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Foreword

The study of the Baroque violin and its sister instrument the Baroque viola is an expansive undertaking. To facilitate the reader’s progress through the various stages of study, I have considered it best to divide this course into two volumes.

Volume I contains Parts One and Two, a total of twenty-three Lessons. It comprehensively covers the basic musical, technical, and philosophical concepts of Baroque violin playing. Blending the informative with the practical, it provides in-depth analyses of repertoire from the early seventeenth century to sonatas by Corelli and Vivaldi and includes ninety-two exercises.
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After more than half a century spent teaching and playing the violin, the last thirty of which have been devoted almost exclusively to the Baroque violin, the author wishes to offer this course as a gift to all violinists and violists curious to share the modest musical insights he has gathered thus far along the way, pertaining to the performance of music from the Baroque period.

It is my belief that these two volumes may also be of interest to those who have chosen, as I did, to dedicate their student days to mastering the great Romantic concertos, but who are curious to understand why a specific repertoire of seemingly much easier music needs to be studied separately at all. Perhaps they will recognize that the change that has come over the world of classical music since the days of my youth, when Brandenburg Concertos were performed by vast symphony orchestras composed entirely of gentlemen, represents not merely welcome social evolution but an aesthetic revolution that even now is anything but on the wane.

The title of this course is perhaps misleading in that it claims to contain just fifty lessons, the equivalent of some two years of study in a conservatory. In fact, the contents of many of the lessons could never possibly be communicated in a single hour, at least not by me, even if the poor student were to sit patiently listening to a rapid outpouring of information without ever playing a note.

Whether you are an experienced professional violinist or violist or an interested amateur, a conservatory student seeking the kind of enlightenment your regular course of study does not provide, or a teacher hoping to learn how better to inform your pupils, these two volumes will teach you how to play key works from the repertoire of the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries in a historically informed manner, with technical and musical guidance at every step of the way. The course takes the form of a carefully designed, step-by-step series of lessons that both mirrors and magnifies my teaching program in the vast and wonderful HIP Department of the Royal Conservatoire of the Hague, in the Netherlands.

In my professional experience as a teacher of the Baroque violin and viola, I have found that the most fruitful results are achieved through detailed examination of carefully selected seminal works from the early 1600s through to J. S. Bach in which stylistic, musicological, and technical issues are explored in depth. Some years ago, however, it became clear to me that too much classroom time was being taken up in examining these works with each individual student in turn. A more efficient way to teach, I decided, would be to provide the student with as much written data beforehand as was deemed necessary for an informed and convincing performance, offering background information, quoting relevant historical sources and drawing attention to the myriad details within the text as well as an understanding of their implications. This written lesson would enable students to work in depth and in their own time, before coming to the classroom with a well-considered performance.

The results of this experiment were so encouraging that I decided to form the lessons into a book that, over a period of a decade, has gradually metamorphosed into this two-volume course. I have been most fortunate, throughout these years, to have ample opportunity to test the lessons on a constant flow of students; their feedback, patience, and helpful criticism has amounted to a continual process of correction, for which I am truly grateful.

Of course, the imparting of information and ideas is only one aspect of the teacher’s role: the other part is that of drawing out the natural innate musicality of each individual student, encouraging initiative even when the outcome is questionable, respecting and nurturing that uniqueness which is every emerging artist’s cherished birthright. Such a task is easier in the classroom than in the context of the written word; nevertheless, I have attempted to minimize this shortcoming by giving indications and devising exercises intended to help the reader develop his or her inner voice and to convey that voice into the world of sound.

The order of the lessons is not haphazard. In Part One we explore basic concepts and techniques: how to hold the instrument, how to play words, what is meant by ‘interpretation,’ the basics of rhetoric and temperament, what the affects are and how to sensitize ourselves to the emotional information inherent in the musical text.

In Part Two, we examine sonatas by Corelli and Vivaldi: this familiar and accessible music is excellent material for a deeper exploration of interpretive and technical aspects of Baroque violin playing.

Volume II begins with Part Three, in which we take a step back in time, studying the vocal roots of the first experiments in sonata writing before tackling three of the sonatas themselves. We return to Corelli in Part Four, enriched and inspired by our experiences of working with the composers who preceded him.

In Part Five, we study sonatas by Schmelzer and Biber before setting off to Versailles to encounter the sophisticated world of French Baroque music and in particular the music of one of its most exquisite exponents, François Couperin. Our journey ends in Leipzig with the music of J. S. Bach, the culmination and arguably the climax of our Baroque journey.



All repertoire to be studied in these two volumes has been especially transcribed, complete with the figured bass line, as published in their original edition; these parts, as well as transcriptions for viola players, may be downloaded and printed out from the course website.



