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ABSTRACT 

This paper explores one way in which classical music 
performance could be queer performance: that is, perfor-
mance that challenges norms of gender and sexuality. It 
seeks to highlight masculine aesthetics within virtuosity, 
such as control, and domination of thE instrument, using 
Paganini's 24th caprice as a case study. Paganini was 
surrounded in myths of sexual promiscuity, gendered 
violence, and occultism (Kawabata), and this paper shows 
how this mythology continues to inform some perform-
ers’ interpretations today. Paganini's works are included 
in many major violin and viola competitions: this situates 
Paganini and his music firmly within the musical canon 
and establishes virtuosity as a desirable aesthetic for the 
competitive violinist or violist. The inclusion of Pa-
ganini's Caprices in viola competitions is one example of 
violists performing transcriptions. I find a queer potential 
in the way the viola must make physical adjustments to 
'fit' these transcriptions onto an instrument for which it 
was not originally written. This experience of the violist 
having to make physical and musical negotiations mirrors 
the way a queer subject must negotiate social space in 
which they are 'obliquely' situated in relation to the 
'straight lines' of heteronormativity (Ahmed, 2006)): both 
the queer subject and the violist cannot comfortably fit 
into the social or musical space they occupy and must go 
‘off course’ in order to ‘fit’. To conspicuously ‘go off 
course’ as a queer violist performing Paganini’s 24th Ca-
price, I use drag to exaggerate the musical and physical 
gestures associated with Paganini’s virtuosity to highlight 
simultaneously the performativity of masculinity and 
gender in general and the history and present of hyper-
masculine associations with virtuoso performances 

INTRODUCTION 

This paper is part of my wider doctoral thesis, an inquiry 
(or inqueery) into the development of a viola practice that 
is intentionally and legibly queer: that is, a viola practice 
that ‘queers’ the conventions that govern classical music 
performance practices. This paper is one way in which 

this ‘queering’ might take place 
 

I am developing a drag king performance of Pagani-
ni’s 24th violin caprice on the viola, doing so by exagger-
ating visual and musical signifiers of masculinity.  
Appropriating traditional visual signifiers of masculinity, 
and especially elitist masculine attire 
 

In this paper I will illustrate the various links between 
Paganini’s music and masculinity before situating the 
viola ‘queerly’ in relation to the canon and the social 
structures which enforce it.  
 

Methods 

To explore Paganini’s position within the canon, I have 
conducted a brief survey to give an overview of violin 
competitions’ inclusion of his works.  

In order to apply the theoretical framework that I will 
be discussing in this paper, I will be conducting a series 
of performance experiments, using self-reflection to 
compare experiences of performing in spaces with differ-
ent social codes and functions. 

I have chosen Paganini's 24th Caprice as the focus for 
this study, as it is a piece that is relatively well-known 
outside the world of classical music, so should be acces-
sible to audiences in cabaret venues who may not be fa-
miliar with Paganini's works. The theme-and-variations 
form of the Caprice is also useful for showcasing a wide 
variety of different virtuoso techniques, including those 
that can be difficult or risky for some violists to perform.  
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CONTEXTS 

Paganini's music is a site where the links between virtu-
osity and masculinity are especially clear. The cultural 
context within which the music was composed and origi-
nally performed, the reception of the music and its sur-
rounding mythology, and its status within the modern 
musical canon all contribute to the formation and 
strengthening of these links. 

Contemporary mythology 

As Mai Kawabata excellently sets out in Paganini: The 
'Demonic' Virtuoso'[1], Paganini was surrounded by a 
vivid contemporary mythology which simultaneously 
enhanced his masculinity and positioned him as a social 
outsider. This mythology was constructed by written ac-
counts and visual depictions of Paganini’s onstage perso-
na. 
 

Paganini’s innovations in violin technique were af-
forded, in part, by the contemporary developments in 
bow technology, with the introduction of the Cramer and 
Tourte bows, both of which share the convex stick and 
heavy tip of the modern bow. These innovations allowed 
Paganini to perform ricochet bowings, for example, with 
greater volume and more consistent sound than was pos-
sible with earlier Baroque bows. Peter Sheppard 
Skaerved [2] concludes that Paganini capitalised on the 
flourishing innovation in bow technology at this time by 
using different variations on the Baroque, Classical and 
transitional styles of bow to suit the music that he was 
writing and performing, even commissioning ‘hybrid 
bows’ to best suit his purposes. Sheppard Skaerved also 
observes that the ‘leaping passages across all the strings’ 
that Paganini includes in his compositions are best facili-
tated by an 18th-century posture where the violin is held 
lower than was conventional at the time. Paganini’s abil-
ity to rapidly move between strings and play techniques 
such as ricochet and spiccato were therefore facilitated by 
a novel, hybrid technique that was so unfamiliar to audi-
ences and critics that it was ascribed to magic, witchcraft, 
a Faustian pact with the devil, or Satanic possession [1].  

