How to Buy a Violin

Paul Hill (892-8086)

     A violin is a highly refined instrument, and in the better grades of violin every (and I do mean EVERY) part and form has been refined to literal perfection.  The generally-accepted “best” violins are still the 300-year-old Cremonese masterpieces, and most makers today pattern their work very closely after those old forms and methods.  In the cheaper grades of instruments, a series of trade-offs occur to make them more affordable; most of these detract in some way from the sound quality, aesthetics, playability or stability of the instrument.   

    Some of these trade-offs are actually good for the purpose of teaching small kids to play-- kids need a sturdy, reliable instrument, and one that the family can afford.  Fortunately, these days we can get good-sounding, reliable instruments for a reasonable price, and there are always outgrown instruments in other Suzuki families, ready to be traded as needs change.  I hope to provide some guidelines for purchasing a student instrument in an informed way.  

    First, a few notes.  You want your student to "fall in love" with the violin!   Aesthetics and "aura" are important.  When the student opens the case, the instrument should speak to him or her.  You should help him cultivate a bit of reverence for it-- keep it clean, put it away in the case, have a special area of the house for it.  Buy the best violin (and bow!) you can afford, especially as the student progresses.  

    For the beginning student, especially the small child, we want to look for a sturdy instrument that works well (tunes easily, plays easily) so as to minimize frustration.  These instruments should have fine tuners on every string, a low action at the nut, a matched set of strings.  Tone may be less of a consideration in the small sizes, though it's nice when you find it!  A fiberglass bow is a good choice.  The student should be visually attracted to the instrument, and at this age that usually means bright and shiny.  A clean, easy-to-use case of the blow-molded plastic type will help develop good violin care habits.  Many Chinese-made instruments fit this bill nicely--  Shar, Southwest Strings, and other catalog merchants have a good selection, and you can get a good outfit (violin, case, and bow) for $250- $400.   Used instruments are cheaper- maybe 1/4 less for a clean, nicely-kept violin, 1/2 off for a well-used one, though these are not firm guidelines.  Make sure the bridge is straight, the bow is clean and well-haired, the strings are in good shape, and there is no obvious damage; it should play well and tune well.  

    As you progress up through the larger fractional sizes, and the student develops his/her skills, other considerations come into play.  Tone becomes more important, and the student will have a changing idea of aesthetics.  Used instruments become more attractive, and may be more available.  Mail-order violins are generally fine, but I recommend staying away from the absolute cheapest.  A better bow becomes more important, though one of the better fiberglass bows will still be OK; real horsehair only, please.  Prices for used instruments are still reasonable- you should expect to pay $250- $600 but any more than that should only be for an exceptional instrument.  It's possible to find really good tone in a 3/4 size violin!  Some features to look for: real ebony fingerboard and pegs, inlaid (not painted) purfling, smooth-working tuning pegs, a well-fit bridge, maybe some figure in the wood.  Varnish might be more artfully applied, thinner, less "plastic" looking.  

    The next step is a full-sized "student" violin.  You may be keeping this instrument for a while.  Most of the above still applies, but tone and playability are more important, and they are worth searching for in full-sized violins.  New factory violins are generally OK-- expect to pay from $800- $2000, or more.  You can generally try these at home for a few days.  Used instruments can be a good buy here, but be careful- some great-looking fiddles are lousy or defective, and some lousy-looking fiddles sound just great.  Price is not a reliable guideline.  You should have a prospective used violin checked out first. 

Things to look for: Some "flame" in the back and side woods.  General workmanship should be discernably better, varnish should not look like plastic.  Fittings should be ebony, or boxwood or rosewood- no stained maple or softwoods.  Pegs should work smoothly.  New violins should be set up properly and play well out of the box.  Cracks or other damage in used instruments should be obviously well repaired.  A good case becomes important.  Bows should be wood, preferably Pernambuco, and straight.

   Sooner or later you (or your grown child) will have to bite the bullet and get a real, serious violin.  These run through a fantastic range of prices and quality, not necessarily related.  You will want your teacher’s guidance through this process.  Mostly you will be looking at used instruments, or hand-made new ones.  For this discussion I'll assume you're not looking for a Cremonese masterpiece- you're looking for a wonderful instrument at a reasonable price.  