There is very little original solo repertoire for the Baroque viola, but a good Baroque violist is one who is equally at home in all of the various styles he or she will be called upon to play, from Monteverdi via Schmelzer and Biber to Bach. For that reason, I teach Baroque viola students exactly the same repertoire as the violinists and I encourage all violinists to play the viola. Violists may well find it more convenient initially to work through the lessons on a violin before applying what they have learned to the viola transcriptions.

Most technical tips in these two books are offered on musical grounds, for it is my belief that the finer technical details are engendered by the demands of the music: a specific musical goal demands a specific technical solution, and every musical nuance causes a subtle technical change of which the player may or may not even need to be aware.

At every step of the way there are specially devised exercises. Many of these provide a methodological solution to the teaching of specific techniques gleaned from the historical sources, while others focus on the removal of physical barriers of the kind I commonly encounter in the classroom.

Central to the role of the Baroque musician is the ability to improvise: this is dealt with in five modules distributed throughout the course. Many well-trained musicians, perhaps precisely because they are so well trained, experience feelings of anxiety and inadequacy when asked to play anything that is not meticulously notated. For this reason, we start with ways of tackling inhibitions, using simple astylistic improvisation, before setting off to work through manuals of ornamentation from the mid-sixteenth century through to the Style Galant of the middle to late eighteenth century.

A true understanding of Baroque music cannot, I believe, be achieved merely by practicing within the confines of a sealed studio: I have therefore included four ‘Interludes,’ set in Florence, Rome, Versailles, and in Germany, that provide information on the historical, political, and cultural backdrop to the repertoire under discussion. A visit to Bernini’s studio, where we learn to transfer visual images into sound, has proved an especially enjoyable exercise.

Much of the information in these two books is equally relevant to other instrumentalists making their initial journey into the Baroque repertoire: this includes recorder players, cornettists, flautists, and oboists as well as keyboard players, cellists, and double bassists. Moreover, just as many of the early treatises were written with both singers and instrumentalists in mind, there is a great deal of information here of relevance to vocalists.
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In the early seventeenth century, an instrument used mainly for accompanying voices and playing dances, not always in the most genteel of milieux, came storming onto the European stage as one possessing the power to express human emotions to a degree of which only the human voice had previously been considered capable. That instrument has been rediscovered in our time and is now known as the ‘Baroque’ violin.

Music played on this and other period instruments in a manner considered “authentic” today draws enthusiastic audiences in all corners of the globe. The historically informed performance (HIP) movement has resurrected a vast array of repertoire previously languishing silently on dusty library shelves and, using the instruments and techniques understood to have existed at the time, has brought this repertoire into the world’s concert halls. No longer an eccentric ideology challenging the musical establishment, its reasoning and methodology are being gradually adopted and absorbed into the musical mainstream as ‘conventional’ musicians take on board its aesthetic and technical hallmarks.

Some symphony orchestras, particularly in Europe, now have Baroque orchestras embedded in their midst and there are chamber orchestras whose stylistic regeneration has allowed them to challenge the best of the well-established period instrument groups. Sadly though, in my view, musicians who find themselves called upon to play in a more ‘historically acceptable’ manner merely by imitating what they hear ‘specialists’ do are rarely convincing—for imitation and understanding, if they are at all related, are at best distant cousins.

Johann Joachim Quantz, whose Versuch (1752) is one of our principal sources of information on performance practice, was aware of this problem when he wrote (Introduction, § 9), “The student must avoid a master who is not in a position to explain clearly and thoroughly everything that the student finds difficult to understand, and seeks to impart everything by ear, and through imitation, as we train birds.”

If you do not feel ready to commit to learning the Baroque violin or viola but wish to enrich your knowledge of HIP and of the repertoire, you may choose to work through some of this course on your modern instrument using a Baroque bow. However, your experience of the course will, I fear, merely shadow that of the more committed readers seeking to place themselves alongside their colleagues of yesteryear and to rediscover the sounds with which they transfixed their audiences.

Every one of us has a path to follow: many of today’s Baroque violinists and violists started off as ‘modern’ performers and only became interested in the early repertoire after some years of professional activity. Some of my students take Baroque instrument lessons as a secondary subject, finding that it enriches both their modern playing and their total experience within the conservatory. Others decide on a “coup de coeur” that the Baroque instrument, with its wonderfully varied repertoire and intriguing sound world, is closer to their hearts than the modern one and find themselves with no other option than to elope to the Early Music Department.

