabond’ image. This new measure of respectability was largely due to the increase in amateur playing. Giuseppe Tartini (1692–1770) formed the most significant link between the Baroque and Classical periods, his style containing elements of both. He may be seen as ‘the most important exponent of the violin concerto between Vivaldi and Viotti’.2


Tartini’s family were rich Florentines who had settled in Istria on the Adriatic, and much of their wealth found its way into the church, which provided the young Tartini with his first lessons on the violin. When he reached the age of 17, his father was determined he should enter the priesthood; Tartini was equally convinced he would not, preferring law. Despite strong pressure from the Bishop of Istria, whose monastery had been promised a handsome donation if his persuasion was successful, Tartini won his point. In 1709 he entered the University at Padua as a law student, but it is doubtful whether he was ever over-zealous in his studies. From the beginning, fencing, art and music held greater claims on him, and for a time he seriously considered opening a fencing school to subsidise his career as a violinist.


In his final year at the university, Tartini fell in love with the 15-year-old Elisabetta Premazone, a dependant relative of an eminent Paduan cardinal. Their elopement and secret marriage inevitably caused family fireworks: Tartini’s father stopped his allowance and the cardinal issued a warrant for his arrest. Tartini fled from Padua and, disguised as a monk, wandered from city to city, finally reaching Assisi where he stayed for two years under the protection of the Franciscan Friars. During this time he took instruction in theory and composition from Bohuslav Matěj Černohorský (1687–1769), a distinguished Bohemian composer and teacher. (In the Bohemian monasteries the violin was employed both as a solo instrument and in string ensembles, and the music composed there shows a high degree of technical development.)


It was at this time also, through scientific experiments with the violin, that Tartini first became aware of what he called terzi tuoni, or ‘third sound’. It is what we recognise today as the phenomenon of ‘differential’ notes, which were later investigated and documented by acoustical experts such as Hermann Helmholtz. The differential note is heard as a ‘third’ sound (which is not being played) when two notes are stopped in perfect intonation. On his own admission, Tartini’s mathematical calculations contained errors and, although he published a treatise on harmony in 1754, he was never able to prove his theory. Tartini also experimented with a thicker gauge of violin string to obtain a richer tone; this was later taken into general use.


At Assisi Tartini wrote the ‘Devil’s Trill’ sonata. It is said that he was inspired by a dream he had in which he sold his soul to the devil in exchange for the most exquisite sonata imaginable.3


In exchange for his food and lodging, Tartini provided a valuable source of revenue to the Friars, as his playing attracted large audiences to the concerts in the monastery chapel. He was, of necessity, hidden behind a curtain and spoken of as ‘the Mystery Violinist of Assisi’. But in 1715, on the annual Feast of St Francis when pilgrims came from all over Italy to worship at the tomb, a deacon accidentally moved the curtain and revealed the identity of the performer. Paduans in the congregation immediately recognised Tartini. The story ended happily when the cardinal dropped his original charges, and Tartini and Elisabetta were reunited.


Tartini’s fame quickly spread throughout Italy. Socially, he and his wife moved only in aristocratic circles. This state of affairs may well have continued but for an invitation extended to Tartini and the great Florentine violinist Veracini in 1716 to compete at Venice in honour of the visit of the Elector of Saxony. It was common practice in the eighteenth century to invite artists to outdo each other for the benefit of eminent guests. But Tartini was never to meet this challenge. By chance he happened to hear Veracini play in Cremona, was immediately convinced of the Florentine’s superiority, and withdrew from the contest.


Shaken by this eclipse, Tartini went into exile. He left his wife and installed himself in Ancona, vowing to stay until he had reached the perfection he desired. How long he resided there is uncertain, but the records show that he was appointed to the post of first violin at the Capella del Santo at Padua in 1721. He was described as an ‘extraordinary’ violinist and received an annual stipend of 150 florins, a handsome sum at the time. He was also excused from the need to show proof of his excellence, a singularly high honour since each member of the choir and orchestra was required to re-audition annually. The ultimate concession was that he should be allowed to appear elsewhere. He did not take advantage of this opportunity until 1723, when an irresistible invitation to play in Prague at the coronation of Charles VI came from Count Kinsky, the Chancellor of Bohemia, a passionate devotee of music. Tartini’s performance caused a furore in Prague, and he accepted an offer to stay on and lead Count Kinsky’s private band. But he was fated never to enjoy prosperity for long. Three years later, when his brother became involved in financial difficulties, Tartini left Prague, in the belief that ‘the skin is nearer than the purse’.4


In 1728, at the age of 36, he set up his ‘School of the Nations’ in Padua. It became renowned for its excellence and Tartini became even more famous as a teacher than he had been as a performer. Many great violinists studied there, including Gaetano Pugnani (1731–98), who was also a pupil of Somis, and the legendary Maddalena Lombardini (1745–1818), the young girl to whom Tartini wrote a letter (dated 1760 and first published in 1770) on the art of bowing which has passed into musical history as the sole and classic example of Tartini’s detailed instruction of his method. In it, Tartini stresses that at first practice should be confined to the ‘use and power of the bow’, in order to learn:




… the true manner of holding, balancing and pressing the bow lightly, but steadily, upon the strings; in such a manner as that it shall seem to breathe the first tone it gives, which must proceed from the friction of the string, and not from percussion, as by a blow given with a hammer upon it. This depends on laying the bow lightly upon the strings, at the first contact, and on gently pressing it afterwards, which, if done gradually, can scarce have too much force given to it, because if the tone is begun with delicacy, there is little danger of rendering it afterwards either coarse or harsh.5





Tartini also advocates that his pupil should master the art of the swell on an open string, from pianissimo to fortissimo, by exercising for an hour each day until perfection is attained. ‘When you are a perfect mistress of this part of a good performer, a swell will be very easy to you; beginning with the most minute softness, increasing the tone to its loudest degree, and diminishing it to the same point of softness with which you began, and all this in the same stroke of the bow.’6


Tartini wrote some 200 violin concertos and an equal number of sonatas; few of these are ever heard today, with the exception of the ‘Devil’s Trill’ and ‘Didone Abbandonata’. But the 38 variations on a theme by Corelli, L’arte del arco (1758), constitute one of the best exercises for the right arm in the repertory. Tartini, far more than any of his predecessors or contemporaries, undertook an intensive study of the bow. He made the stick itself narrower and was the first to modify its outward curve. He also altered the shape of the head and discarded the fluting.


