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To Alison Hennegan

In memory of Renato Zanettovich, the violinist of the Trieste Piano Trio, and of Tik Weevers






To a ’Cellist


Centaur is man and stallion, gloriously

Pasturing masterless on plains of air,

A merman wears his raiment of the sea

And sphynx takes all the desert for her lair:

Part human creatures, in equal part still free

In the beasts’ world that half their bodies share.

Musician, hand to bow grafted in equal mastery,

Goes like an angel where no mortal dare.

Composite being, man’s intelligence

and tautened strings on wooden shell, sets free

Voice beyond speech or words’ close boundary

To shape a world in logic of pure sense,

To comprehend beyond experience

Silence and sound in measured harmony.

(Ursula Wood)








Prelude

What better instrument than a cello, half thunder, half prayer, to listen to the world?1 But what if that instrument falls silent? When I was fifteen I won a scholarship to study at Wells Cathedral School, a specialist music school in Somerset. It meant swapping my inner-city home for medieval architecture, and surrounding myself with some of the best young players of my generation. I had wanted to be a cellist for as long as I could remember, and this was the nearest I could get to heaven. I sat in my practice room for hours, with the sounds of my friends hammering away at pianos and virtuosic string studies mingling in the central staircase. I got up at 6 a.m. to play scales, practised at lunchtime and returned to my cello after lessons. After a year or so, as my stamina improved, I played for longer and longer. I attempted harder repertoire, mastering as many concertos as I could. In my practice room I discovered the fireworks of Dvořák, the frenetic drive and nerviness of Shostakovich and the melancholy of Bloch. But above all I fell deeply and forever in love with Elgar’s Cello Concerto, the breathless hush of its slow movement and the lonely solemnity of the great melody of the first movement. I had entered a world in which I knew I belonged, and I never wanted to leave.

One evening a year later, as I was preparing for a major competition, I pushed myself too far. I was playing some demanding study involving endless trills, working my weaker fourth and fifth fingers too hard, when something felt as if it had snapped in my forearm, and I felt a burning pain shoot down between wrist and elbow. At first I was simply shocked. When it hadn’t got better after a day or two I started to panic. When, many weeks later, I still could not write or play, I was thin to the point of anorexia and numb with frustration. The school sent me to all the specialists they could, but no one offered a conclusive diagnosis, or any treatment that proved effective.

In the meantime, the months passed. I spent the days sitting in lessons, unable to write, and the evenings wandering the cobbled streets of Wells like a ghost, my arm in a sling. The concerto opportunities, recitals and competitions I’d been preparing for came and went.

Although I could not play, I still had to find something to do with the hours of practice time allotted to me as a music student. I would take my cello to my usual practice room and sit with it, place my copy of the Bach Cello Suites on the stand in front of me. Just looking at the music for the Elgar made me want to cry, so that stayed firmly in my music case. But Bach was different. In silence I imagined exactly how it would feel to play each note: what bowing patterns I would choose, whether one note would have more or less stress than another, where the emphases fell in each phrase. This fantastical music-making, dipping in and out of silence, my silence, seemed to lend itself perfectly only to the Bach Suites. When I tried it with a sonata, it felt more like a one-way conversation. Each silent suite was real to me, and after a few weeks of this eccentric practising, I could, had I been able to, have played most of them from memory.

When I wasn’t sitting with my instrument, I was punishing myself for my own stupidity. My technique had probably not been secure enough for the demands I was placing on it, and I had never heard of tendonitis. But now it was too late. What was I if I wasn’t a cellist? It was the quality that defined me, my one calling card. I lost so much weight I was made to attend weekly weigh-ins with the school nurse, which I got round by filling my pockets with stones in advance. Each week I simply added another stone or two. My subterfuge didn’t work for very long. Eventually, my parents were summoned to be told I needed to be hospitalized, and I realized I had to make a decision. I decided to live, even if that meant a future without my cello.



I did eventually manage to continue to study the cello, and I play professionally, although the struggle with my injury continues, and is a constant limitation. As I recovered a little of the use of my arm, with a combination of physiotherapy and rest, I found that I could build up my stamina very gradually by playing early music that made fewer demands on my permanently weak arm, so I performed on a baroque cello, forgoing the Romantic and twentieth-century repertoire that I had loved. But the limitations my injury imposed have forced me to explore other ways to express my passion for music, and for that I’m grateful. I’ve written books and opera libretti, and talk about music on the radio and concert platforms. But what I haven’t ever done until now is try to understand my complicated relationship with the instrument that was my first love.



The catalyst for this book was a photoshoot. I needed an up-to-date picture for appearances at literary and music festivals, and so booked a session in a studio near to my home. I was shifted about, asked to turn, fold my arms, smile, look serious. It was rather fun, a bit exposing, a bit awkward. After a while the photographer suggested I get my cello and see what images of playing might look like through the camera. I remonstrated – I didn’t see myself primarily as a cellist any more. But, in the face of his enthusiasm, I fetched it and sat in front of the blank screen, improvising and playing snatches of Bach. The photographer became much more animated, snapping away. ‘This is it!’ he said. ‘Perfect.’ In that moment, observed, the lens pointing at both my instrument and me, I began to understand something I had only half sensed until then. Away from my cello, my shadow was missing. Without it I felt exposed, my silhouette incomplete. But with my instrument I was protected, and entirely happy within my own skin.
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During that photoshoot I realized that I needed to find out what the cello, and its absence, had meant to other cellists, in order to start to understand what it meant to me. And so began a journey across Europe, a journey in and out of silence and music to uncover the stories of cellists and their instruments. I found new ways of looking and listening to the instrument, exploring it in every way, often in the company of other cellists, and these encounters are recorded in the eight interludes in this book. Over the course of my research, I found that four cellists in particular became important to me. And so, just as a cello’s voice is divided across four strings, each with its own colour and character, so this is a journey of four parts, following four players and their instruments: Pál Hermann, Lise Cristiani, Anita Lasker-Wallfisch and Amedeo Baldovino.

Pál Hermann (1902–1944) was a Jewish cellist and composer who was celebrated in his lifetime, but was murdered by the Nazis. When he was arrested, his cello (made by Nicolò Gagliano (c.1730–1787)) was rescued, but has subsequently been lost. Lise Cristiani (c.1824–1853), the first female cello soloist, is hardly remembered today.2 She took what is now the world’s most valuable Stradivari cello on a fatal exploration of the furthest parts of Siberia. Anita Lasker-Wallfisch (b. 1925–) survived the Auschwitz and Bergen-Belsen concentration camps only because she was an exceptional cellist, and the camp orchestra needed a bass line. During her persecution in her home town of Breslau, her cello made by Lorenzo Ventapane (1780–1843) was lost. Finally, I followed the adventures of the Stradivari cello of 1711 known as the ‘Mara’. Amedeo Baldovino (1916–1998), the cellist in the Trieste Piano Trio, was the owner of the ‘Mara’ during the 1960s. On tour between Buenos Aires and Uruguay, the trio and their instruments were involved in a shipwreck. Forced to jump into the water, the trio survived, but their instruments were washed away.

With my own cello as my travelling companion, we drew around us a community of players, both historic and contemporary. As I delved deeper into their stories I found that they were woven together by absences and silence, but also by resilience, survival and sound. Their experiences are very different from mine, but we all share a passionate connection to our cellos. I hoped that learning about their relationship to their instruments might help me, in turn, to understand my own.
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Pál Hermann and Anita Lasker-Wallfisch.
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Amedeo Baldovino and Lise Cristiani.








1st Movement – Cello



… tautened strings on wooden shell, sets free

Voice beyond speech or words’ close boundary

(from Ursula Wood, ‘To a ’Cellist’)








Oxford

I’m standing in the workshop of Oxford Violins, on an afternoon in October 2021. As the sound of cello playing resonates around, my eyes fall on the workbench in front of me. There is a cello, held in a brace; its ‘top’ (as the wooden front of the instrument is known) is off, and a cloth is draped around it like a surgical gown, protecting its modesty. Above the window hang rows of bridges like carved washing on a metal line. The violin bridges look to my cellist’s eye as if they should belong in a doll’s house. On the bare plaster walls are scrawled phone numbers and names, and around them yellowing newspaper clips with photographs of violins are glued (probably by instrument varnish). Coffee is made on the Primus camping stove, which adds a pleasing smell of gas to the glue and dust, and it’s hard to know where to put a coffee cup down, as the benches are strewn with scrolls, necks and the ribs of instruments. It is, in short, a ramshackle, wood-shaving-filled paradise.

Instrument maker Bruno Guastalla and I are testing ourselves, trying to tell the difference between the sound of two cellos. We both have our backs to the room. From the doorway come crashing the opening chords of the Elgar Cello Concerto. We listen, straining into the sound as if we’re leaning into a strong wind. ‘And now this one…’ calls cellist Nick Roberts from the other room. A slight scuffle as he puts down the cello he’s just been playing and picks up another. Again, the Elgar. It sounds different, certainly, but does it sound better?
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Bruno Guastalla at his workbench in the Oxford Violin shop.



