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I would like to remember my mother, Marty O’Connor, who 
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a difference in our lives as well as in the lives of those around us.  
The photographs in this book of myself as a child were taken by 
my mother.

I would like to thank two veteran string pedagogues, Pamela 
Wiley and Bob Phillips individually, for their unending resources, 
editing, advice and feedback and for their belief in my O’Connor  
Method.  I would also like to thank the countless violin/fiddle 
and string teachers I have “bounced my ideas off of” for years, 
testing the waters for a new string method.

I would like to acknowledge my own violin/fiddle teachers as a 
child: Barbara Lamb and John Burke from Washington, Benny 
Thomasson from Texas and Stephane Grappelli from France, for 
providing much of the inspiration I draw upon and for helping 
me to form many of the ideas and concepts I have utilized in my 
violin method.  Perhaps most importantly, I want to thank my 
teachers and mentors for instilling in me the desire to learn and 
the capacity to share what I have learned with others.

Further credit goes to the dozens of string teachers as well as 
the thousands of students who have participated in my Summer 
projects - String Camps in New York City, String Conferences in 
San Diego, Fiddle Camps in Tennessee and String Institutes at 
UCLA, Los Angeles.  It is my strong belief that I have learned 
as much as anyone over the years at my own educational string 
events.  A special thank you to my co-director of fifteen years, 
Helen Holzen, for her tireless energy towards creating an 
environment in which people can learn.  Some of the photographs 
of children playing in this book were taken at the 2009 Mark 
O’Connor String Camp in New York City.
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Boil `em Cabbage Down (Variation 1) ................1
Boil `em Cabbage Down (Variation 2) ................1
Boil `em Cabbage Down (Variation 3) ................2
Beautiful Skies ........................................................3
Oh! Susanna .............................................................4
Buffalo Gals ............................................................. 5
Amazing Grace ........................................................6
Boil `em Cabbage Down (Variation 4) ............... 7
Boil `em Cabbage Down (Variation 5) ............... 7
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Westward Journey ................................................. 9
Bonaparte’s Retreat ............................................ 10
Old Joe Clark .........................................................11
Climbing the Mountain ........................................12
Appalachia Waltz .................................................. 13
Boogie Woogie .......................................................14
Golden Slippers ......................................................15
Boil `em Cabbage Down (Variation 6) ...............16
Boil `em Cabbage Down (Variation 7) ...............16
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I am pleased to introduce the O’Connor Method for string teachers and students of the viola.  This Method Book series 
is designed to guide students gradually through the development of pedagogical and musical techniques necessary to 
become proficient, well-rounded musicians through a carefully planned progression of pieces.  Gradual development of 
left-hand technique, bowing skill and ear training as revealed through the study of beautiful music encourages a love of 
music-making in a slow, steady and natural way.

The music that I have collected for the O’Connor Method Books I & II includes some of the most endearing melodies 
in American music as well as some of the great folk fiddle tunes that have endured our 400 year-old history of string 
playing.  I have made it a specific feature of the Method to include musical literature that represents all of the Americas 
– Mexico, Canada and every region of the United States – and so many musical styles – classical, folk, Latin, jazz, rock, 
ragtime, etc.  I have chosen and arranged material that will be both instructive and artistically enriching, and will help 
create the future classical violist, folk music violist, jazz  musician - or all three!

The Method Books I & II take into consideration that, even at the beginning levels, learning music  possessing a time-
less quality is a healthy vehicle for engendering a lifelong love of music-making.  Beginner tunes can be great tunes, and 
could very well stay with the student for a lifetime of playing and performing.   In my own experience giving classes 
around the country, I often tell students that I have professionally recorded three of the first fiddle tunes I learned as a 
child.  All three – Soldier’s Joy,  Arkansas Traveler, and Fiddler’s Dream – are presented early in this Method.  I believe 
there are no throw-aways.  The beginning tunes are built to last, providing a sturdy foundation and core for the novice.  
The tune that I have arranged to provide the most rudimentary studies for a beginning violist – Boil `em Cabbage Down – 
is the first fiddle tune I learned as a child.

In the early books, students will learn simplified arrangements of more advanced music which will appear later in the 
Method.  Many of my own compositions such as Appalachia Waltz and The Fiddle Concerto, appear in the early books in 
a form accessible to beginners.  Students revisiting these and other pieces at a higher technical and musical level some 
years down the road will find themselves coming full circle with their own earliest years of wonderment and fascination 
with the viola.

