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Saveuse-savvy

In late 2022 Robert Max asked Robin to copy the beautiful
cello he plays — the “Comte de Saveuse’ Stradivari — proof
that dreams do come true for cello makers, as Robin had
been hoping for years to have this opportunity.

None of us imagined quite what a journey this
commission would be, or how many times (thanks to an
errant carrier) the special Italian poplar Robin had
sourced in Italy would cross and re-cross the English
Channel, mainland France and Italy.

Robert collected his new cello in April this year and we
decided to celebrate the successful completion of the
instrument with an article about the process of making
the cello, giving insights into the distinctive qualities of
this unusually small Stradivari cello model which Robin
looks forward to making for other players in the future.
See the article on pages 2-3, and more photographs
alongside the article on our website.
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VSA Competition 2026

Robin is honoured to have been invited to join the panel
of jurors at the Violin Society of America’s biennial
international violin making competition which takes place
in Ohio this November. Robin will work alongside
foreman Sam Zygmuntowicz and other artisanship jurors
including Raymond Schryer.

The team will spend five days examining 60-70 cellos for
a range of qualities including technical execution,
modelling, scroll, varnish, set-up and a range of other
criteria.

Cello set-up weeks

If you need help with set up, the next available week is 5-
8 January 2027. Please let us know if you'd like to book
your cello in or would like to bring your cello for an initial
assessment before booking any recommended work.

Cellos in a cinema near you...

A journalist contacted us recently to talk about Behemoth!
a blockbuster film due for release on 4 December, starring
Pedro Pascal as a famous (fictional) cellist. Pascal spent
months learning to play the cello for his part in the film.

Here’s a link to the Vanity Fair article in which Pascal says
it was much harder to play the cello than to fake a
gladiatorial combat: “Holding a bow correctly alone takes
a day’s lesson, and that’s moving fast,” he told Vanity Fair.
If only it were that simple!

https://www.vanityfair.com/story/behemoth-first-look-
pedro-pascal

You might also enjoy this Guardian article by Jonathan
Wells about cellos in feature films, with a fantastic quote
from David Cohen who describes the cello as the ‘Meryl
Streep’ of the orchestra:

https://www.theguardian.com/film/2026/jul/30/its-the-
meryl-streep-of-the-orchestra-why-cinema-loves-the-
cello

www.aitchisoncellos.com
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COPYING THE SAVEUSE FOR ROBERT MAX

When we first heard Robert Max play his beautiful 1726
‘Comte de Saveuse’ Stradivari, we were struck by the
rich, dark and complex sounds he drew from this
unusually small cello. A few years later, we enjoyed the
warm and earthy sound colours of the Saveuse again at
the London Cello Society’s ‘Simply Strad’ concert when
Robert joined other players of Stradivari cellos for an
unforgettable celebration of Stradivari’s work.

When Robert first started playing the Saveuse in 1990,
few Strad cellos were known on that small model apart
from the 1732 ‘Pleeth’. More examples have since come
to light, and this distinctive group of cellos now
includes the ‘Bein, Fruh” and ‘Iwasaki’ (both from 1727)
and the 1732 ‘Stuart’, all of which were made on a
shortened version of the B-form Stradivari model. No
paper pattern or mould survives for these distinctive
instruments which are approximately 3.5cm shorter
than Forma B cellos but have a similar width, giving
them a more square or ‘boxy’ appearance than the
Forma B. The design of this group of cellos is distinct
from the ‘Forma B Piccolo,” the Stradivari workshop’s
other innovative cello design from this late period,
which has narrower widths than the Forma B, giving it
a more slender appearance.

The Saveuse was made in the same year as the ‘Marquis
de Corberon” which Robin regularly copies. The 1720s
were hard times in Cremona, which explains why both
cellos were made from locally grown wood rather than
expensive imported maple. In all other respects, the
Saveuse and Marquis de Corberon are astonishingly
different instruments in terms of size, arching, corner
design, purfling style and scroll carving.

Robin knew that choosing the correct species and
density of wood for Robert’s cello would be pivotal to
making the Saveuse copy sound like the original. The
first task was to arrange a CT scan of the cello to
estimate the density and identity of the wood used for
the back and scroll. We're very grateful to Robert Cain
in Newark for his help in getting the cello scanned.