Bruno frowns. My mind forms sentences as I listen, trying to capture the qualities of the two different sounds in inadequate phrases. One is more ‘present’, perhaps? One might be richer, with more depth; the other has more immediacy, more focus, what we might describe as ‘blade’ in the sound. As I rehearse my opinions, I am conscious that I am shaping sound, moulding it in imagination just as Bruno carves his instruments on the workbench in front of me. But am I right? Nick comes bounding in, grinning, eager to know which cello we preferred. He had been playing two instruments. First, his own treasured cello, made by the Milanese luthier Giovanni Grancino, one of the great Italian makers who were at their zenith at the end of the seventeenth century. The other is a brash, chestnut-coloured cello, so new that the varnish is barely dry. It’s like a stately home competing with a boxy little new-build. But in Nick’s hands, from another room, can we tell which is which?

Bruno is intense and dark, a brilliant craftsman and an ‘amateur’ in the true, sixteenth-century French meaning of the word: a real lover of the cello. In his lilting European accent, he had earlier explained to us how every cello eventually takes on the character of its player. The resonance of the wood alters, just a little, when an instrument is repeatedly played in particular ways. After thousands of hours of practice in the hands of one owner, it is not the same instrument. It takes on the imprint of its player like a finger in wax, and is shaped by their partnership, just as its strengths and weaknesses will dictate how the cellist plays. Nick has been the cellist of the Coull Quartet for twenty four years. His Grancino, after decades of string quartet repertoire, will hold within the grain of its glossy body the essence of his playing: the solid, rich sound that he makes as he supports the other three players.

Any cello with a history hums with audible ghosts; but a new cello is a tabula rasa, with no history to hold, no memories in its sound, no repetitious practice inscribed on its body. It can take years before a new instrument has grown fully into its wooden skin.1

As the first few notes of Nick’s playing floated through the open door, Bruno and I decided that we were listening to the pedigree Grancino, with its great richness of sound. On the instant of deciding, I felt that I could see it in his arms, and once I had that image, the sound I believed I heard had subtly taken on a different quality, shaping itself to fit my theory. Once confident that I was hearing hundreds of years of history, it was impossible to be objective. Bruno had had the same experience. But we had both guessed wrong. It was the modern, nameless cello, with its sound not yet opened up. From only a short distance, we had mistaken a stallion for a new-born foal. So now we are most perplexed, and Nick is highly amused.

‘If’, I ask Nick, ‘you can make two instruments of vastly different quality sound the same (albeit from a distance), then why bother with a superb cello, and all the cost and responsibility it entails?’

‘A great instrument allows you to become yourself, to experience what it is to realize your musical voice with no barriers, and let it flourish,’ he explains. ‘When you then go back to an average instrument, you take the glimpse of paradise you’ve experienced, and everything you’ve learnt about yourself as a player back with you, and work much harder to try to get back to that point, but it’s running to stand still.’ A really good instrument frees you up to be as musical as you like. It lets you sing. So while to the outside observer, if your technique is good enough and you’re an experienced player, the overall sound might be similar, the feeling for the player is not. As Nick puts it, ‘Perhaps it’s like being trapped in a bad marriage – it might look all right from the outside, but you play despite the instrument, not in partnership with it.’

Some elements of a player’s relationship to their instrument are private. There is a distinction between hearing music and making music, between public and personal. What the experience feels like to Nick, and what we hear are not the same. If I am to understand anything about my own relationship to my cello, I need to fathom this ineffable connection between instrument and player, the secret, silent negotiations that shape the music.



I could have listened all day to Nick, now reunited with his Grancino, but I have a train to catch, the first of many that will take me across Europe on a journey to find out about the partnerships between instruments and their players. Some are relationships that have been destroyed, through accident or war; in some cases the cellos are lost. I hope, if only by telling the stories of their premature absences, in some way to restore their silences with sound. After a quick second Nescafé peppered with wood dust, I say my goodbyes to Nick and Bruno, sling my cello on my back and head off through the autumnal colours of the tree-lined Banbury Road, and across St Giles. I turn right by the columns of the neoclassical palace of objects known as the Ashmolean Museum and nod to its collection of Stradivari and Amati violins nestled in their glass cases on an upper floor. A few minutes later I roll my suitcase past the hundreds of bicycles, up the ramp and onto the concourse of Oxford station.

Once settled on the train to London, my cello propped up against the seat next to me, I can begin to think about the journey we have begun. This trip across Europe to trace the journeys of my four cellists and their instruments had been planned from the comfort and safety of my study, my maps and itineraries spread out across the desk and spilling onto the floor. The cellists I will follow had faced any number of perilous and extreme situations, including the destruction and loss of their instruments. I, however, hope to be in no more danger than risking bed bugs in cheap hotels. But as my cello and I move towards the suburbs of London, I suddenly feel rather alone. Raindrops start to track their way across the carriage windows in thin fingers, and I notice I have wrapped the strap of my cello case around my wrist. We belong together; this is one cello that will not disappear.





Berlin I

From the iron pillars and glass of St Pancras, through the autumnal greens and browns of Kent, the train rushes into the Channel Tunnel. After what seems no time at all, the flat expanse of the French countryside is suddenly upon us; then, just as seamlessly, station names change to Flemish, then German. Eventually, after Cologne, we turn north, then north-east, until factories and flats begin to replace the fields. Nine hours after I left London, my train pulls into Berlin.

Berlin is the one place where my four cellists’ lives converge. Lise Cristiani, Amedeo Baldovino, Pál Hermann and Anita Lasker-Wallfisch never met, but across a period of a hundred years they all stayed within a few miles of each other, even performed on the same stages. Lise was at the height of her fame when, as a young woman, she visited Berlin in 1845–6, touring Europe with her Stradivari. The child prodigy Amedeo frequently performed on the same stages from the age of fifteen, during the 1930s and 40s.2 Pál made his home here, studying and performing in Berlin between 1923 and 1933. And Anita studied here in 1938, until the rise of fascism made it impossible for her to stay. If I can find echoes of these cellists anywhere, Berlin seems to be a good starting point. It is a city loud with their absence.



I arrive at what my phone claims is the address of my rented accommodation late in the evening, although I can’t see the apartment. A message pings onto the screen with a series of instructions worthy of the most innovative of treasure hunts. I must walk up the road and find an Italian restaurant, looking around the street near it for an abandoned child’s bike. Attached to the bike is a box. If I type in the code I will find a key. It takes me half an hour to identify the bike, concealed behind many others, which I can’t get past with a suitcase and cello. It is now dark and starting to rain. The key box won’t open. I pull at it, bang it on things, and eventually it creaks open enough for me to prise out a rusty key with my fingernails. Then I fail to find the apartment block, which is neither numbered nor in the least evident. I accost a waiter outside the Italian restaurant and ask, in woeful German, if he can help me. He stares, points at my cello case, enquires in broken English as to whether I have my boyfriend in there, and then laughs uproariously. If I had had the energy, or indeed the language skills, I could have told him how, while there obviously isn’t a human in the case, I am nonetheless partnered to the object that inhabits this large humanoid container which I carry on my back. But it is now pouring with rain, the cello case’s straps are digging into my shoulders, and I’m thinking about crying.

Welcome to Berlin.



Verena Alves meets me at a nearby café early the next morning. She is the archivist for the Berlin Philharmonic Orchestra, and a smiling, calm presence, with wavy brown hair and a beret. She has offered to help me find my way across the city, to locate the places in which my cellists played. Although she herself moved to Berlin twenty years ago, she still observes the city and its relationship to its history with the objective interest of a foreigner. She pulls a map from her rucksack. ‘Here,’ she says triumphantly. ‘This is what we’re looking for. Not the Berlin you see here’ (she gestures at the world outside the large windows of the café), ‘but the Berlin that Lise Cristiani knew in the 1800s, and that Pál, Amedeo and Anita knew before the war.’ I look closely at the map. It has been compiled as a research project, a meta-map, if such a thing exists, to mark the location of the concert halls and music societies of Berlin as they were before it was bombed, rebuilt and then carved in half by the wall. Few of the many musical landmarks shown here exist today. It is a map of memories and absences, particularly apt for a city haunted by the lives and the places that are no longer there. Layers of erased history, which music, perhaps, has a peculiar power to connect and restore.

Walking past the nearby Pierre Boulez Saal, we see a quote on a poster from the man himself: Man sollte das Konzert grundsätzlich als Kommunikationsmittel betrachten, als lebendigen Kontakt zwischen aktiven Personen, seien sie Hörende oder Schaffende (‘One should essentially see concerts as a means of communication, as animated contact between active participants, be they listeners or creators’). I am hoping to find my own version of this ‘animated contact’ that Boulez experiences. The connections between player and audience happen at the moment of performance, but the act of making music in a place leaves its resonance across time, like the shadows marked on our map, for others to hear.

Verena takes me to a neat, white classical building, the Maxim Gorki Theater. Between 1827 and 1943 this place was the Singakademie. It is the oldest concert hall in Berlin, and one of the few buildings we’re visiting that all four of my cellists would have recognized. Lise Cristiani performed here in April 1846; Amedeo Baldovino played a Haydn concerto with the Berlin Philharmonic here on 14 November 1931; and Pál Hermann performed with his baroque trio here in the late 1920s and early 1930s.3 Pál might well have known about Baldovino’s concert and attended, curious to see another cellist who, like himself, was being hailed as an internationally renowned prodigy. When the teenage Anita Lasker studied in Berlin in 1938, she spent many hours wandering the city, and would have known the concert hall, which was one of the great musical landmarks of pre-war Berlin. Four years after she left, the Singakademie was almost completely destroyed in an Allied air raid. When it was rebuilt it became the theatre we are now standing outside. I’d hoped to look inside, and perhaps even to play on its stage, but today it is shut. With Verena’s encouragement I get my cello out and perch on the wall outside to play a little of the Haydn that Amedeo performed here, the wind whipping at my bow. It’s something between an eccentric tribute and busking. I stop when a builder glowers at me from a window of a nearby terrapin hut, and we move hastily on.


