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Like so many string players today, in the 

early years of  my career I could not afford 

the kind of  quality instrument I needed to 

carry out and develop my professional 

activities. During my studies in Los 

Angeles at the University of  Southern 

California with Gregor Piatigorsky in the 

1970s and into the beginning years of  my 

career, I had the good fortune to have had the 

loan of  fine instruments from individual collectors such as Richard D. Colburn. 

However, it became clear to me, in as much as individuals had collections, it would 

be an excellent idea if  I could be the catalyst for the creation of  a collection of  

world-class instruments that would belong to my country, that could be loaned to 

deserving Canadians and that could become part of  Canada’s patrimony. 

  

This is what I did.   

  

I identified the names of  50 CEOs who were leaders of  corporate entities at the 

time. I wrote to each proposing the idea of  creating an Instrument Bank for 

Canada. Only one responded, William Turner.   

  

Mr. Turner was, at the time, CEO of  Consolidated Bathurst in Montreal. Being from 

Montreal, he knew of  me and of  my parents. He was also a classical music 

aficionado and an art collector. He understood the value such a bank of  fine 

instruments would have for Canada. He also understood the financial challenge and 

had the wherewithal to act. He agreed to use his business acumen and personal 

contacts to raise the $250,000 needed at the time to purchase the 1706 David 

Tecchler cello which ultimately became the first acquisition of  the MIB. He also 

understood the larger picture: the dilemma for other string players who deserved 

but could not afford a world-class string instrument. 
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In the 1980s, the Associate Director of  the Canada 

Council for the Arts was Gilles Lefebvre.  He was an 

accomplished violinist from Quebec, had been the 

guiding light behind the creation of  the Orford Arts 

Centre and Jeunesses musicales du Canada and was the 

founding force behind the creation of  the Orford String 

Quartet, in which I was cellist 

(1980-1988). He was a man of  vision and courage. Mr. Turner 

and I met with Mr. Lefebvre in Ottawa to explore the 
establishment of  a collection, an Instrument Bank at the 

Canada Council. As a coincidence, the Canada Council had, at 

that time, received a $100,000 donation from the Barwick 

Family to support music. Mr. Lefebvre was able to direct these 

funds toward the administrative structure of  an Instrument 

Bank and thus was born the Musical Instrument Bank of  the 

Canada Council (MIB). 

Seeing to the creation of  an Instrument Bank at the Canada 

Council was not a simple matter. Not everyone had the 
understanding or vision to realize the potential this concept had 

for the patrimony of  Canada and the benefit for Canadian string 

players possessing great talent and potential and for Canadian 

audiences. It took four years to develop a plan for the Bank and gather the funds for its first 

purchase. In order to secure the cello Mr. Turner and I were trying to obtain for the Bank, my 

parents raised the money needed by mortgaging their home and bought the cello while 

awaiting the Bank’s creation.   

Through Mr. Turner’s efforts, we raised the required funds, going together to meet his 

friends and business acquaintances, CEOs in Toronto and Montreal such as Arden Haynes 
of  Imperial Oil, Dick Fullerton of  TD, Alan Taylor at RBC, Laurent Beaudoin at Bombardier 

and others. 

The result was that we successfully raised $250,000. 

With Gilles Lefebvre’s guidance and advocacy from within, an administrative structure at the 

Canada Council was created to form a Bank. The money raised by Mr. Turner and me for the 

Tecchler cello was donated to the Bank for what is now known as the Musical Instrument 

Bank of  the Canada Council. Mr. Turner kindly made a condition of  the cello’s donation that 

it would be for my lifetime use. The cello was named in his and my honour in recognition of  
our efforts and is now known as the Brott-Turner Tecchler. 
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A prolific violin maker known especially for his cellos, 

David Tecchler crafted this instrument in Rome in 1706. 

Beautifully preserved, it bears its original varnish with 

rich shades of  gold and orange. Many of  Tecchler’s 

instruments are performed on by some of  today’s finest 

string players. 

Little is known about the history of  this cello prior to 1887. 

What is documented, however, is that the instrument was owned by the Earl of  Wilton in 

1887 and was sold in 1897 to the Honourable Reginald Coke, who had been a great admirer 

of  the cello for many years. In 1907, Mr. Charles Philippe, a very good French amateur 

cellist, who lived in Paris and was a judge of  the Civil Court, decided to buy the Tecchler. He 

paid £550. This gentleman had apparently been everywhere but confessed that he had 

never before seen such a fine instrument. 

