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  Violins are the lively, forward, importunate wits, that distinguish themselves by the Flourishes of Imagination, Sharpness of Repartee, Glances of Satyr, and bear away the

  upper Part in every Consort. I cannot however but observe, that when a Man is not dispos’d to hear Musick, there is not a more disagreeable Sound in Harmony than that of a Violin.




  

    The Tatler, 1 April 1710


  




  I have a violin that was born in 1713. It was alive long before me, and I hope it lives long after me. I don’t consider it as my violin. Rather, I am perhaps its

  violinist; I am passing through its life.




  

    Ivry Gitlis, The Art of Violin, 2000


  




  A great violin is alive; its very shape embodies its maker’s intentions, and its wood stores the history, or the soul, of its successive owners. I never play without

  feeling that I have released or, alas, violated spirits.




  

    Yehudi Menuhin, Unfinished Journey, 1996
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  Introduction




  WHEN I WAS about ten my parents bought me a violin. Comparing instruments was a way for those of us

  at the back of the second violins to fill the inevitable longueurs of school orchestra rehearsals. One had an elaborately carved fish at the end of its neck instead of the usual snail-shell scroll.

  Another was a striking, if rather nauseating, olive-green. But we had three more standard criteria to use in comparisons: the violin’s age, where it was made, and the name of its maker. On

  most of our violins we could establish all three from the labels visible through their left-hand soundholes.




  My own violin did reasonably well on our first criterion: the 1809 on its label meant it was pretty old, although, I knew even then, too young to date back to the true golden era of

  violin-making. Age added more to violins than just antiquity; they needed to be old to sound good. It was this that caused my second-hand damaged instrument by a nondescript maker to cost more than

  a brand-new one. It had a good tone, despite the small crack in its belly.




  On our other two criteria, however, my violin scored rather poorly. It was made in Mittenwald, in Germany. The name meant nothing to us, although a lot of our school violins seemed to come from

  there. As far as we were concerned, good violins came from Italy. If we had known enough, I am sure we would have graded towns within Italy into a pyramid with Cremona

  at its apex, but I don’t think we had even heard of the place. We were most definitely familiar, however, with its most famous citizen. Stradivarius was the only violin-maker whose name

  carried any weight with us at all. That was the third criterion: your violin either carried the meaningless name of a long-dead maker or it was a Stradivarius.




  One of those orchestral instruments met all our requirements gloriously: ‘Antonius Stradivarius Cremonensis Faciebat Anno 1716’ (or some similar date), its label proclaimed with

  splendid confidence. It was a fake, of course. We knew that much. But despite this the violin retained some sort of fascination; it achieved distinction just through bearing the name.




  I GAVE UP the violin when I left school. In the twenty years since, I have come to understand as a listener what I never did as a mediocre player

  – that the members of the violin family (principally the violin itself, the viola and the cello) are indisputably the kings of all the instruments. The violin, so deceptively simple, can both

  portray and inspire every emotion imaginable, imitating the braying of a donkey or delivering a tune of heartrending beauty. Lyrical and expressive, or harsh and violent, it is the master of

  adaptability; only the human voice can match it. By comparison, the piano’s eighty-odd notes a semitone apart may make it a mechanical marvel of polyphony, but where is the ability to thrill

  with almost imperceptible changes in pitch or volume? As for the other members of the orchestra – woodwind, brass, percussion – the very names hint at the

  paucity of their tonal range.




  Not only do the violin and its sister instruments dominate the orchestra, there remains no question of who is their most famous maker – perhaps the most celebrated craftsman in history.

  From Melbourne to Milwaukee, the bus driver will ask you, as you struggle with your violin case, ‘Is that a Stradivarius?’ His reputation for excellence is ubiquitous.




  This reputation springs from the players themselves. To anyone, but most of all those lucky enough to perform on them, Strads are far more than just instruments. They are works of art, bringing

  together utility and aesthetics in a way that no other object can quite match. The British cellist, Steven Isserlis, borrows his Stradivarius from the Nippon Music Foundation: ‘My heart leaps

  every day when I take it out of the case. Its beautiful colour glows.’ In 1986 one of the most successful performers of our era, Itzhak Perlman, acquired the favourite Strad of an even more

  celebrated predecessor – Yehudi Menuhin: ‘When it became available, I was the happiest violinist in the world . . . It has Stradivari’s most beautiful varnish and its shape is

  perfection. I feel very lucky and privileged to own the Soil.’1




  The connection the Soil makes between Perlman and Menuhin is typical; all the great Strads have histories that can hardly fail to inspire. Any one may have been admired by Beethoven,

  heard by Mozart. One of Isserlis’s predecessors on his cello was Emanuel Feuermann, possibly the most talented cellist of the twentieth century. On a practical

  level, this meant Isserlis pursued adjustments to his Strad until its clarity matched what he heard on a Feuermann recording. More intriguingly, he describes teaching a masterclass in the

  ‘Schelomo’, a piece by Ernest Bloch that is now a standard part of the repertoire: ‘Before I remembered what cello I was playing, I thought, hang on, my cello knows this.’

