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What You’ll Learn
This book is for beginner violinists who want to learn the violin with 
style. This is not your typical Suzuki method, classical music 
education. The way I teach is the way I like to play – with heartfelt 
energy, with a great degree of expression, and with complete and 
utter joy. I’ll teach you all of the foundational basics you need to set 
you on a path to musical freedom, and you’ll learn what makes 
music sound good. Don’t worry, I’ll explain what I mean by both of 
those things.  

What Makes Music Sound Good?  
I spent 13 years of my life learning classical music. I’m glad I did, 
because it gave me a strong technical foundation, and I liked a lot 
of the pieces my teacher picked for me. However, it just didn’t suit 
the way I wanted to play.  

I wanted to be able to sit down with my friends and create music 
together, with no sheet music and without even speaking. I wanted 
to understand how to create music myself, rather than just reading 
notes on a page. Most importantly, I wanted to feel ownership of 

http://TheMusicianGirl.com


The Jam Book Part I

TheMusicianGirl.com �4

the sound coming out of my instrument, and I wanted to feel 
limitless in my ability. I wanted more musical freedom.  

Unfortunately, I had no idea where to start. I tried to start 
improvising, I tried to write my own pieces of music, I tried to add 
my own “style" to the pieces I already knew, but I felt like I was just 
guessing. I had been playing violin for almost 10 years already ––
 but I had no idea how to do anything other than learn a piece, 
memorize it, then move on to the next one. I realized that although 
I could play music, I didn't understand music.  

When I started university, I moved away and stopped going to my 
regular violin lessons. At university, I met someone who was a 
gypsy jazz guitarist. I started to play with him. Learning gypsy jazz 
completely changed the way I saw my violin, and the way I saw 
music.  

Gypsy jazz music is amazing because it is almost all improvised. A 
“piece” of gypsy jazz music usually only has about 4 bars of actual 
melody, and the rest is just improvisation. I was in WAY over my 
head. I had no idea how great gypsy jazz violinists, like Stephane 
Grappelli, could make their violins sing with such emotion while just 
making up the music on the spot. 
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I wanted to learn how Stephane did it, but I felt overwhelmed. I had 
no road map for such a thing, and no idea where to start. Slowly, I 
started gathering information. I started playing with some gypsy 
jazz musicians, I took a few lessons, I embarrassed myself by 
playing a lot of bad-sounding notes, I read a lot of music theory 
books, and eventually I felt more and more comfortable with the 
idea of making music my OWN. Instead of reading off a page or 
memorizing notes, I was creating music myself, and I had learned 
the rules and techniques for how to do it. I had started to learn 
what makes music sound good.  

Most importantly, I was having a lot of fun. For the first time, I felt 
truly musically free. I could stand on a stage, have no idea what I 
was going to play, put my violin beneath my chin, and something 
beautiful would come out of it. I had learned how to have fun with 
my instrument. 

During this process, I realized that there were two main points to 
achieving my musical freedom. First was that I had to understand 
the mechanics of the violin. I had to be able to control the sound 
coming out of my instrument. Fortunately, I already knew how to do 
this, since I had already been playing for ten years. Second, I had 
to understand how music works, or basically, what makes it 
sound good. This is where I was lost, and where I put the majority 
of my efforts.  

http://TheMusicianGirl.com


The Jam Book Part I

TheMusicianGirl.com �6

For you as a beginner violinist, both the mechanical and the 
theoretical side of things are important. Part I of this book (what 
you are reading right now!) will deal with the mechanics. Part II (you 
will receive this later!) will deal with the theory.  

Of course, gypsy jazz isn’t the only way to achieve such “musical 
freedom.” It was simply a way for me at the time to break out of 
the old “learn a tune, memorize it, learn a new one” regime that I 
had been in. At the bottom of all my musical efforts, I had only one 
essential question: what makes music sound good?  

Teaching Musical Freedom 
This book is all about helping you, as a beginner violinist, get 
started on your path towards “musical freedom.” There are two 
main things I’m going to teach you.  