As a performer Tartini was considered to be one of the most accomplished virtuosos of the day, rivalled only by Francesco Veracini (1690–1768). Pierre Lahoussaye (1735–1818), the great French violinist and pupil of Tartini at Padua, wrote: ‘Nothing could express my astonishment and admiration caused by the perfection and purity of his tone, the charm of expression, the magic of his bow, the all-round perfection of his performance.’7 Tartini hated virtuosity for its own sake. Most contemporary accounts remark upon the beauty of his cantabile passages, not only for their depth of expression, but for a certain reserve which would seem to point more to the style that was later to be echoed in the playing of Spohr and Joachim. Tartini possessed both the talent and the physical equipment for a virtuoso and yet he was singularly unambitious. And fame, though readily accepted at the time, passed lightly over his shoulders. He rejected countless offers to play abroad: Sir Edward Walpole and Lord Middlesex both tried hard to tempt him to play in London – the latter, to the tune of 3,000 lire – and neither the Prince de Condé nor the Prince de Clérmont could persuade him to appear in Paris.


Tartini’s Venetian protégée, Maddalena Lombardini, was less reticent. She was so musically advanced that, at the age of seven, she attracted the attention of the governors of the Mendicanti at an open audition to select young girls as apprentices to the music school of the Ospedale, to study one or two musical instruments, singing and solfeggio. She made such astonishing progress that at 14 she was promoted to the rank of violin teacher; die Mendicanti governors sponsored her journeys to Padua for advanced study with Tartini and others. The famous letter from Tartini shows to what extent her talent had developed by 1760.


In 1767 she married the violinist Lodovico Maria Gaspar Sirmen (1738–1812) and thereafter was known as Maddalena Lombardini Sirmen. The following year, they embarked on a two-year concert tour. Her playing won the heart of audiences everywhere and when the couple appeared in Paris at the Concert Spirituel, the Mercure de France reported that her violin was ‘the lyre of Orpheus in the hands of a Grace’.8 Many considered her a much greater violinist than her husband. A second tour took them to London where in 1771 she made her debut as a soloist at the King’s Theatre in London. She was also a gifted and prolific composer and on this initial visit she gave no fewer than 22 performances of her own concertos in various concert series. Later she appeared over 200 times in London in the series produced by J. C. Bach and C. F. Abel and at the King’s Theatre and Covent Garden. She also sang at Marylebone Pleasure Gardens.9
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4 Viotti and the French Trio





‘Vittoi, it is ture … astonishes the hearer; but he does something infinitely better – he awakens emotion, gives a soul to sound, and leads the passions captive,’ wrote a critic in the Morning Chronicle on 10 March 1794, after one of Viotti’s London concerts. A pivotal figure in violin playing, linking the Corelli tradition through Pietro Locatelli to the nineteenth-century French school which he established, Giovanni Battista Viotti (1753–1824) was ‘the most influential violinist between Tartini and Paganini’.1 His playing was brilliant and romantic.


Viotti was born at Fontanetto da Po, the son of a blacksmith and amateur horn player. His first violin lessons were from a roving lute player and, as a boy, he was fortunate to come under the patronage of Prince Alfonso dal Pozzo della Cistema, who chose him as a student-companion to his son. Viotti lived with the family and the two boys became pupils of Pugnani, who had studied with Somis, thus forming a link with Corelli. In 1775, Viotti became a member of the orchestra of the royal chapel in Turin, occupying the last desk of the first violins for five years.2


At the end of this period Pugnani took Viotti on a concert tour of Europe, introducing him as his ‘pupil’. They first visited Switzerland, then Dresden and Berlin, and – encouraged by their success – extended their itinerary to include Warsaw and St Petersburg. In the latter city, Catherine the Great showered gifts upon Viotti and tried to persuade him to join her court orchestra. But he declined the Empress’s offer by saying he did not care for the Russian climate.


From St Petersburg Viotti travelled to London. Here his playing was well received and compared favourably with that of Geminiani, then considered the finest violinist to have crossed the Channel. But it was at a concert in Paris in 1782 that Viotti achieved his greatest triumph. It immediately established him as a leading virtuoso and he enjoyed this success for almost two years, acclaimed by critics and the public alike. During this time he set up house with his friend, the composer Luigi Cherubini (1760–1842), and their soirées became the centre of Parisian musical life. Then he suddenly retired from the concert platform without explanation. The mystery of this defection at the height of his powers remains unsolved.


A year later he entered the service of Marie Antoinette at Versailles and in 1788, under the patronage of the Comte de Provence, produced a brilliant season of Italian opera at the Théâtre de Monsieur. But this venture, too, was short-lived. The Revolution in 1789 disrupted all Viotti’s plans for future productions. Employment in royal service did not curb Viotti’s democratic ideas. Once, during a private concert at Versailles, when he was playing one of his own compositions, there was an interruption, followed by whispering among the guests. As murmurs of ‘Make way for the Duke’ heralded the late arrival of the Duc d’Artois, Viotti stopped playing, tucked his violin under his arm and left the salon. Moreover, unlike his venerated predecessor Corelli, when faced with a similar situation at the Ottoboni Palace, Viotti resolutely refused all entreaties to return.


On another occasion in 1790, Viotti accepted an invitation to play in a charity concert which was arranged to take place on the fifth floor in the house of a friend. ‘I will play’, said Viotti, ‘… but only on one condition … that the audience shall come up here to us – we have long enough descended to them; but times are changed.’3 When the aristocrats had climbed the stairs, they found that the only ornament on display was a bust of Jean Jacques Rousseau, whose democratic ideas were so feared that his remains, together with those of Voltaire, were removed from the Panthéon and secretly disposed of when the Bourbon monarchy was restored some 23 years later. However, in 1792, on the eve of the arrest of the King and Queen, Viotti decided, democrat or not, that his views could be open to question. He fled without a sou to England.