  It could have known it by heart: Feuermann was asked to perform the Schelomo so often that he grew to hate it. In a similar vein, when the Russian violinist Louis Krasner bought the

  Dancla Strad from Nathan Milstein, one of the twentieth century’s greatest virtuosi, he found that his predecessor’s ‘playing and sonorities were, I would sense, still in

  the violin’. He could only rationalize it with the view that ‘A Strad violin, like a sensitive animal, knows its master and, like the living being that it is, has memory and

  loyalty.’




  Milstein explained the sale of his Strad to Krasner – he moved on to another – in explicitly anthropomorphic terms: ‘My love for this violin did not diminish. It was just that

  after years with a sparkling, eager blonde, I came to feel that I should turn to a more sombre and perhaps quieter and more composed, sedate brunette.’ The quote exemplifies a third way in

  which Strads transcend their status as mere objects: the devotion they both inspire and require in their players. I once naively asked a successful musician if he’d ever thought of getting a

  new violin. His reply came with a mixture of shock and the very faintest longing: ‘That’s like asking a man if he’d considered changing his wife.’ Maxim Vengerov, a Russian

  who is probably the most admired of the younger generation of performers, is even more direct about his relationship with his Strad: ‘It is a marriage.’ The

  violin is such a feminine instrument that the metaphor seems almost inescapable, at least for men. Women are more likely to regard their violins as an extension of themselves. One friend told me

  this is why she does not use a shoulder-rest. The German virtuosa, Anne-Sophie Mutter, rests her Stradivarius on her bare shoulder: even clothes are too great a barrier. The exception only seems to

  prove the rule. When the young Soviet violinist Viktoria Mullova took a taxi across the border from Finland into Sweden in 1983, she left her government-owned Strad on the hotel-room bed. As a

  result her KGB minders wasted valuable hours on the assumption that she could not possibly be defecting.




  Finally, there is the most obvious and concrete way in which violinists put a value on their instruments. Vengerov’s Strad – the Kreutzer – set an auction record of

  £947,500 when it was bought for him in 1998. Even that figure is put in the shade by private deals. Scarcity and the need for age have combined to drive a seemingly unstoppable rise in the

  prices of string instruments. What other profession faces a situation where the tools of its trade have become so expensive as to be almost unobtainable? Every maker has his price – the

  violin says something about its player’s status, even before bow is put to string – but none commands more respect than Antonio Stradivari.




  FAME, BEAUTY, history, value, the peculiar devotion that Strads inspire: it is a heady mix. And it all results from their most

  remarkable characteristic. More than 250 years after his death, Stradivari’s violins and cellos remain the best in the world. On song and in the right hands they

  are magnificent, projecting a glorious tone to the back of the largest concert hall. A violinist who is attuned to his Strad, and knows that it will do everything required of it, can relax into

  playing, confident that he will not have to force to be heard. Of five soloists in a recent season at London’s Royal Festival Hall, four played Strads. They are the ultimate rebuke to the

  arrogance of the modern age: science does not have all the answers; Renaissance technology still cannot be bettered.




  How can that be? The continuing supremacy of Stradivari is one of the great mysteries of our era. What made him so special? Why were his techniques not maintained by his successors? Is there any

  likelihood that one day he will be displaced? If the answers to these questions lie anywhere, it must be in Stradivari’s instruments themselves. He made over 1,000 of them; around 600 are

  known to survive. Their continuing appeal is at the core of the Stradivarius legend. It is commonplace to speak of artists achieving immortality through their work, but there can be few better

  examples than this.




  So six Strads will be the central characters of this book. They are not their maker’s six most celebrated instruments; nor do all currently boast a famous player. But over the last three

  centuries they have been heard and admired by millions. Their lives, and those of the people they have touched, both illustrate and frame the enigma of Stradivari’s inimitability. This book

  tells the story of five violins, one cello and a genius.




  





   Chapter One




  FIVE VIOLINS AND ONE CELLO




  The Messiah, the Viotti, the Khevenhüller, the Paganini, the Lipiński and the Davidov




  THE MESSIAH




  Oxford’s Ashmolean Museum, founded in 1683, is the oldest institution of its kind in Britain. From Elias Ashmole’s original bequest, it has gone on to establish an

  enviable reputation for excellence in research and teaching, with an appearance impressive enough to match. Wide stone steps lead up to a grand, if slightly austere, classical façade. The

  Ashmolean may be smaller than London’s British, or New York’s Metropolitan Museum of Art, but the overall effect is similar. You feel a proper sense of awe even before stepping over the

  threshold. Once you do, and if you’re lucky, the guard on duty at the front door will tell you the short cut: don’t go up the main stairs but turn left, go to the end of the gallery,

  take the stairs you see on your right, and the Hill Music Room is immediately at the top on the first floor. On your arrival, as likely as not, the room will be shut, with a sign on the door

  blaming staff shortages and suggesting that, if you particularly wish to see the room’s contents, you should try the invigilator next door.




