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Carol Lynn Ward-Bamford:

On behalf of the Music Division at the Library of Congress, I’d like to welcome you to this evening’s preconcert panel discussion and Stradivari anniversary concert.  The focus of this evening is the long and illustrious career of Antonio Stradivari and the production of cellos.  We’ve assembled a panel of performers, collectors, a stringed instrument builder and restorer, some instruments, a case, violin case, forces similar to those Antonio Stradivari would have encountered inside and outside his workshop in Cremona, Italy, and that played critical roles in the creation of his works.

We will examine on one hand his own growth as a builder, a life of continuous research, innovation, and adaptation, as well as the external influences of musical production.  For example, in Italy in about 1665, or actually in 1665, when he began building stringed instruments around that time appears the first known use of the term “violin cello” in a score, and also at that time advances in stringed technology shaped acoustics, sound production, and the dimensions of the cello.  Also influential were the composers, such as Hyden, Vivaldi, and Bach whose works met the changing role of the cello and its players.  Moving from a simple basso continuo accompaniment to assuming a soloistic and virtuosic voice, even a place in the new string quartet dialog.  

Let’s start by introducing the panel.  John Montgomery from Raleigh, N.C., is a stringed instrument maker and restorer and most recently has added to his duties the maintenance of the Cremonese Collection here at the Library of Congress.  Richard Belcher.  He is the cellist this evening in the Enso [String] Quartet.  The Enso Quartet in the concert will be using the Stradivari instruments.  Next is Steven Honigberg.  He is a cellist with the National Symphony Orchestra.  He’s also principal cellist with the Sun Valley Symphony and the Potomac String Quartet -- Sun Valley Summer Symphony, sorry.  And also, we have Alfredo Halegua, he’s a sculptor and he’s also a collector.  And he’s brought a very, very unique object that we have in here this evening and we will put on display in the foyer to the Coolidge Auditorium.  

We also have some, for your visual and listening pleasure, some cellos made in the Stradivari workshop.  The first one here from the early period in the Stradivari production is the 1697 Castelbarco cello that is part of the permanent collection at the Library of Congress and we also have the 1732 Stewart Stradivari cello that belongs to Steve Honigberg.

I think we’ll start right now with John Montgomery.  The earliest cello, John.  It’s a large uncut dimension; Stradivari had inherited this tradition of a large cello from his predecessors, including Amati's. Last year, you attended to the maintenance that was needed on the instrument.  What did you discover and what observations did you make?

John Montgomery:

Well, first of all I want to thank Carol Lynn and the Library of Congress for inviting me to share some thoughts with you and I also have to be very grateful for being chosen as the violin restorer to work with such fine objects.  You know, in working with this instrument two things struck me.  One was the beauty and the work of Stradivari the man and the other was what was happening to this instrument as it passed to us from 1697 to today.  In other words, what did history do to it?  I might just stand up, if I can, and hold the instrument so that everyone can see it well.  

You know, the first thing we remark about about Stradivari and what made him so much more amazing than most other craftsman of the day is his design and his proportion.  And, of course, it helps to see other cellos and some that are not so proportionate, but suffice it to say that with this instrument we don’t have much trouble taking geometry and applying it to this instrument and seeing the circles that keep being repeated very predictably and dimensions that are a function of what mathematicians of the day talked about as the Golden Mean.  This doesn’t surprise us. Later in Stradivari’s life we find that he has a second marriage and her uncle was one of the foremost mathematicians of Cremona, so he was very much familiar with math.  

But we look at the beautiful choice material Carol Lynn mentioned, and I’ll just do a kind of a footnote here, this word “uncut.”  This is one of the largest cellos that Strad made.  We’ve actually passed around a paper just so you understand what that’s all about, which has silhouettes of the different Stradivari models, which interestingly followed chronologically from a larger sized cello to a smaller sized cello very sequentially.  This cello would be representative of the second largest one on your page.  It’s not this exact cello but it’s this model that Strad used. And in the choice of the material, he was using a wood that was locally available.  And we haven’t fully identified whether it’s willow or poplar.  The cell structure of those two woods are very similar, more easily identified by the floral parts of the trees, of course, but a beautiful piece of wood.  

Interestingly, for violin makers, is that it’s made of one piece of wood, not two pieces joined down the center.  So, this is a single piece of wood and it’s cut on this slab as opposed to cutting on the quarter.  And then the front being of a beautiful even grained spruce.  And the scroll now is being made out of a piece of wood very similar to pear; it’s a fruitwood.  And this useful because it’s going to hold pegs that are going to be functioning all the time and the pear wood is a very strong wood.  Another interesting thing I noticed when I first started working with this cello and, well, first looking at the sides, which I haven’t yet spoken of, is remarkable for an instrument of this age, there’s not a single crack in the whole cello on the sides.  Cellos all the time are getting cracked on the sides and all of a sudden we have one that doesn’t have cracks from 1697.  So, why?  

