
PODCAST ON CONTRABASS

Hello.  I'm Erik Nielsen.  I'm a professional composer and Senior Mentor at 

Music-COMP, formerly known as the Vermont MIDI Project.  This is the first in a series 

of podcasts designed to help you compose for specific instruments and ensembles.  For 

the most part we're going to concentrate on instruments that get relatively little attention 

and we're going to start at the very bottom of the orchestra with the contrabass.  It's also 

called double bass, string bass or just bass and it's the largest member of the string 

family.  Because the strings are so long and thick the distance from one note to its 

neighbor is greater than with any other stringed instrument, even the cello.  As a result, 

the strings are tuned a fourth apart, EADG from bottom to top, rather than a fifth apart 

as in violin, viola and cello.  For those of you who play guitar you'll note that the bass's 

tuning is the same as that of the bottom four strings of the guitar except an octave lower. 

And of course, the contrabass is tuned the same way as its cousin, the electric bass.  Its 

music is almost always written in bass clef, but because its lowest note is the bottom E 

of the piano, all notes are written an octave higher than they sound in order to avoid lots 

of ledger lines.  The upper range goes safely to the G below middle C (written an octave 

higher).  And like most instruments, steps are easier to play than lots of big leaps.

There are two main ways of playing bass, bowed (or arco) and plucked (or 

pizzicato).  In jazz, of course, the instrument is played pizz. much more often than arco, 

while in concert music both ways are used frequently.  Two notes may be bowed or 

plucked at the same time, so called double-stops, but care must be taken not to write an 

interval larger than a major sixth, especially down low, unless one of the strings is open 

(that is, not fingered).

Okay, let's have some musical examples.  By the way, scores for each of the 

examples may be found in the supplementary materials of the podcast.  Our first 

example is taken from our Opus 11 concert in 2005 and the composer is fifth-grader 

Greg Potter.  His piece is called Opus Boogie and uses bass as part of a string quintet 

with two violins, viola and cello.  From the title you can guess that this is going to be a 

jazzy-sounding work and that's certainly true in the bass part.  The music uses swing 

rhythm and a walking bass line that plays a typical boogie-woogie pattern pizzicato. 

You'll notice some clicking or slapping sounds.  That's typical in this style as the player 

slaps his plucking hand against the fingerboard while playing.  Let's listen to the ending. 

(PLAY OPUS BOOGIE, FADE IN AT 47” AND PLAY TO END.)

Our next example uses bass in a duet with violin and was written by high school 

senior Karen Boltax for Opus 9 in 2004.  It's called Tangled Up and yes, most of it is a 

tango.  What's great about this example is that the bass part goes from pizz. at the 

beginning to arco as the bass takes over the melody and then back to pizz. leading to a 

swing section.  Let's listen to the opening 45” or so.  (PLAY TANGLED UP OPENING 

THROUGH 54” THEN QUICK FADE OUT.)  The short section of bowed bass shows 

you don't have to be afraid to give the bass the melody.

Our third example shows the bass playing tremolando, a technique in which the 



bow is moved rapidly back and forth on the same string to give a quivering sound.  It's 

notated by putting three diagonal lines on the stem of the notes meant to be played 

tremolando.  The bass is also playing sul ponticello, which in Italian literally means “on 

the bridge.”  For this technique the bow is placed much closer to the bridge than usual, 

producing a thin, eerie sound.  The excerpt is from a work of mine called The Crane 

Maiden and in this short section the bass is again paired with violin.  Here it is.  (PLAY 

CRANE MAIDEN 27' 35”- 28'04” THEN FADE OUT.)

Our final examples are all taken from another work of mine, a song cycle for 

mezzo-soprano and strings called Trajectory of Flight. In the first of these we find the 

bass operating as the plucked foundation of the string sound but in a very different style 

from that of Opus Boogie.   Its plucking is used as a contrast to the long bowed notes of 

the other strings.  (PLAY III FADE IN AT 3' 34”-END.)

The next example comes from the final song in the set and shows the bass paired 

with the cello to play a bowed melody in octaves below the other strings.  (PLAY VI 

56”-1' 14”.)

Finally, from the end of the same song the bass carries the lowest line alone and 

this frees the cello to play melody with the first violin in octaves.  We also get to hear 

the wonderful resonance of the bass on its lowest notes.  (PLAY VI FADE IN AT 3' 

00”AND FADE OUT AT 3' 50”.)

I hope you can see from these examples what a wonderfully versatile instrument 

the bass is.  It can be played bowed or plucked, it can play melody or bass line, straight 

or swing, alone or as part of an ensemble including winds, strings or brass.  If you want 

to hear and read more about the bass, a great resource is the website of a terrific 

professional bassist, Evan Premo, who is the player for the final four examples you just 

heard.  His website is www.evanpremo.com.  Please consider using contrabass when 

writing for an event where it's available such as a spring Opus.  In the next podcast we'll 

examine another great instrument too often overlooked, the viola.  I hope you listen in. 


