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Lesson 19 Intro 

The moment the bow is drawn across the fiddle strings can feel like a moment of 

complete uncertainty. Between bow direction changes, bow speed changes, and 

bow weight changes alone, there’s more than enough to keep things challenging! 

As you play, you may also hear some discouraging bumps or scratches. But let’s 

take a step back and remember what we’ve learned so far. There’s a method to 

the Fiddle School philosophy: the bow techniques that I teach create 

predictability so that you don’t have to worry about anything once you’ve 

mastered each step.  

So far, we’ve learned how to hold the bow, how to bow straight, and how to use 

appropriate bow speed, bow length, and bow weight. But, you may ask, “why do I 

still have that dang bouncy bow?” The bow bounce is one of the most irritating 

problems of playing the fiddle; you can be assured that everyone has 

experienced it at one time or another. Now it’s time to unify all of the bow 

techniques to create a connected motion, feel and sound. We’re ready to address 

the bouncing bow head on.  



 

While we can meticulously analyze the bow arm, remember that the most 

successful bow arm motions look remarkably simple. In this lesson, we’ll focus 

on gaining that simplicity, which depends on the fiddler’s awareness of how the 

hand and arm work together. The goal is to make sure that the fingers, hand, 

wrist, and forearm move as a team. Remember, no member of this team moves 

without influencing another member. This lesson will help you eliminate 

conflicting movements and tension to unify the bow arm movement. 

The Practice Buddies in this lesson will help you learn the 5 key factors to 

troubleshoot the bouncing bow and develop relaxed finger knuckles while 

changing bow direction. I recommend spending a full month on these practice 

buddies to internalize and integrate the concepts. You’re ready to move on when 

these unified movements feel natural.  

The tunes I chose to teach in this lesson will help promote a smooth bow 

technique. We’ll learn The Plainsman, a song that goes back almost 200 years 

and also is known by several titles: Seneca Square Dance and Georgia Boys. In 

addition, we'll learn the A & E Waltz, which has some good bow speed variations 

to get under your belt while you focus on the bow.  

Learn Bow Before Fingers 

When I listen to musicians from the old days, I hear a soulful, rhythmic 

connection, different from what I hear from many players today. Those fiddlers 

from the old days first learned how to play the notes before adding the actual 

notes themselves. What does this mean? They spent the majority of their 

practice time working on their bow arms. They focused on perfecting the rhythm 

of the right arm first – and then, only once they had achieved that, would the 

notes fall into place. Soul, rhythm, tone and style all follow a great bow arm.  

What has shifted this old school way of fiddling? Could it be a modern 

impatience for immediate results? A drifting away from that slow, methodical 



 

work on fundamentals and craft? I do find that many of my students have a 

natural tendency to begin by learning the notes and only later work on the “how 

to’s” and basics like bow mechanics. Of course, that’s not how we work at Fiddle 

School, and my hope is to inspire my students to take these deceptively difficult 

“simple” aspects seriously. The next video is full of pointers on how to take a step 

back, focus on bowing, and become the fiddler you’ve always wanted to be. Trust 

me, the notes will come once you get the rhythm, motion, and balance of the 

right arm working. 

My entire fiddle method is built on these concepts and ideas. Too many fiddlers 

go to Lesson 1 and tell me, “It’s too easy. I already know this stuff.” Then I’ll see 

them play a song far more challenging than anything in Lesson 1. The notes are 

there; the left hand is working pretty well. But almost every time, the bowing is 

incorrect. The bow hold is off, and there’s little to no bow control. The rhythm 

doesn’t feel on target. I could go on, but here’s the big thing: without proper 

bowing, the song just doesn’t sound right, even if the notes are correct. The good 

news is that as soon as you go step by step and get your right hand bowing 

properly, things start to work. Songs sound right. I hope you’ll become a fiddler 

who learns bowings before fingerings rather than fingerings before bowings. At 

the very least, you’ll be honoring the greats.  

The Art of Anticipation 

With the natural curvature of the bow, the flexibility of the bow hair and the 

rigidity of our metal strings, the bow naturally wants to bounce -- and it will, if 

you let it! As a fiddler, it’s your job to create a well-integrated bow arm in which 

the upper arm, forearm, wrist, hand, and fingers all cooperate. Do this, and 

you’ll have a balanced bow stroke. But wait a second-- even when you get all of 

this right, the bow may still bounce! It’s really the darnedest thing! 

