Carleen Hutchins, Innovative Violin Maker, Is Dead at 98 - Obituary (Obit) - NYTimes.com

Welcome to TimesPeople I I TimesPeople Lets You Share and Discover the Best of N'

8/11/09 4:51 PM

Get Started Recommend
HOME PAGE | TODAY'S PAPER | VIDEO | MOST POPULAR | TIMES TOPICS Get Home Delivery = My Account ' Welcome, mamme001 ' Log Out Help
=~ \ g1 Search All NYTimes.com
Che New York Times Music
Go
WORLD U.S. N.Y./REGION BUSINESS TECHNOLOGY SCIENCE HEALTH SPORTS OPINION ARTS STYLE TRAVEL JOBS REALESTATE AUTOS

ART & DESIGN BOOKS DANCE MOVIES MUSIC TELEVISION THEATER

Get DealBook by E-Mail

Sign up for finance news, sent before the opening
D bell. See Sample

mamme001@tc.umn.edu
Change E-mail Address | Privacy Policy

Sign Up

Carleen Hutchins, Innovative Violin Maker, Is
Dead at 98

Hutchins Archive

Carleen Hutchins built the new violin family, instruments proportional in size and pitch.

By MARGALIT FOX
Published: August 8, 2009
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Mrs. Hutchins died on Friday at 98. The death, at

"y,
@”"l. her home in Wolfeboro, N.H., where she had lived

Huenins Arcnive  T€CeNtly, was confirmed by her daughter, Cassie
Mrs. Hutchins started as a high Coons
school science teacher before :
turning to violin production in

the late 1940s. Internationally known for her work in violin

acoustics, Mrs. Hutchins received a Guggenheim
Fellowship and was often in the news. The cellist Yo-Yo Ma recorded Bartok’s
Viola Concerto using one of Mrs. Hutchins’s alto violins. (The instrument has
the register of a viola but is played vertically, like a cello.) The recording, with
the Baltimore Symphony, appears on Mr. Ma’s CD “The New York Album”

(1994).

From 2002 to 2003, Mrs. Hutchins’s octet was the subject of an exhibition at
the Metropolitan Museum of Art in New York. Titled “The New Violin Family:

Augmenting the String Section,” it also included performances by the Hutchins
Consort, a California ensemble featuring all eight instruments.

Mrs. Hutchins, who began her professional life as a high school science
teacher, was a respected maker of conventional violins and violas before she
began work on the octet in the late 1950s. It was an unorthodox choice in an
already unorthodox career, but unorthodoxy had always suited her.

Carleen Maley was born on May 24, 1911, in Springfield, Mass., and reared in
Montclair. In high school she played the trumpet, a brazen choice for a young

lady in the 1920s. At Cornell, she studied entomology, graduating with a
bachelor’s degree in biology in 1933. In 1942, she earned a master’s in
education from New York University and the next year married Morton

Hutchins, a chemist.

Mrs. Hutchins was teaching at the Brearley School, a private girls’ school in
Manhattan, when she was invited to join a faculty chamber music group. Her

http://www.nytimes.com/2009/08/09/arts/music/09hutchins.html?_r=1&scp=1&sq=carleen+hutchins&st=nyt

