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The Violin


The violin did not originate in one place at one time in its current, unique form; it grew and changed through hundreds of years of development.  This development was based on the cultural and social movement of music and the demand that the music put on the popular instruments of the past.  If a composer wanted to hear a new sound or a venue demanded a new acoustic capability,  instrument makers would experiment to try and satisfy this demand.  This experimentation is what has led to different and even unusual forms of instruments in music history.  The violin developed in many stages during the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries and blossomed in the sixteenth century with the development of solo virtuosic repertoire.  The importance of the violin has grown with its rising demand in different ensembles as well as in solo significance.  Players and composers(some are both) have also continued to challenge the capabilities of the violin, creating some amazing violin techniques used today.


As many people interested in the history of the violin have discovered,  the “first violin” does not exist.  Friedrich Neiderheitmann of Cremona in 1877 understood that “[the violin] was not created or suddenly invented by one master; rather, its form is the result of extensive experiments by many” (Kolneder 76).  Even Kate Hillard in 2002 found that “the origins of the violin are several and varied; each of its parts is the outcome of a more or less complex evolutionary process”(Hillard 1).  Different parts of it were developed at different times in other instruments, but came together and were refined in the violin.  There are numerous historical clues to approximate the closest instruments from which the violin was most likely derived.  We cannot study, however,  the early models of the violin because none actually exist anymore.  No early violins from the fifteenth and early sixteenth centuries were preserved because society then wasn’t concerned with preservation or museum pieces; if an instrument was obsolete, its wood would be re-carved, refashioned, and used for repairs( Kolneder 77).  Therefore, clues must be found in written and visual historical items- both media in which there are flaws and limits.  


In written history,  it is difficult to decipher obscure terminology and special local developments in Europe.  For example,  when the name “vidula” changed to “viola,” did this indicate a physical change in the instrument, or was it just a name change?  When the viola da bracchio(arm viola) and viola da gamba(leg viola) were both commonly called “viola”s in fifteenth century Italian records,  it is vague as to which specific instrument was being discussed (Kolneder 77).  Iconography is also vague because painters did not always strive to accurately depict an instrument in its historical form.  For example,  many Renaissance painters were musicians themselves,  but they would also create “imaginary, fantastic instruments”(Kolneder 78).  So in one painting,  the artist’s own instrument could be precisely portrayed next to an inaccurate, imaginary one.  Therefore, it is difficult to trust the violin’s development just from written and painted evidence.


Because these physical clues are rather unreliable,  Kolneder, in his Amadeus Book of the Violin,  suggests that tracing the evolution of the violin requires understanding why it was developed.  What musical sound and change of venue made the development of a new instrument necessary?  He notes the musical developments in the fifteenth century Renaissance in which Ockeghem and Du Fay introduced a greater sonority of harmony and an extended musical range (Kolneder 80).  This introduced a new sound that composers, instrument makers, and instrumentalists attempted to imitate.  Also, the political competition of the Italian states led to both open air and indoor parties to show off their court’s high status.  These parties demanded proper instrumentation to acoustically satisfy the event.  Because the soft fiddles for the inside parties did not proportionately match the leading role of the trumpets of the outside venue,  there was a need for a louder, stronger-toned bowed instrument for these inside parties(Kolneder 81).  The cornetto was used for the lead indoor instrument,  but was not favorable because its timbre didn’t resemble the other viols, according to Wilhelm Joseph von Wasielewski in 1869 (Kolneder 82).  Instrumentalists and composers interested in a broader range created the “viola da gamba” to extend the lower range of the stringed instruments, tuning it like a lute (Kolneder 81).  To balance out this lower register and lead the string instruments, a stronger, higher-register bowed instrument needed to evolve.


