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In memory of Rowan Armour-Brown,
who brought freshness to violin making


Foreword by Yehudi Menuhin

This very comprehensive treatise on an art cherished as much by the professional as by the amateur, will be gratefully acclaimed by both.

Exhaustive in its detailed exposition of the actual process of construction (and beautifully illustrated), conceived, as it is, by two disciples of a distinguished English achievement – The Newark School of Violin Making – it carries the inspiration and the authority of that commitment to perfection, which is the supreme beauty of sound, aspect and touch of a violin.

I believe that the British inborn love for wood, the superlative excellence of its craftsmen and great artists in the creation of some of the world’s most beautiful furniture, together with the cultivation of the human voice in song and choir and with that exquisite sense of texture in the caressing and dramatic painting of nature as of people, bringing together the visually aesthetic, the living vibrations of sound, and the ‘feel’ of something we love, are all three responsible for the great number of amateur violin makers, often of excellent quality, and the establishment of the Newark School.

Because of the inbuilt, inescapable demands of an object which must satisfy these three essential elements, the art of violin making has always been served by dedicated human beings who have placed their work ahead of their pocket. Of course, the market place today is a favourable one, for almost no violinists can afford the ever-rising prices of the past masters of this European art – in Italy especially, but also, importantly, in England, in France, in Spain, in Bohemia, and in Germany. The good violin maker of today can finally actually make a living but always, and forever, remains true to himself (now also herself). The ‘luthier’ (violin maker) remains an artist.

We should also remember that while the skill of violin making became a commanding art form, the violin remained an instrument of the people in regions as removed from each other as Russia, the Ukraine, Bohemia, Scotland, Norway, and the Blue Mountains of America. A remarkable museum in Moscow is witness to this folk-art. The exhibits reveal a rough-hewn assembly of shapes and sizes as odd and diverse as possible, but are all violins (fiddles) shaped to allow the use of a bow over four strings, and are playable at outdoor village and castle festivities in every kind of inclement weather and every degree of temperature. (Chagall has immortalized these Klesmer.) The violin has accompanied dancing from the armadillo-backed instruments of tribes in Senegal to the eighteenth-century ‘pochette’ violins of European dancing-masters. (It seems to me that we must have evolved at least in one way since 1769, when Lord Chesterfield described the world of music thus: ‘fiddlers, pipers and id ganus omne, most unedifying and unbecoming company for a man of fashion’.)

The violin is truly the most immediate instrument of human motion, as of human emotion. As a perfect instrument it cannot be otherwise. I know that, aided by this book, it will continue to fulfil the demands of composers, of interpreters, of our improvisers, and of our publics in the same way as it has served the dances and the stylized dances of Bach’s day, the waltzes of Strauss’s Vienna, our great classical heritage, as it still serves the heartfelt dictates of gypsy and Jew.
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Introduction

The violin has fascinated both makers and players for over four hundred years. It is an instrument of exceptional musical versatility, and its long-established design has undergone surprisingly few changes over the centuries. Many musicians see the violin as a direct parallel to the human voice; it enables the musician to express a wide range of moods and emotions; soft, lyrical and sensitive, but also powerful and dynamic.

As an assembly of wooden components, the violin appears relatively simple, but its acoustic functioning is extremely complicated. Thus the violin maker is working within well-defined parameters, yet strives to impart some extra quality of life and vitality into the instrument; this is what makes violin making an art. It is not enough to slavishly follow the dimensions provided on a blueprint. The violin maker is working with a variety of different types of wood, and even wood of the same species can exhibit differing structural and therefore acoustic properties. The explanations and instructions provided in this book aim to help the new violin maker to produce an instrument that exploits to the full the well-established design of the violin, and the tonal properties inherent in the chosen wood.

An interesting debate continues as to whether violin making is an art or a craft, and this arises because the violin maker may appear to be merely copying what has gone before. Whilst this is true to some extent, there are numerous examples from the arts where a particular form or theme is very clearly defined: in music the pavane and galliard, the minuet and trio and the sonata form; in literature the sonnet, the Japanese haiku and the whodunit; in painting, the madonna and child, the pietà and so on. In each case, the artist works within the constraints of the genre to produce a new interpretation, and imparts his or her personality to the work.