Page 2 of 5


http://artsbeat.blogs.nytimes.com/
http://www.nytimes.com/pages/arts/index.html
javascript:pop_me_up2('http://www.nytimes.com/imagepages/2009/08/09/arts/09hutchins_CA0.ready.html',%20'09hutchins_CA0_ready',%20'width=468,height=600,scrollbars=yes,toolbars=no,resizable=yes')
javascript:pop_me_up2('http://www.nytimes.com/imagepages/2009/08/09/arts/09hutchins_CA0.ready.html',%20'09hutchins_CA0_ready',%20'width=468,height=600,scrollbars=yes,toolbars=no,resizable=yes')
http://www.nvfa.org/
http://www.hutchinsconsort.org/instruments.php
http://www.gf.org/
http://www.yo-yoma.com/
http://www.yo-yoma.com/music/the-new-york-album
http://www.metmuseum.org/
http://www.metmuseum.org/press_room/full_release.asp?prid=%7B2166FC8F-9960-11D6-9443-00902786BF44%7D
http://www.hutchinsconsort.org/index.php
http://www.trumpetguild.org/
http://www.cornell.edu/
http://entomology.si.edu/
http://topics.nytimes.com/top/reference/timestopics/organizations/n/new_york_university/index.html?inline=nyt-org
http://www.brearley.org/
http://www.viola.com/
http://www.nytimes.com/adx/bin/adx_click.html?type=goto&opzn&page=www.nytimes.com/yr/mo/day/arts/music&pos=Box1&sn2=3cd5d5b8/2af3cd19&sn1=a9ea6993/11249112&camp=NYT2009_marketingmodule_News&ad=GN-D-I-NYT-MOD-MOD-M109-ROS-0809&goto=http://nytimes.com/%3FWT.mc_id=GN-D-I-NYT-MOD-MOD-M109-ROS-0809-LOGO%26WT.mc_ev=click
http://www.nytimes.com/adx/bin/adx_click.html?type=goto&opzn&page=www.nytimes.com/yr/mo/day/arts/music&pos=Box1&sn2=3cd5d5b8/2af3cd19&sn1=6e0e8249/3dd4ae5&camp=NYT2009_marketingmodule_News&ad=GN-D-I-NYT-MOD-MOD-M109-ROS-0809&goto=http://www.nytimes.com/2009/08/02/magazine/02cooking-t.html%3Fex=1265083200%26en=167c055e4a12954a%26ei=5087%26WT.mc_id=GN-D-I-NYT-MOD-MOD-M109-ROS-0809-PH%26WT.mc_ev=click
http://www.nytimes.com/adx/bin/adx_click.html?type=goto&opzn&page=www.nytimes.com/yr/mo/day/arts/music&pos=Box1&sn2=3cd5d5b8/2af3cd19&sn1=6e0e8249/3dd4ae5&camp=NYT2009_marketingmodule_News&ad=GN-D-I-NYT-MOD-MOD-M109-ROS-0809&goto=http://www.nytimes.com/2009/08/02/magazine/02cooking-t.html%3Fex=1265083200%26en=167c055e4a12954a%26ei=5087%26WT.mc_id=GN-D-I-NYT-MOD-MOD-M109-ROS-0809-HDR%26WT.mc_ev=click
http://www.nytimes.com/adx/bin/adx_click.html?type=goto&opzn&page=www.nytimes.com/yr/mo/day/arts/music&pos=Box1&sn2=3cd5d5b8/2af3cd19&sn1=a5bd934/aeda7a0e&camp=NYT2009_marketingmodule_News&ad=GN-D-I-NYT-MOD-MOD-M109-ROS-0809&goto=http://ethicist.blogs.nytimes.com/2009/08/03/too-much-vacation-for-congress/%3Fex=1265083200%26en=839e9994e988111f%26ei=5087%26WT.mc_id=GN-D-I-NYT-MOD-MOD-M109-ROS-0809-L1%26WT.mc_ev=click
http://www.nytimes.com/adx/bin/adx_click.html?type=goto&opzn&page=www.nytimes.com/yr/mo/day/arts/music&pos=Box1&sn2=3cd5d5b8/2af3cd19&sn1=ad265779/5378f67f&camp=NYT2009_marketingmodule_News&ad=GN-D-I-NYT-MOD-MOD-M109-ROS-0809&goto=http://nytimes.stats.com/mlb/scoreboard.asp%3FWT.mc_id=GN-D-I-NYT-MOD-MOD-M109-ROS-0809-L2%26WT.mc_ev=click
http://www.nytimes.com/adx/bin/adx_click.html?type=goto&opzn&page=www.nytimes.com/yr/mo/day/arts/music&pos=Middle5&sn2=dcc3fb6c/5cbc044e&sn1=aa54c615/7eb6cec6&camp=nyt2009-circ-mar-middle5_weekender-arts-34Q9F&ad=030109-weekender-arts&goto=https%3A%2F%2Fwww%2Enytimesathome%2Ecom%2Foffer%2Ephp%3Fid%3D50%26MediaCode%3DW22AS%26CMP%3D34Q9F

Carleen Hutchins, Innovative Violin Maker, Is Dead at 98 - Obituary (Obit) - NYTimes.com

trumpet proved far too loud, and she was urged to take up the viola. She
bought one for $75 and learned to play it.

