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         John Axelrod is the rare breed of conductor who excels at classical and, especially, at pops and crossover repertoire. With an extraordinarily diverse repertoire, innovative programming and charismatic performance style, John Axelrod continues to increase his profile as one of today’s leading conductors and is sought after by orchestras and opera houses throughout the world. His persuasive baton technique has been applauded by critics as has his communicative skills with musicians and audiences no matter the culture or language. Presently, Mr. Axelrod is the Principal Conductor of the City of Kyoto Symphony Orchestra and founder of the Concerts Culinaires de Chardonne. Since 2001, Mr. Axelrod has conducted over 175 orchestras around the world, 35 operas and 65 world premieres. Mr. Axelrod has recorded core and contemporary repertoire for Sony Classical, Warner Classics, Ondine, Universal, Naïve and Nimbus.

         As an author, Mr. Axelrod has published two books and writes for his own blog. As an educator, Mr. Axelrod has conducted most of the world’s professional youth orchestras and regularly teaches via his www.conductorsmasterclassonline.com. As a philanthropist, Mr. Axelrod founded CultureALL Association which is committed to providing cultural access to underprivileged communities.

         Mr. Axelrod graduated in 1988 from Harvard University. At the age of sixteen, John Axelrod was invited to study with Leonard Bernstein; he also studied at the St. Petersburg Conservatory with Ilya Musin in 1996.
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         “Wie großartige Musik entseht…oder auch nicht”.

Bärenreiter/Seeman Henschel Verlag ©2012

         
             

         

         Bärenreiter/Seeman Henschel, in August, 2012.

“Griffige Anekdoten und knallige Pointen”

“Striking anecdotes and serious points”

« Der Spiegel », Werner Theurich
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         Lenny and Me: On Conducting Bernstein by John Axelrod, contains analytical commentary about Bernstein’s three symphonies and provides publisher information to rent or purchase scores with CD/DVD/YouTube references.

Amazon Books ©2015

         
             

         

         http://iambacchus.com/Beethoven/

Blog about wine and music with over 50,000 viewers
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            Big Notes

         

         In the 1998 movie The Red Violin, a great violin maker named Nicolo Bussotti, based on the real-life luthier Antonio Stradivari, supposedly mixes the blood of his deceased beloved wife into the varnish of what is to be his most precious creation. The violin’s journey, from its creation in Cremona in 1681 until its auction in 1997, with all the places and persons that possessed it in between, is the story of the film. It is a story about music, memories and money.

         The violin somehow survives all odds – despite being smuggled, being hit by storms, being stolen, shipped, and even being sweat upon by a Paganini-like soloist – and the red varnish remains pure and potent in its appeal. So much so that the expert appraiser himself, recognising its provenance and potential, manages to switch a perfect copy at the moment of the auction, only to disappear, thus continuing the unlikely story of this red violin. Everyone wanted it. Yet, none could possess it forever. The violin, as music itself, exists out of time for all time. The violin, itself made of wood, is finite. Its value is priceless. Its sound is immortal.

         Is it possible to purchase immortality? Imagine really buying this fictitious fiddle. How much would it cost? During the auction in the final scene of the film, the figures surpass $2 million. In real life, the Red Mendelssohn – the Stradivarius of 1720 on which The Red Violin is based – sold for $1.7 million in 1990 and is now owned by the violinist Elizabeth Pitcairn. Over the next twenty years, the value of this Stradivarius, and all other rare violins, violas and cellos, has increased exponentially. Today, it could be worth over $16 million.

         In 2012, J & A Beare in London set the world record for the most expensive violin privately sold with the 1741 Vieuxtemps Guarneri del Gesù for over $16 million. Its new owner anonymously donated the historic instrument to the violinist Anne Akiko Meyers, on loan for the rest of her life. The violin is said to be in remarkably fine condition, with very little corrective work or restoration. The name was bestowed upon the violin after being owned by the Belgian nineteenth 14century violinist Henri Vieuxtemps and was later played by Yehudi Menuhin and Pinchas Zukerman, among others.

         Public auctions have also set record sales. In 2011, an anonymous bidder at the Tarisio Auction House paid £9,808,000 ($15,894,000 or 11,076,000 euros) for the 1721 Lady Blunt Stradivarius, named after Lord Byron’s granddaughter Lady Anne Blunt, who owned it for thirty years. The price was over four times the previous auction record for a Stradivarius violin. That is one expensive lady.

