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1. Introduction 

a. With so much information out there on vibrato, many students come to us 

with a wealth of misinformation about it.  We hope to clear up some 

common misconceptions and give concrete ideas on working with 

students to take their vibrato to the next level. 

2. All of these exercises build on what we talked about in the beginning and 

intermediate shifting and vibrato session. 

3. Vibrato can be broken down into 2 variables: width and speed.  This applies to 

all string instruments and you can talk about these variables with individual 

students and classes. We find that talking about vibrato in terms of the body part 

that is moving (ie. arm or wrist or finger vibrato) is abstract and not easily 

understood or executed by students.  Width and speed are measurable and more 

concrete ideas for students to be thinking about. Vibrato is not a random series of 

movements; it is a calculated movement set. We should have the ability to alter it 

to fit any musical situation.  

a. Width: 

i. Upper strings: For violin and viola, the width of the vibrato mostly 

comes from the elbow.  The more you are opening and closing your 

elbow, the wider the vibrato will be and the same is true in reverse.  

The wrist and fingers have a smaller impact on the width of the 

vibrato, but they can be used to augment the actions of the elbow to 

create even wider or narrower vibrato. 

ii. Lower strings: For cello and bass, the width of the vibrato 

originates from the muscles in the lower back, which pulsations 

lead into the arm and ultimately the left hand. An understanding of 

this muscular structure is key to changing the width of lower string 

vibrato. From there, left hand shape can further alter the width of 

vibrato. Cellos prefer an open hand shape while basses prefer a 

more vertical hand shape (akin to a pumping motion), but both 

methods can be used on either instruments.  

b. Speed: 
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i. Upper Strings: the speed of the vibrato is controlled with all parts 

of the arm and hand. It is imperative to have flexible finger joints to 

allow for the faster and lower speeds. Students may be “stuck” 

with one speed of vibrato because their fingers are not able to move 

in concert with the other parts of their hand, wrist or arm. 

ii. Lower strings: In lower strings, vibrato speed is altered from all 

parts of the arm remaining free of excess tension. Further, the 

compactness of left hand fingers will greatly alter the speed of the 

oscillations. Cellists and Bassists can also adapt to a two-finger 

vibrato to further increase the speed. 

4. Expanding your vibrato vocabulary 

a. When I start asking students to work on expanding their vibrato 

vocabulary, we start a “glossary” in their practice notebook. Every time a 

new vibrato color or quality is explored, they write down any descriptive 

words that help them to convey the idea they want the vibrato to achieve 

as well as the technique to obtain it.  For example, a “sparkly and bright” 

vibrato would be described for me as medium width and fast speed where 

as a “mellow and calm” vibrato would be medium-wide width and slow 

speed.   

b. As students find more and more vibrato colors, they may go back and 

redefine or re-describe early vibrato types in their glossary and as we are 

working on new music, they have that to refer to when making musical 

choices.  

c. Vibrato is a tool that enhances the sound of a combination of notes. Notice 

where the emphasis is in that sentence(on the note, not on the vibrato.) 

Understanding where and when to use vibrato is crucial to building the 

expressive vocabulary of any student. In other words, I let my students 

know that I don’t enjoy listening to vibrato, but rather I do enjoy listening 

to a combination of notes that are heightened by an appropriate amount of 

vibrato of an appropriate style 

5. Exercises to help increase your vibrato vocabulary 

a. The basic exercise I have students work on is one we’ve probably all done.  

Set the metronome for 60 bpm and do 1, 2, 3, 4, etc. wiggles per beat while 

bowing half notes or whole notes using every finger.  This is a good 

exercise for working on vibrato speed, but I don’t’ find students enjoy it 

much. So instead I assign a random bpm somewhere between 60-90 and 

have them try the exercise. This makes it much more like a game with an 



element of challenge in it as well as some potential on the spot problem 

solving.  (If it is too fast, I do slow down.) 

b. For working on vibrato width, I have students try to find their extremes 

for wide vibrato and narrow vibrato without a metronome.  We then talk 

about how they each felt: what muscles were being used? Was one easier 

or harder than the other? Did either hand tighten up when they tried to go 

wide or narrow? How is their thumb placement? Did they enjoy listening 

to one over the other?  