Next thing I did is looked inside.  And inside Stradivari has lined the cello ribs with linen.  In addition to that, and thinking of that ahead of time, he’s made these ribs yet a little thinner than most cello ribs.  So, he’s taken a wood that he was confident in, made it a little thinner, lined it with the material, linen, which is not -- wood has a grain running this way but the linen doesn’t.  So then, we have a material that keeps this wood strong, that was his hope, his idea, here we are all today to see he was right.  

In terms of history what’s happened to this cello is also interesting.  I looked at this cello and immediately found a little dowel here, which is a little peg.  These cellos when they were first being played in the early 17th century, and this is the platform that Strad was arriving upon, they were used in church settings, in some processionals, and all of a sudden now the cello has to be played and walked with.  And, of course, some of you might have seen a very humorous Woody Allen film years ago when he as a cello player decided he was joining the marching band and he would run up and sit down and play and the band would pass him, and then he’d run up and sit down and play.  Well, luckily in the church processionals they didn’t do that, they put a little peg in the back of the cello and they hung a chain around their neck.  So, now the cellist of that day would walk and play in processionals.  So, there’s the peg hole, the hole from where the peg would have been.

Another interesting thing as I was cleaning the cello I arrived up to this spot up here and found ceiling wax and this would have probably been from the time that the cello could’ve been crossing over some kind of a border and a customs official may have been marking it of some sort.  Or, it may have been that some owner would have been identifying it and using the ceiling wax in his ring.  I can’t tell you for sure, but there’s no question there’s a little ceiling wax right up there.

So, some initial observation, obviously a wonderful opportunity.  I feel like the rabbit saying throw me in the briar patch.  [laughs]

Carol Lynn Ward-Bamford:

Richard, you are a soloist, chamber player, and symphony player.  Can you demonstrate what you faced this week as you worked with this larger sized cello?  What were you expecting?  What surprised you?  Did it work in the string quartet setting?  And demonstrate, please.

Richard Belcher:

Well, when I first saw it I noticed how wide the bottom was, that was what struck me.  And I’d heard that it was uncut down.  And a lot of the cellos I’d heard, I guess before they’re cut down could be -- it had a longer string length and thus the interval between our fingers was much -- would’ve been bigger than it is today.  And that’s going to cause a lot of problems in performance, especially with just a couple of days rehearsing on it.  

This, however, is -- it’s actually been absolutely fine in regard to that and absolutely wonderful to play on, but you had brought up the bridge, right?

John Montgomery:

We made a slight alteration knowing just exactly what Richard said would always be true and of course knowing that what’s very important for the instruments in the collection at the Library of Congress is that they get played, like, in example, tonight.  So, I actually cut a bridge, this being the bridge for those who aren’t familiar, that would fit this cello a little further, let’s say north, than where it might have fit originally.  Now the string length becomes very adaptable.  Now, in cooperating with that concept, Stradivari helped me by making very nice, wide C valves.  So, as we move the bridge up a little there’s still plenty of room for the cellist to bow the instrument and not hit the side of it.  

Richard Belcher:

It’s kind of the important in the [unintelligible] tonight. 

[laughter] 

A lot of raucous playing.  And so, I don’t know, I’ll just play a little bit of the different range, from top to bottom, but…

[cello playing]

And for me, the -- it just keeps getting better as it goes down.  And for a cellist I think that’s something really exciting.  And, the other thing that I’ve really enjoyed about this instrument I’m playing a very new instrument normally, it’s actually just a month old.  

[laughter]  

So, it’s a --

Carol Lynn Ward-Bamford:

You’ll be back in another 200 years.

Richard Belcher:

-- it’s a big contrast.  But what I love about this is that I can just keep -- the more I give the more it responds.  And some cellos there’s a limit to how much you can really let run, get stuck into the sounds with the bow.  And this it just seems like it’s kind of like one of those, a car that’ll just keep getting faster if you want it to.  I don’t know, it feels really fun to be driving it, sort of.  

[laughter]  

So, maybe we can compare sounds and…

Carol Lynn Ward-Bamford:

That’s a good idea.  Steve, like Richard, you are a solo recitalist, a chamber player, and a symphony player.  Tell us first a little bit about the provenance or history of your instrument, ours from 1697 at the earlier end of the Stradivari production of cellos belonged to Count Caesar at Castelbarco, not the first owner and not the last owner at all.  But yours is called the Stuart; it’s from 1732.  It’d love to hear a little bit about its history, why you chose the instrument, and perhaps in your answers you could play a little bit.