[image: Image]
Outside the Singakademie.



Next we walk to the Konzerthaus, the other venue at which Lise Cristiani made her triumphant two-concert Berlin debut, though when she performed here, and until the end of the First World War, it was still called the Königliches Schauspielhaus – the King’s Theatre. With its vast stone steps leading high up to its entrance, it is set proudly in the centre of a huge neoclassical square, Gendarmenmarkt. Built at the end of the seventeenth century, when one fifth to a quarter of the population of Berlin was French, the ‘gendarme’ of the square’s name reflects the city’s dual nationality. On one side of the Konzerthaus is the French church; on the other, its twin, the German church (in which Pál Hermann performed in 19284). Like the Maxim Gorki Theater, the Königliches Schauspielhaus only gives the appearance of age. It too was destroyed during the war, and was left for many years as a ruin. It was only in the 1980s that it became a concert hall once more, when the German Democratic Republic entered into a competition with West Berlin and spent an uncharacteristic amount of money restoring it. In a reconstruction of the opulence that would have greeted the young Lise Cristiani, it is now once again dazzlingly full of chandeliers, sculptures and paintings of severe-looking composers, with every conceivable surface covered in gilt or velvet.

In 1846 Lise performed here to an audience curious to see one of the first female cellists. The whole spectacle was carefully choreographed. Nowadays, cellists usually walk on stage with their cellos, but Lise could not have been expected to make her entrance clutching so unwieldy an instrument, so her Stradivari was placed on the stage ready for her. There was a certain logic to her cello making the first appearance. The audience settled in their seats, wondering what this young lady would look like, whether the performance they would witness would be sublime or ridiculous, or anything in between. Alone on stage, Lise’s Stradivari eyed them aslant, or as one critic put it, the cello was ‘already melancholically propped up against a chair and staring out at the audience with her long, slit F-hole eyes’.5 The ruse enabled the audience to get used to the idea of a woman with a cello, easing them in gently by introducing the instrument before Lise herself.

This description of the mute, melancholy female form, waiting to be animated by its player, is compelling and strikingly strange. Yet it was fairly common in the 1700s for objects to be imbued with life, and that legacy would have lingered into the early 1800s. There is, for instance, a whole body of literature that tells the story of life in London through the progress of a coat, or the life story of a penny. These objects very often talk, and have opinions on the society in which they find themselves, or on their current owner.6 Why not a cello, quietly alive, capable of telling us about society at that time, its attitudes to gender, and culture?

Can a cello be melancholic, can it gaze at ‘her’ audience? I like to think so. Anthropologist Ivan Gaskell writes that ‘those who would see into the life of things cannot confine themselves to the taxonomic domains of biology, for there is life in senses numinous or sacred, well beyond their confines’.7 There is life too – or, if not life, then perhaps shadows – preserved in the map that Verena and I are following, with its silent concert halls and indications of buildings that turn out to be office blocks, or forbidding edifices of steel and glass.

I do not know whether Pál Hermann ever performed at the Konzerthaus, but according to the handful of dog-eared concert programmes in my possession, he played at least twice in the Bechstein-Saal, in 1926 and 1927, and so this is our next destination.8 According to our map, the Bechstein Hall used to be located at Linkstraße 42, on Mendelssohn-Bartholdy Park, near Potsdamer Platz. Verena leads the way, and I emerge from the U-Bahn expecting, as promised, a park – or at the very least a verdant area, with the odd flowerbed. Instead, we are confronted with a narrow strip of grass raised inexplicably into miniature green pyramids, flanked by great multi-storey buildings. On the right is a millennial glass building designed by Richard Rogers, architect of the Pompidou Centre. The Bechstein Hall would have been somewhere near this building, but it is impossible to tell where. Like Pál Hermann himself, it has vanished.






Berlin II – Pál Hermann

Pál Hermann had made his home in Berlin in 1923, after completing his studies in his native Hungary. He was born in Budapest on 27 March 1902, into a middle-class family who valued culture highly. Pál’s parents were Jewish, although they were not observant and did not attend synagogue. Jews were so integrated in his home town of Budapest that singling them out as different would have been absurd. And yet, Pál’s Jewishness would come to define him.

Pál’s parents sent him to piano lessons and gave him a cello as soon as he started to show an interest in music. By the time he was fifteen he had made so much progress that they took him to the ornate marble halls of the nearby Royal National Hungarian Academy of Music (now the Franz Liszt Academy). The professors agreed that this young boy did indeed have considerable potential, and he began seven years of study there, as both cellist and composer.

It was a golden time for the academy, and the teenage Pál found himself surrounded by great names. Béla Bartók and Zoltán Kodály presided over the composition students, and their musical influence haunts Pál’s later works. His fellow students were equally inspiring. The friendships he formed at the academy went on to become the musical partnerships that defined his career. The virtuoso violinist Zoltán Székely was a year younger than Pál, and they became close friends. In amongst the academy’s archives are lists of student performances from 1919 and 1920. Pál Hermann and Zoltán Székely are always together, performing Beethoven quartets and trios, duos by Brahms, or chamber pieces by Mendelssohn and Liszt.

Pál and Zoltán toured Europe throughout the 1920s, writing for each other and performing their own compositions, amongst other challenging contemporary repertoire.
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Pál Hermann and Zoltán Székely.



Pál’s playing first attracted serious attention when he performed Kodály’s Sonata for Solo Cello (opus 8) in Vienna for the Society for the Private Performance of Music, at the invitation of the eminent composer Arnold Schoenberg. After a second performance at the International Society for Contemporary Music concerts in Salzburg in 1923, he was well on the way to becoming one of the most exciting young string players in Europe.

Decades later, Pál’s daughter Corrie paid an impromptu visit to Zoltán Székely in Canada. The interview was filmed, and makes for moving viewing. Zoltán is ninety years old, bird-like and frail. Corrie asks him what he remembers of her father. He is thoughtful for a moment. ‘He always took life lightly,’ he says, with slow deliberation. He uses the Dutch word vlot. There’s no direct equivalent in English. It suggests fluidity and fluency, but not aimless drifting – rather a form of easy-going energy: light, quick and humorous. I’m reminded of Alexander Pope, who wrote ‘True ease in writing comes from Art, not Chance, / As those move easiest who have learn’d to dance.’9 Pál Hermann’s playing, and his composition, both deeply informed by technique and craftsmanship, were vlot. They danced.

During the war, Pál’s handwritten music manuscripts had been stored away carefully in a box in Corrie’s family home, ready for his return. They remained there until very recently – safe, but unplayed. If the facts of his life had been different, his work would be well known, programmed in chamber music festivals and recitals alongside Bartók or Kodály. But instead, his work is only now being rediscovered, after a seventy-year silence. In a quiet corner of a café I open my laptop and play Verena some of the recent recordings of Pál Hermann’s orchestral and chamber works. His music is fiendishly difficult. It is full of rhythm and vivacity, combining the driving motor of Hungarian folk music with a haunting simplicity and nostalgia.

When I had first played his cello works myself, I found, overwhelmingly, that this was a man whose own technique was simply formidable. On the cello he was, as Pope would have had it, someone who could ‘move easiest’. His instrument was an opportunity, not a barrier, and he wrote some of the most difficult music in the repertoire for himself. His solo writing often feels as if there are at least two instruments playing at any one time, the single player entwining different melodic lines and harmonies together, often playing two or three strings simultaneously. Like Bach’s, his music is conceived on multiple planes; it is as if one instrument isn’t enough for him.

As Verena and I look through some of the many concert programmes and reviews I have brought to Berlin, it becomes clear that it was predominantly contemporary music for which Pál Hermann was known. In the 1920s we find him taking the colourful special effects of the Debussy Cello Sonata and Kodály’s Solo Cello Sonata around Europe. The reviews in various European papers give an idea of the response his playing elicited. One critic in Budapest, listening to his debut there on 12 December 1923, hails the ‘already world-famous Hungarian cello genius’.10 The normally cynical critics at the Salzburg Festival are in raptures over ‘Pál Hermann – the Hungarian Casals’, a title that is echoed by a reviewer in Rotterdam.11 This comparison with Pablo Casals, the great Catalan cellist, seems to have stuck. To be likened to one of the greatest cellists of all time, before Pál had reached his twenty-first birthday, was no mean achievement. As Verena translates for me, we find that the German critics tell us, again and again, how impressive and fluent his playing was, how technically superb. In the course of 1923 alone he performed to rapturous acclaim in Berlin, Dresden, Budapest, New York, Rotterdam and London. In short, Pál Hermann was an international phenomenon, even before he had finished studying.



These reviews praise Pál’s tone, but in the early 1920s it was one he created despite, rather than because of, the instrument he played (I am reminded of Nick Roberts back in Oxford, coaxing quality sound from a student cello). It was only in 1928 that Pál acquired the cello that would be his life partner, an instrument with a particularly luminous, golden tone, made by Nicolò Gagliano (c.1730–87). Nicolò was the eldest son of Alessandro Gagliano, founder of the dynasty of distinguished luthiers who were based in Naples between 1700 and 1860.12 Pál Hermann’s Gagliano cello is an integral part of his story, and what happened to it after his death has become nothing short of a personal obsession of mine.

