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Robert Duncan, ABERDEEN
VIOLIN 1758

The influential early Aberdeen maker Robert Duncan was active in that city during

a period of intense musical activity. The Aberdeen Musical Society was formed

in 1748 and soon built up a substantial membership. Among other things, the

society brought new talent into the city and organized regular concerts, with an

emphasis towards the music of Corelli. Given this and the heritage of traditional

fiddle playing in the north-east, Duncan was well placed in his profession. As

perhaps the earliest recorded violin maker of sophistication in Scotland, it seems

probable that Duncan must have trained in some other part of Europe. Given

Aberdeen's location and history as a maritime port it was not unusual for its

inhabitants to travel widely. 

Where Duncan learned his craft is not certain but his instruments do offer

some pointers. On first inspection, this violin of 1758 it could be mistaken

for an eighteenth-century London-made Stainer copy. The earliest English

exponents of this style include John Johnson, David Furber and Henry Jay.

However, in chronological and stylistic terms, Peter Walmsley, who worked on

Piccadilly between 1720 and 1745, is a strong contender as Duncan’s teacher.

On the other hand, the fine reflective, gold-coloured varnish is not dissimilar to

Florentine work by the likes of Gabrielli, whose the high-arched violins were

contemporary. Perhaps because violin making in Scotland became established

slightly later than in England, the fashionable bright-toned Stainer model did

not gain the popularity it had in the south.

This well-preserved and highly finished Duncan violin has much in common

with his cello of 1756, including the full and strong breast arching coupled with

deep edge fluting. The long arch in both plates forms a continuous curve, the

highest point being opposite the bridge area. The short, widely spaced sound-

holes with parallel openings and elegant hooked wings are characteristics

drawn from Stainer’s work. On this example there is also a distinct asymmetry

in their positioning. The scroll, with its extra half-turn over the eye, is finished

with a narrow chamfer that contrasts with Duncan’s characteristically wide

quadrant on upper edge of the peg box, a detail particularly pronounced on

his cello. In addition, the dished volutes and narrow, tapered peg box anticipates

Ruddiman’s style. The original neck remains intact, attached to the body by

a single nail. The table edge is square on to the neck root, and the neck step

measures 2.5 mm.

The hand written label reads ‘Rob’ Duncan maker Aberdeen 1758’.

PRINCIPAL DIMENSIONS (MM)

LENGTH OF BACK 354

UPPER BOUT WIDTH 165 

MIDDLE BOUT WIDTH 109 

LOWER BOUT WIDTH 204  

STOP LENGTH 196

RIB HEIGHTS

AT NECK 32.2

AT ENDPIN 32.4

ARCHING HEIGHT

BACK 17.5

FRONT 17.5

EDGE THICKNESSES

MAXIMUM 3.2

MINIMUM 3.2

F-HOLES

OVERALL LENGTH 72

BETWEEN UPPER CIRCLES 4

SCROLL

OVERALL LENGTH 103.5

MAXIMUM WIDTH 36.5 

PURFLING: painted

LININGS: pine

BLOCKS: pine nail
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The first comprehensive book about the violin makers 
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• All known makers, with their biographical details

• Principal makers covered by 250 Hi-resolution photographs with over 

80 double-page spreads with accompanying narrative

• A further illustrated dictionary section containing over 400 entries

• Rare, well preserved instruments, many in original unaltered state

• Text covering the making centres of Edinburgh, Glasgow, Aberdeen and others,

illuminating the social context

• Technical description and principal dimensions of instruments 

• The culmination of ten years of research including much previously 

unpublished data

• Book size 320mm x 240mm” (121⁄2” x 91⁄2”), 208 pages

For more information and events updates go to www.bvma.org.uk
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soundholes, scrolls large and rounded and thickly applied orange-

coloured oil varnish. ‘James Duncan/ Cluny, Aberdeenshire/ No.

27 1910’.  

Duncan, Robert fl 1740-1760; Aberdeen. See main text. [MAA

notes that a RD was a porter at Marischal College, 1753-81. See

J Beatties Day Book, 1773-98.] 

Fergusson, R fl 1840-48; Aberdeen. Follower of Young (q.v.);

dark brown varnish.  

Geddes, John fl 1930; Keith. Amateur maker.  

Glennie, William fl 1900; Aberdeen. Worked with John

Marshall; later made instruments labelled with his own name. 

