THE CASE FOR BAss GUITAR = SWINGING WITH THE JAzZz BAND

The bistorical [unjacceptance of the bass guitar in
IHAINSEream jazz

There are various reasons why the bass guitar has
not been accepted in mainstream jazz. These
include its lack of history as an instrument, the
perception of the instrument as a "cheaper alterna-
tve" 1o the double bass, and the small number of
practitioners who knew what to do with the
instrument.

One such early player who was successtul in being
accepted was Monk Montgomery, brother of bet-
ter known guirarist Wes Montgomery and vibist
Buddy Montgomery. As a member of Lionel
Hampton's Orchestra in the early nineteen fifties.
he recounts when Hampron asked him to use the
bass guitar in his group, "Hamp handed me the
Fender and told me he wanted this elecuic instru-
ment sound in the band. It was like he was trying
to turn me on to another chick. The electric bass
was considered a bastard instrument.
Conventional bass plavers despised it. It was new
and a threat to what they knew. In fact, by being
new, it was Jazz." Before being asked to switch
instruments, he played the double bass.

Another notable double bassist turned bass gui-
tarist was Steve Swallow. n an interview conduct-
ed by Jim Roberts for Guitar Player magazine in
November 1987, Roberts prompted Swallow o
discuss his switch to bass guitar. "It was considered
downright rude at the dme. 1 lost some good
friends, but I made some others. And 1 think that
once [ faced up to the fact thar [ wanted o play
an electric insrument more than an acoustic one,
[ began to pay attention to music | had ignored.”
On a more complimentary note, Jimmy Guiffre
remarked in the liner notes to a trio album [which
also featured pianist Paul Bley and Steve Swallow]
that he prefers Steve’s "electric bass” because “a
stand-up can match the volume Paul and I ger.
... The balance is much better now.”

Anthony Jackson is one such bass guitarist who
fervently believes in his chosen instrument and its
viability in mainstream jazz vet was consistently
met with unacceptability amongst "mainstream
traditionalists”. In a January 1986 interview by
Jim Ferguson for Guitar Player magazine,
Ferguson asked Anthony Jackson about his dis-
agreement with jazz double bassist Ron Carter,
"Several vears ago. he did a number of interviews
where he basically said thar the world was going
along fine until the electric bass [guitar] was

invented. Being voung and impressionable. | was

dCCPL\' hLll’l’ b\’ [ha[."

The differing opinions on "acceprabilitv” of the
bass guitar in the stage band. or any jazz ensemble
for that matter also probably has to do with ies
better known assodation with popular or electric-
oriented music. It is rather interesting that the
electric guirar, for example, is readily found within
such jazz ensembles. The electric guitar has been
around and has been in extensive use in jazz since
the nineteen thirties. Its use and the virtuosity of
plavers such as Charlie Christian, Jim Hall, Wes
Montgomery. among others has solidified its
acceprance 11 mainstream jazz.

Steve Swallow, however, shares a more optimistic
view, "One of the grear things for me about the
electric bass [guitar] is thar it has almost no history.
There are verv few people standing over your
shoulder, watching vou play. When [ played the
acoustic bass, I did feel very suongly. the presence
of everybody looking over my shoulder. That his-
tory just doesn't exist with the electric bass [guitar].
I have had the sense that [ am plowing forward
into a country that I have never been in before.”

[ have discussed elsewhere on the view that some
music educators hold of the "appropriateness” of
the bass guitar in any ensemble besides, perhaps,
the "rock combo.” Fortunately for me. I had a
band teacher who was willing to work with me to
find my way as a bass guitarist. Again, fortunately
for me, there was a music program in my area that
accepted the bass guitar as a legitimate instrument.
[t worked out so well that | am now in the privi-
leged position of being a music educator. My aim
in this article is to share some ideas of what might
work for you and the bass guitarist in your stage
band rhythm section. There are certain approaches
a bass guitarist can take to emulate the double
bass’s historical function in mainstream jazz.

Harmonic propulsion, rhythmic precision, forward
momentum, and swing!

