Strads from the Slope
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             Sam Zygmuntowicz

As seen in “Brooklyn Skyline,” 5/5/03
By RICK PALLEY

The arrival of May Day this year, in addition to giving everyone inclined an excuse to traipse around the nearest maypole, also marked the first day of a decidedly more up-to-date event: a week-long auction, on the internet, of items from the estate of famed violin virtuoso Isaac Stern.

The sale, which runs through May 8 at Tarisio.com, features instruments, bows, and memorabilia that Stern collected over his 60-plus years as a professional musician, teacher, and supporter of the arts. (Stern died on September 22, 2001.)

Among the many lots up for bid are rare first edition books, manuscripts, photographs signed by notables such as Pablo Casals and Arthur Rubinstein, and even Stern’s own Steinway grand piano.

None of that get your mouse-clicking finger itching? 

Then how about a pair of fine violins made right here in Brooklyn? The instruments, built by Sam Zygmuntowicz in the early 1990s, are exact scratch-for-scratch replicas, or “bench copies,” of Stern’s prized Guarneri Del Gesu violins; the “Panette,” (1737) and the Ysaÿe,” (1740). 

Working out of a loft on the outskirts of Park Slope, Zygmuntowicz, 47, has made a name for himself reproducing, on commission, the great instruments of                      Guarneri and Stradivari, which have become so prohibitively expensive – the most valuable Strads going for around $6 million – that musicians can no longer afford them. 

“It used to be, Strads were expensive, but a good player could conceivably buy one,” Zygmuntowicz said. “Now even the best players have to buy one with the aid of a foundation or a patron.”

The skyrocketing prices have created a market for affordable, high-quality instruments, initiating a whole new golden age of violin making. Zygmuntowicz, who has a three-year waiting list, says new fiddles can cost between $15,000 to 40,000 depending on the level of detail. (Tarisio.com estimates prices on his two violins on auction from $18,000-20,000.)

And there have been many, along with Stern, who have been willing to wait a few years for one of Zygmuntowicz’s instruments, including all four members of the Emerson Quartet, violist Walter Trampler, and two concertmasters of the Vienna Philharmonic.

Zygmuntowicz begins the long and painstaking job of creating an exact replica by taking detailed photographs, tracings, and castings of the original -- musicians obviously wanting to leave their prized possessions in the shop for as little time as possible. Eventually, the replica is fine-tuned by repeated side-by-side comparison with the original.

But no matter how close the copy, new instruments are never exactly like their inspirations.

“There is no such thing as a true, true replica; they all have a little bit of their own personality,” Zygmuntowicz said. “Often you may not get some ineffable                      Strad quality right away, but you often gain something else – they often sound brighter, more present.”

Recently the Stern estate returned the Ysaÿe replica (the original was named after one-time owner Belgian virtuoso Eugene Ysaÿe, 1858-1931) to Zygmuntowicz for some minor adjustments, leaving the curly-haired violinmaker with the distinct impression that the instrument had evolved since he first presented it to Stern in 1991.

“I felt this almost eerie feeling, like this is his sound. It didn’t sound that way when it was brand new,’” said Zygmuntowicz.

The likeness even fooled the great cellist Yo Yo Ma. Stern told the story during a PBS interview a few years back of how, during a rehearsal, Ma commented on the gleaming varnish of Stern’s violin, not realizing he had been listening to the copy, and not the original Guarneri, all along.

Zygmuntowicz first met Stern in the late 1980s, when the famous violinist approached him about making a copy of the Ysaÿe Guarneri. Describing the encounter with the great violinist as being more like an audience with royalty, Zygmuntowicz nevertheless enjoyed working for Stern.

“He was very gracious, and fun to work for – a real connoisseur who liked good food, wine, and cigars, as well as fiddles and the making of them,” Zygmuntowicz said. 

As to why Zygmuntowicz wound up creating his instruments in Park Slope (where he also lives with his wife and two young children) instead of on 57th Street in Manhattan with all the other violin shops, the violinmaker explained it was simply a matter of stubbornness; with a low-enough rent, he could forgo repairing instruments and instead concentrate on making new ones. 

“There’s a saying, I think it’s in Yiddish: ‘If a fool could persist in his foolishness, he would become wise,’” Zygmuntowicz said.

Now, years later, with nearby Ft. Greene bustling with new construction and Brooklyn the center of a booming arts scene, it looks like Zygmuntowicz was way ahead of the curve.