The violin form was perfected almost as soon as it appeared, and an appreciation of the work of the great makers of the past has become one of the cornerstones of modern making. We therefore believe that it is useful for the reader to gain some understanding of the background to the subject, before picking up wood and chisel. While it would be impossible to provide a complete history of violin making in a book of this kind, we have included a brief summary of the lives and work of some of the greatest makers of the past, as well as insights from some contemporary craftspeople, and hope this provides the reader with a reference point from which to move forward.

In England, the Newark School of Violin Making has been teaching students from all over the world for more than twenty years, and it is internationally renowned for the high level of instrument making that its students produce; many of its graduates have gone on to establish themselves at the forefront of this art. The method of violin making described in this book is based on the approach at the Newark School, and the reader can therefore be confident that he or she will be learning to make instruments in a traditional and time-proven way.

Violin Design

The fundamental character of a violin is determined by many factors; the woods used, the way in which the instrument is assembled and the precise thicknesses to which the front, back and ribs are worked. However, there are also some additional components which can be adjusted to obtain the optimum tone from the instrument, in particular the bass-bar and the soundpost. Running along the inner surface of the front is the long bass-bar, situated just beneath the bass side of the bridge. The dimensions of this bar affect the tonal quality and response of the violin, and are carefully adjusted by the maker when assembling the instrument. Just behind the outside edge of the bridge on the treble side, is fitted the soundpost. This thin spruce rod is wedged lightly between the front and back of the violin. Its two ends are shaped to exactly match the internal contours of the front and back surfaces, and it serves to resist the downward pressure of the strings, and to activate the back in a specific way. This soundpost, like the bass-bar, has an important effect on the tone of the violin, depending on the position in which it is placed. The maker can adjust its position with a special tool, inserted through the treble soundhole.

The violin’s visual beauty is enhanced by our knowledge that its shape is extremely functional; to a large extent, its form follows from its function, and this element of design/integrity lends an added sense of purity to the instrument.

The arching of the front and back, for example, helps produce an extremely strong construction, much more so than if these parts were flat. The pattern of this arching, whether high or low, influences the tone of the instrument. The narrow waist facilitates playing on the lowest and highest strings, without the bow touching the edges of the violin. The thin inlay of purfling, which travels around the perimeter of the front and back, helps to strengthen the vulnerable edges of the plates and prevents cracks from developing. The purfling may also contribute to the tone of the instrument.

The beauty of the maple and spruce, which constitute the major parts of the instrument, is further enhanced by careful varnishing. However, the varnishing of a violin is not simply an aesthetic matter, as the varnish is a factor in tonal quality:

The influence of varnish upon carrying tone is considerable. A varnish which, when completely dry, has a hard consistency generally causes an instrument to produce a hard, glassy sound with a limited range of tone colour.1

Visual Style

The interdependence of form and function in violin design means that it is difficult to discuss aesthetics in isolation. The impression created by the appearance of a Stainer violin will differ from the visual impact of a Stradivari or an Amati. All of these great makers produced their own design solutions to the playing qualities of the violin and they also made violins with a clear visual style. Whether an individual maker considered first the visual appearance or the practical usage of the instrument is not known. The new violin maker may be drawn to a particular pattern of violin and, whether this is for aesthetic or constructional reasons, should aim to make the instrument work as a whole.

Volume and Projection

A particular violin will have a specific potential for volume and projection. Exploiting this potential depends on numerous factors; the type of strings and their tension at concert pitch, the design and material of the bridge and other fittings, the bow used by the player and the player’s technique. Once the bow has caused the strings to move, the vibrations are transmitted, via the bridge and soundpost, to the belly and back. The entire body vibrates and these vibrations are transmitted to the surrounding air and to the ear of the listener.

