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Chapter 1

An Introduction from the 
Depths
This book(let) is about the history and my personal love story of the bass guitar 
and its sonic qualities, which not just changed the history of music in the past 7 
decades, but also my life.
 
Hello, my name is Daniel and I am – ahhhh – a bass player!
 
I am not just a bass player.  I am a bass guitar collector.  I am a musician, a 
lover of music and a hobby bass builder and a “modder” (among many other 
things).  And I have an understanding wife and understanding children.  That al-
ways helps.  It sounds like I am a bit of an anorak, too.  But, whatever! 
 
As a “complete bass player” I try to not just to play the bass guitar, but also to 
spend some time with its bigger sibling, the double bass.  It is extremely satisfying 
and revealing to go back to the roots of the electric bass and it also reminds me 
what bass playing should be about: the foundation of harmony and groove.  Playing 
the double bass is quite a grounding and direct experience in many ways and it of-
ten seems easier to focus on the essential role of bass without the need to play too 
much.  In this context, the rest appears to be circus entertainment, literally. (Time 
to put on that record, actually).   
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Building instruments is equally educative and satisfying and a great hobby that 
requires time, patience and commitment.  It also showed my why the original 
designs of Leo Fender, Gibson, Rickenbacker, Hofner etc. are still hip and why bass 
players often come back to the classic design and tone of these instruments.  
 
I have also come to the conclusion that I could/ would not want to do this pro-
fessionally.  It is a very hard job and there are far too many builders out there 
already.  Furthermore,  I would not be happy to produce only copies of all the well 
known bass guitars out there or to be stuck with one design or to be stuck with 
repairs even though that may seem quite a nice and romantic idea for some.  Mine 
it is not. It is hard work and only the dedicated and tough builders will make a liv-
ing that keeps them able to pay their bills.  But it is a great hobby to have and why 
would I want to ruin my hobby?  Because of these difficulties I have the utmost re-
spect for all those who try to make a living from their art.  Thank you! 
 
Building your own instruments does not make you a better bass player, but it 
helps you to understand the bass guitar and its components and it makes you ap-
preciate the builders and luthiers who spent long hours in dark and cold work-
shops trying to solve problems we don't even think about any more with a market 
flooded with cheap instruments and parts that once were “boutique” and “custom 
made”.  It is interesting and vital to go back to the original designs to understand 
how and why the bass guitar has developed and evolved and why the original 
designs of the bass guitar are still widely available and popular among players.  
 
The market for boutique instruments seems to have exploded over the last 25 
years, too.  The competition must be tough and I wonder how all these luthiers 
make any money, but it will also push for innovation and quality and that is obvi-


ously good for us musicians with a tight budget or the wish to try something dif-
ferent to find our sound or to add some wood to our living rooms. 
 
Furthermore, I would like readers and fellow bass-nuts to enjoy their hobby 
responsibly.  We should all be responsible consumers, musicians and humans and 
it is important to respect our environment and brothers and sisters not just where 
we live but in those far away places, too.  
 
This means that when we pull the trigger on yet another instrument, we have 
to justify ourselves.  We really need to become the next Super-bass-woman (put 
your bass heroine in there) and should ask ourselves and the builder/ dealer/ gui-
tar shop where the instrument was built and whether the material used is envir-
onmentally friendly and can be recycled.  Short answer is always: no. 
 
Is the instrument really worth the money?  Where does the money go? Why is 
the instrument so “cheap” or “expensive”.  Could you get something similar or 
better second hand maybe?  After roughly 70 years of production of bass guitars 
worldwide, the resources have dwindled and the suffering of people building the 
instruments like slaves in factories is well documented.  
 
So, after putting your dream bass in your head together you should ask your-
self: Are the materials used renewable or replaceable, recyclable or even recycled (I 
love that idea!)?  Are the builders getting a fair deal, too?  Can they live a decent 
and risk free life?  Would it be okay to save some more money to buy something 
slightly more expensive that ticks all the boxes? Should I discuss my choices with a 
local bass guitar builder?  Remember: the choices you make are your responsibility, 
too!  Everything you do and consume will have an effect on someone or something 
else.  


 
The market for so-called vintage instruments has grown, too.   Nowadays 
everything seems to be “vintage”, “classic” or “cult” and the prices paid for early 
instruments are just eye watering, but it also shows that people appreciate and 
love the history of early electric instruments and the music they created.  Whether 
these instruments sound any different or even better to the instruments you can 
buy nowadays is questionable, but again: good is what feels right.  Furthermore, 
what can be nicer than playing an instrument with history and age?  Unfortunately, 
most collectable instruments stay in their dedicated cases waiting to change hands 
(or, rather, houses).  
 
Good instruments don't necessarily come with an insane price tag any longer 
and I have had loads of fun with “cheap” mass produced instruments and the 
second hand market is massive, too.  However, we should not forget that “cheap” 
always comes with a hidden cost and that we as informed consumers should think 
twice where the instruments come from and who built them at which cost.  It is 
also important to accept that good instruments come at a price and even high end 
instruments of certain brands are still much, much cheaper than quality classical 
instruments.  Compared to a fully carved double bass a bass guitar is much more 
affordable.  That is maybe part of its success, too.  
 
There have been a few books around that have approached the bass guitar 
from all sort of angles, and I guess I  (and you) devoured them all a few times over 
the last 10 years to satisfy our hunger to understand why this relatively young in-
strument changed history and why it's about to continue writing history in future.  
My angle is simple and personal.  This is not about the science behind the bass 
guitar or even the truth behind it (whatever that maybe), but why it matters to me 
and maybe some others, too.  It's about why I love the bass guitar and why it is a 


great instrument in its own right.  Here and there I hope to entertain and to in-
spire with a with new ideas.  
 
You could argue that the synthesizer is an even bigger game changer in respect 
to modern music (and you are probably right), but I won't be able to include much 
of its history apart from the aspect that it put many good bass players on the street 
and why it seemed for a short while the answer to almost everything music-pro-
duction related and why it's still so popular.  But, hey, let's face it: you are probably 
not reading this book, because you like synthesizers and there is a simple reason 
for this: they are not as cool as bass guitars and you can play synths on your bass, 
too.  
 
As we know, however, all good things will eventually outlive and outperform 
the latest trends and fashions and people will go back to what feels best, what they 
like best and what they know best and this trend can be seen everywhere, really.  
Best example in this context might be the resurgence of vinyl and record players.  I 
am rather happy about this trend and why should you not put on your latest record 
whilst reading this.  You can be sure I listened to a lot of vinyl while writing, be-
cause it just sounds best.
 
We all know that the electric bass would be nothing without it's bigger brother 
(or sister) the double bass and this instrument did a lot to prepare the success of 
the electric bass.  We need to remember it was double bass players who initially 
took up the new instrument.  Without the Monk Montgomerys and Bill Blacks and 
James Jamersons who switched from double bass to electric bass guitar, the in-
strument would have had a slow(er) start.  Obviously, guitarists took on the new 
guitar,  too.  Musicians like Carol Kaye, Joe Osborn etc. are as important in making 
the instrument popular and adding different sounds and techniques.  


 
It would also be wrong to look just at the instrument itself, because without 
amplification, quality strings, imagination, musicianship and a pair of healthy 
hands the bass guitar would be as dead as a dodo.  The pioneering inventors and 
players will be mentioned and also my personal heroes, of course. 
 
The success did not happen overnight and many musicians and double bass 
players were actually not so keen to pick up a fretted guitar and leave their beloved 
double bass at home.  Many double bass players would have been classically 
trained and a fretted bass guitar that did not make much of a sound without ampli-
fication was just a no-go and potentially suspicious to say the least.  
 
In the early fifties they were hard to come by, too.  And they had to be ordered.  
Strings were not available everywhere and there was certainly not much choice.  
Amplification for bass guitars was as much of a novelty as the instruments.  Most 
amplifiers were valve driven and came not just with a hefty price tag, but with a 
hefty weight, too.  They were quite risky also and a blown valve could have been 
the end of a gig or recording session.   So, no Class D switching amplifiers that fit 
into your gig bag and have the power to entertain stadiums.  
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Chapter 2

Play It LOUD(ER)!
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I gathered after reading the latest books about the (r)evolution of the electric gui-
tar that I was missing something in the literature.  Yes, the guitars got louder and 
louder. No doubt.  They got louder, because of better amps, better pickups with 
less noise (humbuckers!) and obviously because the bass guitar got much louder, 
too.  
 
What would be the point of screaming electric guitars if there was no bottom 
end to support it? Amplifying bass guitars seemed much more of a problem catch-
ing up with the insane sound levels of some rock bands and obviously it 
triggered(!) the amplification of the drums, too.  
 
The first good bass amps had about 25-30 Watts of power and in live settings 
that was rarely enough unless you played jazz in big bands or smaller live settings.  
They were obviously great for studio settings and that is why Ampeg's B15 is still 
around.  So, to catch up with the noise guitarists were able to create with their six 
strings and their amps, the 4 string players' amps and cabs had to be MUCH BIG-
GER AND MUCH LOUDER.  Just imagine Hendrix's band, Cream, The Dead, the 
Who, Jefferson Airplane without the driving and roaring bass in the background.  
A joke, right? 
 
Interestingly, in the 50s and 60s HiFi also pretty much took off and changed 
the way we listen to music today.  This had an effect on electric instruments and 
amplification, too.  Knowledge gained in the HiFi sector was utilized to make the 
bass guitar sound better and more detailed, reliable and flexible in various situ-
ations (think big stages or small rooms).  
 
The American Company McIntosh, for example, shared the same workspace as 
Alembic.  They started utilizing active preamps first.  It was McIntosh, I found out, 


that amplified Woodstock in 1969.  Many ideas that have gone into amplifier 
design and speaker cabinet design came originally from the HiFi-gear developers, 
and today you can see these ideas more than ever influencing the modern bass 
player and her sound.  At this point it would go too far to go into details, but it cer-
tainly would be interesting research to look into how HiFi formed the modern bass 
sound.  
 
We all know how important the bass is to create the groove, the feeling, the 
drive, the pulse and to support of the harmony.  Together with some percussion 
and drums we can entertain and bring people to dance without “the treble”.  
Beethoven (9th) and Mahler (1st) knew it and so did Mr James Jamerson.  
 
So, how is it possible then that in 2018 books still are being published focus-
ing on the regular 6 (&7) string guitar in popular music only when it comes to the 
history of guitars?  People seem somewhat stuck in the 60s when “classic rock” 
was big and was blaring through tiny transistor radios (without bass).  No wonder 
people only remember hearing the guitar only!  And that was what they mainly 
remember seeing and hearing on the TV, too.  That pretty much explains how the 
Hofner violin bass became so popular.  It's because it looked so different to the 
other guitars on stage.  The early bass guitars looked pretty much like their guitar 
siblings for a long time and whilst guitar designs and shapes went wild in the 60s 
most of the bass guitars looked more “traditional”.
 
Motown, Stax, Muscle Shoals and Wrecking Crew's big bass sounds were ob-
viously the driving force behind that mysterious dark sound in the background that 
made everything sound so full and made you want to dance before Rock started 
dominating popular music. No one knew where that sound was actually coming 
from or who those musicians behind these mysterious instruments actually were 


until the mid 70s when the first bass guitar solo players emerged and musicians 
started to be mentioned in liner notes.  
 
I would argue that the evolution of the bass guitar has been as important as 
the (r)evolution of the electric guitar and I would also say that in the last 20 years 
both instruments somehow seemed to have merged in modern rock music.  Not 
just in sound but also in the design and function, too.  I will try to explain what I 
mean by that in the next chapters after discussing some of the heads behind the 
early bass guitars.  
 
Last but not least I want to look ahead and want to try to capture the possible 
future of the bass guitar and bass playing in general.  This might seem a lot to put 
into a few pages, but this book is no attempt to write the complete and full history 
of the bass guitar and its future, because that would take much more time and ef-
fort from my point of view, and I leave this to those who know more than I.
 
This is how I see how it came together and it is how I see it happening and 
this is what I think could happen to the bass guitar as we know it – or do we?!
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Chapter 3

The Origin of the Bass Guitar 
Species
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Leo Fender’s Basses:
 
The man who got it right the first time he put an electric bass together.  He 
wasn't the first, because that was Paul Tutmarc with his Audiovox Bass in the 30s 
(!), but he got it right almost from the start and he also reinvented the bass guitar 
and its sound and design another 4 times in his lifetime. 
 
He is the man behind the Precision Bass, the Jazz Bass, the Stingray and the 
G&L bass guitars.  Everyone who has been playing for some years knows how 
these bass guitars look, how they have changed playing techniques and styles and 
everyone would know how they feel and how they sound on record, too.  And he 
wasn't even a bass player! Boom!  
 
In fact, his early bass guitars were so good they still attract the pros in the stu-
dio and on stage and they are still the so-called standard.  Get a P-Bass strung with 
flats or round-wounds and you are ready to roll in every musical situation with a 
decent amplifier and cab.  Even his early P- Bass design with the single coil instead 
of the split pickup is still available to be seen and heard on current recordings and 
stages (Sting/ ZZ Top).   
 
Interestingly, Fender's evolution of bass guitars shows that he stayed true to 
his bolt-on guitars and  choices of woods (similar to his guitars) and similar elec-
tronics.  The main differences were in the body shape and the pickups.  More com-
fort went along with more tonal choice and I guess this is because he did not just 
see double-bass players taking on his new instruments, but guitarists, too. 
 


It is evident that the body and neck design of his basses were influenced by the 
guitars he had built and he even went full circle with one of his last basses the 
G&L Asat bass, which has the Telecaster body he introduced in the early 50s along 
with the Precision bass, which was meant to give more precise intonation, because 
of the frets, obviously.  
 
Furthermore, during the time he spent with his companies he never seemed to 
mix things up as the Fender company did later on.  So: he came up with the P, J, 
MM and MFD pickups, but he did not put the P and the J pickups together on one 
instrument.  He was not involved when Fender brought out the fretless P-Bass in 
the 70s and the Fretless Jazz-Bass was introduced even much later even though 
other companies already had fretless basses in their sortiment.  The Fender PJ- 
Bass was introduced later, too.  As far as I know, the first PJ Bass was introduced 
by Ibanez, which initially specialized in copying the Fender designs.  
 
The feel of the Precision bass: People say playing a P-bass is like coming home 
and rightly so, because most of us would have either started with a P-bass or a jazz 
bass or a copy of something similar.  And most of us return to the “P”, because it 
just feels right.  I don't know many who would have started with an expensive in-
strument like the Music Man or even a G&L.  Despite the fact that they have their 
cheaper sub brands, students are usually recommended a P-Bass to start off with or 
the modern Ibanez basses for smaller hands.  In the 60s more adventurous instru-
ments were around (because Fender guitars, Rickenbackers or Gibson were un-
available or super-expensive) and you will meet people who started on a Vox, a 
Hofner or a Kay Bass, because Fender had not yet taken over the bass world. 
 
The Jazz Bass is a more complex instrument even though it may feel similar to 
a P Bass (70s necks!), but it already has more the feel of a racing car instead of the 


“P-Truck” due to the slimmer neck and the sporty body shape.  I started off with a 
Jazz Bass as my first good instrument and it took me longer to find a sound that 
was as strong as the cheap P bass I had borrowed from the youth club where I 
hung out in the early 90s mainly because I didn’t know what I was doing then.  
 
Sound: The P Bass still sits in the mix like nothing else and it was the record-
ing standard for bass as most big recording studios had their bass sound and re-
cording facilities pre-set for this instrument. 
 
No fiddling with equalizers required.  Massive sound! 
 
However, with a good jazz bass some were able to emulate that sound espe-
cially on flat-wound strings with the front pickup only (Joe Osborne).  Aston 
“Family Man” Barrett swore on his Jazz Bass to drive the music of the Wailers and 
Meshell N’degeocello has developed a beautiful, deep and funky sound on her Jazz 
Basses, too.  What I want to say is that it is not just the type of Fender instrument 
that makes this lovely round sound, but how you play it.  A Jazz bass does not 
need to sound like an 80s slap machine and a P Bass does not need to sound like a 
double bass.  Whether you play finger-style or with a plectrum makes a huge dif-
ference in respect to clarity and attack, but some people liked the muffled and deep 
sound which was like an amplified double bass with the tone rolled off on either 
instruments.  Some even used flats and a mute to get rid of “unwanted 
overtones” (Carol Kaye), which can make the fundamentals of the (bass) note ap-
pear stronger. 
 
Voice: I always imagined that a precision bass sounded like a massive gospel/
jazz singer with a deep, strong and throaty voice that can pump, purr and roar: 
Think Nat King Cole and JD Sumner to Freedom Bremner from the Screaming 


Headless Torsos! (Something that I just don't have).  Pure dark chocolate, man!  
This image and that sound helped me to find its voice, but not just with the preci-
sion bass: I always try to find the human voice in the instrument and the Precision 
with the split pickup is certainly the Bass on the Opera stage and why would you 
want to mess with that sound if it is perfect as it is?  This may be the voice of the 
electric bass.  
 
Interestingly, I found the 51 Precision bass with its single coil even purer and 
cleaner, but not as full as the split coil sings.  I actually found the precision fretless 
bass to be the closest to that ideal, warm and wooden sound like a double bass or 
rather an electric upright bass. 
 
It is still fascinating how different bass players can sound using the same type 
of instrument once you have tuned your ears to hear these differences, which is 
more difficult because of the frequency spectrum of the bass.  Players like James 
Jamerson, Monk Montgomery, Carol Kaye, Rocco Prestia, James Porter Jr. and Steve 
Harris (just for comparison) have all been using mainly P Basses and yet sound 
completely different.  However, an experienced ear and a good player knows a) 
which instrument has been used on a recording (especially on 60s/ 70s recordings) 
and how it was played.  Some may even hear which player is on the recording and 
how the bass was recorded.  Nowadays, this is much more difficult because of the 
enormous variety of instruments available and because good studio musicians can 
emulate certain playing styles and sounds as a result of the information we have 
gathered from these players.  
 
Again, most players tend to go back to the original sounds of the instruments, 
because they can be heard on the classic recordings.  Furthermore, with all the 
available studio equipment and mods (strings, pickups, bridges, preamps, moderns 


amps and cabs) for these instruments available, they can still be used to create su-
per-modern sounds, too.  Tim Lefevre springs to mind.  He has shown that there is 
still a lot to be discovered on a Precision Bass as he can make it sound ultra mod-
ern.  Players like Bobby Vega seem to be quite happy with their old P and Jazz 
basses without the need to replace them with a more modern instrument (well, he 
has swapped the pickups).  Pino Palladino has used old P-basses also, obviously 
(D’Angelo).  But he is also known as a fretless bass player using Stingray basses in 
the 80s, which made his sound very recognizable and modern (Paul Young, Joan 
Armatrading, Oleta Adams).   
 
So, are these vintage instruments better then their modern equivalents?  I 
don’t think so.  It's all about “the feel” of these instruments.  But is the feel any 
better then the modern ones? This remains in the hands and the ears of the be-
holder. What I have discovered over the years is that certain instruments make me 
play in a certain way and that this has a lot to do with how the instruments feels, 
how the setup is, how it looks like, how old it is and what I connect with it sound 
wise.  Mindset seems to be the key here.  I play a Violin bass in a different way 
than I would play a Jazz Bass and a Jazz Bass differently than a Precision Bass.  I 
also play any of those differently when they are new(ish) compared to when they 
already have some soul and have a story to tell.  I guess I treat the older instru-
ments with more respect.
 
Gibson wants a piece of the bass-pie:
 
Gibson has been the big American brand next to Fender for a long time, but in 
respect to the bass guitar they did not quite get the recognition and the success 
they hoped for with their alternative bass guitar models.  In fact, their models were 
only picked up by a handful of musicians for various reasons I will get into later, 


and, apart from their big three models, they always struggled against the Fender 
bass guitar dominance on the stages and in the studios even though their bass gui-
tars were always a bit fancier and luxurious.  
 
They never took off like Fender in the Bass department even though the qual-
ity of the instruments in respect to components and woods were always slightly 
more “boutique” and  the designs “cooler”.  In comparison, Gibson liked to use 
Mahogany for the bodies and necks and their necks were set necks or neck through 
designs as in the Thunderbird.  One would find Gibson players more in Rock mu-
sic, rather than in Funk, Soul and Pop.  To reach out to the Bass players Gibson re-
sponded to the Precision Bass with their EB1 (Electric Bass) in 1953.  
 
