
 

 

Bassersize: Movements and Metaphors 
by Barry Green 

 

Are you a bass player, string teacher, bass teacher, student, amateur, or professional? 

I love teaching the bass. But for me, the joy of teaching is in the journey. I love being present during 

growth, illumination, and inspiration. It’s easy to be obsessed with technique and forget that making music 

is really about expressing energy and feelings with the international language of music. The music we play 

is not found in the notes on the page, the fingerings, the bowings, or even the instrument. It’s in you! This 

can be communicated and taught from day one and continue throughout all stages of learning. 

However, playing music is a balancing act between the two elements of technique and expression. 

They are both important. 

The challenge is that the mind can only monitor a few things at a time. In order for this to take place, 

the technical side has to be mastered to the level of physical memory. Then the mind and body are able to 

focus on the essence of music: the energy and life in our lullabies, dances, songs, and musical stories. 

Bassersize has helped me master the technical part of bass playing with a more human connection to 

feelings and expression. 



 

 

We are in the age of technology and short attention 

span. I take an exercise class at the YMCA, where we do 

potentially boring physical exercises but with the 

accompaniment of popular music. We sing and dance 

throughout the workout. One of my favorite popular songs 

used in the exercise class is CC Music Factory’s “I Wanna 

Make You Sweat.” It’s an infectious groove with rap set 

to an energetic B-flat drone—no melody or harmony, just 

fun energy. Most of the children under twenty know it 

well! 

While lifting weights to the music, I thought this 

music would really transform practicing scales, shifting, or string crossings. I brought the CC Music Factory 

tune in for my seventh- and eighth-grade junior high bass students, and they played their basses while 

dancing through five minutes of octave shifting. After class, the violinists and violists wanted to know what 

was going on in the bass room. They thought we were having a party and wanted to join in on the fun. 

There are many apps for your cell phone available with rhythm patterns that can be used for technique 

exercises. I especially like an app called Drum Genius, with world-music rhythms and adjustable tempi to 

accompany scales, shifting, bowings, string crossings, vibrato, sound quality, bow changes, feelings, and 

articulations. 

I have since developed this concept to include original music and videos for all string instruments and 

will debut the Stringersize workout during my upcoming AUSTA National tour in 2020. 

Let’s explore some of these techniques in my Bassersize Program. 

 

THE BASS SOUND 



 

 

When using the bow one can often hear two sounds resonating. I call this the “double bass” sound (pardon 

the pun). The first sound might be the sound of the bow on the string: perhaps a scratch, an articulation, or 

a unique sound. The second sound will be the ring or vibration of the bass inside the body of the bass. 

Play a pizzicato. After the finger leaves the string, you only hear the 

vibration of the note inside of the bass. This vibration is what we should be 

hearing all the time, even when we are using the bow. 

An exercise to connect with the inner sound of the bass is to watch the 

string vibrating while bowing. Look for the widest part of the vibration in 

the middle of the string. (See the photo to the right showing the E string 

vibrating.) It should be wide and free. If it isn’t, adjust your bow speed, 

weight from the arm, and distance from the bridge. 

 

THE BOW CHANGE 

When you make a bow change, notice whether the string stops vibrating or 

continues to vibrate through the bow change. Your goal is to maintain an 

uninhibited, wide vibration of the string. Work to keep the string vibrating 

even when you change bow directions. Practice these smooth, continuous bow changes at the frog, middle, 

and the tip on all strings and in all registers. 

I compare the bow change to jumping on a spinning merry-go-round. When you change your bow 

direction, you must re-engage the string vibration at the same speed that the string is rotating. It’s like 



 

 

jumping on a spinning merry go-round. The bass bow does the same thing. At the change of bow direction, 

it re-engages the string at the same speed it is vibrating. 

 

SHIFTING 

I have a pet peeve: slurpy shifting! With the bass being so large, notes are located further apart and require 

more shifting than with smaller string instruments. The sound of shifting more frequently on the bass should 

always be musical, not technical. 

The first solution is to avoid shifting within slurs. Explore either changing the phrasing or playing 

across the bass on lower strings rather than shifting up and down on one string. 

When you cannot avoid a shift within a slur, I suggest “bicycle shifting.” This is how you avoid a 

bump in the road when riding a bike. It’s sometimes called a bunny-hop maneuver. You elevate or lift your 

rear end off the seat so you don’t feel the bump. It is absorbed by the bike rather than your body. 



 

 

This same kind of maneuver can be applied to shifting within a slur. You lighten the bow weight in 

your bow hand during a shift and sometimes slow the bow down between notes. This bunny hop with your 

bow hand minimizes the sound of the shift! 

When I think of a trombone player moving the 

slide, I notice it is a very quick movement. On the 

bass we have to move large distances between notes. 

