
4 Lesson 1: The tone production lesson

Knowing the instrument

Image of the cat

When you stroke a cat, it often arches its back up against your hand so that while you push one way, the 
cat pushes the other. Unless it does not wish to be stroked, the cat is not passive but takes part actively.

In the same way, do not let the violin or string sit passively and inactively while the bow plays on it. Play 
with an ‘ardent violin’ which rises up to meet the contact of the bow. The amount is so slight that it is 
imperceptible. If you can see it, it is probably too much; but the difference in the sound and the feel of 
the bow, between an ‘active’ and a ‘passive’ violin, is striking.

Understanding resonance
The body of the violin is a ‘resonating box’. If it were made of solid wood rather than being hollow, the 
sound of the bowed string would be small and thin. The bridge transmits the vibrations down into the 
resonating box where they are amplified.

• Using your knuckles, gently tap the body of the violin. Listen to the sound of each tap resonating
through the instrument.

• Using your fingernail, scratch the top of the bridge between the strings very, very lightly.The sound is
amplified greatly by the violin. Make the same scratching movement on a solid tabletop, or the wall,
and notice the difference.

• Place the palm of your left hand flat against the underside of the violin and feel the vibrations of the
back plate as you bow the open strings.

• Then bow a few notes on each string, listening to the amplification and resonance of the violin.

Listening to the background resonance

Play a short note and listen to the ring that continues on after the end of the bow stroke. The question 
is, what happens to that ring during a longer note. In other words, what happens to the ring if the sound 
that produced it continues at the same time?

If you listen carefully you can hear two distinct sounds: the sound of the principal note, and at the same 
time a continuous background ring which is like a distinct note ringing on its own. You have to listen 
behind the sound.

The moment you start to focus on the background ring as well as the ‘principal sound’, an entirely new 
quality comes into the playing.

In the following exercise focus on the sound and duration of the background resonance. Afterwards,
listen for that resonance as a fundamental part of any note.

• First listen to a stopped G, D, A or E, since these ring more easily than a sharp or flat:
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• To produce even more ring, or when teaching young children, play the exercise on the open strings.
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Knowing the instrument

Practising in a dry acoustic

Whenever possible, practise in a room that has a dry acoustic: the challenge of playing cleanly and 
sweetly, and drawing the resonance out of the violin, is far greater than in an acoustic that muddles all 
the sounds together.

If you can play well in a dry acoustic, you will sound even better in a resonant one. But if you practise in 
too resonant an acoustic and then play in a dry one, you may find that what had before seemed good is 
now disappointing.

One way to deaden the sound is to pin some kind of fabric up on the wall. If it is not possible to play in 
a dry acoustic, sometimes stand in a corner of the room facing inwards to the wall.The sound bouncing 
straight back to you will be clearer and more truthful than the echoes in the room.

The legendary American violinist Michael Rabin liked to practise while standing facing into the bay 
windows of his music room: the curved windows threw the sound straight back out at him.

That would not have been to Yehudi Menuhin’s taste, however. He recommended using a heavy practice 
mute during long sessions of practice to avoid deadening the sensitivity of the ears.

Understanding the properties of the string

The feel of the string

(a) The string feels hard near the bridge (b) The string feels soft near the fingerboard

Fig. 7 

The closer a part of the string is to the bridge, the more rigid it is. Using your finger, press at different 
distances from the bridge to feel the resistance of the string (Fig. 7).

• Since the nearer you play to the bridge the less flexible the string is, you need more bow weight, to 
catch the string, than when bowing nearer to the fingerboard.

• The bow must also move more slowly when nearer the bridge, otherwise it whistles over the surface 
of the taut string without catching it – particularly on the thick G string.

• However, the higher the note, i.e. the shorter the string, the less pressure it can take, so you have to 
play high notes lightly near the bridge.1

The thinner the string, the nearer the bridge

Each string prefers a different soundpoint from the string next to it. Near the bridge the open G string 
feels too stiff.You need to play faster, longer strokes around soundpoint 4 to make it vibrate the widest.

