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Launch of two new videos:

We're excited to announce the launch of two new
videos: How to keep your bridge straight and
How to fit a cello string.

Of all the topics we’ve covered in articles over the
years, the most universally important in everyday
musical life are straightening a bridge or fitting a
string. We decided to commission cellist and film
maker Thibault Blanchard Dubois to work with us
to produce two short ‘how to” films. Luckily for
us, cellist Samara Ginsberg agreed to take part in

both videos, quizzing Robin about every aspect of

the process of bridge straightening and string
fitting.

To mark the launch, we’ve produced a Q&A on
pages 2-3, which we hope will serve as a warmup
for the bridge straightening video or an informal
way to revise the content after viewing.

Both videos are available on our website, YouTube
Channel and Facebook page. Please share them
with anyone who you think might find them
useful.

VSA Oberlin Montagnana Project

This summer, Robin was asked to lead the 2023
Violin Society of America Oberlin group project:

making a close copy of
the Farina Montagnana
cello. This rare uncut-
down cello was owned
by British cellist May
Mukle (1880-1963) and is
now played by Ilya
Finkelshteyn, principal

cellist of the Cincinnati

Symphony Orchestra.
May Mukle

In mid-June, Robin and a

team of 30 luthiers from across the world arrived in
Oberlin Ohio, for an intense and hugely rewarding
fortnight making the front, ribs, back and scroll,
which will be varnished at the 2024 workshop.

More on this extraordinary project in the next issue
of News for Cellists, but meanwhile, here’s a link to a
video of Finkelshteyn playing the majestic Farina:
https://www.pbs.org/video/ilya-finkelshteyn-phe9uu/
(Scroll forward 14 minutes for the performance.)

Carbon offset

We avoid flying as much as we can but on the advice
of an expert friend, we calculate any emissions using
https://www.atmosfair.de/en/offset/flight/. This app
also calculates the cost of offsetting emissions. This
year, we've decided to donate to ClientEarth.

https://www.clientearth.org/

www.aitchisoncellos.com


https://www.atmosfair.de/en/offset/flight/
http://www.aitchisoncellos.com/

BRIDGE STRAIGHTENING: Q&A

HOW CAN I TELL IF MY BRIDGE IS STRAIGHT?

For a bridge to function as the luthier intended,
sounding and feeling right for the player, both
bridge feet should sit flat on the cello front, with
even pressure on every part of the feet—so that the
bridge is neither rocking back on its ‘heels” nor
forward onto its “toes’.

WHAT ARE THE BENEFITS OF A STRAIGHT BRIDGE?

As well as maximizing the life of your bridge,
keeping it straight is also beneficial from a tonal
point of view as the posture of the bridge makes a
big difference to the sound and response of the
cello. The first step whenever helping cellists to
improve their set-up is to check the alignment of
their bridge; it's surprising how often this is the
only issue that needs addressing. Simply
straightening the bridge can return their cello to
the sound and response they were worried the
cello had lost.

WHAT ARE THE RISKS INVOLVED IF YOU DON'T
KEEP THE BRIDGE STRAIGHT?

It's quite common for the top of the bridge to
become warped, or bent over, if it isn't kept
straight. If your bridge has already become
warped, don’t despair. Good luthiers can re-
flatten moderately warped bridges (there are a
variety of techniques).

WHY ISN'T MY BRIDGE STRAIGHT?

Every time you tune (or fit) a string, some friction
will occur between the bridge and string, even
when the grooves are lubricated with dry soap or
graphite. Depending on whether you are tuning
from the pegs or fine tuners, this friction will drag
the bridge fractionally in the direction of the pegs
or the tailpiece.

WHY LUBRICATE THE STRING GROOVES?

Lubricating the string grooves on the bridge
reduces the amount of friction between the string
and the bridge when you tune the string. This will
also reduce the amount that the bridge is
‘dragged’ in one direction or another by the string
(depending on whether you tune from the pegs or
the tailpiece adjusters).

WHICH IS THE BEST LUBRICANT TO USE?

