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    To Benice, Flavio, Henrique, Marina and Rosinha, the much loved and well-tuned quintet




    To family and friends, a great orchestra of which I am a proud and happy part.


  




  

    Memory is a form of protest
Elie Wiesel (1928 – 2016)


  




  

    PRESENTATION




    Nilton Bonder




    Like all investigative novels, this novel by Bruno Thys contains a secret.




    I can hardly reveal it here, but I can outline the mysteries of the author and his plot. The mirroring of one symbolism within another helps to reveal elements of this music-loving journalist and his roots. And Bruno offers us layers of himself in The Song of the Violin that lend the text their own magic to those who are seeing it through the sparkle in the author’s eyes.




    And with journalistic skill seasoned by his characteristic Rio de Janeiro smartness and mischief, he writes a clear, clean, and fluent narrative of a character who represents the reader to uncover the author’s intention.




    The transparency of the protagonist reflects the opacity of the supporting character who, in turn, mirrors the author himself as in an anonymous biography covered up by the search for a mysterious character who eventually reveals the author himself so that the reporter benignly disdains the hermetic and speaks objectively of the mysterious. To this end, Thys provides us with information about music, Jews and the “carioca”* backdrop where his historical and international narrative unfolds.




    Copacabana and the realistic setting of Brazilian characters and institutions is a particularly interesting stratum of his writing. Bruno Thys knows about music, the city, its culture, and is enmeshed in the realism of the narrative.




    Although on the one hand the style is direct and informative, the author´s passion for music and Jewish and Brazilian culture can be seen between the lines and seams. Pleasure is found in interweaving these three themes of music, Judaism and Brazil, and the curious reader discovers a tale of human misery and loneliness which could not remain silent and which demonstrates our own insignificance. Thus we see human ambivalence, a mixture of importance and irrelevance, where our passions and origins rescue us from the immensity of time and space.




    And so this Song-Tale of the Violin crosses the investigator and investigated to reach the writer’s soul as if the secret of the secret were not enough and still had another layer.




    * Typical of Rio de Janeiro




    And both form and content converge journalistically to describe something very real which is embedded in fiction and the imaginary. Perhaps nothing can better define memory than our fiction of what is real and factual but which, tainted by our gaze, makes objectivity impotent. The realistic and fictional faces are different sides of the same coin. This is the coin that Thys tosses into the air with the riddle of guessing on which side it will fall.




    One side of the coin is memory as protest; the other, the certainty of existence as we are characters in our own fiction.




    Nilton Bonder is a rabbi, writer, and playwright


  




  

    CHAPTERI





    The phone rang. On the screen, an unknown name accompanied by the information “luthier”.




    “Good morning, Carlos. William here. I have the estimate for the repair of your violin. Shall we go ahead? Delivery in a month and a half, maximum two months.”




    “Do you think it’s worth it?,” Carlos asked after being informed of the value, less than he had imagined.




    “Of course. It’s a good instrument. It is recoverable and will last for another 200 years if well cared for. I can guarantee it until 2122!,” he said, laughing.




    The luthier estimated that the instrument had probably been made in Germany in the middle of the 19th century. The absence of a signature or another sign of the manufacturer was an indication of Germanic origin. The great violins, built in the city of Cremona, Italy, including the legendary Stradivarius, had a birth certificate. Not this one. But the luthier guessed it had been made between 1840 and 1870 and therefore was over 150 years old.




    “Violins, like music, are ageless,” said the luthier. “Wooden instruments, in general, if well preserved, last forever. If there’s a problem 80 years from now, bring it here and I’ll fix it.”




    Although he had no references about the luthier – he had found him through an internet search – he felt confident when, days before, he had taken the newly acquired instrument to him. The repair shop was located in the district of Glória, in an old townhouse, which must have been the same age as the violin. He liked the luthier’s informal manner, the smell of wood mixed with some chemical products, probably varnish, glue, maybe a mixture of both, that permeated the shop. He was reassured by the number of instruments piled up there, not just violins but also cellos, double basses, and guitars.