The instrument looked like a shrunken double bass with its violin shape and 
tried to emulate that sound with a massive pickup just under the fingerboard.  F 
holes were painted on the mahogany body and the short scale could be played like 
an upright with the included endpin also!  It sounded very, very big and round. The 
EB2 in introduced in 58 was a semi-hollow and it became a Rock and Roll hit bass 
in the 60s.  These short scale basses with their great looks really were something 
else and they are very expensive nowadays, but they could not stop that Fender 
train any more.  
 
I might be wrong here, but I have to admit that I think this company was al-
ways a bit behind in respect to promoting their bass guitars apart from the three 
basses that are still available (on and off), namely the lovely Thunderbird, the EB/
SG Bass and the Ripper/ Grabber.  The Ripper was introduced in the late 70s and 
the 80s but it has pretty much disappeared from the market even though the bass 
had a few cool tricks.  One version was offered with three pickups and another 
offered a pickup that could be moved around to get different sounds.  


 
These two Icons of bass guitar history had a good run in the 70s, especially in 
Rock music and the Thunderbird is still popular in Blues-Rock and Heavy Metal 
and Alternative Music styles.  Some of their basses, like the Ripper, had a good run 
in the 70s when they were introduced, too, but is now out of production.  For 
some reason they were never played by the studio pros in the 60s and 70s and you 
will struggle to find them in the hands of funk and soul players, but having played 
those basses myself I don't quite get why - apart from that they might have been 
slightly more expensive and harder to get hold of.  
 
The Gibson sound is certainly quite unique and that might be why it is pre-
ferred by that bass chap Chester Hansen from Badbadnotgood.  He certainly knows 
how to play that bass and he seems to prefer Gibson in general.  I love his sound.  
You would be able to hear the difference between a Fender and Gibson bass 
without much difficulty. I dig Gibson instruments and I own two as part of my 
sound collection.
 
What Gibson basses have in common is that they all have a rather “ballsy” 
sound.  The bass sound is big and some models can sound “muddy” without an-
other pickup at the bridge to balance out that massive humbucker close to the neck 
(hence, they nicknamed the humbucker on the early EB basses “mudbucker”), but 
there was a time where bass was not all about detail, snap and pop and high resol-
ution.  People still wanted that round and warm double bass sound.   Played over 
and old Ampeg amplifier these bass guitars can sound very nice and warm.
 
The EB3 is a lovely instrument and I personally found the ones from the 70s 
the most playable and best sounding instruments of the Gibson basses.  The 
pickups were moved closer to the bridge and away from the neck (to avoid the 


“mud”) and the varitone pickup selector was a great idea to offer new and different 
sounds to the instrument with a 4 way pickup selector wired in parallel similar to a 
jazz bass. However, their pickups were closer to the neck and the bridge.   
 
A nice example of this can be found on Chicago II, where Peter Cetera gets a 
great sound from his EB3.  I prefer the EB3L for the longer neck and the traditional 
pickup positions as they mix well and you can get all sorts of sounds.  I prefer the 
long neck because it sounds tighter to my ears with the pickups in those extreme 
positions.  
 
Perhaps these basses never had a bigger role in other music, because of their 
various sounds and unique designs. They can feel less versatile depending on the 
model and less comfortable to play in comparison to Fender's basses.  The Thun-
derbird especially can take some time to get used to, whereas the SG bass is rather 
easy to play, because they were mainly short scale basses and lighter also.  For 
longer sessions, I would always go for a lighter and more comfortable bass.  I guess 
if James Jamerson had started on a Gibson people would love them more these 
days...
 
Because of their set neck and neck-through designs they were more expensive 
to repair and there are good stories in the internet about broken necks and head-
stocks.  And with Fender basses one could just swap a neck and voila: a new in-
strument! Without the need of a guitar doctor.  Fender actually had that in mind 
when he designed the instruments.  Fender also knew that it was not enough to 
take a successful guitar design to make a bass out of it by simply changing the neck 
(apart from the G&L ASAT, which is a brilliant bass in my opinion).  Furthermore, 
it would have helped to actually ask guitar builders to come up with a clever and 
new design instead of someone who designed cars like Raymond H. Dietrich.  In 


1963, he came up with the Firebird/ Thunderbird body which used a neck through 
design instead of a bolt on neck as used by Fender.  
 
The Thunderbird bass was also their first long scale bass, which matched the 
Fender basses in scale length.  People love or hate the shape of the body and the 
headstock.  I personally love it because it is not just a Fender copy and even though 
it is an ergonomic nightmare and requires long arms to play the instrument com-
fortably, it is a piece of art and simply beautiful.  It sounds great and has a more 
forward and aggressive sound, which, when paired with some round-wound steel 
strings could cut through distorted guitar sounds and walls of speaker cabinets 
(The Who).   Even by today's standards the design still stands out and has recently 
been taken up by big companies like Sandberg or even Dingwall and the great bass 
guitar builder Mike Lull, who designed a bolt on version for Pearl Jam's bass player 
Jeff Ament.  These instruments are very interesting as they show that a question-
able design can be successful, too.  
 
That may explain why the production of their bass guitars was always an on 
and off thing.  But because of their unique looks and sounds the vintage instru-
ments fetch good prices nowadays and the cheaper Epiphone versions are worth a 
try to find out whether the sound and design is to one’s taste or not.  The originals 
may sound somewhat different, but the argument that all the quality instruments 
were made in a certain period is simply not true.  The vintage instruments were of-
ten entirely hand made and therefore the As fashion comes and goes we should not 
underestimate the power of design classics. 
 
Just because the Thunderbird and the EB3 are currently less hip does not 
mean that they might not be hip again tomorrow. We just need to wait until one of 
the big studio pros picks one up again.


 
Rickenbacher goes Rickenbacker: 
 
Since the early 30s good old Adolph Rickenbacher started to make a name in 
guitars. Coming from electric Hawaiian guitars ,the company Rickenbacher was 
formed in the 30s became Rickenbacker (with a k). This company became a big 
competitor on the guitar market and it also created beautiful electric guitars and, 
obviously, the “Rickenbacker Bass”, which became the most popular alternative to 
Fender and Gibson Basses and another design milestone in the 60s, 70s and 80s.
 
Thanks to a very distinct design and tone, the neck through construction com-
bined with round wound strings delivered a very clean and driving sound that oth-
er bass guitars could not deliver.
Roger Rossmeisl, a German, who was the luthier behind this iconic bass 
(model 4001 and most of the guitars) did not just copy existing designs, but cre-
ated an entirely new bass guitar with a shorter scale, different pickups and elec-
tronics and a unique sound.  This bass hit the market in the 60s with its “crested 
wave” body design and the matching headstock.  It is still going strong.  Even 
though Rickenbacker brought out variations of this model the essence is still there 
in all their models.  
 
The “German design” and the driving tone of the instrument was in fact so 
new and exciting that it was picked up by Rock and Prog Rock bass players (Chris 
Squire, Mike Rutherford, Geddy Lee), Metal bass players (Cliff Burton, Lemmy 
Kilmister), New Wave Bass Players (Peter Hook) and its success was followed by 
copies from the far east.  He was so successful that he also worked for Fender 
where he introduced the Fender Montego, Coronado and the Wildwood.  


 
In my opinion, Roger Rossmeisl was one of the greatest luthiers of the 50s and 
60s and it was he who kicked off the idea to take the bass guitar to the next level. 
This is evident as musicians relied on the Rickenbacker bass for its sound and its 
wild look.  The next builder who achieved similar success was Ned Steinberger 
with his extreme approach in the 80s.   His approach is still going strong today: 
just look at his new instruments.  
 
With that very special bass up their sleeves, Rickenbacker managed to estab-
lish itself in the 70s next to the well known Fender and Gibson basses.   Other up-
coming brands including the new Japanese instruments from the well know Mat-
sumoku factory (Greco, Ibanez) were trying to get a piece of that big cake.  The 
unique design and tone of the 4000 series by Roger Rossmeisl made history when 
it popped up in the late 50s.  Apart from the very different look and construction 
to the Fenders, it offered a very different sound that became popular especially in 
Rock and prog Rock bands as the tighter and more “hifi” sounding instrument was 
able to challenge guitars when well overdriven as Ian Fraser Kilmister from Motor-
head knew just too well.  Strung with round wound strings it became the choice of 
those who wanted something else. 
 
The sound made history with Chris Squire from Yes and other mainly British 
Rock bands. Paul McCartney also used one for the Beatles and Wings in the 70s, 
and Geddy Lee became famous with a double neck Rickenbacker, as did Mike 
Rutherford, too.  The instrument is still popular nowadays and Rickenbacker even 
introduced a 5 String model in 2018 thirty years after the first 5er was introduced, 
maybe with more success?! 
 


Apart from the slightly shorter scale length, the original bass had a set neck 
and later a “neck through construction” where the body wings are glued to the 
neck, which can make mass production easier.  It also utilized 2 truss rods to com-
plicate things and started out as a single coil pickup design.  Another pickup was 
added on the 4001 in the 60s which is not wired in parallel as on a Jazz bass and 
does not benefit from any hum-cancelling coils, but the single coil sound was what 
people were after anyway.  These instruments were rather expensive in comparison 
to the Fenders, but they looked more expensive also, as some people would say.  
 
The 4003 came with a useful and welcome change to the tone control and 
offered the slightly thinner traditional sound and the fatter bass sound in a push-
pull pot that was able to move more air and add some bottom to its sound that 
some players were missing when compared to other basses.  
 
The body and neck design was a huge step away from the other bass guitar 
designs, and I still think that the Rickenbacker bass guitar design and sound in-
spired bass builders in the 60s and 70s to try something new.  The design by the 
Austrian-born guitar builder is still arguably fresh, and it still comes with a hefty 
prize!  As it is a neck-through design, repairs could be more expensive as the neck 
cannot just be replaced, but these instruments are not fragile by any means.  
 
A brilliant book by Paul D. Boyer is available that gives the Rickenbacker Bass 
fan enough food for thoughts and dreams.  It is also highly entertaining and in-
formative.   
 
To sum it all up in a few sentences: without Fender, Rickenbacker, Gibson, 
Alembic, Steinberger plus a handful of other innovators like Carl Thompson, there 
would not have been the variety in design and bass guitar sounds that we have 


nowadays.  I would even say that most of the bass guitars today in 2020 are still 
based in one way or another on these historic designs and pieces of art that shaped 
the music to this day. 
 
In respect to extended range bass instruments, I might add Emmerett Chap-
man, who introduced the Chapman Stick in the 70s.  Even though it is not a bass 
guitar as such, it is a further extension of the concept and the idea of tapping 
strings with both hands simultaneously has found its way into modern bass guitar 
playing and designs also.  The idea of playing bass lines and chords, voicings or 
even two independent melodies at the same time has been a bassist’s dream for a 
long time.  His prototype instrument also still looked more like a guitar than a 
stick.  Check out Hans Hartmann who is a good example of what can be achieved 
with this instrument.  
 
Hofner: The lucky hit(s)! 
 
Before Hofner became the big brand it is nowadays, it produced mainly acous-
tic guitars as well as some semiacoustic guitars.  They were obviously already a 
biggish brand in Germany. Founded in Schonbach, the company started building 
guitars from the 30s, but Karl Hofner and his team were mainly violin builders 
(proper luthiers) up to that point.  After the second World War, they rebuilt their 
factory in Bavaria where they started to build all sorts of string instruments includ-
ing the Violin Bass, which went into production in the mid 50s. 
 
Paul McCartney took on the Violin Bass as his main instrument for two main 
reasons: It was cheaper than other instruments; and they had a left-handed model.  
It also looked cool, obviously.  The sound was so different to other electric basses 
that it became his unique sound. The world went nuts when the Beatles took off 


and the Violin Bass became almost like a symbol for their music, too.  The Bass 
guitar was never sexier and sales went up, especially in England, where the in-
struments were sold in London.
 
You could argue that the Violin Bass is just a one trick Pony, but that is not 
true.  It has many benefits over other electric bass guitars.  It is small, very easy to 
play, especially with the plectrum, and it is very light in weight.  The tone you get 
from this instrument can be anything from nice and detailed to very, very boomy.  
Hence, you might have seen the instrument with musicians in the SKA and Raggae 
music scene also.  Put some flatwound strings on the Bass and you are ready to go. 
Make sure you buy the right strings as not all short scale strings will fit.  With 
round wound strings the bass can produce a mean rock sound that might surprise 
you, honestly.  Chris Wood (Medeski, Martin and Wood) knows that very well...
 
As the sound can be very woody, it is a great instrument for Jazz also.  But 
there are musicians like Stefan Redtenbacher and his Funkestra who are able to 
squeeze the Funk out of the Violin bass! This bass should be in everyone’s arsenal, 
whether as a German original or Chinese entry level Hofner.  They are rather good.  
 
It is also good fun to check out their other basses.  The President 500/5 for 
example is a beautiful instrument. So is the Club Bass.  These have been reissued 
under the Contemporary series and they are very, very well produced for mass pro-
duced instruments.  Again: quality control has been the focus of all brands re-
cently, as customers have been able to make comparisons on youtube or bass guitar 
forums.  
 
Alembic: From low end to High End


 
It is probably undeniable that Alembic Inc have kick-started the idea that bass 
guitars should not just be functional instruments to provide the foundation for 
music, but that they should also be beautifully crafted, extremely flexible and ad-
justable instruments for every musical environment  and style on the stage and in 
the studio.  To achieve this, they had support from some big players who tried out 
their instruments on the biggest rock stages in America.  I guess the success of The 
Greatful Dead is linked to the success of Alembic.  The company started as a sup-
port for the band to improve their live shows and Jack Casady was the man on 
their first basses.  Later, other bass players like Stanley Clarke and the phenomenal 
Jimmy Johnson helped with their mission, showing what the bass guitar could do 
in the right and left hands.  Short scale basses and 5 string basses were developed 
with and for the artists and you can still see and hear these instruments as they 
have become part of these players' specific sounds and styles.  The Alembic sound 
is super clean, super tight and very hi-fi, but thanks to their complex active elec-
tronics, pretty much every sound is possible.  I absolutely love the Alembic sound 
and I like their recognisable designs.  
 
Alembic were not just interested in redesigning the shapes of the bodies, 
necks and headstocks. They also wanted to build their own pickups and active elec-
tronics to fully adjust the sound on the instrument.  Only the best woods and ma-
terials were used for their instruments.  Initially, many things were tried on Jack's 
bass guitars before the first Alembics saw the light of the stage.  Some of their in-
struments included balanced outputs to keep the sound clean, full and equable 
even with long instrument cables.
 
I guess the way “these pretty things” look reminds us of expensive furniture in 
manor houses.  The use of exotic woods and super glossy finishes support the 
beautiful figures and patterns in the woods.  Even by today’s standards, the origin-


al instruments still have a slightly futuristic look and are not comparable with the 
common shapes of the mainstream instruments.
 
 
Steinberger: Less is more – or?
 
Well, when it comes to the original Steinberger basses and guitars, it seems 
evident that they were not necessarily designed by a guitar player.  Ned Steinberger 
was originally a furniture maker and he happened to share the same production 
space as Stuart Spector and with a little help from his friend a new idea was born 
in the early 80s.  The idea was to reduce the bass guitar to the bare (bones) min-
imum and to make it more tuning stable and stronger than all the other basses that 
came before.  The head stock was cut off.  The tuners were fixed at the other end of 
the instrument and instead of using wood, plastic (graphite reinforced composite) 
was introduced to reduce weight and to make the instrument stronger and stiffer, 
which was good for the neck design.  
 
Steinberger was lucky he came up with this design in the 80s, as it was picked 
up after some teething problems by many players willing to try something else.  
Even by today’s standards, the headless design and tiny body are still a bit too 
much for most players, even though it has proven benefits (no dead spots on the 
neck, no broken headstocks etc.).    
 
In the 80s, the Steinberger L2 was the avantgarde and was picked up by play-
ers (Geddy Lee, Sting, Tony Levin) with the money to play them and show them off 
on stage.
 


As a personal preference, I enjoy the more modern bass guitars over the early 
bass guitars of yesterday.  Design of guitars has moved on and even though I really 
love the classics my heart beats faster looking at bass guitar by truly innovative 
builders and artists like Carl Thompson, Jens Ritter, Pete, Wal and Paul etc. as they 
were always trying to go further and to innovate the bass guitar and its sound pos-
sibilities.  Radical designs introduced by Steinberger showed that there is more to 
the bass guitar and that only sky is the limit.  
 
Extended range instruments, midi pickups, semi-acoustic designs, alternative 
tunings, a choice of various strings, pickups and modern building materials can get 
you every sound you can only dream of and the classic “thump”.  So, why would I 
want to limit myself if a modern instrument can inspire me to try something new 
every now and then?  
 
A fairly new way to get it all in one instrument or amplifier/ multi effect board 
is “modelling” of instruments (or amplifiers/ cabs/ sounds) as it was introduced 
by Line 6 in the 90s.  Modelling technology has come far and the attempt to do it 
all in one bass or in one box by offering all the classic and modern sounds and 
more is mind and ear boggling.  Even though it has found its way to the studios 
and to the stages it cannot replace the feel of the proper gear in your hands and 
that is why you still see professionals playing their old gear most of the time.  And 
it is not just the feel of the gear.  Modellers just don’t quite respond yet to modern 
playing techniques as they are not as fast and responsive yet and can get confused.-
com.  However, this technology is is very interesting and entertaining and I am 
sure it has a future also as it will be more affordable and even more authentic than 
it is now and it comes in tiny black boxes, which safes space and your back.  
 
Carl Thompson: The man who upped the ante


 
Carl Thompson is a living legend who still builds beautiful bass guitars with 
the most amazing woods of the world.  He is an artist, a musician, a teacher.  He is 
a legend.  He needs to be mentioned in an extra part as he is a true innovator of 
the bass guitar.  I guess that most bass guitar builders would mention him as a 
huge inspiration and the players who own a Carl Thompson instrument know 
what I mean.  You can see the influence of his approach in the bass guitars his stu-
dents built (Hilton guitars).  Perfection is everything. 
 
These instruments just feel like they are an extension of your body and they 
look like nothing else you ever saw before.  These instruments balance despite 
their size and they are light as a feather also.  He actually built the first piccolo 
bass guitar (for Stanley Clarke) and the first six string bass guitar (for Anthony 
Jackson).  His unique touch and focus on detail can be seen in every part of his in-
struments.  He also is famous for super long scale basses up to 38 inch and he even 
experimented with a 44 inch bass guitar! He has developed a unique way he at-
taches/ sets the neck to the body, which gives the impression of something per-
fectly seamless, but he has also built bolt on instruments.  All of his basses are es-
sentially one of a kind instruments and feature a plethora of different woods and 
his unique scroll body and headstock design.  Some instruments feature really 
beautiful wooden bridges and sattles also.  There are some quite informative and 
entertaining videos on Youtube and these are a must for everyone who loves 
handmade bass guitars.  Check it out!
 
Carl Thompson started working in New York at Danny Armstrong’s guitar 
shop after a fellow musician and friend asked him to move there.  He got involved 
in repairs and set ups of guitars and met many interesting players.  In an interview 
he mentioned that in the early 70s he got a gig for three nights where he was asked 
to play the bass guitar instead of the guitar.  He played a Fender instrument that 


was given to him and he felt that he might be able to built a better and more ergo-
nomic instrument.  
 
So he taught himself to build bass guitars from scratch and pretty much by 
hand alone.  From then on musicians came to him to get their hands on his bass 
guitars and after some ups and downs in the 70s and 80s he became the go-to-man 
in New York as a result of the success of some well know players, especially Les 
Claypool of Primus and the above mentioned Stanley Clarke (School Days!) and 
Anthony Jackson, who later become the first to promote the benefits of the 6 string 
contrabass guitar.  
 
The story goes that Les Claypool managed to get his hands on an early Carl 
Thompson bass when he started playing the bass but with the so called Rainbow 
bass (a 6 string fretless bass guitar with a 36 inch scale), which was built in the 
90s he jump started Carl’s career also.  Since then Carl has been able to continue 
his passion without advertisement.  Check out his new website and the photo gal-
lery. 
 
As I am a big fan of his instruments I also want to mention a great record I 
discovered only recently. I was listening to it whilst I put down these words.  It fea-
tures the great bass player and photographer Rick Laird (Mahavishnu Orchestra) 
next to Tom Grant (piano) and Ron Steen (drums) on a record called Soft Focus 
(December 1976).  Joe Henderson appears on a few tunes also!  The cover picture 
features the early Carl Thompson bass one can hear on the record and a very prom-
inent nose.  I love Rick Lairds sound and his tasteful improvisations.
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Chapter 4

Bass Guitars Are Pieces of Art
If you read these pages out of interest or because you are a bass player you would 
probably agree.
 
