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Abstract 

The purpose of this literature review is to identify fundamental components of a potential 

system to aid violists in practicing, playing, and performing at the highest level without pain or 

anxiety, and to facilitate long, healthy careers. High-level playing is comprised of both technical 

and musical excellence, and supported by literature, this review purports that there are three 

foundational components that foster high-level viola playing: wellness, deliberate and meditative 

practice, and specified technical development. Even further, this reviewer suggests that following 

a tailored wellness regime and conducting focused, positive practice sessions aids violists in 

developing a core, solid technique that leads to expressive, emotional performances.  

 The first component, wellness, may be thought of as both physical and mental wellness. 

However, treating the two as one and the same—physioemotional wellness, if you will—aids in 

identifying the factors that facilitate high-level playing. The section explores the elements that 

allow for pain-free playing, increased stamina/muscular control, and reduced negativity and 

anxiety. The benefits of wellness include reduced or eliminated pain or fatigue, prevention of 

injury, increased stamina, improved posture, greater musculoskeletal control, relieved anxiety, a 

clear and focused flow state, and a positive mindset/outlook. 

The second component evaluates popular practice methods and ventures to assess the 

value of a positive, meditative mindset during practice sessions. Research and expert opinion 

+affirm that a focused, self-regulatory, nonjudgmental approach to practice positively affects the 

quality of absorption and retention of both technical and musical skills addressed during practice 

sessions. 

The third component, specified technique, seeks to overcome the acoustical challenges of 

the instrument and play with proper intonation and produce a true viola sound. In order to inform 
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and solidify the techniques that allow for freedom while playing this section looks to cognitive, 

motor control, and acoustical research; good technique encompasses elements of the left hand 

(vibrato, fingering, shifting, intonation), right hand (bowing, sound, dynamics), and coordination 

of hands (rhythmic integrity, phrasing).  

More concretely, the evidence presented and discussed in this literature review suggests 

that adherence to a tailored wellness regime and conducting focused, positive practice sessions 

facilitates technical development that leads to increased musicality, expressive, emotional 

performances, and long, healthy careers. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



THIS IS NOT A TOY—COMPONENTS OF HIGH LEVEL VIOLA PLAYING: 

A LITERATURE REVIEW  

The viola is a bastardized instrument: historically, physically, and acoustically.  William 

Primrose himself lamented that the viola is an instrument without a tradition—a tradition of 

standard repertoire, playing technique, and virtuosic performing. To complicate matters further, 

the viola is played at the shoulder though it is on average 15 percent larger than the violin 

(Powell 2014), is tuned a fifth lower, sharing the same intervals as the cello, and is 

proportionally and acoustically imperfect. The cumbersome physical properties of the viola 

increase the likelihood of sustaining playing injuries; the imperfect acoustical properties render 

pure sound production nearly impossible. These challenges call for solutions and support that the 

viola requires a specialized approach. The days of thinking of the viola as “a big violin” and an 

instrument reserved for failed violinists are long gone. The viola is an instrument of rich, dark 

sonorities that requires intelligent and deliberate practice and application of a tailored technical 

approach (Dolejší 1973). Even further, the lack of a rigid tradition fosters a positive environment 

of experimentation in order to best develop the technical and musical proficiency of viola 

players.  

The purpose of this literature review is to identify fundamental components of a potential 

system to aid violists in practicing, playing, and performing at the highest level without pain or 

anxiety, and to facilitate long, healthy careers. High-level playing is comprised of both technical 

and musical excellence, and supported by literature, this review purports that there are three 

foundational components that foster high-level viola playing: wellness, deliberate and meditative 

practice, and specified technical development. Even further, this reviewer suggests that following 
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a tailored wellness regime and conducting focused, positive practice sessions aids violists in 

developing a core, solid technique that leads to expressive, emotional performances.  

Component I: Wellness 

Wellness may be thought of as both physical and mental wellness. However, treating the 

two as one and the same—physioemotional wellness, if you will—aids in identifying the factors 

that facilitate high-level playing. The benefits of wellness include reduced or eliminated pain or 

fatigue, prevention of injury, increased stamina, improved posture, greater musculoskeletal 

control, relieved anxiety, a clear and focused flow state, and a positive mindset/outlook.  

