
Viola da Gamba and the Alexander Technique 
 
The viola da gamba is an incredibly rewarding instrument to learn, with 
three centuries of beautiful music written for it. It is, however, an 
instrument that highly depends on having a good technique and use of 
one’s self to navigate around the instrument and produce the best 
possible sound. 
	
	Preparations for holding the instrument. 
 
The most important aspect of playing the viol begins before you even touch the 
instrument; it is the realisation of how one’s thinking and intention is directing 
and affecting one’s body, which will determine the effectiveness and beauty of 
one’s musical expression on the instrument. 
 
 In Pedro de Alcantara’s introduction in his book ‘Indirect Procedures – A 
Musician’s Guide to the Alexander Technique’, he states that “The human body is 
capable of meeting all the demands of music-making” but that the secret lies in 
“acquiring an understanding of the nature of music-making” and of ones 
“musicianly body” and turning all potential drawbacks into advantages.’ As one 
embarks on learning or playing an instrument it is natural that one puts in ‘effort’ 
but tension often accompanies the act of ‘trying’ to do something and this often 
impedes progress and ease of playing. This problem is something that Alexander 
Technique can address very effectively. Keep in mind the idea that “Tension 
reduces sensation” as explained in ‘The Alexander Technique for Musicians’ by 
Judith Kleinman and Peter Buckoke. 
One must take care to make sure that the joints are free to move, with no 
superfluous tension in them.  
 
A few minutes of semi-supine position is a good tool to relax, and remove any 
tension before a playing session, as it allows the spine to extend to its full length. 
Semi-supine involves lying on a flat surface, with the head supported by a book, or 
other soft book-sized object, and putting one’s legs with the knees bent, so as to 
allow the bottom of the spine to extend. This should be done for at least 15 
minutes.  
 
 
 



 
Illustration of the Semi-supine position 
 
 Preparations for sitting  
The next step is to find a seat that is the correct height for the length of the player’s 
legs; the legs should bend enough so that the instrument isn’t too far away, but not 
be too bent as this can cause discomfort, instability holding the instrument, and 
also occasionally a loss of circulation to the legs. A chair with a slight forward slope 
is usually preferable to a flat one. If a chair is not perfect, this can be rectified by 
placing books on the on chair if it is too low, or under the feet if it is too high.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
When sitting, one should make sure that one makes full use of the sitting bones so 
as to have a stable foundation for the rest of the body, to move freely. They must 
be sat on the centre of the seat, and be well grounded so that they can rotate 
slightly to absorb any forces acting upon them. When sitting, care must be taken 
not to allow the spine to collapse; the head should lead the way, thinking ‘up’, and 
balancing itself. It is useful to remind ourselves that the joint of the spine to the 



skull (the atlanto-occipital joint) is not at the back of the skull as some think, but 
closer to the middle. In Greek mythology, Atlas was a titan tasked with holding up 
the world, and this is where the joint gets its name from. With the top of the skull 
leading the way, the spine should extend to its full length, and be flexible, not 
unlike a spring. The spine should also be able to rotate around the pelvis, and you 
should be able to feel the weight distribution moving between the sitting bones as 
you do this. In Alexander technique, the skull and the spine are referred to as the 
‘Primary control’ as this is where all the nerve impulses start and have to pass 
through before getting to the rest of the body.	
 
The ‘Primary control’ (head and spine) is the root of all good use. One must have 
no unnecessary tensions, so that impulses from the brain can travel down the spinal 
column to the rest of the body unimpeded. Care must be taken so that the head is 
not tilting back or too far forwards, and that the back does not slump. As Pedro de 
Alcantara wrote in his book ‘Indirect Procedures’ “The orientation of the head and 
neck not only influences the coordination of the body but determines it outright. 
Observe a baby learning how to walk. The baby won’t find her balance unless she 
figures out what to do with her head and neck. The poise of the head determines success 
or failure.” 
 
 
The lungs should be able to expand in all directions to their maximum capacity to 
allow for comfortable and relaxed breathing. This is especially important in a 
performance situation, as due to adrenaline, breathing can tend to become quicker 
and shallower with nerves. Thomas Mace states in his 1676 book that a viol player 
should sit ‘in a comely, upright and natural posture’.  
 
 
 
 
 Holding the instrument		
Once a comfortable sitting position is achieved, it is time to bring the instrument 
to you ready for playing. I am phrasing it in this way because I want to express the 
importance of the instrument not having any effect on the way you sit; it should 
move to accommodate your physique and what feels natural, and not the other way 
around. The two feet should be at a right angle to each other, with the left leg 
usually a little more outstretched than the right. The angle of the legs as the knee 
should be relatively shallow, so as to allow blood to circulate properly.  
The viol should just slot in between the legs; no muscular tension should be 
needed, the legs should be completely relaxed. The viol should be held upright, 
with the neck slightly to the left of centre of the player’s body. The instrument 