First is the mechanical stuff. This is covered in Part I of the 
book, which is what you’re reading right now. This is about how to 
hold your violin and your bow, where to put your fingers, etc. ––
 basically the really simple stuff that you already know, or that 
you’re eager to get beyond. I get it. But I’m going to do things a 
little bit differently. Instead of just telling you to do something, I’m 
going to explain why you should do it, and the difference it 
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makes to your sound. So instead of just saying “your index finger 
should wrap around the stick of the bow like this,” I’m also going 
to say “this is because your index finger is what allows you to 
transfer weight from your arm to the bow. When you want to play 
loudly, you have to transfer weight from your arm, through your 
index finger, to the bow. Wrapping your finger this way allows for 
greater strength.” Makes more sense now, right?  
Learning the difference your body mechanics makes to your sound 
also allows you to troubleshoot “problems” in your sound. Do you 
think you sound squeaky? Scratchy? Too quiet? Too loud? There’s 
a reason, and it can all be fixed if you know what movements lead 
to what sounds.  

Second is the musical stuff. This will be covered in Part II of this 
book, which I will send to you as a separate book. This is all 
about the music itself, and could be useful for ANY instrument, not 
just violin. Here is where my previous question comes up again: 
what makes music sound good? How is music constructed to 
sound happy, sad, wistful, or expectant?  

I used to hate learning music theory, because I never really 
understood why I was learning it. My classical violin teacher would 
tell me about major and minor thirds, and then point out some 
examples in a piece I was learning. “Great,” I thought. “Now I know 
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that these notes written on this piece of paper are a major third 
apart. What does that change for me?”  

At the time, I couldn’t see just how valuable that knowledge was. 
However, when I started experimenting with my own musical 
freedom, that kind of theoretical knowledge of how music is built 
became essential. I started to understand what makes music sound 
certain ways. I began using that knowledge at jam sessions when I 
didn’t know a tune to quickly analyze, understand, and learn the 
tune itself. I also started using that knowledge to write my own 
music, with harmonies and chord structures and multiple parts all 
fitting together perfectly. Once you understand music itself, the 
possibilities become limitless.  

This work is divided into two parts: mechanics and music. This 
book is Part I, which is all about mechanics, or how to physically 
become comfortable with your violin. Even if you think you know 
everything in the mechanics section, read it anyway. You will 

How To Use This Book
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probably learn something new, or shift your understanding of 
things you thought you knew.  

Part II, the music section, is an introduction to the way music 
works. This will introduce you to some relevant music theory. You 
will receive Part II as a separate book! It will get you started with 
understanding key signatures, which is one of the fundamental 
things to understand in music theory.  

Of course, I have to give you a disclaimer. I have spent almost 
twenty years of my life learning how to play the violin, and it’s not 
possible to distill twenty years of knowledge into one ebook. I 
don’t want you to think that you’ll be ready to jump on stage with a 
rock band and deliver a wailing violin solo to a sold out stadium 
after reading this book. However, you will have more control over 
your sound, have a better understanding of how music is built, and 
be able to start writing, improvising, or at least adding your own 
style to the music you know.   

As always, I’m here with you. If you need to contact me with a 
question or comment, you can find my contact info by visiting my 
website: www.themusiciangirl.com. I read absolutely everything 
you send me, and will reply as well.  
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I also want you to remember this: The violin is a lifelong passion, 
and it will never EVER cease filling you with deep satisfaction. 
Learning the violin guarantees that you will never be bored for the 
rest of your life.  

Enjoy the process.  

Maya 
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The Mechanics 
Part I
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No Pain, All the Gain

When you learn how to hold your instrument properly and how 
to coordinate your hands effectively, two things happen.  

	 1. You won’t be in pain 
	 2. You will sound better 

Not everyone thinks about the first reason, but when you hold 
the violin correctly you should be completely relaxed. There 
should be no unwelcome tension in any of your muscles. First of 
all, muscle tension will eventually lead to muscle soreness. 
Second of all, tense and rigid posture leads to a tense and rigid 
sound.  

The second reason is actually more true than you might think it 
is. Any kind of unwelcome sound, be it a screech or a squeak or 
a feathery sound or a choppy sound, comes from some kind of 
improper movement which is creating it. If you learn exactly 
which movements create which sounds, then fixing “trouble 
sounds” becomes a simple matter of troubleshooting what about 
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the sound is unwelcome, and then changing the mechanics of 
your playing.  

