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Foreword H O W T O USE THIS BOOK

EVERYONE:

All the exercises and ideas in this book are designed to improvise on. The longer
you spend varying each exercise, the more useful it wi 1 1 become to you, so try to
develop each one, whenever possible, in the followingways:

1. Extend the exercise both higher and lower on the bass than the written musical
example, so that each idea can be played all over your instrument, ascending
and descending .

2. Play each exercise in several keys until transposing it becomes comfortable.

3. Keep the same notes as the musical example (more or less), but change the
rhythms used to play them. Try repeating or leaving out notes, as well. By
doing this, these exercises will become relevant to different styles of bass
p laying .

4. Use little pieces of the exercise as the basic theme for improvising some music
of your own - either in one key or on the changes of a tune. Try playing along
with records and referring back to pieces of the exercise as often as possible.
I n t h i s w ay , e ac h e x e r c i s e w i l l ge n e r a t e l i c ks t h a t y o u c a n u s e i mmedia t e l y .

5. Forget the written musical example and make up lines of your own based on the
idea be ing d i s c ussed.

LESS ADVANCED PLAYERS

This book is organized so that each section of each chapter takes one subject and
goes from elementary to advanced exercises on it. Less experienced players should
use the following procedure instead of reading straight through the book:

1. Go through chapters 1 and 2 as written. If some of the written musical examples
(here or anywhere) are too hard, skip them unti 1 later, but practice the
exercise anyway, using lines of your own.

2. Do only the first exercise or two in each section of chapters 3 through 9.
These wiI1 give you an overview of the rudiments of bass playing. Look briefly
a t chapte r 12 , t oo .

3. After these have been digested, go back and do another exercise or two in each
section of chapters 3-9. Repeat this process untiI you finish each chapter.

Find a qua l i f i e d b a s s t e a c her t o h e l p y o u a s s i m i l a t e t h e i n f o r ma t i o n i n t h i s
book, since it is presented here in concentrated form. It might also be help­
ful to use this book in conj unction with more elementary books, in order to
give you more practice reading easier musical examples. Acoustic bassists
should go through one or more of the traditional bass methods, such as Simandl's,
paying special attention to the fingerings.

HAVE FUN
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Chapter 1 — THE PHYSICAL ASPECTS OF PLAYING

THE BASS

The bass i tsel f consists of i ts body ( 1), the f i n gerboard (2) , t h e nu t ( 3 ) ,
t he b r i d g e (4), the tuning mechanism (5), and the four strings which are tuned
E A D G from the lowest sounding to the highest.

THE STANCE ( Acoustic B a s s)

The body of the player should be behind the bass enough to bow the E string
comfortably. The left armpit should not touch the body of the bass, The left
elbow should be up and forward so that the whole arm rotates as you play different
s tr i n g s .



THE LEFT HAND

The left hand's basic posture is a relaxed kind of claw in which the fingers
are spread apart from each other and arched so that the fleshy part of the
fingertips press the strings down. This arch is much more pronounced on the
acoustic bass than on the electric bass. On acoustic bass, this arch is the
continuation of an unbroken arch of energy from the spine to the arm, to the

p alm (where a b a sebal l g l o v e k i n d o f p o c ke t i s c r e a t e d ) , and f i n a l l y t o t he
fingers. In this way, the strength of all of these muscles c ont r i bu t e t o ho l d­
i ng the s t r i n g s d own. Fo r b e g i n n i n g p l a y e r s i t wi l l t ake t i m e f o r t h i s c law t o

feel natural. As you practice, however, just periodically remind yourself to
approximate this position of the hand.

On acoustic bass, the thumb joint should remain unbroken. Most electric
players bend the thumb backwards. The thumb should be across from the 2nd
finger when playing acoustic bass, and across from the 1st finger when playing
e lect r i c b a ss . T h i s p o s i t i o n s h o u l d b e ma i n t a i ned a s t h e l e f t ha n d g l i d e s f r om
posi t i o n t o p o s it i on .