Well, yes, guitars in general are pieces of art and there is no doubt about that.  
But certainly not all of them…
 
In the right hands these string instruments created and create the music and 
sounds we love and we have grown up with.  Built by the right hands these humble 
four string instruments became iconic and even a piece of art.  Some bass guitars 
have even found their way to art and design museums and they decorate houses 
and rooms of music lovers and connoisseurs.  And the bass guitar evolved like no 
other electric instrument before.  Darwin would have had a field day.  
 
As they are related to their acoustic parents and often feature similarities in 
built and sound they are the loud and rebellious offspring of their acoustic parents 
with the same genes and DNA, but with their own individual voices.  In many 
ways electric guitars and basses are easier to play than their bulky parents and they 
enable new techniques and sounds that had been impossible before.  However, the 
new electric bass has lost its design to be played with a bow, which does not mean 
that this has not been tried or imitated with a bow or an “EBow”.   
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To give these new sounds a look wild guitar and bass designs flooded the mar-
kets in the 60s looking backwards (violin bass) and to the future (multi-fan-fret-
ted-headless-carbon-fibre-bass instruments).  In many ways the traditional and 
original designs still dominate the market, interestingly.  My observations have 
also shown that bass players have been more adventurous in many ways, maybe 
because bass players did not want to “just play the bass” and be hidden in the mix 
for the rest of their life, but to develop their own voice, especially in solo parts.  
“1001 guitars to dream of playing before you die” is a great book for your coffee 
table or next to your bed and you probably already own a copy.  There are stunning 
pieces of art in that book and it is fascinating to see how guitars and bass guitars 
evolved. 
 
New strings, active pickups, active electronics, ergonomic design and more 
powerful amplifiers and compressors/ FX have enabled bass players to get a studio 
sound onto the stage, into rehearsal rooms and their homes, where things can be 
kept quiet with a pair of studio headphones even in the middle of the night!   
 
Since the 90s whole new desire has been expressed by musicians to play new 
but broken-in, retro and vintage looking instruments.  As the real vintage instru-
ments have just become too expensive and fragile for the stages guitar makers have 
come up with all sorts of ways to make their instruments look as worn as possible.  
This process is also known as “relicing” and you could say that this is a form of art 
in itself as the various materials of the guitar will be “distressed” and treated in a 
way to make them look old.  Some people like their instruments well done and 
some like them raw.  It’s all a matter of taste.   Limelight Custom Built in the UK 
offer “reliced” instruments and they can make your bass look as old and (ab-)used 
as you want it to be.  
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Chapter 5

From Luthiers to Guitar 
Makers
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The bass builders of today have an important role to keep the tradition alive whilst 
also trying to innovate the instrument we love so much.  I want to take the oppor-
tunity to clearly distinguish the professions of bass and guitar builders and 
“luthiers” at this point.  From my point of view and the view of many bass builders 
I know the tradition and art of luthery should not be mixed up with what modern 
(bass) guitar builders do.  There are, however, also (bass) guitar builders out there 
which are luthiers, too.   Hence, to make things easier I will be referring to bass 
guitar builders  whether they are luthiers or not to make things easier.  
 
Some guitar builders may also be luthiers, but that is usually the exception.  
So, what are luthiers?  Luthiers are trained and studied craftswomen who have 
mastered the art of building and designing traditional string instruments like in-
struments of the violin family and acoustic guitars and basses.  Nowadays, there 
are many guitar builders out there who call themselves luthiers.  They may have 
some qualifications in furniture making, design and marketing and know how to 
build a solid body guitar to the highest specifications using new materials and 
ways to manufacture instruments, but that has little to do with the work and art of 
the luthier carving away the back of a double bass in her workshop. 
 
Luthery or lutherie (or even luthierie), which means crafting stringed instru-
ments has a tradition of many hundreds of years.  The word comes from the old 
French word luth which is the old baroque instrument called lute.  It has been 
used since the medieval eras in various forms as fretted and unfretted instruments. 
According to Wikipedia: 
 


the lute was used as one of the instruments which played the basso continuo 
accompaniment parts. It is also an accompanying instrument in vocal works. The 
lute player either improvises ("realizes") a chordal accompaniment based on the 
figured bass part, or plays a written-out accompaniment (both music notation and 
tabulature ("tab") are used for lute). As a small instrument, the lute produces a rel-
atively quiet sound. The player of a lute is called a lutenist, lutanist or lutist, and a 
maker of lutes (or any similar string instrument, or violin family instruments) is 
referred to as a luthier.
 
The last sentence gives us a clue what a luthier is: A luthier is a maker of tradi-
tional baroque and classical instruments using the traditional knowledge and tools 
to build these acoustic instruments.
A lot of this knowledge is being used to build and design modern instruments 
also, because the physical laws of acoustics and the essential skills to build wooden 
instruments has not changed, but modern guitar builders in the 20th century are 
not to be seen in the direct line of the artists who built the instruments that fill 
our orchestra pits to this day.  
 
The idea here is not to diminish the work, knowledge and skills of the modern 
guitar builders, but to show that it takes a little more and many years of studying 
to build a double bass than it takes to build a bolt-on 50s style precision bass.  
From my point of view the profession and the art of “luthiery” should be a protec-
ted profession, but this and all above is my view only.     
 
Most of the modern guitar builders are defining themselves as luthiers as in 
“builders and repairers of stringed instruments”, which is perfectly legitimate.  Just 
make sure that whenever you need a luthier to repair or build and instrument for 


you that this person is skilled enough for the job to avoid disappointment and frus-
tration.  
 
However, all the knowledge that can be gathered from the art of luthery is 
playing a major part in modern guitar and bass design, especially when it comes to 
acoustic or semi-acoustic instruments.
 
One of the main difficulties in this respect is how to make the instruments 
work and sound in combination with the pick ups and electronics required and 
how to balance the acoustic and electric sound to give a clean and clear sound 
without feedback and other problems related to electro-acoustic instruments.  
 
Interestingly,  looking at the history of the design and invention of classical 
and modern string instruments there seems to be a clear divide between Europe 
and America: the modern solid guitars and basses we know today have mainly 
been invented and introduced by Americans.  This is also also reflected in the mu-
sic introduced by Americans using the new instruments and their sounds in com-
bination with the required amplification and recording technologies (> Les Paul).  
 
Furthermore, it also shows that building electric instruments has become an 
art in itself as it also requires knowledge in acoustics and electro acoustics.  The 
modern pickups (passive/ active, piezo, electro-magnetic or even via light) and the 
complicated preamplifiers, equalizers and filters found in modern instruments is 
amazingly complex and intricate and they have become a main component of the 
modern instruments and the sounds they can create.  
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Chapter 6

The Design Of The Bass Guitar
 
 
This chapter deals with the most important aspect of the instrument.  We have es-
tablished that good materials can make a good instrument, but is it necessarily a 
well designed instrument, too?  Is it just a copy of something that is well estab-
lished like a Fender design or have new thoughts and materials been considered.  I 
am not just talking about different hardware or pickups here.  Has the instrument 
been designed from scratch with the player in mind or is it just something that 
does the job?  
 
Fenders core idea was to make it easier for the double bass player to travel 
more comfortably with a stringed bass instrument.  So: everything that was smaller 
than the double bass was great, right?  Furthermore, everyone playing double 
basses will know how fragile these big instruments are and how expensive repairs 
are (or a new set of strings even!).  Double basses cost considerably more that bass 
guitars also.
 
The first precision basses were in many ways a cheap and cheerful substitute 
for the plugged double bass in dance music and bass players in big bands, country 
bands, jazz and pop took up the new instrument slowly, but steadily in the late 
50s.  Some big band leaders preferred the sound because it was louder and in many 
ways more defined also.  It obviously felt different than a double bass but the 
changes to the technique in the left and right hand were not dramatic.  The in-
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strument was now hanging on a shoulder with a strap and you could also sit down 
to play the bass, which was a bonus.  You could also move around more freely and 
take off the hands from the instrument without it falling to the sides.  Opening a 
beer for your drumming friend: no problem! 
 
One of the most important design features that should be considered before 
you plug in the instrument is the weight of the instrument.  It should not break 
your neck and back having it hanging around your shoulder and it should not 
squash your leg where it sits on in your recording sessions.  This brings us to a 
second important feature.  How does it balance: Does it sit nicely on your lap 
without strap?  Does it hang nicely when it is on the strap? Is everything within 
reach? 
 
Everything that makes playing the instrument awkward or too difficult long 
term should be considered a design flaw.  What does it help if the instrument looks 
cool, but kills you playing it?  
 
Some people might say they can live with these shortfalls/ mankos.  Fair 
enough I would say and in some circumstances the cool/ ugly/ awkward looking 
instrument might be preferred if it is the sound you are after. 
 
The next big thing is a matter of taste and experience.  The neck profile, the 
width at the nut, the string spacing and where you put your right hand (bridge, 
pickup, on the strings, on the thumb rest) is all part of how you play your instru-
ment and how experience the instrument.  Some instruments just “feel right” to us 
and they are usually the ones we have played with when we started on the bass 
guitar.  Others just feel different and some might even feel great and open up new 


ways of experiencing and exploring the instrument in different and new ways, 
which is obviously what a great guitar design should encourage.  
 
Scale Length
 
One major factor many people usually forget to mention or they might get this 
factor majorly wrong is the scale length, which can affect the overall sound in many 
ways.  The most important thing to say straight away is that short scale basses 
don't sound worse than long scale basses, but they can sound different and might 
require special strings to get the sound right.  
 
Extended scale basses sound also different to the 34 inches we got used to 
thanks to Leo Fender.  Again: Pickup position, type of strings and playing style af-
fect the sound of the instrument and can make or break a short or a long scale bass.  
My experience is that extended scales of 36+ inches can give you more of a piano 
like sound especially in the higher registers.  Short scale basses can give you a nice 
warm and thumping tone, but as we know from the Alembics from listening to 
Stanley Clarke, for example, they can be equally “Hifi”, especially when strung 
ADGC.  In the end all bass guitars are just tools and you are the one making them 
sing or thump!  However, the quality of the instrument is certainly an important 
factor.  Interestingly, I have discovered that short scale and extended scale length 
basses are less prone to having dead spots on the neck, where the notes don’t rig 
as full and long as the other notes on the neck.  
 
Depending on your physique you should chose the most comfortable bass in 
respect to scale length and design and  then you chose the rest to get your tone.  I 
found that a good bass guitar design can make a 36 inch bass guitar as playable as 
a standard long scale, but it will never feel as cosy and sweet like a short scale bass, 


especially if you are coming from the guitar.  Some big guitar companies have 
jumped on the scale length train again as there was a revived market for short scale 
basses in the last 5 years. The choice for short scale basses including budget in-
struments has never been better.  
 
Recently, I discovered by accident that 32 inch medium scale basses offer sur-
prisingly good compromise even for 5 string instruments, but I simply prefer 35+ 
inch necks, especially for 5 and 6 string basses.  I have not seen many short scale 
six string basses (and I don't mean the baritone guitar) yet if any and maybe there 
is a good reason for this.  I guess that getting the whole design, the strings and 
string tension right is a major reason for bass builders dreading these adventurous 
jobs as there really isn't much reference.  
 
The more extreme the design and the materials used on the bass guitar differ 
from the well known “tried and tested designs” the more likely it is that the in-
strument will have a character of its own. 
 
That can be good or bad.  As bass players we are sometimes looking for some-
thing else and once we found that something we might feel and hear that we can 
add something to the music we love.  However, what I have learned as a bass mu-
sician is that certain music styles are asking for a certain bass guitar sound (and 
look!) and that some of these qualities are difficult to be satisfyingly reproduced on 
a completely different bass guitar.  
 
For the untrained ear it is very difficult to distinguish between the different 
bass guitars in recordings or when played live anyways, but the trained ear will be 
able to hear which sort of bass guitar is used and how the musician plays the in-
strument.  Furthermore, the trained ear will hear how the instrument sits in the 


mix and that is where the crux of the problem is: all about the mid frequencies!  
More about this will be discussed in another chapter.  
 
Women and the Bass Guitar Design
 
As I have been following the designs and creations of these great builders I 
have realized that most of the guitar designs we know nowadays have male bass 
players in mind and they completely forget about the differences in physique of 
male and female players.  I guess there are some women out there who play the 
standard bass guitars without problems, but for most women bass guitars are 
bulky, big, heavy and they don't sit right, which makes it difficult to play them.  
 
Obviously there have been short scale basses around for some time, but a 
good choice has just come up in the last 10 years and even if there are decent short 
scale basses available there is not much difference in the designs of their bodies 
and how they work for women.  Often I see women playing bass guitars that are 
just not right for them and I am hoping that more thinking will go into various 
designs that actually work better for all of us.  I have also seen more women taking 
an interest in building instruments with stunning results and I am excited to see 
what they can add to this male domain of guitar building!
 
Most people just think about the size of their hands when they choose a bass 
guitar.  As we got used to shoes, clothing and cars coming in various sizes (only 
recently people came up with the idea that women might need different football 
shoes than men!) and shapes for small and big people and fully adjustable, too, we 
might see some new guitars in future that can merge with our bodies better also!  
 


Musicman followed the request of the American Artist St Vincent who wanted 
something different with a new style and design in mind and the result is stun-
ningly beautiful and may encourage other guitar builders to follow.  I assume that 
she was not just thinking about how cool the guitar should look like (its looks 
great, obviously), but that the guitar should fit her playing style and her demands 
as a woman to the instrument.  You can see how the light weight instrument fits 
whilst she stands or sits and that she can freely access the neck and the picking 
area.  Since then it has been picked up by male artists also.  In fact the guitar looks 
so cool I could see it working as a bass guitar body also!


 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
Chapter 7

Got Wood?
[image: image-4.png]
[image: Chapter_Section_Rule_new.jpg]


Let's talk about wood.  Yes, the beautiful instruments we are obsessed with are 
mainly made of wood.  These are traditional woods that were used for classical 
string instruments also.  Usually, the neck was made of Maple (Fender) or Ma-
hogany (Gibson) with a (Brazilian) Rosewood or Maple fingerboard and the body-
woods were American Alder, Ash (Swamp ash) or Brazilian (?) Mahogany.  In 
some case Maple was used for the body also (Rickenbacker), but Maple was 
deemed a bit hard and heavy for bodies.  These woods were readily available in the 
States or in Europe and did not need to be imported.  The choice was not just con-
venience, but the price, too.  Some bigger brands imported exotic woods from Lat-
in America or other parts of the earth cheaply without concerns about long term 
problems.  Large amounts of wood could be bought and stored in factories.  That 
was then in the 60s, 70s, 80s etc.
 
60 years later this has changed entirely: Whilst I am writing this little book 
(2019) CITES regulations (Convention on International Trade in Endangered Spe-
cies of Wild Fauna and Flora) have changed the way large companies use woods for 
their mass produced goods as only certain woods can be exported and imported.  
Half a decade of the production of guitars has had a lasting impact on our poor 
world, unfortunately.  As of 2017-18 the use of Rosewoods had been restricted and 
other exotic woods (some Mahoganies) cannot be exported any longer.  I am aware 
that there are some loop holes now for guitar manufacturers, but I don’t see the 
point why mass produced goods from the big companies should be exempt from 
this.  
 
That is why we see so-called “cheap Asian woods” on mass produced instru-
ments.  They are usually resourced from the countries where the big factories 
stand (Indonesia, China, Korea, Vietnam).  Some brands ship their woods there, 
too.  Hence, we see new woods on our instruments emerging: Pao Ferro,  Jatoba,  
Nato-wood,  Nyatoh, Panga Panga.  The list goes on. 


 
Does that make sound the mass produced instruments sound better or worse?  
Probably not.  Does that resolve the issue of mass de-forestation in the world.  
Nope.  It just shifts the problem from one place to another and the impact on our 
living environments and climate is still immense if we look at the amount of wood 
is being used for mass produced instruments nowadays.  As I stressed previously:  
Cheap instruments are never cheap.  Someone has to build them somewhere with 
natural resources and a price is always paid somewhere.  If it's not the people suf-
fering in the factories it is the environment and in the end the consumer (we) also.  
 
Again, we need to be careful when we buy instruments.  There is a lot of in-
formation out there today and it does not harm to think and do some research be-
fore we click that “buy-button”.  Could that instrument be bought second hand?  Is 
there a local luthier who can build something similar with local and renewable re-
sources.  Do you need that exotic wood on your guitar?  Can the product be re-
cycled?  As modern consumers we must answer these questions before we buy.  
 
Around 200 different species are being used for guitars and the most widely 
known are alder, ash, spruce, Rosewood and Mahogany.  But there are many more 
species that have been used to build cheap instruments in large quantities.  I have 
also read that managing to get the good stuff out of the forests large areas of trees 
need to be destroyed to actually get the “quality woods”.  Aren't they all quality? 
Did some of the trees really decide to become fingerboards or bodies? 
 
I am really quite surprised that not many companies have yet offered environ-
mentally friendly instruments with the same built quality as traditionally built in-
struments.  I am sure some small companies are offering these services if we ask 
them to do it for us.  And again: Is wood really the only material worth using?  


Depending on where we live we can ask the builders to use only local woods that 
are renewable or pieces that have been recycled.  I have used old tables from 
second hand shops and recycling places myself.  These woods are well seasoned 
and won't move much any more.  Sometimes you might find the prefect piece of 
something that inspires you to build something special.  
 
Flaxwood, Ebonol, tunable plastics, aluminium, graphite etc. have been named 
as potential alternatives of the traditional materials, but it needs some time to con-
vince the consumers that these materials might be even better that the ones every-
one knows.  A lot of money needs to go into marketing and willingness to change 
and this might be easier for the companies which don't have to focus on just one or 
two well known models.  
 
Robin Manton of Manton Customs guitars kindly added the next two parts to 
complete the part on woods:
 
The woods used by Fender
 
The woods used on Fender guitars and basses have remained almost exactly 
the same from the very early days in the 50’s through to present day. Leo Fender 
got it right the first time in so many areas and his choice of wood was definitely 
one of them. His wood choice was largely based on non-exotic, readily available 
timber which was cheap to obtain.
 
Originally, the Precision bass was only available with Maple necks and fret-
boards. Maple is perhaps the most suitable wood available for necks. Its properties 
tick all the right boxes plus it is close grained and therefore, an easy wood to fin-


ish. But it does require a finish, whereas Rosewood does not, so Fender introduced 
Rosewood fretboards in 1959.  There is a story that Fender were receiving reports 
of the lacquer on the Maple fretboards eventually wearing through in places and 
with no finish to protect it in those areas, the fretboard would soon discolour and 
turn pretty ugly.  So this was likely a contributing factor to the introduction of 
Rosewood.  Not having to spray the fretboard probably saved a few pennies on lac-
quer and production, too!
 
At first, the Rosewood would have been Brazilian as it was readily available at 
the time.  Later on, it became scarce and Indian Rosewood was used in its place.  
Brazilian Rosewood is now heavily protected as it is in real danger of extinction.  
Old boards with legal paperwork still do occasionally come up for sale (for small 
scale luthiers) but these are usually priced at around £100 per fretboard blank, 
whereas Indian is in the £20 region!  In 2017, Pau Ferro became the new Rose-
wood substitute due to CITES restrictions on all Rosewood species.
 
Northern Ash was originally used for the body wood of the Precision bass, as 
again it was inexpensive and native to the US. However, it’s a heavy wood and 
anyone who has ever sprayed an Ash body knows what a pain in can be to finish! 
It’s full of very deep pores which need to be filled if you want a smooth gloss look; 
this adds an extra step to production - “grain filling”.  Alder on the other hand is a 
lighter wood in weight and close grained (like Maple) so needs no filler and is a 
much easier to finish. Because of these reasons Alder became the standard body 
wood for the Precision around half way through 1956.  Ash continued to be used 
for natural and translucent finishes, as it’s generally a more attractive wood.
 
 
 


The woods used by Gibson
 
Honduras Mahogany is/was Gibson’s timber of choice for good reason.  Any-
one who has ever worked with this species knows how nicely it works and how 
beautiful it can look, it is one of those woods which deserves its excellent reputa-
tion.  It’s strong, very stable, easy to work, can be quite light...and it even smells 
great!  Unfortunately, due to these qualities it has been over-exploited for its tim-
ber through the decades and as a result it was first placed on the CITES database in 
1995 to restrict importation and protect the species.  However plantation grown 
Mahogany is also available as a more sustainable option, though this is grown and 
harvested at a much faster rate, making it generally inferior to the wild Mahogany 
of the olden days!  It isn’t exactly cheap, either.
 
