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Position basics for Violin and Viola

Instrument level with the floor
This is the most important habit to establish correctly. If
this position is incorrect, all of  the following habits will
probably be incorrect also. The instrument should rest on
the shoulder level with the floor, not pointing down at the
ground. The weight of  the head balances the instrument.
Make sure the end button is pointing into the neck, it should
not be visible. A sponge is helpful for support, but often a
shoulder pad is even better. There should be space between
the elbow and the side.

Straight left wrist
A common mistake is to allow the left wrist to bend upward,
supporting the instrument. The left hand should hang from
the fingerboard with a straight line from the elbow to the
knuckles. The thumb should point at the ceiling. Avoid
bending the wrist back too far. This causes tension and
makes it difficult to reach the fingerboard. 

Keep head straight
Beginners will often tip their heads to the right to look
straight down the fingerboard, but this causes stiffness and
tension. Place the jaw in the chinrest and allow the weight of
the head to rest on the instrument. The head and neck
should be in line with the spine, or leaning slightly to the
left. Try to keep the head straight and neutral.

Square fingers on the fingerboard
The left hand should contact the fingerboard at the base of
the first finger, just above the base joint. If  this contact
point is too high, the student will be playing on the nails,
and if  it is too low, the fingers will be too flat. The fingers
should be square with the fingerboard with the knuckles
making right angles. The fingertips should be centered on
the string with the nails facing the student’s nose, not the
ceiling. Don’t squeeze, use just enough weight to stop the
string. Practice tapping the fingers.
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Straight bow
The student’s first instinct may be to pull the bow sideways
from the shoulder, but this causes crooked bow and scratchy
tone. Keep the upper arm still and let the elbow open and
close. The bow should be parallel to the bridge and perpen-
dicular to the strings. The stick should be tilted out toward
the scroll. To keep the bow straight in the upper half, stretch
the arm out, forward. Try drawing the bow toward the right
edge of  the music stand.

Fingers around the bow
The bow should not be pinched with the fingertips, but held
with the fingers around the frog. The ring finger should
cover the dot, or center of  the frog. The pinky finger should
be curved, placed on its tip, pointing straight down at the
stick. The thumb should also be curved out, placed on its tip
pointing straight up at the stick next to the frog. Almost let
go so the hand can be soft and loose, and the base knuckles
nearly flat.

Elbow level with bow
The elbow should usually be level with the frog of  the bow.
This allows the bow hand to pronate correctly (roll toward
index finger) and the elbow to open and close. As the bow
raises or lowers to change strings, the elbow raises or lowers
with it. The shoulder should be relaxed and loose. The
upper arm should stay still when playing in the middle part
of  the bow. Move the bow by opening and closing the
elbow.

A few words about position
It takes a long time to learn to play the violin or viola with good position, but it is worth the effort. Without good
position, the student will reach a point where they can no longer improve, no matter how hard they practice. Good
technique leads to a beautiful sound, ease of  playing, and a future where the sky’s the limit!
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