WORSHIP ON THE…BASS GUITAR

(Everything you need to know to play bass in a praise band 1)

Ok, first things first! So, you’ve got your bass guitar home from the shop, you’ve got a lead, and a small amplifier.

 (Don’t want to annoy the neighbours, do we?)

CHAPTER ONE

THE STRING NAMES

There are usually four strings on the bass, tuned to the notes G, D, A and E. Some basses have five strings, and some have six strings, but these are specialist instruments, and generally they’re unsuitable for beginners.

The first string, G, is the thinnest string. This is the string nearest to your knees (assuming you are right-handed. For left-handers playing a right-handed bass, make everything opposite). The next string up is called D. The third string up is called A. The fourth string, or thickest string, is E. Remember that the thinnest string is called the first string, not the thickest one! 

A handy way of remembering the names of the strings is: 

GOD

DIED

AT 

EASTER

The first thing you want to do is tune the bass. Usually a new bass guitar should be reasonably in tune, but it’s worth checking, and there’s nothing wrong with a bit of fine-tuning.

TUNING THE BASS

Electronic tuners can be bought at any music shop that sells guitars. They’re simple and easy-to-use, but they can be easily confused by a string that is very out of tune. Most tuners have a needle in the dial and three lights above the dial, one green, two red. There are letters on the tuner, E, B, G, D, A and E, with corresponding lights. Ignore the first two, these are for tuning a guitar. G, D, A and E are the names of the bass strings.

 Plug your lead from the bass into the tuner, turn the volume up on the bass, and play a note. The needle should move! The idea is to get the needle into the middle, in order to light up the green light and the light on the string indicator that corresponds with the string you’re playing. If the note is too low, the needle will be to the left of the target area, and if the note is too high, the needle will be to the right. 

At the end of the bass to your left, you will see metal, or plastic, levers, which can be twisted clockwise and anti-clockwise. In order to change the pitch of a string, these levers should be twisted, either tightening or loosening the string as required. By tightening the string, we make the note higher, and by loosening the string, the note will become lower. 

Follow each string with your finger, to find out which tuning peg tunes which string. 

Another method of tuning is using “pitch-pipes”. Pitch-pipes look like small whistles joined together, and letters denote the string names on them. These are also available in music shops, but require using your ear to tune the bass. Blowing into the whistle marked G will produce the desired pitch for the string of the same name. Then you must decide whether your G bass string is too high, or too low, (also called flat or sharp), and adjust it accordingly with the tuning pegs.  

If you have another instrument such as a piano or keyboard in the house, you may use this to produce the target note. On a keyboard, there is a specific pattern of white keys and black keys. Observing up and down the keyboard, you will notice that the black keys are grouped into two keys together, then three keys together, and so on, right up to the top. Where there are three black keys together, the white key between the 1st and 2nd black key, is always a G note! 

You can use your ear to tune the bass manually, but I will come back to that! 

PHEW! Still with me? Good! 

 CHAPTER TWO

Now we’re in tune! 

The bass guitar is made up of two main obvious shapes, consisting of :

1) The body,

And 

2) The neck.

The body of the bass contains the bridge, the volume and tone controls, or pots, the input, and the pick-ups. These can be seen on the adjoining diagram. 

The neck of the bass guitar contains the fretboard, headstock with tuning pegs, the nut, and fret markers. See diagram.

THE BASS FRETBOARD

The fretboard is the front part of the neck which is divided up into frets by pieces of metal. There are commonly twenty to twenty-four frets on the bass guitar. These are generally marked by fret markers at the 3rd fret, 5th fret, 7th fret, 9th fret, and twice at the 12th fret. Other markers can be seen at the 15th fret, 17th fret, 19th fret, and 21st fret, where applicable. These markers, which vary in design, are replicated along the top of the neck. 

The purpose of the frets is to divide up the notes on the bass guitar. See diagram. 

FRET  0_ 1    2   3    4  5  6    7   8   9  10 11 12 

G-G#-A-A#-B-C-C#-D-D#-E- F-  F#-G- …etc

D-D#-E- F-  F#-G-G#-A-A#-B-C- C#-D…etc

A-A#-B-C- C#-D-D#-E-F- F#-G- G#-A…etc

E-F- F#- G- G#-A-A#-B-C-C#-D-D#-E…etc

These are all of the notes on the first twelve frets of the bass guitar. After the twelfth fret, the notes repeat. # is pronounced “sharp”.

The order that notes occur in, in music, is A-A#-B-C-C#-D-D#-E-F-F#-G-G#-A…etc.

This is called a “chromatic scale”. As you can see, no matter where you start this pattern, it remains the same, on all of the strings. Note that every five frets up one string is the same as moving down a string! Thus, we can also tune using the fifth frets on the bass. 

(Fifth fret on the E string ought to sound like open A, fifth fret on the A string ought to sound like open D, fifth fret on the D string ought to sound like open G.)

ENHARMONICS

Enharmonics is a word used to describe how each note has more than one name. For example, an A# note is sometimes called Bb. (b is pronounced flat.) Therefore A# is so called because it is one sharper than A. It’s also one flatter than B, hence it’s other name, Bb. So flat means one fret lower, sharp means one fret higher. 

PLAYING THE BASS

Ok, time to actually play! The bass guitar should sit comfortably on the lap, on your right leg, though you may adjust the height with a strap. We’ll use our left hand to fret the notes, and the index and middle finger of our right hand to sound the strings. The right wrist should be curved, and the right thumb may rest on the pick-up or scratch-plate, but not behind the body of the bass. 

The fingers of the right hand should strike the strings reciprocally, that is one after the other, in a walking, or running fashion. Here is a scale to start us off. It’s notated in a notation style called “tablature”, or “tab” for short, in the same way as the fretboard map.  

E MAJOR SCALE (Ascending and descending)

G - 

D -

      1-2-1

A -
       -0-2-4-        -4-2-0

E – 0 – 2- 4-                            -4-2-0

  Try playing in first position. First position is when each of your left hand fingers plays a different fret, therefore 1st finger plays 1st fret, 2nd finger plays 2nd fret, 3rd finger plays 3rd fret, and pinkie plays 4th fret. Remember to “reciprocate” with your right hand!

Well done, you’ve learned your first scale!

