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Thankyou. 
 
In this paper, I have a declaration of interest that I am involved in the trade of 
antique violins as my profession, but I am also an academic researcher with an 
intimate knowledge of the history of the violin trade. Here is my studio in Oxford. 
Perhaps it gives a visualisation of what we do.  

 
 
With this set of experiences I am happy to answer questions, and offer a pragmatic 
and transparent narrative about the way that the violin trade has developed in the 
20th century. In particular how this relates to the questions of spoliation.  I have 
expressed that any restitution claim for a violin faces serious challenges, and this 
paper is intended to provide an unbiased and compassionate analysis. I would also 
like to make it clear that within the time constraint of twenty minutes, this 
presentation offers an introduction to issues, and serves as a basis for questions.  
 
I also have a confession to make. Yesterday’s session spoke about Fridolin and 
Walter Hamma as a recurring theme in many of the papers. At the risk of running 
over time, I have woven into my pre-prepared paper elements that are important to 
a critique of their practices.  
 
     ___ 
 

 
 
For many reasons, the violin has captured the romantic imagination within much of 
world culture, even beyond the ‘western classical tradition’ (whatever ‘western’ is 
supposed to mean). It is a subject of fascination to me, for example, that the name of 
Antonio Stradivari is widely known for the violins that he made, and as a synonym 
for excellence within popular culture, even amongst those who express no particular 
desire, inclination or interest towards classical music.  

 
Since the middle of the nineteenth century the romance of the violin has been 
promoted by its own literature and woven into important cultural works and it 
continues to fuel a persistent fascination amongst the general public. At a time when 
domestic music making has been replaced by recorded sound and the television – a 



time in which we no longer find a piano in every drawing room, fewer people play 
the violin, and when it is lauded as ‘the most difficult instrument to learn to play’, 
the mythology of the violin lives on, continuing to evolve and appeal to people 
across the world in ever unexpected ways. There are specific narratives within the 
social history of the violin that speak directly to a Jewish experience, (that I am one 
of the least qualified in this room to talk about), except that I want to reinforce the 
point that these are wholly part of a much broader, perhaps universal fantasy of the 
violin as an object and of violin playing as an art.  
 

 
 
Before we talk about market values, it is important to make points about the 
perception of worth. In the course of my career, I am constantly approached by 
people who believe they have instruments of great worth that they have inherited. In 
many conversations over more than twenty-five years as a dealer with people who 
are in possession of violins that belonged to their ancestors, there are a number of 
phenomenon that arise.  
 
Firstly, is a romantic notion that if their ancestor cherished the violin enough to pass 
it to the next generation, then their ancestor must have been a significantly skilled 
musician – perhaps a professional or a virtuoso. These people seem reluctant to 
believe that their ancestors simply played the violin within a different culture. We 
inevitably see an ‘optimistic’ critique through the lens of their ancestor’s memory. 
Often this can be distorted by oral family histories, and the degree of estrangement 
between the times that the ancestor lived in and the life experiences of the present 
owner. A century ago the cultural framework that incentivised violin playing in 
order to derive a different kind of cultural capital from their skills was very 
different.  
 
The second assumption that follows is that if violins can be valuable, this one must 
be valuable. A century ago the cultural framework that incentivised violin playing 
worked in a very different way and this rarely holds true.  
 
Hence, the 21st century confrontations that we are looking at involve people who 
would not have any reason to own a violin themselves, except by virtue of having an 
inherited heirloom that, ironically, they are looking to sell. It follows that these 
every-day experiences also relate to much more sensitive cases where people know 
that they come from a musical heritage, and know that the instruments that their 
ancestors owned are now lost.  
 

___ 
 
 
One of the obvious concerns with violins which is pertinent to this conference is the 
apparent similarities between the violin market and the art market. Prominent violin 
dealers make an effort in the 21st century to liken the two markets in order to 
promote investor confidence, and this has never been more-so than in the aftermath 
of the 2006 Financial Crash where fine violins have been put forward as alternative 
investment potential.   



