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INTRODUCTION

Welcome to fiddle making! This book is aimed at those already familiar enough with violin making to be able to progress through the usual steps themselves, but who are now looking to expand the style or purpose of their making into the folk world. That said, crafting folk fiddles also has a wealth of interesting theory behind it, so if you’re simply curious about the subject or early in your violin-making journey, there’s still plenty for you to discover in this book.


[image: image]

Emma Hardy in her workshop in Sheffield.



You might be coming to this book wondering what the differences are between a violin and a fiddle. Strictly speaking, a violin and a fiddle are the same thing, but due to the nature of their music, many folk players are open-minded about the form that their violin takes and so there is also a lot of freedom for the luthier to express themselves. To me, a fiddle is any violin or viola that has been constructed for the use of a folk musician. There are significant fiddle-making traditions beyond the UK, such as the Hardanger fiddles of Norway and the låtfiol and clog fiddles of Sweden, but these instruments have their own rich histories and cultural styles and, as I am not closely connected to those traditions, I have not attempted to cover their construction in this book.

I began violin making initially as a hobby at the weekend classes held in Cambridge. After just a few weeks I felt so drawn to the craft that I decided to approach it more seriously and enrolled as a student on a professional training course at Merton College, London, studying under Keith Graves. After finishing my studies, I continued my professional development via work placements and collaborative workshops with a variety of internationally renowned makers and repairers. Eventually I settled in Sheffield, where I opened my own workshop in the historic Portland Works building, once a Victorian cutlery factory, now home to 30+ makers and artists of all kinds. I quickly discovered that Sheffield is somewhat of an unofficial home to many UK folk music traditions, and I soon fell in love with the genre and making and repairing instruments for the people here.

Spending so much time with the folk musicians around me brought me the courage to start experimenting beyond my classical training, into more decorative techniques and unusual instrument models such as 5-strings or pochettes. For me, violin making is a platform for creativity. It is not purely a technical craft, but an opportunity for artistic expression in much the same way that to a musician, what they produce is more than the technical side of what makes up a musical note. This viewpoint is growing momentum within the violin making industry, but it still isn’t entirely commonplace. I hope that this book brings confidence to others who may be secretly harbouring the desire to explore beyond the usual confines of tradition in lutherie.

Most violin-making literature focuses on how to make violins in the traditional style. This book serves to complement that and offers makers – whether amateurs or professionals – a starting guide for the many options at your disposal.

When it comes to making a folk fiddle, there are many choices. This book works through the many options in an easy-to-follow format so that you will be able to construct an instrument that is as unique to you as your fingerprints. Where appropriate, I have included step-by-step instructions for how to achieve a particular decorative technique, along with a list of the required tools for each approach.


CHAPTER 1

TELLING A STORY

Folk music can be defined in many ways, but to me its essence is in the tradition of passing down songs and melodies through oral transmission. These songs, often focusing on a clear narrative, are sung and shared across generations without relying on written forms like sheet music. This creates a profound connection between folk musicians and their music.
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The Folk Who Roam fiddle is a celebration of folk music’s connection to nature and common land.



Folk music has been used to provide rhythms for labourers to synchronise to as they carry out work, to convey gossip, to offer warnings, to serve as a form of protest, to raise children to, and to foster social bonds. Each time a song is shared, the sharer leaves their unique imprint on it. And so, as it moves from one person to another, the music becomes inseparable from the people who shaped it.

It is the story behind the music and the motivations for its performance that define folk music, just as much as its technical aspects like themes, rhythms or intonation. We can leverage this storytelling quality in folk music to inform our decisions in fiddle making, enriching the craft itself with the same depth and history that defines the genre of music that will be played upon the instrument.

WHAT IS STORYTELLING?

From a young age, we are surrounded by stories, whether it’s soothing children to sleep with bedtime tales, sharing whimsical notions like how eating crusts makes hair curly, or recounting classic moral tales such as Goldilocks and the Three Bears. These stories encourage children to reflect on their actions and consider the feelings of others, fostering empathy and understanding.

Unlike mere facts, stories infuse life into their messages, making them engaging and memorable. They help us communicate ideas in a way that resonates deeply, encouraging connection and compassion among listeners. Our love for stories is innate, and they are a foundational element of folk music, enriching the tradition with shared experiences and emotions.