The CT scan results confirmed that the two-piece back
was made from slab-cut Italian white poplar (pioppo)
from what appears to have been quite a small log, as
the pieces were sliced unusually close to the middle of
the tree. The back also has unusually dense grain
structure for white poplar. The scroll was confirmed to
have been made from pear wood.

Not surprisingly, the only wood yard with a varied
stock of pioppo is to be found in northern Italy so Robin

asked our son Will, who speaks excellent Italian, to join
him for the trip. The aim was to find slab cut pioppo of
a very specific density and visual character. The back
and ribs of the Saveuse have no maple-like figure but
have a very characterful growth pattern which Robin
hoped to match closely, as it’s such a large part of the
visual identity of the original instrument. Robin and
Will spent a hot July day — which also happened to be
Robin’s birthday - measuring and examining every
piece of white poplar in the yard and were delighted to
find specimens very close in density and growth
pattern to the wood used for the cello in 1726 Cremona.

The small pallet of carefully selected wood was
shipped from Milan a few days later. Unfortunately,
the yard’s transport broker wasn’t up to date with the
most recent changes in post-Brexit import regulations.
When the wood was ‘grounded” at a UK import hub, it
appeared that the newly merged international carrier in
charge of the consignment would rather write off this
relatively low value shipment than get it re-delivered
to us with the correct paperwork! After many hours on
the phone each day over several weeks, Sarah managed
to befriend a kind customer services agent in Brussels,
and they and the wood yard spent the next four months
tracking and re-tracking, phoning and pleading, as the
pallet crossed the Channel a grand total of five times.
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¥ Finally, one grey
“ November day, the
| rather battered plastic
wrapped pallet was
lowered into the bus
stop outside our
house, much to
everyone’s relief, as

there was no more
pioppo of this quality
left in the yard.

Robert was very
patient through this
saga: ‘I never imagined that finding suitable wood
would be so difficult,” he told us, ‘But if you talk to a
chef, they will say that the quality of your raw
ingredients is vital to a good dish. And once you're
convinced that the materials are the right ones for the
job, then so much becomes possible with the
appearance and the sound of the instrument.

I think it’s amazing that you found such materials, and
now that I look at and play the finished cello, I can see
how incredibly important that choice was.’



Because the Saveuse was in full-time use, it was rarely
possible to study it in our workshop but we enjoyed a
series of visits to Robert’s home to study the cello.
During one early visit, we took our best wood samples
to identify which pieces most closely matched the
original instrument. Robin leafed through a book’s
worth of rib wood until he’d selected each piece to
match the cello’s distinctive ribs. Ditto with the wood
for the back. As the front of the Saveuse is in five pieces,
there was a true tailoring element to the selection and
placing of the source materials. Then, as the making
progressed, we returned to Robert’s home to capture
extra information and photographs, and to study
details such as the original’s distinctive and well
preserved corners and purfling, alongside Robin’s first
carved samples.

We knew from the CT scan results that Stradivari had
chosen pioppo with an unusually high density, but once
work started on the rib structure and plates, Robin
gained real respect for this species. Pioppo of this
density has very hard late growth which gives the
wood great strength and helps to explain some thin
graduations of the Saveuse back. Although pioppo has a
similar density to maple, the speed of sound along the
length of the plate is higher than for maple, which
makes it an excellent substitute. The downside of
working with this wood is that white poplars growing

in the Po Valley are known to draw sand and grit up
from the ground and into their fibres which blunts edge
tools very quickly! The grit may be responsible for
some of the distinctive acoustic properties of pioppo but
it also consumes a lot of nice old steel.

One of the greatest analytical — and tonally significant
— challenges in making a close copy of a three hundred
year old cello is interpreting the arching. Cellos by their
nature are more flexible and mobile structures than
violins, and the quest to understand the original shape
of the arching is an area of endeavour that continually
deepens and changes with time for the earnest and
dedicated maker.

Robin also spent a lot of time studying the Saveuse
varnish. The varnish on the front is very pure and has
many interesting colours and textures as it has happily
escaped being polished over by restorers. On the back,
the varnish has adhered to the wood less well and
significant areas have been lost, producing a wear
pattern more normally associated with violins rather
than cellos.