The reported hysteria that Paganini’s performances 
elicited from his audiences, especially among women [1, 
pp. 72-3] further strengthened this supposed link with the 
occult. The gendered nature of this effect contributed to 
the image of the violinist as masculine, sexually domi-
nant, and violent, while the violin was cast as the help-
less, feminised victim in his hands. The bows which Pa-
ganini was using were concave, unlike the convex shape 
of Baroque and earlier ‘transitional’ bows, leading to 
comparisons with a sword or phallus [3] which enabled 
the performer to ‘lash’[1, pp.64-6] the violin and cause it 
to ‘cry out’ [3, p.103]. Kawabata identifies Melchior von 
Hugo’s Der Geiger, which depicts a Death-figure playing 
a nude, armless woman’s body with a phallus as a bow as 
exemplary of this sexualisation of the instrument itself, 
despite dating from a century later[1].  

 

Contemporary images of Paganini, while not so obvi-
ously sexualised, depict him surrounded by skeletons and 
women who appear to be being seduced by his perfor-
mance [fig. 1], or conjuring a succubus-like figure from 
his violin [fig. 2]. Paganini himself perpetuated his repu-
tation as a sexually promiscuous man [1], further 
strengthening the associations between his performance 
and sexuality.  
 

 
Figure 1: Johann Peter Lyser, 'Paganini der Hexenmeister'. 
From https://www.br-klassik.de/aktuell/news-kritik/ilya-
gringolts-paganini-muenchener-kammerorchester-100.html 
[accessed 19/04/2018] 

 
Figure 2: Alberto Martini, 'Paganini’, from Gertrude Clarke 
Whittall Foundation Collection, Library of Congress, music 
Division 

 

Modern reception 

This association of violin virtuosity with virile sexuality 
is less obvious in modern performances of Paganini’s 
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violin music1; however, I will now show how the my-
thology described above has been heavily influential on 
the interpretations of two specific performers.   
 

Alexander Markov is a Russian-American violinist 
whose performance practice has historically focused 
heavily on Paganini’s Caprices[4]. In his performance of 
the 24th Caprice, part of his 1989 video recording of all 
24 Caprices[5], he makes clear visual connections be-
tween himself and the composer, both in terms of his 
costume, with his long hair and tailcoat, and his physical 
gestures in performance. As Kawabata notes: 

…he flails around as if possessed, bounces the 
bow higher than is strictly necessary and puckers 
his lips with fierce concentration. [1, pp.116-17] 

Markov’s choice of dress suggests not only a desire to 
draw visual connections with Paganini but also to situate 
himself within a historically elitist, masculine context that 
further emphasises his mastery over the music and violin. 
Markov takes inspiration from Paganini’s mythology in 
his performance of other repertoire: he depicts himself as 
a rock star violinist, wearing a purple velvet coat and an 
elaborately ruffled shirt [6] and even leather trousers [Fig. 
3] while performing on a gold electric violin. Markov’s 
overall image, therefore, situates him as a modern version 
of the 19th-cenutry violinist with a proto-rock-star reputa-
tion.  

 
Figure 3: Alexander Markov. From: 
http://www.alexandermarkov.com/gallery.html 

                                                           
1 It is interesting to note that heavy metal has adopted classical virtuos-
ity, drawing on Paganini’s works especially, as a signifier of masculini-
ty. For more on this, see R. Walser, Running with the Devil: power, 
gender, and madness in heavy metal music. Hanover, NH: University 
Press of New England, 1993 
 

 
Another modern violinist who draws heavily on Pa-

ganini’s mythology and its reception is Pavel Šporcl. 
Šporcl, in his video of the 5th Caprice[7], takes on the 
visual language of heavy metal, including thunderclaps, 
fire, and an audience of women. His shadow then takes 
on the shape of Paganini and eventually breaks free from 
Šporcl to play alongside him, moving as though pos-
sessed while Šporcl remains relatively still: this, like 
Markov’s clothing for his electric violin performances, 
draws on Paganini’s rock-star mythology. In addition, 
Šporcl situates himself not only as a kind of musical 
‘heir’ to the myth of Paganini, but also the medium 
through which the great virtuoso is brought back to life.  
 