The open E string is the opposite.To make it vibrate the widest, you need to play around soundpoint 2.
It feels too weak and fragile when bowed on soundpoint 4 or 5.
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34 Lesson 2: Holding the violin and bow

Adjusting the four planes

Experiment

• Point the scroll exaggeratedly too far out to the left (Fig. 23a). Notice how you have to straighten the
arm at the elbow to reach the point, if you want to keep the bow parallel with the bridge.

• Point the scroll too much in front of you (Fig. 23b). Notice how you can now get to the point with
the arm still only at the ‘square’ position, without having to extend the arm to reach the point.

This leads to restricted bowing in the upper half, since everything is then played with only the
forearm; and cramped bowing in the lower half, since the angle at the elbow, of the forearm and the
upper arm, has to close too much (Fig. 23c).

• Find the middle position between the two extremes (Fig. 23d).

3. How high or low on the shoulder?

Adjust the position of the violin on the shoulder. A small change at this end of the violin affects the path 
of the bow more than a small change at the scroll end:

• Short arms: violin higher on shoulder, so that the chin is nearer to, or directly above, the tail piece.

• Long arms: violin lower on shoulder, so that the chin is further to the left of the tail-piece.

Right arm

This adjustment of the position of the violin on the shoulder is often overlooked. It is common to see 
short-armed players with a chin rest too far to the left, and long-armed players using a centre chin rest.

The lower the violin is positioned on the shoulder, the further you have to reach to bow to the point:

• Short arms: shorten the distance to avoid ending up with an entirely straight arm at the point.

• Long arms: lengthen the distance to avoid ending up at the square position at the point.

Experiment

• Position the violin far too low on the shoulder (Fig. 24a). Notice that you have to straighten the arm
at the elbow to reach the point, if you keep the bow parallel with the bridge.

Even if you point the scroll more in front of you, it is difficult to reach the point without straightening
the arm. With the violin so low on the shoulder, there is too far to go to get to the point.

• Position the violin far too high on the shoulder (Fig. 24b). Notice that you can now get to the point
without having to extend the arm.

Even if you hold the scroll out too far to the left, it is still possible to reach the point without
straightening the arm – with the violin so high on the shoulder, there isn’t so far to go.

• Find the middle position between the two extremes (Fig. 24c).

(a) Violin too low on the shoulder (b) Violin too high (c) Middle position

Fig. 24 
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Adjusting the four planes

Left hand and arm

The angle of the violin also has an effect on the left arm.The more the scroll points in front, the more the 
forearm has to rotate clockwise to keep the knuckles in the correct line with the neck.Too much rotation 
is a great cause of tension.

Experiment

• Experiment by using extremes: with your left fourth finger kept down on the G string, hold the 
instrument exaggeratedly pointing to the left, and low on the shoulder (Fig. 25a); and exaggeratedly 
in front of you, and high on the shoulder (Fig. 25b).

• Notice how, as you bring the scroll in front of you, the forearm rotates clockwise; and how there is a 
point where strain begins to appear as the forearm rotates further than is comfortable.

•  Find a middle point of greatest comfort, where the right arm can bow to the point sufficiently easily,
and the left fingers can reach the strings without over-rotating the forearm.

(a) Low on the shoulder, scroll out to the left, the forearm does 
not have to rotate so far.

(b) High on the shoulder, scroll in front, the forearm has to rotate 
clockwise.

Fig. 25

4. The tilt of the violin
Right arm

1 The more tilted the violin the easier it is to play on the G string (Fig. 26a), but the worse it is to play 
on the E string because the bow is too vertical.

Then it feels as though you are bowing against the side of the string (Fig. 26b).The string lends no 
support to the bow, and the arm cannot relax into the string.