[image: image]

In most lessons of this course there is an opening section on general matters pertaining to the piece under examination, followed by a bar-by-bar analysis of the music and detailed suggestions on how to play it. Working through the ‘Observations’ section of each lesson will require patience and toil, but it will make for convincing performances and will set in motion ways of thinking that will stand the reader in good stead when working independently.

I have tried to justify as many of these ‘Observations’ as possible by quoting from the historical texts and treatises we refer to reverentially as “the sources.” We cannot of course learn to play from these sources alone, for they are by no means books of rules, except perhaps when written by a composer in relation to his own compositions; but they do guide us along our way, beams of light shining into the darkness of bygone ages.

Some quotations I have included are specific to a composer, a type of dance, a place or a short period of time in an age of constantly changing musical fashion. The reader may object that others are anachronistic in the context that I have placed them; if I am guilty of this, it will be because such quotations seem to me to be both time-specific and worthy of more universal application.

While appreciating the undoubted value of treatises, we should nevertheless be aware of their subjectivity: they inevitably reflect the taste and preferences of the author and may occasionally criticize practices of which they personally did not approve but which, by implication, were commonplace at the time. Hence, phrases oft-heard today such as “they would never have done that in Rome in 1744” used to criticize a musical decision or “they did it like this in 1672 in Salzburg” used to defend one, must surely raise the question in our minds as to which “they” is being referred to.

There is no ‘correct’ way to play the violin, to interpret a sonata, to shape a phrase or to color a single note. The independent-minded student will derive much benefit from thoughtfully challenging what I have written: perhaps that freedom of dissent is one of the advantages of learning from a book. I am well aware that there is much in these volumes that is personal and subjective: it could not be otherwise. All teachers impart information and viewpoints that have become theirs through a process of study and experience, gradually maturing ideas or sudden flashes of enlightenment. An exciting new book on the latest musicological research may enrich their knowledge or disprove what they have hitherto believed and taught; a problem arising in a single student may trigger a new avenue of enquiry; sometimes, a useful image comes from a poem.
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There were a great many self–help violin tutors around in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, but not until the mid-eighteenth century, with the publication of the works of Geminiani (1751), Leopold Mozart (1756), and others, was any serious amount of technical information disclosed. Most previous ‘Methods’ were written for the amateur musician, with such enticing titles as The Gentleman’s Diversion by John Lenton (1693) or my favorite Nolens volens, or You Shall Learn to Play on the Violin Whether You Will or No by an unknown author (1695). Even the more informative books can be vague or even silent on actual technical instruction. Take Michel Corrette’s L’École d’Orphée (1738), for example, a Method described on the front cover as being “useful to beginners.” Chapter I, entitled “How to hold the violin” and Chapter II, “Different ways to hold the bow” take up just a single page, the only useful tip on sound production being “one must use large bow-strokes up and down, but in a gracious and pleasant manner.”

One reason for this scarcity of detailed written information is that, in an age rife with plagiarism, as we shall see, and free from copyright laws and permissions, teachers saw no reason to write books in which the cherished secrets of their art, would be revealed to the wider public.

Many composers did write material with a primarily didactic purpose but they contain no specific instructions. Vivaldi, for example, wrote sonatas and concertos for the young ladies of La Pietà and Tartini wrote variations on a theme of Corelli (L’arte dell’arco) which every aspiring violinist would be well advised to work through, as well as sonatas that might be said to have more technical than musical value. Similarly, Telemann wrote his Methodical Sonatas as study material while Leclair, in the introduction to his first book of violin sonatas (1723) writes that “these works may be used as Études for those that need them.”

Had they foreseen that musicians in the distant twenty-first century, their ears ringing with the sounds of György Kurtag and Philip Glass, would once again seek to interpret their music and reproduce their sound-worlds, the great composers, performers, teachers, and treatise writers of the Baroque period might well have been a little more forthcoming with their information.

This course of study humbly attempts to rectify some of their omissions and to weave together the disparate strands of available information into a single, detailed pedagogic work. Once the curious and diligent reader has worked his or her way patiently and conscientiously through it, he or she will, I believe, be well placed to explore further and with greater confidence the wonderfully rich repertoire of the Baroque period.

 

London, 2010–2020


INSPIRATIONAL QUOTES

“The Intention of Musick is not only to please the Ear, but to express Sentiments, strike the Imagination, affect the Mind, and command the Passions.”

Geminiani

“Rhythm and harmony penetrate deeply into the mind and have a most powerful effect on it.”

Plato

“Many excellent musicians have distinguished themselves who have had no other master than their great natural ability and the opportunity to hear much that is good. These musicians have advanced further through their own effort, industry, diligence and constant inquiry than many who have been instructed by several masters.”