The Gagliano had been given to Pál in 1928, when he and Zoltán were on tour in London. He had damaged his own cello one evening by dancing with it at a party after a house concert in London. It is a detail of his life that captivates me. I imagine this long-limbed, whimsical young man twirling his cello round the room like a dance partner. The laughter, the music… and then a drink spills, the glass smashes – the varnish is stained – disaster!

The morning after the party, Pál needed to get his instrument repaired. He chose to entrust his wine-stained cello to the great London instrument dealer and maker W. E. Hill & Sons. His appearance in the Hills’ workshop on Saturday 20 February 1926 received a disdainful mention in Arthur Frederick Hill’s workshop diary:


Paul Hermann called with his instrument as it had met with a slight accident. It is one of the most ordinary German type with no individuality, but he makes it sound well, because, through use, he has become accustomed to it and as a result produces the best obtainable tone from the cello.



The Hill brothers were notoriously hard to please, and most string players, however famous, meet with disdain in the pages of their diaries, so this admission of Pál’s skill is tantamount to acknowledging him as a genius.

The Hills’ workshop quickly repaired the damage to the stained varnish of Pál’s ‘ordinary’ German cello. By a curious coincidence, I was to discover that, only twenty years before, the same workshops based in Ealing had removed wine stains from another instrument that would feature in my travels: the anything-but-ordinary ‘Mara’ Stradivari.13 In fact, as it turned out, wine stains were far from the worst thing to befall the ‘Mara’, and it would not be the last time it would find itself on the workbench at W. E. Hill & Sons. But that story is for later.

The fateful house concert had been hosted by a wealthy Dutch couple, Jaap de Graaff and Louise Bachiene. Something about the talented, feckless cellist and his duo partner, Székely, appealed to de Graaff and Bachiene, and they decided to support them both by buying them instruments worthy of their abilities. In 1928 the couple purchased a cello for Pál. It is possible that he would have selected the Gagliano cello himself, as the relationship between player and instrument is so deeply personal, but there is no record of where the instrument was obtained. While it was not uncommon for patrons to invest in instruments for talented young soloists, an £800 cello was an impressive gift for a cash-strapped young graduate to receive. Jaap de Graaff wrote a document stating that it was to be understood as an extended loan, and that Pál would start to pay it back when he could afford to do so. Both parties must have known that there was little or no chance of his ever being able to afford the repayment. Pál’s daughter Corrie believes that this arrangement was intended to preserve her father’s dignity and was a measure of his new patron’s sensitivity to the fact that her father would otherwise not have allowed himself to accept such an expensive gift.
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Jaap de Graaff and Pál Hermann’s 1928 agreement.



Jaap de Graaff and Louise Bachiene also purchased a Stradivari violin in 1928, for Székely: the ‘Michelangelo’ Stradivari of 1718, now known as the ‘Michelangelo, Székely’. Both players and their instruments were inseparable for the rest of their careers. There is no recording of the two playing together, but Pál’s ‘Grand’ Second Duo for violin and cello, written two years after they took ownership of their new instruments, is a musical snapshot of their sounds and styles. The piece, composed for a recital at the Wigmore Hall in London, was premiered within a short walk of Jaap de Graaff’s home. It was as great a gesture of thanks as a young musician could make to a generous patron. De Graaff would have heard his Stradivari and Gagliano enter in a flash of confident chords. The instruments are in partnership throughout, with the intensity and exuberance that characterized the players themselves.

Shortly after he left London, Pál Hermann embarked on a recital tour across the Netherlands. One of his concerts happened to take place in Amsterdam. Louise Bachiene and Jaap de Graaff had a young, musical niece called Ada Weevers, who lived in Amersfoort, near Utrecht. Louise had written to Ada to tell her all about the genial and prodigiously talented cellist they had discovered, encouraging her to go to Amsterdam to hear him play, and to meet him after the concert. Ada and Pál quickly found they had more in common than a mutual fondness for her uncle and aunt; he began to visit Amersfoort whenever his schedule would allow. It soon became clear to Ada that her future lay with Pál, so she withdrew from her medical degree at Amsterdam University. She married Pál in the town hall in Amersfoort on 29 September 1931, and moved with her new husband to Berlin.
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Pál Hermann and Ada Weevers, 1929/1930.



Pál relinquished his rented bachelor rooms to find a flat for his new wife. As soon as they had moved in, Ada wrote home to her brother Jaap on their own headed notepaper. Their new address was Riehlstraße 2, a middle-class residential street of apartment blocks in the Charlottenburg area of Berlin. Ada wrote of her delight when her new husband managed to obtain a Bechstein grand piano for her to play. Her letters to Jaap describe the many house concerts she and Pál attended. The music that excited Pál was avant-garde, and more likely to be performed in smaller venues than in concert halls. Ada attended a concert in the enormous house of a bank director, featuring contemporary music that used quartertones. Pál knew about a third of the guests and presented Ada to ‘a lot of ladies with a lot of make-up’. She was introduced to ‘a very nice little man with a bald head’, who was in fact Paul Hindemith, and she was amused when he remarked to ‘Páli’ (as she called her husband) that ‘you are lucky to have more hair than I’. Another concert was hosted by a man who, Ada noted, ‘has a beautiful house and a unique wife’, adding, ‘It would be better to be able to write that conversely.’ Erich Mendelsohn was a distinguished German architect who would flee the Nazis in 1933; Luise, his ‘unique’ wife, was a cellist, studying with Pál.14

In the late summer of 1932, the year before Hitler seized power, Ada and Pál brought their tiny baby daughter up the stairs to the flat in Riehlstraße that was to be her home. Corrie (short for Cornelia) had been born on 4 August in Ada’s family house in the Netherlands. After a few weeks of getting to grips with feeding and the lack of sleep, Ada, Pál and Corrie were ready to begin their life as a family of three in Berlin.



When Pál Hermann had left Budapest for Berlin back in 1923, he was already ‘a very outstanding artist, and one of the first in his field’, but he must have felt that there was more he could learn.15 One of the few people who could help him was the German cellist Hugo Becker, with whom he studied until 1929. Many of Becker’s other pupils went on to significant international careers, including Beatrice Harrison (who made the first recordings of Elgar’s Cello Concerto), Gregor Piatigorsky and Paul Grümmer, the cellist of the Busch Quartet.

A supreme technician, Becker was developing a formidable, streamlined cello technique that allowed the instrument to be played with as few unnatural demands on the body as possible. These developments helped to shift perceptions of the cello from something cumbersome and awkward, primarily limited to sentimentality and nostalgia, to a soloistic instrument capable of as much virtuosity and intensity of expression as the violin. The exercises Becker published are still used today to hone students’ technique. I grew up on them, alongside the equally gruelling studies by Piatti and Grützmacher. To young cellists, their names are as familiar as old friends. The only name missing from the family tree of great technicians is that of Pál Hermann. Now, as I return to their exercises, an experience that at its best is meditative, at worst, more punishment than music-making, I feel a little closer to Pál. I trace my fingers in the patterns that he, like so many other cello students, would have known by heart. I can imagine him working through them in his lessons with Becker, the eager, dark-haired young Hungarian and the be-whiskered German, his moustache cultivated into horizontal points, like a miniature cello bow balanced across his upper lip.
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Pál and Corrie, on their Berlin apartment balcony.



Hugo Becker owned two Stradivari cellos. One of these has been known as the ‘Becker’ ever since; the other, which he had played when he was Pál’s age, shaping his formidable technique, was the ‘Cristiani’. I knew that Lise Cristiani and Pál Hermann had both walked the streets and played in the concert halls of Paris and Berlin, a century apart. I had no idea that, via his teacher, there was a direct connection between Lise’s cello and Pál. The instruments and players I am following are holding hands (or rather, touching bows) across time.



Since 1929 Pál had taught at a newly formed music school in Neukölln, a deprived area of south-east Berlin, as a cello and – probably – composition teacher. In those days the school was known as the Volksmusikschule Neukölln but, having changed location a number of times since the war, it is now the Musikschule Paul Hindemith. It was a project born of a particular moment in German politics of the interwar period, when left-wing idealism and the arts briefly met and flourished, before being extinguished (along with many of the brilliant Jewish musicians at the forefront of the movement). Pál Hermann joined the school only two years after it was founded, becoming one of twenty staff, who also included Paul Hindemith amongst their number. They taught shop workers, labourers and children, introducing them to folk music, singing, composition and the philosophy behind music. One of the first public music schools in Berlin, it was the vision of its director, the violinist and composer Ernst-Lothar von Knorr.16 In the 1930s, pupils were entitled to lessons on merit, rather than on their ability to pay, and the school’s professors survived more on vision and enthusiasm than on salary, leaving them obliged to stage regular fundraising concerts to keep the institution going.

