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frourth-generation
czech violin maker
JAN SPIDLEN IS on a quest

O ————

assing through the amber-lit anteroom to answer the door bell, Jan Spidlen greets me
with a generous smile—the 34-year-old violin maker carries with him generations of
knowledge, and has the confidence and poise of someone beyond his years. Nearly 100
years after his forefathers began making violins, Spidlen returns to sit at a low wooden bench in
the mid-morning light and finish a violin for this year’s Violin Society of America competition.
Piemsyl Spidlen, Jan’s father and mentor, bustles about the shop in a long white workcoat as
another employee fixes pegs into a new instrument. Inside the shop, the warm smell of wood
mixes with the astringent, sweet scent of varnish. File cabinets, books, family photos, and shelves
stacked with bottles of varnish and polish, wood samples, tools, and instruments surround three
large wooden workbenches.The shop is clean and nearly quiet, except for the fluttering wings and
happy chirping of a parakeet in a nearby cage.
Tucked within an enclave of stores, Spidlen’s shop lies on one of Prague’s busier streets in the
Nové Mésto, or New Town district. Within the shop’s interior, the outside world falls away and
the past seems to come alive—and it's no wonder. Spidlen violin-making tradition is interwoven
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within the centuries-old history of Prague
itself. The family has ridden the rise and fall
of this beautiful, albeit tumultuous, city’s his-
tory, from Prague’s Golden Age (following the
Czech National Revival movement) to the
horror of the 1968 Soviet invasion to the dev-
astating floods of this past August.
Throughout it all, the family has continued to
make violins and contribute to the interna-
tional music community.

—eee——
SUCCESS AND SURVIVAL

The Spidlen violin-making tradition began in
1867 with the birth of FrantiSek Spidlen in the
small village of Sklenafice in the Krkonose
mountains of Bohemia. The son of a farmer,
FrantiSek grew up learning the craft of making
violins in his brother-in-law’s workshop. He
quickly mastered the art and accepted an invi-
tation to move to Kiev and manage a musical
instruments department at a prominent store.
Garnering the title of Russia’s top violin
maker, Frantisek won a position at the
esteemed Imperial Academy in Moscow, and
consequently moved his family to the capital.
But, like many from the Krkonose region,
Frantidek struggled with bronchitis brought
on by the sub-Alpine climate. At the urging of
his doctors, he returned to Bohemia, and in
1909, opened a small shop in Prague.

In 1896, FrantiSek and his wife Anna wel-
comed son Otakar into the world. The eldest
of four children, Otakar took over his father’s
violin-making business in 1916 upon his
father’s death. Otakar worked hard and earned
the reputation of a skilled craftsman. Also a
gifted dealer, Otakar ran one of the biggest
shops in Prague, catering to many famous
musicians.

The family’s current patriarch, Pfemsyl
(born in 1920), grew up playing in the saw-
dust of the luthier’s bench. Pfemsyl learned
violin making from both his father and Karl
Josef Dvofak (a Prague maker known for his
fine workmanship, wood, and varnish). By
1947, Pfemsyl had won the leading position
for all Czech violin makers at the prestigious
Hague Competitions, and went on to win sev-
eral other competitions (Liege, Poznan).
Today Piemsyl’s work is known worldwide, in
part because members of the fabled Smetana
Quartet performed with his instruments.

But nearly 50 years ago, political events in
Prague put Pfemsyl’s flourishing career and
his father Otakar’s established business in
peril. In 1948, the Communist party took over
the leadership of Czechoslovakia—just three
years after German occupation—and once
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again, times changed. Just ten

years later, on the morning of
August 21, 1968, Prague would
awake to learn on radio Praha that
Russian tanks had invaded the
city, rumbling down Wenceslas
Square and firing at the National
Museum. With the Soviets
reasserting the power of the com-
munist police state, the Spidlen
success story became a dangerous
insubordination. “The change did
not happen suddenly,” relates Jan.
“But [nonetheless] we were
unwanted and persecuted.”
Consequently, Pfemsyl and his
family were designated as “ene-
mies of the working class.”
Premsyl struggled to keep his
home and shop, but the govern-
ment soon intervened. “The state
took the whole house and the family was
allowed to keep only an apartment on the
first floor and a small room on the ground
floor,” Jan explains. When it was not possible
to run the shop anymore, Piemsyl secluded
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FAMILY AFFAIR: Pfemsyl and Jan Spidlen both receive high marks for their
craftsmanship.

himself in the back room, taking advantage of
the time and quiet to develop his masterwork.

