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Violin Bows Go High-Tech

By Ellen Pfeifer

Boston

iolin bow maker Benoit Roland
sculpts a plank with a home-
made knife. Supporting the
wood under his left arm, he shapes the
subtly tapering “stick,” rurining’ the
blade. into a concave wooden.backstop
affixed to"the. edge of his workbench.
Switching-1 1o plane healso mage,.the
French: born .ang

shaves the wood, The scraping takeson’

an‘increasingly refined; almost musieal,

sound"ag, thé ‘surface is smoothéd. Bur:.

guridy curls-of pemar_nbuco shavings fall
to'the floor, bm Mr. Roland will quickly
sweep them up.“Like many bow makers,
hé is allergic to the attendant wood dust,
which some beliéve'is carcinogenic.

Bow aklng is'a _cottage craft, and
Mr Ro rks in a small room: with-

"'ambuco has always
it is in even shorter

Trade.in Endan-
d Fauna and Flora is
ving pernambuco’s .sta-
could lead .to export restric:

txons ora ‘world-wide embargo. .
“lt ‘grows among other trees, It's not
like the-acres, of pine forest You find, for

example, -in. New England,™ says  New-

York-bow: maker Yung Chin, a consepva-
tion actlvlstwho will present the ca
preserving the ‘precious ‘soujce’ of bow
-wood at; the. Violiii-Society. of-America’s
<onference this week in Fi. Mitcheli, Ky.
(near Cincinnat).
ngS like the veins in a- ‘gold.-

in. company with the Confederation of
Craft$men - and” Users of Natural Re.

.sburces; they created the’ International

‘Pertiambico - Conservation Initiative
three yedrs ago. About 200 bow makers
fromi Europe-and America—abiout 95% of
‘thelr number—have signed on, accbrding

to°Mr. ‘Chin, a founder. “They 'hope, for-

example, to sign”an: ag'reement with a

Brazilian. governmental. -group: that en-

courages cacgo cultivation. Because ca-
* cao, and pernambuco live complementa-

Tilyin thé forest, g cooperative venture

. makes -sense

th early 1980s, bow makers
,gatlng alternative

students or by profes-
slonals who need a reliable second or

third bow, thus feducing overall demand*

-for wood.

One“of the hottest -developments to
comé out of this effort is the carbon-fier

"The complicated fate of a
slender pwce ‘of wood.

ractlon‘ ‘The- Con-v

“Pernambuco, ‘he- .

‘Bow makers have become. 50 con-
cerned aboiit pernaibuco depletion that,.

fithetic bow could be

composite bow. And among the pioneers
was Mr. Roland, the traditional French
artisan. An amateur sailor, he wondered
if bows could be made the way boat shells
are fabricated, from pre-cast fiberglass.
Yes, they could. Indeed, since they
were introduced in the early 1980s, car:
bon fiber bows have established a suc-
cessful.niche in'the instrument market.
ATtisdns from.the-United States and Eu-

_Jope are crafting, models ranging in price

from-iéss than $200 to 45 much as $5000
(for a.viola bow). -Despite their initial
skepticism, numerous professional musi-
clans, among them violinist Yehtidi Menu-
hin and violist Rivka Golani, have pub-
licly endorsed them. Student musicians
are usually wowed by the supérior perfor-
mance of carbon fiber over inexpensive
pernambtico bows.

The new bows are a mix of graphite
and other fibers held together in a ma-
trix “with- epoxy
resin.  Because

“carbon fiber is
8 chem'ichl'bro—
-cess, “the bow
stick is molded rathe\than carved,” Mr.
Roland explained. Amiong: the bows' at-
tributes are durability, resistance to ch~
matic conditions like high- humldity,

- sponsiveness,, and an ability to negotiate
arapge of musical amculanon— fromi le-
gato to spiccato.

One liabihty, though;- is'a fixed cam-
ber—the’ concave curve of-the” stick-is
_permanently set in the molding process.
In a wood bow, the camber can be ad-

justed and modified by. heating :and re-

“shapinig«it. But.if a musi ‘wishes to
.modify the camber of a‘carbon-fitier bow
-or if ‘an- older model starts to lose its
camber,. changmg the resrlonslveness of
the bow and.the relative brightniess of the
sound, the bow canhot be hieated withoat
damage to the composite, But Mt Roland
counters this difficulty by inserting a.

" Kevlar thread through the bow and .at-

.taching it to a screw mechanism at the
frog-(the end of the bow that players hold
in their hand). By tighténing or- loosen-
‘ing ‘the screw, a player just: th
‘bow for strong. mediumi.or light flex.

Another objection voiced by some mu-

siclanis is that carbon-fiber bows don’t

appreciate in value a$ other instruments
“do.” But; - sgys Chnstopher Reuning, a
-dealer jn Boston, it is only the increas-
ingly scdrce antique bows that continue
to go up in value, riot'modern pernam-
buco bows. Those, he 5ay8, are ' “doubling
in’ value: -every 10 yea.rs

1t is undoubtedly the allure of - the
great antiques the desire to: meday ‘be
counted among the immdrtals
‘brought Mr.” Roland ba
* tional craft of handmade; pérnan
tows, “That, plus & bruising experience '
-with the: mugh and tumble of American.
mass-manufactyring. His"~ trademark
Spiccato bows are now’ produced by'a
SaitLake City coimpany. -After more than
a decade devoted to carbon'fiber, he-has
.opened 'the. shop in Boston ‘wheré he
makes and restores bows-as his French
pmgemtors have ‘done. for centuries.

" fu the'end;-it comes down to a philo-
sophical question. ‘he says. “Will our dis-
posable world take ‘over.insframent mak-
ing' or will our-love: for authentlc lonig-
lasting. beautiful thu;gs wln‘out'f

‘Ms. Pfeifer is: a mus
critic based in Boston

w__—.___—___—___—____’_—_@

WEDNESDAY, NOVEMBER 13, 2002