Even if you already know how to hold the violin and how to move 
the bow, you should still read this section. My goal isn’t just to 
teach you the basics –– my goal is to show you why the basics 
are important, and exactly how to use them to achieve your 
goals. 
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This is just to make sure we’re on the same page language-wise. 
Violin Anatomy

Chin rest 

Tailpiece

Bridge

F-Hole

Fingerboard

Tuning Pegs

Strings

Fine Tuning Pegs

Scroll

Neck
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Bow Anatomy

Grip

Frog

Horse Hair

Stick

Tip

Screw
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Holding The Violin

Concept 1: The violin should not droop towards the floor, or be 
lifted towards the ceiling. 
Reason: Something very important which we’ll focus on later is 
the importance of keeping your bow moving in a straight line 
across the strings. If you allow your violin to droop down, then 
gravity will naturally want to pull your bow sideways down the 
string, towards your left hand. This will create a wispy, unclear, 
and even scratchy sound. Holding your violin up straight will 
keep your bow straighter too. 

Correct

Incorrect
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Concept 2: Your neck should be straight and relaxed. You 
should find a good adjustable shoulder rest or stack of sponges 
to make this possible.  
Reason: If your neck is strained and bent over to the side in 
order to play the violin, then you’ll get a sore neck. A sore neck = 
less practice = less progress. It will also make it harder to hold 
the violin up straight. You should adjust your shoulder rest until 
you are able to rest the weight of your head on your violin 
without bending your neck. If you don’t have a shoulder rest, it is 
possible to use sponges and a rubber band in order to lift the 
violin up higher. I don’t recommend this as much though, 
because the sponges deaden the sound of the violin. 

Correct –– neck is straight 

A straighter neck can be 
achieved by using an 
adjustable shoulder rest. 
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Concept 3: You should support the violin with your head and 
your neck, NOT your left arm.  
Reason: Your left arm needs to have the freedom to move 
quickly and with great dexterity. If you are supporting the violin 
using your left arm, then you’re going to lose that dexterity. This 
results in difficulty playing in tune, difficulty playing quickly, 
difficulty pressing down the string completely, and even difficulty 
reaching certain notes at all. Plus, when you start learning how 
to shift, you’ll find it almost impossible! To test if you’re doing it 
right, try holding your violin up and then removing your left hand 
from the neck. If the violin doesn’t move, you’re good. If you feel 
it suddenly falling, then try re-adjusting. REMEMBER: if you feel 
great tension in your neck and head, then you should keep 
adjusting your shoulder rest until it’s comfortable. If the problem 
persists, then you might need a professional teacher to have a 
look at your technique OR a doctor to look at your physical 
wellbeing.

You should be able to 
comfortably hold the violin 
with your neck and shoulders. 
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Concept 4: The palm of your left hand should never touch the 
neck of the violin.  
Reason: This extremely common mistake is related to Concept 
3. Often beginner violinists allow their palm to support the violin, 
rather than providing support form the neck and shoulders. This 
will pull all of your fingers down the finger board and will scrunch 
them together. The result is that you’re less able to separate your 
fingers, and to reach high notes. Your playing will likely sound flat 
and you will lack dexterity. Try it yourself. Move your palm up, 
and watch how your fingers move down and squish together. 
Move your palm into it’s natural relaxed position, and watch your 
fingers spread out over the finger board. 

Correct –– wrist is relaxed Incorrect –– wrist is pressed up 
against the neck
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Concept 5: Your left forearm should be slightly rotated inwards.  
Reason: In order to play quickly and in tune, your fingers always 
have to be ready for action. This means that you want your 
fingers to hover over the finger board, directly over the spot 
where they should land. To make this happen, rotate your left 
forearm inwards so that your fingers are in line over the finger 
board. 

Above: Correct, forearm is rotated 
and fingers are in good resting 

position. Right: Incorrect, forearm is 
not rotated and fingers are 

perpendicular to the fingerboard. 
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Concept 6: Your thumb shouldn’t interfere with the fingerboard. 
It should be tucked beside the finger board, and there should be 
a small gap between the neck of the violin and your palm.  
Reason: When I say that the thumb shouldn’t interfere with the 
fingerboard, I mean that it shouldn’t come up over the 
fingerboard to accidentally hit strings or interfere with your other 
fingers. To achieve this, there should be a small valley beneath 
the neck of the violin, between your thumb and index finger. 
Once again, this has to do with finger dexterity. Placing the violin 
neck in the trough between your thumb and index finger will 
make it harder for your fingers to reach notes and move as they 
should. See photos on next page. 