My travels of the past 30 years have convinced me that a new American Classical Music is evolving.  I have encountered 
thousands of students of all ages and abilities at concerts, work-
shops, college/conservatory/university seminars and fiddle camps 
and have found repeatedly that students do 
not want to be “left out” of the great sounds and energy of 
fiddling and jazz because they wish to become fine classical 
players.  It is my firm belief that the new American Classical 
Music will embrace the totality of our rich history of string 
playing, and it is my sincere hope that my Method will further 
this process and perpetuate love for the viola.

(New York City, 2009)
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1.  LISTENING.  Listen to the lesson reference recording every day.  Development of good string play-
ing depends upon ear training.  Sing or hum the pieces, with or without the words.  Listen to your 
favorite musicians play their music.

2.  PRACTICE.  Try to practice daily.  There is no substitute for time with the instrument.  This 
Method is accessible to students 3 years old and older (beginners of any age can start with my Book 
I).  A good rule of thumb for practice is 5 minutes per day for each year old you are until you reach 12 
years old.  An hour every day will produce steady progress.  More practice time will produce even more 
rapid development of physical skill and artistic sensitivity.

3.  PROGRESSION.  Study the pieces in the order presented.  The tunes are organized in a carefully 
planned sequence designed to layer new skills on top of established ones.  Keep playing all the material 
learned.  This Method is cumulative not just linear.  Practice a piece until it is “easy,” not just until you 
believe it is “correct.”

4.  EXERCISING.  Pedagogical exercises should accompany the study of each piece.  Some of these 
materials are included in the “learning pages” as well as in diagrams throughout the book.  Your teach-
er will also help you locate the points of advancement in each piece and help you create exercises or 
“practice spots” where needed.   Fingerings are provided in the early pieces (4th finger v. open string 
recommendations are provided throughout).

5.  PERFORMANCE.  Play along with the reference recording.  Music is a language and is best learned 
by imitating someone who speaks the language often.  Copying the recording’s intonation, tone and 
phrasing will develop a good foundation for future interpretations or creativity of your own.  

6.  RELEVANCE.  Become familiar with the historical background presented with each piece.  Acquiring 
an understanding of the many styles of music that comprise our rich and diverse musical heritage pro-
vides relevance to our own musical development.  Students who establish this habit at an early age will 
develop a fine knowledge of music history and appreciation, and will become more complete musicians.  

7.  CREATIVITY.  Individual creativity is encouraged from the very earliest stages of development.  
The understanding of musical form and how a piece is structured is aided by the addition of enclosed 
rehearsal letters, double bars (parts).  Acquiring a sense of harmony is also aided by listening to the 
other instruments and parts of the orchestra.

8.  EXPRESSION.  Get to know Fiddle Boy.  He shows up now and then in the first few books.  I 
formed this caricature years ago to help me describe what it was like to perform The Fiddle Concerto with 
symphony orchestras all over America.  I found myself wanting to communicate the language and 
expression of the music as well as the notes and techniques.  He is a little buddy, a helper, who does 
everything a little bit differently.  He loves to express himself as you can see from his funny hair and 
playing style!  Fiddle Boy wants to help you discover the emotions of pieces so that you can eventually 
express your own feelings in music that you have learned.

Mark O’Connor (2009)

EIGHT PRINCIPLES OF THE O’CONNOR METHOD

“Hello! I really love the orchestra, and I 
am so happy you are here to join us.  

I hope you will love the orchestra too!”
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(Key of G min)(Key of D)

(Middle C)

(A 440)

(3rd) (5th)

METER = beats per measure in music.

RHYTHM = accent, meter, and tempo in music.

TUNE/MELODY = theme, pleasing sequence of notes.

KEY =  a system of tones and harmonies.

TUNING STANDARD = "A" note above middle "C" 
                                       (440 vibrations per second).

INTERVAL = relationship between pitches.

MUSICAL TERMS cont.

Copyright 2006 Mark O'Connor Musik International
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Musical Notation

The staff/stave consists 
of 5 lines and 4 spaces on 
which music is written. 

Treble Clef
A measure or bar is a 
unit of music between 
two bar lines.

A double bar indicates
the end of a section or 
piece.

A sharp raises
the pitch a half step. 

A flat lowers the 
pitch a half step.

A natural cancels
out a sharp or flat.

To bow the string To pluck the string

Sharps, flats and naturals carry through the rest of the measure in which they appear.

The time signature or meter indicates 
the number of beats per measure.
     4 = Four beats to a measure.

