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Hold the bow from the screw with the thumb, index, and middle 
fingers. Release your weight into your legs in order to get a good 
sound without adding any pressure. 

Grab your bow with your full hand and play. Now, do it holding 
the bow with your middle phalanxes. Now go to your ‘normal’ 
holding position. The idea is to hold the bow in a fancy-free way, 
allowing the energy to flow through your lower back, shoulder, 
arm, forearm, hand, and fingers, to the bow to the string.

Squat with your back against a wall. Feel all the weight on the 
soles of your feet. Your thighs will be working hard to hold your 
weight, your gluteus will be relaxed, and your lower back and 
torso will be flat against the wall without an arch. Realize how 
your sound opens up and your instrument resonates better with 
no effort.

Lie on the floor. Feel your shoulder blades resting on the floor. 
Any superfluous tension in the head neck and shoulder blade 
will become noticeable. Feel your lower back touching the floor 
and your hips completely free. 

Eventually you need to integrate all these new kinesthetic feelings 
into a sensation for the whole body. Find an image or a couple of 
words that help you recalling that feeling when you play. Doing 
this ultimately helps us to free our movements, feel physically 
better, and channel all of our energy into producing a beautiful 
sound, allowing nothing to interfere with the music.

The following, like any physical exercises, are inherently 
dangerous and can result in personal injury or damage to the 
instrument and/or bow. Any injury sustained from the proper or 
improper use of these exercises is solely the responsibility of the 
person who follows the exercises. Tomas Cotik and his partners 
disclaim any liability from injury or damages to the instrument 
and/or bow caused from the use of these.

Some concepts are described in greater depth in the following articles:
Conable, W. (1993). The Alexander Technique. Journal of the Violin Society of 

America, 13(1), 126–132.Charles Jay Stein, ‘The Alexander Technique: Its 
Basic Principles Applied to the 

Stein, C. J. (1999). The Alexander Technique: Its basic principles applied to the 
teaching and performing of stringed instruments. American String Teacher, 
49(3), 74–77.

A full article on this topic will be soon available at www.tomascotik.com

Dr. Tomas Cotik currently teaches at University of Miami’s Frost School of Music 
and Florida International University. He regularly gives master classes and lectures 
throughout the country. Hailed by Michael Tilson Thomas as “an excellent violinist,” 
Tomas Cotik was a first-prize winner at the National Broadcast Music Competition 
in his native Argentina in 1997, and the winner of the Government of Canada Award 
for 2003-2005. An avid recording artist, Dr. Cotik is currently involved in more than 
a dozen CD, which include Schubert’s complete works for violin and piano, Mozart’s 
16 sonatas. A former rotating concertmaster of the New World Symphony, Cotik has 
worked closely with members of the Cleveland, Miami, Pro Arte, Vogler, Vermeer, 
Tokyo and Endellion String Quartets. Dr. Cotik is a currently a member of the acclaimed 
Amernet String Quartet and the Cotik/Lin duo.
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Place you right elbow on a piano or stand. Enjoy not needing to 
hold up your arm. Move your forearm freely.
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The sound produced by a spiccato bow stroke is one of the most 
unique articulations that bowed string instruments can project. 
This is a short and crisp, yet resonant articulation usually used in 
faster passages of music composed by composers beginning in 
the Classical era. The word spiccato is derived from an Italian verb 
that means “to separate” or “with humor.” Its “liveliness” comes 
from the energy that occurs when the bow bounces in “drop” 
and “lift” cyclical movements. Marked with a dot above or below 
the note head (like staccato), or sometimes simply denoted by 
the word spiccato written below the passage, spiccato presents 
itself in three variations: (a) light spiccato that is played right at 
the division between the middle and upper third of the bow 
(think of Mendelsohn’s Simphonia #10); (b) brushed spiccato that 
is played at the balance point of the bow (think of Mozart’s ine 
Kleine Nachtmusik); and (c) heavy spiccato that is played in the 
bow-frog area (think of Beethoven’s Fifth Symphony). 

Origination of spiccato
The origination of spiccato is closely related to the innovations 
that a French bow maker, François Xavier Tourte (1747/48–1835) 
made to the bow in collaboration with an Italian violin virtuoso 
Giovanni Battista Viotti (1755–1824) between 1785 and 1790. 
The innovations included use of premium Pernambuco wood 
and changing the arc of the bow from convex (away from the hair) 
to concave (towards the bow hair), thus making the bow stronger 
and more responsive, both of which allowed the bow to bounce 
off the string in a controlled way. t is aydn who first composed 
pieces that required the spiccato bow stroke (think of Haydn’s 
Surprise Symphony). 