This “need” as well as the traits of the following instruments that existed in the Renaissance and pre-Renaissance,  created the means for the violin to evolve.  These bowed instruments from the Renaissance and previous eras are considered the precursors of the violin- the basic forms from which the violin evolved.   The “rebec,” from the Arabian and Oriental thirteenth century,  had three strings, tuned in fifths, that were secured and tightened by pegs laterally inserted in a peg box.  Its body was shaped like half a pear and had no frets or sound post.  It was played at the breast or neck, held overhand, and bowed (“The Origins...”).  The “Renaissance fiddle” had five strings,  one of which was probably a drone, over a fingerboard.  It sounded in the soprano register and its sound post gave it a greater sonority.  It was constructed of a top and back with connecting ribs as well as a separate neck with frets.  Overall, there was an oval or indented shape and its front pegs were mounted on a heart or leaf-shaped peg box (Hughes).  The “Lira di Braccio” was a species of the fiddle from the fifteenth century.  It had an arched top, ribs, and a sound post.  Of its seven strings, two were drones and were also set off of the fingerboard (“The Origins...”).  Although only some had frets, all had turning pegs set horizontally in a heart- shaped peg box (Hughes).  The drone effect of these last two instruments produced a folk sound.  [For a visual of these three early instruments, look at pictures in the back of the appendix.]  These are the closest instruments to the violin, with the most attributes in common.  There were, however, many other bowed instruments that we will not look at because they do not resemble the violin as distinctly.


As the viola/ Lira di braccio became a melody instrument instead of a drone fiddle,  modifications like the curved bridge, with greater distance between the strings,  as well as less number of strings,  and deeper body indentations for bow movement allowed the bow to articulate vocal lines and more complicated polyphony (Kolneder 84).  The new “loudness” needed in the sound was the next criteria to alter the dimensions and look of the instrument, evolving the “di braccio” instrument into what we would actually call a “violin” today.  According to Schulze, “the loudness of a tone is determined by the force producing it, by resonance that amplifies it, and by the nature of the substance that generates it” (Kolneder 86).  Numerous sources imply that the louder sound was initiated by using thicker strings.  These thicker strings required greater tension of the bow on the string as well as more rosin and bow hair in order to make these strings ring, which produced a “more vigorous playing” style.  Because this playing created greater string amplitude and vibration,  there required a higher bridge to avoid the string touching the fingerboard.  This raised bridge created a brighter sound with overtones and harmonics (Kolneder 86).  But the added height of the bridge and added tension on the strings produced a new problem: pressure on the “top” of the instrument caused cracking.  So a sound post was adopted for support and then was actually found to greatly influence the instrument’s sound.  So the sound post was called the “anima”(soul) of the violin (Kolneder 86).  The increased pressure of the strings also bent the peg plate, which was already an easily damaged area.  So the rounded,  enclosed peg box was adopted in the fifteenth century- placed just below the level of the strings and added the “nut” to add strength (Kolneder 86).  All of these modifications were dealt with like a chain of events and the answers to each problem allowed a trait from other instruments to be installed to combine,  creating a single “violin” with its own unique sound.


For this larger amplitude of sound to be rightly projected,  there had to be a change in the shape of the “di braccio” body.  The body affects the sound’s resonance greatly and its role in the violin’s evolution was no exception.  As Paolo Peterlongo relates, “Everything that goes into making a stringed instrument- not just the strings, the bridge, the belly and the other structural parts, but even the weight of the scroll and the tailpiece- has some effect on the fullness and quality of the instrument’s sonority” (Peterlongo 21).  For more volume,  the body was arched, which also helped to counteract the increased tension on the instrument (Kolneder 87).  And to equalize vibrations while also strengthening the wood for the lower, wider vibrations on the left side,  a “bass bar ”was added under the top.  The body’s arching changed the shape and size of the sound holes as well.  In 1400, the shape of the “C” in these two arrangements:      

were the best way to distribute the thin to thick wood of the top and were acoustically placed for the best sound.  The familiar “f-hole” shape was derived from the “C” shape because the top half of the C was reversed in direction (Kolneder 87).  It was used as early as 1475 in a Gamba by Hans Volrat and was therefore used on the violin.  Thus, the contour of the violin vaguely evolved to create a unique new instrument with its own sound even though its measurements and dimensions were still not standard.  For a look at the differences of sizes, yet similar style of the new violin, look at the “early violins” in the appendix.