Development of the Violin

Violins can be seen in Italian paintings from the mid-sixteenth century and the earliest surviving violins known were produced in northern Italy in the second half of the sixteenth century. Whilst the majority of the great violin makers worked in three areas of Italy, Cremona, Brescia and Venice, it was nevertheless common for craftsmen to migrate across Europe at that time. Makers would often be forced to move away by the economic climate, taking with them their expertise, and thus helping to raise standards of craftsmanship elsewhere. It is possible that Jacob Stainer worked in Cremona before returning to Austria, and later, the Sicilian maker Vincenzo Panormo is thought to have studied in the Bergonzi workshop before working in Paris, London and possibly Dublin. Violin making was often centred around family workshops, with several generations carrying on the established designs and perpetuating their family names. The greatest among these were the families of Amati, Stradivari and Guarneri.

During the first part of the sixteenth century, violin design was not standardized. Outline patterns, as well as the overall dimensions of the instrument, varied considerably. It was the fine craftsmanship of Andrea Amati which set the standard for makers ahead. His surviving violin, dated 1564, demonstrates a remarkable vision and innovation in design. He perfected the scroll’s classical proportions. The elaborate inlays evident on earlier instruments now gave way to a more subtle and simple aesthetic, revealing perhaps that now the maker’s prime concern was with the functioning of the instrument rather than its decorative effect. Amati defined the single row of purfling which runs all around the edges of the instrument, and by sinking the surface in the area of the purfling, he created a channel which in turn altered the way in which the arching was carried out. Andrea was followed by Antonio, Girolamo, Nicolò and finally Girolamo II, who died in 1740. Meanwhile, Antonio Stradivari was perfecting further the overall design of the violin. He preferred flatter archings, which resulted in a more powerful sound, and he substantially altered the outline of the instrument. The third family that was to become a legend in the violin making world was that of the Guarneri. Having studied his craft with Nicolò Amati, Andrea Guarneri worked with the same preoccupation for strong design, but his use of tools and materials was much freer – his instruments often exhibit a charming asymmetry and the surfaces sometimes still show the signs of planes and gouges. The Guarneri tradition continued for several generations, producing the genius of Giuseppe, who was born in 1698 and became known as ‘del Gesù’.

There were many other makers across Europe, some of equal skill to the best of Cremona’s craftspeople. Further research has yet to uncover the full scope of the contribution made by other traditions. But in many cases makers were forced to work quickly to survive, often leaving behind poor examples of their work – for which posterity judges them.

Although the fundamental design of the violin had been established by the early eighteenth century, some important changes have occurred since that time. These changes went hand in hand with the development of new musical forms and advances in string making. By 1800 old violins were being altered in an attempt to make them produce a more powerful sound, and to enable them to be tuned to a higher pitch. The basic alteration was for the neck to be removed, and a new, longer one to be fixed in place. This new neck, approximately one centimetre longer, was set back at a steeper angle. Together with a more substantial bass bar, the instrument could sustain much greater string tension. There was now much more force being exerted downwards, through the bridge, and into the front of the violin. Acoustically, the result was to produce a far louder and more brilliant tone.

One can speculate as to why a developing musical culture seems to strive for an ever-increasing pitch and volume in its music; over the centuries musicians and composers have made greater demands on the instrument, and the maker has responded by adapting the instrument accordingly.

Musical Culture and Gender

Whilst there have always been female violinists, it is not clear to what extent female makers or assistants existed in the past. (The modern maker is as likely to be female as male.) There is some evidence, for example, that female makers existed within the Guarneri family but that the prevailing culture since their day has tended to play down the possibility.

Musical culture has tended to use gendered language as a descriptive tool. In the case of musical instrument making, this has taken the form of aesthetic qualities being described in gendered terms. It is common to read, for example, of a violin of ‘masculine build’. The words ‘muscular’ and ‘virile’ are also sometimes used in this context. Smaller and lighter built instruments tend to be referred to as ‘feminine’:

His [Stradivari’s] Amatise violins have much of his own early genius; they are bolder, more adventurous, perhaps more masculine than the lovely, somewhat ‘feminine’ small pattern violins made by Nicolò Amati.2

A new generation of makers will need to decide whether these descriptive terms are still useful, or whether other types of language would be preferable.