In contrast to the turbulent events in France, Viotti’s life in England was tranquil, and he earned a reasonable living. His success on the concert platform – especially at the Hanover Square Rooms – attracted an ever-widening circle of influential and cultured friends, and he took on a number of pupils, many of whom were from the upper echelons of society. The Duke of Cambridge was one of the most celebrated. It was through one of his young pupils, Walter Chinnery, that he became acquainted with the family who were to become his life-long friends. Chinnery was an employee of the Treasury, and his wife Caroline a gifted pianist. In 1794 Viotti took over the post of acting manager of the Italian Opera at the King’s Theatre (now Her Majesty’s) in the Haymarket.


In 1798 the British government, unjustly suspecting Viotti of involvement in a revolutionary plot, ordered him to leave the country. In exile he was given the use of the country house of a friend at Schoenfeld, near Hamburg, and spent the time composing and corresponding with his beloved Mrs Chinnery. It was here that he wrote the duets for two violins, Op. 5, which bear the inscription: ‘This work is the fruit of leisure which misfortune procured for me. Some of the pieces were dictated by Pain, others by Hope.’


Viotti took on a few pupils, one of whom was the young Friedrich Wilhelm Pixis (1786–1842) of Mannheim, a brilliant young violinist who was himself to become a significant figure when the Prague Conservatory opened in 1811. This institution has since played an important part in the history of violin playing and given to the world many who have influenced the development of their art: Antonin Bennewitz (1833–1926), Otokar Ševčík (1852–1934), Jaroslav Kocián (1883–1950) and František Ondřiček (1857–1922) who gave the first performance of Dvořák’s Violin Concerto in Prague in 1883, are among the most prominent. 


The Czechs have always possessed a natural instinct for music. Charles Burney, when travelling in Bohemia in 1773, was amazed to find in simple village schools throughout the country, children of both sexes from six to eleven years old, ‘reading, writing, playing on violins’4 and other instruments. Pixis brought to Prague the traditions of the Mannheim school allied to Viotti’s teaching. The Mannheim traditions stemmed from the group of virtuoso musicians who formed the court orchestras during the reign of Duke Carl Theodor, in the third quarter of the century. The founder and leader of this school of violinists and conductors was the Czech Johann Stamitz (1717–57). The main features of their style of playing have been described as ‘perfect team-work, fiery and expressive execution, uniform bowing, exciting dynamic effects and accuracy in phrasing in orchestral performance’.5 Burney called them ‘an army of generals’. Through Viotti Pixis would have learned that violin playing was not only concerned with technical brilliance but must also emphasise tonal beauty, power and expression.


With Napoleon firmly in power in France, it was seemingly safe in 1801 to allow Viotti to return to England. But he had temporarily lost interest in concert giving and, acting upon Mrs Chinnery’s encouragement, reinforced by her financial support, he opened a shop in London as a wine merchant. Many of Viotti’s Italian contemporaries had similar commercial interests: Geminiani bought and sold pictures; Muzio Clementi (1752–1832) made a fortune out of making pianos. The parsimonious Clementi and his pupil John Field (1782–1837) would wash their own shirts and socks when on tour in St Petersburg. At first Viotti probably made a living from his business for he declined at this time to take on any pupils. He even refused Louis Spohr (1784–1859), who had long held Viotti as his model. In his autobiography Spohr bitterly laments the fact that he was denied the chance to study with the master. Spohr always maintained that no better test existed for a fine player than the execution of Viotti sonatas or concertos. Spohr relates the tale of a friend who, by chance, entered Viotti’s shop and was surprised to find the great man behind the counter. He reproached him for denying the public the pleasure of hearing him play. Viotti replied: ‘My dear Sir, I have done so simply because I find that the English like Wine better than Music.’6


Unfortunately, the wine shop never prospered sufficiently to keep Viotti out of financial difficulties and, in consequence, he later made several attempts to reestablish himself in the musical world. In 1802 he visited Paris to present some of the works he had composed at Schoenfeld. Viotti’s pupil, the celebrated Pierre Baillot de Sales (1771–1842), wrote of this particular performance: ‘Everything seemed to flow without effort, softly yet powerfully. With the greatest élan he climbed the heights of inspiration. His tone was magnificent, sweet, but metallic, as though the tender bow were handled by the arm of Hercules.’7


Later Viotti was appointed director of the Opéra in Paris at a high salary but, as in previous years, misfortune dogged every undertaking and he returned to London in 1822. The previous year he had made his will, a pathetic document revealing the underlying sadness in a life that once held so much promise:




If I die before I can pay off this debt [he still owed Madame Chinnery 24,000FF] I pray that everything I have in the world may be sold off, realized, and sent to Madame Chinnery or her heirs ….8





He died at the Chinnerys’ house in Upper Berkeley Street, London, in 1824.


Viotti seems to have been a man of extreme sensitivity and too vulnerable for the hazards of a public career. He was liked by his contemporaries and remained unspoiled by the decadence of the French court. According to a friend, ‘No one ever attached so much value to the most simple gifts of nature. Everything struck his imagination; everything spoke to his soul and his heart overflowed with warm and affectionate feelings.’9


The critics were unanimous in their praise of Viotti’s handling of the bow. The Allgemeine musikalische Zeitung of 3 July 1811 described the hallmarks of Viotti’s school: ‘A large, strong, full tone is the first; the combination of this with a powerful, penetrating, singing legato is the second; as to the third, variety, charm, shadow and light must be brought into play through the greatest diversity of bowing.’ Viotti was one of the first violinists to use the Tourte bow, which had a lightness, firmness and elasticity that the older bows lacked. He would therefore have had a considerable advantage over his predecessors. According to the nineteenth-century Belgian musicologist, François-Joseph Fétis, during his time in Paris from 1782 or thereabouts, Viotti gave advice and guidance to François Tourte in his efforts to perfect the bow.


Although Viotti abandoned his career so unaccountably at such an early age, his influence on tone production and expression has remained one of the most important of the eighteenth century. As a violinist, Viotti was not only regarded as the greatest player of his day in the classical Italian style, but as the founder and originator of the modern school of violin playing. As a composer he was prolific, though not remarkable for his originality. He was one of the first violinist-composers to expand the violin concerto by adopting, as far as possible, the symphonic form of Haydn, with well-contrasted themes. In our own time there has been a welcome revival of his music.


