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BY CARLO CHIESA & 
JOHN DILWORTH

2011

	 Antonio Stradivari is the most celebrated and influential violin 
maker in the history of the instrument. His long and productive life was 
the high-water mark of the classical age of Cremonese violin making 
and his instruments remain among the most sought-after by players 
and collectors alike. His achievement was built upon the foundations of 
the tradition of instrument making in Cremona established by Andrea 
Amati and his descendants. Stradivari worked consistently to the high 
standards of craftsmanship laid down by the Amati, while developing 
new ideas of sound and appearance. 
	 His origins have not yet been definitely traced. It is fairly 
certain that he was born in Cremona in 1644/5, but his training and 
early life remain a mystery. The assumption until fairly recently was 
that he was apprenticed to, or otherwise associated with, Nicolò 
Amati based on the circumstantial evidence that Nicolò’s violin shop 
was then the most important in Cremona, and the earliest surviving 
Stradivari label dated 1666 claims that he was ‘Alumnus Nicolai Amati’ 
(‘a pupil of Nicolò Amati’). 
	 The evidence against the Amati apprenticeship is almost 
entirely negative, but has become increasingly persuasive. Nicolò did 
indeed take on many apprentices from outside his immediate family, an 
innovation in the normally family-centred business of violin making. The 
names of several pupils are recorded in census returns. Many of these 
names have since become famous in their own right, but Stradivari is 
not among them. It is also significant that Stradivari’s ‘Alumnus Amati’ 
label is unique – he never used this wording again. Perhaps Nicolò 
heard of it, and forbade him to use it as he had not in fact ever been 
his ‘alumnus’. It seems that claiming a connection to Amati was a good 
way of establishing a reputation. One piece of corroborating evidence 
is a detail of constructional technique: all the makers of the Amati 
family and, as far as it can be traced, all those trained by them, placed a 