Pain associated with musculoskeletal disorders is notoriously prevalent in violists. Seven 

variables of the viola’s construction are potentially hazardous regarding physical strain: body 

length, string length, shoulder shape, bout depth, neck angle, fingerboard shape, and string height 

(Castleman 2002). These factors are realized in five common causes of injury specific to the 

viola:  improper instrument fit, faulty practice habits, poor body support, holding the instrument 

by squeezing rather than balancing, and squeezing with the thumbs (Castleman 2002). If the 

instrument is too large the risk of injury increases. Likewise, the faulty habit of skipping or 

glancing over a warm up routine leaves playing muscles ill prepared for the strenuous activity 

required of them. These problems are amplified when a player neglects their posture, sitting or 

standing, and misalign their spine. Poor posture induces a sense of imbalance and provokes the 

tendency to squeeze with the neck and left thumb to support the instrument; similarly, squeezing 

with the left side often leads to squeezing with the right thumb. Fortunately, awareness of these 

tendencies has fostered the conducting of studies aimed at increasing strength and endurance, as 

well as preventing and eliminating pain.  

A recent study conducted to evaluate the implementation of a Pilates routine on breath 
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control, pain, posture, playing endurance, and muscle tension (Kava, Larsen, Stiller, and Maher 

2010).  Post test question and answer sessions responses ranged from: “I feel straighter with a 

more neutral position (15)” to “I can play my instrument for longer periods without getting tired 

(15)” to “My shoulders don’t get so tired as quickly (15)” to “I feel more relaxed (15).” Such 

results suggest that core endurance exercises, like Pilates, decrease the pain and fatigue that 

results from musculoskeletal disorders, improve posture, as well as increase endurance and 

lumbar-pelvic control during playing.  

 Endurance training also positively improves posture, breath control, muscle tension, and 

playing stamina—each a crucial factor in the playing of the viola. Trunk endurance training has 

been shown to decrease the physical stress placed on the upper extremities during instrumental 

performance, thus allowing musicians to maintain greater focus on musical tasks without 

distraction of pain and/or discomfort (Kava 2010). Freedom from pain and/or tension induces a 

flow state. The flow state is typified by the experiences of freedom from distraction, intense 

concentration, poised control, and a loss of time perception (Fullagar, Knight, and Sovern 2013). 

Flow theory is divided between the required conditions that incite the flow state and the 

psychological components that constitute the conception of flow. Anti-flow, the experience of 

tedium or anxiety, however, inhibits the optimal flow state and has been documented to impair 

performance regardless of a performer’s age, talent, and/or level of training. Research suggests 

that the experience of flow is positively related to successful performance—thereby implying 

that reducing anxiety is integral in order to perform at the highest caliber. 

Performing yoga, meditation, breath control exercises, and following a controlled diet 

have all been proven to reduce the symptoms of general anxiety and depression in musicians. A 

study conducted at the Tanglewood Summer Institute followed the course of young professional 
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musicians as they participated in a two-month yoga lifestyle program—supplemented with 

meditation, breathing exercising, and counseling sessions—saw a trend towards less performance 

anxiety and significantly less general anxiety, depression, and anger (Khalsa, Shorter, Cope, 

Wyshak, and Skylar 2009). Recreating this study and conducting studies with varied 

modifications of duration and intensity of the yoga lifestyle would strengthen the case for 

following such a routine, aiding in reducing both performance-related anxieties and physical 

discomfort and pain from playing.  

Within the literature reviewed are eight identifiable benefits of pysioemotional wellness: 

injury prevention, improved posture, greater musculoskeletal control, increased endurance, 

reduced or eliminated pain, positive mindset, relieved anxiety, and a clear and focused flow state. 

These benefits promote the value of implementing and following a wellness regime as an integral 

component of musicianship. Still, the field of wellness research has yet to fully explore the 

affects of diet and nutrition, sleeping, habits, and social habits on mood, cognition, and muscular 

control/ endurance in musicians. Should diet and nutrition and adequate sleep correlate to 

improved mood, reduced performance anxiety, and greater muscular control in musicians, 

violists would have yet another tool in promoting healthy practice and performance habits. In 

regards to social interaction, it would be useful to know how connecting and interacting, or lack 

thereof, with our peers, friends, and families affects our mental health and playing. Overall, 

research supports that physioemotional wellness improves stamina, reduces anxiety, and 

increases focus and occurrence of the flow state—each contributing to the successful 

development of focused, healthy practice habits, technical facility, and high level playing of the 

viola.  