         Is $16 million for a violin too much to pay? Not these days, especially when they can be reauctioned for twice the price. According to the Stradivari Society, in an article published in 2008, rare violins that have been sold for millions have never decreased in value and from 1960–2008 have consistently outperformed both the Dow Jones Industrial Average (DJIA) and precious metals by an enormous percentage: a 19,400% increase for the violins versus up to 1800% for precious metals and DJIA.

         
            Market Analysis: Appreciation of Stradivari and Guarneri del Gesù

Violins, Silver, Gold, and Platinum Prices and the Dow Jones

Industrial Average (DJIA), 1960–20081
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            Comparison: Stradivari and Guarneri del Gesù

Violin Prices and the Dow Jones Lndustrial Average (DJIA),

Percentage of Increase, 1960–2008
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            Comparison: Stradivari and Guarneri del Gesù

Violin and Gold Prices, Percentage of Increase

1960–2008
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         16By 2021 standards, their appreciation in value has seen exponential gains yet to be estimated. In other words, rare violins are a benchmark of profitability, requiring big bank notes to buy, and the Stradivarius is at the top of the chart for most serious collectors and investors.

         Whatever the motivations, all these people who pay for a Stradivarius or any other rare instrument (or steal or copy one) have in common one very important thing: they are investing in immortality. Not in the sense of living forever in a futuristic fantasy like cryogenics, or in the idea of housing a piece of art in perpetuity, but in their own identification with the immortal itself. Even if they outwardly declare being only a custodian, internally they all are consciously aware such an investment can carry their own name into the books of cultural history.

         People who steal them may have the same motivation to have their names live beyond their lifetime, but mostly they just want the money. Thus, the business of beating death by becoming a modern-day Medici (or even a Vincenzo Peruggia, who famously stole the Mona Lisa) is booming. And it is not only a good return on investment, especially now when stock markets are as volatile as a rollercoaster. What better way to get rich and write yourself into history books than to be the owner, or the voleur, of a violin once played by Yehudi Menuhin or Jascha Heifetz or even Paganini himself?

         The relationship between the artist and patron is symbiotic. The relationship between the criminal and the buyer is co-dependent. One cannot exist without the other. History has shown how the greatest art ever produced coincided with the patronage of enlightened, culturally literate leaders, whether noble, papal or civic. Other than acts of terrorism, the greatest crimes against culture have often occurred as a result of such patronage. It need not be the criminal mind these days. Now, as governments around the globe cut culture in the face of austerity measures or budget deficits, coronavirus pandemics and stimulus packages, and corporations focus more on their bottom line and shareholder value, individuals and their 17foundations have begun to fill the philanthropic gap, finding ways to not only support good causes on humanitarian levels and participate in the creation and conservation of culture, but to also satisfy that very same urge that inspired those patrons of yesterday to protect their future name. Sometimes that name is preserved simply by the assets in the attic or the art museum. Other times the name is associated with the asset in the arms of a great artist. And if it is a Stradivarius, that asset only appreciates in both value and reputation.

         To be deemed a true Stradivarius, an instrument must come from the workshop of the Stradivari family during the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. The patriarch of that family, Antonio Stradivari, made approximately 1000 string instruments of which only an estimated 650 still exist. Most are in the multimillion-dollar range and can only increase in value. It can be even said that a “Strad” is worth more than its weight in gold. It has been compared to the voice of God. One cannot easily put a price tag on that.

         What is a “Strad?”

         A “Strad” is the nickname given to a string instrument made by Antonio Stradivari. According to Toby Faber, author of Stradivari’s Genius: Five Violins, One Cello and Three Centuries of Enduring Perfection, these instruments are more than mere fiddles made by Antonio Stradivari. A Strad is the stuff of legend, the X on the musical map of treasures and, in some cases, considered the equivalent of the second coming. The Messiah, finished in 1716, is considered by Faber to be “the most famous violin in the world.” It is worth knowing a bit of this history of the Messiah which itself could be a movie plot competitive with The Red Violin. It may inspire many an investor to seek and find the coming of the new Messiah. 18

         
            
[image: ]The Messiah Stradivarius, courtesy of the Ashmolean Museum, Oxford, England.

