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INTRODUCTION 

 

 

My interest in the Panormo guitar and its family of makers started when I decided to make a 

copy of a guitar by Louis Panormo. Not being content just to copy the guitar as I saw it, I 

sought to find out more about it and Louis Panormo himself. I found surprisingly little in the 

standard texts on the history of the guitar about Panormo and what I did find was vague and 

confusing. Many generalizations and wild assumptions were made, a good example is in 

connection with the famous guitarist Fernando Sor; in his article on Louis Panormo, 

published in óGuitar Magazineô June 1975, Mr. Sensier says 

 

 ñWhy did Louis an Italian, born in Paris and working in London, make 
guitars which differed so much from the standard of his time? The answer 
may be found in his friendship with Sor, whom he may have met in Paris or 
London, and whose Spanish built guitars he was able to examineò 

 

There is no information to suggest Louis ever met Sor, let alone was a friend of his and 

examined his guitars in Paris or London, I shall elaborate on this later. However, this sort of 

comment is typical of many authors all of which are very readable but lacking in hard facts 

on this particular subject. So I decided to do some research on the matter for myself. 

 

The first step was to try and see as many Panormo guitars as possible. My first encounter was 

in doing a working drawing of the Panormo at the Victoria & Albert Museum, although 

attributed to Louis Panormo this seems very doubtful to me now. 

 

Its lack of label or other identification and shoddy workmanship suggests the work of 

Edward Panormo rather than Louis. This was followed up by trying to see as many examples 

in private collections as possible; this met with various degrees of success and is still an on-

going process. While starting to get a good knowledge of the guitars themselves this brought 

me no nearer to the man behind the making of them. So I collected as much written material 

on Louis Panormo from secondary sources (and later the whole Panormo family) as I could 

find and set about sorting out the fact from fiction. 
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The most effective research started, however, when I started looking into primary sources; 

this was a new experience for me as the brief account which follow describes. It started with 

a trip to the Guildhall library to delve into the London trade directories and hopefully find out 

where Louis Panormo, and the rest of his family, had worked and lived. The Librarian was 

very helpful as I piled through various trade directories from 1815 to 1878, a trip to 

Bishopsgate Library was also called for to fill in a few missing links after which I ended up 

with all the possible listing for the Panormo family. It was an exciting thought and now I was 

hooked, my next assignment took me to the Public Records Office to go through the census 

reports for 1841 (the first year in which they were done), 1851 and 1861. This proved to be 

more of a headache, it took me half a day to work out their catalogue system and many reels 

of microfilm later I actually started to find some useful information. 

 

Another thing I wanted to do was confirm dates relating to births and deaths, also to 

authenticate the story that Louis Panormo had emigrated to New Zealand in 1854. This I 

managed to do at Alexandra House and St. Catherineôs House, and via New Zealand House. 

Information from players and collectors and notes from sources such as Sorôs ñMethod for 

the Spanish guitarò have all contributed to this piece of work and although the copy of the 

Panormo guitar is finished now the research that started it could go on for much longer. 
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THE GUITAR IN LONDON DURING THE NINETEENTH CENTURY 

 

At the turn of the nineteenth century in England the guitar was a much neglected and 

unknown instrument, everyone was playing the ñEnglish guitar- a steel strung, cittern like 

instrument. Yet by the l830ôs it was enjoying considerable popularity and patronage from the 

wealthy society world of Victorian London. 

 

Much of this was due to the famous Spanish guitarist and composer Fernando Sor, who was 

resident in London between 1815 and 1823. He taught many people and gave astounding 

concerts during this time, which developed into a flourishing interest in the guitar. ñThe 

Harmoniconò a music journal of the time wrote in March 1823, p.42 

 

M. Sor who so long delighted and surprised the lovers of music in London by 
his performance on the Spanish guitar, is now living in Paris é.he charmed 
all the Parisian amateurs by an instrument which, says our French 
correspondent, might from its appearance, have been taken for a guitar, but 
judging by its harmony, must have been a complete orchestra.ò 

 

Later in 1824, p.48
 
ñThe Harmoniconò reported again in connection with Sor 

 

ñAmongst the once favoured musical instrument, now for sometime 
neglected, and coming into practice again, is the guitar éé Its power in 
almost every hand but his are certainly limited and even he, the modern 
Jubal, cannot give it strength enough of tune to render it useful anywhere but 
in a small room.ò 

 
 

So the craze had started, even if it was confined largely to the parlour rooms of the wealthy. 

 

Most of the renowned guitarist of the day came to London for sometime to perform and 

teach; including a few home grown ones, the most famous of which was Catherine Petzer. 

Although born in Germany she came to London at an early age in 1830, where as a child 

genius she was ñthe talk of societyò as Mr. Harrison tells us in his book ñThe Reminiscences 

of Madame Sydney Prattenò . She later became Madame Sydney Pratten by marriage to 

Sydney Pratten, who died only fourteen years after their marriage. She became a very 

fashionable teacher, her pupils including the Princess Louise and Princess Beatrice. 
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The guitar was so in fashion that a magazine devoted entirely to the guitar was published for 

a few years in the 1830ôs, it was dedicated to the guitarist Giuliani and entitled ñThe 

Giulianiadò. Although I have found no extant copies here is a section published in Brian 

Jeffreyôs book ñFernando Sor composer and guitaristò p. 71, where it praises the guitarôs 

popularity. 