 
These vested interests celebrate the concept of the collector, although in practice few 
actors in the market collect violins as an art-collector acquires paintings. Moreover, 
although multi-million dollar prices for great violins are continuously pushed into 
the public arena, there are relatively few instruments that fall into this price 
category.  
 
If we consider the market before the financial crash of 2006, the number of violins 
valued over one million pounds was probably less than two-thousand, comprising 
works by Stradivari, Guarneri del Gesù and a very limited number of comparable 
Northern Italian masterpieces. With a huge boom in alternative investment since 
then, public perception of this highly specialised market fixates on the exceptional 
sums of $14million in 2014 for the Lady Blunt Stradivari, an asking price of 
$18million for the Vieuxtemps Guarneri del Gesu, and the highly publicised attempt 
to reach $45million for the MacDonald viola – the last opportunity for a ‘collector’ to 
purchase a viola by Stradivari, and thus to put together a quartet.  
 
However, whether the number of violins worth more than a million dollars is closer 
to 2,000 or 10,000 they still represent a tiny proportion of fine violin market. In most 
fine violin auctions, around ninety percent of the violins for sale are valued at less 
than 10,000 dollars.  
 
I make these points about the market to highlight the danger of assuming that any 
fine violin is worth a vast sum of money, even in today’s market. But I also want to 
demonstrate that the market a century ago was very different from how it is today, 
and how instruments purchased in the early 1900s relate to a very different market 
economy.  
 
 

__ 
 
In comparing the market from a century ago, there is enormous danger in trying to 
make a literal calculation of what instruments cost, since relative values and 
changing cultural priorities come into play.  

 
 
For example, in 1931 a Steinway Model D Grand piano cost £800, or twice the price 
of the average house in Britain. If we apply the Bank of England’s inflation calculator 
to that £800, it suggests a modern day value of £55,000, but if we calculate the price 
as double the average house price, we arrive somewhere above half-a-million. In 
reality at around £120,000 both predictions are equally unsatisfactory.  

 
 
 In 1932 the average English house could be bought for £395 
  

In 1932 the average English earnings were £165. Therefore a house cost 
roughly two times the average annual wage.  



 
In 1930 the Morris motor company launch the Morris Minor for £100, a price 
that matched the Ford Model T ($360).  
 
In 1931 a Steinway Model D was $3,000 or about £800. Twice the price of the 
average house in Britain.  

 
Around the same time – from 1922-1929 the most expensive Stradivari violin to be 
publicly aired on the market was the 1716 “Colossus” sold by Lyon and Healy for 
$15,000 – equlivalent to £5000, or merely five times the price of the best Steinway 
grand piano. By comparison, a Duesenberg automobile, the most expensive on the 
market would typically cost around $20,000 once all the bespoke extras had been 
added in.   
 
-- 

 
In a bow catalogue from around 1920-30, W.E. Hill & Sons make the following claim 
that:    Slide:  “The number of bows by Tourte in existence, although considerable, is 
obviously limited and only a minority have in a marked degree those qualities 
which represent the ne plus ultra of a perfect bow. Such examples of Tourte’s work 
are not only difficult to find, but the high prices which they command place them 
out of the reach of players of moderate means. The price obtained by Tourte for his 
best bows, mounted in gold and tortoiseshell was approximately equivalent to ten or 
twelve pounds, and to-day one of these bows commands a sum approaching three 
figures. A good playing bow by Tourte, mounted in silver and ebony can seldom 
be obtained for less than £30, and they more often reach higher prices.  
 
Contrastingly, W.E. Hill & Sons advertised their own bows at with a standard price 
of £4 4s, and their best gold fleur-de-lis bows priced at half the price of a Tourte at  
£15. Meanwhile Guivier’s offered a top range of bows by Sartory and Hoyer, both 
priced at £7. 
 
I think there is something telling in Hill’s explanation of the bow market, in 
expressing that Tourte bows priced at twice the price of their most expensive 
manufactured bows were “out of the reach of players of moderate means”, as this 
tells us a great deal about how perceptions of relative value dictated the prices that 
people were willing to pay. The price of acquiring a decent Tourte bow equates to 
two months wages on an average salary of the 1930s.  
 