Steven Honigberg:

Sure.  This cello is from 1732, so the master would’ve been 88-years-old.  He continued to build instruments in this phase of his life, all the way into his early 90s.  He died at 95.  This is a slightly smaller version, but more of a standard version that he slowly but surely got away from the larger instruments that he was making earlier.  And so, and I believe that, and you may agree, that because of the increased amount of talented and performers of his day, they required and they wanted a bigger sounding instrument and he built this with a different back now, with a little harder wood, curly maple.  And it has maybe the smaller dimensions make it a little easier for the cellist to play up in the upper registers. And so you don’t have to reach with your fingers on a bigger instrument unless you’re Lynn Harrell.  

[laughter]

And so, this instrument came into my family in 1979.  I was getting ready to audition for the Juilliard School of Music where I studied with Leonard Rose and I was playing on a, just an instrument I’d had all through my high school years.  And my father is a businessman and sold his business in 1979, and was in touch with Jacque François Cloutier in New York. And this came on the market and I was whisked to New York and played a couple of instruments, this one and a Guarnerius on the Carnegie Hall stage.  And I’m not sure exactly how to describe those feelings.  It was pretty sensational.  And I’ve been -- we’ve been buddies ever since.  

Now, the thing about an instrument is, about this Strad that I find special and a, is its power.  And when I mean power I mean the ability of a cello to soar above an orchestra is of utmost importance if you’re training to be a soloist.  Of course you can play -- you can always scale back your sound and blend your sound.  I have to do that as you well know in chamber music and in an orchestra certainly I, you’re not supposed to come out of the fabric.  But when you’re a soloist…

[cello playing]

So, you can play in this capacity you can play very, very loud with this instrument and you can play very, very soft.  And the ability of this, of a Strad in particular to reach the back of a room or a back of an auditorium is unique.


Carol Lynn Ward-Bamford:

Steve, do you see at this point Stradivari still being an experimenter?  What do you think he was responding to at this time, or what was he seeking with this instrument?

Steven Honigberg:
I think it was the players were -- there’s a history of violinmaking, of violin soloists who were gaining on this scene, Corelli, Locatelli, and Vivaldi, who was a famous violinist, and they all wanted to have larger sounding instruments.  And, of course, Strad was the, he was the successor of Amati, the, you know, who made the grand pattern, which had a larger sound.  So, everything was gaining in that way, but of course it’s important to know that these instruments don’t -- they were not set up as they are today with the same kind of power, with the strings and they didn’t have these long necks, they didn’t have the kinds of -- they didn’t have an end pin until the later 19th century.  You know, they were held up with your legs like this and how do you play with power until Casals came around and started to play with a very big sound.  And now everybody who studies the cello strives for that kind of tone because it’s beautiful.  It’s a beautiful manner in which to play, I believe.

Carol Lynn Ward-Bamford:

How about another sound, sound clip here?

Steven Honigberg:

Well, of course, everybody, you know, everybody wants to play.

[cello playing]

Carol Lynn Ward-Bamford:

Wow.  Do you think you’d mind playing that on our cello?

Steven Honigberg:

Sure, sure.

Carol Lynn Ward-Bamford:

Thank you.

Steven Honigberg:

You’re going to hear a difference, and there will be a difference.

[cello playing]

Carol Lynn Ward-Bamford:

Oh, thank you.  

[applause]

Steven Honigberg:

So, there’s a slightly different set up.  There are many strings on the market today.  We can choose between 10 and 20 different kinds of strings, so these are set up a little bit differently, which gives it a different kind of a tone and there’s an awful lot that goes into maintaining an instrument, and these are well maintained.  But if you don’t maintain your instrument, if you don’t change your strings, if you don’t re-hair your bow, it’s going to suffer.

Carol Lynn Ward-Bamford:

Actually, while we’re on the topic of strings, John, let’s discuss that, the role of strings, and how that changed. How Stradivari adapted to the changing technology with strings.  The fact that we go from the gut strings to today.  And we’re going to pass around some examples of the different strings, and how brilliance wasn’t a factor and seniority and how perhaps the reduction in the size of the dimensions of the cello.

John Montgomery:

Yeah, the strings follow a pretty interesting little formula.  And I think we can send some down each side of the room.  I can’t move very far because I’m hooked up.  And basically, it’s an interesting idea where we’re looking at mass and density.  As we increase density we can reduce mass.  So, if we take a string that is just gut and what we’re passing around to each group of people are -- there’s one string in that bundle that is just plain gut and there’s another one that has an old wire wrapped around it.  And then we’ve also sent around a brand new string to show you the technology and how beautiful and smooth the wrapping is.  That’s the new one and they can go with the others.