2 The flatter the violin, the easier it is to play on the E string (Fig. 26c). The bow movement is more 
horizontal, the string supports the bow and the bow arm can relax into the string.

However, the flatter the violin, the higher the right arm has to play to reach the G string (Fig. 26d)

• Therefore, it is logical to suppose that a position midway between the two extremes – where it is 
easy enough to reach the G string, and at the same time the E string supports the bow sufficiently 
without the bow being too vertical – must be the ideal.

However, a better approach is often to keep the violin as flat as possible, or to tilt it ‘only as much 
as necessary but as little as possible’. Because it is not just the E string that feels better with a flatter 
violin: just about all bow strokes on the other strings do too, because there is a different and better 
feeling in the bow arm. All the lifted bowings, from spiccato to ricochet, work better with a flatter 
violin.

Try it for yourself and see: keeping the elbow more-or-less on the same level as the bow, play a few 
strokes with the violin quite tilted (Fig. 26a), and then again with the violin quite flat (Fig. 26c).With 
the instrument flat it is like having a completely different bow arm because you are using different 
muscles, or the same muscles in different ways.

You have to find your own best position, which depends partly on your physique and partly on your 
choice of chin rest or shoulder rest, if you use one (though the rule is to fit the instrument and the 
equipment to you, not the other way round). Some may not be comfortable with the violin less tilted 
than it could be; others are perfectly comfortable with a very flat violin. But if you don’t want the 
violin too flat, the essential thing is that it must not be too tilted.
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Fig. 24
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Holding the bow

The changing contact-point of the first finger on the bow

At the heel the hand is more upright or ‘supinated’ (Fig. 28j, page 39); at the point the hand leans towards 
the first finger or is more ‘pronated’ (Fig. 28k).1

As the hand leans, the contact-point of the first finger with the bow changes from closer to the nail joint 
to closer to the middle joint:
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The exact contact-point of the first finger, when playing at the heel, affects the rest of the hand:

• The nearer to the nail joint the finger contacts the bow, the more the knuckles are parallel with the
bow and the lower the wrist (Fig. 32a).

• The nearer to the middle joint the finger contacts the bow, the higher the wrist and the more angled
the knuckles as the forearm rotates slightly anticlockwise (Fig. 32b).

(a) The knuckles are more parallel with 
the bow 

(b) The knuckles are at an angle to the 
bow 

(c) Playing in the point position too low in 
the bow without adjusting

Fig. 32 

A common fault is to play everywhere in the bow with the hand always in the point position (Fig. 32c). 
On the down-bow it is natural to change from the heel position to the point position; however, it can also 
seem natural to keep that position of the hand all the way back to the heel.

Then, having arrived back in the lower half with the first finger still contacting the bow near to (or 
beyond) the middle joint, it is natural to leave it there and carry on playing everything with the hand 
permanently in that position.

Instead, begin at the heel with the fourth actively balancing the bow and a first-finger contact-point near 
the nail joint – play to the point and allow the contact-point of the first finger to move closer to (or on top 
of) the middle joint – then, on the up-bow, let the entire hand move back on to the fourth finger while at 
the same time the first-finger contact-point gradually moves nearer to the nail joint.

Q If the contact-point of the first finger with the bow changes all the time, doesn’t that 
make the bow hand feel unstable?

This changing point of contact of the first finger does not produce any feeling of instability in 
the right hand because the contact-point of the finger on the side of the bow remains constant.

To demonstrate the stable contact on the side of the bow, make a bowing movement in the air 
while holding your first finger against the bow with your left hand (Fig. 33a).

See how the nail joint of the first finger, on the side of the bow, remains in one place under 
your left finger during the journey from heel to point; yet the contact-point of the first finger 
on top of the bow changes from nearer the nail joint at the heel to nearer the middle joint at 
the point (Fig. 33b).
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Holding the bow

(a) Hold the first finger against the bow with the left hand (b) Note the different point of contact of the first finger on top of 
the stick 

Fig. 33 

How to stop the fingers climbing up the bow
A common problem in teaching children is that although they may start off playing a piece with a good 
bow hold, the hand gradually creeps a few centimetres up the bow.