Correct. The 
thumb is tucked 
neatly away and 
is not interfering 
with the other 
fingers or the 
strings.   
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Top: Correct. Notice the 
gap between the neck 
of the violin and the 
palm of the hand.  

Bottom: Incorrect. The 
violin neck is resting 
between the thumb and 
index finger. 
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Holding The Bow
Concept 1: The side of your index finger should be wrapped 
around the grip of your bow.  
Reason: Your index finger is what adds strength to your bow. If 
you press down on your index finger, the tip of the bow should 
move downwards. This adds weight to the bow, and results in a 
louder sound. If you want to play loudly, especially at the tip of 
your bow, then think about pressing down with your index finger. 
If you’re playing TOO loudly, try easing up with your index finger. 
Check out the next page for a photo demonstration! 
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Watch what happens when you apply pressure to your index finger. The bow 
automatically moves downwards. This adds weight to the bow when it’s on the 
string. If you want to play louder, especially at the tip, try pressing down with 
your index finger. 
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Concept 2: Your middle finger should rest on the frog. 
Reason: Your middle finger is what guides the bow, along with 
your thumb. Its central position, and the fact that it’s right across 
from your thumb, means that this is the finger has all the control. 
It is also helps the bow move in a straight line. While the other 
fingers in your bow hold might pull or push the bow in one 
direction or another, the middle finger guides it on its true course. 
Try this: pull your bow across your strings using ONLY your 
thumb and middle finger. You won’t feel any weight in your bow 
(because that’s what the index finger does!) but you should be 
able to move it in a nice straight line.  

http://TheMusicianGirl.com


The Jam Book Part I

TheMusicianGirl.com �26

Concept 3: Your thumb should rest on the frog, right where it 
joins the stick. It should be very slightly bent and relaxed.  
Reason: Your thumb works with your middle finger, providing 
the grip necessary to hold the bow in your hand. Although the 
thumb is a “strong point” of the bow hold, the thumb joints 
should not be locked in position. Instead, they should be supple, 
ready to move and react as the bow moves. Remember, nothing 
should be locked or tense when playing the violin, because that 
will result in tense and unresponsive playing! 
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Concept 4: Your ring finger should also wrap around the frog. 
Reason: The ring finger is a counterweight to your index finger. 
Remember Concept 2, where I asked you to try pressing down on 
your index finger and watching the bow move downwards? You 
might not have noticed, but when you do this you are ALSO 
adjusting the pressure on your ring and pinky fingers. As the index 
goes down, the ring goes up, and vice versa. This has huge 
implications for maintaining an even sound at all points of the bow. 
I’ll talk about this more later. 
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Concept 5: Your pinky finger should sit on top of the stick.  
Reason: The pinky finger is another counterweight to the index 
finger –– just like the ring finger. Try this. Hold the bow vertically in 
the air. Press down with your index finger. The tip will move 
downwards, until the bow is horizontal. Next, press down with your 
pinky and ring fingers. The bow will move up, until it’s vertical again. 
Now you know how to control pressure on your bow. 
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Is there only one correct way to hold the bow?   
No. There is more than one correct way to hold the bow, and it 
depends on the style of music you play and also what feels 
comfortable for you. HOWEVER, the basic way you position your 
fingers does not change. Your index finger should always provide 
downwards pressure by wrapping around the stick, your middle 
finger should always guide the bow along with your thumb, etc. 
The exact positioning that I showed you here is the basic classical 
music position that I was always taught when I was younger. It is 
the most common finger positioning to teach and to learn. 
However, if you watch me play in many of my videos, you’ll notice 
that I usually hold the bow slightly higher up the stick, so that my 
middle finger actually isn't on the frog. I personally find that I get 
more freedom and flexibility from this method.  

