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LESSON 23: Intonation & ear training 

KENTUCKY WALTZ 

RYE STRAW 

b 

Lesson 23 Bowing Patterns 

Kentucky Waltz 

Swing (SWING), whip (W), short upper (SU), short lower (SL), long (L), slur 2 

(SLUR), slur 4 (SLUR), slow long (SLOW) 

Ending: swing (SWING), medium long (MED), whip up (W-UP), long (L), slur 2 

(SLUR), slow long (SLOW) 

Rye Straw 

Kick: short chop (CHOP), long chop (CHOP) 

Slur 3 (SLUR), slur 2 (SLUR), long (L), short lower (SU), whip (W), slow long (SLOW) 

Ending: short lower (SL), slow long (SLOW) 

Five Ways to Improve Your Intonation 

1. Use a relative playing tool. This can include: 

• an open string (in tune, of course) 

• a drone in the key you’re playing in 
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• a back-up track 

• a recording 

Be sure that whatever you’re playing with is tuned to an A 440.   

2.  Learn by ear and imitate. When you’re learning a song: 

• attune your ears to the note you’re hearing 

• know the note by name 

• consciously match the pitch by adjusting your finger 

3. Listen to in-tune music. Check out the Fiddle Lounge for some great 

recordings and videos. 

4. Tune your ear during warm-up. Here’s how: 

• include slow intonation practice in your daily warm-up 

• relax your muscles 

• engage your ears and connect with what you hear 

5. Be sure that you’re in tune when you start a fiddle tune. Whether you’re 

playing chops, a shuffle, or just starting at the beginning of the song, take 

the time you need to begin in tune. 

Interval Training 

An interval describes the distance from one note to another. To help you 

memorize the intervals, associate a popular song with each interval. 

• Perfect Unison (P1): Rye Straw. I love this interval on fiddle because we 

use it with the 4 and the open string above.  

• Minor Second (m2): Jaws. Any note that is a half-step up from another is 

called a minor second.  
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• Major Second (M2): Happy Birthday, Wind That Shakes the Barley or 

Tennessee Waltz. The major second has a whole step between its two notes.  

• Minor Third (m3): Greensleeves. This interval encompasses three half 

steps.  

• Major Third (M3): Oh, When the Saints ascending and Swing Low 

descending. Many of the chops and kicks that you play in fiddle tunes will 

involve a major third. 

• Perfect Fourth (P4): Here Comes the Bride, Amazing Grace, or Red River 

Valley.  

• Augmented Fourth: Marie (West Side Story), The Simpsons, or Black and 

White Rag. This interval is also called a tritone.  

• Perfect Fifth (P5): Twinkle, Twinkle Little Star. The fiddle is tuned in fifths, 

so any finger used simultaneously on two strings is also the interval of a 

fifth. Chops, kicks, and endings commonly utilize the fifth. This is an 

interval that you’ll become very good at hearing.  

• Minor Sixth (m6): The Entertainer 

• Major Sixth (M6): My Bonnie Lies Over the Ocean or the NBC jingle. 

• Minor Seventh (m7): Somewhere (West Side Story) 

• Major Seventh (M7): Somewhere Over the Rainbow (3rd note) 

• Perfect Octave (P0): Somewhere Over the Rainbow (2nd note) 
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Consonant & Dissonant Intervals 

Consonant intervals have a ringing quality when played perfectly in tune 

alongside a droned note. The consonant intervals are: 

• Minor third 

• Major third 

• Perfect fourth 

• Perfect fifth 

• Minor sixth 

• Major sixth 

• Perfect octave 

Dissonant intervals will not have that same resonant ring as a consonant 

interval. Memorize the sound of the distance between notes for the dissonant 

intervals. The dissonant intervals are: 

• Minor second 

• Major second 

• Augmented fourth (tritone) 

• Minor seventh 

• Major seventh 

Resonance & Vibration 

What are two signs that I’m playing in tune? 

• Resonance  

• Overtones and ringing strings 
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The most resonant notes on the fiddle are the 1st, 3rd, and 4th fingers. 

How to Play in Tune 

Playing in tune is always one of our challenges on the fiddle. But as the great 

violinist Itzhak Perlman said, “the only difference between my intonation and 

yours is that I hear that I’m out of tune and correct the note more quickly—so 

quickly that you couldn’t even tell I did it.” This is the true journey. No one plays 

perfectly in tune; we just learn how to hear it and fix it on the spot. 

TIPS TO PLAY IN TUNE: 

• Keep your ears constantly open to hear your intonation.  

• Feel the vibrations of your notes as you play.  

• Open your ears and listen to yourself no matter what you’re working on.  

• Play along with back-up tracks to keep your ears attuned to the tonal center 

of the song. 

• Determine if there’s an overarching tendency: are you playing sharp or 

flat? Is there a certain finger that “wants” to play out of tune?  

• Make adjustments as you play. 


