
 
Lesson 24: Build & Maintain Your repertoire 

RED WING 

BLACK & WHITE RAG 

b 
 

Lesson 24 Bowing Patterns 

Red Wing: 

Kick: long (L), short upper (SU), short lower (SL) 

Long (L), slur 2 (SLUR), slur 3 (SLUR), short lower (SL), medium long (MED), slow 

long (SLOW), whip (W) 

Ending: long (L), slur 2 (SLUR), whip (W), slow long (SLOW) 

Black & White Rag: 

Short lower (SL), short upper (SU), whip (W), slur 2 (SLUR), slur 3 (SLUR), slur 4 

(SLUR), long (L), medium long (MED), slow long (SLOW) 

Ending: short lower (SL), whip (W), short upper (SU), slur 3 (SLUR), long (L), slow 

long (SLOW) 
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Types of Repertoire 
 
There are three categories of tunes: new tunes, progressing tunes, and jam-ready 

tunes. 

• New tunes encompass any new tunes, parts, licks, or tricks that you are 

just beginning.  

• Progressing tunes are tunes that you’ve already learned that are still 

developing. You might be working out some of the tripping points, honing 

your technique, and wrapping your fingers and brain around the tune 

itself. Once tunes pass through this phase, songs enter the jam-ready 

phase.  

• Jam-ready tunes are ready for performance, which means you can sit 

down with your fiddle and whip them out any time at a performance, jam 

session, or contest.  

 

How to Choose Your Repertoire 

I assign specific songs in Fiddle School because they’re good vehicles to get you 

to the next level. Even when you don’t really connect to certain songs, they can 

help you progress by introducing new techniques, musical ideas, and practice 

tools. You can let those songs go once they’ve served their purpose -- but not 

before you’ve played them enough to let their benefits sink in.  

Here’s what to keep in mind when choosing what parts of your repertoire to 

keep. Vary the levels of difficulty in your jam tune set: 

1. Keep some very simple songs in your jam set. You know you can nail 

these songs under any circumstance and they won’t feel stressful to 

perform.  
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a). You don’t have to be in love with each one, but you will fall in love with 

how solid and at ease your playing feels and sounds on these tunes.  

b). Warm up with a few of these tunes before you jump into more complex 

tunes. NOTE: it may not be obvious to many listeners what level a tune is, 

so don’t rule out a tune because you think others will pass judgment on 

how “easy” or “hard” it is.  

2. Include tunes of medium difficulty in your repertoire.  

a). Pull these out when you have calm nerves and you’re up for a modest 

challenge.  

b). Try to maintain your relaxed mind as you play your medium-level 

tunes. 

3. If you’re feeling adventurous, mix in a more recent or complex tune.  

a) Careful not to let perfect be the enemy of good. If the mood is right and 

the groove is good, it can be fun to pull out these trickier tunes, even if 

they’re not perfect.  

b) Plan to play one of your strongest tunes to finish your performance. 

 

Build a Tune List 

Grab a piece of paper or print out the Tune Sheet template in the PDFs section of 

this lesson. Organize your tunes by category: breakdowns, waltzes, tunes of 

choice, and swing. Feel free to add any additional categories that apply to you. 

Here’s what to do with the list: 

• Designate the current difficulty level of your tunes - Develop a 

code/marker to assign learning levels to each tune: easy, medium, 
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challenging. These levels can shift as you become more comfortable with a 

tune. 

• Take a good look at your list - Are there any songs on that list that are 

draining to maintain? Which ones are really helping you grow? Which 

ones feel like an old comfy chair where you know every contour? Take note 

of how the songs make you feel. 

• Create a rotation - Cycle through your songs over time. Put simpler songs 

(Session 1 and early Session 2 songs) either in your warm-up rotation or on 

a once-a-month review rotation.  

• Work one “challenge tune” at a time - It can be tough to get these tunes 

back if you put them down so be sure you only have one challenge tune at 

a time. 

You get to pick and choose the fiddle tunes you want to keep alive!  

