300 Tabs

Cover letter for the first 100
                                                                                                                                   11/02/08

Dear, RSB Sustaining Members,
        As usual, despite all my promises, I am late getting out this package; late, in fact even by my own worst estimates. I am perpetually late with everything I do -- but for once I have an excuse – perhaps even a good excuse ------

       My Dog Ate My….
          No. In fact we have been dogless for almost 10 years and our cats are quite happy with the most expensive little cans of smelly stuff on the market . What happened is that I approached 30 tabs (the number I promised for this mailing) I decided to finish off another  full fifty tabs so that I could advertise having a full 100 tabs ready to go. There is also a second reason for doing this. My original pledge was (and still is) to continue making tabs until I no longer can sit at the computer or see it etc etc. So the actual number of tabs will continue to be completely open ended. But with 100 completed I feel I can go stronger on the promotion, because I have a good number of the originally promised 200 Tabs (50% would win most elections – right?). I also have some changed to include in the goal numbers and types. I’ll explain the changes below.
        1   200 Tabs Is Now 300 Tabs

           This however is not actually going to change things as much as one would think. I’ve had a few requests from subscribers (literally a few – there aren’t that many of you – yet) to include the 40 or so fiddle tune tabs from Rocket Science Banjo in the Table Of Contents for the complete tabs. This will involve re-naming those tabs to fit the 300 tabs format. I intend to mail out the re-named RSB tabs, along with some new one by the beginning of 2009 (probably Super Bowl time considering my usual tardiness). This set will have the “Difficulty Level” re-done to match the current 200 tabs style, and be re-titled to allow for easy sorting by Tuning – with Difficulty Level beneath that, much the way the new Table Of Contents will now show (see Item 3)
       2   Some OT Songs Will Be Included
         There is always a question as to what is a fiddle tune with words and what is a song with a great melody. Rather than try to distinguish in future I am simply going to follow the request line and tab out more songs. I’m starting with Uncle Dave Macon’s wonderful “Morning Blues” but there will be others soon. I figure that adding the songs I feel can be tabbed out to tunes from RSB etc, will probably add at least a hundred tabs to the mix – Consequently changing the title to 300 tabs. I hope to be around to go way beyond 300 of course, but how far and how much I can do is not completely in my hands. I am indeed an old woodchuck, and know I’m in for some fairly serious surgery in the very near future.

         3   The Multiple Tables Of Contents

           Instead of depending on people having a spreadsheet program similar enough to “Microsoft Excel” I will soon be emailing out a set of Three Text T.O.C.s for the project. One copy will be strictly alphabetical, one will be sorted by Difficulty first, followed by Tuning, and one will be by Tuning first followed by Difficulty. So whatever way you wish to look up a tune, it will be available.
         4   Title Changes To The First 50

           One of the complaints I got after mailing out the first 50 tabs, was that the file titles are somewhat cryptic. I am a product of the DOS years and still feel constrained as to the length of file titles. I now know that what seems completely obvious to me “BoysMy$$” isn’t necessarily overly clear to my readers while “BoysMyMoneysGone” has enough of the original title “Boys My Money’s All Gone” to get the idea across.  All future titles will be much more understandable – including the titles from RSB.
          5   Stripping

            I have yet to even start the planning the chapter called “Stripping A Tune From Melodic To Mountain Style”. The chapter title alone makes my brain hurt. So rather than save all my examples of Stripping a tune until I’ve written the chapter, I intend to start doing the examples first.

      This is just the opposite method to the melodic style Banjo Methods. They start with a simplified and sketchy tune (with a name like Washstand) that leaves out a lot of notes supposedly to make a difficult tune easier – but usually only making it sound generic. Then they move on to the “Shower Stall”, a relatively rational arrangement  intended for the intermediate player. Finally one is supposed to learn the tune a third time (The Acme Flush Toilet version) with a few dozen decorations added.

      Quite frankly this strikes me as the worst possible way to learn old time banjo. Instead of going over the same tunes time and again I prefer to move on, since the best way to learn a lot of tunes is to actually learn a lot of tunes. I present new figures and moves in the more difficult tunes and leave it up to the player to mix those new techniques and decorations into old arrangements without painstakingly learning each new move over and over on each tune. That is the perpetual “Slow Jam” route to banjo palying, and it does not work. Instead of pushing unrecognizable tunes and cluttered arrangements, I prefer to assume the student will be able to discover his (or her) own route to the myriad ways of playing clawhammer banjo. Instead of learning ALL my techniques for every tune, you have the choice of using those techniques learned from me or from others and applying the ones that fit your style on the tunes you like.
      I do indeed think there is a value in learning a couple very complex arrangements at a certain point in your studies – you must eventually push yourself in order to go from that intermediate stage at the space station into advanced stratospheric flight and on to the stars. But wouldn’t it be a lot more fun to be able to jam with other local old time musicians – playing tunes at speed, instead of playing practice figures at half speed? The goal really is to skip the use of tablature to learn new tunes and absolutely not use it to play old tunes. If you must depend on tabs to play the tunes your really should know, you will never jam with the big boys and never make it on stage – either as a solo or in a band . Rememver “stage” doesn’t have to mean an arena. It can be a few folks dropping by your house, a church event, or a pick-up band at a farmer’s market. You have to get past tab to reach the moon, and beyond . You are a rocket science banjoist. Your goal is to go past the orbit of Pluto and aim at the stars. The goal should not be a good practice session, but a good session playing with and/or for others.  