THE POWER OF STORYTELLING

A luthier holds a unique position within the music world. Violins are a tool for musicians to express themselves. Even if their instrument works perfectly well, many musicians connect deeply with the story behind it, which enhances their ability to express their art.

In 2017, acoustics researcher Claudia Fritz conducted a blind test to try to answer the long-held question of whether Stradivarius violins truly are superior in sound to modern instruments, as is a common belief. Professional musicians were gathered to perform both solo and with an orchestra using a selection of old and new violins, including several by Stradivarius. Listeners – comprising violinists, violin makers, composers and music critics – rated the instruments based on sound projection and their overall preference, without any knowledge of which of the instruments they were listening to. The result was unexpected: new instruments were consistently favoured and deemed to project sound more effectively. This inability to clearly identify the sound of a Stradivarius means there must be some other quality to them that makes them preferable to players and audience alike.

Given that the audiences couldn’t pick a Stradivarius out in a blind test, why do we have this notion that Stradivarius was an extraordinarily superior maker? To me, the answer is simple: it’s the story. When a violinist is handed a violin that they believe to be one made by the hands of the great master Stradivarius, they experience a sense of awe and reverence. They are grasped by the idea of superior craftsmanship, and the centuries of history sitting within the wood. This is powerful, and it can lead musicians to play better than they might on any other violin. If they are engaged in the story of the instrument, then their musicality will flow. As luthiers, we can use this power to gift musicians with that extra bit of oomph right from the start of our decision-making process when making an instrument.

How can we tell a powerful story about our instruments? First, you need to think about what you want to say, and why – in other words, identify purpose and method. This will allow you to answer two key questions: who is your audience, and what do you want to tell them?

PURPOSE: WHY ARE YOU MAKING THIS INSTRUMENT?

The best stories have something they’re trying to communicate. But equally as important is thinking about why you are communicating your story and thus, who to. I believe that intentional and meaningful making defines true craftsmanship. When people pick up an object that has been made with care and infused with purpose – or in other words, a story – they can feel it. The decision to tell a story has power, so we must consider the stories we want to tell carefully.

Task Write out a few things that are important to you and begin exploring what sparks an idea to base your instrument around. This theme could be born from:

• Activism – raising awareness of something, whether that’s a pressing societal issue or something closer to your personal experiences

• Commemoration – such as remembering a loved one or an important event

• Celebration – of someone or something

But it doesn’t always have to be serious. Your purpose could just as well be to make people laugh rather than to raise awareness of a societal issue.

While stories typically follow a structure of beginning, middle and end, storytelling in the context of craft can be more nuanced. The narrative might focus on the creation of the instrument – perhaps the maker’s unique or unusual experiences or the history of the tree from which the violin has been crafted. Each element adds depth to the story, giving the instrument meaning beyond its physical form.

METHOD: HOW WILL YOU COMMUNICATE YOUR IDEA?

When deciding how you will communicate your ideas through an instrument, it’s important not to lose sight of the violin’s function. It’s tempting to make decisions that prioritise form – that might have the effect of making it incredibly beautiful to look at, but ultimately, if it doesn’t work as an instrument, why are you making it? If the instrument doesn’t function well, we are simply creating violin-shaped sculptures. It’s easy to get carried away with an idea but find that at the end you have instruments that will sit on a shelf and never actually be played.

The method you use to communicate the story doesn’t need to be overt. It can be subtle or require some unearthing. When it comes to communicating your method, you have a dearth of options at your disposal. Consider the following:

Materials

What wood are you using? See Chapter 2 for assessing whether a particular species of wood is suitable. Ensure the materials are concordant with your story. For example, if you want to make an instrument that symbolises our connection with nature, it would be odd to craft your violin out of plastic using a 3D printer, as the non-biodegradability of the material directly opposes the message.

Decoration

Much of this book is dedicated to showing the various techniques that can be employed for decoration. They all revolve around one of three core principles: carving, painting and inlay. Each technique has different advantages and trade-offs:

Painting Painting onto wood is quick and relatively straightforward, but much less durable than carving.

Carving Carving is time-consuming and must be limited in scope to prevent the sound being affected, but it is durable and will last the lifetime of the instrument.