The key to the walking bass line lies in an under-
standing of "swing." There are many opinions and
thoughts on this racher elusive "concept”. Ken
Morrison has stated that "For many writers, the
synthesis of European and African rhythmic con-
ceptions created the uniquely African-American
rhythmic drive known as ‘swing. ... Swing is a
perceprual orientation that creates a feeling of the
beat thar is different from both is European and
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Alfrican antecedents.” Jazz took harmonic concepts
from the Western European Art Music tradition
and adapred it for its own use. In fact, the walking
bass line is not entirely dissimilar to the function of
the basso continuo prevalent in the Baroque era.

Bassist John Goldsby defines it best, "A walking
line, in its simplest form, is a continuous stream of
quarter notes that outlines the harmony and Jocks
up with the ride cymbal to provide a strong, con-
sistent pulse.” Most stage band arrangements and
compositions have walking bass lines specifically
written out in order to complement what is going
on in the other sections although a brief discussion
of its principles are in order.

While at Capilano College, [ had the fortune of
studying with André Lachance, a mainstav double
bassist and bass guitarist in the Vancouver jazz
scene. He supported my desire 1o explore jazz
playing through the bass guitar. He shared with
me some important ideas that are the basis for
many walking bass lines in mainstream jazz. He
said that the "first beat of the bar should be the
root of the chord. The third of the fifth can also be
used although usually they will be followed by the
root on beat 2 or 3." Beats 2 and 3 usually con-
tained "chord tones out of the arpeggio going up
or down, or tones from the scale implied by the
chord going up or down. These notes oudine the
colour of the chord.” For Lachance, beat 4 "is
where the fun is. This is the approach note, the
one that tells you the root of the chord coming
up. It provides a sense of momentum, Le. the har-
mony moving forward rather than sitting on a
chord.” On this final bear, three choices are evi-
dent: a diatonic or chromatic approach note or the
fifth of the target chord [tonicization].

Mike Reveley, a jazz theory instructor at Capilano
College uses the concept of the "activation of
weakness” in order to explain "the essence of svn-
copation.” He claims that "rhythmic syncopation
adds energy to music though the process of
accenting those parts of a rhythm that is naturally
unaccented. By this unnatural action. it creates
tension thar requires motion to find resolution.”
Reveley uses the example of a rock drummer
accenting the backbeat with the snare which, ©
him, "requires further events to resolve them.” He
further states that "the last half of anything is
weaker than the first half. In uiple tme. the Jast
wwo thirds of anything is weaker.” Therefore, acti-
vation of these beats requires a harmonic or rhyth-
mic event that would produce motion which, in
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ume. As studene-musicians glin more experience
and are more comfortable widh e plaving,
mevitably an awareness of beat placement wil
oveur. Does the bass guitar play ahead or behind
the bea® This is not an easy question to answer,
and indeed dunng my: suond ear of jazz studies
presented me with a serious difemma. Gunther
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(’ou not 111 and of itselt guarantec swing, but v

own rhythmic concept ofw, alking quarter notes

s clementary at the ame. What Lachance sug-
gested to me was o continue to work wich a
metronome to develop a consistent sense of time
and o listen to the historical igures in jazz bass
plaving. He told me not o worry oo much about
whether | was ahead or behind the bear. After tol-
lowing his suggestion. beat placement is not so
much of an issue: the development of myv internal
“dock” now allows me 1o place the quarter note
where it feels right.

Hamp handed me the Fender
and fold me he wanted this
electric instrument sound in the
band. It was like he was frying to
turn me on to another chick. The
electric bass was considered o

bastard instrument.

Schuller also describes the shape of the sound as

being paramount w swing, “Swing depends on
¢. attacked. and

linked

how precisely a1 note is entered, 1.

how it 1s terminated: and how each note is
to even other succeeding note in terms of attack
and release.”

