LI MOMENT o,

A First-String Violin Maker

BY JIM MERRITT

HE VIOLIN rests in

the sunlight by the

garden window,
looking like a study in
still life. It needsone last
finishing touch before it
can be played for the first

time.

Charles Rufina. 46 the luthier,
ar vialin maker. will be the first to
play thosa inaugural notes. He
sits im a capiain's chair at his stu-
dia in a woodsy section of

dowiestairs workshop, when he
glied together two pleces of
Bavarian Alpine maple o form a
back pleca. Then came 250 or so
hicrrs of cutting, gouging,
planning, and gliing the rest of
the pieces in place. Since the var-
nizhirg and setup was completed
about 3 weak ago. the only thing
separating this instrument from
it roisical destiny i= the metal
bridge facket halding up the
stiings. That needs to bs replaced
by bridge made of hand maple.
Rufino picks up a knife with a
blade no bigger than his thumb-
reail- e carved the
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“This is a wonderful
moment of anticipation,” Rufing
aays of his decision to Grally try
out the new violin. He wears a
bluie denim apron over his white
shirtand violin-pattermed tie. He
carefully picks the burnt-orangs
violin up by the neck and brushes
the floral print table clath whee it
has been resting, lest a piece of
debris scratch the nes creation.

He's been making violins-
Rufino familiady calls them “id-
dles”- professionally for aver twean-
ty years. He learned the cen-
turles-cld craft at an English
schodd during the 19708, ard
earned motice in music circles
during the 80z, when he
restored a priceless violin that had
bieen squsshed by a car. "1t
sovnded better after [ finished the
restoration,” he notes with quita
pride.

Rufino lays the violin on the
clean clath, sring-side wp It was
bieguin six months ago in his

strimgs to the  hollow
bty The bridge holes aren’t big
enough to provide the kind of live-
Iy acouetic effect ha wants, He
hiolds the bridge up to the win-
doww, chiecking its “balance®
through the reading glasses cling -
ing to the tip of his nosa,

Aftar the bridge & whitled to his
Hkirg, Rufino nestles it in place
under the strings, which are now
ready for tuning. He taps a near-
by tuning fork with his index fin-
ger. twists the viclins pags and
plucks the strings. which make a
noise reminiscent of a sitar as the
tension bilds wup the correct
pitch. (These days strings are
miade of sheep entrails, not the cat
gut of vore, Rufino notes.)

“Sounds pretty well.” he savs of
his pizzicato, noting that vidlins
quickly kose their pitch the first
time they're tuned. But he won't
know hiow well it sounds wntil
hie's used the bow, the produice of
another craftman's workshop,

the first notes. It's a
very spiritual, mystical moment.”

Hi: picks up thie gold inkaid bow
are starts to play a scale. Aflter 3
fewe rmore scales and chonds, the
violin maker makes his call: “It's a
little stiff, like a newborn that has
to clear it lungs out” But he
adik, it has a “sharp yet dark”
soitrel that should appeal to his
miisician clients, many of whom
play in Broadweay shows or studio
orchestras that recond commercial
jingk= and movie scores,

“I'm wary happy with the way it
soirels | he says, becoming more
enthusiastic the more ha plays.
“Hear the crispress?™ He consid-
ers each violin a work of art, with
idiosyncrasies like slightly seym -
mietrical sound holes that make it
uniue Insideexch  viclin- he
makes about eight a year, fewar
when he has to produce a cello or
viola-he irscribes his signature
rext o the Latin phrasa, ki
ol am Tt Ciotam. which

revisiting it for a daily

rening untl it gradually setiles
down and matiires, beginning
what may b= a centuries-long
caresr. [ntime. the varnish will
melt onto the player's hands, an
intentional outcome that kends an
aged kook

Buit right now, it's brand
spanking new, and Rufino is
having a ball, improvising a
catchy ditty he calk “Ruifine's
Hoe-Down.® He stops. He akes
the bonw of the strings. “Ses.” he
says. twisting again at the pegs.
“It's already dropped a half-tone.”

He lays the violin down. & cou-
ple of musiciars have already tokd
Fufino they're in the markest for
an instrument. Inoa few wesks,
they'll come in and test-drive the
vidlin. Somecne, he's confidant,
will buy it. And it will head out
into the warld and make music.
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