It is in this example of Paganini’s reception that I find 
a clear reflection of the changes in performance conven-
tions and masculinities. It might be thought that, like 
Markov, Šporcl would want to embody Paganini in his 
gestures; however, his remaining still during his perfor-
mance in contrast to the wild figure of Paganini illustrates 
the convention within modern classical music for per-
formers to remain show their expression primarily 
through musical rather than physical gestures, while Pa-
ganini exemplifies the ‘Romantic idea of self-expression 
in performance’ with his gestures. This mirrors the pres-
sures of modern masculinity to limit emotional expres-
sion and remain stoic in all aspects of life[8, p.123].  This 
stoicism is evident in other performers’ interpretations of 
this music, including Janes Ehnes, Jascha Heifetz, and 
William Primrose: futher  

Canon 

It is not only Paganini’s mythology that establishes his 
music as an example of masculine aesthetics. His music 
is significant for this study because of its position within 
the canon. Canons, in all aspects of the art, are both a 
product and tool of the patriarchy, establishing a hierar-
chy of composers and works that has historically privi-
leged heterosexual, cisgender white men. The canon is 
constructed and perpetuated within educational and cul-
tural institutions including, but not limited to, university 
syllabi, literary awards and competitions. Since these 
institutions generally build on centuries of precedent 
where panels or juries are white men judging the works 
of white men, they inevitably replicate the structures of 
value and therefore power that uphold the hegemony of 
white patriarchy, although this is being increasingly chal-
lenged and altered as women and people of colour gain 
footholds within the academy. 
 

To establish how Paganini’s works fit into the violin 
and viola canons, I have conducted a survey of major 
violin and viola competitions2. I chose competitions as a 
focal point because their express purpose is to measure 
different musical performances in comparison to each 
other and reward those that best fulfil the aesthetic ideals 
of the competition and its panel with money, prestigious 

                                                           
2 This survey was by no means exhaustive and was conducted to gain an impres-
sion of the trends and conventions among international violin and viola competi-
tions.  
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concert opportunities, and/or valuable instruments. In this 
way, competitions uphold patriarchal capitalist ideals and 
are therefore a useful indicator for how certain musical 
works fulfil those ideals.  
 

Competitions 

My survey of violin competitions [Fig. 4] included 29 
different competitions in total: of these, 18 specified at 
least one work by Paganini in its repertoire list, while 
only 3 did not specify any works by Paganini. The re-
maining 8 did not have any information available regard-
ing current or previous repertoire lists. 
 

 
Figure 4: Paganini’s works on the repertoire lists of major vio-
lin competitions 

Of the twelve viola competitions I surveyed [Fig. 5], 
three specified works by Paganini, with only the Primrose 
International Viola Competition listing Paganini’s Sonata 
per la grand’ viola, while the other two competitions list 
the Caprices.  
 

 
Figure 5: Paganini's works on the repertoire lists of major viola 
competitions 

While this shows that Paganini is not very widely in-
cluded in the repertoire of major viola competitions, that 
transcriptions of Paganini’s violin works, rather than his 
viola work or different works originally written for solo 
viola, are included at all perpetuates the impression that 
there is insufficient repertoire of similar “difficulty” for 
the viola, and that Paganini’s Caprices are a useful meas-
ure of a violist’s virtuosity.  

 
I find parallels here with the experience of the queer 

subject within Western society: since the Caprices were 
originally written for violin, much of the technical chal-

lenges within them remain near-impossible for many vi-
olists, even after transcription. A violist’s ability to play, 
for example, parallel octaves or even tenths (such as the 
sixth variation of the 24th Caprice[9]), rapidly changing 
triple stops, or fast, delicate motifs in the highest regis-
ters, depends on their hand size, arm length, flexibility, 
and the size of their viola. A smaller viola, therefore, or a 
violist with larger hands, will therefore be closer – in 
terms of relative proportions – to a violin and violinist 
and therefore will be more likely to execute these kinds 
of techniques. However, since the viola is always gener-
ally larger than the violin, these motifs will always be 
more difficult to execute, even causing the performer 
significant discomfort or putting them at risk of injury. 
Just as the music may not ‘fit’ the violist’s hands in per-
formance, it also may not ‘fit’ the instrument: since the 
viola has longer, thicker strings than the violin, it is slow-
er to speak. This makes passages such as the 4th and 10th 
variations of the 24th Caprice more difficult to execute on 
the viola than the violin.  