So, if you think of it simply, if you take a piece of gut and you need to stretch it to make a C string sound, it’s going to need a lot of gut to do that.  And the first gut strings were looking like a rope on a boat.  Now all of a sudden metalworking comes and creates thin pieces of metal, metal being much denser than gut gets wrapped around the gut.  Now the gut piece doesn’t need to be so big anymore because we’re adding a much more dense material to a piece of gut.  The first strings were what the French called demi filer, where the gut was wrapped very loosely around the string, but immediately the string became much smaller, still stretched up and made a C string sound.  And as we get into denser and denser metals, like the first was copper, later we get into aluminum, and one of the strings you’re looking at is actually gut tungsten, now the string gets smaller and smaller and smaller.  What this gives the cellist is greater facility instead of having to work so hard to create a sound he gets more immediate sound with the same amount of bow production.

Steven Honigberg:

If I could add that the strings don’t break nearly as often as they used to.  Even in the 30s and 40s, you know, you had the emerging cellists playing on gut strings and these strings would break and not last very long, especially in the humidity and the massive weather changes.  They would feel -- they would start to sort of unwind underneath the cellist’s fingers.  I think Casals played on gut strings.  He may have played all the way to the end on gut strings, but most of the cellists moved into these stronger strings.  They can still break, but that’s all…

John Montgomery:

And the gut was affected by heat as well, so the musician would come on stage beautifully in tune and after a few bars his cello would need to be retuned because he was warm, the stage was warm and you, the audience, made the place warm.

Steven Honigberg:

It can still happen.  

[laughter]

Carol Lynn Ward-Bamford:

Okay, and let’s turn now to Alfredo.  How do you as a collector or someone who might have commissioned a Stradivari instrument view Antonio Stradivari?  Is he an experimenter?  Is that a fair term?

Alfredo Halegua:

Absolutely.  Yes, Antonio Stradivari was -- is this too loud? -- an experimenter all his life.  And in fact when he started he was 22-years-old after he left the shop of Amati where he was trained.  He made his first violin with a label that he acknowledged, in which he had acknowledged Amati as his teacher.  

His violins during the next 12 years or so were what we call Amatisé because they follow very much the principles of Amati in terms of shape and in terms of size.  However, in 1679 he made a big jump and a transformation, a complete transformation in the shape of the instrument by creating an instrument called the Hellier, which is very well known because it’s one of the 10 decorated Stradivari’s in existence.  The Hellier is much longer, much wider, and flatter than all of the instruments.  So Amati was left behind at that point and he became Antonio Stradivari.

Two years later he made an experiment, which seems quite unusual even today, he made the first violin guitar.  This violin guitar was played by, for several years, by Joshua Bell, who we heard on Friday here, and eventually was sold and I think it belongs to a violinist in Virginia this time.  From that point on he continued making instruments of the conventional, I mean the new size, just roughly around 14 inches, although the Hellier was 14 and 1/8 until the 1690s.  In 1690 he decided again to try another change.  He came up with the elongated Strad.  It’s called Allonge, one of the names, because it is elongated.  And, although they are very fine instruments, they still are not as desirable as the ones that are 14 inches or in that vicinity.  

After 10 years he decided to go back again to the 14 inches plus more or less and abandoned the Allonge instrument.  There was one exception, which is an instrument here in the Library of Congress, that was made… oops, excuse me.  I made some notes.  The Castelbarco violin made in 1699, one year before he abandoned the Allonge size, and which is perfectly -- I’m sorry, it’s a long [unintelligible] violin.  I made a mistake here.  It’s 14 inches and 5/16, which is very large for an instrument of that period.  

Carol Lynn Ward-Bamford:

I should add that violin is on display in the display case back there, the Castelbarco is in there.

Alfredo Halegua:

Let me correct myself again.  The Castelbarco is 13 inches, 7/8, which is very much the correct size by today’s standards.  

He returned to his most successful model in 1700 and he made the Ward, which also belongs to the Library, an incredible instrument -- I mean fantastic in every respect.  And later on, in 1704, he made the Betts Stradivari.  The Betts also belongs to the Library of Congress and to my own judgment is one of the best instruments in existence, along with the Hellier, which I admire equally well for other reasons.  I think I don’t want to say any more about the instruments at this point.

Carol Lynn Ward-Bamford:

Okay, that’s okay.  This evening the quartet will use the Ward and the Betts violin, so you’ll hear that, along with this, the Castelbarco cello and our Cassavetti viola.

I must ask you about that case that’s in back of you on the table.  It’s the only known violin case made by Stradivari in existence?


Alfredo Halegua:

Yes, this is.  This, as far as we know, is the only violin case in existence by Stradivari.  There are other cases, mandolins and other instruments that he made, but he was so interested in controlling every part of the process that he not only designed the instruments, the cases, also he designed the locks and -- of the instruments as well and the hinges.  Everything is designed by him.  How many cases he made is not even important.  Let’s assume that he made one for every instrument, but there are only a few remaining cases in existence and of violin, as far as we know, this is the only one.  It belonged to the Hill family, or the [W. E.] Hill & Sons Company in London for about a century and then I was lucky to acquire it about 16 years ago or so, in London as well.