We prefer to use dried-out soap, as it’s cleaner and
quicker to apply than soft pencil graphite. The best
soap to use is of a basic quality, such as a little
tablet of hard and crumbly hotel soap. Nice soaps
containing oils that are good for your skin are too
soft for our purpose.

If you don’t have a cake of old hotel soap, cut a
lcm slice off a bar of basic soap and put it in a
warm, dry place for a few months until the soap is
dried out. When you scrape the surface, small
flakes should come away like snow.

A little piece of soap like this can safely be kept in
your cello case and used for your string grooves in
the bridge —as well as in the nut at the top of the
fingerboard —whenever you fit a new string.

WHATS THE RELATIVE IMPACT OF TUNING FROM
THE PEGS OR FINE TUNERS ON THE TAILPIECE?

Fine tuners drag the bridge six times more
powerfully than pegs, because they are six times
closer to the bridge than the pegs. So if you use
fine tuners regularly, you need to keep a close eye
on the bridge and correct its stance away from the
tailpiece.

It's worth tuning with your pegs whenever
practical to counteract the effect of the fine tuners,
but every time you fit a new string, you should
assume that the bridge has been pulled towards
the peg box and will need straightening.

HOW DO I STRAIGHTEN MY BRIDGE?

How to keep your bridge straight | Robin Aitchison




OPTION 1. This is Robin’s preferred method,
which we illustrate in the video: Lie the cello
across your lap. Wrap your hands around the
strings on either side of the bridge and brace the
little finger of one hand against the tailpiece and
the little finger of the other against the
fingerboard. If the string grooves have been
lubricated, you will now be able to push the head
of the bridge in the desired direction with your
thumbs. The thumb that is not pushing should
act as a balance or brake to ensure that the bridge
doesn’t go too far.

OPTION 2. The other option is
to adjust the bridge when the
cello is in the playing position,
like this 1,000-year-old viol
player from Spain: grip the
bridge immediately beneath the

strings in order not to break any
‘ part of it with the pressure you're
applying. Straighten the bridge
gently and evenly, balancing the
effort of both hands.

WHY IS IT HARDER TO MOVE THE BRIDGE HEAD
TOWARDS THE TAILPIECE THAN TOWARDS THE
PEGS?

The angle of the strings down to the tailpiece is
much steeper than the angle of the strings towards
the pegbox. This steep angle makes it more
difficult to push the bridge in this direction.

HOW OFTEN SHOULD I STRAIGHTEN MY BRIDGE?

To ensure that the bridge stays upright and in
perfect condition through its lifetime, we
recommend checking the posture of your bridge
at least once a week and after changing strings.

CAN I EXPERIMENT WITH MY BRIDGE ANGLE?

Some cellists carry out minor sound adjustments
on their instruments by changing the angle of the
bridge; other players are less keen to experiment,
but we would encourage every cellist to learn how
to adjust the angle of the bridge to keep it standing
upright.

Practise straightening your bridge until you're
confident. Then you can experiment by moving
the bridge fractionally towards the fingerboard
and seeing what effect this has, then returning it to
an upright position, testing again, and finally, try

the bridge fractionally towards the tailpiece.
When the bridge rocks onto its toes or heels, you
are mimicking the effect of a minor sound post
adjustment by increasing or decreasing the
connection between the bridge and post.

WHAT IS A BRIDGE GAUGE?

We often cut bridge gauges for cellists once we
have achieved a nice sound adjustment, so that the
player has a record of the posture of the bridge
when this adjustment was carried out. A bridge
gauge is a piece of thin wood that is cut to fit
precisely between the top of the bridge and the
end of your fingerboard when the bridge is
standing perfectly upright. It can be kept in the
cello case and used regularly to check the bridge
angle. The video shows the gauge in action.

WHERE CAN I GET A BRIDGE GAUGE?

Any violin maker will be able to make you one;
just make sure that your cello is playing optimally
and your bridge is straight before they cut it to fit.
Use this gauge to check the posture of your bridge
and correct the bridge angle as required. NB Make
sure the grooves are well lubricated with dry soap
before you correct the bridge angle, otherwise the
strings will grip the bridge too firmly to allow any
movement.