 
I find parallels between the discomfort of performing 

this music on the viola and the discomfort of the experi-
ence of the queer subject within heteronormative society. 
I will now briefly sketch the theoretical background of 
this idea of discomfort before situating my own perfor-
mance of the 24th Caprice within this theoretical context. 

QUEER DISCOMFORT 

When existing in a society which is heteronormative 
[10]– that is, it assumes that all people are heterosexual or 
cisgender until proven otherwise –the queer subject finds 
themselves always operating outside ‘the norm’. In Queer 
Phenomenology: Orientations, Objects, Others, Sara 
Ahmed characterises heteronormative society as a series 
of ‘straight lines’ which form the behavioural paths that 
an individual is normatively expected to follow. One ex-
ample of this is compulsory heterosexuality, ‘an orienta-
tion towards “the other sex” ’: the queer subject ‘has to 
go “off line… to turn towards “one’s own sex” [and 
therefore]… to leave the straight line’[11, pp.70-71]. An-
other line which the subject is expected to follow is that 
of reproduction and thus the continuation of family, 
which is, normatively, a consequence of the straight line 
of heterosexuality. Having characterised society in this 
way, Ahmed then frames the experience of those who 
follow these lines as their bodies ‘extending into space’, 
[11, 12] and therefore feel comfortable within society, 
whereas those who do not align with the ‘straightening 
devices’[11] cannot extend into space to the same extent3.  
 

While I do not intend in any way to equate the experi-
ence of playing the viola within the elitist cultural sphere 
of the Western classical music world with the experience 

                                                           
3 The extent to which an individual can ‘extend into space’ is restricted 
differently according to which hegemonic groups they are aligned with: 
for example, a white, middle-class, able-bodied queer person is less ‘out 
of line’ than a black or brown, working-class, and/or disabled queer 
person. 

Paganini No Paganini No information available

Paganini Caprices Sonata per la grand' viola
No Paganini No information available
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of marginalised people within the deeply entrenched, 
interlocking systems of white supremacy, patriarchy, het-
eronormativity, and capitalism, I find a ‘queer potential’ 
in the position of the viola within the classical canon and 
especially in the performance of transcriptions of Pagani-
ni’s violin works.  
 

TOWARDS A QUEER VIOLA PERFOR-
MANCE 

Just as Jarman identifies the voice as having queer po-
tential in its ‘genderless’ ‘liminality’ [13], so do I identify 
queer potential in the viola’s performance of Paganini’s 
Caprices. To an audience member, it may be unclear 
whether they are hearing a viola or a violin perform; I 
plan to replicate this blurred boundary by appropriating 
the formal, historically elitist tailcoat and white tie fa-
voured by Markov, binding my chest and painting my 
face to put on a consciously performative and exaggerat-
ed form of masculinity. In my preparation of the 24th Ca-
price, I have found that the combination of my physiolo-
gy and viola make it almost impossible to perform the 
sixth variation4, and that it is immensely difficult to repli-
cate the agility of movement and clarity of sound that I 
can achieve on the violin. Just as I am unlikely to ‘pass’ 
as male when wearing drag as described above, the chal-
lenges of navigating this piece as a violist also make it 
unlikely that I will ‘pass’ as a violinist beyond the The-
ma. The viola frequently cannot ‘extend into’ the musical 
space of the Caprice as a result of the physical difficulties 
of navigating this music, just as queer bodies are limited 
by entrenched endemic heteronormativity and the conse-
quent social policing of gender. I therefore am also draw-
ing on Jack Halberstam’s idea of failure as a desirable 
queer aesthetic [14] to develop this performance.  
 

CONCLUSION 

 By ‘failing’ to perform masculinity or Paganini’s 24th 
Caprice to hegemonic social standards, I seek simultane-
ously to highlight the performativity of masculinity and 
the many-layered signifiers of masculinity that are asso-
ciated with Paganini’s violin music. By doing so, I hope 
to offer one way in which classical music might be 
‘queered’ and thus challenge the conventions associated 
with its performance. 
 
 

                                                           
4 While I can physically play the 10ths in this section, it is only as a 
result of my joint hypermobility syndrome, and I risk injury by perform-
ing the hyperextension of my fingers and hand which is necessary to do 
so. 
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