 
  
For more reasonably priced violins around this time we have a number of pricelists 
from Hill, Guiviers and Hart in London: Most quality Mirecourt violins, or English 
and German equivalents cost around £4-6. However, it was difficult to buy a good 



antique violin – French, English or German or Italian for less than £20 and the vast 
majority  of the market for violins was under £50.   
 
  Average salary £165       £30,000 
   
 

George Craske [£6] £10, 15, 20 and £25 [and £30]  £18000 
Pedrazzini £24       £60000 
Enrico Rocca £25       £80000 
Giovanni Schwartz £20      £40000 
Thomas Earle Hesketh £21      £25000 
W.E. Hill & Sons £35       £35000 
 
J.B. Vuillaume £110       £350,000 
Landolphi £110       £350,000 
Nicolo Gagliano £220      £450,000 
Nicolas Lupot £250        £500,000 
 
Sartory £7        £35,000 
Francois Xavier Tourte £30      £250,000 + 
 
Average house £395       £298,000 

 
It is difficult to put these kinds of prices into perspective, but overall we are looking 
at most compelling, professional level violins costing between two and four months 
of the average wage. The likes of Vuillaume and Landolphi – violins that we would 
consider very credible for a professional violinist might cost the equivalent of an 
entry level Morris Minor or Ford Model T. To take this analogy a little further, a 
Gagliano or a Lupot was more directly comparable to the 990 Reichmarks (£220) that 
German citizens would contribute instalments to in order to purchase a Volkswagen 
Beetle. 
 
The prices of these instruments are insignificant by comparison to Old Master and 
Contemporary art. Moreover the pattern of ownership is very different. Art 
Collectors become prominent not only because they own a great number of works of 
art, but because of a culture of buying and selling to improve the collection. 
Meanwhile, the typical owner of a violin would only have a number of instruments 
based on their utility – usually one or two.  
 
We should also be very clear that for a musical family that valued fine-quality 
musical instruments, a violin could be the single most expensive item of property 
that they owned aside from a house or a car, but we are normally looking at a value 
expressed in months of wages, rather than as many multiples of an annual salary.  

 



With the highest price of a Stradivari violin at £5,000 (or $15,000) through the 1920 
and 1930s we should compare this to record prices of paintings during the same 
period.  
 

 
1921 Gainsborough The Blue Boy  £182,200 (Duveen Galleries) – 2nd 
most expensive painting at the time.  
1926 George Romney’s Mrs Davenport £60,900 (Christie’s London)  
1926 Thomas Lawrence, Pinkie £77,700 (Hampton’s London) 

 

 
 
The disparity between violins and art in the 1920s is echoed in auction results 
throughout history. The Christie’s auction results for 2006 
 

May 2006, 199 lots: Sale total $5,501,680  
Lot 199 Hammer Stradivarius $3,544,000 
Total excluding Stradivari: $1,957,680) 
 
October 2006, 219 lots: Sale total: $2,307,860 
 

 
 
 Christie’s musical instrument sales total $7,459,360 

Christie’s total sales for 2006: $4.67 Billion 
 
Gustav Klimt’s portrait of Adele Bloch Bauer sold at Christies  
by private sale for $135million 
A total of 525 works of art sold for more than $1million. 
 

 
__ 
 
 
In considering provenance of old instruments we are confronted by commonplace 
understanding that provenance is a part of the value of old violins. The 1716 Messiah 
Stradivari is purportedly traced back to the maker’s workshop, although when these 
existing provenances are interrogated we discover that the paper trail is often 
insufficient, and they rely on educated guesswork and supposition. Significantly, 
even when bona-fide documents exist, it is not until the end of the 19th century that 
photographs have any hope of providing a forensic link between a violin and its 
corroborating documents. 
  

 
 



 
However the most important thing to understand is that there are perhaps only a 
few hundred violins in existence where there is anything like a provenance going 
back beyond the twentieth century.  
 