Following the death of  Mr. Philippe and due to heavy duties imposed upon the importation 

of  items to England, it was decided that the instrument had to either stay in France or go to 

an American or foreign buyer. In 1924, Mr. Antoncich of  Valparaiso accepted to purchase 
the cello for £800. Mr. Antoncich was not a professional musician, but rather a 

businessman and one of  the greatest collectors of  fine instruments in South America at the 

time. His collection of  violins included Guarnerius de Gesu, Carlo Bergonzi, Antonio Amati, 

J.B. Guadagnini, Giuseppe Guarneri filius Andreae, J.B. Rogeri, Giovanni Grancino, violas by 

Andreas Guarnerius, Andrea Amati, Giacomo Rivolta and 

two cellos, one by Giovanni Grancino and the other by 

David Tecchler. His instruments were played upon and, 

later purchased by some of  the world’s greatest 

musicians. It is known that the great cellist Emanuel 

Feuermann played on and greatly admired this cello 
during a South American tour in 1936. 

In 1962, the Tecchler cello was purchased for $13,000 

US by Donovan Schumacher of  Decatur, Georgia. Mr. 

Schumacher was former principal cellist of  the Atlanta 

Symphony Orchestra. 

In 1983, the cello was purchased by Samuel Mayes, who 

played on the instrument while principle cellist of  the 

Philadelphia Orchestra under the direction of  Eugene 
Ormandy. Coincidentally, Mr. Mayes, like me, was a 

student of  the great cellist Gregor Piatigorsky. 

HISTORY OF 
THE CELLO

Denis Brott and the Brott-Turner Tecchler



Since its inception, the Musical Instrument Bank has 

amassed over 20 instruments crafted by great luthiers of  

the 17th, 18th and 19th centuries. 

Aside from the Tecchler cello, the other instruments in 

the collection have been acquired by donation, bequest or 

are on long-term loan from private collectors. They are 

loaned to young, emerging musicians who have proven themselves. Candidates all undergo 

a rigorous competition in order to have the privilege of  performing on one of  these 
instruments for a period of  three years. 

The collection is now valued in excess of 40 million dollars and continues to 

grow. Winners over the years include people who have gone on to international recognition: 

Martin Beaver, James Ehnes, Timothy Chooi and Rachel Mercer to name a few. 

Given my involvement in its creation and my gratitude to William Turner, for his help raising 

the funds and Gilles Lefebvre for having supported it from within, I have advocated for the 

MIB all these years. I have supported the MIB’s continuance, contributed to its renown and 

growth and assisted as best I could with some of  its acquisitions. For example, while in the 

Orford Quartet, I lobbied the Ontario Heritage Fund to redirect the Windsor Weinstein 
Stradivarius violin, then in their possession, to the MIB. That instrument is now part of  the 

permanent collection and is currently in the hands of  Timothy Chooi. It was previously 

played on by James Ehnes and Scott St. John, among others. My efforts continue to this 

day as I am constantly on the lookout for ways to encourage and grow the Bank. 

My efforts continue to this day as I am constantly on the 

lookout for ways to encourage and grow the bank. 

Since I founded the Montreal Chamber Music Festival 

(MCMF) in 1995, I created annual MIB celebratory events. 
These concerts provide opportunities for MIB winners to 

play together and to perform with invited guests of  

distinction thereby creating unique opportunities for their 

development. Over the years, these annual events have 

increased greater awareness and renown for the MIB. 

Having played a pivotal role in the creation of  the MIB and 

as its first recipient, I have made it a personal life-mission 

to promote its continuance.   

In 2006, the Montreal Chamber Music Festival proudly 

marked the 300th anniversary of  the Brott-Turner Tecchler 
cello by celebrating the first acquisition of  the MIB. At the 

time, the MCMF had a partnership with WGBH Boston and, 

MUSICAL 
INSTRUMENT 

BANK AND MCMF

Heemin Choi and Byungchan Lee, 2019

http://www.festivalmontreal.org/


aside from the 300 people in attendance at the concert, literally millions heard the program 

on the Canadian Broadcasting Corporation/Radio- Canada, National Public Radio and 

American Public Media. I was honoured to have shared the cello with the music world in this 

way.  

In 2020, and because Covid-19 forced the cancellation of  all the Festival’s live concerts, I 

saw to the creation of  a 10-week series of  digital self-portraits entitled A Day In The Life.  

This series celebrates 10 brilliant MIB string players, all under 30.. 

Indeed, it can be said that an integral part of the guiding principles behind the MCMF over 

the quarter century of its existence are copasetic with those of the MIB. 

Since 1995, the MCMF has aspired to present chamber music’s highest standards of  

performance, showcase internationally renowned artists and rising stars from Canada and 

abroad and, thereby, contributes to Montreal's richness and diversity as a world-class 

cultural hub. 

Like the MIB, the MCMF empowers the next generation of  Canada’s best classical 

musicians, furthering their development and, thereby, allowing them to reach their full 

potential.  

