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To Alison Hennegan

In memory of Renato Zanettovich, the violinist of the Trieste Piano Trio, and of Tik Weevers




To a ’Cellist

Centaur is man and stallion, gloriously

Pasturing masterless on plains of air,

A merman wears his raiment of the sea

And sphynx takes all the desert for her lair:

Part human creatures, in equal part still free

In the beasts’ world that half their bodies share.

Musician, hand to bow grafted in equal mastery,

Goes like an angel where no mortal dare.

Composite being, man’s intelligence

and tautened strings on wooden shell, sets free

Voice beyond speech or words’ close boundary

To shape a world in logic of pure sense,

To comprehend beyond experience

Silence and sound in measured harmony.

(Ursula Wood)
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Prelude

What better instrument than a cello, half thunder, half prayer, to listen to the world?1 But what if that instrument falls silent? When I was fifteen I won a scholarship to study at Wells Cathedral School, a specialist music school in Somerset. It meant swapping my inner-city home for medieval architecture, and surrounding myself with some of the best young players of my generation. I had wanted to be a cellist for as long as I could remember, and this was the nearest I could get to heaven. I sat in my practice room for hours, with the sounds of my friends hammering away at pianos and virtuosic string studies mingling in the central staircase. I got up at 6 a.m. to play scales, practised at lunchtime and returned to my cello after lessons. After a year or so, as my stamina improved, I played for longer and longer. I attempted harder repertoire, mastering as many concertos as I could. In my practice room I discovered the fireworks of Dvořák, the frenetic drive and nerviness of Shostakovich and the melancholy of Bloch. But above all I fell deeply and forever in love with Elgar’s Cello Concerto, the breathless hush of its slow movement and the lonely solemnity of the great melody of the first movement. I had entered a world in which I knew I belonged, and I never wanted to leave.

One evening a year later, as I was preparing for a major competition, I pushed myself too far. I was playing some demanding study involving endless trills, working my weaker fourth and fifth fingers too hard, when something felt as if it had snapped in my forearm, and I felt a burning pain shoot down between wrist and elbow. At first I was simply shocked. When it hadn’t got better after a day or two I started to panic. When, many weeks later, I still could not write or play, I was thin to the point of anorexia and numb with frustration. The school sent me to all the specialists they could, but no one offered a conclusive diagnosis, or any treatment that proved effective.

In the meantime, the months passed. I spent the days sitting in lessons, unable to write, and the evenings wandering the cobbled streets of Wells like a ghost, my arm in a sling. The concerto opportunities, recitals and competitions I’d been preparing for came and went.

Although I could not play, I still had to find something to do with the hours of practice time allotted to me as a music student. I would take my cello to my usual practice room and sit with it, place my copy of the Bach Cello Suites on the stand in front of me. Just looking at the music for the Elgar made me want to cry, so that stayed firmly in my music case. But Bach was different. In silence I imagined exactly how it would feel to play each note: what bowing patterns I would choose, whether one note would have more or less stress than another, where the emphases fell in each phrase. This fantastical music-making, dipping in and out of silence, my silence, seemed to lend itself perfectly only to the Bach Suites. When I tried it with a sonata, it felt more like a one-way conversation. Each silent suite was real to me, and after a few weeks of this eccentric practising, I could, had I been able to, have played most of them from memory.

When I wasn’t sitting with my instrument, I was punishing myself for my own stupidity. My technique had probably not been secure enough for the demands I was placing on it, and I had never heard of tendonitis. But now it was too late. What was I if I wasn’t a cellist? It was the quality that defined me, my one calling card. I lost so much weight I was made to attend weekly weigh-ins with the school nurse, which I got round by filling my pockets with stones in advance. Each week I simply added another stone or two. My subterfuge didn’t work for very long. Eventually, my parents were summoned to be told I needed to be hospitalized, and I realized I had to make a decision. I decided to live, even if that meant a future without my cello.

I did eventually manage to continue to study the cello, and I play professionally, although the struggle with my injury continues, and is a constant limitation. As I recovered a little of the use of my arm, with a combination of physiotherapy and rest, I found that I could build up my stamina very gradually by playing early music that made fewer demands on my permanently weak arm, so I performed on a baroque cello, forgoing the Romantic and twentieth-century repertoire that I had loved. But the limitations my injury imposed have forced me to explore other ways to express my passion for music, and for that I’m grateful. I’ve written books and opera libretti, and talk about music on the radio and concert platforms. But what I haven’t ever done until now is try to understand my complicated relationship with the instrument that was my first love.