Quantz

“Taste flows from feeling, it adopts what is good, rejects what is bad.”

Rameau

“It is to be stated, however, in the first place, that precepts and treatises on art are of no avail without the assistance of nature, and these instructions, therefore, are not written for him to whom talent is venting any more than treatises on agriculture for barren ground.”

Quintilian

“Nothing fundamental can be learned without time and patience.”

C. P. E. Bach

“For it is impossible to devise rules which will meet all possible cases, so long as music remains an inexhaustible ocean of options, and one man differs from the next in his appreciation.”

Marpurg

“Concerning such would-be luminaries who believe that music has to follow their rules, when in truth their rules have to follow the music, one can rightly say: “Faciunt intelligendo ut nihil intelligant” (they manage their thinking to understand nothing”).

Mattheson

“Anyone who does not wish to trust my taste, which I have diligently endeavoured to purify through long experience and reflection, is free to try the opposite of that which I teach, and then choose what seems best to him.”

Quantz

“The reader is warned not to read it hastily but with thought and deliberation, if he is to derive from it full profit and satisfaction.”

Tartini

“He who wishes to dedicate himself to music must feel in himself a perpetual and untiring love for it, a willingness and eagerness to spare neither industry nor pains, and to bear steadfastly all the difficulties that present themselves in this mode of life.”

Quantz

“Hence we maintain . . . that the universal axiom of all music, on which we build all other conclusions regarding this science and art, would consist of the following four words: Everything Must Sing Properly”

Mattheson

“Nor let the scholar ever end a lesson without having profited something.”

Piero Francesco Tosi


QUESTIONS AND ANSWERS

Q. Is there a correct way to play Baroque music?

A. No! There never was and there never will be, although there are some wrong ways.

Q. Can a book be a substitute for a teacher?

A. Up to a point, yes; but it surely can be a substitute for no teacher.

Q. From reading this book, one could assume that all your pupils play in exactly the same way. Is that true?

A. Absolutely not! Bringing out the special qualities of each pupil is always uppermost in my mind when teaching. Obviously, such discernment is not possible in a book.

Q. But if one hundred people put into practice every detail of one of your lessons, surely they must all end up playing in an identical way?

A. No. They may play in a similarly informed way, but they will all sound different. That is one of the mysteries of violin playing—and one of the joys of teaching.

Q. What would you say if someone read your suggestions and then did exactly the opposite?

A. That too is possible. The teacher’s job is to inform and inspire, not to dictate.

“No lesson should be abandoned before the pupil knows it as well as possible. The pupil’s progress is not measured by the number of his pieces, but by (his) ability to play them gracefully and fluently.”

Marpurg, The Art of Harpsichord Playing (1750)


ABOUT THE COMPANION WEBSITE

www.oup.com/us/thebaroqueviolinandviola

Username: Music5

Password: Book1745

Oxford has created a password-protected website to accompany The Baroque Violin & Viola: A Fifty Lesson Course. Scores of all the pieces discussed in this book, with the exception of the two unaccompanied Bach works, may be downloaded from the website in versions for both violin and viola and can thus be printed out and placed on your music stand. For your greater convenience while studying, each measure has been individually numbered. Violists may find it easier to work through the ‘Observations’ sections on the violin before turning to the viola transcriptions.

You will also find eight appendices on the website: a list of the specially devised exercises contained in the course, an article on the controversy surrounding the introduction of wire strings in the early twentieth century, Le tableau des energies des modes, Charpentier’s table of tonalities and their affects (1690), biblical texts relevant to the two sonatas by Biber examined in Lessons 32 and 33, some thoughts on the particular challenges of the French Baroque repertoire, a short essay on the art of teaching and another on stress and ways of dealing with it. Finally, I have appended seven exercises for the prevention and relief of physical tension.

The website also contains some helpful video and audio clips: these are indicated in the text with the following symbol [image: image].
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The Baroque Violin & Viola: A Fifty-Lesson Course


PART I

The Basics

NOTE

Throughout the book, I use the Helmholtz system of pitch notation to identify notes. For convenience, I reproduce the complete range of violin notes here. From the open G string to the B a third above, the notes are simply written g, a and b. From Middle C to the B a seventh higher, the notes are written with a singleʹ (cʹ – bʹ). The following octave has a doubleʺ (cʺ-bʺ) and above that the notes have a tripleʺʹ (cʺʹ – eʺʹ).
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Lesson 1

Prelude

Our first concern is to find you a violin or viola and a bow with which you will be able to work your way through this course of Lessons.

[image: image]
Video 1.1

“But wait,” I am occasionally asked, “do I really need a Baroque instrument to learn about Baroque style? Can I not learn from this book using my modern instrument?”

