Caring for your Violin
Paul Hill (892-8086)

    Violins are remarkably well designed and rugged, when you consider the things they're made of and the stresses they're put through, but we’ve all heard about the pile of parts that used to be a violin, but was stored in the attic!   The following tips are meant for student-grade instruments, but still apply to better-quality violins: 
1- Temperature- Good violins are made with hide glue, which is designed to fail at around 160 degrees if there is moisture present.  Most people know not to leave an instrument in a car trunk, but don't forget the practice room window that's shady in the morning but sunny in the afternoon, and the heat register hiding behind the chair. 

Freezing alone can cause the wood to swell (sometimes popping glue joints loose) and the finish to crack.  If you freeze your fiddle by mistake, resist the temptation to open the case- the sudden temperature change will crack the finish more.  Let the violin warm up slowly.  

In general, make temperature changes slowly and avoid extremes.

2- Physical trauma- These things can be expensive.  Teach your children to respect the violin and be gentle.  Practice reverence.  Don’t leave the violin or bow in a chair even for a moment, or lean it against a wall or propped up where it can fall over.  Use the case!  Store the instrument out of the flow of traffic.  

3- Humidity- Wood shrinks and swells with changes in humidity.  This can be more extreme than you might think- it can shrink and swell almost 1/4 inch across a violin top!  This swelling is more pronounced in some woods and less in others, more across the grain and less along the grain; some woods absorb moisture faster than others.  This swelling and shrinking sets up all kinds of stresses in the body of a violin as the humidity changes, and if it changes fast (and/or a lot) it can break open glue joints or crack the top.  Most old violins have many cracks from this cause alone.  The secret is to stabilize the humidity.  

Usually in winter it's dry and in summer it's damp.  The change of seasons is the usual time for humidity-change damage; it's worst in fall when you turn on the heating system and things dry out fast.  This is when most cracks appear.  You can prevent this in 2 ways: humidify the instrument throughout the winter, or humidify it when you start heating your house, then wean your instrument off it slowly.  It's the change in humidity that's most dangerous, not the humidity per se, although extremes of humidity have their own special problems.   Commercially available humidifiers are great-- keep one in the case and USE THE CASE, or keep one in the violin itself.  Keep it damp, don't forget about it and let it dry out unless you do it slowly and conciously.  If you forget to re-moisten it, the change in humidity can be sudden and drastic.

General care

 There are a number of things you can do to take care of your instrument.  Generally, keep it clean.  Rosin eats its way into the varnish over time; brush it off regularly with a soft rag (removing old crusty rosin buildup should be entrusted to a violin shop, and sometimes it's not easily fixable).  Wipe the strings too.  Wipe the fingerboard down occasionally with a rag just barely dampened with alcohol, but don't get any alcohol on the violin itself!  The body of the instrument can be washed with a cloth just dampened with water and some mild detergent, or use a commercially available violin cleaner, but don't get anything in an unrepaired crack or anywhere the varnish has worn off.  Never use wax on a violin.  Make sure any polishing compounds you use are wax-free.  Hill or Shar polish is good, once or twice a year.    

    -The bridge:  Make sure the bridge is upright and straight.  They tend to lean forward over time and warp, and then you have to get a new one made.  To straighten a bridge, loosen the strings a little, grab the bridge with both hands and gently lean it back upright.  Don’t move the bridge feet; keep them directly between the inner notches on the f-holes.  A correctly fit bridge should actually lean backwards ever so slightly, but make sure the bridge feet contact the top fully.  

    - Soundposts can deform the top if they're too tight.  If you see the inner edge of the treble f-hole bulging out, have it adjusted.  

    -Tuning pegs should be lubed from time to time.  Get a stick of peg dope from Shar.  If pegs are sticky the compound should fix it, or you can rub on a tiny bit of naptha soap.  If they're slippery apply some chalk.  But if you have to jam them in, you may want to have it fixed professionally- violin headstocks can break from jamming the pegs in too hard, and that's an expensive repair.  

    - Fine tuners tend to get adjusted all the way down, and the undersides scratch the top of the violin.  

    -Change strings one at a time.  If you unstring a violin entirely the soundpost might fall.  Wind the strings toward the knob end of the peg, so the sideways pull has the effect of pulling the peg into the pegbox.  Don't cross the string over itself on the peg for the last few turns, though crossing over a turn or 2 after the start will help lock the string in.  After you’re done changing strings, check that the bridge is upright (see above).
    -Lube the string slots in the nut and bridge with a sharp pencil when you change strings. Use the little sleeves for protecting the bridge from the sharp E-string (included with the string), unless you have a bridge parchment or ebony insert on the bridge.

    - Shoulder-rests often have hard plastic feet with rubber boots.  When the rubber wears out, it exposes the hard plastic, and can damage the violin.  Replacements are available.  

    -Chinrest clamps: don’t overtighten them, as they deform the ribs over time. 

    -Bows should be wiped down regularly with a dry cloth.  Don't leave them tensioned for long periods of time.  Don't touch the hair with your hands.  Make sure they're stored in the case such that there's nothing pushing against them.  Horsehair wears out with use, and dries out with time.  Rehair every year for good bows that you play a lot; student bows can sometimes go for years without having the hair replaced, but they sound better with new hair.  Bow bugs will eat hair; you’ll know you have them if you find sudden broken hairs while your bow is in the case.  You can fumigate your case, but it’s equally effective to clean and vacuum it out, and leave it wide open in bright sunshine for a day or two- the bugs can’t stand light.  
    - Structural problems:  Have any open seams or damaged areas taken care of immediately.  Simple opened seams are cheap to fix if they're fresh- usually under $20.  Cracks and splits tend to get worse over time and may deform the wood, and dirt gets in the cracks making them harder to repair well.  Don’t glue them with household glue or carpenter’s glue!  Hot hide glue is the only glue for this, except on the cheapest instruments.  
    - For long-term storage (years or decades), loosen the strings or remove them.  Leave the pegs loose in their sockets.  For really long-term storage, knock down the soundpost.   Clean the violin, wrap it in silk or fine cotton, and keep it in its case, cool and dry, free from temperature and humidity swings.  Attics are death to a violin.  Bow hair will disintegrate and bow bugs will eat the hair, but there’s nothing you can do about it!  Cut the hair off if it’s a mess.  If termites or beetles are a problem in your area you will want to take special precautions. 