“Paradoxically,” Jan says, “the end of the
family shop turned into a good thing [for
Premsyl’s violin making].”

Since the communists for-
bade free trade, all violin makers
were forced to work for state
companies or factories. “My
grandfather, his colleagues, and
many famous musicians [discov-
ered] a good trick,” Jan recounts
with a hint of mischief. “They
[learned] that if violin making
was accepted as artistic work, it
could be organized under the
Cultural Ministry with painters,
sculptors, and musicians.” As
artists, luthiers could then be
self-employed. However, Otakar
died in 1958 before the resulting
Violin Makers’ Artist’s Circle
came into being. So Pfemsyl ful-
filled his father’s dream despite
losing the shop, and became the

organization’s founding member.

After the fall of the Soviet Union in 1989,
the Circle’s members considered disbanding.
“We decided it would be a shame for it to dis-
solve,” says Jan, explaining that the Circle has
become a trade group that carefully screens

The Emerson String Quartet Workshop:
The Bartok Quartets

May 12-18, 2003

Application Deadline: December 13, 2002

e Intensive Coaching Sessions with the Emerson String Quartet

* A Week in New York City
» Final Performance in Weill Recital Hall
» Tuition Scholarships for Accepted Ensembles

The six string quartets of Béla Bartok have been central to the repertoire of the Emerson String Quartet for over twenty years,
from their first performance of the complete cycle in 1979, through their Grammy Award-winning 1988 recording, and their
recent marathon performances at Alice Tully Hall and the Aspen Music Festival. Carnegie Hall is pleased to welcome the
Emerson String Quartet for a weeklong workshop for young artists, focusing on the Barték quartets. The workshop schedule
will include intensive ensemble coaching sessions, as well as special sessions on musicological and theoretical topics.

Eligibility requirements: Quartet members should be from 18 to 30 years of age as of May 12, 2003, and may be of any
nationality. The quartet should have a history together of at least one year prior to May 12, 2003, and should have past or
present experience with one or more of the Bartok quartets (or they should have plans in the immediate future to prepare
one of the quartets for performance).

FOR FURTHER INFORMATION AND TO RECEIVE AN APPLICATION,
please call 212-903-9740 or e-mail education@carnegiehall.org. The selected participants will receive full tuition scholarship,
as well as travel and housing assistance for those from outside the New York area.
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the workmanship of its members.
“It already had a long tradition and
a good name. Also in [today’s mar-
ket] there are many violin makers
or dealers of poor quality—it's hard
for customers to know this until
they've had a bad experience.
Today, the Circle’s purpose is to
guarantee the good quality of its
members’ work.”

B —
BRAVE NEW WORLD
Between November 17 and

December 29, 1989, the residents of
Prague celebrated the “Velvet

Revolution,” a bloodless overthrow CLASSIC LINES: Jan Spidlen’s copy of the 1679 Stradivari “Hellier” violin.

of the Soviet-backed Czechoslovak

communist regime. It was a time of

rebirth and rejuvenation—and, for the
Spidlen family, a time of reevaluation. “When
communism fell in 1989, we tried to decide—
and still are—if we should open a violin shop
again,” says Jan. “We have the perfect loca-
tion and a very famous and good name here
and abroad. But, on the other hand, my

Miami l..'l"a%‘.'f:l':sii_'_\-'
Oxford, Ohio
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father and I like building new instruments
much more than dealing them.”

At Jan's mention of violin making and to
illustrate the quality of the Spidlen instru-
ments, Pfemsyl rises from the stained-wooden
chair in the corner of the shop and walks
slowly across the room to the shop’s instru-

ment safe. He retrieves two
striking violins, a prized fid-
dle from his own collection
of work, and a copy of
Stradivari’s “Hellier” violin
crafted by Jan.

These days, both father
and son receive high praise
for their craftsmanship.
Premsyl's instruments
have been lauded in V.
Pilar and F. Sramek’s
authoritative book The Art
of Violin-Making (Panton
Intl., Prague, 1986), which
notes that “Premsyl . . . is
one of the most celebrated
figures in the entire violin-
making history of our
country.”