Robert was intrigued by the antiquing process. ‘I loved
watching the videos of Robin applying the varnish to
the copy and thought it must be a really satisfying thing
to do, so I hope it wasn’t too dispiriting for him to have
to remove so !t
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much of the
fresh varnish
when he
antiqued  the
copy! Having
observed the
process I now
look at the
original cello
in a very
different way
and appreciate
the beauty
which years of
use have given
its varnish.’

Antiquing on the Saveuse copy

To ensure that Robert would feel as at home as possible
on the new cello, Robin gave the copy the same style of
tailpiece, pegs, fingerboard, neck, endpin and fine
tuners as the original.

When Robert first played the copy alongside the
Saveuse this spring, we were delighted by the
resemblance in the sound of the two cellos. Robert
commented: ‘The new cello seems to share the same
core tonal qualities as the Strad and is a great pleasure
to play; the playability and responsiveness was good
right from the start. It’s clear that you can get a very fine
sounding cello at these dimensions and within these
parameters. The cello now has a life and direction of its
own and I really look forward to playing it.”



CELLOS & BOWS FOR SALE

WILLIAM FORSTER CELLO ¢.1770
Length of back: 738mm String length: 670mm

£87,500

An elegant cello by William Forster with a rich,
colourful tone wonderful clarity and very good
projection. Fully restored. Labelled internally.
J & A Beare receipt from 1962.

BETTS CELLO c.1810
Length of back: 730mm String length: 679mm
£78,000

A fine cello from the Betts workshop in beautiful
condition, showing the hand of Fendt Snr. This cello
has a rich, broad and satisfying tone and quick
response. Exquisite varnish. Beare certificate.

DODD CELLO ¢.1800

£tbc
Length of back: 745mm String length: 682mm

A handsome cello from the Dodd workshop in very
good condition, with fine dark red varnish and a
rewarding tonal response. Made in the New Street
Covent Garden workshop between 1794-1809.

AITCHISON GUADAGNINI COPY 2008
Length of back 715mm  String length: 668mm

£42,000

A faithful copy of a beautiful Milan period
Guadagnini made from the finest wood, with fiery,
patinated varnish. Rich, complex tonal qualities,
powerful projection and a quick response.

AITCHISON GUADAGNINI COPY
Length of back 715mm String length: 668mm

£42,000

A recently completed copy of an exquisite
Milan period Guadagnini cello, with exciting tonal
qualities, powerful projection and a characteristically
swift response under the bow.

AITCHISON MONTAGNANA COPY
Length of back: 740mm String length: 690mm
£42,000

A 2025 copy of the Pergamenschikow Montagnana
played by David Cohen, offering the player soloistic
depth, sonority, power and clarity.

PETER WAMSLEY CELLO c.1735
Length of back: 758mm String length: 690mm

£27,000

A good example of the later work of Peter Wamsley
with a rich, warm, colourful tone and a crisp,
satisfying, response.

C & S THOMPSON CELLO 1786
Length of back: 750mm String length: 683mm
£25,000
This beautiful cello has a deep, golden tone. The

condition is very good. The cello still has its original
neck, so would be ideal for early repertoire.

SELECTED CELLO BOWS

Morgan Andersen 83.0 | G | £10,500
Paul Sadka 815 | S £7,200
Gregor Walbrodt 81.8 | S £5,500
Tino Lucke 834 | S £5,260
William Watson 835 | G £5,000
Mark Yakoushkin 85.0 | S £4,500
Mark Yakoushkin 787 | S £4,500
Mark Yakoushkin 810 | S £4,500
Richard Griinke 80.0 | G Sold

Eric Lane 820 | S £4,170
John Aniano 835 | S £4,170
John Aniano 819 | S £4,170
Bernd Etzler 83.0 | S £4,000
Brian Alvey 815 | S £4,000
Bernd Etzler 812 | S £3,200
David Tempest 826 | S £2,950
Klaus Griinke 808 | S £2,890
Klaus Griinke 810 | S £2,890
Klaus Griinke 82.0 | S £2,890
Andrew McGill 837 | S £2,500
Andrew McGill 80.0 | S £2,500
J R Silva 819 | S £1,550
M Francisco 823 | S £1,550
Valdecir 79.0 | S £1,400
J Fornaciari (Ipe wood) 81.0 | S £1,250
Manoel Francisco (Ipe) 825 | S Sold

V Grippa (Ipe) 81.1 | S £1,250

Please see our website
for cello recordings and photographs.

www.aitchisoncellos.com




