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Iris grew up in Philippsburg, a small town 
near Heidelberg in Germany. Her father 
was an accountant for the local nuclear 
power station and her mother looked 
after both Iris and her two older siblings. 
Although her parents were not particularly 
musical themselves, they did have an 
appreciation for classical music and her 
father owned a “nice lute and guitar he 
used to play occasionally,” she tells me. 
Iris and her siblings did play instruments, 
“My sister played the piano and viola da 
gamba, my brother played trumpet for a 
few years and I learned to play the violin 
at the age of seven.” Iris continued to 
have violin lessons for about 10 years, and 
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as is the case with many of us, she didn’t 
enjoy practicing very much, “but I really 
liked playing in the local youth orchestra. 
We went on some great music tours to 
Moscow, Israel and East Germany just 
after the wall came down.”
 Iris completed her schooling in 1991 
and wasn’t sure what she wanted to do 

next, “I decided on a government backed 
voluntary year in social services, living 
away from home, mainly helping elderly 
patients with personal care, meals-on-
wheels etc. It was halfway through that 
year when a friend said to me, ‘You 
could always become a violinmaker!’ That 
was a real lightbulb moment and I was 
intrigued!” This set everything in motion 
for Iris, pursuing this “curious” career. 
Prior to applying to any violin making 
schools, Iris had always loved things made 
from wood, “I used to make presents out of 
wood for family and friends, mainly using 
a fretsaw, rasps and files – I never really 
had anyone teach me properly and never 
worked on an instrument before Newark.” 
Iris first applied to Mittenwald, but failed 
to secure a place that year and then tried 
Newark, “The violinmaking course was 
already full, but they offered me a place 
in their first foundation year which was 
meant for students who had no previous 

woodwork experience. I loved my four 
years in Newark, making six violins, a viola 
and a cello and enjoyed the repairs we did 
in the second year, including a couple of 
neck-grafts. I also met my future husband 
Tony who was in the year below me.”
 After graduating Iris was offered a 
work experience placement and then a 

permanent position at Charles Beare’s shop 
in London. This was straight after Newark 
and was an incredible opportunity, “I was 
extremely nervous when I first started but 
the friendly and fun atmosphere in the 
workshop soon put me at ease.” It was 
during her time here that Iris gained a 
huge amount of knowledge from those 
around her, “I shared a workshop with 
four other very experienced restorers, 
always patient and ready to help and teach 
me. There was no time pressure put on me, 
quality was always more important than 
speed. These first few years were the most 
exciting and fun of my career, with famous 
musicians popping in and out of the 
workshop and amazing instruments being 
passed around on a regular basis. Charles 
was the best boss I could have hoped for 
and I continue to restore instruments for 
him and his sons Peter and Freddie.”
 Since starting her career, not a lot 
has changed in terms of what clients 
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are looking for, but Iris tells me that 
her approach to many of the repairs has 
changed a little, “whatever work I do on 
an instrument has probably become less 
invasive over the years. I often improve the 
look of a crack from the outside if it is all 
structurally sound and level for example. 
Rather than replacing old repairs, I always 
explore if they cannot just be improved by 
the cleaning of joints and better retouch.” 
The latter is a particular specialism of 
Iris’, “Retouch is something I have always 

enjoyed doing, as it adds such a different 
dimension to the woodwork and I like 
handling the brushes, pigments and 
varnishes. Good retouch can transform 
the look of an instrument drastically. The 
hardest thing is getting the texture right 
and that often takes a lot longer than the 
retouch that goes on top.”
 In 2004 Iris’ husband, Tony, wanted to 
set up his own joinery business in Suffolk 
and so they both “took the scary decision 
to become self-employed at the same 
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time” and moved out of London with a 
15-month-old toddler and five-day old 
baby in tow. “I set up a workshop in a 
small bedroom in our house and started 
doing outwork for Beare’s and other 
London shops restoring violins, violas and 
cellos – whenever the baby was asleep!”. 
Although this was a challenging time, and 

Iris missed having colleagues to ask advice 
from and to show work to, she was grateful 
for the flexibility that being self-employed 
brings. Iris still works from her house in 
Suffolk, but about six years ago they built 
an extension so that she could have a larger 
space with an additional bench. 
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 In 2012 an opportunity arose for Iris 
to teach retouching in Cologne to two 
or three restorers, “I realised how much 
I enjoyed that experience. This led to me 
giving regular week-long retouching and 
restoration courses in Fertans in France.” 
From there the opportunities continued to 
arise and Iris has now travelled all over the 
world teaching retouching –  everywhere 

from Oberlin in the USA to the Tottori 
Violin Making School in Japan. Closer 
to home she has taught at the BVMA 
restoration course at West Dean in Sussex, 
“It has been the perfect balance of working 
on my own and being in conversation and 
sharing knowledge with other restorers 
three or four times a year.”
 There have been many highlights to Iris’ 
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career so far, but when asked to pinpoint 
some of her particular favourites, she talks 
about the Beare’s workshop and “the buzz 
of being in that environment”. More 
specifically, since then she’s probably most 
proud of an 18th century cello restoration 

which involved moving the f-holes back 
to their original position. I like taking on 
unusual challenges in restoration work.”
 When working on an instrument, Iris 
tells me that although she’s aware of the 
name of the maker of the instrument she’s 
working on, it rarely changes the approach 
she takes. Despite this there is obviously a 
degree of pressure that restorers are under 
to perform their work efficiently and 
invisibly, “it can certainly get stressful at 
times, when you remove an old patch and 
there is hardly any original wood left or 
you discover worm tracks, where all that’s 
left standing on the outside of the plate is 
more or less the varnish…in those cases 
I sometimes feel very isolated and wish 
there was someone in the workshop with 
me to discuss it with. Prayer is my constant 
companion, especially when it gets hairy! 
Over the years I have learned to cope 
better with those situations, but it can still 
cause sleepless nights occasionally.”
 Speaking of difficult situations, 2020 

has been a challenge for everyone. For Iris, 
it has meant that teaching opportunities 
have been lacking and so she has been 
working on a new venture which I’m 
excited to hear about, “Back in April I 
had the idea of creating an online course 

as a teaching resource for other violin 
restorers.” Iris decided to present the 
process of a neck graft for the first online 
course, filmed by local young professional, 
Evie Troy.  The whole process took 16 
days, “Every step gets explained first and is 
followed by detailed camerawork showing 
the execution of this complex repair. The 
course includes every step from the peg 
bushes, the graft itself, fitting, gluing 
and shaping the neck and pegbox, to the 
staining and retouching process with nut 
and fingerboard finished. It has been an 
exciting and involved project, even if I was 
a bit naïve about the amount of time and 
resources I would have to invest in it!”
 The course is still in the editing stages, 
but Iris hopes to have it ready for sale by 
the end of this year. Once ready, there 
will be a link to the course on her website 
www.iriscarrrestorations.com . Here at the 
BVMA we wish Iris the best of luck with 
this new venture.
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