 

ñThe Giulianiadò 1833 
 
ñThe successful introduction of the guitar in England has been 
comparatively of recent date. Till the peace of 1815 it may be assumed that 
few persons in this country were acquainted with its full powers. From that 
time, however, to the present moment, no instrument can be brought in 
comparison with its rapid advancement in public estimation.ò 

 
 

It is also possible to trace the guitarôs popularity through the makers of London during this 

Period. In the 1820ôs the Panormo brothers were the only known makers in London and even 

then they advertised as violin makers in the trade directories. 

 

In 1830 (some seven years since Sor had left London) Louis Panormo started trading as a 

guitar manufacturer, the only competition at this time was from Mark Myers of 37, Princes 

Street, Soho and Thomas Poole of Shepherdess Walk, City Road. By the 1840ôs the number 

had swelled considerably. Most of the large violin, woodwind and piano makers were now 

advertising as guitar makers as well. In the Post Office London Trade Directory for 1844 

apart from the numerous large companies professing to make guitars there were more makers 

who were purely guitar makers, or making one other instrument, than ever before. 

 

 

 Chas Barke Regent Street 

 

 Heiy Boneli Gt. Tikchfield Street 

 

 Alf Brunyan Tavistock Street 

 

 Dominic and 

 Arnold Roudhloff 31, Charlotte Street, Fitzroy St.

 Edward Panormo 2, Richmond Street, Leicester Sq. 

 Louis Panormo 46, High Street, St. Giles. 
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 Jordon Wainwright 27, Greenhills Mts.  

Most of the guitar makers listed in the trade directories only survived for a few years and 

made no impression, exceptions to this are the Panormo family who were prominent 

throughout this era and remain the most famous guitar makers of nineteenth century London. 

The Roudhloffs also achieved some notoriety and lasted longer than most of the London 

makers; they were Russian immigrants who interestingly enough worked in the same street 

that Sor had lived in while in London, though some years later. 

 

By the turn of the 1850ôs, however, the guitarôs popularity seemed to be in decline again in 

London and many of the makers disappeared. By 1868 only four guitar makers remained in 

London. 

 

 Chas Boullangier Soho 

 John Hant  Soho 

 George Lewis Panormo -  Whitefield Street 

 Thomas Prouse  Hanway Street. 

Now the guitarôs popularity in London was all but over, in 1877 George Lewis Panormo died 

and with him a fine tradition of guitar making in London. The emphasis on the guitarôs 

development had turned to Spain where Tarrega and Torres were changing its character  

irrevocably. 
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VINCENZO TRUSIANO PANORMO 

 

Often affectionately referred to as ñOld Panormoò Vincenzo was born at Monreale near 

Palermo, Sicily in 1734. It is ñsupposedò William Henley tells us in his book ñThe Universal 

Directory of Violin and Bow Makersò, Vincenzoôs parents were members of the aristocracy. 

Aged sixteen he ran away from home (It is interesting to note that the original name of 

Palermo was Panormos, so perhaps he adopted that name), wandering off and traveling seems 

a re-occurring trait in the Panormo family. He went to Naples and other Italian cities before 

going to Cremona, here he worked with the famous violin making family the Bergonzis. 

Indeed, his grandson often spread the story that Vincenzo had worked with Stradivarius to 

make a good impression, this however was idle talk as dates make it impossible. Being a 

restless soul Vincenzo went to Turin then north through Tyrol to Paris where he arrived in 

1753, still only nineteen. Here he settled down to violin making until 1771, making only two 

trips back to Italy in that time where his first son Francis was born in 1763 and then Joseph in 

1767 or 1768. In 1772 he made a trip to London, but soon returned the next year and set up a 

workshop at 70, rue de Chantes. Four years later he went to England again where his third
 
son 

George was born; but he remained stationed in Paris, where This fourth son Louis was born 

in 1784, until the volatile situation in 1789 with the storming of the Bastille and the start of 

the French Revolution persuaded him to leave again. 

He is known to have worked in Dublin for a year or so where he used wood from a large 

billiard table for the backs and sides of his violins. Vincenzo finally settled in London, a label 

from an extant instrument reading ñVincenzo Panormo London 1791ò which shows he was in 

London from this time, although the exact address is still unknown to me. Vincenzo died in 

1813 while living in London. 

ñThe dream of his life was to faithfully copy the Stradivarian 
models to the minutest particularsò and he ñlived on the poetry 
of violin makingò 
 

 ñThe Universal Directory of 

 Violin and Bow Makersò 

 William Henley. 

