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Preface
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We have learnt the basic skills in Book 1, and will acquire the advanced skills as listed in the following table in Book 2.  Some of these skills are difficult in nature, so we need to put more efforts into practices.

[image: image]

In this book, we will focus on various fingering and bowing techniques, including glissando, vibrato, trill, natural and artificial harmonics, as well as pizzicato (fingering techniques); legato, martelé, staccato, spiccato, tremolo, ricochet, double stop and bow hitting (bowing techniques), as well as neck bending.

Moreover, we will also learn to play the remaining 5 majors (E, E♭, B, A♭ and D♭) for the sake of playing non-traditional erhu songs, especially pop songs.  In view of the growing number of songs composed in these majors, we cannot turn a blind eye to them.

Apart from these, I will introduce ways to maintain the erhu, repair damaged parts, as well as some accessories necessary for the erhu to function well.

Without further ado, let’s begin with the fingering techniques.
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The Fingering Techniques
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The major kinds of fingering techniques include: 

[Hereinafter all the notes are played under 1 = D ([image: image] [image: image]).]

Glissando

Glissando, originating from the French word “glisser”, means the gliding of notes from a pitch to another pitch.  Glissandos are child’s play for string instruments like the erhu as their notes are continuous but not discrete (unlike wind and keyboard instruments).

To produce a glissando, press the strings at a note from which our finger glides upward or downward to another note.  The range of glissandos can be within a whole tone or exceed several tones, beyond which we have to change the position at the same time to allow flexibility.  Sometimes, we glide our finger upward/ downward and return to the original note to produce several glissandos consecutively.  This is known as revolving glissando, of which the range is usually within two whole tones.

The picture below demonstrates how to play the glissandos “[image: image]” and “[image: image]” respectively: glide upward form the solfeggio “[image: image]” to “[image: image]” and downward from the solfeggio “[image: image]” to “[image: image]” by using the index finger.  The other fingers follow suit to produce a glissando.

[image: image]

Vibrato

Vibrato, an Italian word meaning “vibrated”, is crucial to the timbre of all string instruments.  Vibrato animates plain notes, transforming them into lively notes, as if a dead person were revivified, whose heartbeat changes from a straight line to a pulse.

There are three types of vibrato, namely rolling vibrato, pressuring vibrato and gliding vibrato.  The rolling vibrato is the basic one and most used.  To do so, we need to train our left hand to wobble in the vertical plane without holding the neck of the erhu first.  Shake our left hand vertically in a relaxed manner without holding anything; then, hold the neck of the erhu and shake the hand in the same way; finally, push the bow against either of the strings slowly – the rolling vibrato for the open strings is done.

[image: image]

Shake our free left hand vertically in a relaxed way

We can subsequently press the strings with different fingers, and shake the whole left hand EXCEPT the finger in contact with the strings (which will vibrate with our left hand negligibly) this time.  Don’t slide the finger along the strings, or else the note will be out of tune.

Another type of vibrato is called the pressuring vibrato.  For instance, to play the solfeggio “[image: image]” marked with pressuring vibrato, we have to flex and extend the 2nd joint of our ring finger in contact with the strings to adjust the pressure exerted thereon, hence achieving an effect similar to the rolling vibrato.  The pitch resulted is jagged and the sound is not smooth, yet it is suitable for expressing sadness and indignation.

The final type of vibrato is called the gliding vibrato.  For instance, to play the gliding vibrato involving the solfeggi “[image: image]”, our ring finger glides over the inner string in the downward direction to vary the vibrating length and the pitch subsequently, in which the sounds generated differ a bit from the other types.  The gliding direction can be upward to a higher note of course.  It is essentially a combination of multiple revolving glissandos, but the main note gradually moves up or down during the vibrato progress.  In this respect, it must concern at least two distinct notes rather than a single note.

[image: image]

Rolling vibrato (left): The wrist vibrates sideways;

Pressuring vibrato (middle): The wrist remains static; and

Gliding vibrato (right): The palm vibrates vertically

Vibrato will be the most effective for long notes at a slow tempo, and less noticeable for short notes at a fast tempo, in particular when we need to change positions frequently.

We should always apply rolling vibrato, which will not be specifically marked, to all notes unless there are the no-vibrato marks or other instructions on the sheet music (like the pressuring vibrato or gliding vibrato marks).

Trill

The trill involves rapid alterations of two adjacent notes, usually a major second apart.

The above definition speaks for itself: we play a note with the principal finger and its major second with the auxiliary finger alternatively at a fast pace.  The principal finger can be the 1st, 2nd or 3rd finger, whereas the auxiliary finger will be 2nd, 3rd or 4th finger (1st finger for the open strings).

The picture below demonstrates the trill “[image: image]” of a major second by treating the index finger as the principle finger (pressing at the solfeggio “[image: image]”), and the middle finger (leaving from the solfeggio “[image: image]”) as the auxiliary finger, whose actions will alternate soon.

[image: image]

We can also produce a trill by alternating with other specified notes (like a major third), but the combination tends to be the 1st and 3rd fingers in this case, such as [image: image] (solfeggio “[image: image]” as the main note and solfeggio “[image: image]” as the auxiliary note).  The length of a trill is confined by the note but not by the length of the bow.  We can play a trill with several bow strokes, in which the alternations of notes usually take place faster and faster.