The catalyst for this book was a photoshoot. I needed an up-to-date picture for appearances at literary and music festivals, and so booked a session in a studio near to my home. I was shifted about, asked to turn, fold my arms, smile, look serious. It was rather fun, a bit exposing, a bit awkward. After a while the photographer suggested I get my cello and see what images of playing might look like through the camera. I remonstrated – I didn’t see myself primarily as a cellist any more. But, in the face of his enthusiasm, I fetched it and sat in front of the blank screen, improvising and playing snatches of Bach. The photographer became much more animated, snapping away. ‘This is it!’ he said. ‘Perfect.’ In that moment, observed, the lens pointing at both my instrument and me, I began to understand something I had only half sensed until then. Away from my cello, my shadow was missing. Without it I felt exposed, my silhouette incomplete. But with my instrument I was protected, and entirely happy within my own skin.
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During that photoshoot I realized that I needed to find out what the cello, and its absence, had meant to other cellists, in order to start to understand what it meant to me. And so began a journey across Europe, a journey in and out of silence and music to uncover the stories of cellists and their instruments. I found new ways of looking and listening to the instrument, exploring it in every way, often in the company of other cellists, and these encounters are recorded in the eight interludes in this book. Over the course of my research, I found that four cellists in particular became important to me. And so, just as a cello’s voice is divided across four strings, each with its own colour and character, so this is a journey of four parts, following four players and their instruments: Pál Hermann, Lise Cristiani, Anita Lasker-Wallfisch and Amedeo Baldovino.

Pál Hermann (1902–1944) was a Jewish cellist and composer who was celebrated in his lifetime, but was murdered by the Nazis. When he was arrested, his cello (made by Nicolò Gagliano (c.1730–1787)) was rescued, but has subsequently been lost. Lise Cristiani (c.1824–1853), the first female cello soloist, is hardly remembered today.2 She took what is now the world’s most valuable Stradivari cello on a fatal exploration of the furthest parts of Siberia. Anita Lasker-Wallfisch (b. 1925–) survived the Auschwitz and Bergen-Belsen concentration camps only because she was an exceptional cellist, and the camp orchestra needed a bass line. During her persecution in her home town of Breslau, her cello made by Lorenzo Ventapane (1780–1843) was lost. Finally, I followed the adventures of the Stradivari cello of 1711 known as the ‘Mara’. Amedeo Baldovino (1916–1998), the cellist in the Trieste Piano Trio, was the owner of the ‘Mara’ during the 1960s. On tour between Buenos Aires and Uruguay, the trio and their instruments were involved in a shipwreck. Forced to jump into the water, the trio survived, but their instruments were washed away.

With my own cello as my travelling companion, we drew around us a community of players, both historic and contemporary. As I delved deeper into their stories I found that they were woven together by absences and silence, but also by resilience, survival and sound. Their experiences are very different from mine, but we all share a passionate connection to our cellos. I hoped that learning about their relationship to their instruments might help me, in turn, to understand my own.


[image: Two panels of individuals playing cellos side by side.]

Pál Hermann and Anita Lasker-Wallfisch.
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Amedeo Baldovino and Lise Cristiani.







1st Movement – Cello

… tautened strings on wooden shell, sets free Voice beyond speech or words’ close boundary

(from Ursula Wood, ‘To a ’Cellist’)




Oxford

I’m standing in the workshop of Oxford Violins, on an afternoon in October 2021. As the sound of cello playing resonates around, my eyes fall on the workbench in front of me. There is a cello, held in a brace; its ‘top’ (as the wooden front of the instrument is known) is off, and a cloth is draped around it like a surgical gown, protecting its modesty. Above the window hang rows of bridges like carved washing on a metal line. The violin bridges look to my cellist’s eye as if they should belong in a doll’s house. On the bare plaster walls are scrawled phone numbers and names, and around them yellowing newspaper clips with photographs of violins are glued (probably by instrument varnish). Coffee is made on the Primus camping stove, which adds a pleasing smell of gas to the glue and dust, and it’s hard to know where to put a coffee cup down, as the benches are strewn with scrolls, necks and the ribs of instruments. It is, in short, a ramshackle, wood-shaving-filled paradise.

Instrument maker Bruno Guastalla and I are testing ourselves, trying to tell the difference between the sound of two cellos. We both have our backs to the room. From the doorway come crashing the opening chords of the Elgar Cello Concerto. We listen, straining into the sound as if we’re leaning into a strong wind. ‘And now this one…’ calls cellist Nick Roberts from the other room. A slight scuffle as he puts down the cello he’s just been playing and picks up another. Again, the Elgar. It sounds different, certainly, but does it sound better?