One of Viotti’s most prominent pupils was the Belgian violinist André Robberechts (1797–1860), who in turn became teacher of Charles-Auguste de Bériot (1802–70), father of the great nineteenth-century Belgian school. Through his trio of French disciples – Pierre Baillot de Sales, Pierre Rode and Rodolphe Kreutzer – Viotti’s influence on performing style was firmly established early in the nineteenth century. All three became professors at the newly established Paris Conservatoire (1795). Their jointly produced Méthode de Violon, first published in Paris in 1803, was based on the principles of Viotti’s teaching in its insistence on refinement, excellence of bowing, and power and beauty of tone. The level of attention paid to detail in left-hand technique looks forward to the late nineteenth and twentieth centuries. The usual range of three octaves and tone known to Geminiani and Mozart was increased to over four, and in addition, the directions for holding the instrument were considerably advanced from earlier methods. Baillot mentions the ‘Tourte’ grip and his bowing directions are near to our own. It is also clear that the violin was by now universally held with the chin to the left of the tailpiece. On the production of a good tone, he advised: ‘Aspirants should search no further than their own sensitivity, which they should try to draw out of the depths of their soul, for it is there that they will find its source.’10 The Méthode subsequently developed into L’Art du Violon (1834), and remained the standard violin text of the conservatoire during its greatest era.


Pierre Baillot de Sales was born in Passy, a suburb of Paris, the son of a school-master. He first learned to play the violin with a pupil of Pietro Nardini (1722–93). He heard Viotti play in Paris when he was only ten and, although 20 years elapsed before he heard him again, the experience was cataclysmic. Viotti remained his model for all time.


Viotti helped Baillot secure a place in the orchestra at the Théâtre Feydeau, but he abandoned the post to become a government official. However, he continued to play in private. In 1795, Baillot decided to return to the music profession and studied theory and composition with Cherubini. He then travelled extensively as a soloist throughout Europe, achieving considerable success. Baillot was last in the line of the classical French School. After him, Paganini’s style dominated the scene. Paul David writes: ‘His playing was distinguished by a noble, powerful tone, great neatness of execution and a pure, elevated, truly musical style.’11


Baillot was said to have been one of the few players who retained his skill and freshness to the end of his career. Felix Mendelssohn considered the performance of his octet led by Baillot the finest he ever heard. Hiller wrote in 1831 that, at a Conservatoire concert, Baillot (then 60) ‘still played with all the fire and poetry of youth’.12 Spohr also spoke admiringly of Baillot’s technique as being ‘unrestricted by the narrow limits of mere virtuosity’.13 As a teacher, he was greatly respected, and of his many pupils the most celebrated were Charles Dancla (1817–1907) and François Habeneck (1781–1849), the latter being the teacher of Hubert Léonard (1819–90), François Prume (1816–49) and Prosper Sainton (1813–90).


Pierre Rode (1774–1830), the second of the French trio, was born in Bordeaux. In 1788, his teacher sent him to Paris with an introduction to Viotti, who, struck by the 14-year-old boy’s exceptional talent, taught him for two years. Rode toured as a virtuoso and held leaderships in a number of theatre orchestras including that of the Paris Opéra where he remained until 1799; in 1800 he was appointed solo violinist to Napoleon.


In 1803, Rode went to St Petersburg as principal violinist to the Tsar Alexander at a salary of 5,000 silver roubles, with the sole obligation to play at court and at the Imperial Theatre. He met Spohr en route at Brunswick and enchanted the German virtuoso with his playing. The constant pressures and intrigues of five years at the Russian Court had a harmful effect both on Rode’s playing and his health. He became increasingly nervous in disposition and when he returned to Paris, his playing was said to have deteriorated. Rode never succeeded in re-establishing himself as an artist, and he died of a stroke in 1830.


In his better days Rode was a true artist. His profoundly musical nature shows itself in his compositions which are particularly suited to the violin and are of a higher standard than those by most of his contemporaries. He published a considerable number of concertos, quartets, sets of variations and duos for two violins. The 24 Caprices remain today indispensable for serious students of the violin. He also had many pupils. Although his wandering life was not conducive to teaching for long periods, there were those who benefited greatly from sporadic instruction from him, the most famous being Josef Böhm, teacher of Joseph Joachim.


The third of Viotti’s great pupils, Rodolphe Kreutzer (1766–1831), was born at Versailles, where his father was a member of the Royal Chapel; he was also his first instructor. Later Kreutzer studied with Anton Stamitz (1750–c. 1789–1809), son of the famous Johann Stamitz (1717–57) of Mannheim. Anton was also a pupil of Viotti. At the age of 13, Kreutzer played one of his own compositions in Paris and, before he was 16, was regarded as equal to the greatest virtuosos of the day. Following the death of his father the same year, Kreutzer took his place at the Royal Chapel. Through Viotti’s influence he became first violinist at the Théâtre Italienne. Later he undertook a concert tour of Europe with great success and was subsequently appointed professor of violin with Baillot and Rode at the conservatoire. He also was a soloist in Napoleon’s private band. At the height of a brilliant career Kreutzer broke his left arm and retired from the concert platform, but continued to compose, conduct and teach. His music includes 19 violin concertos and 42 studies, which address all aspects of technique.


As a man Kreutzer was arrogant and unpopular with his colleagues; as a performer, he was an artist in whom warmth, feeling and liveliness were well blended. Often compared to Viotti, he was said nearly to equal him in the sweetness of his cantilena and broad full tone. His playing had more impetuosity and fervour than Rode’s, but it lacked Rode’s elegance of style.


To most people his name is known in connection with Beethoven’s Kreutzer Sonata, Op. 47. Beethoven originally composed it for the mulatto George Bridgetower (c.1779–1860), whose training in Vienna had been sponsored by the Prince of Wales. Bridgetower created a great impression there, not only because of his eminent patron but on account of his stylish playing. At the premiere on 24 May 1802, Beethoven accompanied Bridgetower on the piano. However, when the composer later fell out with Bridgetower, he re-dedicated the sonata to Kreutzer. Unfortunately, this most passionate of Beethoven’s sonatas was not to Kreutzer’s taste, and he never performed the work. (At the time, Beethoven’s music was certainly not popular in Paris. Most music from the other side of the Rhine suffered a similar neglect. When Kreutzer heard a rehearsal of Beethoven’s Second Symphony in progress, he is alleged to have rushed away with his hands over his ears.)