Knorr was to become a friend of Pál’s, and they formed a baroque ensemble, the Berliner Cembalo Trio, together with Walter Drwenski, harpsichordist and organist of the Kaiser Wilhelm Gedächtniskirche. They recorded and performed trio sonatas by Buxtehude, Krieger and Handel, at a time when very few musicians experimented with ‘authentic’ baroque performance. I had wondered whether it was these musicians in Berlin who sparked Pál’s interest in baroque music, but there are concert programmes showing that, back in the early 1920s, he had already chosen to perform Handel alongside Kodály and other contemporary composers. The two interests had developed side by side, and now he had found companions with whom he could explore baroque repertoire in depth. Studying with Bach scholar Dr Ludwig Landshoff, they gave chamber concerts almost every week in the Bach Hall or in the Singakademie. One audience member was Albert Einstein, who, alongside being one of the greatest names in modern science, was a skilled violinist. He invited the trio to perform in his house on several occasions, and Knorr remembered that Einstein played chamber music in this ‘culturally attractive circle’, alongside Pál Hermann and the violinist Fritz Kreisler.17

Although Pál broadcast frequently both on European radio stations and on the BBC, it is hard to find recordings of his playing. But one or two LPs of the baroque trio exist. When I first managed to obtain one of these records, the experience of hearing him play for the very first time elicited a physical reaction. I had read and thought so much about this man, but never heard him play. It was like listening to a ghost. Above all, it was the vulnerability of his sound that moved me: evidently so vivacious at the point of recording, but now seeming so fragile as it intermittently breaks through the aquatic sounds of the warped old record. The experience was the aural equivalent of trying to reach someone from whom one is separated by a pane of smudgy glass. But even from these imperfect recordings it’s clear that Pál was a player interested in exploring the timbres of the cello, finding different colours and shapes to fit the architecture of the dance-like baroque phrasing. A photograph of one of these recording sessions exists, with Pál looking delightfully wry, perched on a table above the other musicians, who are clustered in a motley assemblage around a huge gramophone horn protruding from the wall, recording the sound. Pál’s daughter Corrie remembers him talking about his frustration that the cello couldn’t be heard properly and suggesting the precarious table arrangement himself.18
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Since leaving Budapest, Pál Hermann had stood out for his brilliance, sensitivity and musicianship. But just as he was establishing his reputation, anti-Jewish laws imposed from 1933 onwards made it increasingly difficult for him to perform in public. She could not have known it at the time, but Ada’s observations on her new life in Berlin had reflected a world of German-Jewish intellectual and musical culture that was doomed to come to an abrupt end. Over the next few years, scores of Jewish musicians and their patrons would leave the city, if they were lucky enough not to be arrested. Pál’s colleagues at the music school were aware that their left-wing, pro-Jewish allegiances were exposing them – and the school – to danger. The Volksmusikschule in Neukölln stood for everything the Nazis disliked, and within a few years of Hitler becoming chancellor the social experiment was over. After the Reichstag fire of February 1933, Hindemith emigrated; many other Jewish musicians fled. One teacher, Rudolph Bartel, continued to conduct the Socialist Workers Youth Orchestra, until he was arrested in 1934 and held in Lichtenburg concentration camp for a year. Only the deputy director, pianist Hans Boettcher, succeeded in maintaining the social community of the school and protecting it against Nazi interference for a time, until, in the last months of the war, he was drafted into the Volkssturm and was killed fighting.19

Pál Hermann watched as the atmosphere of hostility increased month by month. Knorr tried to keep him in his position at the music school, and years later their mutual friend Hans-Erich Riebensahm (who would later become an accompanist to the baritone Dietrich Fischer-Dieskau) remembered how grateful Pál had been at the time for Knorr’s support.20 Ironically, while Knorr could not save him, his friendship with Pál may well have saved his own career. Knorr joined the Nazi party in 1942, but his pre-war efforts to help his friend were to be cited in 1947, as part of his own character defence in an Allied court.



Within a year of Corrie’s birth, life in Berlin had become intolerable for her father. To many citizens of Berlin, he was no longer a celebrated cellist or composer, but a Jew first and foremost. Probably, like so many others, he had not even begun to imagine the extent of the horrors that were to come. Perhaps he believed that a country with as deep and rich a musical heritage as Germany would not turn on its musicians. But what he could no longer ignore was the evidence that the same people who had recently applauded his playing in the press and praised him at the stage door after his concerts now seemed intent on hounding Jews from the country. By the summer of 1933, he decided he had no choice but to pack up the flat in Riehlstraße and leave Germany. Pál and Ada travelled with one-year-old Corrie, the Gagliano cello and whatever else they could salvage from their apartment, to find safety with Jaap de Graaff, Louise Bachiene and the rest of Ada’s family at their large beach house in Ouddorp. The trip to the Dutch seaside was an annual event, but this year they knew that they would not return to their apartment in the autumn.

The house was the property of Louise and Jaap. When Pál had first met them they had built a rich and cultured life around themselves in London as philanthropists and patrons of the arts, but they missed the many members of their family who were all living either in France or in Holland. So they decided to buy a holiday house in Ouddorp on the delta island of Goeree-Overflakkee, where the family could stay and could walk across the flat fields to the tall brick lighthouse and the kilometres of white sand that edged the island. From its purchase in 1914 onwards, the house became the focus of the extended family’s annual holidays. With the exception of the war years, Corrie would spend every summer there. Later on she would take me there so I could see it for myself, and together we would find the visitors’ book that she had signed every year, her handwriting childish at first but then gradually taming itself. We would look back through the names before her birth, amongst the Bachienes and de Graaffs, to see her mother Ada Weevers’ neat signature. One year, around the time of Ada’s engagement to Pál, his stylish signature appears next to hers. Soon after, she signs herself Ada Hermann.


[image: Image]The Ouddorp visitors’ book, 1937.

Here Pál writes ‘sempre crescendo!’



For Pál and Ada, the darkness of their life in the German capital must have seemed a world away from the tranquillity of the Dutch countryside. There are a couple of photographs of this time, showing a handsome, slender young couple, Pál in a patterned jumper and baggy mid-calf trousers leaning backwards into a haystack, arms folded, smiling proprietorially down at his family, while Ada, in short sleeves with her plaited blonde hair tightly wound round her head, kneels on a picnic rug, holding the hands of a chubby baby Corrie, steadying her on her feet. Another photograph shows Pál smiling out at us from the beach, surrounded by young women, one of whom is Ada. They are all in bathing suits, running, laughing.
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Pál and friends. Ada is on his left, her hair in plaits.



A few days after these photographs were taken, the family was engulfed in personal tragedy. Ada and a group of friends had gone to the beach for the day. She and one of her cousins were enjoying a swim when they were caught in a rip tide. They were rescued and pulled to shore by their friends, but Ada had inhaled so much water she was only half alive. The next few months were a nightmare of hospital visits, grief and confusion. Pál visited Ada as often as he could, sitting by her bed in the hospital in The Hague as she gradually lost strength and weight. On one of these occasions, he wrote of being much comforted by his colleague, the soprano Maartje Offers, who sang Brahms lieder to him between hospital visits. Perennially optimistic, Pál wrote to Ada’s sister Loes that the fact that Ada was coughing blood was probably a good sign, as it might clear her lungs. Sometimes Pál and Ada talked, but more often they sat together in silence. By October 1933 the silence was final. On 20 October Ada died of exhaustion and pneumonia.

I ask Corrie what she remembers of her mother. She smiles, but her answer is, of necessity, well polished and sadly impersonal. She was little over a year old at the time, and can only rehearse what she has been told, bland phrases that can hardly do justice to a life that had been erased too early. Corrie has been told that Ada loved her family very much, was a dutiful daughter and devoted to Pál. She was obviously intelligent and studious but, as was the convention of the time, had given up her ambition to become a doctor to make her home with her new husband. Beyond these stock images of a conventional, kindly girl, there is nothing left, other than the flashes of wit and observant curiosity that we find in the few letters of hers that survive.

Ada’s death left Pál alone at a time when he had no income and no proper home. The Dutch Musicians’ Union had a policy to offer work only to Dutch performers, leaving him no possibility of earning a living in the Netherlands. He managed through convoluted means to obtain a visa to work in Brussels in order to take the post of cellist with the Gertler Quartet. Despite the turmoil of his personal life, and the political situation around him, he enjoyed his time with the group, performing and broadcasting his own string quartet alongside works by Haydn, Beethoven and Hindemith. The exposure his compositions were receiving meant that other ensembles, such as the world-class Pro Arte Quartet, were becoming aware of his work, and wanting to perform it. By early 1934 the quartet had toured to Venice and other Italian cities, as well as Amsterdam, Budapest and Marseilles. Pál could travel all over Europe, but as a Jew he could not go back to Germany, and, as a single parent, he could not bring up a toddler while touring and living in hotels. He took little Corrie to Ada’s parents in Amersfoort, where Ada’s younger sister Loes was to be her guardian. Corrie would grow up with her relatives, in her mother’s family home. Pál was adored by the family, and came to stay whenever work permitted, but he would always remain a visitor.

Pál’s cheap accommodation in Brussels was not home, and he had few of his belongings around him. Without Ada and Corrie, his cello was all that was familiar, and its voice alone broke the silence in his rented rooms. It was a desperately lonely time. In August 1934, ten months after Ada’s death, he wrote a song setting of a poem by Paul Valéry. The text he chose, ‘La Ceinture’, ends:


Absent, present… Je suis bien seul,

Et sombre, ô suave linceul!

(Absent, present… I am all alone,

and in the gloom, our gentle shroud!)