Component II: Deliberate, Meditative Practice 
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Practice may seem a self-evident component of high level playing, yet the way that 

practice is conducted and organized greatly affects the quality of absorption and retention of both 

technical and musical skills. Practice is subject to anxiety, distraction, and negativity, however, 

researchers, artist teachers, and master performers alike stress the importance of implementing a 

practice routine that is deliberate, meditative, focused, holistic, self-regulatory, and 

nonjudgmental. 

Naturally, artist-teachers and master performers have expressed and handed down their 

own conceptions of how to practice. William Primrose, viola virtuoso, observed that when one is 

conscious of technical challenges one is more driven to concentrate, remarking that “we simply 

mustn’t play blindly, there must always be a reason…. there is always musical import” (Dalton 

1988, 33).  Likewise, accurate self-listening is integral in order to honestly appraise technical and 

musical mechanics during practice, thus allowing for correction and security. 

 Karen Tuttle’s pedagogy stressed the importance of coordinating the body and mind, or 

rather, to free the body and encourage a deeper understanding of one’s emotional life in order to 

maintain a focused, determined approach to practice and execute emotionally sensitive 

performances (Dane 2002). The key words here are “focused, determine approach,” after all, 

concentration cannot be expected if one’s practice is erratic and lacking discipline and purpose 

(Wyrczinski 2012). Establishing a practice ritual mandates discipline and purpose. Experts agree 

that meditation and mental practice (i.e. practice away from the instrument) improve 

concentration and enhance playing security.  Beginning each session with stretching, 

undemanding warm ups, and a mental entrance exercise prevents injury and sets the tone for a 

practice session and narrows one’s focus and concentration.  
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Slow practice develops tactile facility and allows for greater coordination between the 

brain and hands (Castleman 2002). From here the session benefits most from self-regulation, 

being simultaneously aware of phrasing, articulation, sonority, bowing mechanics, and intonation 

in real-time and taking mental notes for the future (Rutledge 2011; Wyrczinski 2012). Above all, 

artist-teachers and master performers underscore the necessity of letting go of mental clutter, 

self-doubt, and insecurity—all of which hinder concentration and improvement.  

Several methods that emphasize the necessity of a practice routine that is focused, self-

regulatory, and nonjudgmental have undergone scientific trials that assess their effectiveness.  

The “PRACTICE Method” purports that “Preparation of Relevant Activities, Causes Technical 

Improvement and Correct Execution.” Examples of relevant activities include listening to 

recordings, learning the piece/composer’s history, identifying the exact causes of a difficult 

passage, and immediate correction and evaluation after an error occurs (Townsend 2012). To 

elucidate, self-regulated practice is facilitated through the immediate identification of both a 

passage’s difficulty and how/why and error is executed, even at the surface level. For instance, a 

surface realization such as “the note was out of tune” or “the sound is unclear” invites further 

investigation and correction of errors.  

The “GAP Method,” or “Guided Attention Practice Method,” goes further in maintaining 

that a meditative mind fosters cognitive, emotional, and bodily flexibility—all of which promote 

a state of focused consciousness and low stress/anxiety during practice sessions (Koen 2007). 

Cognitive flexibility refers to the natural and learned abilities that allow one to transform their 

present state of mind, or consciousness, to a new desired state of focus and attention. Emotional 

flexibility refers to the ability to allow one’s emotions to transform to a desired emotional 

consciousness. Bodily flexibility refers to the physical body and awareness of the elasticity of the 
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body’s joints, muscles, tendons, and ligaments that contribute to a heightened sense of control 

and health at any time. Awareness of the conceptual facets of cognitive, emotional, and bodily 

flexibility aids in the transition from teacher-guided practice to self-guided practice, a transition 

that expedites musical growth and intellectual maturation.  

Future research aimed at optimizing practice would benefit by addressing the concept of 

mental note-taking/keeping a mental-memo pad and how to effectively practice and develop 

musicality. While mentally addressing and recognizing issues during practice is crucial, perhaps 

the keeping of a physical practice journal would benefit absorption and retention during and after 

practice sessions. How to effectively practice and develop musicality is yet another object for 

research; such research would particularly benefit from examining how participating in other arts 

(i.e. drama, dance, visual, literature, etc.) develops musicianship. Conducting surveys that 

question teachers, students, and professionals and how they formulate their interpretations and 

suffuse their sessions with the intention to implement the interpretation during practice sessions 

would also further inform how to best efficiently develop as an artist.  Still, largely, research and 

expert opinions affirm that a deliberate, meditative approach to practice positively affects the 

quality of absorption and retention of both technical and musical skills addressed during practice 

sessions, ultimately leading to high level facility and performances.  