Carol Lynn Ward-Bamford:

I want to thank you for bringing it.  It’s been another visual treat this evening.  Thank you.  Does anyone else want to add anything, play anything?

Steven Honigberg:

If you don’t mind, I think one of the most fascinating points about the wood that Stradivari used and you could address this, John, is there is a theory that because the Po River is right in the, it cuts through Cremona, that they -- one, as an instrument maker could not just go out to the forest and cut down a tree and say this is the wood that I’m going to store.  You were not allowed to, you could be put in jail for that.  They would fell trees out in the forestland and then let it drift down into the river.  And the military, the navy had first dibs at building with this material and then the other luthiers had dibs.  So, this wood may have rested in water for months, which is contrary to what you think about when you look at a piece of wood and how it’s preserved.  And then the other aspect that’s so fascinating that pleases, addresses the varnish, which is a very well kept secret amongst, during that day, especially during that day, and they think that the magic of these instruments lies in that, the beautiful varnish that’s applied to these instruments.

Carol Lynn Ward-Bamford:

John?

John Montgomery:

Well, I’m very interested always in these stories.  I take a little bit different approach to two things, about the wood and about the varnish.  One being that these makers actually did have pretty good stores of wood and one interesting thing about it is -- and we, what’s been very lucky about it for those makers or, maybe it’s just a sign of the times, as opposed to makers today is that they would get whole logs, which could’ve been still sitting in the water.  I don’t disagree.  But we’re able to find trends in makers’ works and help identify when instruments were made by looking at the fine grains and we have a study called dendrochronology where actually lining up the grains from one instrument to the next to know exactly when those pieces, those trees grew, and in some instances can come and say we’re pretty sure these two instruments were made in the same shop and the grains were matching up so close we’re pretty sure it’s the same tree.  And it’s not surprising because they would’ve had these great logs.  

One thing I think is exciting about Steve’s cello is that by having those kinds of large amounts of wood when the maker would choose the piece he would cut out his back, but out of the same piece of wood he would cut out the sides.  So, if you look at the fineness of the figure on this cello it’s very similar to the fineness on the figure on the back.  And so that tells us that they had a good knowledge of a good quality of wood.  So, for example, with Stradivari and many others, when they came across a piece of wood that was extremely resonant and vibrant they could make many instruments out of the same piece and know that they were going to have good success, which was pretty important for Stradivari when he was asked to build an instrument for a great king or some other nobility he couldn’t very easily make it and then send it up and have it not sound great.  [laughs]

He might lose his head.  So…

With respect to the varnish, I think the varnish, you know, we’ve done so many studies of the varnish and, of course, it is beautiful.  I think in some instances we’re getting pretty close to some gorgeous varnishes today, so I’m maybe interested in that and biased a little bit.  And one of the things that the Stradivari instruments have today that we still have to kind of figure out is age.  When you take a piece of wood and have it sit for 300 years it turns a beautiful golden and there’s lots of things going on in the chemical of the wood that makes the cello look more and more beautiful.  Now, what we will agree about Stradivari is that he treated the wood beautifully in the beginning, so they looked gorgeous when they were finished, but then they kept looking yet better and better and better as that wood started to turn golden.

What I’m going to say now is that we’re creating cellos today that look absolutely gorgeous.  I’m not going to say they look like this, but they might have looked like the way this looked when it was new.  We’re understanding a lot.  What’s interesting too is that these varnishes were probably made or at least directed by the apothecaries of the day and Strad may not have even made his varnish.  He may have gone to the local hardware store and actually bought varnish.  We know that because we see similar varnishes on other instruments in the same towns and we, in fact, help to identify instruments sometimes by looking at the varnish and knowing it should look like the varnish from Cremona if it’s this kind.  

But it is a complex process and one of the things that’s wonderful about the complex process is what the player does to the finish.  When Strad finished this instrument it was an even homogeneous color all the way across.  When Steven and other players use it they’ll be wearing a little bit of the top layer to show the underneath layer.  Now, when Strad varnished this I think he was suspicious that would happen, so his underneath layer is quite gorgeous, ready to be unveiled, let’s say.  

Steven Honigberg:

I must be a sort of a hopeless romantic here because Stradivari had a relative in the 19th century who has reported that in an attic he found a big book when he was a child, Antonio was still alive, and this book had ended up in the attic and it was the secrets of his varnish.  It was massive; it detailed all the varnish.  And this relative, Giacomo, destroyed it, thus…

[laughter]

I think you could make, you probably could make a movie out of it.  

[laughter]

Wait, they did, they did, they did that already.  No, well anyway, so that’s folklore and who knows. You know, it’s still -- you know, they’ve done experiments, scientific experiments where they’ve taken shavings and analyzed it with the most sophisticated equipment and they still don’t know.

