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A comprehensive, friendly, and effective course of study for
the development of vibrato on violin, viola, cello, and
string bass in private or group instruction.
Dear String Student:

Vibrato is the frosting on our tonal cake. It sweetens the flavor of our sound, and makes it more
interesting, more colorful, more complex. Vibrato also adds intensity to our sound. As a tool for
strengthening our emotional message, it helps us to laugh and to weep, to sing of love, and to
shout in anger. '

A well'balanced vibrato can actually make playing feel easier, by helping the left hand and arm to
stay well aligned and balanced. Vibrato can also play an important supporting role in connecting
notes, when you learn to “pour” your vibrato from one note to the next without stopping it.

And not least important, vibrato is a badge of tonal maturity.

Enjoy your journey to mastery. Viva Vibrato!
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Vibrato is a balanced, rocking movement. It is much like waving hello, knocking on a door, salting your food, or patting a
dog. When you are balanced, the vibrato rocks easily; vibrato “just happens.” When you are out of balance, muscles
tighten, parts of you squeeze and pinch, and vibrato is difficult.

Before we actually begin vibrato exercises, let’s run through a Vibrato Readiness Checklist.

Vibrato Readinese Checklist

ﬁ Body. Does your body swing easily backward and forward, from left to right, and around in small circles? Of course it
does! You've been an expert at those motions since long before you learned to play. Try these gentle movements and notice
how easily you move.

Now place your instrument in playing position. Again, move left to right, back and forward, and in small circles. Are you
still moving as easily? If so, good; you have successfully included your instrument into your balanced body system. If not,
ask your teacher if you are holding (balancing) your instrument correctly.

@ Arm. Put your left hand in playing position. Does your elbow swing freely? If not, you are tense in the shoulder, and
you may also be squeezing the neck of your instrument with your hand. Reach over and hold the violin up with your
right hand. Can you now release some left arm tension that perhaps you didn’t even know you had? Swing your left
elbow again.

Now it's time for our first Swingercige!
g Photo #1
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1. With your instrument in playing position, use your right hand to hold it steady and
secure. Let your left arm hang by your side. Now swing your left arm in a lazy arc,
forward and backward.

2. After a few lazy swings, use a forward swing to toss the hand up to the neck, then

drop the arm so that the fingers plop on the fingerboard. Let the fingers “spring”
a little on the fingerboard. See Photo #1.
3. Do Swingplop three to five times.

Photo #2

[Q( Hand. In playing position, does your hand balance easily on the
end of your forearm? Does it move freely from the wrist? Check the
line from fingers through hand and forearm to elbow: there should be
no unusual bends or kinks. See Photo #2.
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Photo #3

Photo #4

lﬁ Thumb and Fingers. No squeezing allowed! Tap your thumb. It should be

flexible, touching the violin neck with the inside edge, not the center, of the thumb
pad. See Photo #3.

Tap your fingers. They should bounce and float, touching the string on the fleshy pad
a little behind the fingernail, where delicious tone is found, not near the nail, where
you may produce a more pinched sound.

Contact should be made with just the thumb and finger pad; if anything else is
touching continuously in one spot, your vibrato will get stuck. You can feel a light
brushing of the neck with the base of your first finger, but take care not to pinch the
neck like a lobster claw! ‘
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1. Tap your thumb again. Tap, tap, tap! Now tap your third finger. Tap, taptap, tap!
And again the thumb.

2. Now third and fourth together. Then thumb. Now fourth alone. And (guess
what?) thumb.

3. Next, mjddle fingers together, then thumb. Then second alone, and thumb.

. Now first and second, followed by thumb. And first alone, then thumb.

. Now mix them up some more, switching regularly between fingers and thumb.

See Photo #4.

1. Without your instrument, hold in your left hand a (real
or imaginary) matchbox halffilled with rice kernels.

2. Now with your left hand, knock on an imaginary door
in front of you. As you shake and rattle, roll your arm
around to simulate cello or bass playing position.

3. Roll your hand and arm around some more, to play
vibrato on your “air” violin. See Photo #5.

Extra tip: it can be fun and instructive to do Swingercise
#3 with both hands, mirroring the actions of the left
hand with the right.

M With our Vibrato Readiness Checklist in good order, it’s time to move on to actual vibrato exercises, and to give birth

to a beautiful new vibratol!
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A selection of the exercises in this section should be repeated every day, even two or three times through the course of a
day, until your vibrato is born, and for a while thereafter. Some will be more useful to you than others; your teacher will
help you decide from week to week which combination of exercises is best for you. You will probably be doing these
exercises for several weeks to several months. Vibrato comes sooner to some than to others, but everyone gets it eventually.

You should do these exercises during your regular daily practice sessions, of course. Additionally, some of them are good
“TV Games™—they can be done while doing other things, such as reading or even watching television! The more often you
practice these movements each day, the sooner your vibrato will come.

Photo #6
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1. With your instrument in playing position, place the palm of your left hand on
the instrument’s rib, on the E-string side. Allow your fingers to fall naturally
onto the top of the instrument. Notice how nicely curved the fingers are.