François Antoine Habeneck (1781–1849), a contemporary of the French trio and pupil of Baillot at the conservatoire, is principally remembered as a great conductor, but he started his career as a brilliant violinist at the age of ten. As director of the Concert Society at the Paris Conservatoire in the 1820s, he gave accomplished performances of Beethoven. He taught many gifted violinists such as Hubert Léonard, François Prume and Prosper Sainton (who brought his art to England). Habeneck’s most celebrated pupil was Delphin Alard, who was, in turn, the master of the great Spanish virtuoso, Pablo Sarasate.


So began the renowned French school of violin playing which stood for elegance and grace in bowing as well as brilliance of left-hand technique. Rode, like his master Viotti, excelled as a performer and demonstrated his influence through his playing, while Kreutzer and Baillot consolidated his principles through their writing and teaching. Kreutzer’s pupil, Lambert Massart, was the teacher of Fritz Kreisler.
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5 Nightingale of Violinists





Agiant of a man, well over six feet in height, and of herculean constitution, Ludwig – he preferred the French ‘Louis’ – Spohr (1784–1859) dominated the violin world of Germany at the beginning of the nineteenth century and his reputation spread throughout Europe. When the 20-year-old Spohr made his debut in Leipzig, the critic Friedrich Rochlitz wrote: ‘Perfect purity, security, precision, the most beautiful finish, every type of bowing, all varieties of violin tone, the most natural ease in the execution of all such things, even in the most difficult passages – these render him one of the most skilful of virtuosos.’1


The English composer Charles Villiers Stanford, who died in 1924, could recall the time when Spohr was considered a better composer than Beethoven. Spohr’s output was voluminous; yet except for the F major Nonet, Op. 31, for string and wind ensemble, his violin music is rarely heard. And as a virtuoso violinist he is virtually forgotten. Spohr’s posthumously published autobiography (1860–1), although exasperatingly egotistical, is a valuable account of contemporary social conditions for the musician. His own achievements are recounted in pompous language, but when he turns to travel, self-aggrandisement gives way to evocative description.


Louis Spohr was born in Brunswick, the son of a physician and amateur flautist; his mother sang and played the piano. At the age of four, he taught himself to play a small fiddle bought at a local fair, and had his first lessons from a French amateur musician. As a child, he also showed a natural gift for composition which led to study with a member of the Duke of Brunswick’s band.


The rigid discipline of a strict father may have influenced Spohr’s struggle for identity. If Dr Spohr saw his son crossing out to re-write, he would shout to his wife: ‘The stupid boy is making windows again!’ Spohr remembered this all his life: ‘That is perhaps the reason why I acquired early the habit of writing a clean score straight off without erasing anything.’2


When he was 15, Spohr was taken on as Kammermusikus (chamber musician) to the Duke of Brunswick at a salary of 100 Thalers. The band gave weekly concerts in the duchess’s apartments. As the music disturbed her card playing, the duchess ordered a thick carpet to be spread underneath the musicians to deaden the sound. Spohr tells us that the words ‘I play’ or ‘I stand’ were often louder than the music. When the duke was present, the carpet was discreetly removed. One evening, when playing one of his own compositions, Spohr got carried away, and a lackey took hold of his sleeve: ‘Her Highness sends me to tell you not to scrape away so furiously.’3 The enraged Spohr played even more loudly and was reprimanded by the court marshal.


But Spohr’s truculence earned him the duke’s approval. He offered to give him a proper musical education, and asked Spohr to name his choice of teacher. Unfortunately, his first choice, Viotti, was then running his wine shop in London, so Franz Eck (1774–1804) agreed to take him on tour to Germany and Russia and give him lessons en route.


Eck was born in Mannheim and probably came under the influence of Anton Stamitz’s brother, Carl (1745–1801). At any rate he would have been well grounded in the Mannheim school with its emphasis on clean bowing and expressive execution. Of Eck, Spohr wrote that his style was ‘powerful without harshness, exhibiting a great variety of subtle and tasteful nuances, irreproachable in his execution of difficult passages, and altogether possessing a great and peculiar charm in performance’.4


Eck and Spohr set out in April 1802, just after Spohr’s 18th birthday. The first lesson left Spohr discouraged, when he found he could not play a single bar to his teacher’s satisfaction. He practised for ten hours each day and within two weeks was confident that for him ‘nothing in the violin literature of the time was too difficult’.5 In St Petersburg, although he did not appear in public, Spohr met all the visiting celebrities, among them the famous pianist Muzio Clementi and his pupil John Field. Less exalted was his teacher’s involvement in a scandal with the daughter of a member of the Imperial Band. Eck was deported, went insane and eventually died in a lunatic asylum in Strasbourg. Spohr returned home by sea, alone.


In 1803, Spohr made his debut in Brunswick as a violinist-composer and was given a place in the first violins in the duke’s band at twice his previous salary. It was at this time that Spohr first heard Rode play and, greatly affected by the experience, he modelled himself on the master’s style. He considered himself to be one of the most faithful imitators of Rode among the young violinists of the day. Spohr gradually developed his own individuality, but the playing of Viotti and Rode always remained the main sources of his inspiration.


From this time onwards, Spohr achieved the kind of success we associate with present-day virtuosos, while lacking the advantage of modern transport. Journeying by road or water, Spohr visited almost every important city in Europe and made a number of trips to London. After his marriage in 1806 to the harpist Dorette Scheidler, he designed a special passenger coach to accommodate their music, instruments and personal belongings.


