The Acme of Masterpieces : Stradivari

Stradivari is synonymous with the insatiable allure of a stringed instrument. 

Stradivari is a masterpiece of perfect structure and form, which even the laws of physics cannot explain. And the impeccable sound this wooden masterpiece generates is just not comparable to any other. 

Antonio Stradivari is one of the famous master craftsmen in history known as the Italian Old, but his name definitely shines brighter than others’.

Even after 250 years, the exquisite instrument is still regarded as the acme of instruments and a legacy to mankind.

We would like to follow the story of this amazing masterpiece.

The love of Paganini : The 4 pieces of Stradivaris Paganini adored

Even the serious collectors of masterpieces say that they can never win this man. Niccolo Paganini(1782~1840). By the time he passed away, Paganini is said to have owned eleven Stradivaris. 

In 1832, this genius violinist was searching for a Stradivari that was suitable for a quartet performance, and in London, he acquires a viola that was made in 1731. Paganini must have been astonished with the sound the instrument made. Very excited, he requested Louis Hector Berlioz of <Symphonie Fantastique> to write a viola concerto. Berlioz came up with the famous <Harold en Italie>, but Paganini was extremely disappointed and became estranged to Berlioz because he felt that there was not enough solo for his magnificent viola in the concerto. 

After his death in 1840, Paganini’s quartet-set unfortunately became dispersed. But in the beginning of 20th century, the renowned dealer Emil Herrman successfully purchases all four, and the set became united again. The quartet-set was then acquired by Anna E. Clark(wife of the late Senator William Clark), who donated the set to Cocoran Gallery of Art in Washington DC. From 1964 to 1992, Cleveland Quartet had the honor of performing with the masterpiece set. In 1994, Nippon Music Foundation acquired the quartet-set and in 1995, leased it long-term to Tokyo String Quartet. 

None of the four Stradivaris are manufactured in same year, but all of them are undoubtedly masterpieces, and the viola that astonished Paganini is invaluable. It is said that there are only ten or so Stradivari violas in the world, and only six or so Stradivari quartet-sets.

Kazuhide Isomura (violist, Tokyo String Quartet) on Stradivari Viola

There is no doubt that all four instruments have characteristics of their own, but at the same time, all four of them has the characteristics of a Stradivari, and this gives us less trouble trying to harmonize the sounds that each instrument makes.

The sound of the viola is extremely fine, sumptuous, and penetrative. In other words, the sound is extremely transmissive. It’s also very transparent and responsive. They say that a masterpiece instrument chooses its own performer, not the other way around. But I feel the Stradivari endlessly accedes to every demand that I make. When you have a mediocre instrument, you tend to say that it has a very composed and deep sound. But in truth, you are just frustrated the mediocre sound it makes. With Stradivari, you have none of that.

The instrument is extremely well conditioned. It’s been well reserved and it still has its original varnish on it. It’s in a supreme condition. Since I am a musician, maybe it’s not my place to say this, but I think the viola could well be a magnificent object of art. 

The bow becomes very important when playing this masterpiece. Right now, I use two bows totally different in their characteristics, to bring out endless possibilities that this masterpiece has.

This viola is a legacy to mankind. I just get overwhelmed thinking that this masterpiece is connected to the greats like Paganini and Berlioz. I try very hard to be a suitable person to play such an incredible masterpiece, and I try to be a better person in my everyday life 

It’s just great that these masterpieces aren’t just displayed in museums, but still lent to musicians to play after hundreds of years. 