Latinization and Labels

In spite of the secularization and wider use of the vernacular which the Renaissance had brought about, the influence of the Church was still overriding, and Latin was in general use as the language of documentation. With reference to musical instrument making, this found expression in the way in which makers’ labels were written. The entire text was in Latin, for example ‘fecit’ for ‘made by’. However, the ordinary name of the maker was also generally given a latinized form, thus ‘Antonio Stradivari’ would become ‘Antonius Stradivarius’. This explains why one maker may appear to have several expressions of his name. A further aspect is that the Christian name was sometimes translated into a Latin form, for example ‘Giuseppe’ became ‘Joseph’ or ‘Josephus’.

The Violin Bow

During the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, violin makers often made bows as well as violins. There was no standard design for the bow at that time, and it would have had some variation from one maker to another. In the late eighteenth century, bow design became standardized, and the bow acquired its modern proportions:

Both F. Tourte and John Dodd are considered to have arrived at similar solutions to the problem of bow-design before the end of the 18th century, although Tourte is usually named as the originator of the modern bow, with possible advice from Viotti. He standardised the length of playing-hair at approximately 25½ inches [648 mm] slightly less for viola and cello.3

Historical Background to the Cremonese Makers

It should be noted that the development of the violin did not occur primarily within the Renaissance period in Italy, but at a time when freedom of intellectual enquiry was diminishing. Roger Hargrave points out that from 1539

The Spanish dominion in Italy was finally established and the intellectual agitation of the Renaissance was stifled by a combination of the Jesuits [and] the Inquisition . . . Only Venice and to some extent Naples, maintained independence from Spain and hence liberty of thought and speech.4

The Contribution of the Hill Brothers

The first serious attempts to research the background of Cremonese violin makers were made by the Hill brothers (W. Henry Hill, Arthur F. Hill and Alfred E. Hill) in two important works, the first on Stradivari and the second on the Guarneri family, published in 1902 and 1931 respectively. These books put new information into the public domain, and, although very many questions remain unanswered, the two books are still the standard works on the subject today. The Hills also carried out research into the Amati family, but this was never published. Research appears to be in progress into a large number of areas relating to violin technology and its associated history, and it is possible that the emergence of further information will enhance understanding of the development of the violin.

Construction Method

Our modern method of constructing the violin differs in some ways from the sequence of steps followed by the old masters. Stradivari, for example, probably worked in the following way: the mould was prepared and the blocks fixed in place. Then two long lengths of rib were prepared; these ‘onepiece’ ribs were bent and fitted to the mould, each spanning the central axis of the instrument; that is, there would be no join formed at the centres of the top and bottom blocks. The back linings were glued in place and the resulting surface planed flat. Next the front linings were fitted, and possibly glued in place as well, as it is quite possible to remove the mould with both sets of linings in place, provided a certain amount of pre-shaping of blocks and linings is carried out.

The ribs would also be tapered slightly while the assembly was on the mould. The roughly prepared back could then be placed on the ribs, and pinned with small pegs at the top and bottom blocks. This would aid relocation in the same position later on. With the back in place, the approximate outline of the ribs could be drawn onto the back, using the ribs as a template. But before finalizing this outline, the ribs were removed from the mould, and the neck was attached by gluing and nailing through the top block. With the neck attached, the back plate could be placed in position, located by the two little pegs. Some careful adjustments would then be required, to ensure that the neck was correctly aligned with the central axis of the instrument – the entire structure would be quite flexible at this stage. Once in place, the rib blocks could be spot-glued or clamped in position, and the final outline of the instrument scribed onto the back. It may be that the entire back was then completed – arching, hollowing and purfling, before being glued to the ribs.

The resulting rigid structure would then present a sound basis for transferring the outline to the front, which would be worked in the same way, and then glued in place. The fingerboard could then be attached, supported by its wedge-shaped support. (But it is equally possible that the front and back plates were fixed in position before the final shape was carved. This latter method would necessitate the purfling and final arching being completed later on – once a clear outline had been formed.)