c. Then after discussing their answers to these questions I ask them to pick a 

passage from the music they are currently working on and tell me if they 

would use wide or narrow vibrato? Fast or slow? Why are they making 

these choices?  

d. In heterogeneous classes, putting aside time to work on vibrato is helpful 

for students on all instruments to gain a firm understanding on the 

different widths and speeds that vibrato can have. Starting without the 

instrument is something I would recommend so that students are able to 

learn the basic motions first and accustom their arms to these new 

motions. Working vibrato (at first slow pulsations with a metronome) into 

daily exercises (such as in a scale) is a great gateway to having students 

independently adding vibrato into their own music, as well as giving you 

more time to address the musicality of their collective vibrato during 

rehearsal. 

6. Continuing to work on vibrato 

a. At some point my students usually reach a plateau with their vibrato 

work.  It is good enough and easy enough for them to use it without 

conscious effort and so they either choose to stop working on it in order to 

devote more practice time to other things or simply forget that it is a skill 

that can be continually developed. At this point I usually assign a “vibrato 

piece” like Massenet Meditation from Thaïs or Rachmaninoff Vocalise 

(Saint-Saëns The Swan and Eccles Sonata in G minor, mvt 1 are good low 

string examples) and ask them to pick a specific type of vibrato for every 

note and write it on their music, but tell them no more than 5 can be the 

same.  This is a great way to challenge them to be more creative while 

working on some beautiful music. 

b. The next step is active listening of as many great performers as possible 

with specific focus on their vibrato.  The wealth of great classical music on 

YouTube is amazing and I love sending students out to find their favorite 



vibrato in one piece. This is a great comparative analysis project for them 

and helps them determine what they want their sound to be as well as 

demonstrating the vast options available to them as musicians. 

c. Excess tension is the biggest enemy of learning vibrato, yet it is hard to 

pinpoint an issue to solve when students are learning vibrato. A few tips 

we recommend to eliminating excess tension when students are 

developing vibrato:  

i. Check for thumb tension. The thumb can be thought of an 

extension of the forearm, and is the balance point for an even 

vibrato, and must remain free of excess tension. Students with 

tension in their thumbs will often have a pinched vibrato that 

sacrifices expressiveness for speed 

ii. Check for locked fingers. Fingers must be flexible in order to 

produce vibrato. To check for locked fingers, squeeze the line of 

knuckles that connect the phalanges to the metacarpal bones (I call 

it “the bridge”). “Bridges” that are flexible will have a little give to 

your squeeze and move slightly. Inflexible “bridges” will not move 

d. In lower strings, thumb position vibrato and thumb vibrato are skills that 

are in many ways similar to what is learned in regular position vibrato 

and in many ways independent. These are common issues that arise with 

thumb position vibrato and how I tend to troubleshoot these issues: 

i. Fingers in thumb position tend to slide out of tune when 

performing vibrato. Keeping the thumb contact with the string 

should solve this issue 

ii. In thumb position, first finger vibrato is difficult to achieve a 

relaxed sounding vibrato. This is because of its changed proximity 

to the thumb from where it was in normal position (it is now a lot 

closer. To remedy this issue, I find that releasing tension from the 

thumb is key, so slightly lifting the thumb of the string  

iii. Although rare, thumb vibrato can appear in more advanced 

repertoire and can be difficult to perform. To alleviate some of the 

difficulty, remember that in thumb position, the thumb is solid, but 

not tense, and that the hand is being acted upon by two fields of 

gravity: our normal field of gravity and the field that allows our 

hand to sink into the fingerboard.  

7. Conclusion: It is so easy to let vibrato be something that is “done” after students 

have mastered the basics.  It is there and they use it and there are so many other 



things that can we worked on. But having an entire orchestra using a very 

narrow, very fast vibrato in a pp section can have a magical effect on your sound, 

just as a soloist using a medium width and slow vibrato can spin the sound of a 

whole note as they crescendo. We encourage you to help your students explore 

their untapped potential in their own vibrato. 


