



































TIC

he idea of a curved wooden stick with hair
I attached at either end had existed long before
the arrival of the violin to the musical scene.
The rebec and the medieval fiddle were certainly
being played in Europe by the 13th century. So it
was natural that the new Viol and Violin families,
when they emerged in the early 16th century, inher-
ited the bow from these earlier instruments.

The bow already had the look we associate with
bows from the Baroque period, with a short convex
stick, a primitive pointed tip at one end and a basic
frog at the other.

The Baroque period (from c1600 to 1750) was a
time of gradual development. The French used a
short bow, which suited the dance music popular in
the French court.

By 1700 the Italians were using a longer bow,
which was better for playing the sonatas of com-
posers like Corelli and Tartini. It was an elegant
creation with a fine pike head and a straight or
slightly convex stick. The frog was clipped into a
groove in the stick and before long the screw
mechanism we use today was being used in the
better bows. Many of these bows were fine and ele-
gant creations, ideal for the music and the players
of the time. They produced a light, clear sound, and
helped the violin family to become the dominant
string instruments of the period.

From around 1750, however, musical styles were
changing, players were starting to make new
demands, and the bow  lerwent a period of
change. These “transitional’ bows had a larger,
heavier head, and a longer stick, which was now
concave. They enabled players to produce a longer
sustained sound, clearer spiccato and precise attack
at the beginning of notes. They are associated with
the violinist Cramer, who was from Mannheim. He
travelled throughout Europe and by 1772 he was
based in London. Woldemar writes, ‘It was adopted
in his time by the majority of artists and amateurs.’

1 by Michael Cuncannon

the violin bow

It is most likely to have been the bow in use when
Mozart wrote his violin sonatas and concertos, and
many players continued to use it long after
Frangois Tourte’s new bow.

The modern bow, as Tourte defined it in 1785, had
a finer hatchet head, a more concave stick and the
frog had silver mountings to improve the bow’s
balance. The increased tension on the hair allowed
the player to give more attack to the beginning of
notes, with the martelé stroke, and various spiccato
effects like ricochet and flying spiccato were now
possible.

Until then, various woods had been used for bow
making, the most important being snakewood, iron-
wood and pernambuco. Tourte believed pernambu-
co was the best wood for bow making, and for the
next 200 years all quality bows were made from
this wood.

Pernambuco comes from the coastal forests of
Brazil. The wood was found at the time the
Portuguese discovered the country 500 years ago,
and it became Brazil’s first export commodity. The
reason it was highly prized, however, was for the
beautiful red dye that was easily extracted from it.
Huge quantities were shipped to Europe for nearly
300 years to dye cloth, before bow makers had
even started to use it. So it is not surprising that
even in the 19th century it was not always easy to
get the best wood, as it just happened that the wood
that gave the best colour also made the best bows!

Jean-Baptiste Vuillaume, being a great innovator,
designed and successfully produced a metal bow.
By all accounts it worked well, but the tubing was
easily dented and few examples have survived to
the present day.

The situation is far worse today, with most of the
trees gone, and plantation cultivation of the per-

nambuco tree still in its infancy. The time to look
at new alternatives has come. Just as bow makers
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