When I was younger, I was always led to believe that my bow hold 
was “wrong” because it was not what my teachers told me to do. 
Later on, I realized that this is not the case. Even world renowned 
classical violinist Itzhak Perlman holds the bow slightly differently. In 
fact, there is even a very short video on YouTube explaining how he 
holds the bow, which is easy to find if you search “Itzhak Perlamn 
Bow Hold.” 
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For you as a beginner violinist, I strongly recommend that you 
spend time learning the basic bow hold that I showed you 
here before you start experimenting with anything else. It is 
always a good idea to learn the fundamentals first, and then after 
you’ve got a good feeling for them, improve from there by very 
slightly adjusting your finger positioning on the stick. What really 
matters is that you feel relaxed and able to move fluidly. 

I am telling you this simply so you are not confused if you see other 
violinists doing things slightly differently. As with almost any 
discipline, there are people who will absolutely swear by one 
method over another. Violin debates can get particularly heated, 
especially between genres. Classical violinists typically do things a 
bit differently than Celtic or Blues players, sparking disagreements 
in “proper" technique. I prefer to keep an open mind and an 
awareness that other methods exist. If you’ve got the basic finger 
positioning right, you’re able to control the bow completely, and 
you’re getting a good sound from your instrument, then all is well!  

After learning and using the basic bow hold shown here, I 
recommend spending some time watching violinists who 
play in the genre you're most interested in learning. Study 
their bow holds and techniques to see what works well for that 
genre, and then try it to see if it also works for you. 
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Troubleshooting Your Sound
Fixing Your Bowing

The most difficult part of the violin is the bow.  

I’m serious.  

I once had a teacher tell me that the only reason for the violin is 
to hold up the bow. I love that quote, because it’s true.  

The sound itself comes from the violin, but everything ABOUT 
that sound comes from the bow. The volume, speed, clarity, and 
quality of your sound is all controlled by the bow. Likewise, ANY 
“bad” sound is almost guaranteed to be from improper bow 
handling. The only exceptions are if you’re playing out of tune, or 
if you’re trying out vibrato and it’s just not working for you.  

If you can control your bow, you can control your sound. It’s as 
simple as that.  

Here are some of the most common bowing problems, and how 
to fix them. 
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Problem 1
Scratchy, squeaky, or generally “unclear” sounds. 

1. Your bow isn’t moving in a straight line. Your bow should 
move at right angles to the string, always. To achieve this, you 
have to bend your right arm (which I usually call your “bow 
arm”) from the elbow, NOT the shoulder. Keep your shoulder 
still, and pull the bow across the strings using your elbow. 
Notice how as your arm lengthens, it automatically keeps the 
bow on track. In contrast, when you move your shoulder, then 
you end up pulling the frog one way, the tip another way, and 
the bow does not maintain a straight course.  
 
WHY does a crooked bow lead to scratches and squeaks? As 
you pull your bow across the string, the hair is gripping the 
string and making it resonate. However, if the bow suddenly 
“slips” sideways, then it interrupts that nice, long, sustained 
resonance that a straight bow will achieve. This momentary blip 
in sound is what leads to unexpected scratches, squeaks, or 
just a generally unclear sound.  

Possible causes and solutions: 
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2. You aren’t putting even pressure on the bow. The bow is 
naturally lighter at the tip and heavier at the frog. This is 
especially true when you are holding it. When you hold the bow, 
the weight of your arm is all concentrated right over top of the 
frog. This means that as you pull the bow back and forth 
across the string, you have to be constantly adjusting pressure 
on the bow. More pressure when you’re at the tip, less at the 
frog.  

Now you can probably see the connection with the index finger 
vs. ring and pinky fingers. (If you missed that, head back up to 
the “Holding the Bow” section). When you press down on your 
index finger, you apply more pressure to the tip of your bow. 
When you press down with your pinky and ring fingers, you 
release that pressure. THIS MEANS that as you pull the bow 
across the strings, think constantly about adjusting pressure.  

WHY does uneven pressure lead to scratches and squeaks? 
When you apply too much pressure to your bow, you’ll get a 
really ugly “croaking” noise. Try it. Dig your bow into the string, 
and listen to that ugly, sticky sound. When you apply too little 
pressure, you’ll get wispy, airy, screechy sounds. Try that too! 
Keeping even pressure, and knowing how to control the 
pressure, will ensure a clean and crisp sound.  
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3. Playing too close to the bridge. This is an easy fix. When 
you play too close to the bridge, your sound will get scratchy. 
Try it and see for yourself. However, you have to be careful!! 
Your bow should always be somewhere between the bridge 
and the fingerboard. This is not an excuse to start playing over 
the fingerboard, which I see all too often!  