    A good violin speaks to the violinist's heart, and just opening the case should be a joy.  Buy an instrument that you love!  Apart from recognizably good tone, good projection and articulation, and a physically sound body, what makes a good violin is personal.  It should sound good under the ear, and also from a distance; the sound should "carry" well.  It should respond smoothly and quickly to your touch, through a range of intensities, and be capable of a full range of tonal expression- light and sweet, and dark and thick.  The sound should blend well from string to string, and all through the full register of pitch.  The bow is almost as important as the violin, and the interaction between the two is crucial- use your own bow while trying out a new fiddle, or get a new bow too!  Try a good bow on your almost-good-enough violin.  Violins sound better with age, and with recent playing.  String type and age will significantly alter the sound.  Try every prospective violin over several days at home, with some fresh strings.  Side-by side tests (and your teacher’s ears) are helpful.
Shopping for used instruments
My favorite pastime!  Used instruments can be good buys, and have the advantage of being "played in" already.  Here are some things (besides tone) to look for in any used instrument, but it’s always a good idea to get a prospective fiddle that you’re serious about checked out professionally- some things are not apparent to an untrained eye.     
· Tuning pegs that work smoothly and don't require excessive "jamming".  There should be at least a half-inch of peg between the knob and the pegbox.  New pegs can be fit if necessary, and cost $80-120 installed.  

· Fingerboard should be ebony, straight (or actually slightly concave) along its length, without grooves or ripples.  Check to see if it's loose at the bottom of the neck, closest to the bridge.  Fingerboards can be reshaped, and a completely new fingerboard is around $200-250.
· There should be a business-card's thickness of space under the strings at the nut, not more than a credit card, and the strings should not be seated in deep grooves in the nut.  A new nut is around $50
· Bridge should be straight and upright, and the feet should fit the top of the violin closely.  String height above the fingerboard should be normal.  A good violin should have an artfully-cut bridge.  Bridge height overall should be "normal" (around 33 mm for a 4/4 violin), check visually with other violins.  Too low might mean a neck reset, an expensive repair.  A new bridge is $40-60
· Check the neck angle side-to-side.  This is difficult to see, but you may be able to sight down the back center seam and see if the peghead is off-center, or sight down the strings from the tailpiece end.  This also may mean a neck reset, an expensive repair.   
· Soundpost should be upright and slightly behind the treble bridge foot.  If it's too tight it may have distorted the top so that the sides of the treble f-hole don't form a smooth curve.  Be especially vigilant looking for soundpost cracks (in the top or back around the soundpost) - these are expensive repairs.  

· Check all around the sides for loose glue joints, distorted sides around the chinrest, and cracks or previous repairs to the endpin area.  

· Strings should be a matched set, not too old, and evenly spaced at nut and bridge.  No violin will sound good with old strings.  

· Properly-repaired cracks are common and even normal on an old violin, but some cracks are worse than others- be wary of cracks around the soundpost, and in the peghead.  A well-repaired crack will be level and tight, with no thick glue line or discoloration in the surrounding area.  

· Look for clumsy repairs visible anywhere on the violin-- globs of glue, poorly fit parts, obvious color mismatches or varnish repairs. 
· Violin should play easily and also sound good when played loud, with no buzzes or rattles.  

· Remember that virtually anything on a violin can be properly repaired if the violin seems worth it in all other respects, and defects can be good bargaining points.  Have it checked out if there's any doubt-- some things are hard for an untrained eye to see. 

    --Bows should be straight (side-to-side) and evenly curved.  The stick should just touch the hair when loosened all the way.  The bone tip should be intact, the wrapping sound; the frog solid and crack-free, and it should fit the stick snugly.  You should not be able to wiggle the frog side-to-side on the bow stick.  Hair should be full and clean.  The bow should tighten and loosen easily, and there should not be excess slack when loosened all the way.  Pernambuco is better than Brazilwood, which is often better than fiberglass.  The bow should sound good on YOUR violin.  It should feel balanced and even from tip to frog, lively and responsive.   Don't underestimate the value of a good bow.  