The experimenters who developed attributes of the violin and indeed created the first models were makers of lutes and other Renaissance instruments.  Many conjecture that artists from Leonardo da Vinci to mathematician Tartaglia to “luthier” (instrument maker) Gaspard Tieffenbrucker were the violin’s first makers (Kolneder 93).  But these claims can’t be proven and it is impossible to know who was the first to create a “violin.” These instruments don’t exist anymore, and those that do exist are not labeled.  But definite “schools,” or families of instrument makers,  are documented.  Although they are not the first makers, they brought standardization and further development to the violin (Kolneder 102).  Andrea Amati came from the Cremona patricians and was the first to noticeably bring violins standardization.  Before him, bridges were low and placed toward the bottom of the instrument (Kolneder 102).  He raised the bridge and lowered the position of the f-holes, arriving at definitive proportions- judged in his 1565 model.  He also achieved even arching (without scooping) and different varnishes (Kolneder 103).  He is criticized for a weak quality G string, but it wasn’t important in his day because it was little used.  Therefore, in following the refinement of the violin, we see a continued emphasis on the social applications of the instrument- areas were improved as they were needed in playing the violin.  For example, in the sixteenth century, only two and a half octaves were used versus today’s nearly four octaves, which demands a more even tone quality from G to E string.  Amati’s sons also continued his father’s quality of violin making.  They had a little different dimensions, but kept the same sound.


Gasparo da Salo came from the Brescia school and brought it prominence.  His instruments produced a large, robust sound even as he neglected symmetrical and aesthetic precision (Kolneder 105).  His instruments were highly regarded in his lifetime and he was a sort of quick genius.  Other luthiers based their work exclusively on his models even in 1700!(Kolneder 107).  He died in 1609 and passed his innovation to Maggini, who used rib lining and corner blocks to strengthen the violin’s body (Kolneder 114).  The sixteenth century era of Andrea Amati and da Salo introduced “the age during which instruments clearly reflect the builder’s personality” (Kolneder 106).  Because no stencils were used to cut the instruments, each instrument, from free-hand, was a unique work of art.  And both Brescia and Cremona became the leading centers of violin making.


Later in the Amati school, Nicolo Amati refined his family’s tradition.  In 1640 he began using higher ribs and less arching.  He achieved an even larger tone without sacrificing the timbre- a typical problem (Kolneder 108).  He was also extra-careful when selecting the wood for his violins in order to achieve excellent tone and beauty.  His instruments presented the standard from 1660 to his death.  He was the teacher of important Amati pupils Andreas Guarnerius in 1636 and Antonius Stradivarius in about 1648.  With his work combined with that of his pupils, Cremona became the center of violin making.  His prominent pupil Andrea Guarneri flattened the body to enlarge the tone and widened the f- holes to increase resonance.  His grandson, Josephus II, was called “del Gesu ”because of the symbols on his instruments which he used to stand out from his family members. He is considered the best maker in his family.  He wanted the largest possible sound, so he flattened and thickened the back, causing a delayed response (Kolneder 132).  Also, he chose his wood for purely acoustical, not aesthetic reasons.  Therefore, his instruments were ahead of their time, even termed “barbaric” by some, and not favored until late in his time when Paganini and Vieuxtemps preferred using “del Gesu” instruments (Kolneder 134).  He worked quickly, peaking only between 1726 and 1736, and therefore was considered by some a genius.  Stradivari, however,  developed slowly; he didn’t begin to change from his master’s concepts until he was more than forty years old.  He used a much flatter back- 14/15 mm versus Amati’s 20 mm- to allow sound easier vibration.  The thickness of the top of his violin was thin near the bridge(2.5 mm) and thick near the edge(3 mm) instead of thick(4 mm) near the bridge and thin(2 mm) near the edge (Kolneder 136).  His instruments therefore had a large and beautiful tone complete with superior craftsmanship.  These two schools and especially the aforementioned composers brought the violin to the form which is still modeled by today’s violin makers.


By the seventeenth century, new music in the form of the sonata and concerto grosso created a greater popularity of violin music, creating a greater demand for violins.  By 1700, the Cremona and Brescia schools couldn’t supply all the demand and so other areas, like Venice, began producing instruments(Kolneder 127).  Even with this increase of makers and instruments, the Guarneri and Stradivari families remained at the “apex of violin making” (Kolneder 131).  Therefore, the standard of the nearly four- octave ranged, four stringed(G D A E), tuned in fifths, G- clef (aka Treble clef) violin with rare transpositions in “Scordatura,” (Violin Family 65) was basically standardized.  Its nearly 25 parts,  mostly cut from one tree per violin, would structure the production of many individual, but similar,  instruments.  [To see this process of constructing the violin, please look at the index.]  From now on, instead of developing the instrument by further changing its physical dimensions,  the technique of the performer and the composition style of the era determined the new sounds of the violin.  