 

5 Tips to Keep Songs Alive 

1. Listen for Fun - Make listening to fiddle music a part of your daily life. Are 

your music tracks easily accessible? Figure out how to make your music 

a simple click away so that listening is easy. Listening is your key to 

establishing rhythmic vitality and an expressive fiddle sound. 

2. Make a List of Your Fiddle Tunes - A current list of your songs helps you 

set practice goals at a glance. Some fiddlers mark the tunes they’ve 

practiced each day so that no important tunes fall into the ether. Fill 

out the Tune Sheet included in the Notes of this lesson to get started. 

3. Maintenance is Progress - Establish a review routine to maintain and 

enjoy your repertoire. Transfer your review tunes from your Tune 
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Sheet to your Review Checklist (all in the PDFs of this lesson). Here are 

some suggestions of how often to review/work on your tunes: 

• Easy tunes: 1-2 times/month 

• Progressing tunes: 2-3 times/week 

• Long tunes: every other day  

• New tunes and tunes you’re preparing for a performance, private 

lesson, or Mastery program: every day 

You never know when you’ll have an opportunity to play your songs at a 

jam, open stage, concert, contest, or casual setting. Rather than having 50 

“sort of” songs at varying degrees of playability, be sure to have 10 solid 

songs you can fiddle through at any moment with a smile on your face. 

This way, you’re always prepared to play. 

4. Learn a Variation - Songs can sometimes feel tired, even if you love them.  

• Challenge yourself to revitalize a song by learning a new variation 

or lick to put in your song. Even a small addition to an old tune can 

do the trick.  

• When you add variations, make sure you don’t build in any new 

tripping points. If possible, confirm your bowing and fingering 

choices in a private lesson. 

5. Perform Often - Performances of any kind (jams, family performances, 

contests, playing on the porch, or even lessons) give us an energy that 

practice sessions don’t. Here are some benefits of playing for others: 

• You and your audience get to see who you are as a musician. 

• You can feel how your music contributes to the well-being of others.  

• You can notice your true progress. Often, your progress is so gradual 

that you don’t notice it on your own. But when you play for a 



 

 6 

teacher or audience, you get glowing feedback that reflects the true 

progress you’ve made.  

• Performing gives you a reason to get your music ready and share it. 

Polishing your songs to play in front of people is worth every 

minute. The payoff is huge!  

 

Learn by Ear and Memorize  

Cons of learning by sheet music: 

• Your brain will be reliant on the sheet music. 

• Your ability to recall the tune will take much longer to develop. 

• Your ability to retain the tune is diminished (In fact, I’ve never been able to 

retain a tune I learned from sheet music.) 

• You can feel out of place or even lost at a jam session when you always 

need to pull out the sheet music to play a song. 

 

Pros of learning by ear: 

• You’ll commit songs to your long-term memory and retain them for 

decades to come. 

• You’ll develop your ear for rhythm, intonation, and tone. 

• You’ll improve your ability to play music with others by freeing up your 

ears to listen and freeing up your eyes to interact. 

 

What if you’re a visual learner? Here are some tips for using sheet music as a 

helpful tool along the way: 

 

• Learn the tune by ear and in small chunks.  
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• Try not to judge the length of time or repetitions it takes to learn the tune. 

Believe me, it takes me several times learning a part, over several days, to 

retain it.  

• After you’ve learned the tune and can recall it, then look at the music for 

any helpful visual cues or prompts.  

• Write in your bowing patterns and get a visual idea of where your slurs 

are.  

• Look at the entire form of the song to internalize its length and outline. 

• The sheet music can be a light prompt. However, since you worked so hard 

to memorize the tune, be careful not to turn the sheet music into a crutch. 

 

Maintenance is Progress 

It’s easy to hurry on to learn the next song, add more licks, play faster, etc.  But 

there are other ways to measure progress—maintenance is progress too.  

It is only after you feel comfortable playing a song that you can relax and start 

playing up to your potential.  When you play with certainty and calmness, you 

make connections and notice the little things that make a song special. Your 

mind takes on the soft focus it takes to play naturally and with great execution. 

You can play in “flow,” a state of relaxed concentration. Focus on maintaining 

your repertoire and you’ll be amazed by the results. 

 
 


