A MONTHLY NEWSPAPER FCR SMITHSONIAN INSTITUTION STAFF

Smithsonian
Institution

NO. 01-11 NOVEMBER 2001

Violins yield Stradivari’s secrets

BY MICHAEL LIPSKE
Special to The Torch

One day last winter, Gary Sturm stopped by the Natural History Museum to
watch an old violin share some of its secrets with a CT scanner, a super-
sophisticated X-ray machine worth around half-a-million dollars.

Someone asked what the violin was worth, Sturm recalls, and “I told them
it was worth more than the machine that was doing the scanning.” Which
wasn’t even a stretch, considering that the violin had been made by Antonio
Stradivari and belonged to a matched set of musical instruments that have
been appraised at $50 million.

“Everybody knows the name ‘Stradivarius, ” says Sturm, assistant chair for
special projects in American History’s Division of Cultural History. Stringed
instruments Stradivari crafted three centuries ago in Cremona, Italy, are the
world’s most prized musical artifacts, coveted by museums and collectors.

Musicians yearn to play the instruments, which are considered unsurpassed
in richness of tone. Modern makers of violins long to copy the master’s meth-
ods of craftsmanship. “They have this incredible thirst for wanting to do
things the way Stradivari did them,” Sturm says.

A former violinmaker himself, Sturm means to slake that thirst. In a proj-
ect linking experts from three branches of the Smithsonian, as well as from
the National Gallery of Art, several Stradivari instruments are being analyzed
from scroll to tailpiece.

The goal is to reveal precisely what materials and techniques Stradivari used
to fashion his instruments, right down to the kind of varnish he put on the
outside. “We want to peel away the process layer by layer,” Sturm says.

At the center of this investigation is the Axelrod Quartet of instruments—

two violins, a viola and a cello made by Stradivari and given to SIin 1997 by
" Herbert Axelrod, a New Jersey publisher, ichthyologist, violin lover and ma-

Presidential visit. Former President Bill Clinton and former Sen. Bob Dole visited “The America Presidency”
exhibition at American History on Oct. 11 to tape an interview for ABC’s “World News Tonight” about their scholar-
ship program for children of people killed in the Sept. 11 terrorist attack. From left are ABC reporter Claire Shipman,
Clinton, Dole and Sheila Burke, Under Secretary for American Museums and National Programs. (Jeff Tinsley photo)



“Europeans are more in touch with
their bodies,” observes Lars Krutak,
repatriation research specialist at the
American Indian Museum, as he leafs
through the latest issue of Tatowier
magazine, a German publication
dedicated to tattooing practices. Men
and women adorned with full body
tattoos, known as “body suits,” fill the
magazine’s pages. “We are generally
more conservative in the States,” he
adds.

Recently returned from Nayarit
and Jalisco in Mexico, where he trav-
eled as part of his job, Krutak imme-
diately began to prepare for a second
trip to Kosovo. He serves in Kosovo as
an international voter services super-
visor and observer for the Organiza-
tion for Security and Cooperation in
Europe.

But Krutak wears his real passion
near his sleeve. Circling his left bicep
is a traditional Siberian Yupiget
motif inked in a broad band on his
skin, a symbol of his fascination with
tattoos.

Krutak’s interest in the Yupiget
dates to his grad school days at the
University of Alaska, Fairbanks. “For
my thesis, I focused on a small group
of Yupiget women living on St.
Lawrence Island, Alaska,” he explains.
“It is one of the few places where tra-
ditional tattoos are still prevalent, al-
though tattooing is no longer prac-
ticed.”

For the Yupiget women, tattoos
protect them from evil spirits, tell sto-
ries of their husbands’ achievements
or narrate the stories of their clans.

“They had a variety of reasons for
marking themselves,” Krutak says.

His research on traditional tattoo
practices in the Arctic led him to Nat-
ural History to work with Research
Anthropologist Igor Krupnik.

“One day, we were sitting in his of-
fice and the phone rang,” Krutak re-
calls. “It was someone looking for an
expert on traditional tattooing. I
heard Igor say, ‘T have one right here,
and he handed me the phone.”

The call was the beginning of Kru-
tak’s involvement as a technical ad-
viser for “The Vanishing Tattoo,” a se-
ries of 26 half-hour documentaries
being made for television. The series
looks at the history and rituals of
tribal tattooing in different cultures
through the eyes of tattoo artist
Thomas Lockhart and filmmaker
Vincent Errol Hemingson.

“I conduct research on topics to
cover and groups to study, locate
photographs for the Web site and
contact people that we think would
be good in the project,” Krutak says.
“I am featured in several film seg-
ments, contribute articles and so on.”

The project’s companion Web
site, www.vanishingtattoo.com, receives
more than 15 million hits a month.

Also in his spare time, Krutak
writes and publishes articles on tat-
toos. His most recent work appeared
in the July issue of Skin and Ink, the
most widely read tattoo magazine in
the United States, and in Tatowier.

Americans may be more conserva-
tive about their bodies, but tattooing
is going mainstream here, Krutak

notes. Thirty years ago, one in 100
adults had a tattoo; now it is one in
10. “Tt used to be sailors and rough
guys,” Krutak says. “Now soccer
moms and Hollywood celebrities
have tattoos.”

Modern reasons for marking one’s
body appear to be as varied as those
of the Yupiget women. “It is some-
thing that becomes an indelible part
of you, your history and your future,”
Krutak observes. “Whatever you may
lose in life, no one can take this away
from you.”

Krutak’s own tattoo was done for
him by a friend in New Orleans. “The
sensation of burning flesh and en-
dorphins rushing through your body
is pretty intense,” he says of the expe-
rience. “I am lucky that I do not bleed
and that I heal quickly”

Applying vitamin E to a new tattoo
until it begins to scab over is the best
method for healing, Krutak adds.
“Also, your skin is very sensitive at
this time, so it is best to keep out of
direct sunlight, swimming pools and
salt water.”

Pain is no deterrent for Krutak,
who is planning to get his second tat-
too while in Kosovo. “Once you get
one...you always want another,” he
says. “The more I write stories about
tattoo artists and provide them with
coverage, the more offers I get for free
tattoos.”

And what does his mom think? “I
don’t think my mother is very crazy
about my tattoo. But my father thinks
it’s cool, in an aesthetic sense.” m

—Angela Cervetti
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Lars Krutak and his Yupiget-inspired tattoo (Photo by John Barrat)
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