    “OK. Let’s go ahead. You can do the job.”




    “It’s Christmas, but I work over the holidays. As I told you, in a month, a month and a half, you’ll have the instrument on your shoulder. I want to hear you play Paganini. This baby will sing loud and beautiful.”




    Before hanging up, the luthier remembered one detail:




    “Oh! The violin came with a bonus. There were some things inside the soundboard. I separated and kept them. When you come here to pick it up, remind me to give them to you.”




    ***




    Carlos did not play Paganini or appreciate the virtuosity of the great violinist. He found the excess of notes and the accelerated tempo of Paganini’s compositions tiring. Paganini was more technique than feeling. He accepted his ability but just didn’t like them. Mozart had also juggled around, especially in his younger years, but he had managed to tame himself.




    He wouldn’t play Paganini when he went to get the violin, not because of aesthetic differences, but because he had never played any instrument, much less the violin. He had taken guitar lessons as a teenager and soon gave up: it was impossible to coordinate ten fingers and six strings simultaneously, and insisting would be a waste of time. Back then he wanted, though it wasn’t exactly a dream, to play the violin, an instrument he had seen and heard for the first time as a child.




    He couldn’t remember exactly how old he was, and the memories of his first encounter with the violin were also fuzzy, but the image of a young woman standing in front of the orchestra, with the instrument delicately resting on her shoulder, marked his childhood. He was amazed that such a small instrument produced such a strong, powerful, and vigorous sound, and this touched both his mind and heart.




    The boy was mesmerized. There was a symbiosis between the young performer and the instrument as if they made a single figure: the violin seemed an inseparable part of her body. On the one hand, her warm gestures, and, on the other, firm movements with the bow that produced laments, tears, and smiles. He tried to capture their meaning in vain: the sound touched his soul in a moment of rare enchantment, which bypassed reason.




    As an adult, when reading about the religious experience of Saint Francis of Assisi, he thought he had lived something similar at that moment, in the splendid Municipal Theater. Some time later he learned that the young violinist had interpreted, together with the orchestra, Vivaldi’s Four Seasons, a work of the 19th century, which defied time and echoed powerfully.




    At the age of 42 he still had doubts about whether he would be able to learn to play the violin. He had always put off the idea; he understood that he lacked the gift, patience and even an adequate physique: long arms, large hands and sufficient motor coordination for activities even less delicate than playing a 50-centimeter-long instrument that requires precision and concentration.




    He was resigned to being an enchanted listener of the violin and concert music in general. He was an avid consumer of so-called classical music even though he took issue with this label. If symphonies like Beethoven’s Ninth were successful in the 21st century and remained popular and were even used in advertising, whose essence is the massification of the message, then it would be more appropriate to label them eternal rather than classical music. There is, however, no such genre. But this was nothing to make him slit his wrists. With his life in order, he plucked up courage and took the first step: he bought the instrument.




    ***




    The announcement of the sale of a violin jumped onto his cell phone screen. It wasn’t unusual. From time to time he looked for information on the Internet about the prices of instruments, drinks, paintings, books, etc. It was natural, therefore, by the algorithmic logic of electronic commerce, that he would be followed by sellers of products that interested him. The offer for the violin came from a site of second-hand items, a kind of bazaar, and the word “antique” caught his attention. The ad featured a poorly taken photo of the violin with no strings, on a plaid fabric, probably on an armchair or sofa, and the caption: “Antique violin in good condition, in need of minor repairs, at a bargain price”.




    He copied and pasted the seller’s phone number onto a notepad on his cell phone and called a few hours later. He was answered by a woman with a simple way of expressing herself. She said that the instrument had been brought to her by her brother-in-law, among a bunch of other things, also for sale, which had belonged to a friend of his who had recently died. Asked about the state of the violin, she assured him that there was no crack, or if there was, she hadn’t noticed it, but she could send more photos if necessary.




    The woman’s sincere tone helped him with his decision. The price was also more than fair. But still, who was to say it wasn’t stolen?




