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JAMES N. MCKEAN, VIOLIN MAKER

Why is this an exciting time to be a violin 
maker?
When I went to the school in 1973, contempo-
rary violin making was a labor of love—there 
were fewer than a handful of people making a 
living at it. Everyone else made an occasional 
violin while doing repairs. Antiques were 
then so plentiful that a cellist I knew, when 
the Strad that was on loan to him was taken 
back, complained that now he was reduced to 
playing on his Joseph Rocca. 

Modern Italians were a drug on the mar-
ket—how could a contemporary maker, 
much less an American, hope to compete? 
Incredible as it now seems, back then the 
highest compliment a musician could give 
your violin was to say, “It doesn’t sound 
new.” 

This was also the beginning of the femi-
nist movement, and what was said then 
about women in the workplace really reso-
nated with me as a violin maker: In our case, 
you had to be twice as good as the dead guys 
to be taken half as seriously. Now, though, 
most musicians—especially the young 
ones—look at old and new from the same 
perspective. Some are good, some are bad, a 
few are absolutely outstanding.

Where do you see your work fitting into  
the tradition of violin making?
Violin making goes back half a millennium 
now. What we’re making is not at all different 
from the first instruments made by Andrea 
Amati. So the very idea that is the basis of the 

world we live in—progress—is totally irrele-
vant to a violin maker. On the other hand, 
you can’t allow yourself to become a captive of 
tradition. 

Using the same tools, wood, and methods 
can blind you to the fact that Andrea Amati 
was making fiddles for living musicians, as 
has every maker since then. Unfortunately, 
the vogue for antiquing contemporary 
instruments has obscured that. It’s really 
sad. There is no other art or craft—now or 
throughout history—that has viewed copy-
ing and antiquing with anything less than 
ultimate contempt. It has no creativity; the 
whole idea is to erase your own identity.

Every time I go in the shop, or string up a 
new cello, or hear a musician play it, I’m con-
scious of being a part of that great tradition 
that stretches back 500 years—a violin 
maker living in today’s world, helping a 
musician find his or her voice.

What do you think players expect from  
the work of contemporary makers?
Sound. And dependability. As far as I see it, 
the better my instrument is, the less the 
musician knows it’s there. Ideally, it should 
disappear, so that nothing stands between 
her and the music she hears in her head. And 
it should be like that all the time. String play-
ers are expected to perform at any time under 
any circumstances, without any excuses; well, 
they expect their instruments to do the same. 
Of course, an instrument is as sensitive as the 
player to the conditions, which are more often 

than not far from ideal. So it’s not always 
going to optimal. But it shouldn’t be problem-
atic. The best compliment I ever had was from 
a cellist who told me that she never thought of 
me. Her old Italian had been in the shop every 
other week. 

How do you see the craft changing over the 
course of the next 20 years? What changes 
would you like to see?
I’d be thrilled to see an end to this horrible 
practice of antiquing. It does absolutely noth-
ing for the sound, and that’s all musicians 
really care about. It perpetuates that 
unhealthy mindset on the part of both mak-
ers and musicians—that false dichotomy of 
old and new. 

The real irony is if you saw some of those 
great Strads and Guarneris when they were 
brand new, they would have been shockingly 
bright red and orange. They were exuber-
ant—as was the music being written for 
them and the musicians playing them. Musi-
cians today are just as full of life, so 
shouldn’t their instruments be, too? 

What concerns do you have for the future  
of the craft?
None. When I first picked up my tools, people 
were making dire warnings about the death 
of classical music. I guess I’ve been around a 
long time, and I’ve heard this same old story 
come up over and over. And yet there are 
more people listening to classical music, and 
playing it, than ever before.

What’s the best career advice you ever got?
I have to laugh. I remember Nigo [V.Y. Nigogo-
sian] saying to me, “Don’t put your money on 
the walls.” I guess the best advice is more of 
an instinct—when you see great wood, buy it. 
Always, no matter what the price, do what-
ever you have to, just get it. 

If you could keep any one instrument or bow 
you’ve ever handled, what would you pick, 
and why?
Oh, man, that’s like saying pick your favorite 
child. My favorite is the one I’m holding now. 
I think back over the past 40 years or so and 
I’m really astounded at the masterpieces I’ve 
been privileged to see and hold. I wouldn’t 
keep any of them, though. They’re not for me. 
I’m not a musician. They should be out there, 
making music. 
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