The bow bounce can seem like a mystery here, and you’re going to need a 

strategy to deal with it. My advice: anticipate the bow movements. How? First, 



 

notice how I teach a tune: I talk about the short and long bows and point out the 

varying bow speeds and slurs. When I do this, I want you to notice that all of the 

other bowings are ordinary and the same. It’s the out-of-the-ordinary bowings 

that will surprise you if you don’t see them coming. I call them “variables.” 

By raising your awareness of where these variables are in your tunes, you’ll be 

ready for what lies ahead. Imagine an ice skater preparing for a difficult jump. 

They must know it’s coming to pull it off. But with preparation, the jump looks 

almost effortless. Bowing a fiddle has to be easier than figure skating, but in the 

same way, it requires preparation and anticipation. Otherwise, tension or 

unforeseen variables can create bouncy bows. 

Anticipation is an awareness of something about to happen. Let’s apply this idea 

to our playing. We know that there are two bow lengths: short and long. All 

bowings use these two lengths with varying speed over varying lengths of time. 

That means we only use a couple of bowing patterns over and over. Can you go 

through your Fiddle School tunes and notice how each new tune introduces 

either a new bowing or the same bowing with new notes? By getting to know the 

specific bowings individually, it becomes easier to identify and predict them in 

all your songs. Every bowing variation – the “variables” that might surprise you 

in a song – are just variations on short and long bows. But that doesn’t make 

handling variables easy! Take these motions seriously and use Session 1 to 

develop great habits and a bowing foundation that will serve you through every 

variable a song can throw at you.  

I’ve come up with a bowing code to help you identify the different bow patterns. 

Let’s return to the simpler Session 1 Fiddle School tunes to identify these 

bowings one at a time. This will help you internalize the patterns and naturally 

anticipate and prepare for the bowings. Grab your fiddle and bow (with stickers 

on it) and have the bowing pattern sheet on hand. 

 



 

Bowing Code 

Let’s first outline the bowing patterns covered in each Session 1 song. Be sure 

you have the bowing pattern notes handy. You can see why some great fiddlers 

go back to the basics: improving foundational techniques is how even advanced 

players progress. I’m constantly going back to the foundations to up my game. 

Refer to the “10 Common Bowing Patterns” sheet.  

It’s important to be able to identify and isolate these patterns in a tune to get to 

know them better. Once you become better friends with the specific bowing in 

any given tune, it will become easier and easier to anticipate the variables.  

Bow Consciousness 

Can you close your eyes and visualize the bow arms of the fiddlers you love to 

listen to? They look natural, smooth, and fluid. When you visualize this while 

you play, you can bring a lot of maturity to your playing. By channeling that 

look, feel, and sound, you’ll connect to the ease of motion and the essence of the 

tune you’re playing. No one wants to feel or sound like they’re just mindlessly 

sawing away, but that won’t happen if you draw your attention to your bow. 

With mindfulness, everything moves together in a fluid, natural motion. 

Now, grab your fiddle and play along with the video. Take a breath and visualize 

my arm motion. Don’t analyze or think too hard about specific instructions. Just 

relax and try to match what you’re seeing. Now, pause the video and play on 

your own, visualizing and channeling my bow arm. Shove away any self-doubt 

or criticism and go for it. You’ve got this. 

Let’s look at conscious bowing from another point of view, the technical 

standpoint of something called weight transference. Take a moment and feel 

how the frog of the bow is heavier than the tip. Classical players are accustomed 

to this. They use the entire bow from frog to tip and are well aware of the 



 

transfer of weight that needs to happen between all of the fingers on the bow as 

the bow moves from frog to tip and back. We fiddlers can learn a thing or two 

from this because it balances the bow stroke. As we bow between the middle two-

thirds of the bow, we do an extremely subtle weight transfer with the index 

finger. Notice how the bow is most likely to bounce in the middle where the 

weight transfers? Don’t sweat it. Use your awareness and keep the bow moving 

through the center to mask the transition from lower stickers to upper stickers.  

So far, we’ve talked about both the value of visualizing great bow arms and the 

technical awareness of weight transference to eliminate bounces. Now I want 

you to combine the two concepts. Can you find a balance between a technical 

idea and a musical idea? Challenge yourself to do it on one note! 

Flexible joints 

Your bow arm mobility comes from a series of springs, where every joint is a 

spring: Your elbow opens and closes the forearm, and your wrist joint creates 

flow for the bow direction changes. Now we’ll focus on the finger joints as 

shocks. In fiddling, the springs don’t activate independently of one another; they 

all work together. In this Practice Buddy, notice the importance of flexibility in 

the middle joints of the fingers. When you work on this, it’s important to 

identify any tension in the wrist joint or finger joints as they influence one 

another. 

Let’s first talk about the fingers. As the bow moves across a vibrating string, the 

fingers act as shocks to help the bow slowly change directions. As you watch my 

fingers, think of the flexed knees and legs of Olympic skiers as they negotiate 

the mountain. 

Many people think they’re incapable of moving their fingers while fiddling. 

Others huff, “someday I’ll get it.” Let’s do a test. Hold up your arm and dangle 

your hand. With your wrist up, bend your fingers. If you can do that, then you’ve 



 

got it down. Keep in mind, in fiddling we only flex the fingers a little. It’s a very 

small movement. 

Now for the integration part. Let’s be sure that all of our joints are acting as 

springs with flexibility and bounce. Hold out your left finger parallel to the floor, 

pointing to the right. Lift your bow arm into the air, leading with your wrist, and 

turn your hand and forearm so the palm is facing outwards with naturally 

straight fingers (not tense straight fingers). Let the wrist straighten and drop the 

elbow to bring the middle knuckles of the bow hand fingers into the pointed 

finger on the left hand. As the fingers land, they bend, and I want you to feel the 

weight of the arm in the index finger and rounded pinky. Now make it a fluid 

motion, moving the same gentle speed up as down. The landing should be gentle, 

as if your hand is coming down to hold an egg. Keep in mind that this example is 

for working on what the sensation of flexible knuckles should feel like. Your real 

bow hold will look a little different. 

Now grab your bow. Can you bow an open string and observe the flexibility as 

your wrist leads up?  Think again about your hand subtly picking up an egg. As 

the wrist straightens, the knuckles open up. See and feel how subtle and flexible 

this motion is. Do it in a mirror if that helps. Watch my example, visualizing it as 

you practice, until you have it down.  

Connected Sound 

When you’re trying to get an even, resonant, and connected sound, bow bounces 

can feel so frustrating. Here are three tips to achieve a smooth bow: 

1. Allow the fingers to be flexible so that they cushion the contact between 

the hair and the string. 

2. Anticipate the type of bow movement. 

3. Make bow speed changes obvious and conscious, not tentative. 



 

Now’s the time you’ll want to do some self-observation and see if you can define 

what will improve your bowing. Make a list of the elements you suspect, then 

play as you watch yourself in the mirror (or take a video). Become your own 

teacher and carefully observe the elements on your to-do list. You may find that 

some of the things you thought you weren’t doing, you actually are, and vice 

versa. Check off what’s going well and look for the elements that really need 

work. Can you figure out a way to isolate the issue and solve it? Is there a Practice 

Buddy that will help give you more information on the topic? Go into 

observation mode and commit to making fundamental changes that will last. 

Use your powers of visualization and awareness. And enjoy! This really is the 

road to mastery.  

Bow Direction Change 

Every time the bow changes direction, there is still the unfortunate potential for 

bouncing. But since your fundamentals and awareness are getting good, this just 

happens occasionally now. This Practice Buddy is about how to smooth your bow 

changes and get rid of the bounce forever.  

Let’s take a moment and delve into the physical action that takes place at the 

moment we change from a down bow to an up bow and vice versa. When the bow 

is changing directions, it has to stop to switch the direction of the momentum. 

As fiddlers, we work hard to mask this stop for our listeners. At this moment, the 

fingers act as shocks to soften the bow direction change as the wrist gently 

coaxes the arm to switch directions. Creating a gentle and fluid motion, with all 

the springs moving as if in a series of cooperative reactions, is the key. Your job 

is to make your bow arm – fingers, hand, wrist, and forearm -- work like a happy 

team. Even if a part of this “team” feels tense or resistant, you want to imagine 

every part working in sync.  

As you change directions with your bow, slow the bow a bit to prepare for the 

reversal of movement. This slowing will help you smooth out your bowing. This 



 

is subtle, but I focus on this very thing in my own daily one-note jam. 

Sometimes, solving the smallest technical issue can have the biggest results.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