Inlay Similar to carving in terms of durability, inlay is time-consuming and tricky to do well on curved surfaces – of which a violin has many!
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Painting onto the wood using oil or gold foiling techniques.
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Carving into the wood to create a 3D motif.
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Inlaying other material into the instrument.
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Robin: messenger for lost loves one, rebirth.
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Badger: fighting for rights, tenacity, courage.
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Bee: luck, intelligence, hard work.
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Cowslip: unlocking secrets, beauty, love.
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Dandelion: hope, wishes, new beginnings, sun.
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Elder: shelter, death, wisdom.
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Fig: peace, abundance.
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Hawthorn: protection, love, May Day.
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Hazel: protection against evil, fertility.
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Mistletoe: protection against evil spirits.
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Moongazing hare: growth, abundance, rebirth.
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Oak/acorn: abundance, life, changing seasons, endurance, strength.
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Oxalis: luck, happiness, healing, rebirth.
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Poppies: fertility of the earth, war.
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Rowan: magic, vitality, protection.
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Acanthus: enduring life.
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Alder: mystery, secrecy, strength.
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Ash: healing, shelter, rebirth.




[image: image]

Foxglove: witchcraft, poison.



Using Symbolism

As with storytelling, nature and folk music go hand in hand. You’ll find countless folk songs and tales about birds, trees, plants and the rural landscape. Often, the natural elements are used as symbols for larger themes.

Incorporating symbolism into woodworking used to be a lot more common than it is now. It was once its own language, used in everything from furniture and wallpaper to elaborate church decoration. People who owned the furniture or entered the building could read these symbols and understand their meaning. Although this symbolism is less popular now, you’ll be more familiar with the idea than you realise. For example, you know that lilies – a symbol of resurrection – are generally a flower given when someone is mourning, or that spruce trees are brought into the home at Christmas. We do still use symbolism from nature constantly in our daily lives, even if we are culturally less aware of it these days.

What follows is a menu of common nature symbols drawn from a mixture of Greek, Roman and Celtic mythology that you can either copy directly and apply to your project, or use as a launchpad for your own ideas or designs. This list is by no means comprehensive as there are of course many more cultures and historical traditions with their own symbolisms than the ones I’ve drawn from.

CASE STUDIES

To illustrate the above points, below are two projects I recently worked on, for which I’ve outlined my approach and the story that accompanied them.

The Ash Fiddles

The ash tree is a staple of British countryside, making up 12 per cent of our broad-leaf woodlands. Unfortunately, it is currently under grave threat due to ash dieback, a devastating fungal disease affecting trees across the UK. Unfortunately there is no cure, and once a tree has been attacked, the infection spreads, affecting its water transport system and causing dieback of the crown and eventually death. There are efforts taking place to slow the spread by carrying out preventative felling.

After discovering the alarming prevalence of ash dieback disease in England, I was struck by the lack of media attention surrounding it. Learning that an estimated 80 per cent of ash trees in the UK expected to perish, I felt compelled to share this story.

I visited my local timber yard as well as a local tonewood supplier, and enquired about any ash wood sourced from the preventative felling taking place in my area. The timber yard had some that had been felled in North Yorkshire, and the tonewood supplier had some that had come down on the nearby Chatsworth estate during a storm. I took wood from both suppliers, and decided that I would craft a series of violins from them. When I took the instruments on the folk festivals circuits during the following summers, I used their unique material as a conversation starter. I explained to potential buyers that the violins were made from ash felled due to ash dieback, unusual for a violin, but similar enough to maple to be an appropriate replacement. My aim was to give this wood a second life through music.

With these instruments, I sought to raise awareness about ash dieback by using wood felled because of it. A gentleman who purchased one of the fiddles shared that he also owned an instrument made from UK sycamore. He noted that while both fiddles sounded beautiful, each had its own unique characteristics. Inspired by this, he decided to write a song about the story of these two instruments. So, the violin and its narrative eventually sparked the creation of a new folk song.

Purpose

• To raise awareness of ash dieback in the UK and the importance of maintaining healthy and diverse woodlands to prevent spread of other diseases

• Experiment with using wood sourced more locally to where I’m based

Method

• Use ash for the back, neck and sides

• Slightly alternative meeting of purfling at button to create a subtle flourish on the back and complement the grain of the wood

• Base the instruments on a model I’m familiar with, so I can compare the sound and experience with a maple violin

Materials

• Ash for back, neck and sides, but otherwise a ‘normal’ violin

• Geared pegs for easy tuning

MAPLE AND SPRUCE


Traditionally, violins are made using spruce on the front, and maple for the back, ribs and neck. This wood is sourced from outside the UK, where the altitudes and temperatures are conducive to slow and consistent growth of the trees, which results in good-quality tonewood. In the following chapter, you’ll find a deep dive into wood selection and options for experimenting further than the traditionally used maple and spruce. But aside from the technical attributes of various woods, many trees have their own stories and symbolism in folklore that we can utilise.