On acoustic bass, after E or Eb is reached on the G string, the thumb starts
to come around to the side of the neck as you go up the string. Finally, at
approximately the 12th "fret" up from the nut, the thumb comes on top of the
fingerboard and its right side at the joint is used to hold the strings down,
in addition to the 1st, 2nd, and 3rd fingers. This is called the thumb position.
Once in the thumb position, it is useful to extend it lower than the 12th fret,
so that unnecessary shifts between the thumb position and the lower positions
are avo ided .

The thumb position should be learned along with the lower positions.
It isn't any harder than the others.

In the lower positions, the fingers that are not in use should be kept re­
laxed and as close to the strings as possible. The pinky should remain above the
string so that the fingers are perpendicular to the strings, not angled off, In
general, try to eliminate all excess movement in the left hand — it's function
is only to serve as a platform to support finger movements.



THE RIGHT HAND

The right hand in pizzicato playing on the acoustic bass can be used in
one of two ways. The first way alternates the tip of the 1st and 3rd or the

1st and 2nd fingers. The hand is held perpendicular to the strings. The 2nd

way has the hand at a 45 a ngle to the strings and the side of the 1st and 2nd

fingers are used. Electric bassists use the perpendicular approach or else use
a pick. In any case the direction of force used is half'Itowards you and half
down into the fingerboard.

On acoustic bass, the thumb wi 1 I rest on the side of the f ingerboard,

near the bottom. Electric basses often have thumb rests, or the E string is

used for that purpose. Moving the thumb closer to the bridge gives you more
power, while moving it further away gives you more speed and sensitivity.
On electric bass, when plucking the strings with the thumb, it should be
placed right at the bottom of the fingerboard. Try hitting a string both on
the downstroke and the upstroke of the thumb, in addition to using the fingers

to give you more rhythmic versatility. On acoustic bass, when using the bow,
make sure that it remains perpendicular to the strings at all times and that

the right elbow does not bend very much, the right shoulder and wrist being
the main sources of motion.



Chapter 2 — BASIC THEORY

PLAYING THE MAJOR SCALE

When two notes are played on a musical instrument, the difference in pitch
(higher o r l o w er ) i s ca l l ed a n in t e r va l . I n We s te rn m us ic , t he sm a l l e s t i nt e r va l
is the half step, i.e. up or down one fret on a guitar, or each succeeding note
( black and wh i t e ) o n a p i an o . I f you g o u p 1 2 h a l f st ep s , y o u w i l l f i nd a no t e
that sounds the same as the starting note but higher. These two notes are an
octave apart and have the same letter name (A,B,C,etc.). The string that the
higher note is played on will be vibrating at exactly twice the rate of the lower
string. The 12 notes between a starting note and its counterpart up an octave
make up the chromatic scale. Out of these 12 notes, 7 are used to create the
major scale. Here is a fingerboard chart of one octave of the C major scale on
the bass :

Exercise 2 — P lay t h e
s cale and s i n g a l o n g
w ith i t as y o u p l a y .

Exercise 1 — P lay t h e s e
n otes s l o w ly , b o t h u p
a nd down the s c a l e .

Exercise 3

f inger
f inger
f inger
f inger
f inger
f inger
f inger
f inger

Here is the C major scale again, only without using the open strings this
time. The fingerings given here are from lower to higher notes.

Acoustic Bass Fingerings

C — 1st
D - 4 t h
E - 1s t
F - 1s t
G - 4 t h
A - 1 s t
B — 2nd
C - 4 t h

E lect r i c B ass F i n g e r i n g s

C — 2nd
D - 4 t h
E - 1s t
F - 2 n d
G - 4 t h
A — 1st
B - 3 r d
C - 4 t h

f inger
f inger
f inger
f inger
f inger
f inger
f inger
f inger

(CONT.)