This has led to substitutes being used by some manufacturers which are often 
referred to as Mahogany, but these are not technically true Mahoganies.  In fact, 
there are only really two genuine Mahogany timbers both belong to the Swieteia 
genus and these are – Honduras/ Brazilian and Cuban, which is unfortunately even 
rarer!  This is the wood all the best antique furniture was made from.  Cuban is 
king in the antique furniture world, but it never really caught on for electric gui-
tars/basses as it’s so heavy.  It does make a great neck material though and I have 
made several necks from repurposed antique tables dating from over 100 years ago 
- making it conscience friendly!
 
Sapele and Khaya are two alternatives to the genuine Mahoganies and both 
(confusingly!) end up being referred to as African Mahogany as they resemble the 
real deal and belong to the same wider Meliacae family.  Despite neither of these 
species having CITES restrictions, both are still vulnerable and in decline.  Khaya is 


one of the Mahoganies now used by Gibson on their more standard models, whilst 
they are still using (plantation grown) Honduran on their ‘Historic models’.
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


 
 
 
￼
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter 8

Zen or the Art of Bass Guitar 
Maintenance
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Setting up your instrument is a very important part as it will make your instrument 
sound good and easy to play with.  You should not be fighting your instrument as 
this might ruin your technique.  If it is too hard to play or it sounds terrible it will 
need some TLC.  
 
Getting the intonation right is essential or you will sound “out of tune”.   This is 
achieved by changing the length of the string on the bridge, but this is not as 
simple as it sounds and requires experience and the right tools.  
 
Furthermore, the whole instrument needs to be in tune so that chords can be 
played, too.   Some players change the strings on their new instruments straight 
away with their favourite strings and this would require a complete new setup in-
cluding intonation and looking after the neck relief to make it a good and working 
instrument.  
 
However, this can and should be learned if practiced regularly and there are good 
books (much better than the internet!) available to help you getting this right 
(check my recommendation under Further Reading).  You might even find setting 
up your instrument a mindful, relaxing and bonding experience. 
 
Very often you will find that the set up and the intonation of a new instrument are 
incorrect for various reasons outlined below by Robin Manton.  He has kindly ad-
ded some further tips to look after your instrument.
 
It doesn’t seem unreasonable to expect your newly purchased bass to come straight 
from the factory setup and ready for action.  For the majority of basses you’d be 
wrong to expect this though!  Here’s why:


 
There are a number of reasons the setup may be sub-optimal, but the most 
common reason for things to be off is the time it takes to perform a proper setup.  
Factories simply don’t have this time to ensure everything is properly 100% dialled 
in, so most instruments come with a generic setup.  They would rather ship out 
the instruments with a slightly higher action than risk having people with less than 
perfect technique encounter buzzing and rattle.  It also buys them a bit of leeway 
should the setup alter due to storage conditions, as wood moves when it encoun-
ters different levels of heat and humidity, so the relief on a neck may change a fair 
bit from the time the bass leaves the factory to the time you get it home. 
 
The nut is an area which is seldom perfect, even on the more expensive in-
struments as it takes time to get right. Each string slot needs to be filed to the cor-
rect clearance which is only fractions of a millimetre. If there is too much clearance 
here the bass will feel awkward to play and it will also throw out the intonation. 
Too little and you’ll experience buzzing on open notes.
 
Factory action height and intonation can vary anywhere from being in the right 
ballpark to way out. The action will nearly always benefit from a tweak to make it 
consistent or even just personalise it to your playing style.  These points do not 
just apply to cheaper instruments, even expensive mass produced American in-
struments often require some level of fine tuning from a professional if the best 
possible playing experience is required.  So it’s well worth having a word with your 
luthier or tech to explain how you play and what your goal is as far as the setup 
goes.  They will be able to tailor the setup to your preference, fine tuning the nut, 
relief, action height, intonation and pickup height, all for a very modest fee.  Ex-
pect to pay somewhere in the region of £20-£50 depending on who you take it to.  
It might seem a bit disappointing to have to shell out some extra money in addi-
tion to the cost of the bass, but in reality, this is one of the best things you can 


spend your money on.  It can transform the feel of the bass and in turn, your play-
ing.
 
In most cases a simple setup as outlined above will be all that’s required.  
Players who really want perfection can take it a step further by having fretwork 
performed on their new bass.  This might seem an odd thing to do, but the major-
ity of low to mid priced basses will not have their frets levelled at the factory.  
Rather, the frets are simply inserted into the fretboard by a very consistent ma-
chine which is usually perfectly sufficient to avoid any problems with dead frets or 
excessive buzzing.  This process allows the factory to get away without levelling 
the frets, which also means they don’t need to re-crown or polish out scratches in 
the frets either, shaving valuable time off production. So this method works for 
them, but it’s not perfect.  The problem is the frets are being inserted into wood, 
which is not completely consistent in density throughout. This means that some 
frets will be a tiny bit out of level, we’re talking fractions of a fraction of millimetre 
here, not enough to cause real problems but enough to restrict action height from 
being as low and buzz free as it could be.  It also means the fret tops will follow 
the radius of the cylindrical fretboard exactly, which is actually not ideal.
 
The optimal shape is cone following the paths of the strings.  Having the frets 
levelled by a professional will facilitate a lower action and even improve tone as 
people will often notice an improved clarity to the fretted notes because the strings 
are able to vibrate more freely.  A good fret job will also alleviate any problems 
with choking notes when bending a string. Whilst having your frets levelled, 
crowned and polished is more expensive than a basic setup, it still won’t break the 
bank at approximately £70-£120 and will usually include the basic setup I talked 
about previously. 
 


The exception to these factory setup/fret issues are the minority of instru-
ments that have been through a PLEK machine.  This is a CNC machine which ba-
sically performs a full setup plus fretwork on the bass.  Being CNC, it’s very accur-
ate and does away with the need of a skilled tech and the time the tech would re-
quire.  These PLEK setups work very well, but are still not superior to a luthier or 
tech that knows what they’re doing as the same results can be accomplished by 
skilled hands.  PLEK machines are also not something all manufacturers have ac-
cess to (Fender do not for example, but Gibson have used PLEK machines).
 
Maintenance
 
People can sometimes get carried away with caring for their new pride and joy, 
but really bass guitars require very little in the way of maintenance. Too much TLC 
can actually be detrimental.  Don’t go squirting random polishes on your bass! 
Quite a few of these polishes (even the ones specifically for guitars) can contain 
Silicone which over time can harm the finish and make refinishing impossible 
should it ever be needed. A dry microfibre cloth is often all that’s needed to re-
move dirt.  If for some reason you must polish, be sure to carefully check the label 
and research the correct type of polish for the finish on your bass.  There’s no 
point putting a beeswax polish on a poly finish for example, but it can be beneficial 
on an oil finished bass.
 
The best thing you can do to actually take care of your basses is to simply keep 
them in the right conditions!  This should be out of direct sunlight, a good dis-
tance away from any heat sources and somewhere with consistent temperature and 
humidity.  Poor storage conditions are the real enemy and what account for most 
problems down the line. So monitoring the conditions with a hygrometer is defin-


itely a good idea, somewhere between 40-50% (relative) humidity is ideal and or-
dinary room temperature is fine.
 
Fingerboard care 
 
Maple fingerboards do not require any more maintenance than the rest of the 
bass as they are typically finished with the same Poly/lacquer as the body and neck.  
However, woods such as Rosewood and Ebony require a bit of extra maintenance, 
as they don’t usually come with a hard wearing finish on. Instead, these woods 
have a thin coat of oil applied which needs to be maintained over time.  The pur-
pose of this oil is to prevent the wood absorbing or releasing moisture too quickly, 
which can result in swelling or shrinkage respectively.  If the wood shrinks excess-
ively from too little moisture this can lead to a problem known as 'fret sprout'.  
This is where the fingerboard edge shrinks away from the frets, resulting in sharp 
fret tangs and corners. In extreme cases of low humidity or high heat it can even 
lead to cracks, especially in Ebony, which is prone to cracking.
 
So, oiling the board every 6-12 months can act as a barrier and hopefully pre-
vent these problems occurring.  There are many oils products available: lemon oil, 
orange oil, bore oil, linseed oil.  They all do the same job outlined above and they 
will also have the added benefit of cleaning grime away from your fingerboard, 
which over time can get pretty ugly!
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Chapter 9

Buying A New Instrument
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So here it comes: I thought I might be fun to put something together for the per-
son looking for a new or used instrument or just another instrument because you 
can never have enough basses, right?
 
In my case I would want to find an instrument that has a specific or new sonic 
palette to chose from. So, some of the aspects listed below might not be as import-
ant as others, but they would not be ignored in the purchase. I take my time and 
will not be pushed into a purchase. If things sound too good to be true they prob-
ably are not.  Cheaper instruments do not need to sound cheap and often the sur-
prise is that the branded instrument is not worth the extra money if you just want 
that sound.  
 
I usually prepare my trip to the next bass with my favourite studio headphones 
and a small preamp that I know with a headphone output that sounds reasonably 
flat so I can really listen into the instrument.  Then I would use it in a band context 
with my amp and speaker (if possible) and if that ticks the boxes. Viola, I am 
poorer again!
 
a) The most important thing in all cases should be the sound(s) of the instru-
ment.  Does the instrument sound right for your style of playing, the musical con-
text and does it carry the other instruments well? Can it be used in other musical 
contexts or is it a “one trick pony” (nothing wrong with that if the trick is good!) If 
everything else sucks, well, at least it sounds great! And it can be used live or even 
in the studio, hopefully.  
 


And this is where things might be not as great as you thought they were.  The 
studio reveals the worst of your playing and the sound of your instrument so be 
prepared for it! So it will show how clean the signal of your instrument and how 
your playing is.  Hum, fret-buzz, static noise: you have never heard it before? Now 
you will.  
 
Make sure the instrument sounds “balanced” or even across the whole finger-
board and from string to string.  Sometimes, you might even find dead notes or 
“wolf-tones” on the fretboard where the note just doesn't sound right or is more 
quiet or loud compared to the neighbouring fretted tones.  This has something to 
do with the overtones of a tone and the frequency of the tone and how it affects 
the whole instrument and vice versa.  On some 34 inch necks of a certain brand 
this is very common, actually and can be remedied with a fat-finger on the head-
stock!
 
How flexible is your instrument to change the sound required and how easy is 
it to get this sound? If you struggle to find usable sounds it might just be too tricky 
to be used or you are not yet familiar with the instrument. Solution to this prob-
lem: Better keep it simple.  Better grab a P-Bass! (Oh Dear, not that one again!) 
 
b) The second most important thing is obviously how the instrument feels in 
your hands and how playable it is (set-up!).  This also includes how heavy the 
piece of furniture is that you hang around your neck.  I am still surprised to see 
and play the so called custom made instruments or boutique instruments and my 
leg falls asleep whilst it rests on it or the neck and back problem I get after playing 
the instrument for longer that 60 minutes standing. You should also check wheth-
er your physique fits the instrument and vice versa.  Find the most comfortable 
scale that enables to get the required sound you are looking for.  How far do you 


need to reach to go low and how easy is it to access the higher registers of your 
bass?   If this is all how it should be then focus on the set-up.  You will be sur-
prised how much you can get out of a budget instrument with a great set-up.  This 
is why the good bass builders invest a lot of time to get the instrument right before 
it is shipped to the new musician.  A good instrument can be ruined with a poor 
set up.    
 
c) Everything else falls under this category of importance, but that does not 
mean that it is less important for your purchase.  Obviously, this is where your 
taste comes through and the size of your wallet.  I still want to point out a few 
things that will be important to consider, though:
 
It is important to know whether the instrument will keep its value for a long 
time.  The moment you have pulled the trigger on a new instrument and you leave 
the shop where you bought it will show how much you spent and/or overspent on 
your new purchase.  So, check this out before you buy!
This means you need to find out about its resale-value and whether you can 
actually sell the instrument at all.  Some instruments cannot be sold easily because 
of CITES-regulations or because there is just a tiny market for it.  
 
Again, check the brand, the materials and the quality of the hardware (some 
brands are not the real deal!) that have been used and ask yourself whether the 
purchase is justifiable, clever and good for your environment and the environment 
of your children and their children... If the answer is no then start from the begin-
ning again!
 


Also, find out as much as possible about the company you buy from.  You 
might find something that you don't agree with or you might find something that 
is actually better in all these respects. This is where you can show good taste and 
character, especially when you buy new instruments.
 
Instruments that are second hand can be equally good as new ones and some-
times they give you that extra flair that new instruments cannot possess.  For pro-
fessional musicians it is also important to consider that travelling with the instru-
ment made with all these exotic woods will be more difficult because of CITES 
regulations even if regulations about Rosewood have been changed yet again.  
 
Just to clarify the Rosewood issue here at this point:  The main problem has 
been that many different species of so-called Rosewood have been put together, 
which has not been helpful.  The main concern was to protect endangered Brasilian 
Rosewood (Dalbergia Nigra) which has nearly entirely disappeared, unfortunately.  
Hence, finished and unfinished Brazilian Rosewood may not be allowed to cross in-
ternational borders.  In the worst case scenario you won't see your precious in-
strument (or your bow) ever again...watch this space!  (East) Indian Rosewood 
(Dalberga Latifolia)  has been used as an alternative and this has been controlled 
since the 80s.  It also is an exotic wood and even though trade may be controlled 
through India and it is “less endangered” other alternatives can be considered for 
fingerboards of instruments without having an effect on the sound or feel.  Since 
November 2019 restrictions on Indian Rosewood have been lifted and it is now 
possible to travel, buy and sell this type of Rosewood.   
 


￼
 
Chapter 10

Getting An Instrument Built 
For You
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After many years of buying new and second hand instruments to fill my electric 
bass collection to recreate the most well known bass sounds I decided to get an in-
strument built just for me without trying to copy anything I had in my collection.  
Something that was just for me, my hands, my eyes and ears and based on what I 
decided I wanted in an instrument built for me.  I started this process in 2015 and 
decided on a luthier in 2019 after I fell in love with a certain design of an instru-
ment I had seen on his website.  
 
The idea of having something built for me came after years of testing, trying, 
playing, collecting and building instruments.  In many ways I had discovered my 
own individual taste and I had a concrete idea how my bass should be like.  This 
process took many years.  
 
(Un)fortunately, this project was well outside my range of skills and I needed 
someone I could trust to build this special instrument for me.  Obviously, I could 
have tried to build something similar, but I wanted to get it done properly and I 
wanted to learn from the luthier, too.  
 
I wanted that special instrument that I could be happy with for the rest of my 
life.  And I had some concrete ideas what I did not want: Not just another copy and 
not just another bass, but something special.  In my case certain ideas were there 
for many years and these ideas I had I knew I would not be able to put together 
myself with my limited and basic building skills and experience.  
 
But I also knew I wanted to learn something in this process and put something 
together with someone with the same passion, vision and ideas.  When you discuss 
your wishes with the bass builder of your choice you are part of the building pro-
cess and some bass builders let you be part in this process more than others.  It 


was important to me that the builder would love to build this instrument for me 
based on our visions and design and that we would connect in this process to make 
it work.  It was also important to me that the bass builder was a bass player, too.  
This makes many things easier in the process of putting ideas together.  I was lucky 
as I found that the builder shared very similar ideas and visions and that he was 
kind enough to share pictures and information about the process in various emails 
and on the telephone.  Through this I felt like a part of it and I learned a few things 
on the way also.  Over time we even became friends and we put the book together 
that you are reading now and we also started a second bass, but this is another 
story altogether...
 
This may be the most important point in the process of getting an instrument 
built for you: 
 
Find the right bass guitar builder/ luthier to get your ideas put into an instru-
ment that you want to play for your music.  The internet can help here in many 
ways, but also recommendations through other musicians are important.  How-
ever, nothing beats getting directly in contact with a builder, meeting the person 
and getting a feeling about the person you want to pay to build something for you.  
Don’t just trust websites blindly.  It might cost you dearly or disappoint you ter-
ribly.
 
Don’t just jump on the latest brand and trend because these come and go.  
Furthermore, don’t expect that the brand that your bass heroine plays will make 
you equally successful or sexy.  Some of the players you love have played many in-
struments for many years and they know exactly what they want and need for their 
music.  This is their thing, not yours.  Find your own style and taste. 
 


You might find you can do everything you want to do with that old P-Bass copy 
you were given when you started playing! If that is the case stick to it and ask a 
builder to make a proper instrument for you based on what you have and know.  
Billy Sheehan may be a good example here: All the ideas that went into his early 
bass guitar “the wife” he put into the subsequent instruments that were build for 
him by Yamaha. 
 
Over the years he has created a unique instrument that enables him to play 
and sound the way only he can play and sound like.  It is a fine instrument indeed 
with many great ideas.  But there is only one who can really play it the way it 
should be played.  I am sure he would be able to get by with any bass guitar as he 
is a great bass guitar player, composer and musician.  That instrument just makes 
it easier for him as it is made to adapt to his individual style of playing.  
 
The second most important advice is: Put some ideas together and review 
these ideas over a period of a year or longer.  What do you want and what do you 
need? Is the new instrument necessary? Why? Is it just a trend, a fad (think head-
less basses that look like oars)? Can you get there cheaper also? Can you afford it? 
Do you have the time and energy to commit to this project as getting an instru-
ment build can take months or even years in some cases.  Be patient. 
 
Also: Play similar instruments and make sure you focus on comfort over looks 
first.  The bass should be playable for long periods of time and your hands, arms, 
legs and shoulders should not suffer.  Everything should be the way you play and 
use the instrument.  Hence, even though you think the look of the bass is the most 
important thing it is not: The neck is the most important thing; the rest is cosmet-
ics and individual preferences.
 


The third most important advice is (unless you really know what you are do-
ing): Don’t go bonkers and throw money at something you actually don’t know 
you will get, because it’s not been done before or because you really don’t know 
why you would ever need this. If your ideas are too crazy there might be a reason 
why it has not been done before!  Discuss this with your guitar builder of choice 
and if she says you are mad and that it should not be done for a special reason then 
take the advice.  
 
If you should find a mad luthier who likes your mad ideas it could be a hit and 
you could make a great friend on the way, too! Upload the pictures, please!  Join 
the club.  We all love entertainment and people pushing boundaries with their 12 
string bass guitars, or bass harps, or quadruple neck bass guitars...as long as you 
can play the instrument, too!
 
My last advice is: Be a responsible customer and think about our future on this 
lovely planet.  Do you need all these fancy woods in your new guitar?  Have you ac-
tually ever seen the trees where these woods come from and what they mean to 
their biological environment?  Can it be done differently?  Can you upcycle some 
materials or even an instrument and can you get your woods, materials, hardware 
etc. locally?  Try before you buy and think green.  Don’t be a blockhead.  Set your 
own trend and don’t just follow trends blindly.  There is a reason why most session 
bass players make their living with a simple P-Bass (that was given to them for free 
to boost a brand). It’s because other instruments have not evolved as quickly as the 
bass guitar and most people including sound-engineers find that old bass guitar 
sound most recognizable and easy to work with.  
 
In my case I decided not to include any exotic woods and to make sure that all 
materials were “home grown” if possible and “green”.  As I am based in the UK 


most of the wood that had been used came from the UK apart from the maple for 
the neck, which was American.  For a six string bass it is important to keep the 
neck as stiff as possible and that requires very hard wood and reinforcement to 
keep it playable for a long time.  Unfortunately, we could not find a similar hard 
Maple locally.  
 
I came up with the idea to use woods that have been used for hundreds of 
years in classical instruments: Spruce, Maple and Ebony, which we initially re-
placed with a new wood like material similar to Ebony, but we ended up with bog 
oak (upcycled wood, literally!) as we struggled to get the size we needed.  Veneers 
were made of European Oak.  These woods were made to build the finest acoustic 
instruments and apart from the bog oak nothing new or exotic.  
 
The woods you would find in most solid body instruments of the 50s had been 
used a) because they were “cheap” and b) because they come from local suppliers.  
They had not been selected because they had great acoustic characteristics.  Still 
people believe that certain solid body instruments must have certain wood-com-
binations “to get that sound”, but it is just one part of many others.  
 
All the hardware, including pickups and electronics came from Germany and 
were made in Germany.  I did not feel the need to pay extra money for American 
brands and having to import the parts.  I did not want too much “Schnickschnack” 
and options in respect to preamps, either.  There are many preamps you can add 
later.  Two pickups and a “volume-volume-tone-option” is more than enough for 
me.  However, I added a preamp/ buffer which helps the “passive sound” and adds 
a bit of sparkle when needed.  It can also boost the signal if needed.  
 