Unlike paintings there is no tradition of putting dealers and owners marks onto the 
instruments, and perhaps surprisingly, even famous composers and virtuosos left no 
physical indication of their ownership or use of violins. Restorers, likewise, only 
rarely provide inscriptions to identify their work on instruments. Although a 
number of dealers find a way of marking them, this practice is in the minority, and is 
normally done in a way that it can be removed. Importantly also is the nature of 
auction sales which are based upon client confidentiality. Therefore unless it is 
abundantly in the interest of the vendor to reveal their identity, the title of 
instruments sold by Christie’s or Sotheby’s and other auction houses bound by the 
same legislation remains firmly confidential. 

 
 
Unlike art, we neither have visual records of photographs, nor do narrative 
descriptions help us to identify one violin with an absolute degree of certainty. 
Therefore the idea that photographs can help us to determine the identity of a violin 
from before the 1930s relies on evidence that probably does not exist.  
 

 
 
 

When photographs do exist, they are not necessarily helpful in determining the 
identity of an instrument. I have here photographs taken in the 1868 in order to 
determine the authenticity of a violin found in an attic in the UK which I own along 
with various letters relating to its identification and eventual sale. To the best of my 
knowledge these represent the earliest example of a photograph being used to 
identify a violin. These are albumen silver print photographs, and a great deal of 
detail can be found within the images – in this case enough to confirm it as a 1683 
Stradivari, and to compare it with all similar violins that we know of (it appears to 
be lost).  

 
 
However, later commercial photographic techniques tend towards the Ultraviolet 
end of the spectrum, and although this is not generally apparent in photographs of 
the late-19th and early 20th century, it becomes a problem with violin varnish which 
becomes completely opaque.  



 

 
Here, from 1872 are photographs taken for J.B. Vuillaume of three violins, La 
Pucelle, Le Messie, and Le Violon Diable, showing the shortcomings of this method.  

 
 
We see from this 1882 set of photographs of “The Court Strad” giving an idea of the 
very great deal of skill – or the lack thereof in this instance – required to take 
photographs of quality of a violin. – The violin no longer exists. It was sold as a 
Stradivari violin authentic in all parts, and was subject to a court case when it 
transpired they were genuine parts from several different Stradivari violins. At some 
time it was taken apart and the parts have found their way into other composite 
Stradivari violins: A provenance problem!  
 

 
 
In my last slide is an 1898 photograph made for Hamma in Berlin of the Vieuxtemps 
Stradivari, with a bench-copy by the London forgers, the Voller brothers for 
comparison. Here the light- frequency making the varnish more opaque makes 
features of the varnish wear more apparent, but at the expense of being able to look 
in detail at the grains of the wood and other characteristics that would help with a 
forensic identification.  

 
When we look at portraits of musicians, these issues of the light-spectrum become 
especially apparent, and it is almost impossible to identify an instrument from these 
photographs with any degree of confidence as they are often too opaque.  
 

 
 
Here, a photograph of the cellist Alfredo Piatti is helpful, because we can see the 
excessive opacity of the varnish, but where it is worn we can see very characteristic 
broad flame in the maple ribs, precisely as we would expect to see on his 1720 
Stradivari cello. 
 



 
 Some photographs can provide a very good indication to identify a violin, but it is 
very difficult, and may not be possible to use early photographs as absolute 
evidence, especially when other similar violins reasonably exist, and especially when 
a tradition of copies and forgeries goes back to the 19th century. Lastly when an 
instrument is likely to have changed through playing ware between the time it was 
photographed and the present day.  
 

 
 
Cellulose acetate films became commercially available in 1908, but the technology 
seems to have been slow to arrive in the violin world – perhaps for the simple reason 
that until film, studio conditions and processing and photographic paper developed 
to take forensically accurate photographs, they offered no advantage to the specialist 
eye. 
 