being upright allows the bow to have enough string clearance when playing, 
without having to contort the bowing arm in any way. The instrument must also 
be able to move slightly to meet the requirements of the bow; on a seven string bass 
viol, the instrument is usually pushed forward to help bow the bottom string, 
though this can also apply to other smaller viols as well depending on the 
physiology of the player. The shoulders of the player should relax into their 
broadest state, which will allow easier use of the arms, as well as freeing up the 
ribcage for breathing. The arms should allow gravity to allow them to relax 
downwards, and the elbows should be free to move unhindered.  
A excellent example of all of this is a painting of the famous Jean-Baptiste 
Forqueray, one of the greatest viol virtuosos of the 18th century. (Figure 1.) 
As can be seen, he has very good use; his spine seems extended and upright, and 
the rest of his body seems to be expanded to	wherever he needs it to be (he doesn’t 
seem to have any startle patterns, he is not at all needlessly contracted in any way). 
His wrists seem flexible, and the viol seems to be comfortably perched on his 
calves. I believe that it is no coincidence that this composer with such good use was 
renowned as the best viol player in France, and composed the most difficult music 
for the instrument! 
	
	



 

	
Figure	1:	A	Painting	of	Jean-Baptiste	Forqueray	by		M.Fredou	

	
	
	



	
	
	
	The Bowing Arm 
The most important part of viol technique is the bow; it is where all the subtlety 
and charm of the instrument lies. The bow-hold consists of two main parts; the 
thumb which touches the stick of the bow at a right angle to it, and the second 
finger which touches the hair at the first joint. The first finger of the hand touches 
the stick also, but does not exert any force upon it, and the other fingers simply 
hang below it. The fine articulations of the bow are the domain of the second 
finger, and as a result, a common problem is that extra tension can form in that 
finger and the hand. An exercise that I often do to avoid this is to do some wall 
work before and after playing - I place my hand on the wall so that the fingers are 
on a flat surface. This removes any stresses that may have occurred whilst the 
fingers were curved. The wrist of the right hand must also be flexible; the hand 
leads and the wrist follows.  The bow stroke should be assisted by gravity, with the 
arm being like a pendulum. Care should be taken not to allow the thumb to 
collapse. Another common problem regarding the bowing arm is a tendency for 
the right shoulder and upper arm to tense up, with only the forearm moving. 
Whilst it is the case that there should not be much movement in the upper arm, 
there should not be any muscular tension preventing movement. If the shoulder 
tenses up, then bowing faster passages becomes problematic and slower bow strokes 
lose their subtlety. This extraneous shoulder tension can also cause the whole body 
to tilt to the left, to bring the arm closer to the instrument; the can cause the 
instrument to become unstable, and further hinders precise execution of sound 
production. 
 The left  hand 
A relaxed left hand is of upmost importance when playing the viol. Much is 
required from it, as chords are frequent, and so the fingers have often strange chord 
shapes and therefore it can be very easy for it to slip into bad habits.  As with the 
right arm, a relaxed shoulder and upper arm is essential. The arm should curve 
around to meet the instrument in a natural way, and the wrist should be bent, but 
relaxed. The fingers and hand should meet the fret board more or less parallel to 
the frets, with the fingers being more or less straight; this allows for them to press 
down the strings with as little exertion as possible. Shifting around the fretboard 
should utilise gravity, and one should imagine that they are expanding when 
moving up the fretboard, instead of tensing up in fear of going too far past the 
required note. When playing, notice how the frets help to produce a clear tone, so 
not so much pressure is needed to hold the string in place on the fretboard. 
	



 Reassess  your posture at  intervals  
It is easy to slip into bad habits, both physically and mentally; when you are 
stationary for a period of time, your mind can go blank, and this can lead to you 
perhaps stand or sit in awkward ways, which can cause pains that could last for the 
rest of the day, or longer. 
 
Take care to take breaks every 30 minutes to do some semi-supine, to get rid of any 
tension that accumulates during playing. When playing the viol, it can be easy to 
lose blood circulation in the legs, and so it is important to find a position for your 
legs where they do not have to tense to grip the instrument. The primary control 
should be engaged, and able to balance nicely, and the arms and shoulders should 
be relaxed and also free of tension. This allow for optimum control of bowing, and 
flexibility of movement in the left hand and fingers, which is essential to producing 
all the subtleties that the viol allows. Think ‘up’ rather than slumping. 
 
One should pay attention towards allowing one’s knees to be free, as they usually 
lock up, and thus make the legs inflexible and imprecise. Bear in mind a wise quote 
from Pedro de Alcantara’s book, “Relaxing a muscle is beneficial only to educate and 
discipline outermost muscles to do their part in the process. Otherwise it is weakening to 
the final output. It is co-action, not non-action that causes controlled effort to feel 
effortless.” This same quotation applies when playing through fast passages which 
require fluid fast movement of the fingers of the left hand on the fingerboard 
combined with clear articulation with the bow in the right hand.  
The longer you employ the principles of Alexander Technique you will probably 
find that the same idea can apply to all areas of activity in life. 
	
	Exercises you can do 
You can create your own exercise to put Alexander principles into practise before 
playing that are ways of getting rid of tension and having a relaxed frame of mind 
to create fluidity in your playing of your instrument. 
 