However, I decided to have hum cancelling pickups and some options to 
switch between parallel, series and single coil modes to cover most well known 
pickup-sounds in a modern instrument and more, but because of the altered scale 
length (36 inch) and the “neck-through” design I knew that this instrument would 
not sound anything like a P or J or MM bass.  I was not looking for that, either.  
 
I have been playing 6 string basses for years and two of them are “super long 
scale”.  This was indeed what I wanted as I prefer the sound and the playability of 
these instruments over standard bass guitars (4 strings, 34 inch).  This is a per-
sonal preference only.  There is nothing wrong with standard (long) scales or short 
scales.  In fact I own a 32 inch bass guitar that has a very pleasing sound and it 
plays like butter, too.  
 
In respect to the pickup positioning I discussed my ideas with the bass builder 
and followed his advice as my idea of the position of the bridge pickup would have 
not given me a broad tonal palette of sounds in combination with the neck pickup, 
which is roughly in the P-bass sweet spot.  We moved it further to the bridge to 
cover the MM-position.  It is important to discuss these matters and follow the ad-
vice of the builders as they know their stuff, too.  Especially, when using extra long 
scale instruments.   
 
We also decided to add luminescent position markers to the side of the fret-
board to make it easier to see where you position your fingers when it is dark and 
that is quite essential for an instrument with that scale length whilst reading music 
at the same time.  I have added the brief review of the instrument he built for me 
in 2020, which can also be found on Google.  Robin asked me to leave some feed-
back for him.  
 


	Robin is a very passionate and busy luthier in Shropshire with an excellent 
reputation.  He loves building bass guitar classics and has a special interest in Av-
antgarde instruments pushing the boundaries.
 
	I picked up my semi-acoustic 6 string Titan (36 inch scale with Maple/Spruce/
Bog Oak) from his lovely new workshop in Kinnerley early August 2020.  This bass 
was entirely built by his hands and finished to perfection with a violin oil finish to 
show off the bear claw spruce and the flamed English Maple.  Robin took his time 
and I played the new instrument for an hour in his workshop and show room and 
inspected every detail and sound of it. 
 
	This design included carvings and chambering of the body as it has a C hole as 
found in the Viola da Gamba instruments of the Baroque period.  Furthermore, it 
was important to me that the sourced woods were as environmentally friendly as 
possible and traditional at the same time (the ebony fretboard was replaced with 
Bog Oak).  All the hardware and pickups are German.
 
	The attention to detail shows that Robin loves building guitars to the highest 
standard possible and that he is experienced and very skilled.  It plays like butter 
and sounds extremely HIFI with the added warmth of the chambered body and 
hand-selected English Maple and Spruce.  
 
	This instrument is flawless in every aspect and feather-light for a bass with 
these specifications.  The finish and build quality is en par with the big names in 
this business and he is very competitively priced.  The fretwork and set-up was su-
perb and exactly how I had asked him to do it for me and I am very picky when it 
comes to playability of custom made instruments.  In fact it feels like it had been 
PLEKed and the frets are smooth and disappear in the fretboard how it should be.  
Robin was always available for a chat about the process and sent pictures to me to 
find the right colour for the finish, for example.  This instrument is a joy to play 


and it sounds awesome! In fact I am so satisfied about it that a second instrument 
was commissioned.   I can highly recommend him.
 
 
 
 
￼
 
 
Robin Manton’s experience of building the instrument and working with me 
as a customer:
 
Daniel’s Titan 6 String Bass
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Whilst I enjoy building electric guitars a great deal, it’s basses which lead me 
to building in the first place. Bass is my main instrument, so I’m always pleased to 
start a bass build, but I was particularly excited to start Daniel’s bass.  It combined 
a number of features I’m keen on: 6 string, neck through and European woods.  So, 
I knew pretty quickly we had plenty in common and this build was going to be 
great fun! 



	It actually seemed quite serendipitous how similar our views were on how a 
bass should look, sound and what features it should have.  Daniel had chosen my 
Titan model as the starting point for the build, a shape which we both felt would 
look great in conjunction with the woods often found in classical instruments.  
This classical inspired style is a great look which would not look out of place play-
ing anything from pop to metal. The bass was to feature a sound hole with cham-
bering below to improve acoustic resonance and reduce weight.  Rather than the 
more conventional F hole, we decided on an earlier design often used on Viola da 
Gamba’s from the late 15th century.  This C shaped hole flowed with the design of 
the bass in a way a more common F hole would not have done.



	Although we weren’t going for any exotic woods, that didn’t mean the bass 
would have to look in anyway boring.  Far from it!  The main body wood is a high 
grade English Maple, (Acer Pseudoplatanus) featuring some very strong flame/
fiddleback figure.  It gets the name fiddleback figure from its historical use on viol-
ins, it is a wood that has been used in the violin family for centuries and has be-
come synonymous with these instruments. In fact, the body wood on this bass was 
purchased from a violin luthier and was originally destined for a viola. 
 
There was a clear choice for top wood to fit the brief - Spruce!  However, 
Spruce can be fairly plain and not that interesting to look at.  So we hunted out 
some bear-claw figured Spruce, which gets this name as the figure looks like a bear 
has scratched his/hers claws across the wood.  Our chosen top set also features 


some quilt like figure too, similar to that of Quilted Maple. 



	With all these pale woods, I wanted to add some contrast, which is an mport-
ant feature for me in my builds. The artists reading this will know how effective 
colour combinations and placement can be. The same is true for contrast in builds 
- adding some black pin stripes in Oak helps focus attention on the Maple and 
makes it “pop”. It also gives a nice sharp look, so these black Oak accents were 
used throughout with Daniel’s blessing. 



	It was important to us that fretboard wood was also environmentally friendly, 
which made the traditional classical choice of Ebony a “no-go”. I was still keen on 
it being a dark colour to have the appropriate look though. We eventually settled 
on Bog Oak, which was not only a green option, but being dark in colour, made it 
the perfect choice. The older Bog Oak timber is, the darker it gets, so being uni-
formly dark right through, our chosen board must have been several hundred years 
old. With a bit of imagination, I could picture the wood sitting there in a bog all 
those years, throughout the ages when Renaissance and Baroque instruments were 
still state of the art, creating another link between the old and new. 


	Tonally, the goal was a modern hi-fi type of sound.  We were to achieve this 
through a number of methods, the first being the long scale length.  This has a 
really noticeable impact on the sound of a bass, with a longer scale having a tighter 
more defined tone than shorter scale lengths.  The 36” scale length would help our 
goal. Another way we tipped the balance in our favour was to ensure the neck is 
extremely rigid.  We chose a three-piece laminated construction of a fairly substan-
tial thickness with further reinforcement from two large carbon fibre bars which of 
course also has the added benefit of increased stability.  The third more obvious 
contributing factor were the electronics from Delano, which we knew would deliv-
er!￼
 


 
CHAPTER 11

So you want to Hear Your 
Bass Guitar?
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Great! My advice is to make sure whatever music you want to play on your own or 
with others to protect your ears from the start.  This may sound a bit boring or 
even patronizing, but think about it this way: It is going to be so much more bor-
ing if you can’t hear any more! This is something many seem to forget.  Most mod-
ern instruments we play in bands nowadays are actually quite loud and once ampli-
fied they can easily damage your hearing and that is it.  Don’t forget that your best 
friend the drummer is usually closest to you and his/ her lovely cymbals don’t 
need amplifying to damage your ears.
 
Hearing loss means hearing loss and it won't come back.  To practice on your 
own you do not need to crank it up.  It keeps your family and neighbours happy, 
too.  In fact: Music does not need to be played on 11...even though it might be fun 
for some.  If you are one of those players use ear protection and advice your listen-
ers to do the same, please. They will tank you one day for it.   
 
Whilst standing directly next to your amplifier you might not hear how loud 
you actually are because bass needs space to fill and just a few metres away from 
you it might be already too loud.
 
Step away from your amp and go further away to check your volume levels.  
Get used to listening to your band even whilst practicing with your friends at mod-
erate levels with ear protection.  You will get used to how things sound with your 
ear protection/ in ear monitors of choice and you will be able to relax and play 
what you want to play without stressing your ears.  When you use in ears make 
sure the levels are not too high and safe, too! The more you spend on ear protec-
tion or in ear monitors the better it will sound and you won't lose any frequencies.  
This means you will be able to hear yourself and your lovely instrument's sound 
better and for longer also.


 
Starting a new instrument is always a challenge, but it should be fun and it 
should be guided by a teacher who is friendly, supportive and encouraging and it is 
important to follow a method that focuses on technique and musical content sim-
ultaneously.  It is not enough to binge on youtube videos.  They may be helpful and 
inspiring to a certain level, but they cannot replace a teacher and the thing that 
happens between a teacher and a student.  Initially, weekly lessons are essential to 
make progress and get the basics right.  Later on it is up to you to decide what to 
do and how many lessons are needed to get you where you want to be.  Have goals 
and stay focused.  Most of all: Enjoy your quality time with your instrument.  It 
could be something that you enjoy for the rest of your life.   
 
Building a relationship with an instrument is essential and whilst you might 
be lucky to own quite a few instruments to play it is important to have one that 
becomes an extension of you and that you know inside out.  Jumping from one in-
strument to the next will make this difficult, potentially. 
 
Especially, when you jump from 4 to 5 to 6 string basses with different scale 
lengths.   When I practice I usually play the instrument that has become that ex-
tension of me as it does not distract from the material I want to learn and my focus 
will be on the music and not on the instrument.


￼
 
 
 
Chapter 12

The Avantgarde Of Bass Guitar 
Design
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As we now have discussed the essential bass guitar builders and the ones essential 
for the modern bass guitar design (Thompson, Alembic, Steinberger, Spector, 
Modulus, The fine English Builders, The German Builders etc.) we can move on to 
those few with interesting new ideas on the same theme.  I would like to mention 
that the following bass builders are just a selection and I am sure that there are 
many more, but I also want to keep it to those whose ideas have actually caught on 
and are not just some whacky garage projects.
 
When it comes to alternative materials and design we certainly should have a 
look at some of the German builders who have not just kept on copying the Amer-
ican brands, but have fought hard to establish a viable alternative.  Jens Ritter,  
Basslab design, Human Base and Marleaux would certainly spring to mind first.
 
The new bass guitar builders wanted to go far beyond the known design to 
raise the bar of what can be done to the humble bass guitar and to make pieces of 
art, functionality and tone.  Just using wood was not enough any more and not ne-
cessary to push for a clean and clear hifi bass sound that Alembic had already 
showed to be possible.  New materials are easier to manufacture nowadays or they 
are ready available.  Graphite has been used with success,  aluminium (Kramer) 
with less success,  plastics of all sorts are being used with some success, but it 
seems difficult do strike a balance that is pleasing to the eye, ear and hand.  
 
Basslab started to use “tuneable composite” for their extravagant bass guitars 
which have less weight than their classic brothers and sisters and it can be moul-
ded into every shape possible, seemingly.  Furthermore, they state that the material 
can be tuned to achieve the desired sound.
Checking out their bass guitars (and guitars) online can be quite a shock as 
they really raised the bar of what is achievable this way.  


 
Even double neck designs can be built without affecting playability and ergo-
nomics.  Everything seems possible this way and in many ways the future of 
stringed guitars is in alternative materials and I am sure that there will be materi-
als that have wood like qualities also to keep the traditional tone (if wanted) alive.  
We should not forget the importance of pickup design, their position and the active 
electronics, which can also be used to tune instruments in a certain way to enhance 
frequency ranges that might seem less pronounced in passive bass guitars.  This 
way many modern instruments can cover a phenomenal range of sounds without 
copying, but improving the already known.  
 
A good example of this are Wal Bass guitars, which after 40 years in the busi-
ness arguably still have the most advanced active and passive electronics to help 
you to find your sound in every environment.  With individual tone knobs for every 
pickup, certain frequencies can be boosted and mixed in a seamless way to create 
nigh endless possibilities.  All their basses also feature a separate balanced Direct 
Injection out.  The Wal Bass guitars combine tradition and avant-garde to a degree 
of perfection that is still rare, unseen and unheard of.  Check out the stunning 
website and enjoy Jonas Hellborg at Namm 2020 on Youtube with his Wal Bass at 
the EBS booth giving a free masterclass in virtuosity and sonority.  
 
In comparison Jens Ritter may seem more like a traditionalist who has taken 
the known and unknown materials to new levels and beyond in respect to design 
and finishing, but he has used all sorts of materials to make his bass guitars “Ges-
amtkunstwerke” (complete works of art).
 
His guitars and bass guitars a true pieces of art and one of his bass guitars is 
even found in the Smithsonian Institution in America where his instrument (“The 


Eye of Horus”) joins the Father of bass guitars Leo Fender and his precision bass 
guitar.  But there are also instruments by Amati and Stradivari found: Jens Ritter 
has officially joined the true artists of instrument builders and his instruments 
have to be seen as pieces of contemporary art and design.  What strikes me most is 
his ability to respect the essence the bass guitar and to implement his interpreta-
tion of the instrument without the need to deconstruct it.  His guitars are beautiful 
in every respect and pieces of Love and labour.  Go and check them out. 
 
Whilst some bass builders and artists reach for the stars to show what is pos-
sible the others try to further improve Leo's designs and this movement started in 
the 70s where musicians tried to improve the sound and playability of their Fender 
instruments.  Most well known American bass guitar builders started out taking 
the mass produced instruments to “customice” them with new hand wound 
pickups, active electronics, refinished and refretted fingerboards, more durable and 
heavier hard ware (hi mass bridges, for example and Schaller or Gotoh tuners) etc.
 
This is how builders like Sadowsky, Mike Lull, Michael von Pedulla and Alleva 
Coppolo started out.  Some of them were actually building already semi acoustic 
and acoustic guitars before they focused on solid body bass guitars as they became 
known for it.  Sadowsky for example took Marcus Miller Jazz bass to the next level 
and therefore gave Miller his signature hifi slap sound that we all love.  
 
The true innovators are usually the ones that started out in their small repair 
shops and after years of encountering the same instruments over and over started 
to build their own instruments with completely new designs in respect to shapes, 
designs, ergonomics and sound.  New and different materials or types of wood 
were introduced.  I guess it is fair to say that Carl Thompson was one of those 
builders who introduced their own and new bass guitars successfully and many 


have followed his footsteps.  As he is not just an innovator he seems to like to 
share his knowledge also as you can see on YouTube.  He is not just a fine builder 
he seems a very fine chap and bass player, too.  
 
Carl pretty much started building his guitars by hand and if he had no work-
bench he built them in his kitchen.  All the brands supplying hardware and pickups 
were not around or just started to introduce their products and that is why he 
pretty much had to come up with his own ideas.  You can see on some of his in-
struments that he designed everything from scratch and that early 50s and 60s in-
struments had influenced him.  Some of his instruments are truly pieces of art.  He 
introduced new scale lengths (36 to 38inch) and he built the first six string bass 
and piccolo bass for well known musicians.  That established him in the scene and 
more people asked for his take on new bass instruments.  Body shapes are extra-
vagant, but always functional with the player in mind.  All these instruments were 
entirely different to the traditional instruments used at that time.
 
A lot has changed since the true innovators of the electric bass left their mark 
on history.  We can say that the bass guitar as we know it has changed drastically 
and has merged with other types of string instruments which can be played in 
many new ways that were completely unthinkable just about 30-40 years ago.  
 
Nowadays extended range instruments become more popular and readily 
available.  Everything from the scale length to the shape of the neck (regular or 
fan-fretted), the number of strings and the shape of the body and the used materi-
als has changed the way we nowadays see, feel, play and hear the bass guitar.  In 
many ways bass guitars and electric guitars have merged and it difficult to actually 
hear what is what on some recordings.  The Stick bass, Novax Guitars (Charlie 


Hunter!),  Warr Guitars,  8 string electric guitars in prog Rock (no bass needed) 
etc. etc.  
 
Nothing seems impossible any longer and it seems in many ways the bass 
players wanted more and wanted to show off their skills like the others and reach 
to the stars in the Treble Galaxy.  With some instruments and playing styles (two 
hand tapping anyone?) it has become possible to entertain audiences without the 
need of other so called melody instruments (Hans Hartmann on the Chapman 
Stick).  
 
In some cases this endeavour actually seems to work and in some cases it just 
sounds “interesting”.  At times I just wonder why the musicians don't just change 
the instrument they play or go for double neck guitars...or whatever. 
 
The more I listen to the new cats on the block with their 4 string basses the 
more I know that the  four string bass guitar has just started to become the mod-
ern solo instrument we all knew would have the potential to fully show its func-
tion and sounds in modern music.  And this is obviously thanks to the visionary 
musicians and bass builders who teamed up to establish the role of the electric 
bass guitar in the past 70 years.  
 
 
 


 
 
￼
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter 13

Mass Production 
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Everything the big companies produce nowadays is mass-produced and as a con-
sequence the market has been flooded with their instruments and the quality of 
the “cheaper” instruments has dramatically improved over the last 50 years.  Some 
people have started to upgrade cheaper versions of the Gibson (Epiphone) or 
Fender (Squier) or XYZ instruments with excellent results.  In many cases the 
price tag of the originals seems unjustified, but “product-snobbism” pulls musi-
cians back to the shops to buy the “American Originals”, because it somehow sits 
better in our head (but not necessarily in our hands).
 
In my opinion nearly everything is a copy of something and the instruments 
produced in Mexico, China, Indonesia, South Korea, Eastern European Countries 
(Czech Republic and Romania) and even India are in many cases en par with the 
“originals”.  Often the only differences are slightly cheaper materials (woods and 
electronics) and in some cases not even those are any different, really.  So, who 
pays for the big brands if you can get a new instrument built by your local guitar 
builder who uses his hands and quality materials for even less money?  We all do, 
unfortunately, because we are silly.
 
The only problem the Big Brands face nowadays is coming up with new ideas 
to sell old products that have been around for 50-60 years and believe me: they 
have tried everything to get us back into the shops to try and buy their products 
again and again.  But the new kids on the block don't seem to be that interested in 
the old products any more.  They don't want to play the same stuff their parents 
and grandparents played and there is so much more choice, too.  
 
Vintage instruments are as out of reach for them then getting a decent job, an 
affordable flat or even a house.  Furthermore, they see different instruments being 


played on their music videos: 7 string guitars, 6 + string basses in exotic woods 
and colours or no instruments at all, but a few chaps behind their laptops, key-
boards, turntables etc. Some of these newer stringed instruments are in many ways 
different than the traditional instruments we learned on.  I have seen more kids 
preferring the smaller, lighter and more ergonomic instruments and “cooler in-
struments”.  It's their fathers and mothers who still buy what they knew from back 
then.  
 
This seems to somewhat different for instruments that came up in the 70s and 
80s and 90s.  A lot of new ideas, materials and designs were introduced by smaller 
“boutique” companies and workshops and some of them have managed to estab-
lish or re-establish themselves.  The core idea behind these bass guitar builders 
was to improve the mass produced instruments to make them more comfortable, 
more durable and more flexible in their use on stage and in the studio.  Great mu-
sicians were the motors of the changes and good instrument builders managed to 
implement the desired changes (more strings and range, different and stronger 
pickups, better hardware etc.), which were then picked up by the big brands, sub-
sequently.  
 
As in the example of fanned frets or 5+ stringed instruments, which were in-
troduced by some nowadays well known guitar builders like Carl Thompson, Ken 
Smith, Fodera, Novak, Stuart Spector, Marc Tobias, Sadowsky just to name a few 
here.  Those builders started off as musicians or guitar repairers who saw many in-
struments coming into their workshops and many of them poorly built, with bad 
hardware and poorly set up and assembled.  I guess they must have been frustrated 
and bored to see and hear the same problems of the mass produced instruments 
again and again so they came up with their own interpretations of the classics with 
the focus on quality and perfection.  Change was in the air of those guitar work-
shops.   


 
 
 
 
 
 
￼
 
 
 
Chapter 14

Innovation to Mainstream
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The competition in the East did not sleep and there are many well known Japanese 
builders who followed that trend that is still alive today.  Hence we see bass guitars 
with all sorts of “bells and whistles” that have taken Fender's design to the next 
level.  Improved playability, better “tone-woods”, more flexible preamps cover 
everything from classic sounds to the modern and extreme sounds for a fraction of 
the price of a new original Fender from their custom shop.  
 
For example, new (-ish) brands like Sire from the USA, apparently, (Marcus 
Miller has co-developed their preamps, pickups and feel of the instruments) have 
shown that they can push quality and price to an unseen and unheard level.  These 
instruments are made in Indonesia (and China and Korea, too) with American 
woods, carefully designed preamps and pickups with quality metals, which are as-
sembled in Indonesia and the quality control is where have surpassed the big 
brands who tried to do the same with less success.  
 