[image: Man working at a desk surrounded by violins and musical instruments in a workshop.]

Bruno Guastalla at his workbench in the Oxford Violin shop.




Bruno frowns. My mind forms sentences as I listen, trying to capture the qualities of the two different sounds in inadequate phrases. One is more ‘present’, perhaps? One might be richer, with more depth; the other has more immediacy, more focus, what we might describe as ‘blade’ in the sound. As I rehearse my opinions, I am conscious that I am shaping sound, moulding it in imagination just as Bruno carves his instruments on the workbench in front of me. But am I right? Nick comes bounding in, grinning, eager to know which cello we preferred. He had been playing two instruments. First, his own treasured cello, made by the Milanese luthier Giovanni Grancino, one of the great Italian makers who were at their zenith at the end of the seventeenth century. The other is a brash, chestnut-coloured cello, so new that the varnish is barely dry. It’s like a stately home competing with a boxy little new-build. But in Nick’s hands, from another room, can we tell which is which?

Bruno is intense and dark, a brilliant craftsman and an ‘amateur’ in the true, sixteenth-century French meaning of the word: a real lover of the cello. In his lilting European accent, he had earlier explained to us how every cello eventually takes on the character of its player. The resonance of the wood alters, just a little, when an instrument is repeatedly played in particular ways. After thousands of hours of practice in the hands of one owner, it is not the same instrument. It takes on the imprint of its player like a finger in wax, and is shaped by their partnership, just as its strengths and weaknesses will dictate how the cellist plays. Nick has been the cellist of the Coull Quartet for twenty four years. His Grancino, after decades of string quartet repertoire, will hold within the grain of its glossy body the essence of his playing: the solid, rich sound that he makes as he supports the other three players.

Any cello with a history hums with audible ghosts; but a new cello is a tabula rasa, with no history to hold, no memories in its sound, no repetitious practice inscribed on its body. It can take years before a new instrument has grown fully into its wooden skin.1

As the first few notes of Nick’s playing floated through the open door, Bruno and I decided that we were listening to the pedigree Grancino, with its great richness of sound. On the instant of deciding, I felt that I could see it in his arms, and once I had that image, the sound I believed I heard had subtly taken on a different quality, shaping itself to fit my theory. Once confident that I was hearing hundreds of years of history, it was impossible to be objective. Bruno had had the same experience. But we had both guessed wrong. It was the modern, nameless cello, with its sound not yet opened up. From only a short distance, we had mistaken a stallion for a new-born foal. So now we are most perplexed, and Nick is highly amused.

‘If’, I ask Nick, ‘you can make two instruments of vastly different quality sound the same (albeit from a distance), then why bother with a superb cello, and all the cost and responsibility it entails?’

‘A great instrument allows you to become yourself, to experience what it is to realize your musical voice with no barriers, and let it flourish,’ he explains. ‘When you then go back to an average instrument, you take the glimpse of paradise you’ve experienced, and everything you’ve learnt about yourself as a player back with you, and work much harder to try to get back to that point, but it’s running to stand still.’ A really good instrument frees you up to be as musical as you like. It lets you sing. So while to the outside observer, if your technique is good enough and you’re an experienced player, the overall sound might be similar, the feeling for the player is not. As Nick puts it, ‘Perhaps it’s like being trapped in a bad marriage – it might look all right from the outside, but you play despite the instrument, not in partnership with it.’

Some elements of a player’s relationship to their instrument are private. There is a distinction between hearing music and making music, between public and personal. What the experience feels like to Nick, and what we hear are not the same. If I am to understand anything about my own relationship to my cello, I need to fathom this ineffable connection between instrument and player, the secret, silent negotiations that shape the music.
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I could have listened all day to Nick, now reunited with his Grancino, but I have a train to catch, the first of many that will take me across Europe on a journey to find out about the partnerships between instruments and their players. Some are relationships that have been destroyed, through accident or war; in some cases the cellos are lost. I hope, if only by telling the stories of their premature absences, in some way to restore their silences with sound. After a quick second Nescafé peppered with wood dust, I say my goodbyes to Nick and Bruno, sling my cello on my back and head off through the autumnal colours of the tree-lined Banbury Road, and across St Giles. I turn right by the columns of the neoclassical palace of objects known as the Ashmolean Museum and nod to its collection of Stradivari and Amati violins nestled in their glass cases on an upper floor. A few minutes later I roll my suitcase past the hundreds of bicycles, up the ramp and onto the concourse of Oxford station.