In 1812, Spohr fulfilled a lifelong ambition to visit Vienna, the city where Mozart and Haydn had lived and worked and where their successor, Beethoven, in the full strength of his creative powers, still lived. To succeed here, at the centre of the musical world, was the ultimate test. Spohr took Vienna by storm. One musical journal described him as ‘unquestionably the nightingale of all the living violinists and noted that ‘in fast tempi he masters difficult passages including the most extended reaches with incredible ease, thanks partly, no doubt, to the size of his hand’.6


A year later Spohr was appointed leader of the orchestra at the Theater an der Wien, and moved to Vienna with his wife and family. Shortly after his arrival, Spohr was approached by Johann von Tost, a wealthy Moravian textile merchant who was also a passionate music lover. They entered into an agreement whereby von Tost would purchase everything that Spohr wrote and retain the manuscripts for three years; after this time they would be returned, unconditionally. A sliding scale of payment according to the number of instruments involved was agreed upon: thus 30 ducats for a quartet, 35 for a quintet, and pro rata for further combinations. (It was for von Tost that Spohr wrote his nonet.) In return, von Tost would supply the music for parties or concerts, but only if he were present. It was a clever plan, for as a mere manufacturer von Tost would never otherwise have been admitted. The hosts had no option but to invite him. He would arrive with his portfolio, quietly place the music on the stands and sit silently throughout the performances. When it was over, he picked up the music and retired. Eventually, he became such a familiar figure in musical circles that he was automatically invited, even when Spohr’s music was not being played.


At the Theater an der Wien Spohr became acquainted with Franz Clement (1780–1842), the violinist and director of the orchestra. His style of playing – known for its gracefulness and tenderness of expression – would have appealed to Spohr, who was opposed to virtuosity for its own sake. Beethoven thought so highly of Clement that he wrote his violin concerto for him, inscribing his manuscript to that effect. Clement played it at the first performance on 23 December 1806, but Beethoven, having only just completed the work a few hours before the concert, left no time for rehearsal and Clement was obliged to sightread the entire solo part. Nevertheless, ‘on account of its originality and manifold beauties’, the critics received the piece well enough, but thought that the ‘endless repetition of some trivial phrases may become tedious’. As for Clement, his ‘proven skill, his grace, his power of [tone] and absolute power over his violin, which is indeed his slave, called forth the ringing cheers of the audience’.7 In the second half, by way of ludicrous contrast, equal praise was meted out to Clement for performing a set of variations while holding the violin upside down!


Spohr counted Beethoven among his friends, and his impressions of the composer are among the most vivid on record. Although a champion of Beethoven’s early quartets, he reacted against the later works, particularly the late quartets, seeing them as full of ‘aesthetic aberrations’, which he attributed to Beethoven’s deafness he considered the Ninth Symphony ‘monstrous’, ‘tasteless’ and ‘trivial’. As for Beethoven himself, Spohr writes: ‘He was a little blunt, not to say uncouth; but a truthful eye beamed from under his bushy eyebrows.’8


In 1815 Spohr left Vienna and visited Switzerland and Italy. When he made his debut at La Scala, Milan, the Italians loved his ‘singing’ tone. But Spohr had a poor opinion of the Italians as musicians. He thought them good singers, but even so, criticised their penchant for ornaments. ‘Italian virtuosi and dilettanti direct their whole attention to the acquisition of mechanical skill, but as regards a tasteful style of execution, they form themselves very little after the good models which their best singers might be to them, while our German instrumentalists generally possess a very cultivated style, and much feeling.’9


It seems entirely appropriate that Spohr and Paganini should have met for the first time in Venice. Spohr notes that the connoisseurs of his day ‘admit the wizard to be of great dexterity with the left hand in doublestops and in passage-work of every kind, but that the very thing by which he fascinates the crowd debases him to a mere charlatan’.10


Spohr was unwittingly involved in the pro-and anti-Paganini controversy when, without his knowledge, a letter appeared in the press comparing him favourably with the Genoese maestro. Spohr’s playing reminded the writer of the style of Pugnani and Tartini, whose ‘… grand and dignified manner of handling the violin has become wholly lost in Italy, and [who] had been compelled to make room for the petty and childish manner of the virtuosos of the present day’.11


Once, when Spohr was entertaining some friends, Paganini called to offer congratulations on his last concert. Spohr asked him to play, but Paganini declined, saying he had fallen and his arm was affected. When the friends had left, Spohr repeated the request but Paganini protested this time that his style of playing was for the great public only, and that he would have to adopt a different manner for private performance. Spohr almost despaired of ever hearing him, but in 1830 his wish came true: after Paganini’s performance in Kassel, Spohr wrote down his impressions. ‘His left hand, and his consistently pure intonation, were to me astonishing. But in his compositions and his execution I found a strange mixture of the highly genial and childishly tasteless, by which one felt alternately charmed and disappointed.’12


Spohr rapidly became one of the most sought-after musicians in Germany. He held a number of leaderships in theatre orchestras in succession and undertook some 53 concert tours, travelling by horse and carriage, even in the Russian winter. At this time, festivals were becoming a regular feature of musical life in all the important German capitals, and few of them would be considered successful without Spohr as director. In 1820, at the invitation of the Philharmonic Society, he made his first trip to England. Not only was he well received, but he even managed to get the autocratic governing body of the society to waive rules supporting their role in selecting the programme. The music of Mozart, Haydn and Beethoven was traditionally preferred, but Spohr established a precedent at his opening concert by playing his own Violin Concerto No. 8 ‘in modo di scena cantante’ (1816). Shortly after Spohr arrived in England, he decided to make an early call on his friend Ferdinand Ries, the great German violinist, pianist and composer, and one of the most important figures on the London musical scene. Spohr made himself very smart, donned a bright red Turkish patterned silk waistcoat, and set out towards his destination. As he walked along he found everyone looking at him, and urchins shouting abuse, which, fortunately, through his lack of English, he did not understand. But by the time he arrived at Ries’s house he had a trail behind him. Ries then explained that George III had just died and official mourning had been decreed. Ries assured Spohr that only his great height and serious bearing had protected him from a crowd who would certainly have tackled him had he been shorter and less formidable in appearance. Spohr was immediately taken back to his lodging, to exchange the offending waistcoat for one of the appropriate hue.


Spohr’s most important appointment was that of director of the theatre at Kassel from 1822. It was here that he founded his school of violin playing which spread its influence so widely. Through Eck he had inherited the solid basic principles of the Mannheim school; with his adherence to the purity of Rode’s example, together with his own individuality, he became the most important influence of his day. Spohr had close on 200 pupils, who came from all over Europe and America. They included Henry Holmes (1839–1905), one of the most distinguished English violinists and Ferdinand David, who was a close friend of Mendelssohn, and the dedicatée of Mendelssohn’s violin concerto.