As you proceed in your studies, it will become clear that the Baroque violin and viola are rather different instruments from the ones you have been playing until now. The more we seek to emulate our colleagues from the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, the more we will inevitably find ourselves straying from the comfort zone to which the well marked out path of modern-day pedagogy has hitherto led us.

If you find this thought too daunting, at least at this initial stage, and cannot commit to studying this new instrument, there will of course still be plenty for you to benefit from in this book. The problem is that style, aesthetics, sound, technique, and instrument are so inextricably bound up that were you to persist in working through the lessons with an instrument in a modern setup you would, I fear, be sacrificing much that is wonderful and unique about the experiences we shall be enjoying in the course of our Baroque journey.



Students and teachers are often heard to voice the fear that studying the Baroque violin or viola will in some insidious way interfere with and degrade their painstakingly developed “modern” technique. My experience of working with “modern” students has shown that, on the contrary, the study of Baroque repertoire and Baroque techniques has a beneficial effect on one’s approach to later repertoire. Far from corrupting modern orthodox technique, such a study complements it, freeing up both the body and the imagination and leading to an altogether more thoughtful approach to music making.



Choosing a Violin or Viola

There are several options open to you. The first is to buy a “modern Baroque” instrument, one that is newly made but built as closely as possible to the way an Amati, Guarnerius, or Stradivarius was originally constructed. One can argue that playing on such an instrument is more historically correct because musicians in the Baroque period were themselves playing on new instruments, not on ones already hundreds of years old. There are many fine violinmakers today making excellent reproductions of Baroque instruments.

The second option is to find a seventeenth- or eighteenth-century instrument still in its original condition, one that has never been modified or converted to a modern setup. Such instruments are becoming ever harder to find, although they do occasionally turn up at auctions. For many musicians, including myself, the thought that one’s instrument has already played the music one is studying or performing at the time it was composed is a source of great inspiration: will it in some mysterious way be able to guide one back into the ways of the past?

For those unable to find an affordable instrument in its original condition, the next option is to buy one that was built as a Baroque instrument but was later converted to a modern setup. Most instruments built before 1800 will be suitable for such a restoration. Once purchased, it can then be restored to its original condition by an expert luthier, preferably one who has experience of building “modern” Baroque instruments.

One advantage of this approach is that there is usually a plentiful supply on the market of instruments that fall into this category. Another advantage is that you can take your time before proceeding to the restoration, thus staggering the cost over as long a period of time as you need.

Everything that was done to the original instrument at some time in the nineteenth century would have to be undone, the whole process of modernization, where possible, reversed. The cost of converting is not inconsiderable, and I have known colleagues who have had such a conversion done in stages for this reason.

The first stage of this gradual restoration could be to have a luthier fit a Baroque bridge and tailpiece, and then simply to put on gut strings. It’s a pragmatic beginning, not ideal because the instrument would still feel, behave, and sound like a modern one.

The second step would involve more carpentry: detaching the scroll, removing the neck and fingerboard and building new ones, and then reattaching the scroll. The bridge may have to be replaced once more to fit with the neck, which would now be entering the body of the instrument at an angle of 90 degrees. The sound post and bass bar might need replacing also, but that could be delayed and carried out as the final stage in the conversion.

The problem with this solution is that one can never truly predict what the newly “re-Baroqued” instrument will sound like once the process is completed. Interestingly, Stradivarius violins were not as sought after in the Baroque period as they came to be later on, once they had been converted into ‘modern’ violins. Heinrich Ignaz Franz von Biber, Pietro Antonio Locatelli, Antonio Veracini, and J. S. Bach all owned violins by Jacob Stainer, while Arcangelo Corelli preferred his Andrea Amati. The instruments of Stradivarius came to be preferred only later, when a more powerful sound had become a priority.1

The last and least satisfactory solution to the problem of finding an instrument for this course of lessons is very much a compromise one. If you have a spare instrument that you could use as your ‘Baroque’ one but you do not wish to have it fully converted, you can put on gut strings and have a Baroque bridge fitted. Again, what you will have is very far from being a Baroque instrument in either feel or sound. However, as long as the chin and shoulder rests are carefully put away in a cupboard, you could still learn much from working through this book with a setup of this kind.

Choosing a Bow

No study of the Baroque repertoire taking into account even the most basic aspects of historically informed performance practice can be considered serious if undertaken with a modern bow. The two species of bows behave in radically different ways and produce radically different sounds. The Baroque bow was conceived for the repertoire we shall be studying and there is much to be learned merely from using the same kind of bow with which our ancestral colleagues wooed their audiences. The modern bow was designed as a response to the demands of later composers working in a very different sound world and is therefore more suitable for that repertoire and less for ours.