  It is an unpropitious beginning. When you manage to get in, you will find a room only perhaps 15 by 30 feet. On hot days there will be a fan in the corner to compensate

  for the lack of air-conditioning. The cork tiles on the floor are scuffed about; protruding nails catch the unwary foot. Curious Old Masters with little obvious connection to music line the walls

  above the harpsichords and virginals that comprise the less interesting part of the Hill Collection. Elsewhere, one case contains bows, another includes a guitar made by Stradivari himself. It is

  plain but superbly constructed – testimony to its maker’s range, but far from being the main attraction. In the middle of the room a further case is crowded with eight violins, a viola

  and a bass viol. One of the violins was made by Andrea Amati in 1564, part of a commission for Charles IX of France. It is the oldest surviving violin in the world, an exquisite piece of

  workmanship. The Civic in Cremona has one from the same set, but dated 1566, that was recently valued at $10 million. The Ashmolean’s example has been laid on its back to fit into the case,

  obscuring what remains of the gilded painting with which the violin was decorated.




  Almost every exhibit in this display would be the highlight of another museum’s collection, but here they are no more than also-rans to the star, the only instrument to get its own

  cabinet, the one that greets you as you walk through the door: the Messiah. There it hangs, suspended in its case, visible from every angle, pristine, its varnish as flawless as when

  Stradivari applied the last few drops in 1716. It is in mint condition because this, the most famous violin in the world, template for countless copies, has hardly ever been played.
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    Figure 1. The Messiah – a ‘matchless new violin amidst its time-worn, rubbed and fractured brethren’.


  




  THE VIOTTI




  On 6 May 1990 Thomas Bowes gave a recital at the Purcell Room, a small concert hall in London. He was playing a violin he called the Viotti-Marie Hall, after two previous

  owners. Its looks alone were striking: the immaculate maple back had natural horizontal stripes whose effect Bowes describes as almost psychedelic. But it is the sound that he most remembers now:

  ‘That violin was absolutely deafening to play, when you played a sort of high harmonic in G or something on the E string you would actually be slightly in pain; it was so focused; it was like

  a sort of laser beam . . . It gave an incredible feeling of power just to know that the smallest touch would just ping out to the back of the biggest hall . . . There was a kind of awesome

  perfection about it.’




  Bowes’s recital was billed as revisiting the ‘Golden Age of the violin’: the Edwardian era when musicians faced no competition from modern technology for the ears of their

  prosperous audience. One of the Strad’s eponymous owners, Marie Hall, had been a leading English violinist in the early twentieth century. The recital consisted mainly of music that she would

  have played, exhibition pieces by some of the great nineteenth-century violinist-composers: Paganini, Spohr, Vieuxtemps, Ernst and Wieniawski. As for the violin’s connection with Viotti,

  Europe’s most influential violinist at the beginning of the nineteenth century, the programme had this to say: ‘The Viotti Stradivarius of 1709 was used by Viotti until his

  death, when it was sold in Paris with other instruments in his possession. Viotti was perhaps one of the first great players to fully appreciate the merits of

  Stradivarius. The “Marie Hall” ex Viotti Stradivarius is said to have been Viotti’s favourite instrument and is reputed to be the instrument he used when he first visited Paris.

  It is a magnificent violin, with superb tone; a perfect Stradivarius in every respect.’ It is our second violin.




  THE KHEVENHÜLLER




  Urbane and charming, with a penchant for expensive cigars and a fund of amusing stories, Peter Biddulph is everything one expects a violin expert to be. His dealership has a

  fine address in London’s West End and its safe has played host to violins that most players can only covet. He is one of the few dealers in the world who can identify the real thing with

  confidence and who have the reputation to match their skill. Biddulph’s habit of conducting transactions at either end of a trip on Concorde earned him, in happier times, the nickname

  ‘the Flying Fiddle’. Nowadays he probably regrets the double entendre. A case brought by the heirs of Gerald Segelman, whose violin collection Biddulph helped to disperse after its

  owner’s death, ended in an out-of-court settlement of £3 million. Biddulph had to sell the building that houses his London shop, although he still operates from the basement and a

  ground-floor reception. Nevertheless he protests his innocence of anything more serious than bad record-keeping; it was, he says, only his inability to afford a protracted case that led to the

  settlement.




  The Segelman affair has turned an unwelcome spotlight on violin dealers and their role as the final arbiters of authenticity and value. Biddulph could be forgiven for

  avoiding questions. Nevertheless he is happy to talk, over a mint tea, about the Khevenhüller, the third of our violins, which he sold in 2000 on behalf of one of the oldest violin

  shops in Japan.