Coverletter from the first 50 tabs
originally published summer 2008

Clawers,

       Welcome to the first 50 tabs of what I hope will eventually be a library of at least 200 tunes and as many as 400. In fact if I live long enough I will continue this project until I can’t find any new tunes or can’t see the screen well enough to tab them.

      All of these tabs can be played by the MIDI player in your computer. Use it. It can show you odd rhythmic effects and even the sound of the tune. The MIDI is your friend. You can even play along with MIDI. I do it all the time. MIDI is square and kinda boring, so you get to play lead for once.

     I was going to arrange the tunes by difficulty but numerous people told me they preferred having everything one tuning all together for easy play-through. So I made that the main sort priority. If I ever get this to the DVD stage I plan on having the ability to sort them by tuning first OR by difficulty first. There is even merit in sorting them alphabetically, although not one person has said they would prefer that. I figure there will be tons of extra room on the DVD.

  The tunings are:

AM or A Major tuning. (aEAC#E) This is G Major Tuning capoed on the 2nd fret. The 5th string is tuned up to “A” or the note on the 1st string on the 5th fret above the capo.

AS or A Sawmill tuning: (aEADE) This is mountain minor tuning. A lot of people play the “sawmill” classics, like “Shady Grove” in G, but the tunes tend to be played in “A” on the fiddle. Since the goal of playing string band banjo is to play with others – particularly fiddlers – I think it is best to play these tunes capoed to “A”.

C1 or Single C tuning: (gCGBD) will be used for a few singing songs at a later date.

CC or Double C tuning  (gCGCD). Most of the C fiddle tunes I will be tabbing out will be in this tuning.

D1 or Single D tuning: (aDAC#E) is Single C capoed to the 2nd fret. It is a very handy tuning for tunes like cotillions that shift back and forth between the key of “D” and the key of “A”. Remember to raise the 5th string to A when you capo.

DD or Double D tuning: (aDADE) The great majority of D fiddle tunes plus a number of tunes that move from the key of “D” to the key of “G” will be written in this tuning. For string band playing Double D is capable of playing everything from Grampa Jones Knockdown frailing to Ken Perlman Melodic Clawhammer.

D3 or Triple D: (aDADD) The first string is tuned in unison with the second. This is a great tuning for showing off the banjo’s ability to mimic the mountain (lap) dulcimer. There are no Triple D tabs in this batch but there is one in the 25 EZ Tunes included with Rocket Science Banjo and I intend to have a couple more ready for the second batch of these tunes.

G1 or “Old G” tuning (gDGDE) . This is also known as “Sandy River Belle” tuning. I cover this tuning extensively in Rocket Science Banjo as it is a good alternate to the standard G major tuning and because there is no “third” (B) on an open string it can be used for tunes with “Bb” (the minor sounding modes) as well as those with “B”.

G2 or G tuning: (gDGBD)This is the same as A tuning moved down to open strings. Most of the tunes I tab in “G1” tuning will also be tabbed in “G2” tuning. I find G1 easier to reach when capoed since the capo remains at the 2nd fret.  Which of the two tunings you choose to use will depend on what keys you normally play in and the sort of sound you want from your banjo. G1 has a more modal sound while G2 sounds quite chord-y.
Difficulty

    There are 6 Levels of Difficulty with the great majority of tunes falling in the 2, 3 and 4 category. I wish I could say there was some consistent and measurable qualitative or quantitative quality used in gauging difficulty. There was none. I mostly went by the way the tunes felt to me as I played them over, and by noticing places that looked like they might be tricky. I can tell you the only tune so far with a “6” rating is a real fingerbuster. It was my “solo” piece at one time – back when my hands were young and agile. There may never be another tune in this series with that high a rating – I’ll have to see what my old Melodic Clawhammer arrangements look like. 

     Some of these tunes are going to be very familiar and available everywhere, others are going to be pretty rare, and the great majority will be somewhere in the middle. Even though every tune can be heard with the MIDI, I’ve tried to give recorded sources wherever possible so you can hear the tunes played “well” before you try them. Eventually I plan on adding recordings to the series – and in fact the largest part of this call for contributions will be used to add a good digital audio and eventually video recording to my toolkit.

And the bonus. 

If you have a tune (or song) you have want tabbed – email me and I will try to add it to the group. After all, you are a paying customer – in fact you have paid in advance – so I think you deserve some special treatment. I cannot tab copyrighted material obviously, as that is stealing someone else’s intellectual property, but I can tab any folk song or folk tune in existence. There are obviously going to be some where I am unfamiliar with the tune but I have a large cd collection and have much of it databased, so I can usually find any American fiddle tune you would like. For World Folk Music I might not be able to effectively do the job, as I have limited aural skills and some music is not only lightning fast, but in very strange scales (scales that are sometimes not reproducible with a fretted banjo). I might email you back and ask for an mp3 of the tune if it is something I don’t know, or a tune with a lot of unique versions.

So enjoy the first set. Let me know if you have questions or if you spot a mistake and I’ll be back with another set for you before the autumn leaves start to fall. (editor’s note – I sure didn’t make that deadline did I?)
Tony The Woodchuck 