WHY does your sound get scratchy near the bridge? The 
bridge is an immoveable object that the strings go over. Nearer 
the bridge, the strings stop vibrating as much, until they barely 
vibrate at all. Then, instead of a nice resonant sound, you get a 
scratchy, squeaky, airy sound.  

4. The bow sliding down the strings. Remember in the 
“holding your violin section” when I told you to keep your violin 
straight so the bow doesn’t slide down the strings? Well, check 
that you are! The bow can accidentally slide down the strings 
for two reasons. First, the violin posture could be drooping, 
allowing gravity to slide the bow. Second, the stick of the bow 
could be tilted towards your face. This can cause the weight of 
your arm to inadvertently push the bow down the string. You 
should always position the stick directly over the hair OR 
slightly tilted away from you. See the photos for reference!  
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WHY does the bow sliding down the strings make a scratchy 
and squeaky sound? Remember, when your bow moves 
across the strings in a straight line with even pressure, it 
creates a clear sound. When your bow slides down the 
strings, you won’t create a clear sound. Try it and see for 
yourself!  

5. Not enough rosin. Your bow needs rosin to grip the 
strings. If there’s not enough, it won’t grip the strings properly, 
and will result in some unpleasant sounds.  

6. Poor quality strings or bow hair. If the strings on your 
violin or the hair on your bow are very old or very low quality, it 

Correct: stick is tilted away from 
you. 

Incorrect: stick is tilted towards 
you. 
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is sometimes impossible to get a nice, clean sound. However, 
before deciding it's the fault of your strings or bow hair, make 
sure that you’re not making any of the other mistakes listed 
here! Nine times out of ten, unwelcome sounds are the fault of 
the bowing technique, not the instrument.  

You should also not have unrealistic expectations for your 
instrument. A pack of $10 strings on a $100 student violin, 
paired with a $50 student bow, is not going to sound like a 
professional instrument. It simply can’t sound as crisp, clean, 
and measured as a professional violin might. But don’t blame 
your instrument for everything! Be realistic, but also 
understand that at the end of the day, it’s the musician who 
makes the music –– not the instrument!  
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Problem 2
Accidentally hitting other strings with your bow, OR not 

being able to change strings quickly enough

1. You aren’t moving your elbow. When your bow-arm elbow 
is glued to your side, or just stays hovering where it is, it’ll be 
hard to control your bow. Try this. Place your bow on the E 
string. Your frog should be quite low, and the slope of your bow 
quite steep. Your elbow should be almost at your side. Then, 
move to the A string. The frog comes up, the bow levels out a 
bit, and your elbow should also move upwards, away from your 
side. Continue with the D and G strings. On the G string, your 
elbow should be very high in the air, on the same plane as your 
frog.  
 
WHY does moving your elbow in relation to your bow help with 
string crossings? Because you’re using the weight of your arm 
to help you, not hinder you. I see a lot of students letting their 
elbow literally drag their bow downwards, which causes 
accidental string crossings, and sluggish movements. Use 
gravity to your advantage by using your heavy arm to guide 
your bow, not pull it down!  

Possible causes and solutions: 
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2. You’re moving your wrist too much. This is a less common 
problem, but it’s worth mentioning. You should keep your wrist 
more or less in line with your forearm. Why? Randomly lifting your 
wrist can move the bow unexpectedly, causing your bow to 
change strings. 

Problem 3
Choppy or disjointed transitions between notes

1. Locked wrist. I’ve said it before and I’ll say it again: if you feel 
tense or locked when playing the violin, then something is wrong.  
 
