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than 20 violins made from 1714 to 1716, which had what appears to be beautiful back
wood from the same log. Even more importantly the top plates of these violins appear to
come from the same log. That the back wood was relatively scarce for the wider cellos is
shown by the use of willow, poplar or other non-figured wood for back, sides and necks.
There were 9 cellos, but only one viola (1672) made of poplar, but none for violins.
Photographs of the top wood in this volume (Goodkind) are of good to poor
quality. Yet it is possible to learn something from perusing the photographs, especially
of cellos and violas.
From viewing the photos of the top of cellos one could raise the question whether
Stradivari used the same logs for cellos, from a period of the 1790’s to the 1720’s. Of
Course it is not possible to make certain identification of each top as to whether the same
log was used. On the other hand it is possible to determined the tops that are clearly
different from each other. It is very unlikely, with Stradivari’s productive output that he
didn’t order each piece or a few pieces of back wood or top wood from a wood dealer and
go from there. From experience he must have found that wood from a particular log gave
better results than from another log. He must have known that lightness and stiffness
were important for an initial selection of the best top wood for violins, violas, and cellos.
I have attempted to identify possibly three distinct kinds of top wood Stradivari
used for his cellos from 1690 to the 1720’s.
1. Annual rings from narrow at the center joint of the instrument to widest at the
lower bout. Examples are the 1690 Boni-Hegar, 1696 Prince Gursky, 1696 Castlebarco, 1698
Cholmondeley, 1698 St Senoch, 1711 Duport, 1719 Becker, and 1725 Baudiot.
2. Even annual rings, but narrower than in 1 above. Examples are the 1720 Piatti
the 1725 Vaslin, and the 1732 Stuart cello. It is possible that with more exact determinations
that the narrower grained wood was from the same log as those above,
except that wood closer to the bark was used.
3. Uneven annual rings, which vary from narrow at the center to wider, then
Narrower, and then wider. Examples are the 1698 Archinto cello, 1696 Aylesford, 1709
Delphino, 1720 Gore-Booth, 1712 Davidov, and the 1713 Bass of Spain.
4. Irregular top wood: The Levegrae cello (poor photo) appears to have a wing
on the left flank. The 1697 Castlebarco has wide grain in the center of the plate to the
lower ff hole and narrower to the edge of the lower bout. The 1698 Kernadic Bass
has wings outer flanks both sides. The 1701 Servais cello has wavy grain on the left lower and
central bouts, but this is not seen on the R side. The 1714 Batta (less conspicuous) is uneven
on the right side and even on the left side. The 1714 Haussman
has a wing right lower bout (poor photo left side). The 1726 de Corberon appears to have
a wing right outer flank (poor photo left flank). The 1730 de Munck has a piece of top
wood joined just outside the bass bar.
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5. Poor photos of cellos with grain indistinct include the following: 1690 Tuscan
Medici, 1692 Segelman, 1700 christiani, 1717 Suggia, 1717 Hegar, 1721 Jansen, 1721
Bergonzi, 1725 Vaslin, 1726 de Saveuse, 1730 Pawle and the 1731 Giese.
Violas -The first step in assessing instruments should be an inspection of the kinds of wood
used for the back, sides and neck, and even more importantly the kind of wood used for the
top plate. Therefore, a brief description of the top wood, as well as the wood used for the back
and sides follows:
1672 Mahler- top wood unlike (very wide grain) all other violins, violas and cellos with
one exception- the 1667 Saville violin. The back wood is also unusual. There are no violins
with wood other than maple. There is only one viola (but 9 cellos as noted above)
where poplar or willow is used and this is the 1672 Mahler.
1690 Tuscan Medici
According to the Hill brothers it would be 18 years before Stradivari made another viola.
There were two violas made in 1690, the tenor and the contralto. These were the Tuscan Medici
violas, commission by Cosimo de Medici, The Duke of Tuscany. One violin of this set, the two
violas and a cello are in Goodkind’s Iconography of Stradivari. From the photos presented in
this volume it appears that wood from the same log was use for the backs and sides of all five
instruments. The top wood on the violin and contralto viola appears to be from the same log,
with even wood from narrow center to wider flanks.
The reason why the 1690 contralto viola is of importance is that all of Stradivari’s
Contralto violas to follow were of the same pattern and markedly different from Stradivari’s
first viola of 1672. From the Hill brothers book Antonio Stradivari, pp 97-98:
The next viola after the 1672 Mahler known to us is dated 1690-eighteen years later,
the year which gives the first of the “long strad” violins as well as the Tuscan setand the creative capacity displayed in these instruments is equally traceable in the viola.
The distinctive features at once apparent between this and the former viola are the narrower
outline, the lower and more slanting position of the sound-holes, flatter arching, Broader edges,
and shorter corners.
The question we cannot answer, but can only surmise, is why Stradivari reduced
the upper and especially the middle bouts of all of his subsequent violas from this same
model? This is not simply an academic question. One might also ask why Stradivari made a
tenor viola in 1690 along with the contralto viola of this same set? The Hill
brothers provide a reason as follows, p 99:
The moulds and other necessary patterns use in making the violas of the Tuscan set
are preserved in the Dalla Valle Collection, and we note with interest that Stradivari Calls
the larger one “tenor”, the smaller “contralto”: the moulds are also lettered T.V. and C.V.
The distinctive titles favor the supposition that these two distinct