The Folk Who Roam Fiddle

Folk music has long been intertwined with the British countryside. Many folk traditions revolve around the landscape and seasons; for example, May Day, where dancers head out to fields and woodlands to ‘dance the sun up’ – if they don’t, the sun won’t rise. The majority – 92 per cent – of English countryside is out of bounds for most of its population. In all but one-tenth of the English landscape, wandering off the footpath, swimming in a river, exploring, and educating ourselves about our countryside can leave us branded as trespassers and expelled from the land. The Peak District is one of the few areas of England that is largely designated as Open Access land, where one can wander off paths without fear of reprimand. The right to roam is the default system in Scotland, but in England and Wales, much of the land that was once deemed common land and used by local communities for everything from firewood to foraging has since had access blocked through a series of Enclose Acts over the past few hundred years.
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A close-up view of the carving on the back of the ‘Folk Who Roam’ fiddle.



I chose to make a fiddle that stood to celebrate folk music’s connection to the countryside and decided to make it an ‘open access fiddle, for an open access landscape’. The violin is decorated with flora and fauna of the Peak District, and any local musician can book time with it to play it – ideally out in the landscape that inspired it. The instrument therefore both celebrates folk music’s history, but gently challenges the current status quo, drawing attention to what we’ve lost, and what many campaigns – such as the Right to Roam campaign – are fighting to bring back.

Purpose

• To celebrate folk music’s connection and history to the British countryside

• To draw attention to the Peak District’s unusual Open Access land system

Method

• Decorate the fiddle with symbols of the Peak District on the back and scroll

• Designate the fiddle as a community asset, allowing musicians to borrow it freely to take it out to the countryside
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The striking flame on this ash-back fiddle stands out against the more commonly used maple.



Materials

• Traditional violin materials, but with relief carving and oil paint on the back

Now that you’ve learnt about storytelling and how to apply it to fiddle making, you can use the format provided in the case studies to plan your own instrument.


CHAPTER 2

PROJECT PREPARATION AND USING ALTERNATIVE WOODS

Preparation is a crucial part of violin making. You can save yourself significant hassle by taking the time to plan your project carefully and ensure all necessary materials are on hand before you begin. I find that I produce my best work when I can dedicate uninterrupted time to a project, keeping every detail fresh in my mind. Stopping mid-process to wait for materials or decide on measurements disrupts this flow. In this chapter, we’ll go through the essential steps in preparing for a successful project: selecting your wood, preparing templates and organising your notes.
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Preparing the wood and templates before starting your project in earnest is one of the most important parts of the violin-making process.



MAKING TEMPLATES

Posters detailing the measurements of traditional classical instruments are an excellent launchpad for creating a fiddle from. You can choose how much you want to deviate from them, but I recommend basing your fiddle on an existing model to begin with if you’re new to violin making.

You can purchase A3 pads of tracing paper, which are large enough to draw out an entire violin/viola body on one sheet. Place a sheet of tracing paper over your poster, and secure with masking tape around the edges. Then using a soft but very sharp pencil, draw your outline, making any amendments that you want.

For each project, ensure that you have all the templates that you’ll need from the start. Although taking the time to make nicely presented templates may seem counter-intuitive (you just want to get on with the real making), try to consider the templates as an integral part of the making process. If you end up really liking the instrument you make from them, having reusable templates that will last decades will save countless hours, as you won’t be scrabbling around at the beginning of each project to remember what measurements you used previously. It also sets the tone for your making: shoddy templates tend to beget shoddy making.

I recommend having the following unique templates ready before you begin making:

Drawings If you are designing a particularly unusual instrument, draw or write out a plan for yourself so that you have it for reference throughout. This will force you to go through the project step by step in your head and identify any problems at this stage. For example, you need to ensure the f-hole placement works with the fingerboard and bridge width that you’ve chosen.

Scroll outline (and further reference drawings for measurements such as the pegbox and volutes) made from 3mm plywood or other durable but thin material. I add useful measurements such as the fingerboard length and width.

Main outline (optional) using 3mm plywood or acrylic. You can either make a half template, which you then flip over, or a full template. If you make a half template, ensure that you still have the centre line marked, and place the location pin
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