Once settled on the train to London, my cello propped up against the seat next to me, I can begin to think about the journey we have begun. This trip across Europe to trace the journeys of my four cellists and their instruments had been planned from the comfort and safety of my study, my maps and itineraries spread out across the desk and spilling onto the floor. The cellists I will follow had faced any number of perilous and extreme situations, including the destruction and loss of their instruments. I, however, hope to be in no more danger than risking bed bugs in cheap hotels. But as my cello and I move towards the suburbs of London, I suddenly feel rather alone. Raindrops start to track their way across the carriage windows in thin fingers, and I notice I have wrapped the strap of my cello case around my wrist. We belong together; this is one cello that will not disappear.




Berlin I

From the iron pillars and glass of St Pancras, through the autumnal greens and browns of Kent, the train rushes into the Channel Tunnel. After what seems no time at all, the flat expanse of the French countryside is suddenly upon us; then, just as seamlessly, station names change to Flemish, then German. Eventually, after Cologne, we turn north, then north-east, until factories and flats begin to replace the fields. Nine hours after I left London, my train pulls into Berlin.

Berlin is the one place where my four cellists’ lives converge. Lise Cristiani, Amedeo Baldovino, Pál Hermann and Anita Lasker-Wallfisch never met, but across a period of a hundred years they all stayed within a few miles of each other, even performed on the same stages. Lise was at the height of her fame when, as a young woman, she visited Berlin in 1845–6, touring Europe with her Stradivari. The child prodigy Amedeo frequently performed on the same stages from the age of fifteen, during the 1930s and 40s.2 Pál made his home here, studying and performing in Berlin between 1923 and 1933. And Anita studied here in 1938, until the rise of fascism made it impossible for her to stay. If I can find echoes of these cellists anywhere, Berlin seems to be a good starting point. It is a city loud with their absence.
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I arrive at what my phone claims is the address of my rented accommodation late in the evening, although I can’t see the apartment. A message pings onto the screen with a series of instructions worthy of the most innovative of treasure hunts. I must walk up the road and find an Italian restaurant, looking around the street near it for an abandoned child’s bike. Attached to the bike is a box. If I type in the code I will find a key. It takes me half an hour to identify the bike, concealed behind many others, which I can’t get past with a suitcase and cello. It is now dark and starting to rain. The key box won’t open. I pull at it, bang it on things, and eventually it creaks open enough for me to prise out a rusty key with my fingernails. Then I fail to find the apartment block, which is neither numbered nor in the least evident. I accost a waiter outside the Italian restaurant and ask, in woeful German, if he can help me. He stares, points at my cello case, enquires in broken English as to whether I have my boyfriend in there, and then laughs uproariously. If I had had the energy, or indeed the language skills, I could have told him how, while there obviously isn’t a human in the case, I am nonetheless partnered to the object that inhabits this large humanoid container which I carry on my back. But it is now pouring with rain, the cello case’s straps are digging into my shoulders, and I’m thinking about crying.

Welcome to Berlin.
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Verena Alves meets me at a nearby café early the next morning. She is the archivist for the Berlin Philharmonic Orchestra, and a smiling, calm presence, with wavy brown hair and a beret. She has offered to help me find my way across the city, to locate the places in which my cellists played. Although she herself moved to Berlin twenty years ago, she still observes the city and its relationship to its history with the objective interest of a foreigner. She pulls a map from her rucksack. ‘Here,’ she says triumphantly. ‘This is what we’re looking for. Not the Berlin you see here’ (she gestures at the world outside the large windows of the café), ‘but the Berlin that Lise Cristiani knew in the 1800s, and that Pál, Amedeo and Anita knew before the war.’ I look closely at the map. It has been compiled as a research project, a meta-map, if such a thing exists, to mark the location of the concert halls and music societies of Berlin as they were before it was bombed, rebuilt and then carved in half by the wall. Few of the many musical landmarks shown here exist today. It is a map of memories and absences, particularly apt for a city haunted by the lives and the places that are no longer there. Layers of erased history, which music, perhaps, has a peculiar power to connect and restore.

Walking past the nearby Pierre Boulez Saal, we see a quote on a poster from the man himself: Man sollte das Konzert grundsätzlich als Kommunikationsmittel betrachten, als lebendigen Kontakt zwischen aktiven Personen, seien sie Hörende oder Schaffende (‘One should essentially see concerts as a means of communication, as animated contact between active participants, be they listeners or creators’). I am hoping to find my own version of this ‘animated contact’ that Boulez experiences. The connections between player and audience happen at the moment of performance, but the act of making music in a place leaves its resonance across time, like the shadows marked on our map, for others to hear.