ANTONIO STRADIVARI
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small puncture mark at the centre of the interior of the backplate. This 
seems to have played an important part in laying out the graduation 
of thickness of the back. Rugeri, Stradivari, and their follower Carlo 
Bergonzi, were apparently the only Cremonese makers who did not 
use this technique. 
	 Stradivari’s earliest violins show very individual character. It 
is only slightly later in his career, around 1680, that his instruments 
present the fully-fledged Amatisé appearance that led to the 
apprenticeship speculation. It is possible that the gifted young Stradivari 
was able to learn from Amati during a short period in the workshop 
that could not legitimately be described as an apprenticeship or formal  
pupillage. It is also possible that Francesco Rugeri was the maker who 
had the stronger influence on the young Stradivari, and that both of 
them remained outside Amati’s immediate circle.
	 In his early period Stradivari made a range of instruments, 
including mandolins, guitars and at least one harp. Some of them have 
elaborately carved and inlaid decoration. There is little precedent for 
this style of work in Cremona, which suggests that Stradivari may 
have spent his apprenticeship with a woodcarver or decorative inlayer. 
He was undoubtedly an exceptional craftsman whose technical skill 
remained undiminished through his long life. 
	 His first-known appearance in archival documents relates 
to his marriage to Francesca Ferraboschi in 1667. Francesca was the 
widow of Giovanni Capra, the son of a famous architect. Following his 
marriage Stradivari moved to his wife’s parish of Santa Agata, and it is 
possible that his landlord, a man called Pescaroli, was a woodcarver. In 
1680 Stradivari was able to buy a larger house with workshop on the 
Piazza San Domenico, just a few metres from the Amati and Guarneri 
workshops. This was to remain the Stradivari family home into the 
early nineteenth century. In 1698 Francesca died; within a few months 
Antonio married Antonia Maria Zambelli, who bore him five children. 
	 Stradivari soon established his as the dominant violin business 
in Cremona, overtaking the Amati workshop. His success proved 
damaging to Nicolò’s son Girolamo, and to the Guarneri family. Yet 
it took some time for his instruments to become the first choice for 
players throughout the rest of Europe. The Stainer model persisted 
as the ideal violin for many musicians outside Cremona until the early 
nineteenth century; Stradivari’s early ornate work apparently brought 
orders from the royal and aristocratic houses and aristocrats rather 
than from professional musicians. 
	 He was diligent and disciplined workman. Many of his careful 
drawings and templates have survived, now kept in the Museo 
Stradivariano, Cremona, and help to trace the evolution of his designs 
and working methods. The wooden forms around which he built 
his instruments are also preserved. Some of them bear a date, the 
earliest being 1689, but one or two were obviously made earlier, 
matching instruments with labels prior to that date. We know very 
few instruments from the very first period of Stradivari’s career, but by 
1683 he had developed a fully Amatisé model, gracefully constructed 
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and emulating Nicolò Amati on almost all points. Though his personal 
tastes toward a heavier and more assertive model were beginning 
to appear – broader wings to the soundholes, broader edges, and 
wider corners – the decade c. 1680-90 is commonly referred to as his 
Amatisé period.
	 In 1691 he made the first radical change to his violin design 
with a form marked ‘SL’, dated 9 November. For the next decade his 
violins became longer and distinctively different from Amati’s designs; 
the new model is known as the ‘long pattern’. His aim may well have 
been to provide a darker sound with a stronger G string, inspired by 
the large-pattern violins made in Brescia earlier in the century, but 
nowadays these instruments are not so highly prized by players who 
are used to the more compact dimensions of the conventional violin. 
Stradivari’s determination to develop and move on marks him out 
from his peers who remained more faithful to the Amati’s tradition. (In 
the previous 130 years of violin making in Cremona perhaps only three 
different patterns had been used; two were the small and large models 
of Andrea Amati, the third the wider ‘grand pattern’ developed by 
Nicolò Amati.)
	 The Stradivari workshop now concentrated its efforts on the 
violin family; other instruments and the special decorated commissions 
become much rarer. As with most makers, his violas and cellos are less 
common than violins. With one exception, his violas are on the 42-cm 
back length contralto model. This design was very different to previous 
large tenor Cremonese models, demonstrating Stradivari’s original cast 
of mind. The cellos also were individual in conception while at that time 
still retaining the traditional large pattern with a back length measuring 
c. 79 cm, compared to the modern standard of c. 76 cm. 
	 Stradivari’s eldest son, Francesco, born in 1671, was of an age 
to assist his father in the workshop by the end of the seventeenth 
century. He remained as his father’s closest support throughout his life, 
and much of the drive to develop and improve the workshop’s later 
output may be his. 
	 By 1700 the Stradivari violin had developed a greater power 
and tonal authority. Stradivari abandoned his ‘long pattern’ experiment 
and concentrated on a wider outline, with straighter, stronger middle 
curves, and a flat, powerful arching. Two new forms were produced, 
marked ‘P’ and ‘G’ and dated 1705 and 1708. Along with a slightly 
earlier form, the ‘PG’ from 1689, these three served as moulds of 
all violins made in the remaining years. Every part of the instrument 
shows an increased strength; the scroll gained a black edge, emphasising 
the perfectly turned spiral of the head; the varnish took on a deep 
red tint. The years from c.1700 to 1718 are considered the ‘Golden 
Period’ of the Stradivari workshop. Antonio’s fourth son Omobono, 
born in 1679, was also in the workshop, but his influence was probably 
less than Francesco’s. Antonio, Francesco, and Omobono may have 
been joined briefly by another member of the family, Giovanni Battista 
Martino, who was born to Antonio’s second wife Antonia in 1703. He 
would have been old enough to start his apprenticeship with his father 
and brothers in 1716, but he died in 1727. 
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	 Around 1709 a major step forward was made in the design 
of the cello. Antonio himself was by now in his mid-sixties. The new 
cello pattern follows some of the principles as the ‘P’ and ‘G’ violin 
models, and the back length is reduced to c. 75 cm. Compared to the 
unwieldy instruments of the previous century, this was a streamlined, 
compact instrument using the low arching developed on violins. It 
would become the expressive vehicle for virtuoso players in successive 
centuries. The new cello form was called the forma B and is one of 
Stradivari’s greatest achievements. 
	 By 1718 the energy of the shop seems to have diminished. 
Orders were perhaps harder to come by. Instruments of this mature 
period are less flamboyant in the choice of wood, the soundholes 
become slightly closed, the arch develops increased mass at the edges, 
and the tonal quality seems darker. From 1728 until Antonio’s death 
in 1737, the instruments progressively acquire more bulk and broader 
arching and the standard of workmanship seems sometimes to 
deteriorate slightly. While Francesco’s influence seems to get stronger, 
there are examples of Antonio’s characteristic workmanship evident 
right until the last year of his life. Many instruments from that late 
period are particularly fine concert instruments with a dark sonority 
that, according to many famous soloists, eclipses the smooth power of 
the Golden Period. 
	 Experimentation still continued, with two remarkable new 
cello models introduced around 1726. One was called the B Piccola, 
and is essentially the ‘B’ form cello narrowed and slightly shortened. 
The half dozen existing cellos built on this model represent some of 
the best work of this period. Another model is shorter still (c. 74 cm), 
although not so narrow, of which four or five examples are known. 
Neither challenged the ‘B’ form as the now accepted ideal cello model. 
	 Antonio Stradivari died in 1737, aged around 93. The family 
workshop was carried on briefly by his sons, but Omobono died in 
1742 and Francesco, named as sole heir to the workshop in Antonio’s 
will, died in 1743. Their youngest brother, Paolo, by profession a cloth 
merchant, moved out and rented the house and workshop to another 
important luthier, Carlo Bergonzi. In the storage room of the shop 
Paolo found a substantial stock of finished instruments and in the 
following years he undertook their sale. There were so many that 
nearly thirty years later he was selling the final items to an Italian 
nobleman and collector, Count Cozio di Salabue, who through Paolo 
became the first owner of the ‘Messie’. Cozio also bought the last tools, 
patterns, moulds, and various items remaining in the Stradivari 
workshop; these now form the main core of the Museo Stradivariano 
in Cremona.
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PROVENANCE
-		  John Avery Turner