Carol Lynn Ward-Bamford:

So the secret is not out.  Alfredo.  Did you…?

Alfredo Halegua:

Yeah, I don’t want to get into this conflict of opinions.  I think it’s an interesting one.  

I wanted to add a couple of things about cellos.  Between 1680 and 1700, 1689 and 1700 Stradivari made 30 cellos, all of them of large size, including the Castelbarco.  From 1701 to 1707 he made no cellos at all, and the reason may have been that the cellists of the time were beginning to switch to a smaller size.  So, after those seven years in which he didn’t work he probably concluded he had to change his proportions.  So, in 1707 he came back with a smaller cello, three quarters of an inch smaller, which was absolutely perfect.  And, until today, up until, nobody has been able to surpass the cello.  

There are two other instruments, cello instruments, that I think I’d like to mention.  One is called the King of Prussia that he made for a presentation when the King of Prussia was going to visit Cremona.  He made a quartet instruments, and this was one of those four.  For some reason the King of Prussia did not go to Cremona, so eventually Stradivari disposed of all of the instruments, except for the King of Prussia that he kept until the end of his life.  

Another instrument that I think I’d like to mention is the last cello that he made, which is called the Paganini. He made it when he was 92-years-old, and according to the Hill Company that was the best cello of all from the whole production of Stradivari.

Carol Lynn Ward-Bamford:

Why do you think that was the best at…?

Alfredo Halegua:

Well, I don’t know, that was not my evaluation, that was the Hill’s, which were the foremost experts at the time until not too long ago in fact and the main dealers all over the world in musical instruments of the violin family.  And this is what in several generations of observations they concluded that was the best.  Although at that time in his life his hand may not have been as firm or as clear as it would have been in the younger years, still that cello seemed to have been a fantastic one.

Steven Honigberg:

This might be a good time to just bring up that the Stradivari instruments notoriously have been very difficult to play on.  Some of our leading artists have preferred not to play on Stradivari instruments, and I’m talking about Heifetz, I also talk about Jacqueline du Pre did not fair well with her Stradivari and gave it up.  Lynn Harrell has gone back to his Montagnana.  They’re very temperamental and it just depends on your upkeep and your -- it’s -- some days you’ll wake up and you’ll find that it’s fighting you a little bit and so that’s why these instruments are not necessarily the first choice for these first-rate artists.  

John Montgomery:

Just getting back to the size question on this paper, I just wanted to mention when you’re looking at it, the fifth cello in the row, which is the 1732 one, would be the size of Steven’s.  The one that Alfredo was referring to as being kind of the perfect form would be the third one on that page, which Stradivari labeled on his form a B.  An interesting aside, when I knew this cello was coming I was very excited to see it because in the Stradivari relics, and this is one thing that’s been very interesting about us to know Stradivari is we were very lucky to -- we, humanity -- received to this day many of the forms, the molds, the patterns that Stradivari actually created.  And, but there are actually molds that we can identify went to certain violins.  

When we get to cellos there’s only one mold that’s left physically in existence and it’s a mold that was that form of B mold, the third one on the page.  But it’s written on it that the sons decided to reshape that mold and make a smaller cello out of it.  That cello that was made on that very mold is this cello you’re looking at tonight.  If you get a chance to go to Cremona and could somehow look into that or there actually are some books available now which have photographed life size those molds, you can actually see the very mold that was altered by Omobono and Francesco Stradivari.  And, I think, Steven you were understanding as well that it was probably Francesco and Omobono who provided the large majority of the work on this cello that would go very well with that form and those signatures.

The other thing to mention with respect to this sheet, we’ve luckily, well not luckily, intentionally the cellos were laid across so that the center line on that sheet would correspond with the placement of the bridge, which is that middle area where there’s a white line between the F holes.  When we were talking about what I had to do to the Castelbarco to bring the bridge up to a length where it could be easy for Richard to play, and other cellists, that was not necessary to be done on Steven’s cello; Strad already gave that length to us.  In other words, the distance from this edge to where the bridge sits would be shorter and you can see that on your page there as you look across.  That helped to make that an ideal and perfect cello form.  

Carol Lynn Ward-Bamford:

Does anyone want to add anything else or play anything more?

Alfredo Halegua:

Maybe I’ll add something else.

Carol Lynn Ward-Bamford:

Yeah, sure.

Alfredo Halegua:

John, you mentioned the fact that the shape of the instruments are so perfect and so beautiful that they were based on the Golden Proportions.  You mentioned a different name, but it had several names, one of them was the Divine Proportion in effect.  And the Divine Proportion is an interesting shape of aesthetical measurements that the timing, the shape of any aesthetic object -- that could be a painting, a piece of sculpture, a cello, or anything else -- I seem to think that this Divine  Proportion has been known since time in memorial, in effect, apparently the Pyramids were designed using those proportions.  There is a mention in the Bible, in the Old Testament, where apparently, supposedly God tells Moses to build the Arc of the Covenant.  He says to him have it built out of acacia wood measured in two.  At the time measurements are -- I forgot the word now…

Carol Lynn Ward-Bamford:

Cubits…

Alfredo Halegua:

Cubits, exactly.  Two and a half cubits by one and a half by one and a half cubits and those happen to be proportions exactly fitting the Divine Proportion.  