One way to cure this is for them to establish clear mental pictures of the exact role and position of each 
finger, and to link these with a firm physical sensation on the bow. Go through each finger one by one,
describing its precise position.These are the key points to make:

• The tip of the thumb contacts the bow, one side leaning against the black thumb-piece and the other 
side on the bow (or the thumb leather).These contact-points are ‘home’ to the thumb.

• The first finger has two jobs to do, on top of the stick and on the side of the stick (Fig. 28h,
page 39). The first finger should never contact the stick between the knuckle joint and the middle 
joint (the old Leopold Auer method), but between the middle joint and the nail joint.

• The only contact-point of the second finger is at the crease near the nail joint.

• There is an alive contact between the pad of the third finger and the side of the frog, the finger 
sitting between the round part of the thumb piece and the pearl eye in the centre of the frog. At the 
point, the contact between the third and the bow is not the pad, but the crease near the nail joint.

• The fourth finger sits on top of the bow, or on the upper inside edge, depending on the tilt of the 
bow.To keep it curved place the finger on the tip not on the pad.Think of the line of the right edge 
of the frog continuing up the right side of the finger.

Once these details of the bow hold are clear in the student’s mind, the fingers instinctively rebalance and 
reorganise themselves to find these contact-points during playing, and there is little chance of the hand 
wandering up the bow unconsciously.

‘Bow-hold’ or ‘bow-balance’?
It is often said that the terms ‘bow-hold’ or ‘bow-grip’
are misleading, since they may encourage the player
to ‘grip’ the bow rather than to ‘balance’ it in the hand.

While at times the bow does need to be held firmly,
at other times you should not be ‘holding’ the bow 
by squeezing it between the fingers, but balancing it 
in the fingers with little sensation of holding.

Q How can you get the feeling of balancing the bow rather than of holding it? 

To find the feeling of balancing rather than ‘holding’, simply support the bow in the air 
without the second or third fingers on the bow (Fig. 34).

Feel the weight of the bow pushing up into your little finger (the finger curved, the tip on the 
top of the bow). Feel the weight also pushing into the thumb, and into the first finger on the 
side of the bow. If you took any of these off the bow, the bow would fall; but there is no feeling 
whatsoever of ‘holding the bow’. The bow pushes into your fingers rather than your fingers 
pressing against the bow.

The string itself supports the bow when the bow is sitting on the string, making it even easier 
to balance and guide the bow within the hand instead of actively gripping it.

The bow balanced in the hand rather than held

Fig. 34 
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The changing contact-point of the first finger on the bow

At the heel the hand is more upright or ‘supinated’ (Fig. 28j, page 39); at the point the hand leans towards 
the first finger or is more ‘pronated’ (Fig. 28k).1

As the hand leans, the contact-point of the first finger with the bow changes from closer to the nail joint 
to closer to the middle joint:
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bow nearer first joint
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�

Heel

The exact contact-point of the first finger, when playing at the heel, affects the rest of the hand:

• The nearer to the nail joint the finger contacts the bow, the more the knuckles are parallel with the 
bow and the lower the wrist (Fig. 32a).

• The nearer to the middle joint the finger contacts the bow, the higher the wrist and the more angled 
the knuckles as the forearm rotates slightly anticlockwise (Fig. 32b).

(a) The knuckles are more parallel with
the bow 

(b) The knuckles are at an angle to the
bow 

(c) Playing in the point position too low in 
the bow without adjusting

Fig. 32 

A common fault is to play everywhere in the bow with the hand always in the point position (Fig. 32c).
On the down-bow it is natural to change from the heel position to the point position; however, it can also 
seem natural to keep that position of the hand all the way back to the heel.