            

         

         The Messiah is said to sound “like hearing the angels sing.” Even if it is classified as a “Golden Period” violin, that is made between 1700 and 1725, it looks as if it was just made by the master himself. There are literally no cracks or scratches, no defects or holes. Even the varnish remains completely intact. A major fact is the instrument has almost never been played as only a few violinists have ever been allowed to hold it. It is also rumoured that Stradivari decided that this violin was the only one of his instruments that was not for sale. His sons, Francesco and Omobono, retained the Messiah for their lives. In 1775, Stradivari’s youngest son, Paolo, sold it to the art collector Count Cozio di Salabue. Eventually, in 1827, the violin was in the possession of the famous Italian instrument dealer Luigi Tarisio (from where the auction house gets its name). And yet, despite his self-promotion as the owner of the Messiah, he kept it hidden. That explains why the French violin 19virtuoso Delphin Alard remarked to Tarisio: “Your violin is like the Messiah; one always expects him, but he never appears.” The name stuck and became legend.

         After Tarisio’s death in 1885, the French violin maker Jean-Baptiste Vuillaume found the violin hidden in an attic. Himself a master luthier, Vuillaume made about twenty-five copies of the violin and kept it for the remainder of his life, declaring the violin “the wonder of wonders.” In 1939, the Hill Brothers in London inherited the Messiah, and bequeathed it to the Ashmolean Museum in Oxford on the strict condition that it not be played.

         Imagine then the astounding shock when in 1998, the instrument was tested for its origin, provenance, handcraft and documentation, and the result of this carbon testing suggested that the wood had only been carved after the death of Stradivari himself and that the violin could therefore not have been a work of the master craftsman. The scandal reverberated through centuries. The Ashmolean authorities had no choice but to demand a retraction. Out of necessity another test reconfirmed the violin’s authenticity. And yet, doubt remains. If it is real, it is the most valuable Stradivarius still in known existence. If it is a forgery, then, of course, the question is the same as posed in the movie The Red Violin (and mindfully the same question asked among all Christians): Wherefore art thou, O Messiah?

         The wood is an important consideration. The master luthier Florian Leonhard, himself an apprentice to the Hill Brothers, was interviewed about the making of the Messiah and if he, like Vuillaume, could recreate the genius of this instrument:

         
            In many years of making violins and ingesting information, I can start from different angles; From the makers point of view. Can it be recreated? On a large scale to recreate a Strad, no. Unlike politicians who like to mumble, I like to say no. I believe if somebody is an expert analyzer of these original rare instruments, and see hundreds by the maker, not only in photographs and 20museums but hold them and understand with hands, restoring them then it cannot be excluded that this person has access to so much information about this maker that he can if he has the skills it is possible to recreate the instrument. You can understand because I worked with the best shops in the world – like Hill & Sons – I saw so many Strads so I knew what was the best. You didn’t waste time to guess what was the best. You could trust the opinion of Hill. I could learn the language. Why did he create the best? Why was I so far away from it as a maker? It took me 25 years of my career to the wood. I think the sources are not wrong about Venice seawater wood. Ice age wood is what he used for 1690s. He went away from the ice age. It doesn’t mean they are not amazing, long violins are great, but the Golden Period used Venetian wood.

            So on a small scale, a few people like me, who held, restored, played, dealt, I call them TRUE COPIES – I’m not making a copy. It’s like the soul of the violin. Not pretending I am better than Stradivari. I am looking up at Stradivari. He created something we embraced worldwide as an iconic thing; by any genius today will never be surpassed; No matter how many I make that sound just as good, I have fooled people. I put five Strad and my violin in the middle and 60% of the time the players choose mine. Like a wine maker, if you grow up early with wine you can recreate like the best.

            If you make the test, two of those winning violins came from me. Only the leading violin makers in the world were able to offer. So the best offered the best. The full truth is the handful of great violins are only possible to be heard.

            The varnish is always there. The ground is there and that makes the wood vibrate the way it does. When I make a violin now to make a Strad quality that lasts even if mine are equally famous; Mine in the end is a copy. An investor 21would choose the original over the new. I am a craftsman with an artistic angle. I’m not an artist, like Stradivari.