The violin’s first social purpose was to double vocal music and play for dancing (Violin Family 20).  There was little “violin” music because violinists would read off of vocal music.  So in the seventeenth century, the violin was new to high society but found quick acceptance as the “new sound ideal” in the Baroque style (Weiss 204).  The violin has extraordinary musical versatility as its tone holds the beauty and emotion of its model- the human voice (Violin Family 1).  Its ability to hold a sustained tone and play chromatic semitones in up to four octaves have lent it to be used in almost every genre of music and musical ensemble, especially solo music.  Opera opened the violin’s virtuosic and lyrical potential, as well as technical precision to both emulate and accompany the human voice (Violin Family 22).  It was also especially suited to the instrumental sonata and concerto.   Nearly every famous composer in every stylistic musical period wrote solo violin music, showing the violin’s inspiring ability and agility.  There is too much solo repertoire to note- from Paganini’s variations to Vivaldi’s concertos to Mozart’s Concertos to Tchaikovsky’s Violin Concerto (Violin Family 107-121).  The violin’s popularity can be seen in how its predecessors- lira di braccio, etc.- were obsolete while the violin’s sound dominated the instrumental field.


The violin was also the leader in many shapes and sizes of ensembles.  Its largest ensemble, the orchestral symphony,  is made up of string, wind, and brass instruments, creating a rich variety of sound.  The violins usually number about twenty four out of a hundred musicians in modern symphonies and are divided into two sections.  The violins are usually in duet as sections and the “first” violins often carry the demanding melodic lines (Kolneder 340).  Violins play similar music in a similar format as the symphony in the simple ensemble of the “string orchestra,” but comprise a majority of the instruments.  First and second violins comprise at least two-thirds of the string orchestra.  The violin is even more important as half of the string quartet because it consists solely of two violins, a viola, and a cello (Kolneder 333).  Although each part presents a solo for the musician (Kolneder 333),  string quartets are led by the first violin, who usually has the melody and also gives visual cues, keeping the ensemble together.  The violin has also participated in both Jazz and Bluegrass music as a soloist, concentrating on improvisation  of difficult, impressive lines (Skinner).  Therefore the virtuosic violin is given very technical, as well as lyrical, lines with different styles and sounds contrasting even from its solo music.


These incredible solo pieces as well as versatile ensemble pieces require a wealth of playing technique in order to convey the message the composer envisioned.  First of all, as the basis of current playing position, the violinist needs a firm hold of the violin between the shoulder and chin using the chin rest and, if necessary, the shoulder rest.  The bow is held a variety of ways at the “frog,” as long as it is easily controlled, to accomplish precise bow strokes.  It is placed perpendicular to the length of the violin and is drawn between the bridge and fingerboard, no matter what direction the bow stroke.  The left hand is fingered to determine pitch as the right hand controls the bow.  Because the violin is fretless, fingered notes are remembered and determined by the association of half and whole steps down the strings.  To play higher on the instrument, “positions” are used to indicate where the first/ index finger is placed on the fingerboard.  The left hand also does many stylistic things like vibrato, trills, double stops,  and left hand pizzicato used in pieces to add feeling and versatility.  Vibrato is the quick back-and-forth vibrating movement that sweetens and intensifies a note.  Trills quickly alternate between two notes.  Double stops are the playing of two notes at once in order to hear a chord.  Left hand pizzicato is plucking the strings with the left hand instead of the traditional right hand pizzicato (all is personal knowledge).  The left hand and violin position creates pitch and the varying rhythms heard while playing with the bow.