Widh rhis m mind. I wish o correct the notion
that in order to emulace the double bass. che bass
cuitarist must play marcato accents on eicher
klO\\l]hk&ll\ [beats 1 and 31 or lw le\h\d[\ lhears 2
and 4.
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"When
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momentum. Mornson also notes chat.
added on
[ hear a reducton in the torward
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- und
momentum ... This is because the bass line ts a
continuous malodic line that 1s more readih heard
as a single thythmic stratunt, Therefore, mere phe-
nomenal accents in the bass line itselt do not cre-
ate & different rhythmie stracum. Rather, regular
accents on bears 1 and 3 or 2 and 4 reinforce the
potential hierarchical metric interpretacon.
Undoubtedly. the harmonic and melodic accents
in the bass line support the hicrarchical metric
interpretation of the 4/4 measure.” Morrison fur-
ther explains that, "When either beats 1 and 3 or
2 and 4 of the quarter note pulse are accented. a
duple metric patcern is perceived. This is because
regular alteration of accented and unaccented
quarter beats reintorces the subsuming porential of
the hierarchical menometric interpretation.”

With these concepts in mind. hopefully it is
apparent o the reader that the bass guitar can
duplicate the functon of the double bass in the
jazz ensemble. Of course. the biggest difference
berween the nwo instruments is the sound. [ have
detailed elsewhere an approach to bass guitar
sound bur it might also be helptul to mendon that
by tahing on the frmerion of the walking bass line.
it might not hure w emulate the sound of organ
bass and che double bass irself.

Eniudearing the sound of organ beass

The immediate comparison that comes to mind
when thinking of organ bass and bass guitar is thar
both sounds are by nature, When listen-
ing to Jimmy Smith or Jack McDuft play organ
bass, one cannot help but hear smooth and con-
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nected lines with presenc and consistent funda-
mental and attack.

A way to achieve this on the bass guitar is to sim-
plv strike the string closer w the end of the neck
rather than on top of the pickup. Bv striking the
strings in this location. more of the fundamental
note is achieved. Because the strings are also less
taut In this area. the bass guitarist must use sensi-
tvine and control. An emphasis on a light-touch
must be present in order w successfully emulate
the sound of organ bass.

Enndaring the sound of the double buss

The tirst tew models of the Fender Precision bass
guitar fearured a tinger anchor and its purpose was
to allow the bass guurarists left hand to carl under-
neath the anchor and allow her or him w© pla
comfortablv with their thumb. These instrumens
were also shipped with Haewound strings and




foam cushioning which lav acainst the stings at
g v ag &
the bridge so as to provide the characteristic muted
£ F
"thump" that made recorded pizzicato double bass
playing so propulsive and percussive.

In addidon to being useful for emulating walking
pizzicato double bass plaving, this rechmquc is also
useful for playing tumbaos in salsa and Afro-
Cuban music, emulating surdo drums in Afro-
Brasilian music as well as a host of other Afro-
Caribbean styles. Along with a muted "thump”
for an initial artack whar also results when using
this technique is a quickened decay in the sound
envelope of the note. A way to emulate the sort of
artack on a bass guitar is to use what | call a palm
muting thumb and finger echnique.

This technique, popularized by such notable bass
guitarists as Anthony Jackson and Gary Willis,
makes use of the heel of the srriking hand posi-
tioned against the strings close to the bridge. The
amount of pressure one applies to the strings and
the placement of the heel [closer or farther from
the bridge] can vary the amount of muting that
occurs. This dme, the thumb and fingers are prac-
tcally parallel to the strings. On a regular 4 string
bass guitar, one can apply the thumb on the E
string, the index finger on the A string, the middle
finger on the D string and the ring finger on the
G string. One uses downstrokes for the thumb
and upstrokes for the rest of the fingers. Having
the ability to access each individual string makes
this a very adaptable technique.

Ukses of both approaches in context with the drummer

By emulating both types of approaches., | am not
suggesting that the bass guitar is without its own
"sound.” On the contrary and as I have argued in
a previous article, sound is a verv subjective mater.
However, having a cognitive idea of how organ
bass and double bass have functioned in main-
stream jazz can give a good idea of the bass guirarss
role in the same conrext.

The key to both approaches is to maintain a con-
sistent attack when striking the strings. Having an
inconsistent attack disrupts the flow of the groove.
Next. consider the volume of the instrument.
Being electronic and having the power of wattage
means that it can get out of hand very quickly.
What can happen, especially as ear fatigue sets in
after a longer rehearsal session, is that the bass gui-
tarist continues to turn the amplifier louder.