2. Now with the palm of your left hand, pat the rib. Patpatpat! Let your fingers
wiggle from loose knuckles (especially the one nearest the fingernail), so that the
fingertips rock in one spot. See Photo #6.

3. You can do Palmpats with all four fingers down, or just one or two. Try out all
the possibilities you can think of!

4. Palmpat Rhythms. Pat the following rhythm patterns 10 times each:

PR A TR TR | TR

y

Photo #7

1. Put your instrument in playing position, and use your right hand to hold it steady
and secure.
2. With your left thumb tucked under the neck as in a high position, swing your hand over
the fingerboard and tap the top of the instrument, on the G-string side.
¢ For right now, just to get the “swing” of it, tap at moderate, comfortable speed, in no
particular rhythm.

¢ Your hand and fingers should be very loose and floppy, with curved, springy fingers.
See Photo #7.

3. Name rhythms. Tap “Jiminy Cricket! Jiminy Cricket!” il m D “

Tap your teacher’s name. Tap your name. Tap the names of some of your friends!

Write the rhythm of your teacher’s name here:

Write the rhythm of your name:
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Photo #8

Photo #9b

Photo #9¢

4. Toptap Rhythms. To the following rhythms, tap the top of the
instrument as in Step 2. During the rest, swing your hand in an arc
back to first position, and your elbow out to the left, as a kind of
“windup” to the next Toptap. Stay above the fingerboard with the
fingers. Pivot on the thumb, which stays in place. See Photo #8.

Tap the following rhythm patterns 10 times each J =60):

AEIJ"JJHIBEImMIICEi
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1. Hold your violin like a banjo, cradled in your right arm, the scroll
about as high as your nose.

2. With your left hand in playing position, polish a string with one of
your middle fingers. Swing the whole arm.
¢ Polish most of the string, from first position to near the end of the

fingerboard.

¢ Slide on the fleshy finger pad, a little to the thumb side of center.

o Slide light as a feather.

¢ When you change directions, the finger should flex a little,
especially from the nail joint.

s Notice that the thumb is also polishing the neck, and the base of
the first finger gently polishes the side of the fingerboard. See
Photo #9a.

3. Now gradually make the polishing motion smaller and smaller, and a
little faster.

4. Eventually, the finger pad stays in one place, somewhere around third
or fourth position. The thumb and base of the first finger are still
polishing.

5. Now anchor the thumb, opposite the 1st finger. The base of the Ist
finger still polishes the side of the neck.

6. Repeat steps 2-5 five times.

Hold your violin on your right shoulder, like a shotgun. See Photo
#9b. In this posture, repeat the above steps 2-5 five times.

Move the “shotgun” to the “wrong” (left) shoulder. Note that your
left elbow should be as high as the back of your violin. See Photo #9c.
Repeat steps 2- 5 five times again.

Finally, transform the “shotgun” into a violin: swing your elbow

under the instrument, tilting it to normal playing position. Once
more, repeat steps 2-5 five times. 96VN
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Photo #10

1. With your instrument in playing position, bring your left hand up
to about fourth position. Open the hand so that the palm is facing
you. Now wave to yourself!

2. Pick up your bow. Play long, slow strokes on the A string. Wave to

yourself again. Listen to your pretty vibrato! See Photo #10.

. Play your Wave Vibrato on other strings.

4. Play Wave Duet using your Wave Vibrato on Part A, which should be
played entirely using open strings. Play Part B using smooth string

(O8]

C[‘OSSil‘lg waves.

1. Wave Duet J =9 Hermann Op. 20, no. 2
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Photo #11

1. "Tweentaps is just like Toptaps (Swingercise #5), except it is performed on
the fingerboard, in a high position, in between your E and A strings.

. Go through the Toptap Rhythms again, 10 times each. (See page 5.)

. Use your second or third finger.

. Be sure your wrist and finger joints stay springy and flexible.

. Do aim for the space in between strings; if you tap on a string instead,
you may find your fingers and wrist getting stiff. See Photo #11.
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Photo #12
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1. With the palm of your right hand facing you, place the tip of your
left thumb in your right palm. Now embrace your left thumb loosely
in your right fist.

2. With a waving motion of the left hand and arm, use your middle
fingers to gently polish the back of your right hand and wrist. See
Photo #12.

e Feel the left hand swinging from the bottom of the thumb, way
down near the wrist.

 There should be free movement from all joints of the finger,
thumb, and wrist.

3. Gradually narrow the motion so that the second or third finger pad
settles into one spot.

Photo #13

Now we will move Handshine to the violin. With your thumb in
third position, polish the A string as in steps 2-3 of Swingercise #9.

See Photo #13.

Let’s Rap!

2. Rap Music
1. Play the following “Rap Tune” to Swingercise #8, 9, or 10.

by 9 4 |J 3344 394 070 7|

I've got a start  on my vi - bra - to, Ot - to, look at me now;
rap-pin’ and a - tap-pin’,  a - flap-pin’ and a - slap-pin’; rap-pin’ tap-pin’, flap-pin’ slap-pin’, rock-in" roll-in’, WOW!

