
Violinist's Comprehensive Guide to the
Enigmatic Pre-Chinrest Technique and Style
The violin, an instrument of unparalleled expressiveness and artistry, has
undergone a transformative journey over the centuries. One of the most
significant milestones in this evolution was the of the chinrest in the 18th
century. Prior to this innovation, violinists employed a distinct technique and
style known as pre-chinrest playing. This forgotten art form, once the
cornerstone of violin performance, is experiencing a remarkable revival in
the present day.

The Rise and Demise of Pre-Chinrest Technique

During the Baroque and early Classical periods, violinists held their
instruments between their chin and shoulder. This technique necessitated a
high degree of control and dexterity, as the violinist had to balance the
instrument while simultaneously bowing and fingering with precision.
Notable exponents of this technique included Arcangelo Corelli, Antonio
Vivaldi, and Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart.
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The chinrest, invented by Louis Spohr in 1820, revolutionized violin playing.
It provided a stable support for the instrument, allowing violinists to focus
more fully on their bowing and fingering technique. This innovation led to a
gradual decline in the use of the pre-chinrest technique, which eventually
became relegated to the realm of historical curiosity.

Rediscovering the Pre-Chinrest Style

In recent years, there has been a growing interest in the pre-chinrest
technique and style. Violinists such as Rachel Podger, Monica Huggett,
and Peter Verhoyen have dedicated themselves to exploring and reviving
this forgotten art form. They have discovered that pre-chinrest playing
offers unique advantages in terms of sound production, articulation, and
expressive range.

For one, pre-chinrest playing allows for a more natural and relaxed posture.
Without the chinrest, the violinist's head is free to move and follow the
music, resulting in a more fluid and expressive performance. Moreover, the
absence of a chinrest facilitates a wider range of bowing techniques,
including the use of détaché and flying spiccato.

Technical Considerations

Mastering the pre-chinrest technique requires a careful consideration of
several technical aspects:

Instrument Setup: The violin must be set up with a higher bridge and
flatter neck than is typical of modern instruments. This allows for the
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fingers to more easily reach the strings and for the bow to rest
comfortably on the strings.

Holding the Violin: The violin is held at a slightly lower angle than
with a chinrest, with the left thumb resting on the back of the neck and
the scroll nestled between the jaw and collarbone.

Bowing: The bow is held with a more relaxed and flexible grip,
allowing for greater control over the bow speed and pressure. The bow
is articulated more with the fingers and wrist than with the arm.

Fingering: Fingerings are typically closer to the nut, as the violinist
has less access to the higher positions without the support of a
chinrest.

Stylistic Nuances

The pre-chinrest style is characterized by a number of distinctive stylistic
nuances:

Vibrato: Vibrato is typically slower and narrower than in modern
playing, creating a more intimate and personal sound.

Ornamentation: Ornaments such as trills, mordents, and grace notes
are executed with greater freedom and spontaneity, adding a sense of
playfulness and improvisation to the performance.

Articulation: Articulation is generally lighter and more detached, with
less emphasis on strong accents and more attention to subtle nuances
of phrasing.

Dynamics: Dynamics are more nuanced and expressive, with a wider
range of soft and loud contrasts.



Benefits and Challenges

The pre-chinrest technique offers several benefits to violinists, including:

Greater freedom of movement and expression

A more natural and relaxed posture

A wider range of bowing and fingering techniques

A more intimate and personal sound

However, there are also some challenges associated with pre-chinrest
playing:

A higher level of physical exertion

Greater difficulty in playing in high positions

A need to adjust to a different instrument setup

The pre-chinrest technique is a fascinating and rewarding art form that
offers violinists a unique and historically informed approach to
performance. While it may require some technical adjustments and stylistic
adaptations, the benefits of pre-chinrest playing are numerous and值得
investigating. As the revival of this forgotten art continues, we can look
forward to a deeper understanding and appreciation of the rich tapestry of
violin playing traditions.
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