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Foreword 
 
 

 
For many years I’ve had this problem: I can’t play traditional tunes without finding new 
ones hopping out of my mandolin.  I think that’s how it’s supposed to be with tradition.  
It’s supposed to be alive and hopping, not dead and slumbering.  Traditional music is 
supposed to connect past and present, and is supposed to have a future as well.  It is 
supposed to be unfinalizable, as the Russian philosopher Mikhail Bakhtin was fond of 
saying.   
 
Thus the title of this tune collection: New Rosin for an Old Bow.  I do not desire to offer 
here new rosin for a new bow.  I like the old bow very much.  But if you keep using a 
favorite old bow, you will soon feel the need to rosin it up once again.  Some day you 
may even feel the need to acquire a whole new chunk of the stuff.  Here in this book, you 
may find that new chunk of rosin for your old bow. 
 
Alright, so I play mandolin and banjo, not fiddle.  Maybe I should have called the 
collection “new picks for an old mandolin,” or “new strings for an old banjo.”  But the 
tradition these tunes emerge out of is that of “fiddle tunes”—the generic name players 
toss around to encompass a range of styles, from Southern to New England, Celtic to 
French-Canadian, that flow from the common pulse of (generally) 32 bar tunes with an 
AABB melodic pattern, so suited to dancing and to sitting around in a living room or a 
kitchen, swapping tunes. 
 
I hope these tunes will find their way into many a dance and many a jam session.  You’ll 
find that I’ve marked each tune with a copyright notice, and the phrase “some rights 
reserved.”  Here’s what that means: I and my co-composers in this book hereby give free 
license to anyone for the live performance, in private or public, of any of these tunes.  
And if you’re lucky enough that someone pays you for your performance, well bless you.  
We hope you spend the money well.  We don’t ask for any of it.  We have not registered 
these tunes with ASCAP or BMI.  To do so would be, I think, to violate the spirit of folk 
tradition.   
 
But if you want to record or otherwise mechanically reproduce any of these tunes, then 
we would like to hear from you first.  In my case, I have yet to ask for any royalty 
greater than a free copy of the CD the tune is recorded on or book it is printed in.  Yet 
in the remote circumstance that somebody is going to make big money with one of these 
tunes, we don’t want to end up like Stephen Foster either, dead in the gutter with only 
the crumbs.  As long as these tunes are still in a “folk” context, we seek no gain from 
them.  But if they enter the commercial realm, we think we should have the opportunity 
to negotiate a share of any return.   
 



� vi 

And long life to that folk tradition!  That’s what really wrote these tunes.  The basic 
ideas behind “fiddle tunes” have been worked out over the years by countless players.  
My co-composers and I have just given these ideas a twist here and there.   
 
I’ve found the materials for the twists that I add from Klezmer, jazz, classical, and other 
tapestries I cannot give name to, because I don’t know what the names are.  These 
twists just show up in my head and in my fingers, often in the midst of playing for a 
contradance, or right afterwards when I get home, head still swirling with notes.  In 
this sense, my band-mates always have at least an indirect role in writing the tunes (and 
in several instances, indicated by co-composership, a direct role).  So many thanks to my 
fellow members of the Barn Owl Band, eleike, Fiddlasaurus Rex, Fiddle Faddle, the 
Fiddleheads, Froggie on the Carport, Heywired, the Outhouse Shouters, the Pretty 
Good Band, Taychopera, and the Wiretappers, bands past and present in varying 
degrees. 
 
And thanks to you for rosining up your bow with these tunes, giving them the 
continuing life that is the true essence of tradition.         
 
 
 
 

MMB 
January 1, 2009 
Madison, Wisconsin 
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A Note on “Slip Waltzes” 
 
 
In the waltz section of the collection are a couple of tunes I call “slip waltzes,” sort of 
(but not really) the waltz equivalent of “slip jigs.”  Like a slip jig, a slip waltz has an 
extra beat.  But unlike a slip jig the extra beat comes only every fifth measure: 4 
measures in 3/4 followed by one measure in 4/4.  The result gives a total of 16 beats in 
the sequence (3 times 4 = 12, plus 4 more), and dancers happily wind up on their 
starting foot at the start of the next sequence.  I intend them as a couple dance, in 
ballroom position, and quite fast—at Viennese waltz speed, in the range of 160 beats per 
minute.  The result feels like a cross between a waltz and a polka.  You dance the first 
four measures as a regular waltz (but at Viennese speed), followed by two quick “slip 
steps” for the 4/4 measure, pivoting around as in a polka.  In many ways, a slip waltz is 
a reinvention of “zweifachers,” an Austrian couple dance with an irregularly variable 
meter.  The meter in slip waltzes also varies, but in a constant five-measure pattern. 
 
Musicians beware: For a slip waltz to work for the dancers, you really have to pound 
out the one-two, three-four in the 4/4 measure. 
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