Having the drummer work with the bass guitarist
in a thythm sectional can help to iron out differ-
ent ideas on how o approach pla\mo with thc
jazz. band. They can pracme plaving "dme”
together at various tempi practicing to maintain
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that consistency. The bass guitarists and drum-
mers concept of’ feeling” the quarter note must
be the same and most of the time it is intuitive.
One idea nught be to use the organ bass pedal
approach behind one soloist and using the double
bass approach for another during the solo section
of a tune. When the bass guitarist does this. the
drummer can change the tmekeeping onto
another cmbal In order o provide a different
backdrop for each soloist. | would also caution
against having the drummer play "four on the
Hoor", or. four quarter notes per bar on the bass
drum loudly as this can disrupr the flow that the
bass guitar is trying to create. The sharing of the
bass drum and the bass guitar on the low end of
the frequency spectrum has the potential to make
the "swing” feel sluggish. especially at faster tem-
pos. Of course, some stage band arrangements,
particularly pre-bebop, however, do call for "four
on the floor”. and if so, have your drummer
“feather” the bass drum instead by plaving at a
plano dvnamic level.

Suggested listening

Of cowrse, nething bears firsi-hand listening to hass guitarists,
double bassists or organ players plaving scaight-ahead, main-
stream jazz in order ro understand how w plav the music. This is
by no means a definjtive or exhaustive list. it i merely suggestve.

Bass guitarists plaving mainstream. suraight-ahead jazz:

Anthony Jackson: "Michel Perrucciani. Steve Gadd. Anthony
Tackson = Trio m Tokyo: Drevfus Jazz FIOM 36605-2.7

Steve Swallow: "Real Book: Xuea WATT 87, "Deconstructed:
Alwavs Pack Your Uniform On Top-

XeraWATT 97"
XeraWATT 107, "Damaged in Transic: XeraWATT

Bob Cranshaw: "Sonny Rollins + 3: Milestone MCD-9250-2"
Ron Halldorson {Canadianj: "The Guutar Sounds of Lenny
RCA L LSP-4076" "The Velver Touch of Lenny
Breau — Live: One \Wav Records OW 29315

Breau:

Iaco Pastorius: "Brian Melvin Trio: Standards Zone Global
Dacine R2 793357

Double bass plavers:

Andre Lachance [Canadian}: "Mike Allen — One Step Closer:
Almus CD 062", "Thor Kukurudza — As e Was: IK10062"
“The Ian McDougall Sexter — Dry With A Twist: Barbarian
Records CDM 027 "The Jan McDougall Sexter - Burmin The
House Down: Barharian Records CDM 037

Anv Oscar Pertiford. Mile Hinron, Ray Brown. or Paul
Chambers

Organ players:

Smiich: "Back Ar The Chicken Shac
40402". "Midnight Special: Biue Note 84078,
Blue Nore 840307

Blue Nowe
"Crazy Bahy:
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Conclusion

Certainly I would encourage bass guitarists to vy
their hand a playing the double bass. if enly to
feel the magnitude and magnificence of the instru-
ment. but more im porr;m[i\' to gain an under-
standing of its function in the jazz ensemble. The
band [(,ALhCI I previously mentioned acrually
bought a double bass for the school music pro-
gram from a previous student perhaps secrety
hoping that I would become enamoured with the
instrument. T tried it for a little while, but it did
not catch on with me. T was wholly dedicated w
mastering, the bass guitar.

The predominance of dlassicism in jazz 1s another
subject altogether, but | humbly wish to highlight
a few ideas. in the very early davs of jazz. the
instrument of choice for holding down the "low-
end” was the tuba. This was Jater replaced with the
doubie bass during the swing era. Did wubists ery
out that they were being replaced? With the elec-
tric guitar having been used in the swing era. a
question lingers that, hvpothetically, if Leo
Fenders company had popu larized the bass guitar
during the same time. and plavers began using it.
would mainstream "jazzers” readilv accept the bass
guitar in their groups or otherwise?
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