I find it useful to practice hand eye coordination, standing work, and balance with 
a group of fellow musicians. We do this by throwing balls at each other, and trying 
to catch them with one hand. Care is taken to make sure that balance is prepared 
with one leg forwards before catching the ball. It is an interesting opportunity to 
study such a common movement, in great detail.  
 
Another useful exercise is to think particularly of the shoulders, and maintain a low 
degree of tension on the trapeze muscle. It can also be very beneficial to film your 
practise sessions, as sometimes you can pick up on things that you wouldn’t realise 
when you are simply practicing alone. One example that I myself have found, is 



that my shoulders were tensing up towards the end of the piece, even though whilst 
I was playing, they felt relaxed. These realisations can often be frustrating, although 
they are always useful.  
 
	Achieving a good sound 
The most important part of sound production on the viol regards the initial attack 
of the bow on the string. It should be as if plucking it with the finger.  A good way 
of practising this is to play open strings making sure to feel the resistance of the 
string in the bow hair before releasing the bow. Care should be taken to ensure that 
the arm is not making any superfluous movements or storing excess tension. The 
strong bow is the push bow (from the tip to the frog). This is because gravity and 
the weight of the bow assists the movement. On the back bow it is much more 
difficult to get the same good initial attack so it is useful to practise doing several in 
one bow. The left hand is also important to sound production. The fingers should 
be right up to the fret, not in between or directly on top of them. Gravity again 
can assist in this matter; the viol should be as upright as possible, therefore gravity 
helps the fingers to press down on the frets, whilst also allowing gravity to help the 
hand shift around the fretboard. Letting gravity take effect rather than straining the 
body  is a key Alexander Principle. 
 
	Overcoming nervousness in performances  
	
Some situations can be particularly stressful for a musicians; particularly public 
performances or classes or exams where your playing is being assessed. Sight-
reading of complex music, perhaps from old manuscripts or facsimiles may be 
required of a viol player, perhaps a solo piece or a continuo part to accompany 
another player. In such situations I have sometimes been aware that I was tensing 
up, and I have tried to correct this but with all of the practice and mindfulness I 
had done previously, I realised that I need to practice more in actual performance 
situations, perhaps in a performance simulator.  
 
Regular breathing and negating tension helps the performer to remain calm and 
perform freely to their full ability. Regarding breathing, the ribcage should be 
allowed to expand to its maximum potential with each breath and breathing 
should be slow and steady to counter-acts the effects of adrenaline. 
 
It is also important not to focus too much visually on a certain thing, such as the 
music on the stand or the audience, even though this may seem counter-intuitive. 
The performer should take in the entirety of his or her surroundings and make 
good use of his peripheral vision. This is because focussing too intently on a certain 
visual stimulus can cause the neck to tense up, therefore making it more likely for 



other parts of the body to do the same. It can also cause some performers to lean 
towards the music thereby affecting their whole posture and use of their self and 
the instrument. It can also lead to long term visual problems and potentially cause 
performers to need to use spectacles; this is very common among musicians. 
	
 Playing in ensembles 
I have learned from my own experience, when having long rehearsals with fellow 
musicians, preparing for important concerts, that applying the principles of 
Alexander technique can be extremely helpful. Sometimes, the viol part may be of a 
soloistic nature, meaning that you need to be especially alert at all times as your 
playing is very prominent. Equally, in ensembles, it is important to listen and 
communicate with all members of the ensemble. For this, it is useful to make use 
of peripheral vision, and not focus too much on the sheet music, as this can strain 
the eyes. Music is like conversation, and I believe a performance is always superior 
if the player’s individual personality comes out in their playing. It is more likely for 
this to happen if their use is good, as their mind will not be preoccupied with 
matters of technique, so long as their body is comfortable. To this end, the neck 
must be free to rotate around to keep in communication with the other ensemble 
members, without compromising perception of primary control, and instrumental 
technique. This results in a more enjoyable and positive relationship with one’s 
fellow musicians and a better and more fulfilling performance all round. 
 
In Judith Kleinman and Peter Buckoke’s book ‘The Alexander Technique for 
Musicians’ there is a quote from Frank Zappa saying that ‘the mind is like a 
parachute – it works best when it is open’. I feel this is particularly relevant as a viol 
player, who often has to improvise a continuo part or ornamentation. There are 
many forms of improvisation as a viol player. The most simple of these being the 
addition of ornamentation, whether this be in solo repertoire or ensemble. The 
most complex form is fully polyphonic improvisation, whether that be in 
realisation of a figured bass, the improvisation of a solo prelude or dance, or the 
improvisation of divisions upon a ground or song ex-tempore. All of these are 
much more easily achieved if the mind is not preoccupied with physical 
discomforts or technical problems and applying Alexander principle help this to be 
achieved. 
 
Conclusion 
In conclusion, an Alexander philosophy on life in general benefits the viol player or 
any other musician infinitely. It is a way of thinking that becomes a way of life as 
well as a way of playing an instrument and is a journey that continuously evolves 
and continues to benefit the mind, body and spirit. 
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