The bow technique also is used to enliven the piece’s mood and intensity.  The bow determines how long a note will be played and the dynamic of the note based on pressure and speed.  A legato bow is smooth and connected with few noticeable stops or changes.  A staccato bow is detached, with space, and often uses little amount of bow.  Tremolo is moving the bow as fast as possible, back and forth, with little bow, in one spot on the bow.  Pizzicato brings the bow hand to the fingerboard and the right index finger plucks a desired string.  Two or more notes can be played on one bow in a combination of these bow techniques with a “slur” notation in the music.  There are many more terms for other stylistic techniques for playing the violin to create the wide variety of sounds and moods available within the violin.  The aforementioned terms are simply those terms which are most used (all is personal knowledge).  The vast variety of technique as well as the unending combinations of them creates individualism and variety for thousands of years of musicians.


From its eclectic evolution to its refinement by specific instrument makers, the violin has grown in both ability and renown.  It holds one of the greatest solo repertoires and can be seen in nearly all classic ensemble, creating a vast range of ability and techniques.  It is amazing that, of all the endless combinations of parts within the violin, it has come to the standard form used today.
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THE APPENDIX.....

The Violin’s anatomy 

       *   *      




*

The making of a violin  
1) Cutting of a trunk section. Thus begins, strictly speaking, the making of a violin. 

 

1.*  2. *

2) Cutting the corner (joining of the ribs ) with the aid of a "mold" or "form". 

 

3) This band of wood is a future rib . The violin maker is making it perfectly flat by means of a scraper, one of his many tools. 

3. * 4. * 

4) Here the violin maker is giving the rib an adequate curve.

5)Ribs ,blocks ,corners and linings assembled around the mold.

5.*  6.*
6) The back and belly of the violin can be made of a single piece or two pieces. Here, the violin maker has probably glued together the two pieces of the back.

7) The violin maker is fitting the trying-plane (jointer).

7. * 8. * 

8) Outlining the back (or the belly ).

 

9) Cutting the back with a saw. 

9. * 10. *

10) Working with the gouge.

 

11) Roughing down with a small scraper. 

11. * 12. * 

12) The violin maker finicking the back with another scraper. 

13) Hollowing out the arching of the back. 

13. * 14. *

14) The violin maker evens off the contours of the ribs .

 

15) A delicate operation: gluing the back to the ribs .

15. * 16. *

16) Placing the linings .

 

17) Using a model the violin maker draws the f-holes on the belly (made more or less in the same way as the back), with a simple pencil. 

17. * 18. * 

18) Cutting out the f-holes .

19) It is with a penknife, the violin maker’s major tool, that he finishes cutting out, with great precision, the ƒƒ ’s of the f-holes .

19. * 20. *

20) Here the violin maker has glued the bass bar to the top ; they are held together with cramps until the glue dries. 

 

21)And here is the top with the clearly visible bass bar .

21. * 22. * 

22) Here, the purfling-cutter helps our violin maker to draw the purfling grooves all around the belly and back. 

 

23) Purfling, which consists in applying the purfles . The purfles, generally made of service tree wood or ebony, do not only play an aesthetic role, they also reinforce the edges of the violin. 

23. * 24. *

24) Using his model, the violin maker draws the neck and the scroll .

 

25) Sculpting the scroll .

25. * 26. *

26) Setting the neck , already fitted with the fingerboard (the black part, in ebony). 

 

27) Once the violin is finished, it is exposed to sunlight for at least one year before varnishing in order to eliminate a maximum of the humidity remaining in the wood. Once the wood has dried, it is covered with the " preparazione " (a mixture of natural substances to harden the wood). 

27. * 28. *

28) Then, following a very particular method, the violin maker applies various layers of varnish until he obtains the desired consistency and hue. The violin must dry completely between each layer of varnish. 

 

29) After making the pegs , the violin maker uses a special device to give the pegholes the necessary conic shape: 

29. * 30. *

30) Fitting the sound-post with a "sound-post setter". 

31) Sculpting the bridge with a penknife; this requires special care, for the sound and timbre of the instrument will depend a great deal on this little piece of wood. 

31. * 32. *

 

32) Fitting the strings on the bridge .

33) The final step for the violin maker is making the last adjustments; he tunes the violin before posing the chin rest and trying out his creation... 

33. *

[ Pictures and labels of both the “violin anatomy” and the “making of the violin” are from Team 27178]

______________________________________________________________________________

*  *   *

The Rebec,


    the Renaissance Fiddle, and 
the lira di baccio

[ Pictures from “The Origins...”]

[ Picture from Kolneder]:

