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Lesson 16 Intro  

I fell in love with breakdowns when I was nine years old, and to this day, there’s a 

certain magic to breakdowns that captivates me. Texas-style fiddle tunes include 

breakdowns, waltzes, and tunes of choice. In this lesson, we’ll talk about 

breakdown fiddling in particular and how it’s different from other styles. You’ll 

learn how to play a breakdown and I’ll introduce you to my favorite breakdown 

fiddlers. In the following two lessons, we’ll look at waltzes and tunes of choice. 

To learn more about the differences between these three types of tunes, check 

out the Session 1, Lesson 12 video “The Texas Fiddle Repertoire.” 

 

Both Celeste and I agree that nothing has improved our playing more than 

jamming breakdowns. I’m excited to teach you two of my favorites in this lesson, 

Walk Along John and Soppin’ the Gravy. Though Texas fiddling has many 

crossover tunes that you might find in bluegrass or Appalachian fiddling, I chose 

songs that are staples in the Texas style repertoire, so that you can feel at home 

in a Texas style jam session. 

 



In the next few lessons, I’m excited for you to explore the world of Texas-style 

fiddling more in depth. For more information about Texas fiddling, check out 

the Session 1 videos “Origins of Texas Style” in Lesson 5 and “Texas Fiddle 

Repertoire,” “Jam Sessions,” and “Contests” in Lesson 12. And remember, part of 

Texas-style fiddling is participating in jam sessions and maybe even a contest 

yourself. See you out there! 

 

Breakdown Fiddling 

Breakdowns make up the largest part of the Texas-style repertoire. A breakdown 

is a fiddle tune in 4/4 time with 8 measures per part. They’re generally upbeat 

hornpipes or reels suitable for square dancing. These two-part tunes are often 

played with variations on the melody, but there are some hornpipes and reels 

that don’t include any variations at all.  

 

In the previous 14 breakdowns you’ve learned here at Fiddle School, I’ve taught 

you strong melodies bowed very authentically. Building on those instincts, 

Soppin’ the Gravy and Walk Along John have more complex melodies and 

variations. These are exciting tunes that will help you start to feel like a real 

breakdown fiddler.  

 

The origins of breakdown variations trace back to the early days of square 

dances and contests, when fiddlers needed to stretch a song for a long dance or 

wanted to present a more complex version of a tune to win a contest. In these 

days, longtime friends would get together and jam for entire weekends, which 

helped tunes spread and develop. Over time, all of these factors helped make 

breakdowns what they are today. 

 

When I learn a song, I make a playlist of my favorite fiddlers playing that tune 

and listen to it over and over. In this lesson, I’ve done the same for you with 



Soppin’ the Gravy and Walk Along John. Listening is the fastest way to learn 

tunes and improve your playing. 

 

Favorite Breakdown Fiddlers 

I always go back and listen to the greats when I’m learning fiddle tunes. Now I’d 

like to introduce you to some of the key players in Texas-style fiddle so you can 

do the same. You can reference a more complete list with bios in the notes of this 

lesson.  

   

Let’s begin with Benny Thomasson. Often referred to as the king of Texas-style 

fiddling, partly because of his deep musical lineage and partly because he was 

such a kind person, he never said a negative word about anyone. Benny was one 

of the few of the greats who actually taught, so many of his versions got passed 

down. In his 1967 recording of Tom and Jerry with Guitarist Pete Osborne, you 

can hear his smooth, old-timey bowings. Because Benny learned from his father 

Luke Thomasson, the melodies were ingrained in his mind and he became very 

graceful at creating variations. 

   

Louis Franklin and I share a birthday (January, 15th), and his son Larry Franklin 

plays fiddle with the Time Jumpers. His slow tempo is very traditional in Texas-

style and he has personality in the way he connects his bows. I love how easy he 

is to listen to. When I practice, I try to incorporate this easy sound into my own 

playing. I hope you’re inspired to do the same when you hear Louis' version of 

Blackberry Blossom with Omega Burden on guitar. Notice that the Texas-style 

chords for this tune are different than in bluegrass. 

   

Although Major Franklin was a curmudgeon, he was one of the most respected 

contest fiddlers and a breakdown fiddler to the core. He would jam mainly with 

the legendary guitar player Omega Burden on guitar. Omega was the pioneer of 



Texas style guitar back-up; you can hear how clear and rhythmic his bass notes 

are. Together, the two of them had “the sound.” Listen for how Major chooses 

specific phrases to push forward rhythmically. Major is one of the more colorful 

fiddlers because he has so much life in his playing. In the recording of his 

Durang's Hornpipe, you'll hear that infectious rhythmic drive paired with some 

of the most seminal fiddle licks. If you’re going to play Durang’s hornpipe, you 

must quote Major Franklin! 

  

Vernon and Norman were champion fiddler brothers. Vernon is one of my 

absolute favorites because of his confident rhythm and solid bowing style, his 

playing is so clean, varied and straight forward. I adore listening to him! Listen 

to Vernon Solomon playing his version of Sally Johnson. Notice his clean, clear 

tone and solid, rhythmic bows. He's one of my personal favorites!  

  

Norman’s style was fast and controlled. He enjoyed playing the pop tunes of the 

time and dabbled in swing too. His repertoire pockets were so deep that he could 

jam night after night without ever repeating a song. Enjoy Norman’s Billy in the 

Lowground and notice that while he plays faster than any of the other fiddlers, 

his tone is still silky smooth and his rhythm is driving.  

  

I grew up listening to Dick and his wife Lisa Barrett. Dick was one of those rare 

fiddlers who played swing tunes in addition to breakdowns. Every year at the 

National Old Time Fiddlers' Contest, Dick and Lisa, along with Paul Anastasio and 

a couple rotating musicians, would play just outside the entrance. I’d sit for 

hours on end and listen to them play twin Western swing fiddles. In fact, that's 

the first place I heard many of the great Western Swing standards. When I play 

Home in San Antone, Right or Wrong, and San Antonio Rose, I get nostalgic 

because it reminds me of that time. Listen to Dick play Fisher’s Hornpipe and 

notice that although he doesn’t use many slurs, his bow strokes are clear and 



smooth. His versions of tunes are pure and true with very little variation. Dick’s 

not a fancy fiddler, but he’s surely one of my favorites. 

  

Now for my absolute favorite, Terry Morris. Terry was a fiddler who combined 

the best elements of all the fiddlers you've just heard. You'll notice how his 

attention to detail and tasteful craftmanship made him one of the most natural 

and heartfelt fiddlers of all time. Listen to the rich tone Terry creates with well-

tuned bow speed and bow lengths. He combines rhythmic drive and technical 

finesse to create an all-around beautiful sound. Enjoy this recording of Cripple 

Creek with the great Joey McKenzie on guitar. 

 
How Can I Impress People? 

I know it can be intimidating to hear great fiddlers play 13 variations to a given 

breakdown, but I want you to remember that even they started by ingraining the 

basic melodies in their mind before adding variations. You can do the same with 

the tunes you learn in Fiddle School. 

 

Remember, these tunes will be in your bag of tricks forever, so give them time to 

sink in before you add variations. Playing solidly is more impressive than 

playing variations. Think of Dick Barrett; although he didn’t play variations, he 

sounded impressive because his playing was solid. I hope you can see yourself in 

his playing and remember that, whatever you choose to perform, it should be 

solid. 

 

Playing solidly is more impressive than playing fast. Playing solid and playable 

versions is more impressive than playing songs that are too hard for you. Playing 

solidly and in tune on 3 songs is more impressive than playing out of tune on 30 

songs. You get my point here: I’m emphasizing quality. We’ve all been guilty of 

trying to do something that’s outside of our wheelhouse to try to be impressive, 

but now you know what to do instead. 



 

You’ll become good at whatever you practice. If you practice intonation with a 

tense bow hand, you’ll get “good” at both of those things. It’s very important to 

slow down so that you have time to check in with each aspect of your playing 

that you’re working on. Generally speaking, you’ll check in with things like good 

positioning, proper bowing technique, staying relaxed, and adjusting intonation. 

This is a great moment to print out another Practice Circle and center yourself 

on a few key elements. As you gear up to practice every day, focus on high-

quality practice that maintains all of the elements of your playing.  

 

Focused practice will improve your playing by making you a more solid fiddler. 

This will impress people. 

 

How Is Breakdown Fiddling Different from Other Styles? 

Let’s start by comparing breakdown fiddling to bluegrass. Both are traditional 

American regional styles that were developed as a part of the fabric of local 

culture. For that reason, many people assume they’re the same. However, in 

breakdown fiddling, tunes are generally played slower and the bowing patterns 

fill the space of these slower tempos, while in bluegrass, faster tempos call for 

longer slurs.  

 

Because the jam etiquette is different in bluegrass, people will pass a tune 

around a circle and each present their own rendition. Sometimes it may be the 

melody; other times, it may be improvised and abandon the melody. In Texas-

style, one fiddler at a time plays their version from start to finish and variations 

are always connected to the melody. In fact, many variations passed down from 

generation to generation are now built-in parts of the tune.  

 



In bluegrass, you’ll hear other instruments besides fiddle take solos, whereas in 

Texas-style, all instruments besides the fiddle play a supportive rhythmic role. 

You can review jam etiquette in the “Jam Sessions” video in Session 1, Lesson 12. 

Bluegrass fiddler Kenny Baker has a repertoire of fiddle tunes that have crossed 

over to Texas style. Other than that, both genres have their own unique 

repertoires. 

 

Now let’s compare Texas fiddling to classical. Traditional fiddlers learn tunes by 

ear and memorize them, while classical players learn songs from sheet music. 

Fiddle tunes are more rhythm-based while classical songs tend to be more 

emotional and dynamic. Fiddlers don’t use vibrato in fast tunes and the vibrato 

in slow tunes is very subtle, while classical violinists not only use a lot of vibrato 

but many different types. The way that fiddlers start tunes is more casual, either 

with a rhythmic intro or chops. In classical, songs usually begin with breaths or 

gestures. Lastly, fiddlers tap their toes while classical violinists do not. 

 

Finally, let’s compare Texas fiddling with Irish fiddle. Though Texas style has 

many roots from Irish and Celtic music, our embellishments are fewer and much 

different. Flicks and bow triplets very much define the traditional Irish style. In 

Texas-style hornpipes or reels, we straighten out the rhythm and take out the 

embellishments, which makes the tunes more eighth note-oriented and driving. 

Texas style players use variations, while Irish players always stay completely 

true to the tune. At an Irish session, everyone will play the melody together, 

while at a Texas jam, only one fiddler plays at a time.  

 

 

 

 

 



One-Note Jam: Bowing Elements 

The symbiotic relationship between fiddle and guitar in Texas style is what 

makes the music come alive. When you practice your Fiddle School bowing 

techniques, you’re preparing for the moments when you get to sit down in 

person and play with other musicians. The hardest part of playing with other 

people is feeling confident that your part will fit, and I want to assure you that I 

designed Fiddle School with this in mind. Let’s review the bowing style that 

we’ve learned so far: 

 

A) Even bows 

B) Even bow speed 

C) Even bow weight 

D) Smooth, connected bows (legato if you’re a classical player) 

 

All of these techniques put together will give you great bow timing, which is 

central to breakdown fiddling. When you listen to the greats, can you hear the 

accuracy of their bow timing? I encourage you to review these concepts in 

Session 1, Lesson 9, which is all about bowing, and in Session 2, Lesson 13.  

 

It’s through consistency that playing the fiddle begins to feel natural. 

Developing these bowing techniques is a lifelong process. When it comes to 

learning new techniques like these, here’s a warning and a golden rule:  

 

First, the warning: whenever we make an adjustment to our playing, we often 

spend a lot of time learning it and then quickly assume that it’s integrated into 

our playing. Often, students will make a change during their lesson and go 

home, never to think about it again, because they think they’ve got it. But that’s a 

big mistake, although it’s a common one. 

 



Here’s the golden rule: spend the first month checking in constantly with the 

adjustment, even if you think you’re doing it perfectly. Spend the second month 

checking in with it at the beginning and end of your song. Spend the third 

month again checking in constantly to reinforce. Then, voila! It’s like magic! 

After three months, you’ve got it nailed and you can now consider it automatic.  

 

 

 