            
                

            

            There are people who order from me for that reason. Because they believe in the future of the name of this violin. I had a 100% increase in the value of the violin. I only started this eight years ago. When I became a violin maker it was just a dream. I kept my violins from sale. Only now when I feel I am wiser.

            Yes, it is possible in a limited way to copy a Strad. Some people could master it. Will it affect Stradivarius value? Because Stradivari is always a finite number, and so expensive some cannot afford, but the demand will always be high.

         

         Jason Price, the founder and director of the Tarisio Auction House, provides more perspective on rare versus new instruments:

         
            Some argue that modern instruments can sound just as good as the old masters but for me this comparison is irrelevant and misses the point.

            Scholars and collectors of paintings don’t compare Rembrandt to Warhol – how could they? It’s a question of apples and oranges. And for me the same is true for new versus old violins: they each have merits and should be appreciated differently, not ranked on a linear scale of better and worse.

         

         Bruno Price and Ziv Arazi of In Consortium believe the Italian rare instruments are singular and unique, despite the advances of modern instruments. They require maximum talent to bring out the potential.

         
            It is not possible to replicate one of the great old instruments. Makers have tried for almost 200 years but 22to the player the difference is immediately obvious. If you spent hours in a Formula 1 car simulator you might have the potential to become a competent driver. But if you were then placed in a real F1 car the chances of being able to maximize its performance is very slight. A top professional driver can do it, and when pushing himself to the absolute limit with countless reactions in 100ths of seconds, the genius and artistry becomes evident. And like the top violinist, the great drivers are happiest when they are challenged and pushed to be better.

         

         Jonathan Moulds CBE is considered by many to be the most sophisticated rare instrument collector and investor today. Despite the results of this blind hearing, Jonathan Moulds is also convinced the rare instrument is better. The rare instruments used may not have been among the best quality, or the players may have been too timid to express themselves on the antique as they would on the modern. Holding $16 million in the hands does have an impact on the psychology and physiology of a player.

         
            In defence of his opinion, Moulds says:

            
                

            

            I suspect modern instruments and therefore modern makers are accomplished. Historically, there were only a number of makers, but limited to a small number of families. Guarneri, Stradivari, Amati, but among modern instruments there are many good ones. I thought about that. I’ve heard modern instruments played. Powerhouses of sound, but not the nuance and complexity. Same can be said about wine. New World wines are powerhouses that last five years. Bordeaux last decades and brings different colours and perspectives. The modern wine can be powerful and good to drink. You know, I participated in a blind hearing test, two of them over ten years, in fact. I listened and even provided some instruments, 23three or four for each one. But even if the person playing was considered among the top 25 best soloists, they are still quite timid with it. Consequences of damaging it and it being so expensive, so I don’t get the best out of the instrument. Like a Ferrari. Trying to compare things that are rarefied depends on the people involved with the testing. If you and I drove eight Formula 1 cars around the track we would not know anything about the car, only the driver. Marginal things, but history shows, when professionals do it and are not worried about value but about performance, then you can tell. Ive seen them play with timidity. Have to get used to an instrument. These blind tests have an agenda. Having heard modern and old instruments played spectacularly well, there is an art to getting the best tone from the instrument. In terms of the colors you can hear in the best concert halls, the Italians are the best.

         

         David Fulton, the esteemed collector, agrees with the need to master the instruments. He says about the violins he has sold:

         
            These are virtuoso tools. For me to play the General Kyd Stradivarius (1714) or the Carrodus Guarnerius del Gesù (1743) is like trying to drive a Ferrari in traffic. You don’t play Mozart quartets with them. When the soloist Vadim Repin played the Carrodus in concert he said it was “like trying to ride a wild horse.”