There were a lot of people that were familiar with it, including the artists of the Renaissance.  Luca Pacioli, who was of the same period studied and tried to bring back the knowledge of the Divine  Proportion and asked Leonardo Da Vinci to help him in illustrating a book that he wrote on that purpose, on that subject.  Leonardo, there is a very well known drawing by Leonardo Da Vinci called “The Vitruvian Man,” which is a man with extended arms and extended legs within a circle and a square, which is an illustration of those principles.  

The Parthenon was designed based on those proportions.  The city of Palenche [spelled phonetically] in Mexico was designed as well.  So, my question is, if this knowledge of this principles are so well known all over the world, including in different continents, how can all this information got there?  This puzzles me a lot and I think it’s an interesting thing.  And Stradivari and his contemporaries knew very much those principles and they applied them and, obviously, Stradivari was one of the most successful ones because his shapes are absolutely impeccable.  There is no way you can improve all of that.

Carol Lynn Ward-Bamford:

That’s a great question.  If anyone has an answer we’ll take it right now.  Before we turn the floor over though to you, or your questions, do either of you want to play a little bit more?  I’m just so in awe of these instruments, I’d love to hear something.

[cello playing]

[applause]

Carol Lynn Ward-Bamford:

Thank you.  

Steven Honigberg:

Just as -- that was by Bach, of course, and that was in the period that these cellos would have seen this type of music, and I’ll play a little something by Hyden.  And also, again, if you can imagine that cellos like this -- I think speed was important to the artists in that day.

[cello playing]

Carol Lynn Ward-Bamford:

Oh, thank you both.  We can turn the floor over to any questions from the audience, but I must remind you that if you do ask a question this is being filmed for a possible Webcast, so you would need to come up afterward and sign a release form.  [laughs]

Any questions?  First row here.

Male Speaker:

Are there any records left from his workshop?

John Montgomery:

What we have, and actually I brought tonight, a copy of his last will and testament was actually discovered only in, I think, 1994.  It was written in 1729 and it’s very, very instructive in terms of looking at him as a man and his family.  It’s really interesting that you asked that question because, you know, so much has been written about Stradivari, huge volumes.  

And in fact, I was joking with Carol Lynn the other day, I was in New York this weekend.  I went into a part of New York called Tribeca and I looked up and saw a huge advertisement.  It was a picture of a Stradivari violin, a whole story tall, by a Tribeca condominium firm talking about their condominiums being as wonderful and rare as a Stradivari.  But in fact, of the actual documents that we know from Stradivari they can take about two and a half pages of, you know, reference.  Now, the actual documents are longer; the will and testament is 30 pages long.

But, you know, quickly we see in his life that he was married in the 20’s, like 22 or 23-years-old, so we know that marriage certificate.  He moved, he was first in the plaza of St. Cecilia, which I think is interesting given that St. Cecilia was the patron saint of music and there he started out.  And then he goes to the piazza where already Guarneri and Amati had their houses and in 1680 as a kind of budding violin maker says I’m as good as them; I’ll set up right next door.  So we have that record of that house.  His first wife dies in 1698 and we know of her death.  Then he marries in 1690…

Carol Lynn Ward-Bamford:

Nine.

John Montgomery; 

No, 99.  He meets a woman named Antonio.  He might have liked to have the same name.  His two sons that were involved in Steven’s cello would have been of the first wife and then basically we don’t have much else.  He did give his first daughter a fairly good dowry and then we see this will and testament in 1729.  Now he doesn’t die until, we all know, December 18, which is why we’re here, but of 1737.  But he makes his will and testament.  He buys his funeral plot in 1727, in 1729 he does his will and testament, and then he lives until 1737.  

So, the other thing that’s interesting and I really enjoyed seeing the case because we don’t have too much else from his actual shop excepting these wonderful plans and all of the diagrams, and that’s just huge.  We have more information about Stradivari than any other 17th century violin maker.  But one that’s very interesting, there was a very well known, very wealthy collector, like Alfredo --

[laughter] 

-- named [Alfredo] Carbonelli who was in Milan and especially in the 20s he acquired many instruments from Stradivari.  He, we think, had the ability to have chamber orchestra players come to his house, you could’ve come without your cellos, and he would’ve had Stradivari instruments and Bergonzi instruments to provide.  Now, Vivaldi happened to be in town at the same time, so there was probably a knowledge of each other.  