    “Do you give a receipt?,” he asked.




    “No. I’m just selling. I get a small percentage and nothing else,” she said. “My brother-in-law left it here, and, as I have this little shop on the internet, he asked me to sell it. But there’s nothing wrong. Everyone here is honest. You have my name and my phone number. And internet business is just like that, at face value and without a receipt,” she added.




    She was right, he decided. With one or two exceptions, the products he had bought on second-hand sites did not come with a receipt or guarantee. You had to look at the photo with care and make the deposit, with the security offered by the sites themselves: in general cloning and fraud-proof payment systems. He had never had any problems, except for an occasional delay and, even so, with justifications and due apologies from the seller. But it could be a risky business.




    At night on the same day, he made the purchase. He paid by credit card. The value was equivalent to what he spent to fill up his car two or three times. It crossed his mind, more than once, that it might be a rare and valuable instrument. He had already read stories of famous paintings sold for a pittance. But he soon came to his senses: for that price, it can’t be much; if it’s old, that’s a good thing anyway.


  




  

    CHAPTERII





    The doorman called to tell him a mail order had arrived. It was a big cardboard box it had taken no more than ten days. The instrument came well packaged, in bubble wrap and pieces of styrofoam, but without a box and bow. No surprise. He had been warned. The care taken by those who had packed it was evident, with an excess of plastic and masking tape. It took some time to unwrap.




    With the instrument in hand, he realized that it was the first time he had ever held a violin. He was amazed at its very small size. He had constructed, in his mind, an image of a larger and lighter colored object. But here he was, faced with something four times his age, manufactured on the other side of the world, and who knows who had played it and what they had played, and now it was his.




    The feeling of ownership had caused him both joy and skepticism. Joy for finally having taken the path of his dream, and skepticism for the certainty that he had done everything wrong. He should have looked for a teacher or a luthier if he was really interested in doing the right thing. He had no idea whether the violin was good enough to start studying, if it was worth investing in its restoration and even whether its dimensions were suitable for an instrument for adults. He knew that there were different models, including those for children, although he had insufficient knowledge to differentiate them.




    Skepticism was a feeling he often experienced after impulsive actions, such as purchasing the instrument, though it was a dream cherished for so many years. However, he also thought that, with the violin in his hands, if everything went wrong, he would have a beautiful decorative object, which would grace any corner or wall in the house. He saw the violin as the great little jewel of the Renaissance, with the essential elements of the period: sculpture, painting, science, and a unique aesthetic delight in those who heard its vibrant and acute sound, different from its bigger brothers, the viola, the cello and the double bass, which were deeper and more serious.




    Even knowing that the violin does not have a single parent, at that moment, with the instrument in his hands and in front of his eyes, if he were told that it was the work of the Creator, he would not have doubted it. Like most stringed instruments, the violin took shape in the 16th century, developing from the vielle, the rabeca fiddle, and the lira da braccio in Cremona, in the Italy of Da Vinci and Michelangelo. Carlos knew first-hand about the history of the instrument.




    ***




    Curiosity had taken him to Cremona, in Lombardy. In fact, his destination was not exactly the town where Antonio Stradivari lived and built the most famous violins in the world but rather Milan, where he had traveled to work. Cremona was less than a hundred kilometers from Milan, just over an hour by train. The morning after his professional commitment, he boarded the train to visit the Violin Museum and see some of the rarest gems in the musical world.




    Cremona is a typical Italian town. But, even though it seemed charming to him, with just over 70,000 inhabitants, narrow, calm streets and old buildings, some imposing like the Cathedral, he wasn’t interested in the landscape, anxious as he was to reach Piazza Marconi, the location of Palazzo dell’Arte, which houses the Violin Museum. There he experienced such heightened joy which had only had parallels in his childhood. He was seized with – and guided by – the magic the place represented for him: feelings of enchantment, surprise and pleasure.