  The Khevenhüller Stradivarius was made in 1733, a late masterpiece. One previous owner describes it as ‘ample and round, varnished a deep glowing red, its grand proportions . .

  . matched by a sound at once powerful, mellow and sweet’. In the last twenty years it has changed hands many times; this was the second time that Biddulph acted as intermediary. On this

  occasion it was valued at $4 million. Another dealer had shown it to Maxim Vengerov. He ‘loved it’, but not enough, apparently, to make him give up the Kreutzer; we should admire

  him for refusing to abandon his ‘marriage’ for a new paramour. Jaime Laredo, the Bolivian-American violinist, also tried the Khevenhüller. He too ‘would have loved

  it’ as a partner to his other great Strad, the Gariel, made in 1717. But he could not raise the funds. Who could afford an asking price like that?




  THE PAGANINI




  ‘If the Tokyo String Quartet isn’t the world’s greatest chamber music ensemble, it’s hard to imagine which group is.’ Unsurprisingly, the

  Quartet’s publicity likes to repeat that quote from theWashington Post. Less definitive but almost as flattering reviews remark on both the group’s succulent tone and a

  cohesiveness that persists despite the numerous changes of personnel since the ensemble’s formation in 1969. It would be pleasing to think that both these attributes

  may partly result from another fact, also repeated in every press release: since 1995 the Tokyo Quartet has played the same set of instruments, all made by Stradivari, the Paganini Quartet.




  Named after the nineteenth-century Italian virtuoso who once owned all four instruments, the Paganini Quartet has a legendary status that is almost matched by the quality of its constituent

  pieces. Stradivari only made two or three great violas and the Quartet’s, made in 1731, is one of them. The first violin, four years older, was described by Paganini as having a tone as big

  as a double bass; it too is recognized as a masterpiece. The cello’s label dates it to 1736, the year before its maker’s death, although many place it earlier. It has the reputation of

  being among the best works of Stradivari’s last years, with perfect proportions that hark back to an earlier era of the Master’s life.




  In such exalted company the second violin, made around 1680, is an oddity. Stradivari’s early works are generally thought to be in a lower league than his more mature output, and this

  violin – the 1680 Paganini – is fifty years older than its counterparts in the Quartet. A string quartet is a partnership of equals. The second violin should never be of poorer

  quality than the instruments with which it must balance. The answer to why the 1680 Paganini became part of the Quartet lies in its history. It is our fourth violin.




   THE LIPIŃSKI




  For 200 years the 1715 Lipiński boasted a succession of famous players. One of the biggest violins Stradivari produced, made when he

  was at his peak, its construction speaks of its maker’s confidence, and the longevity of its fame is surely evidence of his genius. But for over fifty years it has figured in no performances.

  Since its last recorded sale in 1962, the Lipiński – our final violin – has dropped from sight.




  THE DAVIDOV




  No such fate is likely to befall the Davidov cello, made in 1712. Yo-Yo Ma, who has played it for the last twenty years, is probably the world’s most celebrated

  cellist and he is eloquent when he describes getting to know his great Stradivarius: ‘The pianissimos float effortlessly. The instrument’s response is instantaneous. The sound can be

  rich, sensuous or throbbing at every range, yet can also be clear, cultured and pure. Each sound stimulates the player’s imagination. However, there is no room for error as one cannot push

  the sound, rather it needs to be released. I had to learn not to be seduced by the sheer beauty of the sound in my mind before trying to coax it from the cello.’




  Makers have a similar response to the quality of the Davidov’s workmanship. In a recent article one says: ‘Antonio Stradivari made this cello to give us all a lesson in

  humility.’ Every aspect of the instrument is remarkable, but it is the varnish that creates the greatest impression: ‘For a few precious moments towards

  evening the sun broke into the airy studio and the cello blazed with light. Not only did it change colour, it changed in transparency and depth and like some fantastic natural hologram it presented

  a different image with each new twist and turn.’
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    Figure 2. The Davidov cello boasts a succession of famous players, and its beauty continues to awe admirers. ‘Antonio Stradivari made this cello to give us

    all a lesson in humility.’


  




  THE Messiah, the Viotti, the Khevenhüller, the Paganini, the Lipiński and the

  Davidov: these are our six Strads. Each has its own history. Occasionally two will cross paths, in the collection of a single owner or at the same performance, but there is only one man

  whose life encompasses all six: Antonio Stradivari himself. And his story begins at least a century before his birth, with the emergence of Cremona at the centre of Europe’s nascent violin

  industry and the royal patron who helped to put it there.




  





  Chapter Two




  ‘THE INCOMPARABLY BETTER VIOLINS OF CREMONA’




  The Amati dynasty




  UNDER NORMAL circumstances the French royal family would never have considered tainting its line with the blood of a woman whose

  family, only two or three generations before, had been in trade. But Catherine de Medici was a cousin to Pope Clement VII, with whom the perpetually belligerent François I sought an

  alliance, and her new husband-to-be Henri was only a second son with little prospect of inheriting the throne. So the marriage in October 1533 was quickly arranged, and the wedding night observed

  by the King, who noted afterwards that ‘each had shown valour in the joust’.