MCMF 2019 Closing concert with MIB winners as well as Denis Brott and Martin Beaver.

https://adayinthelife.festivalmontreal.org/en/


With all there is to celebrate and be proud of  with 

the MIB, there is a reality that cannot be ignored. 

Of  the 29 instruments in the Bank, only 9 are 

actually part of  the permanent collection.  That 

means 20 instruments belong to other owners, are 

on loan to the MIB and can be withdrawn at any 

time. To me, that constitutes a worrisome level of  insecurity. Not only does the MIB 

need to have ownership of  its instruments, it also has to have a plan for its 

future. At the present moment, the MIB has no game plan about how to get from 

where it is now to a better place, a place in which every instrument belongs to the 

MIB and is a part of  Canadian heritage. I want to advocate for a collection the MIB 

outright owns, not just 33% of  it. The MIB ought not be subject to instruments 

being withdrawn by their rightful owners or their heirs. In order for this to happen, 

the MIB needs a plan for the future. It needs to create an Endowed Acquisition 

Fund. 

Great instruments are as rare as hen’s teeth. 

It is a fact that world-class instruments have a proven track record of  increasing in 

value an average of  10% per year. Like great art, instruments by recognized master 

luthiers such as Stradivari or Guarneri annually increase significantly in value. 

However, different from great art which hang in galleries, instruments are a 

performer’s tool and, as such, are heard widely. For the performer 

worthy of  such a great instrument, it becomes his/her voice.  That 

voice is shared with everyone, whether in the concert hall, on the 

virtual stage, on the web or through recordings and beyond. It can be 

fairly said to be not only a voice for Canadians but Canada’s 

musical voice to the world. The fact that master string instruments 

are finite, most having been crafted between the mid 17th  century 

and the late 19th century, to grow the bank one must have the funds 

to purchase one on the rare occasions it becomes 

available. That requires capital be at the ready to acquire 

the best instruments even if  it means paying top dollar at 

the time.  One can do so with impunity.  What is today’s 

highest price becomes a bargain with the passage of  time. That 

is a fact. The only way to have money available for their purchase 

(often seven figure amounts) is to have a regenerating source of  
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funds from capital investments such as an endowed fund. That is why I believe the 

only solution to achieve true permanence and security for the MIB is to create an 

Endowed Acquisition Fund.  

How much will it take to create an Endowed Acquisition Fund? 

A 50 million dollars MIB Endowed Acquisition Fund could conservatively generate 

5% or 2.5 million dollars per annum. That amount will certainly allow for the 

acquisition of  the finest instruments in the world when they come on the market. As 

well, the funds generated would cover the cost of  administering the Bank, 

instrument insurance and other related expenses associated with maintaining such 

a world-class instrument collection. 

The formula that worked so well in 1985 when William Turner and I raised the 

$250,000 for the purchase of  the Tecchler cello and when the idea of  a MIB was but 

a dream, was finding 10 people who would each give $25,000. Now, it will require 

finding 10 sources of  funding, be they foundations, corporations or individuals, each 

willing to donate $5M. With this in mind and using this formula, I believe that, 

between now and 2025, it will be possible to create an Endowed Acquisition Fund 

for Canadians and for Canada’s Heritage. 

This would be a permanent solution that would last an eternity! 

I believe the time has come to dream big, to have the vision and the 

commitment to accomplish this lofty goal. As when the first funds were raised 

in 1985, it will take a few leaders to pave the way.  I have already had 

unofficial discussions with two Canadians who may well be those leaders and 

who do have the wherewithal to launch this vision. 

I believe that if  initial commitments can be secured from several start-up donors 

then this goal will be within reach. It will require a team effort to include the 

willingness of  the MIB and the Canada Council for the Arts to embrace this concept 

and the Government of  Canada to allow tax incentives to make it attractive to so do. 

By establishing an Endowed Acquisition Fund associated with the MIB, one will be 

contributing to Canadian Heritage with a timeless horizon and the potential to 

impact the entire music world with a made-in-Canada signature.  It is a win-win 



proposition and would distinguish our country as a world leader in sustaining the 

performing arts. 

There is no doubt that MIB is a jewel in Canada’s cultural crown. Few countries in 

the world can boast this kind of  asset to nurture its rising musical stars.  Indeed, 

James Wolfensohn of  Australia, a friend of  William Turner and his colleague on the 

board of  the World Bank, was entranced by this concept. He followed Turner’s lead 

creating for a Musical Instrument Bank for his native country of  Australia. 

Canada has much to be proud of  with its MIB. Artists for generations to come will 

be inspired by and grateful for its existence and will have the privileged of  playing 

on these priceless string instruments created by the world’s finest luthiers. In turn 

the concert going public will benefit having the opportunity of  hearing these 

instruments played by the best emerging talent into the foreseeable future.   

It is truly a marriage made in heaven. 

Denis Brott, C. M.
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