He dedicated the song to Ada’s sister Loes as a gesture of solidarity in their shared grief. As he mourned for his wife, and now for his absent daughter, he found himself growing ever closer to Loes. She was the nearest link to Ada herself, and she and the little ad hoc family he had left behind in Amersfoort came to embody all he had lost. Pál’s side of the 1933–4 correspondence with Loes survives, although her replies are lost. They are the writings of a man in exile. The boundaries between loss and love are very porous, and in his loneliness Pál began to imagine himself a part of their world once more, falling in love as much with the idea of the domesticity and security he had so abruptly lost as with Loes herself. His gift of ‘La Ceinture’ was an articulation of the sorrow that brought them closer together, but it was also a love song.



Corrie’s cousin (known as ‘Tik’) and her parents, Jan and Hinke Weevers, visited the beach house at Ouddorp every year, making the journey up from their village of Monguilhem, to the west of Toulouse. Corrie was delighted to be reunited annually with her French cousin, who, in age, was practically her twin. As an only child, being able to play with Tik out in the countryside around the house was a holiday in itself, and Corrie learnt her first French words from her. Pál would join them as regularly as he could, romping with his daughter and Tik on the beach and in the gardens, and gathering with the others for the big family meals. But always there was the claims of the cello on his time. Pál would practise for hours every day, and Corrie remembers how he would shut the door when he didn’t want to be distracted. Desperate to be close to her father on his visits, she recalls her childish anger at what must have felt like rejection. A cloud passes over Corrie’s face as she recalls her envy of his cello, which, accompanying Pál everywhere, would have felt his touch far more than his little daughter ever did. The cello is now lost, but I find myself wondering what it would mean to restore the instrument to her now, after all these years, for her to touch the polished wood her father had known more intimately than any human body.



Every year, the family assembled outside the beach house in Ouddorp for a photograph. Taken in 1939, on this occasion the group smiling at the camera have gathered to celebrate Jaap and Louise’s thirty-seventh wedding anniversary. An urn of arum lilies has been placed in the front, for added formality. Tik is at the front on the left, a doll on her knees, and Corrie is on the right, frowning in the sun, her pigtails tied back with large ribbons. Pál is in the back row. Tik’s father Jan, strikingly blond, peeps out from behind the others. Loes, Corrie’s surrogate mother, is on the right. Jaap de Graaff sits at the centre of the photograph, presiding over his family like a benign monarch. He is dressed in plus fours, a beret at a slant on his head, and a large, dark flower in his buttonhole. He is not smiling but his face is kindly, and he is linking arms with a little boy, Tik’s brother, who stands leaning in towards him. His wife, Louise Bachiene, in pearls and patterned cardigan, sits on his other side.

Once the war was declared and the borders had closed, the house at Ouddorp was left empty until the Nazis requisitioned it, when it became the Kommandantur (headquarters) for the island. When the family were finally able to return to it in 1945, they were horrified at what they found. The soldiers had set fire to the house before their departure. It was not until 1952, after the payment of a large war damages grant, that the family were able to regroup there once more for the traditional photograph, taken this time on Corrie’s birthday. The two pigtailed little girls of the pre-war photograph, Corrie and Tik, are now twenty and about to start university. There are two notable absences. One is Jaap de Graaff, the head of the family and owner of the house, who had died in 1947. The other is Pál Hermann.
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INTERLUDE Gazing at the Cello I



While with an eye made quiet by the power

Of harmony, and the deep power of joy,

We see into the life of things.

(from William Wordsworth, ‘Lines Composed a Few Miles above Tintern Abbey’)



‘Prop up your cello and simply look at it’, instructs Evangeline Benedetti in her book Cello, Bow and You. She advocates observing our cellos in very much the same terms as we might observe our own bodies, calmly centring ourselves by drawing our attention to our different body parts from the head downwards, focusing on our breathing. As we look at our cellos, we are meditating our way around a beautifully proportioned wooden torso. It is no longer in our arms, but balanced, standing alone, away from our embrace. We must simply sit and look at it, learning to be attentive to its curvaceous perfection, its wrinkles and idiosyncrasies.


The exquisite shape is undeniably the first attribute we see, followed by the colour and the patina of the varnish, breathtakingly beautiful, expressions of the maker’s artistry and skill tinged by that magical mystique brought about by time. The symmetry of the F holes grabs our attention. These cut-outs resemble the letter f as it was written many years ago. The bridge, the tailpiece, the fingerboard come to our attention as we move our eyes around the instrument. Looking at the whole instrument, the rounded, figure-of-eight-like shape of this beautifully proportioned body, we see a true work of art.21



The cello is art, observed at a distance, but where does the observer stop and the instrument start? Does it need us, and the emotion we pour into it?

The critic Susan Sontag writes that ‘Contemplation, strictly speaking, entails self-forgetfulness on the part of the spectator: an object worthy of contemplation is one which, in effect, annihilates the perceiving subject. […] In principle, the audience may not even add its thought. All objects, rightly perceived, are already full.’22

All this, before we even ask it to talk to us.



It is possible to appreciate a great instrument as a work of supreme craftsmanship, like a sculpture, or a masterfully crafted and inlaid cabinet. We don’t require a sound from it to form an opinion, or to be in awe in its presence. But its appearance does not remain static – it can shift in and out of focus, from familiar to absurdly strange. The great Russian-American cellist Gregor Piatigorsky once, and only once, tried to combine conducting and playing in one concert. He was quite pleased with the overture, his first ever attempt at conducting, but, when he went to fetch his Stradivari for the concerto, ‘I faced my instrument in the backstage room almost in confusion, as if it were a piece of furniture I had never seen before.’23 His perspective had shifted, and what to him had looked like an object utterly familiar while he had been exclusively a cellist, now looked alien and disconcerting.

The language that we use to describe a cello is often as revealing of the instrument’s semi-mythical status as it is descriptive of what we see. Cellos can, for instance, be fiery in appearance, the patterns flickering across their wood referred to as ‘flames’.24 A fiery cello is a possibility we can entertain as plausible in spite of the fact that it would actually go up in a puff of smoke like seasoned kindling. (One thinks of William Dewey in Thomas Hardy’s poem ‘Friends Beyond’, who says ‘Ye mid burn the wold bass-viol that I set such vallie by.’)

My first cello teacher once ran into her burning house, pregnant, to rescue her instrument. It was a controversial but instinctive impulse: she would no more leave her cello than she would a baby. The image of it has stayed with me since childhood. I remember sitting wide-eyed in my lesson as she told me, sneaking glances at her cello in the hope of seeing scorch marks. In my mind at least, there is a continuum between her cello being rescued from the flames, and the ingrained fiery patterns that often lick the body of a cello. Is it a phoenix, rising untouchable from ashes? Or something devilish? My own first cello had flames flickering from its central joint like stripes. I used to call it ‘Tiger’, and I like to think that I had Blake in mind, and imagined my cello, sinuous and powerful, stalking fierily through the forests of the night. But it was probably given its name for the prosaic reason that its back was orange and stripy.



When we pick up our instrument and play it, the cello resonates through our breastbone, and our heart beats through the cello. It is a hollow organ, placed against other such organs: the heart, stomach, lungs. It is made to work, and the air in it to move, powered by the strokes of the bow, its breath. We must breathe to play, to oxygenate our muscles, to impel the bow, to shape the phrases.



Without raising the eyebrows of anyone who objects to the anthropomorphizing of instruments, we can safely say of a cello that it is evidence of the presence of a human mind operating at the time of fabrication. A cello is, in short, both in and part of culture, and history. An object so resonant with meaning that it can reflect ourselves and our society, functioning both as a mirror and as a portal into the past.

Cellos (and other stringed instruments, for that matter) have a human anatomy: neck, shoulders, head and ribs, back, belly, body. Even the soundpost (the word for the little piece of wood inside the body of the instrument that is held in tension between the back and front) translates in French, Italian and Spanish as the ‘soul’ of the instrument. Most stringed instruments have elements of the symmetry of human form, and an anatomical vocabulary to match, but only the cello is the same size as the person playing it. In fact the ‘cello’ is an actual, named body shape. One can be blessed (or not, depending on how you feel about it) with a pear-shaped figure, or a cello-shaped torso, and must dress accordingly. Human cellos are big-breasted and big-hipped, with a short waist, curvaceous and sensuous. (Fashion experts advise us that a cello-shaped woman should go for halterneck dresses with a wide belt, as their best look.)

However, while a cello figure might look good in a dress, the instrument itself is an androgynous dichotomy between the tenor and baritone voices and a female form. Justus Johann Friedrich Dotzauer said in 1826 that ‘the sound of the cello’s A and D strings are heart-melting, and have a character flattering to the ear. It is in this register, which corresponds to the tenor voice, that the artist, filled with emotion, is capable of speaking to the heart.’ So a cello might ‘sound’ male, despite resembling a woman. Ethnomusicologist Regula Quereshi cites an example of an instrument that has come to be gendered through association: the Indian sarangi (a type of bowed lute) was used to accompany courtesans singing. Quereshi found that now, to those with a sense of its cultural heritage, it sounds female. Its history has dictated its gender.25

In southern India, wealthy families might encourage their daughters to learn to play the vina – an instrument rather like a cello. It is a kind of lute that carries associations of graceful femininity. This is because it not only resembles the female form but was said to have been created actively to represent it. Lord Shiva modelled it on his wife, the goddess Parvati. Its slender neck represents her body, and two gourds, in which the air resonates, stand in for her breasts.

The cello’s representative abilities extend beyond binary gender – far beyond the human form, in fact. Piatigorsky described how it can signify almost anything.


