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ROME — To music lovers, listening to violin and cello virtuosi play one Stradivarius or one
Guarneri instrument would be a touch of heaven by itself, but hearing a dozen at the same
time is something to die for.

That is precisely what delighted an audience in Rome on Tuesday night when Italian violin
master Uto Ughi, Russia’s Yury Bashmet and others performed Mozart, Paganini and
Tchaikovsky on instruments from the 16th, 17th and 18th centuries.

The 12 precious instruments — seven violins, three violas and two cellos — were borrowed
from behind the glass of Moscow’s Glinka State Central Museum of Musical Culture and
brought to life.

“It has always been a dream of mine to bring these instruments back home to be played in the
country where they were born,” Bashmet told the audience.
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Indeed, just the sight of the rare instruments transfixed some in the audience at the
Conciliazione Auditorium, almost as if they were beholding a holy vision.

The instruments included five made by the Stradivari family, two by the Guarneri family, one
by the Amati family and others by individual craftsmen.

Most were crafted in the northern Italian city of Cremona, whose name is synonymous with
perfect violins and cellos.

“Bringing these instruments to Italy from Russia was a wonderful initiative,” Ughi said.

Ughi, 67, and Bashmet, 58, played as soloists along with the 24-member Moscow Soloists
Chamber Orchestra, which Bashmet founded in 1992 and which he directs.

“We have heard the beauty of the sound these instruments create. They have never been
surpassed,” he said. “Despite all the progress of technology no one has managed to re-create
the quality and sound of these instruments.”

One theory is that the Stradivari and Guarneri, who were both students of the Amati, stored
their wood in a salty solution rich with minerals before drying it out.

There have also been suggestions that the members of Cremona’s violin-making families
later deliberately faked treatises on violin-making techniques to mislead potential copycats
and preserve their secrets.

“There is something profoundly mysterious about this,” Ughi said.

Less mysterious is the value of some of the instruments.

Some can be worth millions of dollars, meaning the total value on the stage perhaps went into
the tens of millions.

Tuesday night’s concert, sponsored by Russian gas giant Gazprom, was billed as a “pre-
premiere” for a world tour the Moscow Soloists plan to embark on next year.

For now, the million-dollar babies will go back behind the glass of the museum in Moscow.
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