1859		  Captain Francis Taylor

1890		  Mrs Griffith

1907		  Miss Taylor

1945		  Lilian Cooper

1945		  Mr Pugh

1964		  John V. Braga

1964		  George Whitman

1968		  Rembert Wurlitzer	

1968		  Dr. Stephen Donald

1987		  Joshua Bell

2004		  Timothy Baker

-		  Private Owner
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Extract from HOW MANY STRADS?
Our Heritage from the Master

Ernest N. Doring

1945
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Copy of letter W. E. Hill & Sons

to Mr Braga

1951
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Copy of letter (archive) W. E. Hill & Sons

1951
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Facsimile of certificate (archive) W. E. Hill & Sons

1951
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Facsimile of certificate W. E. Hill & Sons

1951
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Letter from J & A Beare

1968
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Iconography VIOLIN ICONOGRAPHY OF 
ANTONIO STRADIVARI

Herbert K. Goodkind

1972
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Continuation from p. 37



J&A BEARE C .1726-28 ‘BRAGA’ 39



J&A BEARE C .1726-28 ‘BRAGA’ 40

Analysis of form THE VIOLIN FORMS OF ANTONIO 
STRADIVARI

Stewart Pollens

1992
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Continuation from p. 41
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Notable recordings Joshua Bell
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Facsimile of certificate J & A Beare

London

2019
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ABOUT JOHN & ARTHUR BEARE

F ine V io l ins S ince 1892

Over the last 125 years, J & A Beare has built a deserved reputation as 
the world’s most respected violin dealer, expert and restorer. They 
dedicate themselves to the most important task of all: preserving our 
shared heritage of fine instruments for generations to come.

Buying and selling violins, violas, cellos and bows of the highest quality, 
their expertise in fine instruments and restoration earned Beare’s the 
Queen’s Award for Enterprise, making them the only fine art business 
ever to receive the award. J & A Beare offers a particular specialisation in 
instruments from the pre-eminent Italian schools of the 17th and 18th 
centuries, including those by Amati, Bergonzi, Guarneri del Gesù and of 
course, Stradivari.

Their unrivalled team of specialists is trusted by musicians, collectors and 
investors around the world, with many of the world’s leading performers, 
both past and present, having been customers of Beare’s. Among them 
are: Joshua Bell, Janine Jansen, Kyung Wha Chung, Vadim Repin, Julia 
Fischer, Nigel Kennedy, Itzhak Perlman, Pinchas Zukerman, Mischa Elman, 
Yehudi Menuhin, Nathan Milstein, Isaac Stern, Lynn Harrell, Steven 
Isserlis, Ralph Kirshbaum, Yo-Yo Ma, Heinrich Schiff, Pierre Fournier, 
Jacqueline du Pré and Mstislav Rostropovich.

As well as being Honorary Advisors to the Royal Society of Musicians, 
Beare’s has a partnership with the Kronberg Academy and is the official 
valuer of the Royal Academy of Music’s instrument collection. In 2013 the 
company sponsored the Ashmolean Museum’s Stradivari Exhibition and 
in 2016 it was a principal sponsor of the Yehudi Menuhin International 
Violin Competition in London. Beare’s is also partners with the Oxford 
Philharmonic Orchestra and through their loans of the greatest works of 
Stradivari and Guarneri, Beare’s hopes to bring joy to audiences by 
joining the three elements of superlative compositions, the most talented 
players and the work of the greatest craftsmen who ever lived.

In 2018,  J & A Beare partnered with Premiere Performances of Hong 
Kong and the Hong Kong International Chamber Music Festival. The 
collaboration has resulted in the renaming of the annual festival to the 
‘Beare’s Premiere Music Festival’.
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“I love entering the old-world atmosphere of Beare’s, and especially 
visiting the workshops upstairs, with their feeling of craftsmen 
painstakingly breathing new life into old instruments. I have been 
frequently in the shop since I was a teenager (so for a few years at 
least) and continue to bother them on a regular basis. It’s always a 
pleasure (for me)!” — Steven Isserlis

“I have called J & A Beare my ‘violin doctor’ for many years now and I 
am so grateful for everything they have done to make my ‘vocal cords’ 
one of a kind. I am proud to be a friend of this established firm. Thank 
you to Simon, Steven and everyone at Beare’s!” — Vadim Repin

“About 3 years ago I came into Beare’s shop for the very first time. It 
was very inspiring and a beginning of a wonderful journey. I have tried 
some wonderful instruments here. It actually opened my eyes.” — 
Janine Jansen

“I love this place, it’s my violin home in London. I owe this shop a lot for 
matchmaking me with the Strad.” —  Joshua Bell
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