Working out Tunes—It All Starts with the Melody

     The premise is simple; bass players need to play melodies in order to construct good bass lines, understand articulations and to have a basis for improvisation. I prefer to use only a metronome for accompaniment; it forces me to keep the form in mind and is good preparation for those gigs where everyone disappears during the bass solo. However, it is possible to use recorded practice materials with this system. 

1. Choose a tune  Begin by choosing a tune with limited chord changes (1 per bar maximum) and an easy melody. Early on, try sticking with major and minor 7th chords. Choose a key with less than 3 sharps or flats; open strings are a bassists’ best friend. Tunes with long held notes are good for getting used to “space” and feeling the underlying pulse.

2. Play the Melody--lots  Have the bassist play through the melody first as written, then double a recording or another combo member.  Play the melody enough times that it seems comfortable, even boring. Encourage students to try different fingering patterns, transpose octaves and ultimately, find their own melodic interpretations.

3. Analyze the Tune What is the form?  How many different chords are used?  Have more advanced students perform a brief harmonic analysis that begins with simply playing the roots. How do the melody notes fit within the chords?

4. Explore the Chords and Scales (Develop a Pitch Inventory) I have beginning to intermediate students continue their analysis by playing the chords and then writing them out. Players with piano skills are encouraged to play the melody and chords on a keyboard. Students then write out the corresponding scales. More advanced students can do this mentally as they complete steps 2 and 3.

5. Work out Bass Lines Students construct lines based on the chords and scales. Beginning to intermediate students should write out several versions. More advanced players can begin improvising lines immediately. Try the following: 1) begin with descending lines in the upper octave 2) beginning alternating measures on the 3rd or 7th of each chord degrees, 3) expand the comfortable range.  Students should be able to perform their written lines and be encouraged to write in fingerings. Creating lines involves a lot of trial and error. What kinds of lines work better than others? Do step wise lines flow more than jumps? Does starting at the bottom of the scale get repetitious? Can they expand their comfortable range? Identify the patterns used most often and leave them out. 

6. Explore Soloing Beginning solos should be based on the original melody. The next step is to use rhythmic and melodic riffs from the melody over the pitch inventory.  For students who find the idea of soloing over 32 bars of material daunting, have them return to the melody every 2 or 4 bars, or in major sections. This is also an excellent way to reinforce the form without accompaniment.

7. The Finished Product In lessons, I ask students to perform their assigned tune in the following format:

melody twice (The first time is fairly straight ahead.  The second time, they transpose octaves, elaborate on the tune, make it their own)

bass lines twice over the form. (Early on, students read their written lines. Later, improvise them.)

Solo twice over the form  Solos may quote freely from the melody or be completely improvised.

Head out.  The melody one last time. Tags are nice.

8. Choose the Next Tune The next tune should be a logical extension of the last.  If the student is working on a blues in Eb, a 32-bar tune in Eb with the same basic chords might be a logical choice.

Some variations:

· Encourage your other players to use the same format. Melody instrument players can also benefit from writing out or improvising bass lines. Challenge all the players to comp on a keyboard.

· Keep a log of tunes and chords. Given enough experience, students will begin to see that there are a finite number of chords and progressions.

· Make it the students’ responsibility to choose appropriate tunes. Allowing them to browse available music gets them looking for key relationships, common chord progressions and forms.