When you change direction with your bow, that automatically 
creates a separation, or a change, in your sound. This is a good 
thing and can be used to your advantage, however beginner 
violinists often sound far TOO choppy when changing bow 
direction. This is usually because of a locked bow-arm wrist. 
Watch some videos of your favourite violinists, and you’ll notice 
how their wrist moves like an elastic band with the bow, allowing 
it to change direction smoothly. For an example, imagine bungee 
jumping. When you go bungee jumping, the bungee that you're 
attached to stretches out to slow you down just a little bit before 

Possible causes and solutions: 
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you reach the end, and then picks you back up again more or 
less smoothly. Now compare that to going bungee jumping with 
an inflexible rope, and a machine to pull the rope back up. The 
rope would allow you to reach the end, at full speed, stop you 
very very suddenly, and then the machine would pull you back 
up. Do you think that would feel like a smooth transition? 
Probably not.  
 
You want your wrist to act as a bungee cord for your bow, 
stretching out to ease it to a stop and then very quickly and 
smoothly pulling it back in the other direction. There should be no 
sudden stop and change of direction. 

2. Crash landing the strings. Sometimes we need to lift the 
bow off the strings in order to start a new note. It’s often difficult 
to place the bow back onto the string smoothly, and this can 
create a very disjointed transition. Try this: When you lift the bow 
off the string, start moving your bow before you place it back on 
the string. Often “crash landings” happen when you land the bow 
on the string with a big “thunk,” and then suddenly jerk it into 
momentum. If the bow is already moving when it lands on the 
string, then your transition will be a lot smoother. However, you 
still have to be careful not to drop the bow! Move it smoothly just 
a few millimetres above the string, then let it down softly.  
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3. Not using enough bow. At first, a lot of my students make 
the mistake of using just a tiny portion of their bow, usually at the 
middle or tip. This is usually because something about their 
posture is tense or locked, and it’s uncomfortable to use big 
sweeping bow strokes. Familiarize yourself with the sections in 
this book about holding the bow, bending from the elbow not the 
shoulder, and keeping your muscles relaxed. You want to be 
comfortable using as much bow as possible. 

WHY does not using enough bow lead to a choppy, disjointed 
sound? Okay, to be clear, sometimes you WANT a short and 
choppy sound, and in that case, short bow strokes are great! 
However, when you want a long smooth sound, then you need to 
be comfortable using long and smooth bow strokes. Changing 
bow direction automatically creates a transition in your sound, so 
minimizing those transitions is important for when you want a 
smooth sound. Plus, using longer bow strokes is like using a 
longer elastic band –– you have more time to use your wrist to 
carefully, slowly, and smoothly ease your bow into the other 
direction. 
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Troubleshooting Your Sound
Fixing Your Intonation

Playing in tune can seem hard.  

The violin has no frets, no keys –– nothing to show you where 
your fingers go.  

You might have heard about putting finger tapes on your violin, or 
you might already have finger tapes on your violin. Finger tapes 
are just small, coloured pieces of tape that go underneath your 
strings to show you where to place your fingers. It’s a good idea 
for beginners to have, and I do recommend them –– at first.  

Finger tapes can get you familiar with the placement of your 
fingers, and help you to start building muscle memory. However, 
you should get rid of your finger tapes as soon as possible. The 
only long-term way that you can improve your intonation is by 
hearing when you’re playing out of tune, and correcting it. You do 
also need to develop some muscle memory, so you can hit notes 
in tune the first time, rather than correcting every time. You can 
do this by identifying anchor points. 
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Hearing Correctly
Developing your own internal sense of intonation

I can almost guarantee that you have a far better internal sense 
of intonation than you think you do. When you hear a singer 
singing off key, you can probably tell. We are naturally very good 
at listening to the human voice, and noticing when it’s in or out of 
tune. This is because we all have a voice, we listen to other 
voices all day, and chances are you hear music that has 
someone singing in it on an almost daily basis as well. We are 
familiar with voices, AND we are familiar with music, so we can 
tell when a voice isn’t quite singing “as it should.” Of course, this 
doesn’t mean that you personally can sing in tune, because 
that’s a different skill.  

The first step in developing our violin intonation is simply 
becoming familiar with the sound of the violin, and recognizing 
when it’s in or out of tune. Chances are, you can already do this 
too. Violins sound remarkably similar to the human voice in many 
ways, and it’s usually quite obvious when a violinist is playing out 
of tune.  
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One of the dangers of using finger tapes is that you become 
reliant on the tapes, and you stop actually listening to yourself. If 
your finger is on the tape, you must be in tune, right? Wrong. 
What if your violin is out of tune? What if the tape has moved? If 
you shift your focus, you can probably hear for yourself when 
you’re playing in or out of tune –– but a lot of students become 
blindsided to this because they’re focussing on too many other 
things, finger tapes included.  