  Pope Clement’s death in 1534, less than a year after the nuptials, was therefore a bitter blow. It meant, according to a contemporary Venetian report, that ‘all of France disapproved

  of the marriage’. Worse was to come. Henri’s older brother, the Dauphin, died in 1536, apparently from drinking ice-cold water immediately after a game of tennis. Catherine, still only

  seventeen, was destined to be Queen of France, responsible above all else for continuing the male line. But for ten years she bore no children, while her husband fathered enough offspring outside

  his marriage to demonstrate that the problem clearly was not with him. Stuck in a medieval court that followed its monarch around the country, chasing the latest reports

  of a hart fit to be hunted by a king, Catherine could hardly be blamed for surrounding herself with servants and artists from her native Florence. Even before she acquired any political influence,

  her cultural connections were starting to be felt.




  Over the next twenty years a series of births and deaths transformed Catherine from devoted but neglected wife into the ruler of France. In 1544 she finally gave birth to her first child –

  what is more, a son. Thoughts of putting her into a nunnery, freeing Henri to take a second, more fertile wife, were finally shelved. Several more sons and daughters were to follow. Her

  father-in-law’s death in 1547 made Catherine Queen, even if her husband elected to spend most of his time with his mistress. Then, in 1559, Henri himself died following a jousting accident.

  The widowed Catherine was Queen Mother, a powerful influence over her sickly son François II, who at fourteen was deemed able to rule alone. A year later François’ own death

  brought his younger brother to the throne. Deft political footwork ensured that Catherine was named as Charles IX’s regent, and she retained her power even when he was judged to have reached

  his majority in 1563. By then France’s religious wars had already begun. Catherine was unable to stop them and she must bear some responsibility for the infamous St Bartholomew’s Day

  massacre of Huguenots in 1572. So while she may have planned her lavish festivals and ballets as peaceful diversions, they only served to cast her in the same mould as Nero, fiddling while Rome

  burned. It is an apt analogy; the court entertainments were accompanied by music from an instrument that had only recently emerged from Italy: the violin.




  At the time the violin had a distinctly questionable reputation. The accepted view was that it might provide a good accompaniment for dancing, but it was not something in which true musicians

  should take an interest. In parts of Italy there were even Church edicts directing the destruction of this licentious object. Viols, another recent invention, were considered far more suitable for

  both courtly and religious music. With fretted fingerboards like the lute and guitar, but played with a bow, the various members of the viol family were softer-voiced than their violin equivalents.

  Ultimately this was to prove their undoing, but initially it was an advantage. In 1556 Philibert Jambe de Fer, writing in Lyon, praised the viol, expressing only opprobrium for the ‘harsher

  sound’ of the violin, which (the ultimate insult) ‘few persons use save those who make a living from it through their labour’.




  For the violin to flourish, the support of someone as influential as Catherine de Medici was crucial. An Italian dance band of violinists, headed by the marvellously named Balthasar de

  Beaujoyeux, had first arrived at the French court around 1555, before Henri’s death but under Catherine’s patronage. The band’s original instruments have not survived, but some of

  their immediate successors do. Soon after Charles IX reached his majority, he and his mother set off for a tour of the kingdom, one that would last two years. At around the same time Catherine

  ordered a set of thirty-eight string instruments from Italy. Whatever her faults as a ruler, she knew how to buy. The entire set was made in the northern Italian town of

  Cremona. It included that small violin from 1564 that now lies on the floor of its case in the Ashmolean Museum, the earliest surviving violin in the world. And all the instruments were made by

  Andrea Amati. He and his family would dominate violin-making for the next 100 years.




  THE VIOLIN is one of the great products of the late Renaissance, the result of a process of evolution, rather than a moment of

  inspiration. At the end of the fifteenth century there were only primitive instruments, good for providing dance music or accompanying voices but not for carrying their own tune. By 1535 Gaudenzio

  Ferrari was painting the ceiling of Saronno Cathedral to show not just violins (or possibly what we would now regard as violas) but also a cello, although both have just three strings. A workshop

  serving the courts of Mantua and Ferrara in northern Italy had probably made the crucial breakthroughs, combining the pegbox of the rebec, a lute-like instrument of Moorish origin, with the

  soundbox of the lira da braccio, itself a development of the Renaissance fiddle. Although he cannot have been the violin’s inventor, Andrea Amati’s delicacy and awareness of

  geometric principles established the blueprint for others to follow; everything of the instrument’s form and function can be seen in that 1564 violin.