Spiccato principles
• When playing spiccato the bow makes either a “U” or

“V” motion depending on whether the music dictates
“brushed” (“U” shaped) or “vertical” (‘V” shaped) spiccato.

• While a spiccato cycle consists of “drop” and “lift”
motions, the “lift” part of the spiccato cycle is just the
reaction to the “drop” part.

• Unlike sautillé (French for “springing”) that is considered
to be rebounding and therefore a more uncontrolled
type of bowing, spiccato is considered to be a controlled 
bow stroke.

Pre-requisites for teaching spiccato
• The bow hold should be well balanced between the

bent thumb and two middle fingers that are wrapped
around the bow stick in the middle part of the middle
joint. The right hand pinkie should be positioned on the

side of the bow stick octagon that is closest to the player 
(on violin and viola) and the right hand pointer should 
be wrapped around the bow stick in its first knuckle one 
closest to the tip of the finger .

• The instrument (violin and viola) needs to be as parallel
to the floor or ground as possible because that will
prevent the bow from moving around in unwanted
directions.

Helpful hints
• When playing spiccato, the right arm should be at a

slightly higher level than when playing a detache bowing 
style.

• The bow hair should be centered above the stick (at
least in the early stages of learning spiccato) as that
increases the resilient reaction of the bow, which makes 
jumps from string to string easier to execute.

• The bow hair should be touching the string closer to the 
bridge as that pro ides a firmer surface for bouncing
against the string.

• The speed of the spiccato passage will dictate what area 
of the balance point needs to be used. Slower spiccato
passages will be played with more control and accuracy
if played closer to the frog and faster passages will be
played with more accuracy if played closer to the middle 
part of the bow.

Following is the handbook for learning spiccato in private and 
classroom learning environments that can be shared with 
students. Strategies presented in this handbook are adapted 
from the string pedagogy approaches of Paul Rolland, Mimi 

weig, Rebecca enry, eorge Bornoff, and an alamian.

LEARNING SPICCATO IN THREE STAGES

S iccato  derived from an Italian word for “separated.” 
piccato is an off string bow stroke played at the balance point of 

bow. There are three types of spiccato: light, brushed, and heavy.

Teaching and Learning Spiccato 
in Three Stages
Dijana Ihas 
Orchestra Chair
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BEGINNING STAGE
Steps #2–8 to be practiced on open strings. Metronome for steps 
#2–7 to be on ♩= 52. Step #8 to be practiced without metronome. 

Step #1 “Finding the Balance Point”
Place the stick of the bow on the top of the fi rst two fi ngers of 
the right hand until you fi nd the fulcrum or spot where the bow 
balances. This should be around 6-7 inches away from the frog 
(about 1/3 of the way from the frog).

Step #2 “Drop the Bow”
Hold the bow fi rmly (but not stiffl  y) and drop the bow onto the D 
and/or A string at the balance point using vertical motions.

Step #3 “Drop and Draw” (Jeté)
The same as in step two but this time draw a down bow towards 
the upper-middle of the bow as soon as the bow touches the 
string. Follow the elbow movement with the eyes and keep the 
bow parallel to the bridge (“open the gate”). The arm will make a 
half circles.

Step #4
Do step three using the up bow motion. Follow the elbow 
movement with the eyes and keep the bow parallel to the bridge 
(“close the gate”). The arm will make half circles.

Step #5 “Drop and Catch”
“Catch” the bow high in the air while using alternating up and 
down bow motions and making big half circles. 

Step #6 “Down Up, Shake, Shake”
During the “shake, shake” rests, move the arm in down and up 
bow directions to gain more mobility and control.

Step #7 “Down Up, Down Up, Shake, Shake”
During the “shake, shake” rests, move the arm to gain more 
mobility and control.

Step #8 “The Drumroll”
Gradually increase and decrease the speed of the bounces. On 
the slower notes, move the bow further from the string. When 
playing faster notes, keep the bow closer to the string.

INTERMEDIATE STAGE
The following sequence of couplets, triplets, and quadruplets 
should be practiced on the open string cycle and on scales. 
Couplets and quadruplets to be practiced with the up bow as 
starting direction. Metronome should be set to ♩= 60.

ADVANCED STAGE
To get more variety of spiccato (e.g., crisp, brushed, etc.), practice 
this exercise on any selected note in the higher or lower register 
of the instrument within the specifi ed bow position
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Music Camps @ Wallowa Lake  •  Not just for kids anymore!

• Brass pedagogy from our Artists
• Solo & Wind Chamber Music Repertoire
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