The cello can be a perfect breath of death, as in the concluding notes of Richard Strauss’s Don Quixote. Of Hindemith’s Variations on ‘A Frog He Went A-Courting’, a critic said that the cello had no trouble whatever in turning into a bullfrog. Napoleon, listening to the famous cellist Duport, is supposed to have said, ‘You have made an ox sound like a nightingale.’ The cello’s gift of metaphor and personification ranges from swan, clown, king, horse, or courtesan. As for me, the violoncello is a part of all things, and a central substance of this universe.26



Whether their cellos are male or female (or an ox or a swan, for that matter), it seems that, in the minds of players, there is often no real correlation between the player’s gender and the one that they ascribe to their instrument. Pablo Casals’s instrument was definitely male. ‘I have played my cello more than half a century,’ he said. ‘He is my companion. And I love him, and he loves me, yes. He loves me, and he sounds well to make me happy.’

I put the question to British soloist Steven Isserlis. ‘What is your cello to you?’

He didn’t hesitate: ‘My cello is my alter ego. I think it’s male, just because of the lowness of the voice. I know it’s female and curvaceous, but I don’t like to think of my cello in erotic terms, as I spend so long with it between my legs! It’s my spiritual alter ego.’

Julian Lloyd Webber felt his cello was his best friend. He told me how, when he owned the Stradivari known as the ‘Barjansky’, he ‘tried to keep it comfortable, like a person’. The Portuguese cellist Guilhermina Suggia asked for her Stradivari to be placed on her bed alongside her as she died. It was her companion in life and in death, sharing the most intensely lonely experience a human can endure.

When we imbue objects with personality and enmesh them in what we might call ‘a texture of social relationships’, we give them a form of social agency.27 This anthropomorphism isn’t exclusive to the cello of course. Maxim Vengerov describes his relationship with his Stradivari violin (the ‘Kreutzer’ of 1727) as a marriage. On the other hand, when American violinist Nathan Milstein decided to change instruments, things got positively steamy: ‘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.’28 In some cultures, the sexual affair between Milstein and his violin is pushed much further. Ritual flutes from Papua New Guinea, for instance, are played in pairs by a man and a woman, the man using a particular ‘hocketing’ technique, supposed to mimic sex.29 When Piatigorsky showed a friend a photograph of him ‘tenderly embracing’ two cellos, the friend exclaimed: ‘WHAT is it? A menage a trois? Bigamy? A harem?’ Piatigorsky goes on to observe that: ‘The cello in Russian is a “she.” But where the cello is concerned, linguistic definitions mean little. For instance, although in English the cello is an “it”, when Beatrice Harrison, the English cellist, spoke to me about her instrument, she cried out, “I love him.” ’30

Anthropologist Ivan Gaskell writes that ‘Those who would see into the life of things cannot confine themselves to the taxonomic domains of biology, for there is life, in senses numinous or sacred, well beyond their confines.’31 Beyond Western culture, it is far more frequent for inanimate objects to be endowed with life. At the same time, objects are created to represent humans, a vicarious life-giving.

Can a cello have a life, or are we simply lacking in imagination, transforming everything we see into object-versions of ourselves, transcribing our alive-ness onto the things around us? I undertook an international poll of cellists to establish whether anthropomorphizing their instruments was as common as I suspected. I found that, for every cellist who was sure the very idea was utterly ridiculous, there were many others who played a ‘Charlie’, a ‘Gretel’, a ‘Godiva’, an ‘Alfred’ or a ‘Julie’. What was most striking was the strength of feeling, on both sides of the debate.32

We can learn something of the relationship of the player to their instrument from the way they describe their cello. Depending on the player, their instrument might variously be a beloved pet animal, a child, a spouse, a body-double or body extension, or an alter ego. We can specifically gender our instruments by carving on them likenesses of body parts. The scrolls of certain stringed instruments – viols, for instance – are sometimes carved like heads. In fact, whole families of viols are precisely that – families – their nodding wooden heads peering over the shoulders of their players. No wonder we anthropomorphize our cellos, their modern-day successors. In other instances, we use the weighty reliability of the male of our species to reassure ourselves that society is in good hands – bells such as Big Ben in London and Old Tom in Oxford are rarely if ever flighty females. In other cultures the gendering is a little more subtle. Instruments can be made from specifically gendered trees: the warlike Kweli drum from Chad, in East Africa, is made from male acacia trees. Other instruments blur the boundaries of gender. The Tibetan Damaru drum is most disturbingly androgynous, being made from two human skulls – a man’s and a woman’s.

Cellists are physically altered by their cello playing, or so Piatigorsky maintains:


It has been said that many a profession leaves its imprint on a man’s character – even his appearance. […] A cellist too is quite unmistakable. There is a touch of nostalgia that can be recognized like a scar, left from a long battle – often a losing one – against the odds of his instrument. His melancholic disposition is particularly apparent when he has to perform something spirited and gay, often found in passages written in such awkward positions as to make them sound sad enough for tears.33



When I was a student at the Royal College of Music, there was a porter who manned the front desk, and prided himself on guessing, just by looking at them, what instrument the students who came into the building played (this game only worked, of course, when they were not carrying their instrument cases). He was invariably right, and could spot a clarinettist, opera singer or violinist from a mile off. Although I wasn’t aware of the cellists looking particularly mournful, he identified my friends and me without hesitation.








Paris I – Lise Cristiani

November 2021

After ten days in Berlin, Verena and I part company at the Hauptbahnhof. The next stop on my journey is Paris, where I am on the trail of Lise Cristiani. She had caused a sensation when she had toured across Europe with her cello in her early twenties. She was internationally famous during her lifetime, but now she is remembered only through the name of her cello, and the dedication of one particular cello-and-piano piece by Mendelssohn, a ‘Song without Words’.34 It was here in Paris, on St Valentine’s Day in 1845, that Lise made her debut. Before this point, very few women had played the cello professionally, and only one name is really known at all: that of Therese-Rosalie Pain (1773–1859). Pain performed at the beginning of the nineteenth century, but only in private salons, never as the central attraction on a public stage.35 At the time of her debut, Lise Cristiani was seventeen: the same age as I was when I began to play professionally in public. I indirectly owe my choice of instrument to her trailblazing, for it was her pan-European touring that introduced the very idea of the female cellist. What I find so fascinating about her concert career, as I piece together the snippets of reviews, is that, even in the course of a few years, she seems to have turned her particular brand of playing from a novelty into a blueprint for future female cellists.

As my train slows its pace and we approach the Gare de l’Est, I gather up my cello ready to head towards the site of the Salle Herz, the concert hall in which Lise’s cello was first seen and heard in her hands. The Salle was in the ninth arrondissement, a few blocks back from the busiest shopping streets around the Boulevard Haussmann. A short walk from Métro Notre-Dame-de-Lorette and close to the Palais Garnier, it is a distinguished area, with ornately carved town houses exuding wealth and grandeur. The road on which the hall was built, Rue de la Victoire, is a narrow side street, overshadowed by the height of its buildings on either side. It is hard to know exactly where the hall was, but it definitely isn’t there now. Henri Herz, the pianist who built it using the wealth from his successful piano workshop to create his own venue, lived above his hall at no. 38.36 But at some point the street was renumbered, and 38 merged into 48. Now it’s an impersonal marble-clad office building, with glass doors and a spacious, deserted entrance hall. I stand outside for a while, but there’s absolutely no sign of life on a Saturday, and it doesn’t look like the kind of place that would take kindly to a woman with a cello on her back wanting to poke around inside. However, it’s hard to believe that such an important hall has vanished so entirely. Lise’s debut was only one of the historic events to take place within its gold-painted, candlelit walls. Hector Berlioz premiered compositions there, such as his overture Le Carnaval romain on 18 January 1844, and the oratorio L’Enfance du Christ a decade later. Surely it merits at least a small plaque? But after my experience with the map of lost concert halls in Berlin, I should know better. There is an alternative world of forgotten music and lost sound under the stones of most cities.


The day before yesterday, in the Salle Herz we heard Miss Lise Cristiani – a young and [beautiful] person with an inspired manner. […] Miss Cristiani possesses a distinguished style, a rare talent for performance and what is better still, that deep sensitivity and artistic hallmark which are only seen among a few of the finest women.37



The Salle Herz (or Salle des concerts Herz, to give it its full, and romantic-sounding, name) was once a large recital hall, capable of seating over 650, and had opened only seven years before Lise played there. It closed for a year of repairs in 1885, but when it reopened the following year, another competing hall had been built (oddly enough named after another Herz – this time the Salle Philippe Herz). When Henri Herz died in 1888, his Salle Herz became financially unviable without the driving force of its founder. There is some uncertainty about when it was actually demolished, but as I stand outside the building that has replaced it, I see that the portico boasts the following words carved into its central stone: ‘Compagnie d’Assurances, fondée en 1881’. The growth of the insurance company necessitated a bigger building, and the site of the Salle Herz proved to be the ideal location.

