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The Soul Inside the Violin PA S S A G E  ·  N O N - F I C T I O N

SKILLS TRAINED Working memory Delayed recall Comprehension

H OW TO  U S E  T H I S  S H E E T About 20 minutes

1 Read the passage twice, slowly.
Take about six minutes.

2 Turn to the next page and cover
this one. No looking back.

3 Write what you remember, then
mark it on the last page.

Cremona sits on the flat farmland of northern Italy, a short walk from the River Po. From
the outside it is an ordinary city of brick towers and bicycles. Inside its workshops, the
same object has been made in much the same way for more than four hundred years.
Cremona makes violins.

Its most famous maker was Antonio Stradivari, who worked there until his death in 1737.
He is thought to have built around a thousand instruments. Roughly six hundred and fifty
survive, and almost every one has a name — the Messiah, the Lady Blunt, the Soil —
usually borrowed from an owner rather than chosen by the maker.

A violin is not carved from a single block of wood. It is a hollow box held under tension,
and the two halves of that box come from different trees. The front, called the belly, is
spruce: light, straight-grained and stiff along its length. The back and sides are maple,
which is denser and harder, often cut so that the grain ripples across it in stripes that shift
as the instrument turns. Spruce for the voice, maple for the frame.

Inside stands a short dowel of spruce called the soundpost, wedged upright between the
belly and the back. It is not glued to anything. Pressure alone holds it, and shifting it by a
single millimetre alters the tone of the whole instrument. Italian makers call it l'anima —
the soul.

Why Stradivari's violins sound as they do has been argued about for two centuries. One
suggestion concerns the wood. Europe passed through an unusually cold stretch of
weather in the seventeenth century, and spruce that grows slowly in cold mountain
summers has tighter rings and behaves differently under vibration. Another suggestion is
the varnish. Chemists have scraped and scanned it for decades and found no secret
ingredient, only thin layers of fairly ordinary materials, carefully applied.

The most awkward evidence is newer. In blind listening tests, where neither soloists nor
audiences could see what was being played, people could not reliably separate old
Cremonese instruments from good modern ones. Some listeners preferred the new ones.
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The results did not settle the argument, but they did move it: perhaps the magic was
never only in the box.

The craft itself never stopped. A school of violin making opened in Cremona in 1938 and
now takes students from dozens of countries, who spend their first months learning to
sharpen tools rather than to cut wood. More than a hundred workshops operate in the
city, and in 2012 the skill was added to a United Nations list of traditions worth protecting.

A maker may spend six weeks or more on one instrument, bent over a bench, working
mostly with gouges and planes small enough to sit in a palm. The wood arrives looking
like firewood: rough wedges, stacked and left to dry for years before anyone touches
them. Then somebody picks one up, taps it, listens, and begins.
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Cover the passage before you start.
Looking back turns this into a copying exercise. Getting it slightly wrong from memory is what makes it work.

PA R T A Tell it back
Write down everything you can remember about how a Cremona violin is made and what it is made from. Order
does not matter. Keep writing until you run out.

PA R T B 6 questions
1 Which two woods make up the body of a violin, and which part is each used for?

2 Roughly how many of Stradivari's instruments survive, and in which year did he die?

3 The soundpost is not glued in place. Why would that worry a maker more than it reassures them?

4 Why does the writer call the blind listening tests “the most awkward evidence”?

5 The passage says a violin is “held under tension”. What does that tell you about how the
instrument works?
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6 The writer ends with wood that “arrives looking like firewood” and is left to dry for years. Why
finish the passage there rather than with the famous named violins?
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PA R T C Mark your own work
Now go back to the passage. Tick every answer you got right. You do not need the same words as the answer
below — if you wrote the same idea in your own words, it counts.

1 · Spruce for the front, called the belly; maple for the back and sides.

2 · About six hundred and fifty survive. He died in 1737.

3 · Because pressure alone holds it, so it can shift — and moving it by even a millimetre changes the
tone of the whole instrument. Something that loose has a very large effect.

4 · Because they undercut the assumption the old instruments are better. Listeners could not
reliably tell old Cremonese violins from good modern ones, and some preferred the new ones,
which is uncomfortable for anyone arguing Stradivari's secret lies in the instrument itself.

5 · Tension means it is being pulled or pressed, not resting loose. The strings and the soundpost
push and pull on a thin hollow box, so the whole structure is under strain — which is why tiny
changes inside it matter so much.

6 · It puts the ordinary, patient work at the centre instead of the fame. After a passage that
questions whether Stradivari had any secret, ending on rough wedges of wood, a tap and a listen
suggests the answer lies in craft and time rather than mystery.

FACTS  R E CA L L E D  I N  PA RT A

—
Q U E ST I O N S  C O R R E CT

— / 6

DAT E

T H E  S T R AT E GY Spaced retrieval
Test yourself on this passage again tomorrow, then at the weekend, then next week — from
memory each time, without looking first. Leaving a gap feels worse than going over it straight
away, because by then you have half forgotten it, and the hard pull is exactly what makes the
memory last. Short tests spread out beat one long session, even if the long session takes more of
your time.

W H E R E  YO U  A L R E A DY  D O  T H I S

Think of a song you learned months ago and can still sing. How often did you come back to it, and
how long were the gaps in between?

FOR THE PARENT OR TEACHER ·  This sheet trains delayed recall, not reading speed. Let your child read the passage once, then
cover it completely before Part A — no glancing back and no prompting, because the effort of hauling a half-remembered fact
out of memory is what fixes it there. At this level, reward the quality of the reasoning in the inference and purpose answers
rather than the exact wording.
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