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PART 1: The Basics

Chapter 1: Getting Started
Strings on the Bass
Below is a diagram showing the four strings on 
the bass. The letter names of the strings are 
the same for both electric and double bass. 

Tuning
There are different methods you can use to tune your 
bass. The easiest and most practical method for beginning 
players is to use an electronic tuner. Since it takes time to 
develop a musical ear and identify the exactness of pitch, 
using the tuner is the easiest way to tune your instrument. 
It tells you whether or not your instrument is in tune. If 
your string is (too low), tighten the tuning peg to raise 
the pitch. If the string is sharp (too high), loosen the tuning 
peg to lower the pitch. 

type automatically senses which pitch you are playing. The 
second type requires you to set a dial or knob to your 
target pitch. Whichever type of tuner you use, you will 
need to make sure you are actually tuning to the correct 

tuner senses it as an F# instead of a G. In this case, turn 

up as a sharp F#, but then as you tighten the string, the 

Make sure that you don’t miss your target note and tune 
the string all the way up to Ab. 

Relative Tuning

You can also tune your bass by ear. If you can hear the 
difference in pitches well, you can try to tune this way. 
Beginning players might need to develop their ears a little 
more before they can use this method. 

Below is an easy method for getting in tune without the 
help of an electronic tuner. (Also, see illustration at the 
bottom of page.)

Step 1) Tune your open 4th string (E) to a piano, 
keyboard, pitch pipe or other instrument of constant 
pitch. On a keyboard, use the E that is 19 white keys 
below middle C. 

fret of the 4th string to produce the note A. The open 
3rd string should match this note. If not, use the tuning 

or down (if the string is sharp). 

fret of the 3rd string to produce the note D. The open 
2nd string should match this note. If not, use the tuning 

or down (if the string is sharp). 

fret of the 2nd string to produce the note G. The open 
1st string should match this note. If not, use the tuning 

or down (if the string is sharp). 

Open strings

G
D

A
E F G

C

FE

A B C

G
D

A

D

A

E

B
E

B

F

C
G

D

G

D
A

E

F

C

B

Frets: 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12
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Left-Hand Technique
When holding the electric bass, place your left-hand thumb 

when moving up and down the neck. The wrist is slightly 

which are as close to the frets as possible when pressing 
the strings. 

The proper left-hand position is shown in the picture to 
the right. 

The chromatic (moving by half steps) exercise below allows 
you to practice your left-hand positioning and right-hand 

then gradually increase the tempo, or speed. 

Here is another exercise that will help you practice both 
the left-hand position and right-hand plucking of the strings. highest fret of your bass. 

Proper left-hand position.

3

4
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Modes of the Melodic Minor Scale
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Tritone Substitution
The 3rd and 7th chord tones of a dominant 7th chord 
form an interval of a diminished 5th (or augmented 4th). 
This interval is the distance of three whole steps and is 
also referred to as a tritone. The tritone is a dissonant 
interval; it is what makes the dominant 7th chord want to 
resolve down a 5th to the I chord or tonic chord. A unique 
quality of the tritone interval is that, even when inverted 
(the top and bottom notes are reversed), it remains a 
tritone. A major interval becomes minor, and a minor 
interval becomes major. The tritone is the only interval 
that remains the same interval when inverted.

Tritone substitution allows us to substitute any dominant 
7th chord with a dominant 7th chord built on a note a 
tritone away. 

For example, a G7 chord consists of the notes G, B, D and 
F. The tritone of this chord occurs between the notes B 
(the 3rd) and F (the �7th).

A tritone away from G is D�, therefore we can substitute 
D�7 for the G7 chord. The reason for this is that these 
two chords share the same tritone between the 3rd and 
7th chord tones. 

The 3rd and 7th of the G7 are B and F, which form a 
tritone. The 3rd and 7th of the D�7 are F and C�. We can 
enharmonically spell the C� as a B. Now, you can see that 
the B and F of the G chord spell the same tritone as the F 
and B of the D�7 chord. For practical jazz purposes, they 
are the “same” chord spelled with different roots. 

Tritone substitutions (or tritone subs for short) are used 
in different ways. One common use for tritone subs is to 
create chromatic bass lines. 

Look at the chord progression below. Notice that in bars 
5–6, the A7 and G7 are replaced with tritone subs. This 
allows for a chromatic bass line in the chord progression. 

Tritone subs can be used on the turnaround or even the 
last two bars of a 12-bar blues. Here are the last two bars 
of a B� blues:

? wwww
wwwwbbb

G
Tritone Tritone

7 D b7

? 44
?5 ’ ’ ’ ’ ’ ’ ’ ’ ’ ’ ’ ’ ’ ’ ’ ’

’ ’ ’ ’
Emin7 A7 G7

’ ’ ’ ’
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Emin7 Eb7 Db7Dmin7 CMaj7

’ ’ ’ ’ ’ ’ ’ ’

? bb 44 ’ ’ ’ ’
Bb7 G7

’ ’ ’ ’
Cmin7 F7

? bb 44 ’ ’ ’ ’
Bb7 Db7

’ ’ ’ ’
Cmin7 F7

Here are the last two bars using tritone subs:

Tritone subs also occur in the bridge of “rhythm changes” 

changes shows the chords used in the bridge of rhythm 
changes. The second line uses tritone subs (D�7 for G7 

and C�7 for F7). Once again this provides chromatic 
movement in the root motion and gives you options in 
creating bass lines. 

G7:  G–B–D–F
D�7:  D�–F–A�–C� (B)
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Below is another example in the style of Stanley Clarke. 
The following example may be played either by strumming 

Slap & Pop in the Style of Stanley Clarke

The following example is in the style of Stanley Clarke, who 
is best-known for his lightning-fast, effortless technique.

As funk, Latin and other styles fuel various genres of 
jazz, the electric bass is here to stay and is a legitimate 
instrument. Even jazz giants who are or were considered 
jazz purists have had electric bass in their bands. Miles 
Davis brought Marcus Miller on board. Sonny Rollins 
has used electric bass in his groups. The electric bass is 
an important instrument in many genres of modern jazz. 
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