  Before even hearing a violin one has to be conscious of its beauty. Comparison with an idealized female silhouette – narrow-waisted and voluptuous – is unavoidable. Man Ray’s

  1924 photograph, superimposing a pair of f-shaped soundholes on the back of a naked model, indicates the similarity with erotic simplicity. And the violin has always been

  described in anthropomorphic terms. Its hollow ‘body’, or soundbox, has a ‘back’ and a ‘belly’, held apart by ‘ribs’ around the side, and a

  ‘neck’ rises from one end towards the ‘head’ of the instrument. Even in Amati’s original instruments that head took the modern form of the scroll, the spiralling

  volute whose only function is as a hook when the violin is hung in storage, but whose beauty cannot fail to inspire. A modern violin-maker, Roger Hargrave, recently described the scroll on

  Amati’s 1564 violin, as ‘softened but not ravaged by time’. Its ‘concept was mathematically and optically so perfect that what followed over the centuries could only be

  steady degeneration’.




  Perhaps the most remarkable aspect of that oldest surviving violin is that it is in no sense a prototype. The way the instrument works has not changed since 1564. Four strings, held under

  tension, travel its length, from the tailpiece, over a bridge that supports them above the soundbox, and along the neck to the head. They are made to vibrate, usually by rubbing with a horsehair

  bow, but also by plucking, or by striking with the wood of the bow. The bridge transmits these vibrations to the soundbox, which acts as an amplifier, so that we hear notes. The head contains the

  pegbox, whose pegs wind the strings and adjust their tension, thus tuning the violin. Glued along the neck’s flat upper surface, between it and the strings, is a fingerboard against which the

  violinist can press a string with a finger of his left hand, effectively shortening it is a it produces.
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  Figure 3. The apparent simplicity of the violin masks the considerable complexity of a design unchanged for more than four centuries.




  

    That fairly basic description may be enough to indicate what makes the violin family unique: the variety of possible bowstrokes and infinity of finger positions give

    these instruments versatility of a different order to any other. Moreover, it is clear that bowing allows the violinist to transmit energy constantly to his instrument: notes that result will be

    louder and more sustained than those created by plucking. Nevertheless, nothing even begins to explain the richness of a violin’s sound, nor why one instrument may be suitable for the

    concert hall and another only for the practice cubicle. The heart of it all, and the source of the violin’s power and mystique, is that soundbox. This is where the true complexity of the

    instrument is to be found, and where form and function have, from the days of Andrea Amati onwards, achieved an almost perfect marriage.


  




  The outline of the body is not just beautiful; its combination of convex and concave curves equalizes as much as possible the violin’s resonances at all frequencies; a simpler shape would

  favour one note over others. The waist also allows the bow easier access to the top and bottom strings. The belly must be able to vibrate in sympathy with the strings and is therefore made of a

  softwood, usually close-grained European spruce. The back, essentially a reflective plate, is of a harder wood; Andrea Amati used maple and so have all his successors. Belly and back swell out from

  the edges, plateauing in the middle of the soundbox. Their thicknesses and archings must be perfectly graduated to achieve a balance between flexibility and strength. The soundbox is completed

  around its sides by the ribs: thin strips of maple, bent under heat to form the four main curves or ‘bouts’ that make the hourglass shape of the body. Just inside the edge of both

  belly and back, accentuating the outline in a sublime demonstration of the craftsman’s skill, but also protecting against cracks, lies the ‘purfling’.

  Again Amati’s 1564 violin sets the standard which almost all others have followed: three narrow strips of inlay, the outer two of pearwood stained black and the inner of poplar.




  Only within the body has symmetry been sacrificed to function. Beneath the left-hand foot of the bridge, glued along the underside of the belly and running almost its entire length, is a long,

  thin piece of wood, tapering towards its ends, called the bass-bar. Beneath and slightly behind the other foot, wedged like a prop between belly and back, is a wooden rod, the soundpost. These two

  objects are crucial to both strength and tone: the soundpost creates a pivot point around which the belly can vibrate; and the bass-bar adds power to those vibrations. They are the only really

  counter-intuitive part of the violin: an indication of the process of trial and error that Amati’s nameless predecessors must have put into perfecting the design.




  And what about the soundholes? Symmetrical cursive fs, with circular finials at each end, they are perhaps the most recognizable part of the violin. They have such grace and beauty that it is

  easy to imagine that they owe little to functionality. Yet the more one considers them, the clearer it is that few other shapes would work so well. Some sort of aperture is necessary to allow sound

  to escape, but the middle of the belly must remain intact to support the bridge, hence the holes’ positions towards the sides. Their narrowness means removing as few grains of spruce as

  possible – again important for strength – and the curves into circles at each end prevent splits developing. Finally, the outward curve into the lower corners

  places the bottom finials in dead wood, not wasting any potential source of amplification, while the narrow waist of the violin forces the holes to curve inwards at the top ends. In short, no one

  has conceived of a better basic design for the soundholes than the original, seen to perfection in Amati’s work.