Jan is celebrating great success as well.

Born in the fall of 1967—just one year
before the Soviet invasion—]Jan expressed an
early and eager interest in violin making.
“When I was six, I started to play violin,” he
recalls. “At 15, they sent me to learn wood-
carving in an artistic school, and [two years

Ensemble-in-Residence

String Faculty

Emima Rubinstein, violin
Harvey Thurmer, violin
Mary EEM. Harris, viola
Yansy Chang, cello.

and Steven Ullery, double bass

* Scholarships

* Graduate Assistantships
* Graduate Quartet Program

FOR MORE INFORMATION:
www.muochio.edu/music/
513-529-3014
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later] they sent me to the International Violin-

. e & FESTIVAL 2003
Making School in Mittenwald. But I was not

forced. Doing something with my hands— ' - JUNE 21 — AUGUST 16
drawing, carving, and painting—was fun and | y ‘ DAVID L. KUEHN, PRESIDENT

remember [ was not bad at such activities. - 2
Violin: Peter Salaff

Later, when I was old enough to decide my
future, I was already on the way to becoming a Kathleen Winkler
Zvi Zeitlin

violin maker. Why choose something else? I

had all I needed: workshop, tools, father- x ¥

teacher, customers, and a very good name.” VIOIa' Donald McInnes
Cello: Thomas Landschoot

Bass: Nico Abondolo

The possibility of following in the family’s
famous lineage influenced Jan's choice to
Guest Artists:
Brentano String Quartet

become a maker. “Because it is beautiful work!

And my father’s instruments were asked for in

the Western countries,” he says. “And my

father was—and still is—a famous person in

my country [and abroad] and we meet many

interesting people. And we live and work in

such attractive surroundings. These were the

many reasons [for me| to became a violin
maker and not to stay an ordinary man.”

Although Premsyl still makes instruments,

Jan now runs the family business and is the

primary maker. Now, Jan watches his own

young son and daughter play with the work-

shop’s wood scraps. But as a fourth generation

maker, there is pressure to maintain a high

standard. -

“As a Spidlen, it is expected that all of my I

instruments will be the best,” he explains. “It I

is hard to win a good name but very easy to i

lose it—I must make perfect violins. If I lost I

just a little of our high standard, people f

would say, ‘This is not what it used to be," and i

I would ruin what my ancestors built. There t

are many good violin makers around the !

world, and the competition is big.” :

Jan adds that making a living as a luthier i

in a competitive market is much more diffi- i

cult today. Yet the demand for his instru- i

ments—with vibrant, rich, and unique |

colorations—indicates that Jan is on the right .

course. Jan modestly points out that it takes P

about two to three months to complete work :
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Intensive training and performance:
weekly private lessons, masterclasses,
orchestra, chamber music and opera

Application and audition tape due:
January 24, 2003
A full-scholarship institution

1070 Fairway Road, Santa Barbara, CA 93108
805.969.4726 www.musicacademy.org

SALES, REPAIR AND
RESTORATION OF
VIOLIN FAMILY INSTRUMENTS

Paul W,
Perley

SPECIALIZING
IN CELLOS

IN A4VMOH

on a violin or a viola. He confides that there is Fine Fine Instruments and Bows

a two-year waiting list on commissions and old cellos it our website at

that he enjoys a bustling business. in all ‘: g R e dham.com
And what is in store for the future of this DTT:CQ | 5 = i

long-standing family of makers? “I want to 1 m

solve the secret of Stradivari, of course!” Jan ranges 9!-.

says. “I still use secrets set by my ancestors, 1 =

and music remains important for me. I am i %U

busy with my work and it looks like it will I &R

stay like this in future. I [continue to be influ- i <

enced] by the old Italian masters—I think E_) Howard Needham

most of us are still looking for that charis- & 3072 Pedregal Dr.

matic look and tone of the old instruments. 518 Hampshire Hill Rd. "{-’ Prescott, AZ 86305
“The violin is such an interesting subject,” Worcester, Vermont 05682 @ 520-717-2033

he muses, “and the more you know about it (802) 229-1501 2 hnviolins@cbleorenet

the more there is to find out.” [m} ...
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