         

         The Messiah is not alone in esteem and value. The gospel of Stradivari has spread far and wide. The Viotti ex-Bruce, finished in 1709, is, according to Faber, “a perfect Stradivarius in every respect.” Named after the brilliant virtuoso Giovanni Battista Viotti, the violin was offered to the Royal Academy of Music in 2002 in lieu of inheritance tax by the son of its previous owner, John Bruce, with a market value of £3.5 million. The Prince Khevenhüller of 1733 is named for Prince 24Johann Sigismund Friedrich de Khevenhüller-Metsch, who purchased it as a gift for his second wife. With a provenance that has been proven relevant with many different owners, it was valued at over $4 million and today could be worth twice as much. A quartet of Stradivarius instruments — two violins, a viola and a cello — have a cult history to their name. The legendary Italian violinist and composer, Niccolo Paganini (the quartet’s namesake) acquired each of the instruments individually in the early 19th century. Each had its own personal name:

1st Violin: Comte Cozio di Salabue (1727)

2nd Violin: Desaint (1680, Stradivari’s early Amatise style)

Viola: Mendelssohn (1731, one of less than twelve surviving Strad violas)

Cello: Ladenburg (1736)

         Following Paganini, the quartet was divided and frequently changed owners before being united again by Emil Herrmann, a prominent New York dealer and restorer. The instruments were purchased by Anna E. Clark for the formation of a new quartet in 1946 — thus began the “Paganini Quartet.” After the quartet disbanded, the instruments were played by the Cleveland String Quartet until the Nippon Music Foundation bought the instruments in 1994 and loaned them to the Tokyo String Quartet until 2013, then the Hagen Quartet, and are presently loaned to the Quartetto di Cremona. The value has not been disclosed. The amount can only be imagined.

         The 1711 Duport Stradivarius cello, considered the most expensive cello in the world, was purchased by the Nippon Foundation for $20 million. This instrument has a pedigree worthy of its elevated price. In 1812 Jean-Louis Duport, then the cello’s owner, was in Paris, where he met Napoleon Bonaparte. The cello to this day bears a dent that was supposedly made by Napoleon’s boot when the emperor unsuccessfully attempted to play the instrument. Mstislav Rostropovich played the instrument from 1974 till his death in 2007. 25

         The Davidov is another Stradivarius cello, finished in 1712. Once played by Jacqueline du Pré, and now owned by the company Moët Hennessy Louis Vuitton, it was given to the legendary cellist Yo-Yo Ma to play “for life.” He also plays a cello made in 1733 by Domenico Montagnana, oddly named Petunia, its name given by one of Ma’s students.

         And, then comes the Lipinski. Named after the eighteenth-century virtuoso Karol Lipinski, this violin was made in 1715, and is the ideal vintage, as this considered the epicentre of Stradivari’s Golden Period. The Lipinski, has more than provenance. It has a plot that could be worthy of a Netflix crime story. Why? Is it easy to become a millionaire by stealing a Strad? How hard is it to sell a Strad? As a patron, how can you tell the difference between the merely good and the truly great? As a thief, how can you know whether you have a Stradivarius or not? Immortality is both a blessing and an expression of liberty. For better or worse, some names are immortal just because of the story surrounding their sinister plots.

         In 2014, the concertmaster of the Milwaukee Symphony Orchestra, Frank Almond, was leaving a concert with the 1715 Lipinski Strad. A thief who had been monitoring Almond’s every move for weeks, approached him with a taser and stole the violin, worth $6 million at the time.

         “There was an automatic assumption the violin would be traveling interstate and then most likely overseas,” said Special Agent Dave Bass, a member of the Art Crime Team in the Bureau’s Milwaukee Division.

         Special Agents Tim Bisswurm and Brian Due began gathering information about the weapon used in the robbery, which break open the case. Using evidence found at the crime scene, agents were able in a few days to trace the weapon from the manufacturer to the purchaser – a Milwaukee barber named, and I do not kid, “Universal Knowledge Allah”. Somehow this name even tops that of Figaro, though I doubt the UKA opera is in the works, but one never knows. 26

         
            Frank Almond said during our interview:

            
                

            

            I knew what was happening after I was tazed, but what I initially thought was the guy was taking my picture. So I came out after a reception and he pulled in next to me in the parking lot. A beat-up van, still running. Like a Scooby Doo Van. It was a clue for the authorities, but I didn’t think of it at the time. Turns out he planned this for two or three years.

            Here’s the thing. It becomes worthless when they steal it. It didn’t occur to these guys. As far as I know and others know, this is the only case on record when one person specifically targeted a high-end instrument, a specific one, and tried to steal it.