I believe we should move quickly like trombone 

players! Applying this to the bass, one has to move 

the left hand between the fastest possible 

subdivision of any two notes. For example, if you 

are shifting between two quarter notes, shift after 

you hear four sixteenth notes (a subdivision of a quarter note) and then move quickly. This way you do not 

cheat the sound of a quarter note by moving during that note. 

When you are moving this fast, it is important to have the minimum weight of your fingertips on the 

string. I suggest a three-step exercise to achieve the minimum friction on the string for a fast trombone-

shifting technique! 

1. Without pressing down, move your first finger from A on the G string to D and back to A on the G 

string. Glide your finger on top of the string both up and down between these two notes without 

any weight on the finger. 

2. Repeat the movements but put only enough weight on the string to press the string halfway to the 

fingerboard without touching the fingerboard. 

3. Now repeat this movement with the minimum weight to press the string in contact with the 

fingerboard. 

 

VIBRATO 



 

 

Bass vibrato should be used sparingly. Please do not use vibraphone or opera vibrato on the bass. That 

sounds mechanical, unnatural, and nervous! I believe there are two keys to the sound of a natural bass 

vibrato! 

1. Start the vibrato after you play the pitch. Let it be heard, then give it some shakes! 

2. Control the actual speed of the vibrato as it relates to the rhythm of the music. 

Creating a naturally sounding vibrato with your entire arm can be as simple as moving your arm with 

your fingers on top of the string, sliding a fourth of a step above and below the note but on top of the string. 

Imagine shaking a rattle in an up-and-down motion. 

After you do this, grab your left index finger with your right 

thumb and index finger. Continue to move the left arm. Then 

press and hold your left index finger with your right thumb and 

index finger and allow the arm to slightly create an up-and-down 

movement. Finally, release 

your left index finger and 

use your arm weight to 

press the finger gently into 

the string. Continue the up-and-down arm movement as before, with 

your finger firmly on the A pitch. 

Experiment with a rhythmic vibrato. In the exercises below, first 

play the note without vibrato. The pitch name is located over the rest 

on the first beat of every bar. The notes represent shakes or 

oscillations of vibrato. Stop on the last shake in each measure. 

For example, in the first exercise below: 

1. Play a D on the quarter-note rest without vibrato. 

2. Do three shakes on the two eighths and half note. 

3. Stop the vibrato at the end of the shakes. 



 

 

Practice this with five shakes, as below. 

This can also be done with triplets. 

You may find it helpful to place your thumb on the neck opposite the finger you are vibrating. This 

means moving the thumb behind every finger that is expressing vibrato. This should allow your arm to 

move more freely. 

Listen to jazz singers or celebrated string players. You will notice they often delay the use of vibrato 

until a pitch is clearly established. Explore vibrating primarily on longer notes. Delay the vibrato on passing 

tones for the longer note or the apex of the phrase. 

 



 

 

BOW SPEED, PLACEMENT AND RESISTANCE 

When striving for a nice bass sound, I have searched for the sweet spot where the bass seems to vibrate 

best. When this happens, you will feel a subtle resistance from the bow hair, pulling the string much like 

pulling in a fish with the reel on a fishing pole. If the fisherman doesn’t maintain a steady pull on the line, 

the fish will get away. The same goes for a smooth bass sound. If you don’t sustain a consistent resistance, 

your hands are likely crushing the sound or inhibiting the strings from vibrating. 

I have found a good place of average resistance to be about one-seventh the string length. This can be 

calculated for any pitch on any string. If you play an open string and find the third octave harmonic above 

the fundamental, that equals one-eighth of the string length. Then just back up a little bit and you should be 

at one seventh. 

A way to test this sweet spot is to 

play an A on the G string. When you get 

to the middle of the bow, take the bow off 

the string while keeping your left hand on 

the pitch (A) and notice if the string 

continues to vibrate as freely as when your 

bow was on the string. If the sound 

changes or the string sound improves after 

you lift the bow, then you could experiment with different bow speed, weight, or distance from the bridge. 

Finally, once you have found this sweet spot on any string and string length, moving closer to the 

bridge will produce more overtones—a clearer sound—and further from this spot, you get fewer overtones, 

or a more mellow sound. 

Remember to maintain the same bow speed from frog to tip. If you play in front of a mirror, you can 

watch the bow staying in its lane. If you close your eyes while playing, you can concentrate on the feeling 

of bow resistance. 



 

 

Bassersize connects us to movements and metaphors that help bring our music to life. Striving for 

expression and discipline is a balancing act. There is joy in movement and vibration as we practice to 

achieve the inner double-bass sound, perfect our merry-go round bow 

changes, master trombone shifting without slurping, vibrate with childlike 

joy, and don’t let that perfect “fish” sound swim away. I love Chinese food. 

However, I learned a wonderful music lesson from my fortune cookie: 

 

Practice is your best teacher! 