But this example shows again some companies are just offering more of the 
established form and function with some tweaks and “improvements” without 
stepping into new territories.  That said, the Sire range is excellent and players get 
a lot of quality for their money and that is good.  I was especially surprised about 
their excellent M series, which is simply unbelievable and may be one of the most 
versatile modern bass guitars out there for a fair price.   
 
Every now and then, however, one of the big names in the guitar industry 
leaves the comfort zone behind to try something entirely new, too.  This is when 
exceptional builders and/or musicians meet the big producers to boost sales and to 
offer new ideas and choice to us consumers.  I would name Ibanez as the one com-


pany that managed to approach builders like Rolf Spuler from Switzerland, for ex-
ample.  
 
They came up with the phenomenal “Affirma” basses in the early nineties.  
These mass produced custom basses (I guess they were the first to bring those two 
ideas together) were limited to ca. 1000 instruments and they rarely turn up for 
sale, because they are still that good.  Many new ideas were introduced with this 
model and especially the ergonomic and futuristic shape of the instrument  is still 
pretty much contemporary.  In 2019 they reintroduced the instrument which ex-
plains how avant-garde the instrument was back then. 
 
Another thing we have been able to see are fan-fretted necks on cheaper in-
struments also.  Dingwall became famous for their fan fretted bass guitars, which 
is a design Ralph Novak developed to have a more balanced string to string sound 
and tension, which is also apparently more ergonomic for the fretting hand.  
Whether this really is necessary is a matter of taste even though one quickly gets 
used to the fan fretted neck, but it makes basses rather big/ long and some tech-
niques and sounds are slightly more difficult, but I guess one gets used to this also.  
I have also asked myself whether the modern string makers are able to achieve the 
same results with specifically made balanced strings, but I have not found much 
about this online yet.   
 
This has obviously been picked up by Cort, Ibanez, ESP and the other bass 
builders all around the planet and it is easier to find instruments utilizing this nov-
elty and to try it out before the plastic card is pulled out of the wallet. Dingwall of-
fers great Chinese made instruments, which will be set up in Canada to ensure a 
decent quality before it reaches the players hands.  This obviously comes with a 
price, but its shows “made in China” does not mean “made in China” any longer – 


or whatever that meant.   I guess the new “P.R.O.C” - label (People's Republic of 
China) tries to leave that (hidden) in the past also?  
 
The most important thing is not where they are actually produced, but how 
good the quality control and the set up of the instrument is.  This includes playab-
ility, quality strings and proper intonation.  I have often come across instruments 
in shops that were nigh unplayable, because they were not set up properly with an 
action that reminded me of my double bass and very poor intonation.  A set-up 
should always be included in the price for a new guitar from my point of view.   
 
Everything is branding, marketing and PR, though.  We need to know this and 
we also need to know more.  Trying to find out where exactly Indonesian instru-
ments are produced and how they are produced is difficult.  The more you look 
into it the more you will find out that behind most “new brands” are the ones that 
we already know: Cort, Samick, Ibanez etc.  The reason why it is difficult to get 
more information than the Brands are willing to put up on their polished websites 
is that they don't want you to know where their stuff comes from.  Most people are 
not bothered by it anyways, unfortunately.
 
New manufacturing methods like 3D printing will also be a game changer in 
guitar design and nothing seems impossible any more.  With the right combination 
of materials and imagination the new thing is about to happen, I am sure of this.  
These production methods in the right hands will achieve the extraordinary and I 
am expecting more brands to utilize the advance in technique in the next 5 years 
more excessively.     


￼
 
 
 
Chapter 15

No Pickup No Cry
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Apart from your fingers and the strings on your instrument the pickups are pos-
sibly the most important part of your bass guitar the way you want it to sound.  
Obviously, an amplifier is needed to make yourself heard unless you are practicing 
without one to give your neighbours a rest that is. 
 
The position and the design of the pickup are important things to consider.  
Certainly preamps and effect chains alter that sound, but we want to focus on the 
pickups first.  The most common pickups are electromagnetic pickups as we know 
them from our P-Basses (one humbucking split pickup), Jazz basses (two single 
coil pickups) and MusicMan (one humbucking pickup close to the bridge) style 
basses.  Without doubt these are the ones you have seen and heard on most of 
your records as they have been the to go to basses for bass players and producers 
since the 50s.  All of the named models were invented by Leo Fender and he has 
made us bass players very happy in that respect, but he has also limited us to the 
known sounds and designs and that is why most bass builders have pretty much 
copied him over and over again to satisfy the producers and listeners.   
 
Because of these “limitations” new designs have struggled to come up even if 
they would have been the preferred options for players with the intend to try 
something else to achieve different sounds and characters of the bass guitar.  The 
80s were a great period for innovation and new pickup designs were developed to 
make guitars even louder than before to drive valve amplifiers to the desired dis-
tortion levels.  This was achieved with active pickups and it was another mile stone 
in the evolution of the bass guitar, too.  
 
EMG (Electro Magnetic Generator), for example, emerged in the late 70s and 
their success was massive. They are arguably still the brand preferred by many mu-
sicians looking for a clean and powerful sound that works well with distortion and 


effects and all that without noise or hum.  They are very responsive also. That is 
why they have pretty much dominated the market in the 80s and 90s when Heavy 
Metal, Crossover and Thrash Metal (Anthrax, Metallica, Slayer etc.) became popu-
lar.  
 
Bass players benefitted from these new active pickups with active on board 
electronics, too.  The early Steinberger L2 bass (and the LX2) was equipped with 
EMG pickups, which completed that ultra clean, snappy and tight HIFI-sound 
these instruments are known for.  These active EMG pickups can be fine tuned 
with an active preamp, but that is not necessary as they will also work with a pass-
ive tone blend, for example.  The active EMGs (35 DC) that I installed in a Stein-
berger Spirit XT-25 have a passive Volume, Volume, Tone control layout.  They 
complete the look and sound of that bass to my ears.  You will need to sand the 
pickup cavities to make them fit and you may want to cut custom pickup surrounds 
(rings), though!
 
The active pickups were also popular among studio musicians (Tony Levin/ 
Sting) because of their super clean sound.  However, not all of EMG’s bass pickups 
are active, but they still offer passive and active sets including the necessary wiring 
kits, which is handy.  Bobby Vega (Tower of Power, Joan Baez, Etta James) has been 
using (passive) EMG pickups in his vintage instruments and his sound is always 
stellar.  He knows what it needs, I guess?  Check out his solo records.
 
Since then active pickups for guitars and basses have been popular among 
those seeking a very clean and powerful tone.  Active pickups require an active 
preamp because their output needs to be boosted and it is part of their design.  
These pickups (like their passive counterparts) are built similarly with coils of 
wire, but they don’t need as many windings.  With the active preamp certain fre-


quencies can be filtered and boosted with an EQ.  They have a narrower dynamic 
range as passive pickups and they are very quiet and don’t suffer from hum like 
some of the passive single coil designs.  To some ears they may sound a bit com-
pressed.  Additionally, they need an active preamp and henceforth a battery is ne-
cessary (typically a 9V battery and one for your gig bag).  
 
Passive pickups can benefit from active preamps in the same way as active 
pickups, but they are not essential.   Some bass players prefer the active designs 
over passive designs, because they are snappy and bright.  This is because there is 
little loss off the overall signal that the preamp gets in your amplifier.  The quality 
of the preamp influences the overall sound.  To my ears both kinds of pickups can 
sound great, but I have found that active designs respond better to certain FX 
chains and I like that I don’t need to worry about unwanted noise.  However, many 
passive pickups nowadays are noiseless (humbucking) and hot also and it is just a 
matter of taste what you prefer in your instrument.  It is not true that active 
pickups have no warmth and sound clinical.  It all depends on the instrument, the 
quality of the pickup and its preamp and the way you play.   
 
Piezo pickups have been around for a long time also especially for the ampli-
fication of double basses and other acoustic instruments.  They sound different, 
but also have a few benefits to electromagnetic pickups.  However, they require a 
bit more attention and need extra preamps to be able to reproduce your sound.  
They certainly can sound more “acoustic” and detailed and they do't pull on your 
strings as magnetic pickups can do and therefore you can have a longer sustain 
even if that may not be the most important quality of a bass guitar in music.   
 
The idea is that the pressure of the string will be picked up by little crystals in 
the pickup which “reads” the changes in compression (force) and a current will be 


produced which needs pre- amplification to produce a healthy sound.  (>too 
small).  As I am certainly someone with limited understanding of all these physical 
processes I would hope you will fill your gaps of knowledge with secondary literat-
ure as I have to do, too!  
 
I have been able to play with instruments with a combination of both pickups 
and I love the different sounds I can get mixing these pickups.  For my personal 
taste and sound these pickups are essential to offer a wider and more colourful 
palette of sounds and I got used to go “piezo only” for that zingy hifi-sound or the 
low double bass like sound on the bass guitar playing just behind the end of the 
finger board with my fingers or plectrum.  This is essentially how Steve Swallow 
gets this great sound on his Harvey Citron bass and all his other instruments he 
has played in the past. Harvey Citron has certainly pushed the piezo pickup with 
his wooden piezo bridge that leaves intonation fully adjustable to the next level.  
For every string he utilized an extra piezo pickup and for some strings even two to 
achieve a more balanced sound for Mr Swallow, who might have the most piano 
like string sound in the electric bass guitar universe.  
 
I would want to mention Rolf Spuler here also.  He was a Swiss bass player 
and instrument builder who built these beautiful Paradis basses and guitars.  I am 
a big fan of what he established in his far too short life.  Spuler was one of the first 
builders to max out the options and possibilities of the piezo systems with the 
mono rail bridges, which incorporated the piezo pickup.  There was one piezo 
pickup per string and the intonation problem was resolved also and also the prob-
lem of the pickups picking up sound from other strings.  
 
This sounds especially nice on fretless bass guitars in my experience.  Using 
and implementing these instrument sounds in the studio can take a little longer 


unless you have recorded your bass this way at home already to get an idea.  Piezo 
can sound terribly honest about your mistakes and for some producers they can be 
just a bit too fiddly and novel to get right there where they belong in the mix (time 
is money!).
 
However, as session bass players can tell you: your favourite bass guitar 
sounds might not be what they are looking for and you could end up putting your 
custom shop instrument back in its case to find yourself playing a cheap p-bass 
copy with dead strings and a crappy set up! So keep your extended-range-fan-fret-
ted-basses with those exquisite hand-wound pickups and extra preamps in the car 
and test the waters with a known instrument.  You are very likely to make no 
money with that sort of instrument, but it looks lovely in your living room next to 
the other instruments you love...
 
A third variety of pickups that have not been as successful yet are optical 
pickups.  They work completely different to the other pickups and need a lot of 
technical engineering in comparison to the humble electromagnetic or the piezo 
systems.  Saying this: in the end it's all physics and not magic! The core idea is 
transforming one source of information (energy) to another which can be amplified 
without loss of information, which would affect the tone and sound.   
 
These optical pickups are battery driven and require a specific bridge or pickup 
and on board preamps.  The string will be “read” by light instead of a magnet 
which produces a current.  
 
Willcox guitars in the US have been using the LightWave system to amplify 
the sounds of the bass guitar.  Another company I found is Opik.  In both cases 
light is being used to sense the vibration of the string and this is then transformed 


to the tone and sound.  These pickups sounds very acoustic with nylon strings and 
very hifi with steels or nickel strings.  I would say that they sound the most mod-
ern of all the different makes and are rather expensive and complicated, too.  How-
ever, I would certainly say they give fretless basses a very beautiful and well bal-
anced tone.  
 
Fishman, another well known company which produces pickups for guitars 
and other string instruments, has just recently introduced their “Fluence” bass 
pickups, which differ in many ways to the other pickup systems described above:  
They managed to reinvent the pickup moving away from coils of copper wire to 
pretty much printed pickups, which almost resemble pc boards (“modern micro 
electronics”), which have eliminated inductance, string pull and hum issues even 
in single coil mode operation and that with turned down volume, too! This is an-
other advantage of “active pickups”, but these obviously need to get powered, oth-
erwise there will be no sound at all.
According to Fishman long cables won't be an issue any longer also as they 
won't alter the sound. 
 
The result is a very “hifi” sounding pickup that has many voices to offer 
without sacrificing clarity.  A very interesting development from my point of view.  
These pickups are also rather efficient and require little battery power and they 
have also introduced a way to recharge an internal battery instead of a 9V battery 
to reduce waste.  This is another step I welcome to see from other developers also.     
 
So there is plenty to chose from.  That said: In a time where bass musicians 
thrive to find their sound the market for electromagnetic pickups has never been 
better.  It is much easier nowadays to compare and replace pickups as many brands 
offer prewired kits etc.  The downside of the more uncommon pickup systems is 


that they need to be replaced or adjusted by skilled hands and they often are part 
of the instrument design and can/ should not be taken off the instrument.  Again: 
the safest way is to try before you buy and for many people these more boutique 
style instruments may be difficult to check out.  In my experience Youtube videos 
can give you an impression about the instruments but they cannot replace holding 
and playing the instrument with your own hands and listening to it in your set up 
with your own ears.  Reviews are always biased, too.  Don't believe the hype!
 
Robin Manton’s brief overview on the classic bass guitar pickups: 


Single coil pickups are very simple in design and consist of three parts: a coil, mag-
nets/ pole pieces and baseplate.  The coil is made of what is known as a bobbin (a 
sort of spool or frame) with copper wire wrapped around it.  The gauge of wire and 
number of wraps will affect the output of the pickup...more wraps means more 
output!  Single coils have a character of their own, often described as clear and bell 
like in tone, however the downside is that they will pick up electromagnetic inter-
ference and usually have some level of ‘hum’.



These single coil pickups have remained basically the same since their creation and 
are still used in countless guitars and basses these days.  The Fender Jazz bass typ-
ically comes with two single coil pickups and the original Precision bass came with 
a single coil before moving to a different Hum cancelling pickup design in 1958. 



Humbuckers



Humbuckers found their first real success in the Gibson Les Paul guitar, this 
pickup was called the PAF, which stood for Patent Applied For.  It featured two 
coils wired in one housing, essentially two single coils joined together.  The coils of 
the pickups are wound in opposite directions and the magnetic polarity of each half 


opposes one another, this cancelled out the hum you would normally get from 
single coils, hence the name.  Also, having two coils opened up more possibilities 
for different wiring configurations, however, the standard wiring scheme is usually 
in series. 



But back to basses!  The pickup we now refer to as the Precision or split coil 
pickup was fitted to P basses from ‘58 onwards.  This pickup also had two coils to 
give the same hum cancelling effect as the PAF, except instead of both coils being 
in one housing/case, they were separate, but mounted next to each other.  Both 
halves are connected to each other in series and the pickup only has two conduct-
ors (wires).  This new pickup gave the P bass a smoother more powerful sound 
than its single coil predecessor.  This is not always the case though and some 
single coil pickups can have more output than humbuckers - it all depends on how 
the pickup is designed and made.  Seymour Duncan quarter pounders are an ex-
ample of this.  These are overwound single coil pickups made with larger 1/4” 
magnets and deliver a powerful sound, whilst retaining the characteristics of a 
single coil.



Humbuckers for bass gained popularity as time went on and are used in many of 
the Music Man, Gibson and Ibanez basses amongst countless others.  Later vari-
ations of the Jazz bass such as the Deluxe model also feature humbucking pickups 
which look just like single coils.  These work the same as other humbuckers, ex-
cept they have the coils stacked on top of each other (rather than side by side) to 
make the coils fit in such a narrow case. 



Wiring options


I briefly mentioned alternate wiring options in the humbucker section earlier, let’s 
look at what these are.  These options are available for pickups with four conduct-
ors (wires).





Series - A humbucker will nearly always be wired in series as standard, which 
means the current will run through one coil and then the other, creating more res-
istance.  This is the best option for most output and gives a rich powerful sound, 
but it can sound a little dark to some ears in certain situations.



Parallel Wiring - With parallel wiring the current will run through both coils simul-
taneously and gives approximately 20-30% less output than in series, however you 
get a brighter sound which can sometimes be useful.  It can be handy to have a 
series/parallel switch to be able to swap between the two.



Coil Split - This is exactly as it sounds, one of the humbuckers coils can be shunted 
at the flick of a switch to send it’s signal to ground.  This gives an approximation 
of a single coil pickup from a humbucker.



Phase Switch - This is for basses with two pickups.  One pickup can be wired to a 
phase switch to reverse the polarity of the pickup and put it out of phase with the 
second pickup.  This gives a not terribly useful sound which is quite thin, but can 
be used to make some cool sound effects!



Pickup placement


Where the pickup is placed has a dramatic impact on the tone of the instrument.  
Close to the bridge will have more mids, be brighter, harsher, thinner and more ar-
ticulate.  Closer to the neck - more bass, smoother and less defined.  I’ll briefly go 
over a few of the popular pickup locations on mass produced basses below, how-
ever, in the world of custom built basses the pickups can be placed at anywhere in 
between to tailor the sound to the player’s preference.


The Gibson EB basses are on one extreme, these have a large humbucking pickup 


pressed right up against the end of the fretboard.  Often referred to as ‘mudbuck-
ers’ as you get a thick bassy, yet not particularly articulate sound; this is largely due 
to the pickups position rather than its design.  This sound was popular in early 
rock music such as Cream, Free and the Stones.



Somewhere in the middle we have the Precision pickup location.  This is a great 
compromise where the tone is not too muddy, or too thin and can be heard on a 
huge number of recordings from the late ‘50s to present day.  Some feel it can lack 
a bit of upper mids for certain styles of music, this is why a PJ pickup configuration 
is quite popular.  This has the P pickup in the usual spot and a Jazz pickup nearer 
the bridge.



Slightly further back towards the bridge than the P position we have one of my 
personal favourite locations for a pickup; the Music Man Stingray sweet spot.  With 
the pickup at this ‘sweet spot’ the tone retains plenty of bass and warmth but also 
has the snarl you get from a bridge pickup giving an aggressive mid-rangey sound 
without being too harsh or brittle.


A good example of how pickup placement can alter the tone of the bass is the 
Fender Jazz bass. Fender changed pickup spacing during the ‘70s, moving the 
bridge pickup just 1cm back from the ‘60s basses. The newer ‘70s pickup spacing 
lost a bit of low end growl and warmth but gained a slightly thinner yet more ar-
ticulate sound...all from just 1cm! Neither spacing is better or worse, but one may 
be more suitable for different applications.
 
Passive Electronics
 
A major part of the instrument that helps you to find your sound are the elec-
tronics to chose, mix and adjust certain sounds from the instrument.  I some cases 


these electronics may be quite simple and in some cases they are so complicated 
and complex they come with a manual.  Check out the Preamp part for further in-
formation on how to affect the sound on your bass for active basses.
 
Most of us know the passive electronics on the P-Bass and on the Jazz Bass 
and they are a good starting point, too.  Even though the good old P Bass has only 
a volume and a tone control it is rather amazing how many different sounds you 
can get from this simple arrangement.  Whether you use your fingers, you slap or 
you use a plectrum: you can fine tune your sound by positioning your right hand 
(for the right handed) closer to the neck or the bridge.  If you should ever get 
bored of your P-Bass sound then try this! 
 
The simplicity of the passive electronics makes basses more reliable and you 
may end up wasting less time finding your sound.  There are ways to mod your 
passive basses also, obviously.  A simple way to change the tone of the instrument 
is to change the bass tone cap (capacitor) used to roll off the treble/ tone.  The ca-
pacitor defines how much treble is cut from the signal.  Using lower value capacit-
ors give you more fine tuning options.  
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Chapter 16

The Voice chords: Pick and 
Pluck your Strings 
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Strings can make or break a good bass guitar sound.  I would think that next to the 
musical creativity and the hands of the playing bass musician the strings are a vital 
part in the way the bass guitar and its sound have evolved.  How would Stanley 
Clarke sound with dead flatwound strings on his short scale basses? Well, let's 
don't even go there, please...
 
Early on bass guitars came with flat wound steel strings which emulated the 
double bass sound and kept the bass guitar where it belongs in the mix.  The way 
people played the instruments in the 50s (thumb close to the neck, for example) 
gave that satisfyingly low and mellow sound we like, but this was far away from 
the possible solo/ lead sound we know and love today.  More definition and attack 
was achieved using a plectrum on the flat wound strings, which gave us the “P-
Thump-sound” we have heard on many records (Carol Kaye, Joe Osborne, Monk 
Montgomery).  
 