     4 = A quarter note receives one beat.

A quarter note receives one beat.

A quarter rest receives
one beat of silence.

Tempo markings  indicate how fast or slow 
a piece should be played. Ex: Quarter notes 
should be played one note per click at setting 
90 on a metronome. 
Eighth notes - 2 notes per click.

Quarter notes can be subdivided into eighth 
notes. Each eighth note recieves a half beat.

________________________

A key signature is a group of sharps and flats that appear at the 
beginning of the staff/stave to indicate which notes will played sharp or flat.
The key (A major) means that all Fs, Cs and Gs are played as sharps.

A Chord symbol indicates the 
type of chord to use to accompany.
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Ex. 1: "down bow" and "up bow"
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Tone and Sound

Ex. 1 -- The "down bow" sign tells you to move the bow to the right, 
and the "up bow" to the left.
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Ex. 1 -- The "down bow" sign tells you to move the bow to the right, 
and the "up bow" to the left.
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This number tells you to play the open string 
or it indicates which finger to use (1, 2, 3 or 4).

Tone and Sound
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STRINGS OF THE VIOLIN  
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Example BB: (Stave of notation) 

Big, Dark, Low

Little, Bright High

Ex. BB
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American Folk Song
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1

Orchestra Track 2
Orch+Pno Track 25

Orchestra Track 3
Orch+Pno Track 26
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Boil 'm History Box and Fiddle Boy Quote

“If you ask me, Boil `em Cabbage Down 
smells like good southern cooking!”   
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“This 500 year-old bagpipe tune and the words to 
Amazing Grace make me feel my emotions 

through the music.”  
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Traditional

Arr. by Mark O'Connor

History Box only

Belgium, 
was

The melody of “Bonaparte’s Retreat” was originally a Scotch/Irish tune 
played on bagpipes.  In 1815, the tune was named for the military defeat of 
the French Emperor, Napoleon Bonaparte.  It is commonly thought that 

this battle, fought at Waterloo, Belgium, was the 
turning point for Bonaparte and prevented him 
from achieving his ambition of conquering the 
world.

When Thomas Jefferson was president of the United 
States, Bonaparte acquired the Territory of Louisiana and owned a home in 
New Orleans.  It is assumed that he had his sights set on acquiring much more 
of the American West to add to his Empire.  The defeat of Bonaparte’s army 
at Waterloo was cause for celebration around the world, and “Bonaparte’s 
Retreat” has been a favorite tune for Americans to play ever since.  In 1946, 
country music stars Pee Wee King and Redd Stewart wrote a hit song using the 
melody of this fiddle tune.  The song was recorded by Kay Star.
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Orchestra Track 15
Orch+Pno Track 38

I often dream of going to 
the top of a mountain.  

Every time I see the moun-
tains, I want to climb them!  
I like walking through the 
meadow with the mountain 
range hovering over me.  
Then I gradually head up 
into the foothills seeing the 
mountain ahead.  As the 
slopes become steeper, I take long, smooth steps.  I think about fly-
ing up the mountain with the biggest, most graceful steps I can take.  
I usually don¹t make it all the way to the top because most of the 
mountains are so big.   When I composed “Climbing the Mountain” I 
have you begin at the very bottom on the lowest string.  As you play 
this tune, you can make it all the way to the top!
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Mark O'Connor

text box

I  like playing guitar, too.  One of my 
favorite musical discoveries was how gui-

tar music could be played on the violin.  A 
lot of people “boogie” on the guitar, and 
I wanted to create the same feel on the 
violin.  So I figured out a violin version of a 
“Boogie Woogie.” When I go outside and 
kick a ball around, sometimes I try to kick 
it right down the middle of the road.  It’s 
fun just boogieing on down the road.
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American Folk Song

Arr. by Mark O'Connor
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History Box and Fiddle Boy Quote
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History Box and Fiddle Boy Quote

One of the most popular fiddle tunes in history, 
“Soldier’s Joy” can be traced to collections published 
in London and Scandinavia in the middle 1700s.  Early 

versions can be 
traced to Scotland, 
and variants found 
in the French Alps 
and Newfoundland.  
The tune was also well known in Ireland.

As is the case with many fiddle tunes, lyrics were added later.  
In America, “Soldier’s Joy” eventually came to be known as the mor-
phine used by Civil War soldiers when they were injured in battle.  A 

popular lyric for the tune was:  “Twenty-five cents for the old morphine, now carry me away from here.”
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History Box and Fiddle Boy Quote
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