The problem with choosing a Baroque bow is that the size, weight, and character of bows changed continuously throughout the Baroque period: one really needs at least three different models in order to tackle with any degree of historical accuracy the repertoire to be studied in this book!

If you can only buy one bow, I would advise buying a copy of a late seventeenth- or early eighteenth-century bow, the kind suitable for playing both the repertoire of the high Baroque composers such as Handel and Bach and, though not ideal, the earlier repertoire also. Such a bow could be around 65 cms. long, although there is absolutely no standard length or weight.

If you were able to buy a second bow, I would recommend one suitable for the repertoire covered mainly in Lessons 24 to 29 of this book, the music of roughly the first half of the seventeenth century. Such a short, light, and nimble bow, affectionately known nowadays as a “twig,” will make playing this repertoire so much more rewarding than a heavier bow. Very few such bows survive, so modern bow makers tend to copy paintings or make their own designs. Such bows are usually around 60 cms. in length.

If you are able to add to your collection a longer mid-eighteenth-century bow, you could use that for late Baroque and early classical music as well—Haydn and Mozart, for example. It is important to realize that the evolution of the bow and the actual usage of bows by musicians were never synchronized or ordained. Some players were still using short bows while others were using longer ones; similarly, some were experimenting what we now call ‘transitional’ or ‘classical’ bows while their colleagues still clung to their much-loved ‘Baroque’ ones. There never was a date when a certain type of bow was declared obsolete and only more recent models permitted: we can only speculate as to the variety of bows used at the debut performance of Beethoven’s First Symphony on April 2, 1800.

Bows in the Baroque period had detachable frogs that were clipped into place and held firm by the hair when in use: the first screw mechanisms only became available around 1740 but most bows, even of the transitional and classical variety being built in the last decades of the eighteenth century, still had clip-in frogs.

Many modern bow makers reproduce bows with clip-in frogs, and players who prefer such bows do so not just for reasons of historical correctness. The fact that the hair connects with the stick at both ends (instead of being attached inside the frog) helps the stick to vibrate better and therefore enhances the sound and the clarity of articulation.

One possible downside of the clip-in bows is that the tension of the hair cannot be adjusted quickly. To increase the tension, some material (usually pieces of paper or cardboard) must be wedged in between the hair and the frog. For the traveling musician playing in a damp church one night and in a dry concert hall the next, a more easily adjustable hair tension might be seen as advantageous. Your decision as to which type of bow to buy will be one of many you will have to make as you balance historicity on the one hand with pragmatism and personal preference on the other.

Strings


Is it not strange that sheep’s guts should hale souls out of men’s bodies?

William Shakespeare, Much Ado About Nothing, Act 2, Scene 3



Strings throughout the Baroque period were made principally with sheep gut. There are many makers of gut strings today, from quite small enterprises to large, almost industrial ones. Strings come in many different gauges, from very thin to very thick. Which strings you use will need to be the subject of a certain amount of experimentation on your part, as different instruments have different stringing needs. Personal taste is also a factor: some people favor heavy strings, while others prefer lighter ones. “The choice of strings,” writes Leopold Mozart (Introduction, 1, §4) “must be made with the greatest care and not merely at random.”

“If the violin be a large model,” he continues (Introduction, 1, §7), “thicker strings will undoubtedly have a better effect; whereas if the body be small it will need thin strings.” Another factor is pitch. “Just as the thicker strings give a better result with the flat pitch, so the thinner strings will serve better with the sharp pitch.”

As a Baroque musician, you will be playing in several different pitches (see below) and styles so you may find your stringing needs changing from one project to another. François Raguenet (1702) in his Comparison between French and Italian Music reports that the “Italian violins are mounted with strings much larger than ours . . . and they can make their instruments sound as loud again as we do ours.”2

There are many kinds of G string available, from pure gut to gut covered in silver and/or brass. It is clearly important that the gauges of the strings you choose are suitably related to each other. When you press down the strings with your fingers, the resistance of each string should feel as equal as possible to all the others. Too great a difference in gauge and tension between strings will result in unnecessary complications for both the left hand and the bow. Mary Burwell (c 1670) wrote about this in relation to the lute. “When you stroke all the stringes with your thumbe,” she says, “you must feel an even stiffnes which proceeds from the size of the stringes.”3

A century and a half later, Leopold Mozart (Introduction, § 4) admonishes those who take not enough care in this matter. “The violin is strung with four strings, each of which must be of the right thickness in relation to the other. I say ‘the right thickness,’ for if one string be a little too thick in proportion to another it is impossible to obtain an even or a good tone. It is true that violinists and violin-makers frequently judge these thicknesses by the eye, but it cannot be denied that the result is often very bad.”