In the inventories, to get back to your question, of Carbonelli it lists down the instruments, even bows that would’ve come from Stradivari and with many of the instruments there was listed a violin case.  So, we have that kind of insight into the detail and the survival.  

Carol Lynn Ward-Bamford:

Hannah?

Hannah Garner:

I was just wondering in terms of playing instruments compared to like modern instruments, you talked about the benefits obviously of playing instruments, but some of maybe downfalls, I mean, it probably is a fragile instrument, maybe things like wolf tone, that might be a problem, but I was just wondering the differences.

Richard Belcher:

I think every cello I’ve played has had a wolf and this one, this is not so bad.  I don’t know, I mean there’s the little wolf eradicator there.  I don’t know how bad it is without that, but I don’t see many downsides of playing this.  

[laughter]  

It’s really fun, especially in quartet, and in this auditorium as well.  It’s very flattering to be playing the cello part.  Apparently, when the others were out they had absolutely no trouble hearing us and so I can relax and still get completely heard, which is, I don’t know.  I mean it seems to project really, really well, but it has such a warm quality in the sound as well.  So…

Carol Lynn Ward-Bamford:

Steve?

Steven Honigberg:

So far the only downside I can think of is that you just do not let it out of your sight. 

[laughter] 

And that can be difficult at times when you’re traveling, or just even going into work and it’s in your car you know exactly where it is.  You don’t want to put it in the back, in your trunk, you know, in case you’re rear-ended and that kind of thing.  You just don’t want to do that because we have a responsibility to keep these alive and going for the next generations.  

Carol Lynn Ward-Bamford:

Yes, sir?

Male Speaker:

I’m a musician but not a string player and over the years I’ve become more and more fascinated by the mystique around the Stradivari instruments.  But it’s also occurred to me along the way, as they used to say when I was a kid, nobody bats a thousand.  And what I’m wondering is what can you tell us about the lemons?  [low audio]  And, why are they lemons if we don’t…

Carol Lynn Ward-Bamford:
Do you think there are any lemons?

Alfredo Halegua:

Not really, I don’t.  

[laughter]

I haven’t seen any lemons.  I can make a comment, however, about one instrument that I don’t like very much and I apologize in advance if there are any discrepancies here.  The first time I saw the Sunrise violin made in 1677, two years before the Hellier, that was the first decorated Stradivari.  Having been used to known for a few years the Hellier, which was so perfect, when I saw the Sunrise I was shocked.  The Sunrise was still made under the influence of Amati, but it was almost like a Steiner instrument, not the Amati, the chest is so high that almost touches the finger bone and I would not imagine any violinist clearly wishing to have an instrument with those characteristics.  Saying that, I think any craftsman or any artist deserves to be pardoned for making a mistake or for trying an experiment, which didn’t work too well.  So, that’s the only drawback that I can see.

Carol Lynn Ward-Bamford:

One more question.  Who’s going to raise their hand the highest?  Oh, okay.

Male Speaker:

When you move the bridge you really move the sound [inaudible] as well…now did that change the voice of the instruments?  Did that change their resonances?

John Montgomery:

Yeah, for the better in this instance.  It can be, you lose focus as you get a longer and longer string length.  An interesting example for you Washingtonians is the Servais cello across the street, across the town in the Smithsonian. And it’s actually one of the biggest cellos you’ll ever, ever see, almost as big as the biggest model on your page there.  The string length is very long and they’ve kept it down at that very long length and the players have played that instrument.  Have either of you ever played it?  Well, they all describe how incredibly difficult it is to play.  And it has, one of the problems is it’s losing some focus, but it’s still, you know, a wonderfully rich sound and there’s wonderful things to do to it.  So, in this instance, yes, I think we improved.  And my feeling always is you’re not going to get to the great sound unless the player can make it, so…

[laughter]

Alfredo Halegua:

John, I have a question.  When you move the bridge to the front you also move the [unintelligible] piece, I’m sure.  The dimensions of the strings are very crucial.  

John Montgomery:

Right.  What Alfredo is referring to is basically, putting it summarily, everything matters on an instrument.  We’re talking about proportion of string from the nut to the bridge and then proportion of string from the bridge on.  Everything’s vibrating the whole length, not just the area where the cellist is playing.  But there are many interesting things to do with that and one of them has to do with this wolf, which I think when we’re done maybe I’ll answer questions in the lobby if anyone’s interested because I know Richard has to get to warming up.  The wolf is a very interesting, difficult acoustical part of many cellists.  In fact, as Richard said, the best cellos seem to have a wolf note, something we can’t explain, but in this instance as I did that that improved it quite a lot.  So, this little wolf eradicator was all that was needed.

Carol Lynn Ward-Bamford:

Well, thank you all for coming to the panel discussion and I’m looking forward to the anniversary concert.  Thank you everybody here for coming.

[applause]

[end of transcript]