Component III: Specified Technical Development 

In violists these three fundamentals are notoriously overlooked and/or not present. The 

reasons lie primarily in the concerns that open and inspired this paper—the infamous lack of a 

tradition and respected reputation as an instrument worthy of devotion and serious practice and 

technical skill. From the literature emerge three fundamental principles that contribute to the 

attainment of the highest level of artistry as a bowed-string instrumentalist: balanced posture, left 
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hand technique (i.e. total cognizance of the fingerboard, vibrato, etc.), and right hand technique 

(i.e.bowing mechanics).  

Due the viola’s cumbersome size and shoulder/bout proportions, holding the viola easily 

results in fatigue and or/pain, thus posture, whether sitting or standing, deserves attention. 

Without a grounded, balanced seat/stance, raising the left shoulder too dramatically, or letting the 

viola droop by resting the left arm against the body renders achieving a full, true viola sound is 

nearly impossible. Alignment of the body while standing supports the instrument through 

groundedness from the feet moving up to the knees, hips, shoulders, and head (Castleman 2002). 

The head should be aligned above the spine and not look down the fingerboard. The left elbow 

should be slightly under the instrument in order to facilitate easy playing on the C string, at 

approximately 90 degrees, yet flexible so that the angle of the arm adjusts to compensate for the 

position of the left hand as it maneuvers on the different strings and in higher positions 

(Castleman 2002; Dalton 1988). Both the left and right arms should possess a hanging sensation, 

with particular attention devoted to the flexibility of the left wrist to prevent squeezing or 

clamping, especially regarding the left thumb.  The feet should be apart, aligned with the 

shoulders; general consensus mandates that the ability to rotate from the hips and shoulders, or 

swaying side to side, eases tension and facilitates playing, while up and down bobbing hinders 

accuracy and tone production, as well and distracts. Alignment of the body for sitting is the same 

as standing, though aligned above the tailbone; the feet should be placed in a manner that would 

allow one to spring up out of a seated position, the left foot placed slightly forward. Breathing 

through the diaphragm from the back and sides cultivates further support and keeps joints loose 

and the shoulders open, down, back, and flexible. 
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Left hand facility is required for supporting the instrument, precise intonation and 

shifting through total cognizance of the fingerboard, and expressive use of vibrato (Barrett, 1978; 

Dalton 1988; Dane 2002; Rutledge 2011). The concept of tension and release is a major trend in 

viola-specific technique; tension hinders finger action and vibrato, the expressive component of 

left hand technique. An ideal vibrato is variable in speed so that it may suit a 

composition/passage’s character and aid in the shaping of phrases.  Left hand tension is 

significantly reduced when the fingers are given a sense of weight and balance, “plopping” onto 

and off the string (i.e. placing minimum pressure on the fingerboard) (Dalton 1988; Rutledge 

2011).  The concept of the hierarchy of the shift also eliminates tension and instills security of 

intonation (Rutledge 2011). The hierarchy consists of reviewing and securing each step needed 

to perform the shift accurately. As one prepares one goes through a mental checklist by asking 

questions that ensure stability. For example, “what position am I in and what position am I going 

to?” or “what is the interval of the shift?” or even “what type of shift is most stylistically 

affective and appropriate?”  

 The right hand/arm has been grievously neglected in the development of string 

instrument technique. This neglect, though not surprising, is unfortunate. After all, the bow 

makes the sound, and stroke, speed, weight, and pressure are what define expressivity, and 

ultimately, musicality. Understanding how to use the bow properly—whether it be bow hold, 

distance from the bridge or fingerboard (lane choice), straightness, speed, and/or weight—allows 

for players to develop their expressive and interpretive abilities, which are just as integral to 

good technique as playing fast and loud (Gerle 1991). There are two primary goals in viola 

bowing that lead to pleasing musical aesthetic affects, such as phrasing and color. The first is to 

generate the distinctive, big viola sound. A big viola sound is first achieved through the use of a 
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low, rounded bow hold, divergent from typical pronation of the violinist. The right arm also 

tends towards to be lower, the arm never rising above the stick of the bow (Castleman 2002; 

Dalton 1985; Dane 2002; Rutledge 2011). The second goal is to develop enough control so that 

one is able to perform a sustained legato bow that sustains intensity over bow changes. The 

drawing of a legato bow is a complex dance between the right elbow, wrist, thumb and fingers. 

