N 1998, EARLY IN MY TENURE AS MUSIC DIRECTOR
of the Calcutta Orchestra in India, I joined the
orchestra manager on a trip to our local luthier, an
outfit by the name of Mondal Brothers. On the way to
their workshop, I asked the manager why the orchestra
used this particular establishment. “They are the best,
he said, simply. When I asked what made them the
best, he responded, No matter how badly a violin is broken or
smashed, if you have all the pieces, they can put it back together.
‘What happens if you don’t have all the pieces?’
‘They have some pretty good violins made of mango wood.
On a later hearing, those same mango violins would make
me reconsider the adage that something is always better than
nothing. But in a country where the average monthly wage is
£43, even the cost of a Chinese-made student violin can be a
significant barrier, equivalent in terms of Western purchasing
power to the price of a turn-of-the-century instrument by an
anonymous French or Italian maker. Under these circumstances
itis not always prudent, let alone possible, to place an instrument
in the hands of a beginner. But while the idea of teaching violin
without a violin may in some instances have its roots in good
sense and financial realities, there are pedagogical considerations
as well. A classical stringed instrument is an extraordinarily
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intimidating piece of equipment. Not only does it lack the instant
sonic gratification and comforting intonation of the piano,
but to the novice it can be an extremely uncomfortable and
awkward object to hold, sometimes disastrously so. It’s not just
the risk of mishandling or dropping it: getting students to adopt
the necessary contortions of hand and limb to hold instrument
and bow properly is a challenge in itself, so sometimes the best
way to teach a beginner is to start without either. Accordingly,
teachers have been quite ingenious in devising equipment and
techniques to ease transitions to the instrument.

‘EQUIPMENT’ IN THIS CASE might be an exaggeration,
considering that one of the most common — and primitive —
examples is the egg-carton violin. This is exactly what it sounds
like: an egg carton or similar box with a ruler taped to it to
approximate a fingerboard. Lacking strings, bridge, head and
other refinements, it was pioneered by Shinichi Suzuki as part
of his efforts to engage the extremely young without frustrating
or overwhelming them. Susan Jarvis, violin instructor at
Boston’s New England Conservatory and leader of the Suzuki
programme at the institution’s preparatory school, explains:
‘Dr Suzuki was the first to teach tiny, tiny students. You have to
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remember he was dealing with two- to three-year-olds. For such
an age group, the egg carton offers a rough facsimile of the size
and outline of the instrument, without the weight or fragility.
Most of Jarvis’s students are between four and five years old,
by which time they have the motor skills to be able to depress
strings, but she has still found egg cartons useful. T've used them
twice. Once was with my best-ever student, who was 27 months
old when she started, and the other was with a child who had
just turned 3 and didn’t have much muscle tone. Many roads
lead to Rome, and using a box is just one of the roads. People
take that path to ensure the posture is good, to master those
steps and ensure the instrument isn’t broken.

Posture, position and safety are recurrent themes, but the
idea of incremental learning — starting simply and gradually
adding sophistication — is equally important for the right hand
too. I don’t use a box violin, but I use a pretend bow, adds Jarvis.
‘I start by teaching bow hold with a pencil. The student then
graduates to holding a clear Plexiglas wand filled with oil and
sparkles, which is about the same weight and thickness as a bow.
When the hold is good, I give them the real bow.

It’s a sentiment that’s echoed on the other side of the continent.
Rachel Fabulich is on the faculty at the Pasadena Conservatory, and
although she starts her violin and viola students on a box variant,
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she offers almost exactly the same perspective on the bow, with
some additional reasoning. If I hand them the bow right away they
develop tension in their hand, and it’s hard to get that tension to
release. I can teach them the hand frame on simple objects that
they don’t fear. Then when I teach them the bow they know the
shape and they can easily make the bow hold without that tension
coming in. As for using boxes, she says: ‘I would take six months
on the box teaching them rhythms, postures. For a younger child,
repetition is so essential. It’s nice to have that prior step, and after
that introduction the violin itself is a motivating tool.

THE DEVELOPMENT OF PROTO-VIOLINS as a teaching tool was
not confined to Suzuki’s innovative work in Japan. Some 30 years
ago, on the opposite side of the Pacific, instructors working in
Venezuela’s El Sistema were desperately trying to figure out how
to provide instruments for classes that were vastly oversubscribed.
Their quick-fix solution: to have the students make their own
out of papier-maché. The logic was simple and nearly identical
to Suzuki’s. The students would learn basic instrumental care
and positioning, and the very process of constructing their own
teaching aids would involve them further. Since those early days
the practice has evolved, and now instructors incorporate songs »
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