Harper, Andrew fl early 20th c; Aberdeen. amateur maker.

Inverarity, James R b Alford 1862, fl 1924; Aberdeen. Prolific

maker credited with violins, violas, cellos and basses. ‘Jas. R.

Inverarity/ Aberdeen, 1924’.  

Jamieson, Thomas b 1811, fl 1830-45; Aberdeen. 

See main text.

Lundie, William fl 1770; Aberdeen. A violin of his dated 1770

was sold by Puttick and Simpson, reported in 1934 Edinburgh

Evening News

Mackay, George b 1850 Inverness d Aberdeen 1917,  fl c1885;

Aberdeen  violin maker, teacher, professional violinist,and music

seller lived at various locations at and around Crown Street, pos-

sibly associated with John Marshall.

Mackie, Adam b 1871 New Machar d c1930, fl Aberdeen and

Johannesburg. Originally a cabinet maker, later a student of James

Gorrie (q.v. Glasgow Dict.), Glasgow. Worked at Aberdeen 1893-

1899. Violins made in Scotland not labelled. Author of a pamphlet,

Victoria appointed Blair, a player of the Niel Gow school, her offi-

cial fiddler, and arranged publication of his compositions.    

Bothwell, Alexander b Rothienorman 1815 d Aberdeen 1908, fl

1871-1908; Aberdeen. Originally an amateur violin maker, he

worked with his father, a miller, until 1865. In 1871 he established

a violin making business at 6 Bridge Street; other locations include

1881-84, 40 Netherkirkgate. From 1885 until his retirement in

1898 he occupied premises at 32 Netherkirkgate, previously the

shop of John Young and Charles Cramond, (q.v.). Bothwell is

said to have made around 100 violins, spirit varnished, with

inked purfling and no label. His obituary records that he

‘made a large number of violins in his time, most of them good

quality, and highly spoken of, and several of considerable value.

Besides making fiddles he did a large business in repairing. He was

also a practical musician, and in this respect was able to test all

his instruments.’

Craig, Thomas b 1896 d 1924; Aberdeen. Listed as a music pub-

lisher and musical instrument maker and repairer. He sold good

quality French and German trade instruments most probably

imported in the white, and may have undertaken repairs either

personally or with the assistance of others. Shop locations: 1896-

1900, 408 George Street; 1901-23, 365-369 George Street; 1924-30,

220 Union Street.

Cramond, Charles fl 1800-33; Aberdeen, later Nova Scotia. See

main text.

Dalgarno, Thomas b New Deer 1826 d Aberdeen 1888, fl 1860-

85; Aberdeen. Married to Anne, elder sister of fiddler James

Scott Skinner, who lived with them at 22 Frederick Street in

1852 to attend school. Dalgarno was an amateur maker whose

output included 20 violins, several cellos, and a double bass. His

trade was given as ‘stair rail maker’ 1868-70, workshop, 70 Wales

Street; 1890-91, 37 Princes St.

Duguid, d 1905 Aberdeen, fl 1875; Aberdeen. Maker’s name

recorded in Vannes ‘insignificant work’. (William Duguid, an

Aberdeen fiddler, d. 1905, was an associate of J S Skinner.) MAA  

Duncan, Alexander b Cluny 1873, fl 1900; Cluny, Aberdeenshire.

Younger brother of James (q.v.) whose instruments are of a simi-

lar description. Violin No 6, 1904.

Duncan, James b Cluny 1871, fl 1890; Cluny. Violin and cello

maker. Stradivari-type pattern; well-sculpted edges, elongated

Dictionary ABERDEEN AND THE NORTH EAST

Acland, Andrew fl 1840. A violin of his dated 1849 made in the

manner of the Aberdeen school has similar characteristics to John

Young’s work: screw neck fitting, fluted peg box, and thin brown

varnish. Hand-written label, no location given.  

Alexander, John b 1871 Bullers of Buchan d 1930; fl 1920;

Aberdeen. Amateur maker credited with about fourteen instru-

ments. ‘John Alexander /Aberdeen, 1924’. 

Anderson, John I b Keith, c1835 d 1883, fl 1860-83; Aberdeen.

Originally a joiner and amateur maker, he established himself as a

professional violin maker in 1881, with a shop at 6 St Nicholas

Lane (opposite Prince of Wales public house, still extant) he died

2 years later.