Here are a few exercises you can do to develop your own internal 
sense of intonation.  

1. Sing or hum a piece or passage before you play it. You 
should always have an idea of what something should sound 
like.  If you don’t, then chances are you won’t notice when it 
is out of tune. Singing or humming a passage before you play 
it on your violin is a great way to make you aware of what it 
should sound like, without being distracted by all the things 
you have to think about when playing the violin. If you can’t 
sing a passage that you’ve been learning on your violin, 
chances are that you’ve been focussing too much on the 
physical process of playing it, and not at all on the actual 
sound.  

2. Focus on playing by ear at first. You should actually spend 
approximately the first six months of your violin lessons 
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learning by ear, rather than trying to learn music notation. 
Why? Music notation pulls your focus away from the 
instrument, to the page. Playing by ear forces you to be more 
connected with the sounds coming out of your violin. Even 
when you do start using music notation, you should always 
dedicate time every practice session to playing by ear. 
Nothing helps you develop your intonation better than 
attentively listening to yourself, with no other distractions. 

3. Correct yourself. This should go without saying, but so 
often my students will play out of tune, and just keep going. 
When you hear yourself hit a note out of tune, stop and 
correct it. Furthermore, go back and play the whole passage 
again, to make sure you can play it in tune this time. Try and 
identify WHY you played it out of tune at first. Did your hand 
position change? Is it a difficult to find note?  

4. Improvise. Improvisation is one of my favourite things to 
teach, because it forces you to really hear yourself. It also 
teaches you what a note will sound like before you play it. 
When you’re improvising, you’re using a blend of music 
theory and internal musical judgement to make something up 
on the spot. There’s nothing like improvising to make you 
aware of what notes sound like, and how they should relate 
to each other! Improvising doesn’t always mean making up 
an entire solo on the spot –– it also can mean just adding tiny 
little changes to a piece or song to add some variation and 
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make it your own. Part II of this book (which you will get as a 
separate document) will dive into the music theory needed to 
get you started with improvising. Improvisation is also a big 
focus of my teaching style!  

Playing Correctly
Developing muscle memory using anchor points

Many students think that good intonation is a matter of good 
muscle memory. Actually, your internal ear is more important, which 
is why the “hearing correctly” section comes first in this book. 
However, it is also important to develop some muscle memory.  

Many violinists use their first finger as an anchor point. This 
means that they place their first finger in the correct position on the 
finger board, and then position all their other fingers relative to the 
first finger. This is a great way to consistently play in tune (though 
make sure you’re always still listening to yourself!) Try placing your 
first finger in the correct position on the finger board. Next, play a 
small scale, just moving from the first finger, to second, to third, to 
fourth. Keep practicing this, until you can hit each note in tune right 
away. Once you can do that, then playing in tune is a simple matter 
of finding your first finger anchor point, and all your other fingers will 
know where to go relative to the first finger –– and to each other.  
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You’re (kind of) finished! Of course, you still have a lot of 
practicing to do, and I suggest re-reading this book often to keep 
it all fresh. 

You will later receive Part II, which introduces you to music theory. 
Part II is a major game changer, so keep a close eye on your 
email inbox.  

To recap:  

Part I of this book, which is what you just read, deals with the 
mechanics of getting a good sound out of your instrument. 
Understanding all of the subtle details and movements which go 
into creating a beautiful sound is the first step in achieving 
musical freedom. Of course, there is always more to learn, and I’ll 
be sharing many other skills and techniques with you.  

Part II, which you will receive as a separate document, dives into 
music theory. This is where you will learn what makes music 
sound good, and I promise that this information will completely 

In Summary

http://TheMusicianGirl.com


The Jam Book Part I

TheMusicianGirl.com �47

shift your perspective on everything you thought you were 
capable of.  

I am always available to answer questions and provide feedback. 
You can contact me by visiting my website,  

www.themusiciangirl.com.  

Sincerely, 
Maya Elizabeth B

http://www.themusiciangirl.com
http://TheMusicianGirl.com
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