  Finally, there is the varnish. No element of violin construction engenders more debate than this last apparently simple component. None doubt that it is a crucial part of the look of a good

  violin, enhancing the natural beauty of the materials in a way that only increases with age. All also agree that the wrong varnish can kill a violin’s sound,

  deadening the vibrational quality of its wood. But is there more to it than that? Legendary qualities have been ascribed to the Cremonese varnish that Andrea Amati was apparently the first to use.

  Whether the best recipes actually enhance the tone, perhaps by acting as a filter, or are merely neutral, remains one of the central arguments in violin-making.
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  Figure 4. The tops of the soundholes curve in towards the centre of the violin, and their bottoms curve out towards the violin’s outer corners.




  THERE IS another noteworthy aspect to Andrea Amati’s legacy. He made not only the earliest surviving violin but also examples of both its sister

  instruments, the viola and the cello.2 All follow the same principles of construction, the only real difference between them being the pitch at which

  their strings are tuned. The violin’s four strings start at the G below middle C, and go up through D and A (the note around which an orchestra tunes) to the top E string a little under two

  octaves higher. Nine of Andrea Amati’s violins survive: four ‘small’ and five ‘large’. Violas are pitched a little lower, beginning with the C an octave below middle

  C, and then with three upper strings – G, D and A – that match the three lower strings on the violin. Four large Andrea Amati violas still exist. Finally, there is the cello, nowadays

  with four strings that repeat the notes of the viola, but an octave lower. Six by Andrea Amati survive. They include the world’s oldest cello. Dated 1572, it also bears the arms of Charles IX

  and was probably presented to him by Pope Pius V.




  Amati made his cellos with only three strings and soundboxes 31 inches long, against the modern 29 inches. All the survivors have been cut down and had a fourth set of

  holes inserted in their pegboxes. The 1572 Amati cello accommodated the changes with singular success. At the end of the eighteenth century it was the favoured instrument – before he later

  acquired a Stradivarius – of Jean-Louis Duport, one of the most influential cellists of his time. When Roger Hargrave heard one of Amati’s cellos recently in a large concert hall, it

  ‘seemed to power its way into every corner of the auditorium. It simply blew away the younger but still highly commendable competition.’




  ANDREA AMATI died in 1577, leaving his business to two sons, Antonio (b. 1540) and Girolamo (b. 1561). Antonio seems to have

  left the partnership in 1588, but the instruments made by the workshop until the 1620s are still labelled as the work of ‘The Brothers Amati’. They are more substantial than

  Andrea’s, but there is no mistaking his influence, which was already extending further than his immediate family. Imitators of the Amati style were springing up throughout northern Italy as

  lute-makers, or ‘luthiers’, turned their attention to the new instrument.




  The most important were in Brescia, 30 miles north of Cremona. Here, Gasparo Bertolotti, always called ‘da Salò’ after his birthplace, built violins with a powerful tone but

  in a style so primitive that he was once thought to be the instrument’s inventor. The honour has had to be taken back with the fixing of his birthdate at 1540; he

  is simply too young. The violins made by da Salò’s pupil, Giovanni Paolo Maggini, retained his overall shape but flattened the archings. For many listeners these two makers’

  violas, in particular, have never been bettered.




  By the end of the sixteenth century the power and the versatility of the violin were undeniable. In 1581 Balthasar de Beaujoyeux composed the first music specifically for the new instrument, a

  ballet to celebrate the marriage of Catherine de Medici’s daughter. From about 1600, paintings by Caravaggio and others depict the full beauty of the violin: it had emerged from the shadows,

  a work of art, but also the most advanced technology of the age.




  The Amati dynasty continued into a third generation with the birth of Nicolò in 1596. He was one of several children to Girolamo, born twelve years after his second marriage to Laura de

  Medici de Lazzarini. As her name suggests, Laura may have been a distant cousin to the French Queen. It seems unlikely that Catherine, who died in 1589, ever became aware of her relationship with

  her former supplier. Always keen to forget the Medicis’ origins in trade, she would hardly have appreciated being reminded of the fact. Connected to royalty, scion of the greatest family of

  luthiers in Europe, by the time Nicolò joined Girolamo in the workshop a bright future beckoned.




  The late 1620s, however, were to bring calamity. The death of the childless Duke of Mantua in 1627 prompted a struggle for control of his dominions in which Venice, France, Spain and the Holy

  Roman Empire all became embroiled. Part of the Duchy of Milan, Cremona came under Spanish influence and was plunged into the fray. The effects were disastrous. As a 1630

  Cremonese parish book recorded: ‘rich people have by this time been reduced to such a state of poverty, caused partly by the quartering of soldiers in their houses and partly by the heavy

  taxes imposed . . . that were it not for the shame of it, they would go begging’.




  In the same year plague swept from the ruined city of Mantua through the whole of Lombardy. By August Cremona was deserted. Its citizens returned to their homes later in the year, but two thirds

  of the population had disappeared, either dead or remaining in outlying villages. The town’s wealth had all but evaporated. Among those who died were Girolamo and Laura Amati, as well as two

  of their daughters. In Brescia Giovanni Maggini would be dead by 1632. Of all the great master luthiers in the two cities, only the young Nicolò Amati survived.