Monk Montgomery for example managed to use his new P-bass successfully in 
the big band context by managing to transfer his double bass sound unto the smal-
ler sibling.  People were hearing bass loud and clearly but saw only guitar players 
on stage.  That was certainly quite a novelty!  
 
The early Fender Precision basses were not meant to be solo instruments, ini-
tially, but a way forward to replace double basses and the flat wound strings, valve 
amps and recording techniques of the 50s and 60s made it difficult for bass musi-
cians to create new sounds on the new instrument.  
 


However, being the new instrument on the block the amplified bass guitar 
sound was enough in itself to shape the band and big band sounds and things fi-
nally got loud and bass could be heard and it was driving the overall sound hard.  
Happy days.
 
Obviously, some bass musicians wanted more and they wanted their solo spot, 
too.  New basses and new strings helped to make this possible.  The sixties were 
exciting times in many ways, not just musically.  Things got loud and wild in many 
ways.  
 
John Entwistle, the bass player from “the Who”, was certainly one of the main 
players of his generation fighting for a new sound that was driving the band sound 
forward.  He was not happy about his strings as they did not swing properly and he 
got in touch with the British company Rotosound in 1966 to develop some new 
bass strings that sounded better.  According to their website they changed the 
thickness of the core of the strings and they made the gauges heavier.  The result 
was the “RS66”, which was the first modern bass string that “swung”.   This set 
certainly opened up the bass guitar sound and enabled players to get their solo 
spot and be heard and not just felt. The Rotosound Swing Bass Guitar strings still 
swing on many famous player’s instruments today.  
 
The new Fender Jazz Bass of the 60s with its two single coils instead of the 
humbucker in the so- called “sweet spot” (some people believe that this is the best 
spot for a pickup on the regular long scale bass guitar) opened up the sound dra-
matically and the introduction of the stainless steel round-wound string by Roto-
sound in 1962 made the modern bass guitar sound complete.  
 


The round wound bass strings made by Rotosound were also an important in-
gredient for Jaco Pastorius to get that Fender Jazz fretless sound, which made him 
famous in the 70s and 80s.  His style and sound is still influencing many players 
and his first solo album from 1976 is maybe the best known album that features 
the bass guitar as a solo instrument.  It is a milestone of bass guitar history.  
 
Fender did it again with a little help from his friends and musicians trying to 
challenge perspectives and sound barriers of the electric bass.  Compared to the 
humble P-Bass from the 50s the Jazz Bass looked like a sports car and the feel and 
sound of round-wounds was what lifted the bass off to new territories in the fre-
quency spectrum.  Suddenly notes popped and rang bell-like from the speakers fi-
nally breaking free uncovering the instruments full potential in the right hands.
 
The development of the manufactory of bass guitar strings really got going in 
the 60s and the new strings were introduced in the USA and everywhere else.  
Since then a lot has changed.  Nowadays we are spoilt with choice.  New materials 
and ways to design and make strings have emerged and we bass players can buy 
everything from Nylon bass strings to Cobalt to find our sound.  Strings have be-
come more durable also.  Some companies have introduced have coatings to pro-
tect strings from sweat and moisture.  All sorts of materials are being used as men-
tioned and strings come in all sorts of gauges, too.  This has made it possible to 
achieve new sound and alternative tunings also without losing the clarity of the 
lower notes.  
 
In the 90s more bass players asked for more range of their instruments and 
again: new bass strings had to be introduced to satisfy the musicians needs.  An-
thony Jackson and Jimmy Johnson wanted to go lower without the need to detune 


their instruments and the low B (and high C) string was not just the only problem 
for bass guitar builders, initially.  This was new territory.   
 
They did not have strings thick enough to get the required sound.  Today we 
benefit from these musicians as we are able to pretty much every string under the 
sun to satisfy our lowest wishes and highest dreams and we have become used to 
seeing bass guitar players with 12 string ironing boards in their hands.  
 
Even the humble flat wound string on the good old P-Bass had a renaissance 
through session musicians like Pino Palladino and Tim Lefevre just to name a 
couple I have been enjoying to follow through their stages of careers.  Modern 
string companies have come up with ways to make the flat wound strings more 
flexible, which has given the P-Bass more of a sonic palette to chose from and the 
latest technology in amplification and speaker cabinet design has also lifted the P-
Bass-Flatwound combo from its muffled past.  Some compression certainly also 
helps to keep things tight and together.  
 
So: How come that all these different types of strings sound so different from 
each other?  There are a few factors that affect the way the string swings and this 
will affect the signal the pickup is going to amplify.  There is a) the material the 
string is made of (steel, nickel, nylon, gut), b) the shape and material of the core 
the wire is put on, c) the shape of the wire used which will affect the gauge (flat, 
round, half-round) and ultimately the mass of the string.  Furthermore, the tension 
of the string is an important factor, too.  How freely can the string vibrate to pro-
duce the sound? And do the notes sound as balanced as possible from string to 
string? We are clearly talking rocket-string-science here as you can see.  
 


Every company has their special way to produce their strings and some strings 
are “pressure wound” and some have special coatings.  All these things show that 
the humble bass guitar string is actually more complex than it appears.  We also 
have to bear in mind that the strings for the electric bass are actually as young as 
the instrument itself. There have obviously been strings around before, but not for 
the electric bass.  Early strings were taken from the piano to find out what is re-
quired to get a decent sound from the bass guitar.  New strings had to be de-
veloped and the first strings were flat-wounds similar to those found on the double 
bass.  
 
Another thing to bear in mind when finding the right strings for your instru-
ment and the sound you wish to achieve is the scale of your instrument.  It is im-
portant to find the right string in respect to the scale to make it fit properly and to 
make it sound properly.  Short scale basses require specific strings as do long scale 
basses.  However, some string manufacturers offer sets that fit almost all scale 
lengths (DR Strings).  
 
Since the emergence of fan-fretted instruments and extra long scale bass gui-
tars (36 inch to 38 inch) the market for bass guitar strings has adjusted to the de-
mand for custom made strings and sets.  For these kind of basses string tension is 
extremely important.  The more strings you add to the bass the more pressure is 
on the neck, too.  This and the tensions of the various strings can affect playability 
feel and sound of the instrument.  It is also important to get the proper strings for 
alternate tunings and drop down tunings to keep the strings balanced and tight.
 
 Manufacturers like Newtone, Kalium and Dogal offer a wide choice of strings 
for literally every (bass) guitar under the sun.  Newtone (a British Company) for 
example offers different cores and winding materials including sound clips on their 


website.   As they make strings for some very fine guitar makers in the UK this 
would be a good starting point.  If you are based elsewhere then please support 
your local manufacturers.  
 
As my focus is always on quality, waste and sustainability I have found strings 
that last long and that will still sound fine after they are broken in properly.  Flat 
wound strings last for forever and don't need to be replaced constantly and they are 
surprisingly different from brand to brand and can sound very bright, too.  For 
some people who look for that broken in round wound bass string feel there are 
half round strings, too.  These strings were originally round wounds, but then 
were ground down for a smoother feel.  Every possible playing style is being kept.  
 
The main differences between the strings on the market are the cores and the 
materials being used and the method the wire is wrapped around the cores.  There 
are round cores and hex cores.  The wrapping goes from flat to round and some 
rounds are sanded back to flat (ground wound/half-rounds/ broken in sounding).  
The most common variants are stainless steel (bright) and nickel plated (less 
bright).  Other metals have been used to make the strings stronger and longer last-
ing and some are worth trying some are not.  
 
For a good quality strings go for the big brands first and try to support your 
local shops.  Bass strings are expensive and when there is something wrong with 
the strings you can just take them back.  
 
You can also try strings on other instruments in shops to get an idea who the 
strings feel to your hands and how flexible they are.  Some strings feel very course 
and stiff to the touch, but that does not mean that the quality is bad.  They are just 


different.  Some strings are terribly bright and settle after a few days of playing.  
Some strings don't sound bright at all, but have a great all-round tone. 
 
It obviously matters in all cases which gauges you buy for your bass. This can 
have a huge effect on the balance in loudness from string to string and overall tone.  
The moment you start changing strings and gauges a new set up is required, unfor-
tunately.  To avoid stress on the neck and ease of playing I would start with a set of 
round wounds with 100-80-60-40 string-gauges as they are easy on the hands and 
the instruments.   Furthermore, these strings will be good for pretty much every 
style of music.  
 
Some companies offer coated strings and I have tried those also.  They do feel 
a little bit “plasticky” under your fingers, but they do last much much longer and 
are more expensive also.  
 
The key to keeping your strings sounding great is to keep them clean and to 
clean them up with a micro fibre cloth after use.  Some people have sweaty hands 
and some don't: heavy sweating kills a string quickly I have found.  I have seen 
bass players using special gloves to keep their strings fresh!  Again: Use your micro 
fibre cloth or towel for the strings and your hands.  It works. 
 
Some people also like using lubricants for their strings.  I have not found them 
particularly useful and they can mess up your strings and fretboard, too.  Try be-
fore you buy read some reviews! 
 
I have also cleaned the strings in methylated spirits (this can be done many, 
many times over by recycling the spirits!) with good success.  Some actually soun-


ded better (brighter) as when they were new!  You can also try boiling strings for 1 
minute in deionized water with a splash of white vinegar (don't use your partner's 
balsamico-vinegar!).  This is a very green way to keep them fresh.
Don't forget: after their life span they belong recycled properly and don't just 
go in the bin!
 
Also, over the years I have learned that some of my instruments sound best 
with new strings whilst others sound best with broken in strings.  Sometimes, you 
may find out that an instrument with very old round wound strings (after 1 or 2 
years) sounds great and it becomes a tragedy when one of the strings really goes 
dead and cannot be tuned properly any more.  I have found that people sometimes 
confuse “dead strings” with broken strings.  A broken string is dead and cannot be 
tuned any more, no doubt, but until it actually breaks or goes bad there is plenty of 
life in a string! 
 
I can recommend people to try this on a P-Bass.  Buy your favourite strings and 
play them until they actually break or until they cannot be tuned any longer.  Re-
cord them when they are new, slightly broken in, broken in and “dead”.  This 
might be the best money saving exercise you have ever done and you will find that 
for certain sounds strings need to be broken in.  You will also find that they will 
sound great after equing, compression and some warm overdrive and you will get a 
sound that is full, warm and very, very cool.  
 
This obviously would not be the best option for your Alembics, Ritters and 
Foderas where you want to hear every detail and nuance of the tone your hifi-in-
strument can produce, but this is obviously down to taste, experience and the 
money you have or haven't got.  I have heard of people putting fresh strings on 
their instruments every time they gig or record and I find that a bit OTT.  


 
However, there are people out there with “magic” hands that can ruin a string 
with their sweaty hands in a couple hours and the nice “zing” their instruments 
produced has gone.  In those cases I would really recommend coated strings to 
avoid unnecessary waste.  Even if you can afford your fresh strings on a daily basis, 
your environment cannot and string recycling is still in its infant's shoes. 
 
Pick a Plectrum to Pluck:
 
Over the years I have also started to appreciate the sound of a bass guitar that 
is played with a plectrum (pick).  There was a time I was not interested in this 
style at all and I did not like the sound even though my favourite bass player of all 
times, Steve Swallow, has always used a plectrum (a custom copper plectrum 
even!) to create his very unique hi-fi sound that has changed a lot over the dec-
ades.  
 
He has experimented a lot with bass guitars and strings to find his tone and he 
is still very keen in finding something that gets him closer to the gutsy sound he 
was able to create on his double bass.  He is well known for using hand made Blue 
Chip picks.  These are great “self-lubricating” picks with a great tone and they 
don’t slip out of your sweaty hands, but they come with a price tag that is eye-wa-
tering.   
 
Helmut Hattler is also a bass player to mention for his very unique hi-fi bass 
sound.  Those two bass players convinced me that I should keep on persevering to 
find the right string-plectrum combination for my sound.  
 


I mention the plectrum-play here in this string section as it is amazing how 
playing with different sorts of plectra can alter and change the sound from a set of 
strings you have on your instrument.  The thickness and material of the plectrum 
has a huge impact on the sound and the type of string you are using, obviously.
 
Guitar picks are made of all sorts of materials which range from felt (for 
Ukuleles) to metal.  The most common picks are made of delrin, which is a form of 
plastic, that is stiff and offers little friction, which makes it ideal for picks.
 
In the past celluloid was common and also turtle shell, but nowadays synthetic 
materials and wood are the main materials used in the production of picks.  
 
It can also make a difference which side of the pick you use.  Usually, you 
would use the dedicated bevelled side, but you can also use the flatter unbevelled 
side which can get you a slightly rounder and deeper and meatier sound.  
 
The bevel of a pick reduces the degree of have it attacks the string and can 
make it faster.  Bevels may only make sense for picks with a certain thickness and 
some people prefer them without any bevel.  It can be fun to experiment with dif-
ferent picks and you might be surprised how much of a difference they can make!
 
After many years experimenting I have found that I love the sound of flat-
wound strings played with a 1.5-2 mm thick wooden plectrum and nowadays I play 
both styles (finger and/ or plectra) 50/50.  On round-wound strings I use the more 
expensive plastic picks available as the wooden ones don’t last and they don’t 
sound right to my ears.  It just took a very long time to find my sound with a plec-
trum and I am still experimenting and having fun trying new things!  There is no 


right and wrong in respect to styles it is just a matter of preference, but as it goes 
with all things: practice both styles to be able to offer a wider palette of sound-col-
ourations!  I have also discovered that some effect pedals sound better when 
played with a pick as the attack of the string is different and this can trigger some 
older effect pedals slightly better.
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Chapter 17

Preamp To Heaven
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Now this is a must-read for all new bass players out there.  Your instrument is 
there to build a good foundation for your friends on the other instruments and it is 
important to be able to create a healthy bass sound that carries them.  To know 
about the frequency spectrum of bass guitars and how to create a nice sounding 
bass is essential.  How to adjust your playing and your amplifier or preamp is also 
important.  Bass can become overpowering and turn your whole band sound to 
mud.  
 
Getting a decent bass sound from the well known passive instruments is at 
times easier than getting your high end active instruments sounding great.  You 
have to study all the fancy preamps properly.  Nowadays it is common to find three 
band preamps with variable mids on entry instruments.  This is great, but can be 
quite overwhelming and frustrating for some including professional musicians. 
 
At times it might not be necessary, either.  If you play with the amplifier and 
cab you know you can adjust your sound and volume there.  Multiple preamps is 
another certain way to make your life as a bass player difficult.  Better “keep it 
simple, better keep it flat” is my advice and use different playing positions with 
your right hand (for the righties) to increase bass, treble and mids in your sound.  
 
You will be surprised how many different bass sounds you can create by just 
moving you picking and plucking hand in between the area of the neck and the 
bridge.  The position of the pickups is also changing your instruments' sound and 
you will need to find the sweet spots where you can get a nice and round sound 
from your right hand.  I usually start plucking just before or over the pickups and 
then move around to find warmer and thinner sounds depending on what is 
needed in the musical contexts.   When I play with a plectrum my approach may be 
different depending on the instrument I play as it may be more helpful to have firm 


and supporting position for your hand and that is why you will see many bass 
players resting their hands on the bridge.  This will give you a nice and tight 
sound, which sometimes needs a bit of extra bass from your preamp.  
 
Some jazz players might pick closer to the neck (or even on the neck!) which 
will give you a nice and round sound that carries well.  Loads of beautiful bass 
there.  This is where you play your raggae or dub grooves, too.  So you can see that 
just by changing your technique and positions many different frequencies can be 
amplified without even touching preamps at all.  
 
Another thing I have learned over the years is getting a good bass sounds with 
preamps means rarely adding more bass, treble or mids, but cutting certain fre-
quencies, especially certain mid range frequencies.  This may be a new idea for you 
and can be quite time consuming but it is worth persevering with this thought.  
Try this in your rehearsal rooms with your bands playing as you will find that what 
you heard at home at lower levels or over the headphones might not sound great in 
that specific context.  The pretty solo bass sound you created at home with your 
instrument is rarely the bass sound that carries the whole band.  
 
So let's have a quick look at the frequency spectrum of our instrument.  Bass 
frequencies are around 40-150Hz.  The Mid frequencies should be split to low 
mids (250Hz to 450Hz) and the high mids (450Hz to 1.5Khz).  Everything above 
is treble and it can go up to 6KHz, which is the equivalent of 6000Hz.  This ads 
serious zing to your tone and can be a bit too much, especially when a high fre-
quency horn is engaged on your cab.   
 
Boosting or cutting certain frequencies on the bass guitar affects the other fre-
quencies also, unfortunately.  So a lot of experimenting is required, especially once 


you have found out that cutting  frequencies is often more effective than boosting 
frequencies.  Generally, I shy away from extreme adjustments even if they are pos-
sible! Good preamps are musical and simple in my opinion and a good sounding 
preamp can be as simple as a boost-only-preamp for bass and treble.   So, keeping 
bass and treble low can actually increase mid frequencies of the instrument.  
 
Just because you cannot hear yourself standing next to your rig does not mean 
you cannot be heard in the room because bass frequencies need a lot of space to 
travel.   You may even be super loud without noticing it!  As new amplifiers and 
cabs are very efficient these days make sure you protect your ears and that you 
have an eye on the volume of your amp.  Increasing the volume will change the 
overall sound of your instrument, too.  Be aware!
 
Now here it comes: when you struggle to hear yourself in the mix even though 
you know the volume and the bass is right you may want to touch the treble and 
the mids.  The mids are actually the most important frequencies for a nice and 
round bass sound and increasing (bumping up) or cutting mids around 450-800Hz 
will make a huge difference in your bass sound and can add what some call “growl” 
to your sound or it makes a nice and smooth hifi-bass sound preferred by those 
with the fast thumbs.  However, changing volumes on the pickups of your (pass-
ive) Jazz bass can give you similar results, too!  Most bass players are happy with 
what can be achieved by adjusting the tone knob to get the sound they are after 
and changing their technique and hand positioning.  This should always be the 
first step before you start “knob fiddling”.  
 
There are a few professional players out there who actually only have a volume 
pot on their instrument and one pickup (Anthony Jackson, who actually even had 
an instrument with one pickup and output jack only!).  All the sound is there in 


your hands.  The bass guitar is just a tool to help you to create that sound and your 
voice.  Yes, it may be handy to boost some frequencies, but you can usually do that 
on your bass amplifier, preamp-DI, mixer etc.   
 
In the last 20 years bass players have become obsessed with preamps with fo-
cus on “the mids”.
Whereas it can be helpful to add or cut some frequencies the mid frequencies 
are better left alone. In a live situation a badly equalized bass can be muddy and 
mess up the overall band sound.  From my perspective all these super preamps be-
long to the studios for recording purposes.  Better keep it simple. Use your fingers 
and your volume to equalize your sound.  
 
Well designed two band preamps for the bass (Sadowsky) and highs are more 
than enough and a good instrument should sound good from the start without 
having to engage any preamps.  The Fender basses have managed to get along 
without for a long time for a reason and many avant-garde instruments can be seen 
with that “minimalist” approach again or at least the option to bypass the preamp 
whilst still having a tone knob to adjust the sound.  
 
As a modern bass player on the go you should at least have a small bass 
preamp in your gig bag that also has a DI out, a headphone output, an aux in and a 
tuner.  Some even have speaker emulations and compressors that can be switched 
on to give you more tonal options when you run your bass straight into a mixing 
desk.  This way you are prepared for every situation without the need of a full rig.  
You can practice in hotel rooms with your headphones or on the bus and you will 
always have a sound you like whilst playing through other equipment you don’t 
know well.  I always have a small passive DI box (buy a decent one for life) in my 
bag as a back up.  Just in case my fancy gear gives up its ghost or it frustrates me 


because it is all so complicated.  And don’t forget to pack in an extra instrument 
cable, a kettle lead and a spare rechargeable (!) 9V battery!  Oh, the joys of electric 
instruments...
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Chapter 18

Finish ‘Em Off
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Can the finish of a guitar affect the way the instrument sounds?  That was some-
thing I wanted to know.  Some people believe that electric instruments are as af-
fected by their finish as their acoustic siblings.  I have always been a fan of natural 
finishes and that is why I mainly used oils to finish my instruments, but did they 
sound different?  Maybe, but what I heard or I believed I heard was not a major dif-
ference when I compared two P-Basses with the same pickups and the same strings 
and woods, but with different finishes over a lengthy period.  
 
