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2nd EDITION INTRODUCTION


Welcome, fiddlers, to this challenging and gratifying instrument. My whole life I’ve been involved with either learning or teaching the violin, or the fiddle as it’s called when referring to folk and traditional music. 

I’ve taught lessons, I’ve taught classes and workshops, I’ve helped friends on the porch, and I’ve worked with kids who grew up to fiddle circles around my own playing. After all that, I still believe this is an instrument you can teach yourself.

That’s why I created this book. Whether it’s to get you started, support the work you’re already doing, help you switch over from another instrument, or just be a reference, I’ve poured information and tunes into this book from my own experience as a player and a teacher to get you on the right track.

This second edition corrects the mistakes in the first edition (yes, I got your emails about page numbers and time signatures) and adds a few more popular easy tunes. Why are there tunes from different traditions mixed in this book? That’s the way I teach fiddle. Because I play a mix of Irish, Old Time, New England and French-Canadian fiddle tunes and styles, I also use a variety of those tunes to teach beginners.

My students don’t necessarily grow up to play a mish-mash like I do—many are now primarily Irish or contra or even jazz musicians. But I think it works well to start with a sampler and get a taste of how tunes from different traditions sound, before you specialize. 

Let me know how it goes!

 

From 2022: After teaching Suzuki violin and fiddle students for twenty years, from 1997-2017, I mostly retired from teaching private students and started to collect my resources and experience into the Fiddle Studio books.

I’ve put everything I can into my books, I’ve held nothing back. But if you prefer to learn from videos, Fiddle Studio courses and membership are available on my website. I’m excited for this new way to offer support. Find out more at www.fiddlestudio.com.

 




WELCOME

The other day a woman asked me if the violin is the hardest instrument to learn. Don’t believe the hype, I told her. It’s not that hard. People have been sticking fiddles under their chins for hundreds of years and figuring out how to play.

I was given a rare gift to start learning the violin at the age of three with the help and dedication of a wonderful Suzuki teacher and a musical father. It was the 1980s and Shinichi Suzuki’s method of teaching very young children, developed in post-war Japan, was flourishing in America.

The Suzuki method breaks down learning the violin into tiny chunks so easy they can be taught to a preschooler. But this baby step approach to learning the instrument has contributed to a public perception that without an early start, a teacher, and a pedagogical approach, the violin is nearly impossible to learn.

Just play! Yes, you can learn the fiddle as an adult. Yes, you can play if you “aren’t musical”. Yes, you can play even if you have trouble hearing or arthritic hands. Everyone can play the violin. Everyone can play the fiddle. You got this!

Help! I can’t read music!

You don’t need to read music to learn the tunes in this book. Use the fingerings and strings marked above the notes in the sheet music. Recordings for the tunes can be found in the Fiddle Studio Book 1 playlist on YouTube.

 




EQUIPMENT OVERVIEW


Note: This book is not intended to be an advertisement for the Shar Music company or website. Because it’s where I order from, I use the sites for prices and link, but I do not endorse them over other suppliers and we have no relationship or agreement.


The Fiddle


The first thing to do is get your hands on a fiddle. You can buy, rent, or borrow a fiddle or a violin. They are the same instrument, it doesn’t matter what it’s called. I’ll call it a fiddle since that’s the type of music we’re playing on it. Here’s a little more information on what to look for.

The main section of the fiddle is the body. The front, back and sides come apart and can be reglued. Inside the body of the fiddle, you can often see writing on the wood or on a label that will tell you information about the make of the fiddle and the year it was made. Most fiddles labeled with the name “Stradivarius” are copies of a Stradivarius. They are using it as the description of the model–it’s probably not a priceless antique.

You can tell a high-quality instrument by looking at the perfulling, or wooden edging around the sides. In handmade instruments there will be different colors of wood inlaid around the edge of the fiddle. You’ll see the grains going in different directions. In cheaper fiddles, there may be a black stripe painted around the edge of the body instead.

Inside the fiddle there should be a sound post. This has a specific placement, so if the post has fallen, and you hear it rattling around, go to a luthier or violin shop to have them put it up and place it correctly.