  The demand for violins had not slackened off. Louis XIII’s foundation of his famous ‘Vingt-Quatre Violons du Roi’3 is indicative;

  the instrument was taking the position of orchestral workhorse that it still holds today. Violins were needed in ever greater numbers. Nicolò rose to the challenge. Unmarried and childless,

  he made a decision that was to have far-reaching consequences: to take on apprentices from outside his family. By 1632 these included Francesco Rugeri and Andrea Guarneri; later, Giovanni Battista

  Rogeri joined the workshop. Violins by any of them are now highly prized. Amati even employed apprentices from outside Italy. Leopoldo’di Tedesco’ (‘the

  German’) was one. Another may have been Jacob Stainer, of Absam in the Tyrol, whose violins would be the main challengers to Amati’s for much of the seventeenth century.




  Nevertheless, in 1637 Nicolò Amati cannot have had any Cremonese rivals when, on 20 December, Father Fulgentius Micanzio, a monk at the Servite Monastery in Venice, wrote the following

  words:




  

    

      Concerning the violin which your nephew on passing through here wishes to buy, I have spoken to the Maestro di Concerti di San. Marco, who tells me that I can easily find

      Brescian violins, but that those of Cremona are incomparably the better – in fact, they represent the non plus ultra; and by the medium of the Cremonese Signor Monteverdi, Chapel-Master

      of St. Mark’s, who has a nephew living in Cremona, I have given the order for a violin to be sent here. The difference in the price will show you the superiority, for those of Cremona

      cost at the lowest twelve ducats [£300]4 each, whilst the others can be had for less than four ducats. As your nephew is in the service of

      His Highness of Bavaria, I think he will prefer by far the one ordered to be sent to Venice as soon as possible . . .


    


  




  The importance of the letter lies in the price it gives: it plots the first marker on a graph whose trend ever since has been one of almost uninterrupted increase. It

  is also hard to resist the reference to Claudio Monteverdi. There can be no doubting his credentials as an adviser: his opera L’Orfeo, written in 1607, contained some of the most

  complex music for violins then written. The real joy of the correspondence, however, is that the letter’s recipient was none other than Galileo Galilei. The great astronomer-mathematician was

  by then seventy-three and blind. On the orders of the Inquisition he would spend the rest of his life under house arrest in Arcetri, just outside Florence. There is something rather wonderful about

  the violins of Nicolò Amati being the link between the founder of astronomy and the first composer of modern opera.




  Nicolò Amati’s career encompassed the emergence of violin virtuosi. It was probably in response to their need for increasing power that Nicolò developed his grand pattern,

  wider than his predecessors’ violins and with more pronounced corner-points. These instruments came close to perfection. They can still inspire love in those who play them: ‘[Its sound]

  gently surrounds me with a depth and multi-dimensional quality that is at once rich and beguiling,’ says Thomas Bowes of the grand-pattern Amati for which he re-mortgaged his house. Only the

  archings of the front and back plates can be criticized: full in the middle, with scoops down towards the edges that restrict flexibility and inhibit amplification.




  Nicolò was almost fifty when he married Lucrezia Pagliari. One son, Girolamo, born in 1649, would continue the Amati tradition into the fourth generation. The few violins by him that

  still exist are a testament to his abilities. It was Girolamo’s misfortune, however, to reach adulthood at the same time as another Cremonese craftsman, destined to

  outshine all other luthiers, the greatest of them all: Antonio Stradivari.




  





  Chapter Three




  ‘HE WAS A GENIUS ALREADY’




  The origins and development of Antonio Stradivari




  ‘I THOUGHT, WELL, it’ll be like an Amati, a rather sweet and contained little sound, but not a bit of it, like a

  laser beam. It was a Strad. I mean, he was a genius already, he had the ability.’ Leader of the Aberni Quartet and violin teacher at London’s Royal Academy of Music, Howard Davis has

  encountered many Strads; the Academy’s own collection is one of the most extensive in the world. Even so, he feels a special sense of wonder when he remembers playing Stradivari’s

  earliest known violin, made in 1666. ‘It really was astonishing, it had a clarity and a sweetness at the same time but also a projection of that sound, I could hear it hitting the back of the

  hall.’




  That same violin represents the earliest evidence of Antonio Stradivari’s existence. Cremona has no record of his birth, although there are surnames similar to Stradivari in Cremonese

  histories dating back to the twelfth century. Most probably Antonio’s parents were among the many who fled the city during the disasters of 1628–30, so that the great luthier would have

  been born in some outlying parish. Although we can deduce from later violins that Stradivari was born in 1644, we have to accept that he arrives in the history of violin-making at the age of twenty-two, and is already a force to be reckoned with.
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