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The role of the bass 
(i.e. why bass is the most awesome instrument)!

! Harmony!
! Rhythm!
! Melody!



Initial Considerations: 
Range & Tuning!
! Note: All written pitches sound 8vb !!
! Standard 4-string electric (e.g. Fender Jazz / 

Precision)!

! 20 frets!
(minimum standard range of fretboard)!



Initial Considerations: 
Range & Tuning (cont’d)!
! Extended range 4-string, 5-string, 6-string!

! 22 - 26 frets!
! Double Bass range E1 – G4 (written), tuned 

per standard 4-string electric!



Initial Considerations: 
Sounding Range on a piano!



Initial Considerations: 
Finger Technique!

! 1 finger per fret (L.H.) gives an 
accessible compass of a minor 3rd 
(3 semitones) per string 

(Double bass technique only uses fingers 1, 2 & 4 to thumb position) 

! Plucking (R.H.) uses (mostly) 
alternating fingers 1 & 2 

! Changing positions (L.H. shifts) takes 
time and requires adept technique 

 



Chord Symbols in bass lines!

! Bassists are trained to realize chord 
symbols in given rhythmic feels/styles 

! Jazz “walking” bass lines – swing 

! Various Latin bass lines – tumbao, 
bossa-nova, samba, lando, etc 

! Pop, Rock & Fusion bass lines 

! Realize rhythmic figures based on 
style or given ostinati!



Chord Symbols in bass lines: 
Examples!

! Track 9 Songo (Mauleon)!
! Amor (Dimond)!
! Kopanitza (Milev)!
! Whispering Ivor (Ball)!
! Ya’ale (Starr)!



Notation in bass lines: 
Examples!

! Greg by Fluoro (Dimond)!
! Yes and No (Shorter arr. Stagnaro)!
! Don’t Get Around (Ellington arr. Dimond)!



Notation in bass lines: 
Symbols and their usage!
! Slashes / / / / indicate interpretive activity 

under a chord symbol!
! Repeat bar % means repeat the last bar!
! Sim. (simile) means “play in the same 

manner as what I have written, using the 
provided chord symbols”!

! Diamond notation is for rhythmic hits!
! Don’t overuse any short-hand symbol!!



Errors in bass parts: 
Examples!

! The following student arrangements 
have errors in their part writing. What are 
they? !



Arrangement / Orchestration!

! Consider introductions, bridge passages, 
codas and how the bass may play a 
different role from the normal 
accompanying role!

! Avoid the “repeat the bass line 4 times 
then add the melody” cliché!

! Work towards balancing prescriptive 
notation with interpretive chord symbols!



Tasks to improve your bass line 
writing!
! Go out and see bass players performing live!
! Listen to recordings with a bass focus!
! Transcribe bass lines of different styles!
! Read transcriptions of good bass player’s 

bass line and solos, and study them with 
recordings!

! Practice writing and having a bassist read it!
! Buy or borrow a bass and learn to play a little!





Extended techniques / other 
sounds!

! Arco and Pizzicato (double bass)!
! Harmonics (natural and artificial)!
! Double stops and chords!
! Slap!
! Glissandi!
! Dead notes!
! Fretless electric bass!
! Effects processing (octave, distortion, wah)!
!



Solo Transcriptions!

! 54 Duncan Terrace - bass solo by Jimmy 
Johnson (Alan Holdsworth “Secrets”)!

! Saturday Night – bass solo by Paul Chambers 
(Hal McKusick “Triple Exposure”)!



Excerpt from “Farewell” (Performed by Loops) 
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