         

         Worthless because it would have been easily discovered if the thief had tried to openly sell the Strad. Covertly sold is another matter. If it was stolen to be given to a buyer who would keep it under lock and key, it might have never been heard or seen again. The case of the 1713 Gibson ex-Huberman Strad is just like that. In 1936, A young violinist named Julian Altman, took Huberman’s violin and case from his dressing room while Huberman gave a recital in Carnegie Hall. The violin was never recovered while Huberman lived. Only before Altman’s death fifty years later was it revealed to his wife that he kept the violin to play, covering it with shoe polish to hide the original red varnish. The violin was sold in 1988 to the British violinist Norbert Brainin, and then eventually purchased by the soloist Joshua Bell for under $4 million.

         The Lipinski was not stolen by a violinist. Instead, by a career criminal named Salah Salahaydn. When a $100,000 reward was announced, police received a tip regarding Salahaydn. A week after the robbery, UKA and Salahaydn were arrested and charged. It turns out Salahaydn never even had the intention to sell the instrument. He stole it for reward money. Not a bad idea, except that he was arrested years earlier for doing the same thing with a sculpture. 27

         The Dimwit Factor

         Many Stradivarius violins, like the one stolen in Milwaukee, are valued so high not just for their age and craftsmanship but also for their impressive line of owners. Being stolen made it even more notorious. The Lipinski became so famous the violin even has its own Wikipedia page. Almond spoke about the aftermath:

         
            When the Lipinski came back we were terrified that it wouldn’t be looked after and damaged. Part of the plea-bargain to not be put away for a longer sentence was Salahadyn had to return it in good condition, not as kindling or damaged. It turned out, for the most part, it wasn’t damaged at all.

            Amazing to me, even though he put it in a suitcase found in an attic of a house on the southside of Milwaukee.

            
                

            

            (Yes, again an attic. Remember the Messiah?)

            
                

            

            When the FBI and police showed up, it was 30 degrees Fahrenheit in the house, kept like a bottle of wine. Yeah, it had a few bumps and bruises, like scratches; but I remember playing it a few days later and it sounded great. Bows were also nicked up. But here was the Dimwit Factor. The guy’s driver’s license was in the suitcase with the violin. That captured these mastermind criminals. Real smart guys.

         

         The Lipinski and the Gibson are not the only famous Strads having been snatched or misplaced. Stories abound of dimwits on and off stage. In 2010, a thief stole a 1696 Strad worth nearly $2 million from the violinist Min-Jin Kym in a branch of Prêt-a-Manger near Euston station in London. The thief had no idea what he had stolen and tried to sell it to the bus driver 28for £100. Her Peccatte bow itself was worth $100,000. Lark Insurance Broking Group paid out the claim and, fortunately, it was recovered by British detectives in Bulgaria two years later.

         In 2009, the former New York Philharmonic concertmaster Glenn Dicterow left a 1727 Guarneri del Gesù violin in a taxi while on his way to Carnegie Hall. The driver realised to whom the violin belonged. He hurried back to the concert hall just in time to give Dicterow his instrument. How do you get to Carnegie Hall? Practice, pay your taxi and please don’t forget your instrument.

         The soloist Philippe Quint left his $4 million 1708 Ruby Stradivarius, on loan from the Stradivari Society, in a Newark, N.J., taxi cab after a flight home from Dallas. The cab driver, Mohammed Khalil, returned the violin within hours and Quint played a special private concert for the Newark Taxi Cab Association to show his gratitude. He also gave Mr. Khalil a $100 tip for the safe return of the instrument. And Khalil got a medal from the city. Cabbies can be so crucial in times of crisis.

         How does all this happen? The Dimwit Factor.

         I myself recall a time in Paris while having dinner at the home of some friends when the violinist Ivry Gitlis, who was discussing the sale of his 1713 Sancy Stradivarius suddenly realized he forgot his cell phone in the back of the taxi on the way to their home. Thankfully, it was not the violin. But given his hysteria to recover his phone, he seemed to treat it equally to his Strad. After the taxi service had been contacted and the taxi traced, the driver, also named Mohammed, returned the phone, while Ivry anxiously waited. Ivry was an Israeli. Mohammed came from Egypt. At that moment, when Ivry thanked him profusely and kissed his hands, Middle East peace was solved. Ivry passed away on Christmas Eve, 2020, at ninety-eight years old, and I might add that despite this momentary respite between old tribes, Middle East peace has actually not happened, and, like the sale of the Messiah Strad, may never come to pass.