    Although his visit to the museum had been almost ten years before, the day he had been there still remained fresh in his memory: the exhibition of instruments prior to the creation of the violin; the manufacturing process, the materials, tools and techniques gathered together in a kind of luthier workshop… how thrilling! The focal point was the hall with works of art produced by Stradivari and the Amati and Guarnieri families, the supreme trinity of the art of stringed instrument making, all from Cremona in the 16th and 17th centuries.




    His fascination did not end there. He saw Stradivari’s own tools and designs, and at the end of the visit, he heard, in the brand new auditorium, the piercing sound of a violinist performing a pot-pourri of famous solos written for the instrument. He managed to identify almost all of them: Spring, Vivaldi’s Four Seasons; Beethoven’s Fifth Sonata, and his Third Concerto, until dozing off...




    Tired of the excursion, which had taken part of the morning and the whole afternoon, he had a cappuccino, ate a salami sandwich at the museum’s snack bar, next to the souvenir shop, bought a miniature Stradivarius, a T–shirt, a key chain, and walked to the station, where he boarded the train back to Milan. On the train, he read the brochures he had picked up at the entrance to the museum about Stradivari and the art of violin making.




    He just had a vague idea about the history of the famous luthier. According to a prospectus, it was Nicola Amati who taught Stradivari to make stringed instruments – violins, violas, cellos, double basses, guitars, and harps. And the peak of his career occurred between 1700 and 1722, when he made his most famous violins: the Bets, the Cremonese, the Messiah and the Medici. He lived 93 years.




    The mystery surrounding the making of the Stradivarius, a kind of musical grail, was mentioned in a prospectus. It was nothing new for Carlos that, despite countless research, his techniques have still not been discovered. His attention was drawn to the number of different woods used in the construction of a violin by the great master: maple, spruce, oak, and willow. And also chemicals. Those who devote their lives to trying to discover what makes a Stradivarius so superior to the others are divided: some think that the secret is the wood, others, the type of varnish.




    The prospectus did nothing to untie the mystery; Antonio Stradivari, according to research, used more than 30 different types of chemical products to treat wood, including borax, which would increase rigidity, giving special qualities to the timbre of the instrument. He had already read that the secret formula would be a white varnish, made from gum arabic, honey, and egg white, but he did not find such reference in the prospectuses. Stradivari, as he had just seen in the museum room in a luthier’s workshop, selected old wood, probably from the demolition of buildings.




    Finally, he glanced at the labels surrounding the sound that has intrigued and delighted the most sensitive ears in the world for more than three centuries: the famous violin might contain volcanic ash in its composition and be made of the wood of a sunken ship. However, the prospectus highlighted in bold that there was no scientific evidence for these hypotheses.




    Interestingly, he had not read anything in the prospectuses about the “golden ratio”, the number used for the first time by the architect Phidias, in the Partenon construction and spread by the Greek mathematician Euclid, 2,300 years ago, in the division of a line into points and which would be present in nature, in the human body, in ancient architecture, in the construction of the pyramids, and in the arts and work of Da Vinci. The golden ratio, which is equal to 1.6, is still popular among occultists and numerologists today and is the basis of theories of so-called magical thinking and is also part of the set of legends surrounding the Stradivarius.




    The most accepted thesis for the quality of the instrument, concluded the text, is that the European continent, during the period in which the luthier lived, experienced a period of low temperatures, making the wood harder. Whatever the explanation, it was clear to him, once again, that mystery is part of the mystique of the violins made by Antonio Giacomo Stradivari, craftsman of some thousand violins, of which some 600 have withstood time and are scattered around the world in museums, private collections, and in the hands of great musicians.




    The most famous of all is the Messiah, owned by Stradivari until his death. It was sold and resold a few times until it was donated to the Ashmolean Museum in Oxford, England. It seems new because it’s hardly ever been used. Joseph Joachim, a violinist who tried it out in 1981, was delighted with the combined sweetness and grandeur of the sound. Who knows, maybe I’ll take advantage of a trip to England to get to know the instrument, thought Carlos. It is the dream of every violinist and anyone who enjoys the world of music. The journey from London to Oxford by train takes less than an hour, the same time as from Milan to Cremona.
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