Check your fiddle’s body for cracks or water damage that may need to be repaired. Don’t be fooled by a lot of little scratches or a part of the body which has been sanded down to a different color. This doesn’t necessarily mean the fiddle is old or antique. Many instruments are “antiqued” to look older than they are. My own instrument is over a hundred years old but if it hadn’t been antiqued it would not look much different from a new violin.

If you find a fiddle body without all the parts at a yard sale or in the attic, it can be hard to know if it’s any good. Try getting it checked out at a shop. To put a new fingerboard, bridge, and strings on might be $100-200, but a very high-quality fiddle body can be worth thousands of dollars.

 

Franz Hoffman Amadeus Violin Kit $299 from Shar

For students looking for an inexpensive instrument online I recommend the Franz Hoffmann brand violins from Shar. I bought the Concert model (used) from their website for my own kids, and it sounded great.

Online Rentals from Shar $19/month

For students with no extra cash to spend up front, you can rent a decent instrument to get started.


The Bow


The parts of the bow are the stick, the hair, the tip, and the frog. Most good violin bows are made from Pernambuco wood. Cheap wooden bows can be bought on Amazon for as little as ten or twenty dollars. Professional bows cost thousands of dollars.

Beginner bows are made for durability rather than suppleness and balance and are going to feel clunky on the string. Expensive bows are made to balance perfectly and play all the difficult bow strokes in classical concertos.

The issue with wooden bows for fiddlers is that wooden bows can be a little lightweight. I personally wouldn’t use a bow under 60g for fiddling. Wooden bows are also very sensitive. Humidity, temperature, tightening and loosening of the horsehair, even the oils on your fingers and rosin buildup can affect performance.

Carbon fiber bows can be a good, sturdy, and resilient alternative for fiddlers who may be playing outside a lot and don’t need a bow that’s sensitive enough to play advanced classical music. Consider a carbon fiber bow if you’re playing in places where your bow might get bumped around, or you’re going in and out of buildings with varying amounts of air conditioning or heating.

Many beginning violins will come as an “outfit”–with a case and a bow. This bow may work to get started. I always like to get a violin first and then try out several different bows. As this is not always possible, I’ll give a few suggestions for bows that can be purchased online.

Presto Carbon Fiber Bow $109 from Shar

A carbon fiber bow that will work well for beginning fiddlers and will be more balanced and durable than a cheap wooden bow.

Presto Encore Carbon Fiber Bow $249 from Shar

The next step up in carbon fiber bows.

Kaus Becker Pernambuco Bow $625 from Shar

A quality intermediate wooden bow.

CodaBow Diamond Bow $655 from Shar

A strong, well-made synthetic bow.


Shoulder Rest


A shoulder rest attaches to the back of the fiddle to support it on your shoulder. It could be a sponge or other device that lifts and steadies the fiddle. Not every player uses a shoulder rest, but most will.

Fiddles are slippery. If you put a fiddle on your shoulder with no shoulder rest, it will slide around and require you to scrunch up your shoulder and your neck to try to pin it in place so that you can play. This is not comfortable for your upper body.

Even if your neck is very short or your shoulders are very big, or some combination, the sliding will interfere with your ease in playing.

At the very least, if you don’t want any kind of shoulder rest, try out one of the small, round red pads that stick to the back of the instrument or are attached by a rubber band. This will allow you to grip and prevent sliding.

Most violinists and fiddlers use a slide-on shoulder rest. A good start for a beginner is to get a KUN shoulder rest and adjust the height so that along with the violin it fills most of the space between your shoulder and your chin and feels comfortable.

Be sure that the shoulder rest is adjusted so that the bottom of it is not scraping the wood on the back of your fiddle. No fiddle deserves to be scratched over and over, and those deep marks are hard to repair and cover up.

I live near the Peabody Institute, and their Preparatory department is a huge fan of foam “sponges” as shoulder rests. I had always thought of sponges as a cheap option for school programs.

The Peabody teachers like the way a sponge can slide a little against the instrument and squish, allowing more movement of the instrument and more freedom in the neck and shoulders while playing. I’ve not adopted this as my universal approach, but I have had success with sponges including with my own children. I use a basic everyday KUN shoulder rest for myself.
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