Then, having arrived back in the lower half with the first finger still contacting the bow near to (or 
beyond) the middle joint, it is natural to leave it there and carry on playing everything with the hand 
permanently in that position.

Instead, begin at the heel with the fourth actively balancing the bow and a first-finger contact-point near 
the nail joint – play to the point and allow the contact-point of the first finger to move closer to (or on top 
of) the middle joint – then, on the up-bow, let the entire hand move back on to the fourth finger while at 
the same time the first-finger contact-point gradually moves nearer to the nail joint.

Q If the contact-point of the first finger with the bow changes all the time, doesn’t that 
make the bow hand feel unstable?

This changing point of contact of the first finger does not produce any feeling of instability in 
the right hand because the contact-point of the finger on the side of the bow remains constant.

To demonstrate the stable contact on the side of the bow, make a bowing movement in the air 
while holding your first finger against the bow with your left hand (Fig. 33a).

See how the nail joint of the first finger, on the side of the bow, remains in one place under 
your left finger during the journey from heel to point; yet the contact-point of the first finger 
on top of the bow changes from nearer the nail joint at the heel to nearer the middle joint at 
the point (Fig. 33b).
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(a) Hold the first finger against the bow with the left hand (b) Note the different point of contact of the first finger on top of 
the stick 

Fig. 33 

How to stop the fingers climbing up the bow
A common problem in teaching children is that although they may start off playing a piece with a good 
bow hold, the hand gradually creeps a few centimetres up the bow.

One way to cure this is for them to establish clear mental pictures of the exact role and position of each 
finger, and to link these with a firm physical sensation on the bow. Go through each finger one by one,
describing its precise position.These are the key points to make:

• The tip of the thumb contacts the bow, one side leaning against the black thumb-piece and the other
side on the bow (or the thumb leather).These contact-points are ‘home’ to the thumb.

• The first finger has two jobs to do, on top of the stick and on the side of the stick (Fig. 28h,
page 39). The first finger should never contact the stick between the knuckle joint and the middle
joint (the old Leopold Auer method), but between the middle joint and the nail joint.

• The only contact-point of the second finger is at the crease near the nail joint.

• There is an alive contact between the pad of the third finger and the side of the frog, the finger
sitting between the round part of the thumb piece and the pearl eye in the centre of the frog. At the
point, the contact between the third and the bow is not the pad, but the crease near the nail joint.

• The fourth finger sits on top of the bow, or on the upper inside edge, depending on the tilt of the
bow.To keep it curved place the finger on the tip not on the pad.Think of the line of the right edge
of the frog continuing up the right side of the finger.

Once these details of the bow hold are clear in the student’s mind, the fingers instinctively rebalance and 
reorganise themselves to find these contact-points during playing, and there is little chance of the hand 
wandering up the bow unconsciously.

‘Bow-hold’ or ‘bow-balance’?
It is often said that the terms ‘bow-hold’ or ‘bow-grip’
are misleading, since they may encourage the player
to ‘grip’ the bow rather than to ‘balance’ it in the hand.

While at times the bow does need to be held firmly,
at other times you should not be ‘holding’ the bow 
by squeezing it between the fingers, but balancing it 
in the fingers with little sensation of holding.

Q How can you get the feeling of balancing the bow rather than of holding it? 

To find the feeling of balancing rather than ‘holding’, simply support the bow in the air 
without the second or third fingers on the bow (Fig. 34).

Feel the weight of the bow pushing up into your little finger (the finger curved, the tip on the 
top of the bow). Feel the weight also pushing into the thumb, and into the first finger on the 
side of the bow. If you took any of these off the bow, the bow would fall; but there is no feeling 
whatsoever of ‘holding the bow’. The bow pushes into your fingers rather than your fingers 
pressing against the bow.

The string itself supports the bow when the bow is sitting on the string, making it even easier 
to balance and guide the bow within the hand instead of actively gripping it.

The bow balanced in the hand rather than held

Fig. 34 
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