Possessed of exceptionally sized hands, Spohr was easily able to execute double stops and stretches. His breadth and beauty of tone and refinement of expression were said to be almost unequalled. Spohr treated the violin as a singing instrument and his music is proof of this, particularly the slow movements of his concertos. Spohr condemned the use of artificial harmonics daringly exploited by Paganini, and his light, free style of bowing, which has been adopted by modern players. Nevertheless, Spohr’s staccato was said to be brilliant, every note firmly marked by a movement of the wrist. This manner of bowing – exemplified in the salon piece, Hora Staccato – is achieved by a single stroke of the bow drawn in one direction as the notes are stopped. The result is that any number of notes can be sounded articulately without change of bow direction. When Mendelssohn heard Spohr play his own Concerto in E minor and introduce, by way of novelty, a staccato passage in one long stroke, he remarked to his sister: ‘See, this is the famous Spohrish staccato which no violinist can play like him.’13


Spohr was also interested in the construction of the violin itself and experimented with stringing and tuning. His most important contribution was the 1820 invention of the chin-rest. He disapproved of the earlier method of holding the violin on the right side of the tailpiece. As early as 1803, in St Petersburg, he found the playing of Ferdinand Fränzl (1767–1833) pure and clean but had reservations about his posture. ‘He still holds the violin in the old manner, on the right side of the tailpiece, and must therefore play with his head bent.’14 It is interesting that when Spohr heard Fränzl again in 1815, he found his playing ‘antiquated’ and wanting in purity of intonation. This is perhaps not so much a criticism as proof of the advance made in technique in one decade of the nineteenth century.


Spohr wrote over 200 works, which include no fewer than 15 violin concertos. His Method, completed in 1831, served successive generations of nineteenth-century musicians. His democratic attitude towards the nobility was no mean achievement at the time, and his insistence that a musician deserves to be given the hearers’ full attention helped to establish a new respect for both musicians and musical performance in society.
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6 The Catalyst





‘Before we can hope to see clearly into the mystery of this man’s art, we shall have to remove from our imagination all the preconceived notions that have been placed there by a couple of generations of gossips,’ Jeffrey Pulver writes of Niccolò Paganini.1 This legendary figure was the quintessence of eccentric genius. Strange in physical appearance, brusque and often even rude in manner, mean in his financial dealings, with a fatal attraction for women, he was thought by some to be in possession of satanic powers. Such a combination, allied to playing powers without parallel among his contemporaries, could not fail to make him both famous and notorious.


A twentieth-century doctor has put forward the suggestion that Paganini was suffering from a connective tissue disorder now known as Marfan’s syndrome (not diagnosed until 1896). Symptoms include a tall, thin build, long arms, spider-like fingers, exceptionally extensible joints and a transparent skin. The description fits all the known accounts of Paganini’s appearance.


Niccolò was born in Genoa in 1782, the son of a ship’s chandler, a delicate child of nervous disposition. When he was five, his father gave him lessons on the mandolin and violin; recognising his son’s talent, his father exploited it to the limit. At the age of 11, he successfully appeared in public for the first time, playing not only pieces by Corelli and Tartini but also one of his own compositions, the ‘Carmangole’ variations on a popular air.


At the age of 13, having received the best instruction available in Genoa, Paganini, accompanied by his father, went to Parma to play to the distinguished violinist and composer, Alessandro Rolla (1757–1841). When they arrived, they were told the maestro had been taken ill and could not see them. While waiting in the vestibule, Paganini’s father spotted Rolla’s latest composition lying on the table. He made a sign to his son, who proceeded to play the piece at sight. Rolla was so astonished that he rose from his sickbed to investigate. Realising that he could teach the boy nothing, Rolla recommended Paganini to take lessons in counterpoint. After some study with the Neapolitan Gasparo Ghiretti, Paganini’s musical education was deemed complete. ‘Under his direction,’ wrote Paganini, ‘I composed, as an exercise, 24 fugues for four hands, without any instrument – just with ink, pen and paper.’2


This example apart, Paganini gives little credit to any of his teachers, claiming that he was ‘self-taught’, and that ‘great ideas sprang spontaneously from the inner flame that animated him’.3 However, there would appear to be another influence. According to Fétis, Paganini told him that some time in 1794 or 1795, he had an experience that ‘revealed to him the secret of everything one could do on the violin’. He had heard the Polish Auguste Durand (1770–1834), a pupil of Viotti in Paris. Durand, whose natural gifts were said to be of an exceptional order, attracted attention solely by the execution of brilliant tours de force. Paganini confided to Fétis that ‘many of his most brilliant and popular effects were derived to a considerable extent’ from this artist. Certainly many contemporary accounts confirm Durand’s virtuosity: ‘His technical facility was prodigious and he invented a multitude of technical tricks and devices that no-one but himself could play.’4 Paganini would certainly have imitated those tricks.


Accompanied by his father, Paganini made his first concert tour of northern Italy in 1797, but for the next few years there are no records of any sensational appearances. His father kept him on a tight rein, supervising every minute of his daily practice and when he was 18, Paganini told J.M. Schottky (his friend and biographer), ‘My father’s excessive severity now seemed more oppressive than ever as my talent developed and my knowledge increased. I should have liked to break away from him so that I could travel alone; but my harsh mentor never left my side.’5 However, at the age of 19, he did break free.


In the autumn of 1801, Paganini and his brother Carlo went to play in the festival at Lucca. On the Feast of San Croce during High Mass, Paganini was invited to play a concerto after the Kyrie and he was audacious enough to play one lasting 28 minutes. A member of the cathedral orchestra gives an eye-witness account of Paganini’s ‘unusual and unprecedented virtuosity. He imitated on his strings the songs of birds, the flute, trombone and horn. And though everyone admired his astounding bravura … such mimicry … aroused laughter even in church.’6 Paganini’s unashamed playing to the gallery on such an occasion did him no harm: he was asked back to play, and a few months later he was appointed first violin to the newly formed Republic of Lucca.


Although there are few accounts of his public appearances at this time, there are many stories of love affairs. In later life, Paganini invented and perpetuated a number of such tales, always emerging as the hero. He was never able to admit failure and seems to have been under the impression that all women were ‘mad about him’.


