
cubicle to meet your stringed soul mate, but the experts at Moennig
send you into a large wood-paneled room purfled with auto g raphs of
famous clients: Henryk Szeryng, Gregor Piat i g o r s ky, Ivan Ga l a m i a n ,
S a rah Chang. Yehudi Menuhin described it as “a s a n c t u a r y of beauty
and cra f t s m a n s h i p.”

Ka ss monitors the courtship between player and instrument. His s a l e s
p i tch is perfect: He listens. I wa n ted a fiddle with classic purity, looks, a
b e l l - l i ke sound, a pedigre e. And an imperfection, so the violin wo u l d n’t
be too st u c k-up and impossible to live with. And so I could affo rd it.
With all this fa c to red into his matching service of a mind, Ka ss bro u g h t
out a violin from the Parisian shop of maste rm a ker Jean-Baptiste
Vu i ll a u m e — c i rca 1840, a co py of an instrument by s eve n te e nt h - ce n t u r y
m a ster Giovanni Paolo Maggini. I fell for it. Ka ss knew I wo u l d .

J. B. Vuillaume was one of the most ce l e b rated luthiers of his time.
Paganini was his client. By the 1830s, the gre at Cremonese makers of
the s i x te e nth and s eve n te e nth ce n t u ri e s we re thought to be such mas-
ters that players of the day (not unlike our classic 911 Care r ra fa n s)
n ever wa n ted the model changed; they wa n ted re p roductions of the
g re at violins. Vuillaume and his staff meticulously copied the most ma-
j e stic Italian fiddles that passed through their shop for re p a i r. Many of
the copies we re maste r works in their own right. This violin was one of
them, with its elaborate floral inlay at both ends of its golden, curva-
ceous back. And it was loyal. I was impre ssed that its re l ationship with
the previous owner was no fling; it had been a f i f t y-year marriage that
began the moment they met. 

Still, with all the fiddle’s at t r i b u tes, it  was a few mil limete r s
ove r s i ze d—j u st enough to deter serious admirers from buying it at a
higher price. This was the little flaw that made our re l ationship poss i b l e.
I brought it home to get better acq u a i n ted. And that was that .

L ater that ye a r, I returned to Moennig & Son to buy a bow that co u l d
do my violin just i ce. The one I selected was made in Vu i l l a u m e ’s shop, to o.
I imagined the bow, a century and a half ago in Paris, hanging so lonely at
the other end of the st u d i o. It had its eye on my violin way back then, and
n ow, with empires, gre at wars and a thousand re m e m b ra n ces past, these
t wo had survived and we re thus reu n i ted. A dream come true.

■ Friedrich von Schiller wro te, “Keep true to the dreams of thy yo u t h .”
And I suppose if the maxim we ren’t true, you wouldn’t see quite as
m a ny sparkling-new, frozen-in-time Porsche 911 Care r ras driven by
older gents, their bald spots g l owing in the sun. The art of the fa n t a sy is
to keep it looking fa c tory fresh. No one wants a pre - owned dream, not
at that price. 

In my daily polished, middle-aged d reams, I didn’t need a fa n cy car.
( I’m more of an off-road guy.) I didn’t need a tro p hy wife. (I’ve had one
s i n ce I was 25.) In my dreams, I was a co n cert violinist who wo u l d
s o m e d ay own a ra re, pedigreed instrument. But reality doesn’t always
co o p e rate; nowa d ays, a St ra d i varius or a Guarnerius can run upwa rd s
of $3.5 million. M o st of the brilliant—and bro ke—young virtuoso sh ave
to rely on the kindness of sy n d i c ate s :U b e r- l u x u r y-goods group LV M H
loans out its mint-condition 1727 St rad to wo r t hy young artists. Sony
does, to o. One particularly enterprising American artist even per-
suaded a group of inve stors to purchase and loan him the instrument of
his dre a m s—a Guarneri del Gesù.

Alas, instruments such as these we re out of my league. I was fated to
s e a rch for a thoro u g h b red violin that had been ove r l o o ked like some
b a n d y-legged Seabiscuit. I searched the vaults of all the dealers in New
York. I took a shapely Italian home for a week. No sparks. Then a friend
at the New York Philharmonic re commended William Moennig & Son
Ltd. in Philadelphia. 

Moennig is one of the most distinguished makers and appraisers of
ra re instruments in the world. Founded in 1909, the family business is in
its fourth generat i o n—William Moennig III and IV pre s i d e, with partners
Philip Ka ss and Richard Donovan at their sides. I t’s l o c ated just off Rit-
tenhouse Square, in a brick Fe d e ra l-period tow n house with white shut-
ters and railings inlaid with black f i d d l e s . Other shops put you in a st a r k
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