Before long, Mrs. Hutchins became frustrated with her viola’s limitations. An
accomplished woodworker, she vowed to build a better one herself. Armed with
a book and blueprints, she did so, though it took her from 1947 to 1949. She
later studied with several prominent violin makers.

In the late 1940s Mrs. Hutchins began a long association with Frederick A.
Saunders, a Harvard physicist who was studying violin acoustics. Few
musicians would subject their instruments to his ministrations, so Mrs.
Hutchins built violins he could literally pick apart.

A violin is a box of air. Its bottom and sides are maple, its top spruce. Through
trial and error the great masters like Stradivari could coax the box to sing in
amazing ways. Professor Saunders wanted to discover just what made those
boxes sing.

Before long the basement of Mrs. Hutchins’s home in Montclair was awash in
oscilloscopes. With several colleagues, she founded the Catgut Acoustical
Society, dedicated to the study of musical acoustics, in 1963.

Mrs. Hutchins’s greatest innovation, used by many violinmakers today, is a
technique known as free-plate tuning. When not attached to a violin, the top
and back are called free plates. Her technique gives makers a precise way to
refine these plates before a violin is assembled.

Covering the free plates with tiny particles (she found that Christmas glitter
worked well), Mrs. Hutchins used a loudspeaker to emit a tone that set them
vibrating. Dispersed by the vibrations, the particles made patterns that told her
just where to shave away slivers of excess wood. This made the plates light,
elastic and vibrant in all the right places, creating an excellent sound.

In the late ’50s, at the request of the American composer Henry Brant, Mrs.
Hutchins began work on the new violin family. The old violin family is
somewhat dysfunctional. Its members — violin, viola and cello — evolved in ad
hoc fashion, and as a result differ greatly in timbre. (The modern string bass is
descended from a different genealogical line altogether.)

Unveiled in the mid-’60s, the new violin family ranges from a tiny treble violin,
an octave higher than a conventional violin, through a 7-foot-tall contrabass.

Each instrument is pitched just half an octave from the next, filling the gaps in

timbre. In performance, the consort creates an even, densely interwoven tissue
of sound, almost like choral music without the words.

Mrs. Hutchins made six full octets over the years; her disciples have made
several more. Some are in museum collections, like those of the Met, the

University of South Dakota and Edinburgh University.
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New music for the octet, and arrangements of old music, have been recorded by
the Hutchins Consort and others. Composers who have written for the octet
have included Mr. Brant and Frank Lewin.

Besides her daughter, Mrs. Coons, Mrs. Hutchins is survived by a son, William,
and six grandchildren. Morton Hutchins died in 2004.

Mrs. Hutchins was known for her pragmatism. In 1957 her friend Virginia
Apgar, a doctor and amateur violinmaker, began to covet a shelf made of
perfect maple. The shelf was in a phone booth in the medical school of
Columbia University, where Dr. Apgar taught.

One night she and Mrs. Hutchins stole into the building with some tools and a
replacement shelf, stained to match. As Dr. Apgar stood guard, Mrs. Hutchins
set to work. To their dismay, the new shelf was a quarter-inch too long.

Mrs. Hutchins had a saw, and there was a ladies’ room nearby. As The New
York Times reported afterward, “a passing nurse stared in astonishment at the

sounds coming through the door.”

Dr. Apgar could think quickly. (She had, after all, devised the Apgar score, used
worldwide to measure the health of newborns.) “It’s the only time repairmen
can work in there,” she said.

Spirited out of the hospital, the shelf made a magnificent viola back.
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