Those who advocate a system known as “equal tension” argue that all strings should have the same amount of tension and that having the E string extremely tense and a covered G much less so is not only unhistorical and illogical but tonally disadvantageous. Aficionados of this system argue that instruments strung in equal tension sound “fuller and richer, because the relatively high tension of the lower strings gives more depth and volume, and there is a wider range of both tone-colour and articulation available.”4

Using an equal tension setup will take some getting used to, especially with the use of a pure gut G that needs to be rather thick in order to have sufficient tension: some tailpieces and pegs might even need to have thicker holes drilled to accommodate them.

That wound G strings existed, however, is beyond doubt: Sébastien de Brossard (c. 1712) tells us of one “entirely wound with silver” that is thinner than a pure gut one, although he neglects to say by how much or how much silver was used. He also claims that D strings too are “at present almost always partially wound with silver.” There is no evidence of how widespread this practice was.5

Johann Joachim Quantz (VII, 2, § 28) also mentions wound strings.“Gut strings,” he writes, “are made from the little gut of sheep, and never with any other kind of animal.” However, to enhance the sound of the gut G strings, he adds, they are covered with a mixture of silver and brass, either entirely (filée) or with strands wound around the gut at intervals (demi-filée).6

Note: An explanation of the referencing method of both Quantz and Leopold Mozart is to be found at the start of the Bibliography.
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Historical gut strings cannot be used with adjusters, so tuning is done with the pegs alone. In a performance you may have only a few bars rest in the middle of a movement for a discreet emergency tweaking of a string. For this reason it is important that your pegs be maintained in optimum condition.

There are several methods of putting a new string on your violin: here are three to consider.

Method 1


• Pass the string downwards through the hole in the tailpiece.

• Attach the string by tying a simple knot as near as possible to the tailpiece.

• Thread the other end through the peg.



The disadvantage of this method is that you might need a pair of scissors to remove a broken string. In an emergency situation—for example, just as you are about to go on stage—this might take up valuable time.

Method 2

If the holes in your tailpiece are very small,


• Tie a knot at one end, too big to slip through the hole; thread the other end through the hole from underneath.

• Pull the string through and thread into the peg as normal.



Method 3

Some tailpieces have holes too large for Method 2. If that is the case, try this:


• Take an old gut E or A and cut off about four inches.

• Tie as many knots in this piece as you need to make a wedge that is too big to slip through the hole.

• Thread your new string through that wedge and attach it with a knot.

• Tidy the wedge carefully with a small pair of scissors.

• Thread the string through the hole from underneath and into the peg.



If you decide on Method 2 or 3, it can be useful to prepare a few strings in advance. This will save time when you need to put the string on; it will also allow you to pass through airport security without scissors!

Players accustomed to metal, plastic, and wound gut strings may voice the fear that pure gut strings are unreliable and likely to snap without warning. They forget, perhaps, that gut strings were the norm for all string players from ancient times until the mid-twentieth century and that if they could survive the great Romantic concertos of Mendelssohn and Brahms, the symphonies of Mahler, and the works of Stravinsky and Bartók, they must be perfectly suitable to our needs! It is true, however, that a gut E will not last for anything like as long as a pure metal one and that therefore we need to be vigilant regarding their state.

Tuning a string up to the desired pitch gradually should lengthen its life. If there is time, I tune a new E string up to an Aʹ; I then tune it up a semitone every ten minutes until I reach Eʹ. I always carry a pre-stretched, emergency string with me, one that will take less time to settle down if it is suddenly needed.

Do not worry if a string starts to fray a little, or if it sprouts a small whisker-like growth. This does not mean that it is about to snap, especially if it is an A or D string. However, you might want to prune such a growth with some fine scissors so that your fingers do not aggravate it further. I usually change an E string in this condition before a concert to avoid unnecessary anxiety, and if the condition of the string is not too bad, I keep it for periods of practice.

An old string or a frayed one might have become false. Pluck it and listen carefully: if the sound is pure and you hear just a single note, it means the string is true. If you hear something that sounds like several notes, a little like an out-of-tune honky-tonk piano, then the string is false. Playing with a false string will make intonation difficult, especially in double stops, so spare yourself a great deal of frustration and change the string!

Before putting on a new string, take a fine pencil lead and rub it well into the groove on the bridge and also into the groove leading into the peg box. This will allow the string to pass smoothly when tuning and will avoid the constant pulling forward of the bridge.

