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„We need to feel strongly in order to make others feel“ 
(Niccolò Paganini) 

The present critical urtext edition is based upon the autograph 
scores. The original bowings, performance and articulation marks 
provide instructive insights in Paganini’s playing technique and 
provide convincing and stylistically accurate points of departure 
for one’s own interpretation. The pieces collected in this edition 
were regularly played by the composer in his concerts. Among 
the relatively large number of pieces unprinted during his life­
time and surviving only in manuscript form these pieces are 
among his most striking bravura compositions. 
The original manuscripts reveal that Paganini was very meticu­
lous in writing down his musical and performance­practical 
ideas. The entire musical text of the present edition has been re­
vised in terms of the many grave discrepancies between manu­
script and prints. Copying mistakes in notes, slurs, bowings, 
accents and dynamics have been corrected. The few dynamic 
markings added by me are identified by the use of parentheses; 
similarly, the dotted legato slurs, fingerings and the symbols for 
up and downstroke are editorial additions. 

“Paganini is the turning point of virtuosity” 
(Robert Schumann) 

The term “virtuoso” was used in the early 19th century to iden­
tify a “technically consummate, brilliant master in the arts, mainly 
in music.” Today, the term is mainly understood in the sense of 
exceptional playing technique, whereas in Paganini the term has 
a wider meaning. Apart from his exceptional playing technique 
he made the violin a means of expressing his innermost senti­
ments and his characteristic musical message. Paganini was able 
to express music on his instrument with extraordinary charisma, 
truth, faithfulness and intimacy. In Paganini, the highest virtuo­
sity means to express the tempestuous passions just as well as 
the deepest, most tender feelings, both suffering and joy. Without 
this emotional component one cannot fully understand his music. 

About Paganini’s playing
Paganini was indeed a musician in the highest sense of the word 
and in his own, incomparable way. In 1829 Carl Guhr wrote a 
treatise dealing systematically with the aesthetics of Paganini’s 
violin playing and with his techniques. He showed that Paganini’s  
personal style was based almost entirely on the traditional Ita­
lian school of violin playing. The main difference lay mostly in 
the excessive use of especially difficult, sometimes entirely new 
techniques and the personal aura of a genius created on stage. 
Paganini held the bow close to his body and played mainly on 
the upper half of the bow. This explains also why he very often 
uses the downstroke for pickup beats and the upstroke for accents 
in his original bowings. Wilhelm Speyer wrote  to Louis Spohr 
(September 17, 1829): „… The theme of the Adagio he began 
each time with the upbow, proof that he doesn’t follow the tradi­
tional usage. In spite of his many thirty­second and sixty­fourth 
note embellishments, I have never in all my life heard anyone 
play so strictly in time.“ An important aspect in Paganini’s per­
forming style was the rigorous and exact time keeping.
Paganini’s playing made a very dramatic and varied impression. 
He was famous for his rapid tempos and for his great dynamic 
bandwidth ranging from an almost “breathed” flautando to a hall­ 
filling fortissimo. Apart from the usual violin timbres he attained 
colors approaching nature sounds like birdsong, the nightingale  
or festive bell ringing. An especially typical sound effect was 
playing in harmonic double stops throughout sustained passages. 

Paganini didn’t use harmonics for effects only. They were an im­
portant part of his musical message. Paganini was also a master in 
mixing bowed playing and left hand pizzicato – a technique he 
developed to utter perfection.
The bowing is the means for attaining artistic articulation and, 
in virtuoso pieces, indispensable for varying a single phrase and 
idea in many ways. The precise execution of Paganini’s articu­
lation marks is very helpful for reaching a better understanding 
of the belcanto style, so important for his compositions. 
Staccato playing is another extremely important means of ex­
pression in Paganini. His use of staccato marks is very precise. 
The special effect of staccato playing in the 18th and early 19th 
centuries is to separate and, respectively, emphasize individual 
notes. Normally, staccato articulation results from shortening 
the note duration by about half, resulting in equal parts of sound 
and silence, together with a feeling of accentuation. Of course, 
this kind of staccato playing varies according to the tempo. Dots 
above the notes mean that these should be played short and sepa­
rate, but not with a lifted bow. 

Paganini’s works with scordatura or “hyper-accordatura”
In the scordatura pieces all four strings are raised by a semitone. 
In some pieces written for the fourth, G, string, Paganini tuned 
his instrument as much as a major third higher. This resulted in 
the violin playing in the brilliantly­sounding “sharp” tonalities 
while the orchestral strings played in the more mellow “flat” keys; 
the solo part thus being much better offset from the orchestra. In 
his concert programs, Paganini usually adhered to the principle 
of contrast, finding an entirely new path in violin playing. 
In performing his own compositions, he impressed the audience 
with his enormous emotional presence and enchanted the listeners 
with novel timbres and breathtaking virtuosity. 

Paganini used scordatura as a fixed component of his perfor­
mances – each of his concerts included a piece played only on the 
G string. As regards the string material he used we learn from con­
temporary reports that he played on thinner and longer strings 
than usual at the time. This facilitated changing the strings’ tuning 
and resulted in quicker response time in the highest positions 
and in harmonics playing. 
The bravura passages with bowing and left hand pizzicato so 
typical for Paganini could also be performed more easily.
The “miracle­worker on the G string” built a bridge between 
chamber music (cf., among others, his compositions with guitar) 
and the dramatic and fascinating world of opera, which was  
accessible to a wider stratum of society. His music embodies 
song, melody and virtuosity. 
With their high technical demands Paganini’s scordatura pieces 
convey the inspiration and energy that forces us to approach 
and transcend our instrument’s limitations. With their rapidly 
changing and extremely contrasting performance techniques the 
scordatura pieces prove Paganini’s extraordinary inventiveness 
in his instrumental handling and variation of Italian belcanto 
themes. 

My warmest thanks go out to Doblinger’s director, Peter 
Pany, Dr. Angela Pachovsky (Doblinger publishing director),  
Dr. Mariateresa Dellaborra (musicologist), Dr. Danilo Prefumo  
(artistic director, Dynamic Srl., Genova), Riccardo Artico (Bib­
lioteca Casanatense, Rome) and Marguerite Kurz (curator of the 
OeNB instrument collection), all of whom have inspired me to 
realize this project and supported me in doing so. 

Mario Hossen
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