Anderson, John II b Aberdeen 1856 d Glasgow c1900, fl 1880-

1900; Aberdeen and Glasgow. Son and pupil of the above, in 1881

he was living at 10 Schoolhill with his widower father and work-

ing as a grocer. He relocated to Glasgow c1882 where he estab-

lished his own business as an instrument maker and dealer.

Printed labels: ‘John Anderson – Bon-Accord Violin Maker /

Glasgow/ 1891’. 

Beveridge, William b Tough 1821 d 1893, fl 1870; Tough. Prolific

amateur maker and repairer with a fair reputation. ‘ W Beveridge

/Fecit/ Tough 1860’, branded below button. 

Blair, William b 1793 d 1884; Crathie, Aberdeenshire. Originally

a carpenter, he was taught violin making by Peter Hardie (q.v.

Other Centres Dict.) and produced some decent violins. Queen

LOREM IPSUM DOLOR SIT.

LOREM IPSUM DOLOR SIT
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Matthew Hardie, EDINBURGH
CELLO 1795 (1818 /1823)

The cellos of Matthew Hardie are considered by some as his greatest achievements

– they were certainly highly regarded during his own life time, when a number of

prominent Edinburgh musicians, including Nathaniel Gow, favoured his work.

Throughout his career Hardie produced a variety of instruments based on a similar

form, his model being distinguished by a square but elegant outline, with wide, flat

curves in the upper and lower portions linked by a narrow waist. Also typical of

Hardie’s model is the graceful narrow-hooked corners and the curled soundhole

wings, which contribute towards a Venetian feel. Also common to Hardie’s cellos

is a petite head, with tightly coiled oval volute opposite a distinctly tapered peg box,

and high-cut throat. Additional characteristics are the elongated heel, narrow chamfers

and the wide, rounded quadrant of the upper peg-box wall. It was during the 1790s

that Hardie’s cello output appears to have been most concentrated. In 1795 he

produced at least three superb instruments, two made from the same log of

birds’-eye maple, the other being this handsome sycamore-backed example. It

would appear that at that time Hardie had not yet acquired printed labels;

instead the inscription simply reads ‘Matthew Hardie Edin. 1795’.

The arching is relatively high compared with Hardie’s later works, such as

his cello of 1818, where the arching heights are 26 mm and 22 mm back and

front. In general, the long arch in both plates is formed by a slow continuous

curve. Unusually, the table is formed from four pieces of narrow-grained

spruce, and perhaps made from stock originally intended for violin work.

At the time this cello was made, Hardie was aged sixty-four, so it would be

reasonable to assume that some of the work was delegated to assistants.

Interestingly, details such as the long and elegant corners, the cut and flow of

the sound holes and tight-coiled volutes compare with the John McGeorge cello

of 1835. The plates are cleanly finished apart from occasional traces of toothed

plane and scraper work around the edges. 

The deep Venetian red-coloured varnish is typical and seen on Hardie’s

instruments of the period, such as the viola of 1823. In that year we see Hardie’s

fine cello (pp), which represents a return to the thin-textured golden varnish

first seen three decades earlier. The instrument still retains its original 280 mm

neck, which is attached with two screws through the block. Apart from being

slightly wider across the middle, the outline is similar to earlier work described

here. However, the rib height of 113 mm is considerably lower. Finally, this

cello reveals a secret, that being the method Hardie used to mark the sound-

holes. Fine inked lines were drawn over a set of pinpricks, and remnants of the

pricks remain visible on all Hardie’s instruments. However, for some reason, on

this occasion, the fs were marked and then resited to a more outward position,

leaving the original lines partially exposed. 

PRINCIPAL DIMENSIONS (MM)

LENGTH OF BACK 755

UPPER BOUT WIDTH 350 

MIDDLE BOUT WIDTH 229 

LOWER BOUT WIDTH 436  

STOP LENGTH 405

RIB HEIGHTS

AT NECK 119.5

AT ENDPIN 119.5

ARCHING HEIGHT

BACK 30.5

FRONT 29.5

EDGE THICKNESSES

MAXIMUM 4.5

MINIMUM 4

F-HOLES

OVERALL LENGTH 139

BETWEEN UPPER CIRCLES 90

SCROLL

OVERALL LENGTH 198

MAXIMUM WIDTH 56

PURFLING: sycamore

LININGS: willow

BLOCKS: willow
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