         Not all Stradivarius violins make it back to their rightful owners, though. According to the FBI, in 1994, a Stradivarius 29from 1727, forever known as the Davidoff-Morini, was worth $4 million dollars at the time it was stolen from a dying violinist’s apartment. The theft is a story made for Sherlock Holmes. A certain Erika Morini, a child prodigy who had a substantially long career as a soloist, died at the age of ninety-one of heart failure. She had been in New York’s Mount Sinai Hospital and had no idea that her valuable violin along with paintings, letters and scores had been stolen from her apartment. Despite the Davidoff-Morini violin sitting on the FBI’s top ten art crimes list, there has been no information about the violin leading to any recovery. There is some speculation that because Erika’s fingering notes and music were stolen the thief might have been a violinist, or that the theft was carried out as a crime for hire for another violinist. Today it would be worth over $10 million, but it has yet to be found.

         Sometimes, the Stradivarius is lost not by being stolen. The Dimwit Factor rears its ugly head when the soloist fails to care for the priceless antiquity that it is. In 2008, the crossover violinist, David Garrett, affectionately known as the “David Beckham of the violin” for his good looks and long blond hair, accidentally tripped coming down the stairs from the Barbican stage and stepped on his Stradivarius San Lorenzo, irreparably damaging the violin, causing over £60,000 in restoration and risking its immortal sound would become suddenly and irreversibly mortal. His father was a dealer so it might be imagined he would know how to take better care. The replacement 1718 Stradivarius, arranged by Beare and flown in from Milano, required a three-man security crew to monitor his every move. The audience could watch Mr. Garrett. The security guards watched the violin. Garrett was flummoxed:

         
            People said it was as if I’d trodden on a banana skin. I fell down a flight of steps and onto the case. When I opened it, the violin was in pieces. I couldn’t speak and I couldn’t get up. I didn’t even know if I was hurt – I didn’t care. I’d had that violin for eight years. It was like losing a friend.

         

         30Even genius artists can be affected by that Dimwit Factor. Remember that 1733 Montagnana cello named Petunia and played by Yo-Yo Ma? In 1999, he left it in the trunk of a New York taxi. It became international headline news. A huge crowd gathered outside his hotel the next day to see it returned in a black police sedan. Who died? Montagnana might have had another case of the “hypochondria” which was reportedly his cause of death in Venice in 1750. Imagine Stradivari himself rolling around in his grave had he known about all these Dimwit episodes.

         Then again, Antonio Stradivari might have foreseen the spectacle and sensation surrounding his creations and perhaps would have relished all the attention. He was a meticulous marketer, providing the supply to meet the demands of the many patrons, noble, papal, and otherwise wealthy who wanted his work, including the Medici, who ordered these precious instruments by the dozens. The love affair with violins started before Stradivari, when Catherine de Medici in the mid-sixteenth century, exiled to France for an arranged marriage, ordered a set of thirty-eight stringed instruments from Cremona. The workshop of Andrea Amati and his family became synonymous with craftsmanship and quality, gaining respectability for the violin and earning a royal reward. With Catherine’s patronage, the violin became popular among the elite, and the stage was set for the great age of Cremonese luthiers. The Medici family continued this illustrious legacy of cultivating creative geniuses and Antonio Stradivari was the beneficiary of this bounty. The Medici were not only bankers and investors. The family business of their cultural patronage led to the commissioning of five of Stradivari’s most beautiful instruments: the “Medici Quintet,” which today includes the Medici Stradivarius of 1716, one of the most outstanding of his creations. Stradivari had many customers who valued his instruments as much as they treasured their estates, conquests and other assets. Amati was the grandfather and master craftsman. With Stradivari, the term genius was applied. And his was a remarkable life, living until he was ninety-three, astonishing for a man of the 1700s. He 31kept his manuals intact, tutoring not only his own children but transforming the tradition of Cremonese luthiers for centuries to come. The instruments, like the man, may be mortal, but as we have come to understand, the name lives forever.
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based on the retail sale prices of twenty-seven Stradivari and Guameri de/ Gesi violins sold during that
period. The average price typically reflects many more low-end sales than record sales since top examples
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