Verena takes me to a neat, white classical building, the Maxim Gorki Theater. Between 1827 and 1943 this place was the Singakademie. It is the oldest concert hall in Berlin, and one of the few buildings we’re visiting that all four of my cellists would have recognized. Lise Cristiani performed here in April 1846; Amedeo Baldovino played a Haydn concerto with the Berlin Philharmonic here on 14 November 1931; and Pál Hermann performed with his baroque trio here in the late 1920s and early 1930s.3 Pál might well have known about Baldovino’s concert and attended, curious to see another cellist who, like himself, was being hailed as an internationally renowned prodigy. When the teenage Anita Lasker studied in Berlin in 1938, she spent many hours wandering the city, and would have known the concert hall, which was one of the great musical landmarks of pre-war Berlin. Four years after she left, the Singakademie was almost completely destroyed in an Allied air raid. When it was rebuilt it became the theatre we are now standing outside. I’d hoped to look inside, and perhaps even to play on its stage, but today it is shut. With Verena’s encouragement I get my cello out and perch on the wall outside to play a little of the Haydn that Amedeo performed here, the wind whipping at my bow. It’s something between an eccentric tribute and busking. I stop when a builder glowers at me from a window of a nearby terrapin hut, and we move hastily on.
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Outside the Singakademie.




    
  
    
Next we walk to the Konzerthaus, the other venue at which Lise Cristiani made her triumphant two-concert Berlin debut, though when she performed here, and until the end of the First World War, it was still called the Königliches Schauspielhaus – the King’s Theatre. With its vast stone steps leading high up to its entrance, it is set proudly in the centre of a huge neoclassical square, Gendarmenmarkt. Built at the end of the seventeenth century, when one fifth to a quarter of the population of Berlin was French, the ‘gendarme’ of the square’s name reflects the city’s dual nationality. On one side of the Konzerthaus is the French church; on the other, its twin, the German church (in which Pál Hermann performed in 19284). Like the Maxim Gorki Theater, the Königliches Schauspielhaus only gives the appearance of age. It too was destroyed during the war, and was left for many years as a ruin. It was only in the 1980s that it became a concert hall once more, when the German Democratic Republic entered into a competition with West Berlin and spent an uncharacteristic amount of money restoring it. In a reconstruction of the opulence that would have greeted the young Lise Cristiani, it is now once again dazzlingly full of chandeliers, sculptures and paintings of severe-looking composers, with every conceivable surface covered in gilt or velvet.

In 1846 Lise performed here to an audience curious to see one of the first female cellists. The whole spectacle was carefully choreographed. Nowadays, cellists usually walk on stage with their cellos, but Lise could not have been expected to make her entrance clutching so unwieldy an instrument, so her Stradivari was placed on the stage ready for her. There was a certain logic to her cello making the first appearance. The audience settled in their seats, wondering what this young lady would look like, whether the performance they would witness would be sublime or ridiculous, or anything in between. Alone on stage, Lise’s Stradivari eyed them aslant, or as one critic put it, the cello was ‘already melancholically propped up against a chair and staring out at the audience with her long, slit F-hole eyes’.5 The ruse enabled the audience to get used to the idea of a woman with a cello, easing them in gently by introducing the instrument before Lise herself.

This description of the mute, melancholy female form, waiting to be animated by its player, is compelling and strikingly strange. Yet it was fairly common in the 1700s for objects to be imbued with life, and that legacy would have lingered into the early 1800s. There is, for instance, a whole body of literature that tells the story of life in London through the progress of a coat, or the life story of a penny. These objects very often talk, and have opinions on the society in which they find themselves, or on their current owner.6 Why not a cello, quietly alive, capable of telling us about society at that time, its attitudes to gender, and culture?

Can a cello be melancholic, can it gaze at ‘her’ audience? I like to think so. Anthropologist Ivan Gaskell writes that ‘those who would see into the life of things cannot confine themselves to the taxonomic domains of biology, for there is life in senses numinous or sacred, well beyond their confines’.7 There is life too – or, if not life, then perhaps shadows – preserved in the map that Verena and I are following, with its silent concert halls and indications of buildings that turn out to be office blocks, or forbidding edifices of steel and glass.

I do not know whether Pál Hermann ever performed at the Konzerthaus, but according to the handful of dog-eared concert programmes in my possession, he played at least
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