A perfectly fitting bridge gauge

Now it’s time to watch our video to see the bridge
gauge in action.

https://www.aitchisoncellos.com/cellos-by-
robin/video-gallery/

Huge thanks to Thibault Blanchard Dubois of
Europik Music and Samara Ginsberg for their
wonderful work in producing this video.
www.europikmusic.com

@samaracello



SELECTED CELLOS & BOWS

B. S. FENDT I ¢.1800
L.O.B: 29% (743mm) String length: 2674" (682mm)

£105,000

This outstanding cello by Bernhard Simon Fendt
Senior is in exceptionally good condition and has a
rich tone and an even, quick response.

B. S. FENDT II 1832
L.O.B: 29%2” (754mm) String length: 27" (685mm)

£85,000

This beautiful cello is a joy to play, with a quick,
generous response and a rich, beautifully textured and
well projecting tone and it has been well cared for
through its life.

THOMAS KENNEDY 1823
L.O.B: 29% (740mm) String length: 26%” (680mm)
£55,000

This fully inscribed and labelled Kennedy cello is
remarkably original, with deeply crackled dark oil
varnish. It has benefitted from some excellent internal
work and plays beautifully.

JOHN MORRISON ¢.1820
L.O.B: 29%” (740mm) String length: 26'%” (675mm)

£49,500

A late cello by John Morrison in excellent condition,
with refined arching and translucent red-gold varnish.
The bass is rich, the treble clear and effortless.

JAMES W. BRIGGS 1899
L.O.B: 29%” (755mm) String length: 27%4” (689mm)

£45,000

This immaculate, rich and rewarding cello was the
first instrument of a fine professional player and
features in Violin Making in Scotland 1750-1950
by D. Rattray.

AITCHISON GUADAGNINI COPY
L.O.B: 28%” (715mm) String length: 264" (668mm)

Price: £32,000

A faithful 2008 copy of an exceptionally beautiful
Milan period Guadagnini cello, with rich, complex
tonal qualities, powerful projection and a quick
response.

MITTENWALD c.1830
L.O.B: 29%2” (750mm) String length: 26%4” (665mm)
£20,000

An attractive cello with a comfortable string length in
very good condition with a powerful treble
and a rich bass.

CELLO BOWS
Thomas Tubbs 86.6 S £10,000
Dodd bow, Tubbs frog 93.2 S £10,000
W. E. Hill & Sons (Yeoman) | 78.9 S £8,000
David Samuels 80.2 S £8,000
H&S (Leeson/Bishop) 76.0 S £6,000
Steve Salchow 81.6 S £5,850
Roger Zabinski 82.1 S £5,650
Robert Pierce 81.2 G £5,500
W.E.H.&S. (Hill) 82.3 S £5,500
Christophe Schaefer 80.2 S £5,500
J.S. Finkel 83.0 G £5,250
Eric Lane 81.0 S £4,470
William Watson 83.5 G £5,000
Mark Yakoushkin 85.0 S £4,500
Mark Yakoushkin 78.7 S £4,500
Eric Lane 81.0 S £4,470
John Aniano 82.1 S £4,470
Doriane Bodart 81.1 S £4,000
Bernd Etzler 82.2 S £4,000
Robert Pierce 80.5 S £3,950
Robert Pierce 81.8 S £3,950
Jacobus van der Geest 80.7 G £3,900
Mark Drehmann 82.0 S £3,660
Josef Gabriel 80.4 S £3,330
Bernd Etzler 81.2 S £3,200
Didier Claudel 82.5 S £3,000
Klaus Griinke 80.7 S £2,950
Andrew McGill 83.7 S £2,950
David Tempest 82.6 S £2,950
Christian Wanka 81.4 S £2,940
Klaus Griinke 80.7 S £2,890
J R Silva 81.6 S £1,900
Siqueira 81.0 S £1,475
M Francisco 81.9 S £1,475
J R Silva 81.9 S £1,375
M. Francisco 81.5 S £1,375
Jackson Fornaciari 82.6 S £1,375
Juliano Oliveira 81.3 N £1,075
S. Trindade 79.6 N £1,075
Luan Ruy 81.1 N £1,075

See our website for recordings and
photographs.

www.aitchisoncellos.com