To one side of the building is the huge and ornate Synagogue de la Victoire, but on the other side is a gateway leading from the pavement to a courtyard behind what is now the offices that replaced Salle Herz. The arched wooden doors, designed for a horse and carriage, are ajar, so I step inside, to see if there are any further clues. As I do so, a caretaker with a mop and bucket walks out of a side door. I explain in questionable French what it is I’m doing here, and I show him a lithograph of Lise Cristiani. He studies it carefully and, to my surprise, disappears back into the doorway, returning with a plastic chair. ‘Here, why don’t you play?’ So I do. I play Prière and Bolero by Offenbach, Donizetti’s plaintive tenor aria ‘Una furtiva lagrima’ and Schubert’s gently lilting lied ‘Ständchen’, all of which Lise had adapted as her cello repertoire for her debut.


An exclusive gathering took place last Friday at the Salle de Herz as Miss Cristiani set aflutter the strings of her ’cello, with which she is so seductive. Sometimes she moves you to tears, sometimes harmonious tones warm your heart; whether it be a lively Iberian bolero, a sweetly inspiring romance, a thought, a feeling. Miss Cristiani was met with a frenzy of well-deserved applause.38



The caretaker isn’t moved to tears or indeed a frenzy of applause, but he does tap his foot as he fills his bucket from the outside tap. He listens for a bit, then quietly continues to mop the tiles around me, whistling along through his teeth, and nodding at me every now and then for encouragement, as if it were the most natural thing in the world to have a cellist appear from nowhere to play to him as he goes about his business.



Lise Cristiani had grown up Lise (or Elise) Barbier, the surname of the grandparents who looked after her following the premature deaths of her parents. But she returned to her baptismal name of ‘Chrétien’, changing it to the modishly Italianate ‘Cristiani’ for her debut. Lise’s grandfather Nicolas-Alexandre Barbier and uncle Jules-Paul were active members of the arts world in Paris in the 1840s, and were well aware that spectacle attracted audiences.39 If they could exploit her youth and attractiveness to catch the public’s interest, they would all stand to benefit financially. Having decided that – although she was musical – the young Lise was never going to excel at the piano or as a singer, they decided to present her to the world as the first female concert cellist.

Her grandfather apparently alighted on this idea while looking at German paintings of musicians in a Paris art gallery, noting that, in art at least, the image of a woman with a cello seemed to be acceptable (after all, St Cecilia herself was supposed to have played the bass viol). This may have been the actual inspiration for his granddaughter’s career, or it may be fabrication, to lend legitimacy to his marketing experiment. Either way, he rightly anticipated that art was the only frame of reference for a female cellist at the time – the phenomenon that became cellist Lise Cristiani stepped straight out of a canvas.40 Having made up his mind as to her career, her grandfather immediately set about putting his plan into action. Bernard Benazet, a cellist with the Italian Theatre Orchestra, was hired to give lessons to the fourteen-year-old Lise. They fell out after only a year of instruction, but just three years later, an impossibly short time for even a prodigy to master an instrument to a high level, Lise was deemed ready for her debut at the Salle Herz. Her outfit for the occasion was a white dress, appropriately befitting a virginal St Cecilia. One review even mockingly fantasized a kind of tableau vivant modelled on a painting:


What one must advise Mademoiselle Cristiani is to play on the violoncello to her admirers, who must be numerous, a tender, gentle A minor romance on the A string, to raise her eyes to heaven like Saint Cecilia in the face of martyrdom, and her success will be pyramidal; she will find the model of that religious, poetic and musical pose in a very beautiful painting by a famous Italian master.41



In the few reviews that survive of Lise’s concerts, the same preoccupations dominate. She is an ornament, feminine and diverting, flirting with her instrument in beguiling and becoming gestures as she caressed and stroked the strings. It’s hard, in fact, to get any sound that will carry out of a cello with caressing and stroking – even the most basic bow stroke is a more muscular and committed gesture, and yet, in the hands of a young woman, the movement has become something sexual.

Cristiani made her appearance in the Parisian musical world with her brand fully fledged, clearly having decided to meet and exceed expectations of the male gaze. However, the irony at the heart of her career was that her perfectly feminine presentation as the first female cellist had been determined by the men in her family. As I wade through the reviews of distracted male critics who were unable to tear themselves away from descriptions of her winsome appearance, I find that I am no nearer a sense of her as a person, let alone an objective appraisal of her as a musician. What I do learn is that she is judged against the gendered preconceptions of what a cello should sound like, and the impossibility of a woman’s playing being able to fit into that masculine template.


Mademoiselle Cristiani is a young, tall person, pretty, even beautiful […] We do not quite know how to tell her: that the affectation, the mannerisms, the fancied glissandi, the feeble and doubtful intonation are not at all in keeping with the character of the violoncello; and we can hardly encourage her to handle this instrument generously and seriously; for instance, to tackle the low strings with force instead of meowing the prières and boleros like a pretty white kitten – knowing that all this is hardly befitting the fair sex.42



Lise Cristiani cannot win. She must not play like a man, but when she plays like a woman (or even a mewing kitten, apparently), she must be criticized for it, as the cello is inherently masculine, and she is denaturing it by daring to impose her feline affectations on this manly instrument. Even this is not straightforward, however. Another critic maintains that the cello is, obviously, a female instrument; in fact, a female cellist is altogether more natural – sexier even – than a woman with a violin:


The character of the violoncello with its soft, wailing, touchingly mellow tone is certainly more feminine than the shrill, wildly effervescent violin, which one has heard played by ladies, and what should give the cello an undeniable advantage over all musical instruments in the eyes of the ladies, is that it has the advantage of allowing the executor (or executress) the most graceful posture, on the whole the most elegant, rounded movements of the arm and the most advantageous, natural, eye-catching placement of a beautiful hand.43



Clearly not all the men thrown into a frenzy at the sight of a teenage girl with a cello found it monstrous. Later, when she played in Berlin, another male critic found her sex to be part of her appeal:


I was myself witness to the striking impression her personality and her playing, which are difficult to separate one from the other, have upon the audience. Whether she be a fervent artist producing soft and soulful tones on the ’cello, or a mischievous young girl stirring in the confines of the home, it is the magic of pure femininity which has bestowed a companion charm upon both the artist and the girl.44




[image: Image]
Lithograph image of Lise Cristiani from the Wiener Illustrierte Theaterzeitung, 10 May 1845.



There are only a few images of Lise Cristiani. One lithograph in particular was splashed all over Paris and Berlin in advance of her appearances there. It was the carefully curated equivalent of a publicity photo. Many attended her concerts with the expectation that a girl with a cello would be an ugly, inelegant sight. She had to prove that she was not a freak show, and she appears generally to have succeeded. In the words of the critic of the Allgemeine Musikalische Zeitung: ‘First of all, it should be noted that the expectation of seeing an unattractive spectacle, which many had certainly harboured, was completely refuted.’45 The following year, he added:


A cellist from Paris – pretty and young – […] must be an exciting and interesting phenomenon. We have already read a lot about her original appearance, and even seen her picture taken in Paris, which she placed in every Berlin postcard shop after her arrival in the form of a tasteful lithograph.46



Predictably, as the first female solo cellist, Lise met with both enthusiasm and opposition, with opinion equally divided as to whether she was any good. Some critics describe an international soloist, others find an attractive young girl, famous simply for her novelty value. And then there’s the topic of perennial fascination (for male critics at least): did she or did she not open her legs? Side-saddle or full-frontal cello playing – which was it? The obsession with what went on under her voluminous skirts may be prurient, but the question of what method women used to play the cello is an important one in our search for understanding the cultural significance of cello playing.


Most of the audience thought it must look a little frivolous, having completely forgotten that Cristiani was a lady and wore a flowing dress for her special purpose, which concealed all the contours of her body, and that it must therefore necessarily look much prettier and more graceful when a lady kneels around the violoncello than when a man does.47



The artist who created her portrait has depicted the folds of her gown very carefully, to make the protrusion of a knee impossible to detect accurately. What goes on below the waist is a secret, and not for us to know. Above stairs, her collar is high and demure, her face serious but beautiful. She is, in short, beyond criticism, not done up like a doll, or overtly sexualized, but deliberately respectable and elegant. The focus of the etching is the cello, Lise looking away in profile, too modest to fix us with her gaze. She poses as if listening to her own music and inviting us to do the same, presenting the instrument as the focus. Her gender is not the point – her Stradivari is.



Lise Cristiani was as much a spectacle as she was a cellist, and her playing was part of the act. She seems to have fully understood that to choose robust, full-blooded pieces, or to play aggressively or even vigorously, would have been too transgressive to meet with approval. She deliberately devised a repertoire, technique and sound that allowed her to forge for herself a specifically feminine niche.

The reviews reveal two things: both how difficult it was for her to find favour, and how skilfully she trod a path between the misogyny and the adoration. I scoured them for phrases that might shed light on the choices she made as to how to play, and found the same words recurring. Her playing is (almost obsessively) ‘soft’, then often elegiac, skilful, graceful, plaintive, heart-touching, with pleasant, singing tone (for the sceptical this might be whiny, or too light). ‘Ease’ and ‘grace’ crop up with regularity (for the more spiteful, her facility is a ‘frivolous’ ease).

Lise selected pieces that would make the cello sing, usually set within the range of the female vocal register. ‘The virtuoso almost completely avoids the use of the two lowest strings. On the contrary, she almost always plays only on the two highest strings and uses the harmonics so often that the character of the instrument is almost completely blurred.’ Was she consciously creating a mezzo-soprano repertoire for her instrument? Yes, it may be a cello, she seems to be saying, but my billowing skirts mask its relationship to my body, and, although it’s made of wood, it’s really a feminine, curvaceous wooden mezzo.
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