The modern method of violin making begins in a similar way, with the ribs being fixed to the mould, although it is more usual to make separate ribs which meet at the centre of the top and bottom blocks. The front and back linings can then be glued in place. Because we no longer attach the neck with nails, but rather use a mortice which is cut into the neck block, it is possible to close up the entire sound box before attaching the neck. Although the neck must be fitted with the utmost care to ensure correct alignment in all planes, it is perhaps a simpler procedure than trying to do this before the front is in place, as the fingerboard is now of minimal thickness and cannot be altered to correct the geometry, as was the case when a wedge was used to set the angle.

It is also quite common for the front and back to be entirely completed, including the fitting of the purfling, before gluing them to the ribs. The other differences are mainly due to the modern functioning of the instrument; a taller bridge and a longer fingerboard.

So when one begins making a violin there is a rich tapestry of knowledge and experience on which to draw. In practical terms, there are several different established violin patterns which may be followed. The ultimate goal must be to successfully manipulate all the factors of design and the characteristics of the timber. The creative aspect of making a stringed instrument lies in the fact that it is made from natural materials, and this means that there is always a degree of uncertainty as to what the final character of the instrument will be. Indeed, the character of the finished violin often suggests changes in approach when making the next one. But careful workmanship, close attention to the established patterns and a great deal of patience will be well rewarded when all these factors come together to create a successful musical instrument.

Notes

1. Sadie, Stanley (ed.), The New Grove Dictionary of Music and Musicians, vol. 18, p. 196

2. Wechsberg, Joseph, The Violin, p. 62

3. Nelson, Sheila, The Violin and Viola, p. 126

4. Hargrave, R., The Strad, October 1990, p. 780


PART I

THE VIOLIN MAKERS


1  Amati
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Andrea Amati

Andrea Amati is the first violin maker recorded as working in Cremona, and it is assumed that he was born there, although the date of his birth is uncertain. He had two sons, Antonio and Girolamo (Hieronymous), who went on to become violin makers as well. The Amati family lived in the Cremonese parish of San Faustino, adjacent to San Matteo, where the Stradivari and Guarneri households were later located. Although the following generations of the Amati would have acquired their violin making skills in the family workshop, the question arises as to where Andrea, the first of the line, received his training.

During the nineteenth century, the idea was current that he had begun his career as a maker of viols, only subsequently turning to violins after they had originated with certain Brescian makers. The belief that the violin had its origins in Brescia led to the notion that Andrea had copied and adapted violins from there, and that he could have been apprenticed to a violin maker in the first place, the suggested maker being Gasparo da Salò (1540–1609). Research done by Carlo Bonetti, however, established that Andrea had in fact been born earlier than da Salò, making this idea impossible.

Andrea’s apprenticeship is particularly important as it may have a bearing on the question of where, and by whom the first recognizable violins were made. Whilst tradition suggests Brescia, with the Cremonese School developing slightly later, the fact that Andrea’s birth date preceded that of da Salò by as much as four decades has led more recently to the assumption that Cremona must be credited with having produced the earliest violins.

Details of Andrea’s apprenticeship thus remain unknown. Present opinion tends to favour Cremona as the place of the violin’s origin. However, it is still possible that Brescia was the location both of the earliest violins and of Andrea’s teacher, when the fact that da Salò’s forebears were also musical instrument makers is taken into account:

This birth certificate shows that Gasparo da Salò was born on the 20th May 1540, at least 15 years after Andrea Amati became a master luthier. This same certificate clearly records the fact that Gasparo’s father and grandfather were both violin makers.1

Daniel Draley, a long-established researcher into the Amati family, has estimated Andrea’s total output to have been approximately two hundred and twenty-five instruments. One reason why so few of these survive today may be that during the sixteenth century the Church not only at times forbade the playing of the violin, but also ordered its destruction in parts of Italy.

It is not possible to decide whether Andrea’s career fell into distinct periods displaying differences and developments of style, as all the extant instruments date from late in his life. Nevertheless, some of his surviving instruments are quite plain, whilst others are elaborately decorated, probably indicating that they had been made for an Italian noble family.
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