Try the f ollowingways to play the scale:

a ) Play t h e s c a l e u p a n d down un t i l i t i s com f o r t a b l e .

b) Try playing each note a couple of times before going on to the next note.

c) Sing a short rhythm to yoursel f, even as simple as the first 3 notes of
"Jingle Bel ls." Find the main pulses or downbeats inherent in the rhythm, e.g.

J ingle Be l l s , J i ng l e B e l l s , et c .

These downbeats should occur at regular intervals in time so that a steady
beat is created. Once the rhythm is clear to you, play it using only the note C,
then play it on D, then on E, etc. all the way up and down the scale. Nake sure
that you change notes on a downbeat only, not inbetween notes.

d) Take the rhythm and play it using this scheme:

rhythm on C on any other ! on C ! on any other etc.! s cale no t e s cale no t e

e) Do d) but play the rhythm, or variations of it, using two or three different
notes instead of just one before coming back to C. Experiment with different
licks using the 2 or 3 notes but spend the same amount of time on C as on all
the other notes combined. Nake sure that you come back to C on the downbeat,i.e.

Once this is comfortable, lengthen the phrase used on C so that there will be
more time to play the other scale notes. Expand this until you are using any
or all of the scale notes to lead you back to C.

f) Do e) but alternate coming back to C and F instead of always coming back to C.
Be sure that C and F always occur on a downbeat, i.e.

(The double lines with two dots means to repeat the sequence inside them.)
After that feels right, substitute other scale notes for F in the above scheme,
o ne at a t i m e .

g) Do f) using longer sequences of main notes, e.g

Do this using other sequences of main notes like, C F C G, C D E D, C A D G,
or C F E D. Playing bass on tunes often involves nothing more than this pro­
cedure of hitting the root of each chord as it occurs and then playing around
with the basic scale, leading you to the root of the next, chord.

(CON T.)



h) Do g) but after hitting the main note once or twice, spend the rest of the

time getting to the next main note in different ways, e.g.

C

ETC

OR G7 Am DmDm

3 M I 3 m

AmG7

I 3M

Dm

I 3 M I 3M

G7

3M

i) Do g) but don't use a prearranged sequence of chords, just land on any note
in the scale for your main notes, coming back to C when you want to end the "tune".

The next three variations are optional:

j) Sing a rhythm to yourself. Experiment with playing that rhythm or variations
on it using only C and 2 or 3 other scale notes. You will find a number of
possibilities by repeating notes, by changing the order of notes (don't a l ways
s tart o n C), etc. Expand this until you are using any or all of the scale notes .

k) Play the C major scale up and down, then try singing a little tune or bass line

to yourself using C major scale notes. Once it is clear to you, find the f irst
note on the bass and then find the other notes one at a time, u nti l y ou h a v e
the whole line down. Then try variations on it using other scale notes, dif­

ferent rhythms, etc.

I) Here are fingerboard charts for the A minor and G7 (Mixolydian) scales . No t i c e
that they have the same notes as the C major scale. The only difference is what

the starting note (the ton i c ) o f t he sc a l e i s .

A Minor S c a l e G Mixo l y d i a n

Do Exercise 3 using these scales instead of C major by havinq A or G as the

t onic n o t e t o r e t ur n t o i ns t e a d o f C.



TUNING THE BASS

In order to make sure that your bass is in tune, first tune your open A
str i ng t o a p i a n o o r p i t c h p i p e . Many people f i n d i t eas i e r t o l oca t e t h i s A i f
they loosen the string a little, hit the piano note, and then tighten the string
right up to match that pitch.

Next, tune your other strings to your open A string in the following way:
Find the D on the A string by playing the first 0 notes of the A major scale. The
open D string should sound the same as the fourth note of the scale.

By doing this for each pair of strings, they will become tuned to each other.

An even more accurate method of tuning is to compare the harmonics above the note
D on the G string and above G on the D string. They should sound the same and this
r ela t i o n s h i p w i l l app l y t o ea c h p a i r of adj a c en t st r i ng s .
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