On a down-bow initiated from the frog, the elbow opens fully as the bow nears the tip and the 

wrist should not collapse. The fingers and thumb fully release and are essentially straight. The up 

bow initiates particularly through the function of the ring finger of the right hand, which curls to 

initiate a scooping motion prompting the remaining fingers and thumb to curve as the wrist 

slightly bends towards the tip. Internalizing the function of the shoulder, elbow, wrist, fingers, 

and thumb during sustained legato bowing informs more complex articulations and produces the 

ideal big viola sound. 

The next level of technique involves bimanual synchronization, or the coordination of the 

left and right hands. Artist-teachers agree that the right hand feeds the fundamental actions of the 

left hand—shifting, vibrato, intonation  (Barret 1978; Dalton 1988; Dolejší 1973; Gerle 1991; 

Rutledge 2011). Ultimately the coordination of hands serves two purposes. The first is in 

solidifying rhythmic integrity. Bowing gesture and bowing-fingering coordination analysis 

studies corroborate that bow-finger synchronization varies on average 50 milliseconds from 

perfect simultaneity (Schoonderwaldt 2010). Acknowledging that de-synchronization over 50 

milliseconds impairs auditory perception, due to an unclean attack of note and bow changes, 

suggests that coordination exercises during practice would greatly impact technical development 

and facility. The second purpose is arguably the most significant—to produce a balanced, 

complete musical performance through the coordination of the musical components of the left 
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hand (i.e. vibrato, intonation) and the right hand (i.e. dynamics, bow speed). Musical, artistic, 

and emotional sensitivity in performance derives from the control and confidence instilled in 

one’s playing through a solid, comprehensive, coordinated technique. 

These components overcome the acoustical challenges and allow for pain free playing, 

left and right hand facility, improved intonation, purity of sound, clarity of expression, and—

above all—confidence and security in one’s playing. Further research of the acoustical properties 

of the viola and the tendencies of violists in executing cognitive/motor control movements (i.e. 

fingering, shifting, vibrato, bowing, coordination of both hands, and so on) would identify 

technical challenges inherent to the viola and how to best overcome them. The next point of 

inquiry would endeavor to clearly define the technical aspects that promote emotional, musical 

performances. For example, how bow speed or dynamic contrast, or varied vibrato alters the 

perceptions and emotions of both performers and audiences during performance. Overall, 

confidence instilled in one’s playing through a solid, comprehensive, coordinated technique. 

Conclusions and Suggestions Beyond the Literature 

Wellness, focused practice, and specified technical development facilitate high-level 

playing not just of the viola but also of virtually every instrument. Combined, these components:  

1. Prevent Injury 
2. Reduce or eliminate pain 
3. Increase stamina  
4. Promote a positive mindset 
5. Relieve anxiety  
6. Induce a clear and focused flow state 
7. Develop technical and musical skills 
8. Instill confidence 
9. Foster long, healthy careers 
10.  Lead to emotional, musical performances 
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While these components and benefits prove integral to success as a musician, the 

admirable properties of the viola have been misunderstood and taken for granted for far too long. 

Viola advocacy is crucial to further facilitate the reputation and success of violists. Working with 

luthiers would greatly advance modern viola construction—targeting instruments to produce 

idealized tone and color.  Expanding the viola repertoire, particularly through original 

commissions, would garner attention and provide new heightened challenges for violists. 

Likewise, viola teachers must be violists; no longer can we subject earnest viola students to study 

under violinists that are part-time violists, however well-intentioned these teachers may be.  Still, 

above all else, violists must play—frequently, publicly, and in every playing arena (i.e. solo, 

chamber, orchestral etc.). 

Yes, we violists do not enjoy the same historic tradition that exalts the violins or celli, but 

so what? Violists are now establishing their rightful place in the musical spotlight as recognized 

in the success of several exceptional soloists, orchestral and chamber players, and teachers. It is 

time for violists to proudly establish themselves as serious artists. 
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