2. Make up and tap out your own Rap Tunes!
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Stickytaps is just like *Tweentaps, with one important difference: magic super glue!

1. Put a drop of this (pretend) magic super glue on your third finger pad.

2. Now start "Tweentaps, using the Toptap Rhythms. J = 60. Tap the following rhythm patterns 10 times each:

ol T3 4l 1330 0 e T o ST e 1 TR

3. Here’s the magic part:

° On the first tapping of each rhythm, the super glue has no effect—tap as usual.
° On the second, the glue works instantly, and you continue the tapping motion with your finger stuck to the

fingerboard. Notice how flexible your finger and wrist joints are.
° On the rest before the third tapping, the super glue magically lets go, so that you tap again as usual.

¢ Continue through the 10 repetitions with the odd-numbered repetitions “unglued,” and the even-numbered
ones “glued.”

Now let’s take your “magic super glue” vibrato on a ride to one of the moons of Jupiter!

3. Sunrise on Ganymede
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You may find that by now you have a functional, if young, vibrato started. Do the next two
Swingercises if you need just a little more help. They are also useful as an alternative to one or
more of the previous Swingercises; your teacher will guide you through the best pathway to
success for you. R T

Some electric guitar ampliﬁers have a “wawa” circuit—a sort of wild electronic vibrato whose speed the player

manipulates via a pedal. It works like a car’s gas pedal: the more you push it, the faster it goes. The following

exercises, which work a little like a wawa pedal pushed to various speeds, are to be played with a metronome, first

without, then with the bow.

1. Put your instrument in playing position, and use your right hand to hold it steady and secure.

2. With the heel of your left hand leaning against the violin’s rib and your hand and thumb in third position, place
your 2nd finger on E on the A string. Now do a “Wawa”: rock your finger forward and back. The forward-back
cycle should feel like one action with a rebound. Do several more in a row, at a tempo that is comfortable for you.

You and your teacher may find it is better for you to do the Wawa with a backwards action and a forward
rebound. Eventually, we don’t pay attention to whether the motion starts forward or backward.
3. Wawa with your 3rd finger, F# on the A string.

10 J\_/.j ]_’ | \/J jj ]7 | @ )| @ o In example (a) the higher notehead represents the vibrato

Wawa, wawa wawa wawa impulse, and the lower notehead is the passive rebound.

Thus, there are two vibrato impulses per measure, one per
b. il ‘\__—______//j : j ° j : j ° jJ j s j“’j Y 8th-note beat (eight in ex. b).

4. Do the above with your first finger (D on the A sitring), then your fourth (G on the A string).

0
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Now we will take our Wawa through a metronome acceleration trip that will lead us to vibrato’s
doorstep in three weeks!

Week I: Record your progress using the Metronome Acceleration Checklist found on the inside back cover.
On each day of Week I, play the following exercise and song four times at each of the cettings indicated
for that day. Note that each day starts and ends two markings faster than the previous day.

5. Waawaa J =80-1550r80-152
Play this finger pattern on all four strings.
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6. Painting a Rainbow o =80 - 155 Wohlfahrt Op. 38, no. 47
Play this piece using separate bows and also observing the dashed slurs.
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Week II: To the following exercise and songs, continue the Week I plan. (See Metronome Acceleration
Checldist on the inside back cover.) Notice that we are continuing with the metronome clicking half ag
frequently. There are now two complete vibrato cycles per click

7. Wawawawa o =70 - 145 or 72 - 132
Play this finger pattern on all four strings.

obobols o

A n | |
17 p I | | ]
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&. Ring Out the 0ld (Two-Part Round) French
The asterisk * indicates the time for the second entrance of the melody.
v
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9. Jacob’'s Ladder Spiritual
Play this piece starting down bow (™) as well as up bow (V) for further development of your
vibrato.
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10. Squid Dreams Hohmann Bk. 1, no. 49
Play this piece using separate bows and also observing the dashed slurs.
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11. Sven’s Snowshoeg Norwegian Folk Song
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Week III: To the following exercice and songs, continue the weekly plan as before, but advance the
speed range only one notch from day to day. Again, see the inside back cover for the Metronome
Acceleration Checklist.

12. wwwWOW! J = 135 - 180 or 120 - 180
Play this finger pattern on all four strings.
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13. Yorkshire Pudding English Folk Song
Play this melody using separate bows and also observing the dashed slurs.
Melody
= A 4 ’ 3 <7 77N @H s i s At
*ﬁ ,@—— - i
il !
o [l ™ |
Ensemble -, | 2 1
? #'t Z —1— ] { —+— o —— ——
bt I,.,’\ _’ & Gl d—l gl = —_ @ 1 I ] I I E a}
'\oj I Nen” Nea’ N— N e N
14. Moldau Mood (Round) Bohemian Folk Song
The asterisk * indicates the second entrance of the meledy.
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15. Sluggo the Singing Snail Hohmann Bk. , no. 91
Remember: snaile ¢ing slowly!
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16. Sad Sam’s Serious Song Wohlfahrt Op. 38, no. 41
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