They certainly “felt different” in my hands and I preferred the Oil finish to the 
Polyurethane finish, which technically is an oil based finished.  To my ears they still 
sounded too similar to prefer one over the other and I am sure that blind testing 
would have shown that there is very little difference in the sound if they were 
played (and recorded) by the same hands under the same conditions and in the 
same way.  Again: whatever people say (or write, in this matter) – let your ears, 
hands and eyes decide!
 
Another thing I prefer when using oils and waxes is that they are not as dan-
gerous to use and they are not so bad for the environment, either.  It is also easier 
to apply.  I have also seen more and more instruments with beautiful woods and 
without thick and shiny varnishes.  It is not just nicer to look at, but it also feels 
better in my opinion.  As some argue that thick coats kill “the natural sound of the 
instrument”, especially on acoustic instruments, the choice seems clear.  
 
Robin Manton of Manton Customs Guitars kindly added the following:
 
Finishes for electric instruments these days are generally split into 3 main 
groups: Lacquers, Polys and Oil.


 
Nitrocellulose (Nitro) lacquer was the original electric guitar/bass finish and 
was actually in use on other applications approximately 30 years before the Preci-
sion bass arrived on the scene.  The lacquer was originally used on cars and a great 
deal of Fender’s paint colours were originally used by GM, Ford and Cadillac.  
These included colours such as Candy Apple Red, Fiesta Red, Daphne Blue, Sher-
wood Green amongst many others. 
 
Gibson also used Nitrocellulose and had been doing so on their arch top gui-
tars for many years before electric instruments became mainstream.  Fender 
stopped using Nitrocellulose and switched to Polyurethane in 1968, whereas Gib-
son have continued to use Nitro to this day.  The Poly that Fender switched to was 
considerably less time consuming to apply and more durable than traditional lac-
quer.
 
Gibson are one of the only mass producers still using Nitrocellulose.  This is a 
thinner finish than modern Polys and actually gets thinner over time as it never 
stops shrinking.  This is why the finishes on vintage instruments look so thin, it 
was not applied that way...but has had many years of shrinking. Plenty of people 
still regard Nitro as the best finish; it has a certain beauty to it, wears/ages in a 
pleasing way and can also be repaired easily.  Tradition and nostalgia also plays a 
big role in this favouritism.
 
Poly is a general term and can refer to either Polyurethane or Polyester and the 
majority of bass bodies these days are finished with Polyester.  This is the hardest 
and most advanced finish available and it is near bullet proof. It also requires far 
fewer coats making it less labour intensive than spraying lacquer. The downsides 
are that it is typically quite thick and cannot be repaired easily/invisibly.


 
Oil finishes have a completely different look and feel to them.  They are ex-
tremely minimal with very little film thickness and do a great job of bringing out 
the colour and grain in wood. As they don’t have a thick film on the surface, the 
feel is very similar to natural wood.  This has become especially popular for necks 
and Ernie Ball are one big name to offer oil finishes on their necks for a more nat-
ural and fast, drag free feel.  Oil finishes are easy to apply and repair, but do not of-
fer much protection to the wood so are best used over harder woods.  Nothing 
looks better than an oil finish over a figured wood!
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Chapter 19

Should I Mod Or Should I go?
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This may be my favourite chapter because there is a lot I have learned about mod-
ding and there is a lot of experience I have gained over the years.  As I touched on 
in the previous chapters the question always needs to be whether changing your 
instrument will add anything to your instrument you have been missing.  
 
The easiest way to change the sound of your instrument is by changing your 
technique.  This sounds fairly obvious, but it is not.  Many techniques were dis-
covered on the bass guitar to create a different sound, mood or atmosphere by 
changing the techniques and the way you play the instrument with your left and 
right hand.  The instrument has no sound by itself.  You and your hands make it 
sound.  Simples.  A good bass player will make an okay instrument sound good as 
long as it is well set up as we all know by now.  
 
Once you found the sound you want to achieve on your instrument but it is 
not quite there yet try equing the instrument differently and try different strings 
first.  This will safe a lot of time, frustration and money.  Trust me.  Everything else 
is “fine tuning”.  
 
Before you decide to read further and start modding your instrument make 
sure it is not a vintage instrument, please.  You don't want to ruin your vintage in-
struments.  Keep them as they are.  A set of fresh strings and a preamp in a 
stompbox will be sufficient to get some mojo back from your bass guitar that your 
daddy hid in the loft for the past 25 years whilst you ruined his career as musician.  
You don't want to ruin his precious P-bass also.      
 
Now this is were the fun starts and your money will disappear just like rain 
water in the drain.  Nowadays, there is a massive market out there promising 
enormous changes to your sound and the way your instrument will play if you just 


add a little snake oil to make them strings become lightening rods that will fry 
your guitar playing friends on their tiny instruments and make everyone want to 
play the bass guitar. 
 
You will be surprised to read that once you have done all the possible mods on 
your instrument and you added the bespoke tuners, the custom made pickups and 
the super-heavy-bad-arse-bridge-deluxe you will sound just like you. You are not 
going to be the bass-player you have heard on that record or you saw at this con-
cert and why would you want to do this?  Be yourself and find your own sound.  
Yes, it helps to have a good instrument or N+1, but the most important thing is to 
find your way to discover music and this is ultimately what this tool in your hands 
helps you to do.  
 
Now that we have discussed this rather important matter let's see what can be 
done to improve a sound on an instrument, but let's be clear: your cheap instru-
ment is not going to be the bespoke custom shop instrument even if you add every 
single mod under the moon, because it is just your happy old friend with a new 
hair cut.  Don't believe the hype.  They want your money.  
 
 
Obviously, there is a crossover between a mod and a repair.  Especially, when 
you botch it and the mod becomes a repair.  It’s part of the fun.  A broken tuner 
needs to be replaced and if they are all on their way out and they were never your 
first choice anyways it will be a worthy upgrade to add decent tuners.  This is a no-
brainer.  However, there are people out there buying mid market instruments that 
sound great and are perfectly functioning and the order for new tuners, new 
strings, a new bridge and new pickups is already out.  WTF? This does not make 
sense to me.  Only change things that need to be changed is my advice in respect 


to the sound of the instrument or save the money for the instrument you really 
want, put it in your kitty for a bass teacher or buy your partner some flowers or 
whatever. These things really are game changers. 
 
If you mod your instrument for fun because you don't like the look or sound of 
it and you are willing to keep the instrument forever and ever and you are aware 
you are not adding any value to it and you know this will be costly, but great fun:  
do it!  The world is your oyster.  Snake oil your fuel.  We have all been there and 
regretted ruining instruments and buying silly things.  You always have to ruin at 
least one good instrument in your life before you know whether to mod or just 
leave it as is.  I gave my “modcident” away for free to a keen young player and I ac-
tually felt good about letting it go!  I learned a lot.  The instrument was a huge hit 
with the student and is still being played without the need of ever modding it 
again.  Put your emoji of your choice here.
 
Some relatively simple mods are tuners, bridges and pickups and electronics 
and strings.  Whereas they all can be great mods they are rarely necessary unless 
the hardware is really, really bad and/ or broken or you know exactly what you are 
doing and why you are changing the pickups to get a certain sound from your in-
strument.  Most instruments in the shops on the high street today sound great and 
have a great quality also.  This was totally different 30 years ago.  Nowadays, dif-
ferent strings might rekindle your love with the instrument.  I am still finding 
strings that can completely alter the sound and feel of an instrument that I know 
well.  For better or worse.  
 
The internet can be helpful, but I would rely on the experience of professional 
players and bass builders and their expertise.  Some brands have great websites 
and the smaller companies are more approachable in respect to your wishes, too.  


Make sure you have the skills, the right tools and the space to do the mods before 
you get the axe out.    


 
 
 
 
 
￼
 
 
 
 
Chapter 20

Recycling And Upcycling Of 
Bass Guitars
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Now this may not be a new idea and in many ways bass guitars are being “up-
cycled” and recycled when they are sold and bought again on the second hand 
market and good quality instruments usually keep their value, but what happens to 
those cheap instruments from the far East that once flooded the market and still 
have big role to play in what musicians buy? Is it possible or worth upgrading and 
reusing parts of instruments that had their life.  The obvious answer is “yes”.
 
There certainly was a time when cheap instruments were just plain bad from 
the woods that were used to the pickups and hardware, but that has changed as I 
outlined before.  And in many cases these were pretty much produced to be 
thrown away and recycled, properly.  However, sometimes some parts like body 
woods, hardware etc. can be upcycled for a new instrument and why not?
 
As long as the wood is good and the hardware works these parts should be 
used again and in the hands of experienced and creative bass builders they can be 
given a new life.  I guess there might be a market in future for bass and guitar 
builders to show off what can be done with reclaimed and recycled instruments 
and materials as resources are dwindling and we are all responsible to keep forests 
alive.  
 
Recycling of Timbers (by Robin Manton)



Whilst the recycling of bass parts is fairly common place, something which is not 
often considered is the possibility of recycling the timber for bodies and necks 
from non-musically related items. When I say recycled timber I’m sure it brings 
mental images of old plywood and paint covered pine full of nail holes.  Whilst 
there’s plenty of timber out there like that, if we look a little harder we can find 


stuff that is not only as good as purpose bought wood from luthier supply houses, 
but better! 


Mahogany was extremely popular for furniture from 18th century up until the mid-
1900s.  It’s obviously the latter half of that period which we will be likely to ac-
quire anything from (often the Edwardian period).  The wood from this era is often 
Honduran Mahogany, which is now very difficult to get hold of from sawmills/
luthier shops.  Back then, it would have been wild grown, meaning it’s harder, 
looks better and is more stable than the more recent stuff, often plantation grown.  
One other huge bonus is that the wood will have been cut for at the very least 70 
years so it will be super stable.



There are other species you may encounter also.  Though rarer than Mahogany, 
Rosewood was also used for furniture and if you ever manage to find anything 
made from Brazilian Rosewood you could be sitting on a gold mine!



Though not often used in luthiery Oak is another wood you’re likely to encounter.  
This again can be attractive, useful for tops or backs and it also makes a great neck 
wood.

Recycling wood like this is of course a very green choice too as the tree will have 
been felled many decades and long since served its purpose.  By the time we con-
sider using the timber it is likely destined for the landfill. So why not give it a new 
lease of life for the foreseeable future?  That’s what I have been doing for several 
years now and have accumulated a large stock of old Mahogany boards, all great 
quality and all many decades old.



Native Timbers choices (by Robin Manton)



As electric instruments were made popular by companies such as Fender and Gib-
son we have largely stuck to their wood choices for the last 70 years, however, 


there are dozens of suitable alternative species for every piece of a bass and plenty 
of which grow right here in the UK. Yet, many people do not seem quick to accept 
these woods and generally prefer the woods which have been traditionally used for 
electric instruments. 



Oak and Ash for example are both abundant (at the moment) in Europe and make 
great neck woods. Their properties are equal or exceed that of hard Maple. In fact, 
Brian May built the body and fretboard for his Red Special guitar from Oak and 
that seems to sound pretty good! The only downside with these two is that they 
are ring porous, so have more pronounced grain which needs filling if a smooth 
finish is required. This is likely why they have never been offered from the mass 
producers. Other suitable native neck woods would be Walnut or Cherry.



Our native Ash is actually hardly any different from the species Fender use (North-
ern Ash) for their bodies. We also have Alder over here too so either of these two 
options can be used as a direct replacement to their US grown relatives. Other nat-
ive body options would be Maple (see below), Poplar, Lime, Beech, Oak or Yew 
which can be a particularly beautiful wood with a deep orange colour. Some of 
these heavier woods may be written off as too heavy, but with a bit of chambering 
or a reduction in body thickness they’re perfectly manageable.


We also have Maple in Europe too, whilst it’s not a true native it’s still been here 
for several hundred years! The tree we call Sycamore over here in Europe is in fact 
a true Maple and has been used on classical instruments for centuries. It is the tra-
ditional violin back wood often called fiddleback maple and is one the most beauti-
ful woods out there. It’s similar to work with to Hard Maple, but is not quite as 
hard or stiff, however because it’s softer, it’s also a bit lighter. It can also be used in 
necks, but in conjunction with other harder timbers.

For fretboard timber there are also several suitable native woods such as Horn-
beam, a wood which has been referred to as European Ebony due to its density. 


Bog oak as used on Daniel’s bass is also another great choice and a completely 
green one as the tree would’ve been felled hundreds of years ago! In addition, 
Laburnum or pretty much any of the fruit woods would also work very well. Dam-
son wood was often used on Lutes centuries ago...real ‘lute-ier’ wood!



Eco friendly options and looking to the future (by Robin Manton)



With climate change, tree health and massive deforestation posing real problems, 
it’s definitely time to start considering the planet when specifying a build or buying 
a bass. 

Recently Fender have announced they will no longer be using Ash on the majority 
of their models. The reason for this is an invasive species called the Emerald Borer 
Beetle which was first discovered in the US in 2002, having travelled all the way 
from Asia and is now decimating American Ash trees. The beetle itself actually 
feeds on the leaves of the tree and doesn’t do the damage, but it’s larvae do. These 
larvae bore into the trees bark and feed on the inner layer of bark (or phloem) 
which is very important to the tree as it’s how trees distribute nutrients and water. 
Over time the larvae will eat enough of this inner bark to effectively starve and kill 
the tree.  Any timber affected by this beetle is burnt to prevent further infection, so 
Fender simply can’t get hold of the required timber anymore because of this little 
bug is.  I’m sure the shortage of such a common timber would have been thought 
of as highly unlikely a couple of decades ago, but this demonstrates how quickly 
things can escalate and how we need to start being open minded and looking for 
alternatives to the traditional timber choices.


Elsewhere the problem is just as bad for different reasons.  High end basses can be 
the worst offenders for using exotic woods, often containing many vulnerable or 
endangered species of timber.  Woods such as Wenge, Mahogany, Ebony, Sapele, 
Bubinga and the majority of Rosewood species are all in decline or threatened.  Of 
course the majority of small luthiers shops will build in comparatively small num-


bers, which probably represent a drop in the ocean compared to mass production. 
Though there are a number larger companies who build using these woods which 
the smaller luthiers helped established a demand for.


One key area which requires a change is fingerboard wood.  When the CITES re-
strictions on Rosewood arrived back in 2017, a substitute was immediately sourced 
in the form of Pau Ferro. Whilst this species is not in any immediate danger and 
currently listed as sustainable at the time of the last study, it wouldn’t be hard to 
imagine that position changing with the increased demand for it. Plus, this is still a 
tree that grows in South American rainforests, harvesting of it will still lead to 
habitat loss for the ever decreasing wildlife.


Other companies started using more Ebony as an alternative to Rosewood, but this 
is an even worse choice as it’s a vulnerable species but just doesn’t have the same 
CITES protection. The uniformly black Ebony is the most desirable and irrespons-
ible harvesters will simply discard the not so black or not so even figured Ebony 
and take only the ‘good stuff’ when in fact the multi-coloured or figured Ebony can 
actually be quite beautiful! There is such a thing as responsibly sourced Ebony like 
Crelicam are supplying, who are ensuring more trees are replanted and follow 
strict harvesting practices. But companies like this one are still in the minority. So 
an alternative is clearly the way forward to decrease demand and preserve what’s 
left of these special trees.



Thankfully, there are now some eco-friendly alternatives to these fretboard woods.  
Rocklite based right here in the UK offer two products to directly replace Ebony 
and Rosewood, with their Ebano and Sundari.  These are actually still made from 
real sustainable hardwood which has been dyed to give the correct appearance. 
They have also been treated to give similar properties to that of the real thing and 
being made of wood they actually still have grain, so look like the real thing too.  
Both are very convincing and would take a trained eye to spot the difference 


between them and real Ebony or Rosewood. Blackwood Tek are another company 
offering man made Ebony and Rosewood and use a fast growing and sustainable 
pine as its base which is then heavily compressed to give the required density.  
Whereas Richlite in the USA make their version from phenolic resin and recycled 
paper instead.  This is actually not a particularly new method, as phenolic boards 
such as Ebonol have been with us for some time now.  Ebonol had limited success 
with a few manufacturers such as Cort but never really replaced Ebony fretboards 
for most makers. Perhaps due to the fact it lacked the grain and woody look of the 
more recent alternatives, or perhaps because people weren’t quite so switched onto 
green options then as they are now.
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Chapter 21

The Low End
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As we can see from this little excurse above the humble bass guitar has come far 
and is still one of the few instruments that keeps on changing like a chameleon 
whilst still staying true to its origin. 
Bass is fundamental to music and especially modern music has exploited the 
driving effect of amplified and electric bass sounds as a result of the clash of West-
ern and African music.  The bass guitar has been a great part of this development 
and even though modern pop music often utilizes synthetic bass sounds from 
samplers the bass guitar won’t disappear any time soon in pop music.
 
In Jazz we still see the double bass as the traditional bass instrument, but be-
cause its size the good old double bass has changed in many ways, too.  Eberhard 
Weber, the German bass player and composer, who produced numerous beautiful 
recordings, was one of the first musicians to take on the electric upright bass.  
Since then we have seen many bass players doubling and using electric upright 
basses.  Steve Swallow was one of the first jazz bassists in America to ditch the 
double bass altogether for the modern bass guitar and he created one of the most 
recognizable voices in jazz bass history.  Those two bass players have been the 
most important players for me among others. 
 
Since the 70s the electric bass instruments infiltrated the jazz sound and when 
Fusion Jazz started to emerge in the 70s the double bass was not able to compete 
with the bass guitar in respect to loudness and required technique (ultra fast bass 
lines, slapping, tapping and effects) any longer.
 
Bass players like Stanley Clarke picked up the electric bass guitar and brought 
it to the next level whilst still showing how amazing the double bass can sound 
like in modern jazz music also.  In many ways he started using bass guitar tech-
niques on the double bass.  He is not just an innovator on the bass guitar, but a 


complete innovator of bass instruments full stop.  With the help of some well 
known bass guitar builders and sound wizards he kick started the whole boutique 
bass guitar movement, arguably.  
 
Whilst Jaco Pastorius introduced his own fretless bass sound to modern jazz 
music he also in a way returned to the (fretless) sound of the double bass closing 
the circle of these two jazz instruments.  Modern jazz players like John Pattitucci, 
Chris Wood or the phenomenal Christian McBride play both instruments equally 
well and are able to adapt to every musical challenge and situation.     
 
Making a living as a bass player nowadays requires this flexibility and whilst 
you can emulate many sounds on the bass guitar it will never sound as full, mellow 
and woody as a proper double bass.  That is why the much older acoustic double 
bass will always have a role in modern music also and it is essential for classic mu-
sic to achieve a full orchestral sound.  So, why don’t you just try one out?  You 
might be surprised how beautiful and direct bass can sound like and you will be 
surprised how different the instrument actually is.  Whatever you do: “better keep 
it simple, better keep it low.  Very, very simple and very, very slow” (Carla Bley).  
Stay healthy and keep on grooving!  May the Bass be with you,
 
 
Daniel Brunn and Robin Manton (August 2020)
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All pictures provided for this book have been kindly shared with me by Robin 
Manton of Manton Customs, who has built the depicted instruments.  
We are not associated to any of the other brands or companies mentioned in 
this book and everything is solely based on our opinions and experiences.  
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Further Reading
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	How the Fender Bass changed the World by Jim Roberts
 
The Gibson Bass Book by Rob van den Broek
 
Hofner: The Complete Violin Bass Story by Steve Russell and Nick Wass
 
The Rickenbacker Electric Bass by Paul D Boyer
 
Geddy Lee’s Big Beautiful Book of Bass (a must have for the coffee table)
 
The Bass Book by Tony Bacon & Barry Moorhouse
 
Play it Loud by Brad Tolinski and Alan Di Perna
 
1001 Guitars to dream of playing before you die by Terry Burrows
 
Ampeg: The Story behind the Sound by Gregg Hopkins and Bill Moore
 
Electric Guitar and Bass Design by Leonardo Lospennato  
 
Electric Guitar and Bass Making and Marketing by Leo Lospennato
 
Guitar Player Repair Guide by Dan Erlewine (essential)


 
Make your own electric guitar Melvyn Hiscock (the Classic!)
 
Lutherie Woods and Steel String Guitars: A guide to Tonewoods by Tim Olsen 	 
	and Cindy Burton
 
Bass Health by Arnd Fuchs (a guide to avoiding illnesses related to bass play		
	ing/ German only)
 
The Bassist’s Guide to Injury Management, Prevention and better Health by  	
	Randall Kertz (essential) 
 
Die Geschichte des Kontrabasses by Alfred Planyavsky (German only/ difficult 	
	to get hold of)
 
A new History of the Double Bass by Paul Brun 
 
The Hidden Life of Trees by Peter Wohlleben (stunning read)
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