 

The finest examples of Vincenzoôs work are amongst the best replicas ever made of the 
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Stradivarian violins. He used splendid wood with tricks to prematurely age it and fine 

varnishes, even here the corners were broken down to give a worn look. Yet he still had an 

individuality to his instruments, particularly his grandiose scrolls. Perhaps the greatest honour 

is given to Vincenzo by William Henley again, when he tells us 

 

ñSix well known soloists (personal friends of the author) frequently for 
publicity purposes state they play Strads, but are actually Panormosò 

 

Vincenzo was also highly regarded for his double basses. However, ñOld Panornoò has not 

been given the high reputation he richly deserves, mainly due to the fact that he had lived 

much of the time in semi-poverty and due to his hardships he had to spend most of his life 

producing cheap and mediocre work for dealers to survive. 
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JOSEPH PANORMO 

 

Joseph was the second son of Vincenzo, the first son Francis became a flautist and 

fashionable music teacher. Joseph was born sometime in 1767 or 1768 in Naples, on one of 

Vincenzoôs trips back to Italy. He grew up and learnt his trade in Paris, this would have given 

Joseph an interesting mixture of influences. From his father he would have learnt many 

Italian ways of doing things as well  as a strong French influence, not only from the 

makers around him but also again from his father who worked most of his life in Paris. He 

settled in London in his early twenties with his father and younger brothers although the 

address is unknown at the moment. It seems after their fatherôs death in 1813 the brothers 

stayed together as ñPanormo and Companyò Joseph being the eldest aged 45 to 46 and his 

younger brothers, George aged 36 and Louis aged 29; all of them having lived in London 

some twelve years. However, the first recorded address I have found was at 26 High Street, 

Bloomsbury (in the parish of St. Giles) in 1817. This information comes from a label of an 

extant guitar, although the actual maker is unknown, as it only says ñPanormoò, but what is 

particularly interesting about this early Panormo guitar is that it is very French in style and 

quite unlike the guitars usually associated with the Panormo family. In ñJohnstoneô s 

Complete London Trade Directoryò which was only published for 1817 and 1818 it shows 

someone else occupying the same address (the directory lists all the traders street by street), 

as the information for the 1817 issue must nave been taken the previous year or early 1817 

we can assume the Panormo family moved in some time in 1817. The 1818 issue was 

basically a reprint of the previous year and most changes of address would have gone 

unaltered. The first time they were recorded in a London trade Directory was in ñPigotôsò in 

1822 as ñPanormo and Co.ò the address still 26 High Street, Bloomsbury. The following year 

in 1823 Joseph was listed in ñPigotôsò at 39, King Street, Soho (not far from the other shop at 

the High Street) with his son. The most likely idea is that Joseph and his son set up one 

workshop while George and Louis maintained the other. Joseph and his son Edward remained 

working in King  Street until 1830 when they moved to 4, New Compton Street, this was a 

little road off the High Street where his brothers were still working. The last entry for 

Joseph was at the same address in 1835, he died later in 1837 in extreme poverty. 
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He had a chequered career much like his father, sometimes prosperous yet often on the verge 

of starvation. His standard of work went through phases too, he made some fine violins and 

excellent cellos but he will be best remembered as the original maker of the Panormo guitar, 

which stemmed from work he did with the great guitarist of the time Fernando Sor. How 

Joseph became involved with Sor remains a mystery, however in Sorôs ñMethod for the 

Spanish Guitarò he says 

 

Mr. J. Panormo made some guitars under my directionò 

 

Here we find a link with Spanish guitars, for undoubtedly Joseph would have studied Sorôs 

guitars from the Cadiz School, notably Pages. Hence some similarities in shape and 

construction between the Spanish school and Panormo guitars. However, Joseph never 

seemed to capitalise on this guitar design and very few known examples of his guitars survive 

today. 
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GEORGE PANORMO 

 

George was born in London in 1777, the third son of Vincenzo, yet would have lived in Paris 

as a child, being about twelve when they left. So he would have picked up Italian and French 

influences from his father and Joseph. It is strange that while a fine maker he never owned his 

own workshop and always worked with his brothers. George was never entered in the trade 

directories under his own name except for the last four years of his life between 1840 and 

1852 when the entry read 

ñPanormo Geo and Louis. Music Sellers and 

Musical Instrument Makers.  

31, High Street, St. Giles. 

He specialised as a guitar maker along with Louis after Josephôs work with Sor had inspired 

them to make their Panormo guitars. However, George (like the other brothers) started off as 

a violin maker and again like his father copied the Strad model in particular the Amatese 

outline, so good was he that some pass as original Strads. He is also highly regarded as a 

Cello and Bow maker. In fact Henley in his ñUniversal Directory of Violin and Bow Makersò 

says in regard to George 

 

Patronage and honours from Royalty was often given to 
individuals whose claim cannot be named in the same breath 
with those of Panormo but no such luck ever came his wayô 

 

Another problem faced when looking at George is that he seldom labelled his work, apart 

from his bows which always had his name stamped on them. 

I think that he had always spent most of his time working at the shop in the High Street along 

with Louis and their sons, and it seem likely that guitars with the ñLouis Panormoò label owe 

as much to George in some cases as they do to Louis, indeed it seems that the fine 

workmanship of Georgeôs violins and guitars has been somewhat neglected. His life seems to 

be obscure as well, and all that I could find out for sure is that he had worked at the High 

Street, St. Giles where he died in 1845. 
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