The wildest accounts of gambling excesses date from his youth. Paganini had inherited from his father a love of gambling, and would frequently risk the entire proceeds from a concert before it had taken place. The story of how he came by his famous ‘Cannon’ Guarneri del Gesù is the classic instance. On the eve of a concert in Leghorn, Paganini had gambled away his Amati violin. A rich merchant named Livron loaned him an instrument from his private collection. After the concert, Livron rushed up to Paganini begging him to keep it as a token of appreciation, making one proviso: that the violin should be played only by Paganini himself. The artist kept his word and used it for the rest of his life. He was once offered a high price for it and was tempted to accept the offer to settle a gambling debt but, instead, he staked his last 30 francs and won; he never sat at the tables again.


In 1806 Paganini entered the service of Elisa Bacciochi, Napoleon’s sister and Princess of Lucca and Piombino. At this time he wrote his famous Scena Amorosa for the violin’s two outer strings. Paganini described it to Schottky:




The first string represented the girl, the second the man, and I then began a sort of dialogue, depicting little quarrels and reconciliations between my two lovers. The strings first scolded, then sighed, lisped, moaned, joked, expressed delight, and finally ecstasy. It concluded with a reconciliation and the two lovers performed a pas de deux closing with a brilliant coda.7





Paganini said he directed it to an unknown lady in the audience who rewarded him with ‘the most friendly glances’. The princess challenged him by saying that if he could compose for two strings, why not one? In response, Paganini composed his Military Sonata for the G string, entitled ‘Napoleon’.


During his leave of absence from court, Paganini gave public concerts. He finally broke with the princess in 1813 and promised never again to become dependent upon a single patron. As a free agent, Paganini decided to try his luck in Milan and found his first overwhelming success. In the space of six weeks he gave eleven concerts at La Scala and other theatres and had the audiences at his feet. He then toured northern Italy, Venice, Rome and Naples, scoring triumphs everywhere he went. In response, he demanded and received higher fees than those asked by any other violinist of his day.


In 1824 Paganini met the singer Antonia Bianchi. She became his mistress and bore him a son, Achilles, in 1826, but her possessive and jealous temperament caused them to part: two years later, after much wrangling, a final settlement was made in Bianchi’s favour in exchange for the custody of Achilles, who turned out to be profligate and lazy, and remained for the rest of his life a constant source of anxiety to his devoted father. Exploited and ill-treated by his own father, Paganini was in turn tyrannised by his own son.


The other tyranny that overshadowed Paganini’s life was recurrent ill health which frequently prevented him from undertaking concert tours. If it was not the rages of tuberculosis – which eventually attacked his larynx – it was the effect of taking mercury for syphilis, which he had contracted at the age of 27. In addition, he suffered from a recurring stomach complaint. Poor health prevented Paganini from appearing abroad until he was 46. By then, stories of his fame had reached every European capital and made audiences impatient to hear him. On 4 April 1828 he played in Vienna and the audience went mad with excitement. Next day the Allgemeine Theaterzeitung reported:




To analyse his performance is sheerly impossible and numerous rehearings avail but little. When we say that he performs incredible difficulties with as clear and pure an intonation as another, when we say that in his hands the violin sounds more beautiful and more moving than any human voice. … when we say that every singer can learn from him, this is still inadequate to give a single feature of his playing. He must be heard, and heard again, to be believed.8





For months ‘this god of the violin’9 was the main topic of conversation across all classes of the population. Fashion followed: shirts and neckties were ‘à la Paganini’, snuff-boxes were enamelled with his portrait, and Viennese dandies carried walking-sticks with his head carved on the handles. A skilful stroke at billiards was called a ‘coup à la Paganini’. One enterprising cabman who had once conveyed the virtuoso for a short ride placed a notice in his cab that read ‘Cabriolet de Paganini’ (so remunerative was his warrant that eventually the cabman was able to set himself up in business as a hotelier).


From Vienna, Paganini toured Europe. On 9 March 1831 he gave his first long-awaited concert at the Opéra in Paris. An account of this concert comes from the artist Amaury Duval, who had been invited to attend by his master, Jean-Auguste Dominique Ingres, who had painted Paganini’s portrait in Rome. Duval tells us that the curtain rose on an empty stage without scenery or furniture. Then a tall, thin man dressed entirely in black entered, with features that were almost diabolical. The whole hall experienced a moment of sharp astonishment, bordering on a shudder. At the first notes he drew from his instrument, he captivated every person in the theatre, including Ingres, who expressed his pleasure with little gestures of admiration. But when Paganini suddenly abandoned himself to exercises in virtuosity – ‘those tours de force that have given birth to such a ridiculous school’10 – Ingres’ face flushed with anger, and as the audience became increasingly delighted, he became more and more enraged by Paganini’s exhibitionism. Finally, he stood up and cried out: ‘It isn’t him! Heretic! Traitor!’11 Ingres saw in Paganini the antithesis of his own ideals, rooted in purity of line and intellectual application to art. However, Ingres’ most deadly enemy, the arch-romantic painter, Eugène Delacroix, was in the same audience and reacted quite differently. In his memoirs he described his reaction: ‘There is the inventor! There is the man who is truly fitted for his art!’12


From Paris, Paganini went on to London, where he repeated his phenomenal success. The first concert took place on 3 June 1831 at the King’s Theatre in the Haymarket. ‘The house was full, though not fashionably attended; very few ladies were present, … the orchestra pit and gallery were crowded, while a large proportion of the boxes remained unoccupied.’13 For The Times critic, Paganini was ‘not only the finest player perhaps that has ever existed on that instrument, but he forms a class by himself’.14 Henry Chorley, the most celebrated critic of the day, wrote: ‘There is a relation between a unit and a million – none between him and his fellow men.’15 Mary Shelley, wife of the poet, wrote to a friend that Paganini ‘threw me into hysterics’ and that ‘his wild ethereal figure, rapt look – and the sounds he draws from his violin are all superhuman’.16 Paganini went on to play at Norwich, Bath, Cheltenham, Liverpool and Dublin. Altogether, he netted £16,000 from his appearances in the British Isles.
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