 
 
Whilst photographs remain problematic in the first half of the twentieth century, 
other issues challenge our ability to correctly identify any violin from the past. Even 
if we are lucky to have photographs, violin makers – unlike artists, tend to be very 
consistent in their output, so that we commonly expect to see instruments that are 
twins in terms of design, and in terms of the choice of wood that may be from an 
adjacent part of the same tree. Therefore, even if one instrument has the appearance 
from another, or can be described down to the maker and year that it was made, it 
may be difficult to determine which unique instrument from that year it might be. In 
his most productive years, 20 instruments survive by Stradivari. Other makers who 
worked faster or to a more industrial model may have made considerably more.  

 
 
 
 
 
This presumes that the instrument is genuine in the first place. In reality the market 
before photographic reference books were readily available worked in a very 
different way from how it does now.  
 



 
 
Experts who were able to warrant instruments as genuine took the top end of the 
market, but these provided a rarified sub-section of the overall market. To a large 
extent old instruments were simply traded upon their sound qualities and antique 
nature, with little regard given to whether they were Italian, German, French or 
English.  
 
 
The production of fake labels for instruments can be traced back at least to the 1630s, 
but for the late-nineteenth century market where books existed that told the 
importance of makers, without providing the means to identify them, the way that 
violin prices worked ultimately **20** meant that looser morals could apply: An 
instrument was worth £30 on account of its material characteristics and its sound, 
but it was more saleable at £30 if it had a good label and attribution. Deciding how to 
proceed would be up to the individual dealer’s morals, but this could also mean that 
well-intentional mislabelling could also take place. Key to these issues was the belief 
that no one really lost out if the instrument still represented value for money. As 
violin literature led to a culture that preferenced Italian instruments, reinforced by 
the fake labels in the cheapest factory-made violins, the removal of an English or 
French label and replacement with an Italian one was not always for monetary gain, 
but for commercial advantage of making a slow-to-sell violin sell faster. We have the 
candid account from Arthur Hill’s private diaries on 8 February 1911.   
 

 
 
We know what good fiddles Parkers are for tone and every other point of view, 
but to persuade the average violinist to recognise this seems a hopeless task. 
Kreisler has asked us to remove the label and in Germany he intends to call it 
a Balestrieri. Certainly there is no one in Germany who would recognise a 
Parker and the ignorance of all Continental dealers concerning English work 
is profound. Wilhelmj discovered years ago the merits of some English fiddles 
that he could get hold of he used to send to the Continent. Hamma has done 
the same thing. The outlook for training of the future fiddle dealer on the 
Continent appears to be hopeless as the labels are removed from such fiddles 
and they can never learn the truth. We have sold Kreisler the instrument for 
£50.   

 
Books of labels were produced for the benefit of experts in order to know what 
genuine ones looked like, but these had the adverse effect that they provided forgers 
with a repertoire of fake labels that they could put into instruments. These continue 



to blight the violin trade to this day, and are of especial difficulty now that there is 
more of a difference in value between violins of different nationalities – a seemingly 
benign label change in 1900, could now present a difference of more than fifty times 
the price if the violin if the violin is German or Italian. In the end, the problem is so 
rife within the legacy of the violin trade, that even if we know precisely what a violin 
was supposed to be, without the kind of really good evidence that is unlikely to have 
ever existed, it would seem that there are far too many variables at play to guarantee 
a secure restitution of any violin except the few that are exceptionally well 
documented.  
 

 
Here I want to conclude my paper reiterating that there are many more points that 
could be discussed, but being conscious of time. I want to summarise by expressing 
that the cultural indifference for provenance that existed in the past was motivated 
simply by the fact that instruments were not of a value that merited this kind of 
attention. In addition to this until the post-war era, producing the kind of 
photographs that would enable forensic identification were technically too difficult 
to do for them to be considered as an everyday tool for identification. Certificates of 
authenticity with photographs are basically not in existence before the 1950s. 
Therefore obvious questions that occur in the 21st century and that are derived from 
the behaviour of the art market rely on a state of affairs that simply did not exist in 
the first half of the twentieth century.  
 
I am open to any questions.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  


