
Intonation 
 
Tune the bass 

● Tune one string (usually the A) using a tuner 
then use harmonics to tune the others 

○ To do this, place your first finger on the 
D on the A string, and your fourth finger 
on the A on the D string (third position 
— See Glossary page for how to find 
that). Do not press down, just rest 
lightly, making sure no other part of 
your hand is touching either string. Bow 
each string separately with a solid 
focused tone. Tune the D string so that 
the harmonics are the same exact pitch. 
See Figure 1 

○ Continue this on the other strings, 
making sure to turn the pegs of the 
strings you have not yet tuned. The 
other finger placements are: 

■ 1 on G on D string, 4 D on G 
string 

■ 1 on A on E string, 4 E on A 
string 

● Allow for time on each string, don’t feel rushed. The string is most in tune when bowed 
with consistent pressure and speed 
 

Hand position 
● Pretend that you’re holding an apple in your left 

hand. While standing with the bass, move the 
“apple” through the neck of the bass so that your 
C-shaped hand is around the neck. The curved 
fingers and thumb that you see should be 
maintained, no matter how much pressure you 
apply to the bass. See Figure 2 

● The thumb has a tendency to flatten out. Yes, this 
is ok but should not add any tension through the 
inside of your hand or wrist, particularly in the big 
muscle below your thumb in the palm of your 
hand. If your thumb is flattening out, try moving it 
laterally across the back of the neck of the bass to 
see if there’s a better placement for it.  



○ As your fingers move from string to string, your thumb will move laterally along 
the back of the neck, because your whole hand and wrist is rotating, still holding 
that “apple” 

● Your left elbow should be, at its highest point, at shoulder level, and as your hand moves 
up the neck (towards the bridge), your elbow will follow as needed. Do not let the elbow 
sink below the level of your hand, as that will 
add an extra angle in your wrist which makes 
it difficult to maintain the apple hand position. 
See Figure 3 for A too low elbow angle.  

● Don’t be afraid to make marks on the 
fingerboard with pencil or tape in order to 
instill good shifting/intonation habits  

○ Make sure your strings are in tune 
before you make any marks 

○ Use open strings to test that your 
closed notes are in tune 

■ Ex: If making a mark at the D 
on the G string, play the 
higher D and then the open D 
string. Listen to see if the 
higher octave is in tune before 
marking 

○ Pencil marks fade, and that’s ok! 
Keep adding them if they help. 

○ Add a small piece of colored tape 
(electrical tape is good) to the back of 
the neck or the side of the neck closest to you for a visual aid  

● Don’t forget that the angle of your finger can change the pitch of the note slightly. By 
repeatedly changing how your finger is connected to the string is how we get vibrato. 
See Figures 4 and 5 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 
“Vomits” exercise 

● This exercise works on your ear and your muscle memory 
● Step 1: put on a drone (let’s say Ab AKA A-flat) 

○ Drones can be found on Youtube, in phone apps, and in physical metronomes 
● Step 2: place your first finger on the Ab on the G string (in half position) 

○ Make sure that the Ab you are playing is the exact pitch AKA in tune with the 
drone 

● Step 3: gliss up to Bb with your first finger, try to make it in tune (this interval is tough!)  
● Step 4: gliss back down to Ab, make it in tune. 

○ Note: It’s ok if you over- or under-shoot these shifts. The goal is to shift slowly 
enough at first that you can hear the pitch change and stop when you arrive at 
the correct pitch. If you notice you’re consistently over- or under-shooting a shift, 
make a mental note and consciously think the opposite when you make that shift 
again. I.e. if you’re always sharp when you shift up to a D, then think “lower D” 

● Step 5: gliss up to C, make it in tune. Then gliss back down to Ab. 
● Step 6: continue this up and down glissing from the root through your scale of choice. Ab 

major, for example.  
 
 

Tone 
● Bow 

○ To get a sound using the bow, we have three variables: 
■ Bow placement (vertically, between the end of the fingerboard and the 

bridge) 
■ Bow weight (how much of your arm weight is being put into the bow) 
■ Bow speed (how quickly the bow moves across the string) 

○ If we change any of these variables, the tone quality of the note will change. 
Generally, the lower the position (closer to being open the strings are), the closer 
to the end of the fingerboard we want to keep the bow. Vice versa, the higher we 
are up the string, the closer to the bridge we want to be. 

○ Experiment with different placements, weights, and speeds of the bow on all of 
the strings, both open and closed. 
What sound do you want?  

● Pizzicato 
○ For jazz pizz, we anchor our right 

thumb behind the fingerboard, 
close to the end of the 
fingerboard, and use our pointer 
and middle fingers to pluck.  

○ Use the weight of your arm and 
wrist to pull the string, not just 



your fingers, because your arm has a lot more power than just your finger! See 
Figure 6 (above) 

○ While the bass is a string instrument, in jazz it is very percussive, almost always 
being plucked. Therefore, we must be very conscious of how and when we 
connect with and release the string, because as soon as we make a sound, we 
don’t have much control over it apart from muting it altogether.  

■ Time is incredibly important (possibly the most important part of the role 
of the bassist in jazz) and for us, time is determined by the beginning of 
each note we play. Therefore, having control of your right hand is crucial 
to being a good jazz bassist. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Glossary 
 

● Chord tones 
○ A note that exists within a certain chord. Most often 1 3 5 7 

● Scale degree 
○  refers to the position of a particular note on a scale relative to the tonic, the first and 

main note of the scale from which each octave is assumed to begin 
● Chromatic 

○ relating to or using notes not belonging to the diatonic scale of the key in which a 
passage is written 

● Consonant 
○ Consonant intervals are usually described as pleasant and agreeable. 

● Dissonant  
○ Dissonant intervals are those that cause tension and desire to be resolved 

to consonant intervals 
 
 