The mordent, another fingering technique, is similar to the trill save that the alternation of notes occurs once only, while alternations of notes recur for the trill.  If the auxiliary note is lower than the principal note, we call it the lower mordent; otherwise we call it the upper mordent.  For instance,

The upper mordent “[image: image]” = “[image: image]”; and lower mordent “[image: image]” = “[image: image]”.

Harmonic

In physics, the term “harmonic” refers to a series of tones relating to the fundamental tone in terms of their frequencies; in music, the fundamental tone is the lowest note a musical instrument can produce.  As for the erhu, the fundamental tone refers to the D4 (inner) and A4 (outer) notes of the open strings because the full vibrating lengths of both strings have been utilized.

Tones with frequencies as integer multiples (2, 3, 4, 5...) of the frequency of the fundamental tone are called overtones.  By definition, the fundamental tone is the 1st harmonic, whereas the 1st overtone is the 2nd harmonic.  We call these harmonics the natural harmonics because they fall within the category of physical laws.

The name of the overtone denotes its number of overtones, i.e. the 2nd overtone has 2 overtones, whereas the 3rd overtone has 3 overtones.  There are unlimited overtones in theory, but we only count up to the 4th overtone for the erhu since overtones beyond it do not sound well and are seldom employed in reality.

The following diagram lists the fundamental tone along with the 1st to 4th overtones of the erhu.  The intersections where the overtones meet are the points at which we can produce the natural harmonics.

[image: image]

For better illustration, the relationship between harmonics, overtones and their corresponding notes for the erhu is tabulated as follows:

1st harmonic = Fundamental tone = D4/ A4 at inner and outer strings respectively;

2nd harmonic = 1st overtone = D5/ A5 at inner and outer strings respectively;

3rd harmonic = 2nd overtone = A4, A5/ E5, E6 at inner and outer strings respectively;

4th harmonic = 3rd overtone = G4, D5, D6/ D5, A5, A6 at inner and outer strings respectively; and

5th harmonic = 4th overtone = F♯4, B4, F♯5, F♯6/ C♯5, F5, C♯6, C♯7 at inner and outer strings respectively.

According to the wave equation v = f • λ (wave speed = frequency x wave length), the wavelength (so as the vibrating length) is inversely proportional to the frequency.  Thus, we need to press the strings at 1/2, 1/3, 1/4, 1/5 and 2/5 of the full vibrating length accordingly (as shown in the picture below) to produce the overtones.

[image: image]

The harmonics of the erhu are crystal clear and transparent, like the sounds of a bell.  For example, in order to produce the natural harmonics “[image: image]”, we can touch the strings at 1/5, or 2/5 of its length GENTLY and push the bow against the inner string RAPIDLY with force, such that the bow hair grips the string as far as possible when moving against it.  If you press the strings instead of touching them, the actual tones will be produced rather than the overtones.

Aside from the natural harmonics, we can also manually produce harmonics at any points we want, which are called the artificial harmonics.

While the full vibrating length for the natural harmonic is measured from the nut to the bridge, it is measured from the 1ST (INDEX) FINGER to the bridge for the artificial harmonic instead.  By pressing the strings at any point with the 1st finger strongly and meanwhile at the upper 1/4 or 1/3​[1] of the remaining vibrating length with the 4th finger lightly, we can produce the perfect fourth or perfect fifth​[2] artificial harmonic respectively, which will be two/ one and half octaves above the actual notes we play.

In the following picture, we substitute the 1st finger for the nut to produce the perfect fourth harmonic, with the overtones being E6/B6 at the inner and outer strings respectively, equivalent to the solfeggi “[image: image]” and “[image: image]”.

[image: image]

Though in principle we can press the strings with our 1st finger at any point, we can only produce the perfect fourth and perfect fifth artificial harmonics up to B6/F7, which are tabulated as follows:

Perfect fourth artificial harmonic (inner string)

[image: image]

Perfect fourth artificial harmonic (outer string)

[image: image]

Perfect fifth artificial harmonic (inner string only; outer string is not used in this case)

[image: image]

The natural harmonics of the erhu for the six traditional key signatures are depicted below for easy reference:

[image: image]

Pizzicato

Pizzicato, an Italian word meaning “pinched” or “plucked”, is a rather interesting technique for bow-stringed instruments like the erhu, since it can produce sounds that are distinct from those produced by using the bow.  We can either pluck the strings with our left hand or right hand, and the difference is that while we can pluck the strings leftward or rightward with the left hand, we can only pluck the strings rightward with the right hand.  During the course of pizzicato, we must utilize the fingertip (and nail for the thumb) instead of the finger pad, because the latter one may accidentally pluck the unwanted string at the same time due to its larger area of contact.  Moreover, we need to push the bow against the other string that is not plucked, so as to produce a clear plucked sound at the desired string.

We can either do pizzicato alone or in combination with the bow, which gives rise to three types of pizzicato, namely pure, consecutive and simultaneous pizzicato:

[image: image]

Right hand [image: image] (left) : Pluck the inner string inward with the 1st finger to produce the solfeggio “[image: image]”

Left hand (leftward) [image: image] (middle): Pluck the outer string leftward with the 2nd finger to produce the solfeggio “[image: image]”
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