In spite of this precaution, the angle of the bridge should be checked frequently: its feet must be in total contact with the belly of the violin if the sound is to be healthy. If the bridge is leaning forward you will need to straighten it. Place the violin on your lap, the scroll pointing forward. Take hold of the bridge firmly on both sides, with your first and second fingers in front of it and your thumbs behind. Pull the top of the bridge gently toward you. Check that the angle is correct: if it is not, repeat the process. If moving the bridge requires too much effort you may need to wind the strings down a semi-tone to loosen the tension.

Sometimes, strings will break near the groove by the peg box, due to some roughness that has developed inside the groove. If this seems to be the case, ask your luthier to smooth the inside of the groove with a fine file.



Gut strings were not without their critics in the Baroque period: Michael Praetorius wrote in his Syntagma Musicum (1620) that in his opinion wire strings have a more “gentle and pleasing sound” than gut: Praetorius’s strings would have sounded less strident than the higher tension metal E strings in use today. Covered strings were also being used in the seventeenth century, John Playford (1664) claiming that they “sound much better and lowder than the common Gut string.” He favored silk covered with wire which, he reports, “hold best and give as good a sound” as wire on gut.7 Appendix II describes the polemic caused by the transition from gut to metal strings in the twentieth century.



Pitch

“The diversity of pitches used for tuning is most detrimental to music in general,” complained Quantz in 1752 (XVII, VII, §7) “For this reason it is much to be hoped that a single pitch for tuning may be introduced at all places.”

This diversity of pitch was, in different places and at different times, of a range of around six semitones, from A = 388 Hz to A = 489 Hz, making the history of pitch extremely complicated.

“It is undeniable,” continues Quantz, “that the high pitch is much more penetrating than the low one; on the other hand, it is much less pleasing, moving, and majestic. I do not wish to argue for the very low French chamber pitch . . . but neither can I approve of the very high Venetian pitch. . . . Therefore I conclude the best pitch to be the so-called German A chamber pitch. . . . It is neither too low nor too high, but the mean between the French and the Venetian; and in it both the stringed and the wind instruments can produce their proper effect.”



Quantz’s appeal for an international standard pitch was not to be satisfied until a century and a half after his death when, in 1939, the International Standardizing Organization met in London and ordained that A = 440 Hz. Many modern symphony orchestras tune to this pitch, but others tune as high as A = 444 Hz.



The German chamber pitch, or Cammerton, that so pleased Quantz was around A = 416 Hz, but because A = 415 Hz is exactly a semitone lower than A = 440 Hz, this pitch was adopted as “standard” for today’s international Early Music scene. I would recommend you therefore to tune to this pitch for now. However, as Bruce Haynes writes in his wonderfully comprehensive survey of pitch, A History of Performing Pitch: The Story of “A,” “If we are interested in original sonorities, if we want our instruments to act and feel as they did when they were first played and our voices to function as they did for the composers who conceived their parts, it seems we have no choice but to renounce the luxury of a single hard-earned pitch standard.”8

I shall be suggesting pitches for each piece where appropriate.

There is one further issue to mention here, that of tuning your strings according to historical temperaments. For now it will be sufficient, if playing with a keyboard instrument, to tune each string separately, observing that the fifths are very slightly narrower than the perfect fifths you are used to. In Lesson 11 I shall address the question of tuning, intonation, and temperaments in detail.
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If you are now equipped with a violin, a bow and four suitable strings, you are ready to proceed to Lesson 2.

Notes

1.See Boyden, The History of Violin Playing, p. 195.

2.For the full text of Raguenet’s “Comparison,” see Strunk, Source Readings in Music History, p. 126.

3.The Mary Burwell Lute Tutor (c 1670) Folio7v.

4.Webber, Rethinking Gut Strings: A Guide for Players of Baroque Instruments, p. 6.

5.Brossard, Dictionary. Quoted in Boyden, The History of Violin Playing, p. 321.

6.Garsault, F.A.P de, Notionnaire, ou mémorial raisonné, Fuzeau Facsimiles, France 1600–1800, Volume I, p. 223.

7.Playford, A Brief Introduction to the Playing on the Treble-Violin. Extract from “An Introduction to the skill of Musick.” This appears only in the 1664 edition: “There is a late Invention of Strings for the Basses, Viols and Violins, or Lutes, which sound much better and lowder than the common Gut String, either under the Bow or Finger. It is small wire twisted or gimp’d upon a gut string or upon Silk. I have made Tryal of both, but those upon Silk do hold best and give as good a Sound.”

8.Bruce Haynes, A History of Performing Pitch, the Story of “A,” p. xxi.
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