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LEGAL  STUFF  
 
This ebook  is fr ee and is fr ee to  distr ibute to  oth er s pr ovided 
th at th e content  is not changed in any way whatsoever .   
 
I f you r eceived i t fr om a fr iend th er e ar e oth er  fr ee ebook 
lessons available at  my website.  Just sur f over  to  www.how-to-
play-bass.com and check  i t out.  
 
Enjoy!  
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ABOUT THE AUTHOR 
 

Hi, my name is Paul Wolfe and I 
have been been playing th e bass 
since I  was 15 (seems an awful ly 
long ti me ago! )  and have been 
mak ing a l iv ing fr om music since 
1992. 
 
In 1994 I  co-founded CARTE 
BLANCHE, one of th e UKÕs most 
popular  par ty /f uncti on bands. 
 
In addi ti on to  Car te Blanche, I  
have played with  numer ous 
tr ibute bands cover ing Abba, 
Robbie Wil l iams, Elv is Pr esley, 
Tom Jones, Blues Br oth er s, 
Fr eddi e Mer cur y, Kyl ie Minogue, 

70s Disco, 80s, Br itpo p, Bee Gees and mor e. 
 
I  have played over   1500 gigs since 1990!   Highl ights  (and 
lowlights ! )  included a palm shaded beach bar  in St Tr opez, The 
Natu r al Histor y Museum, The Science Museum, Sk i Resor t gigs 
(Mer ibel, Tignes, Val DÕIser e) , Lor ds ( !  Ð a per sonal favour ite! ) , 
Twickenham, The Stoop, Gr osvenor  House Hotel, The 
Dor chester , th e Par k Lane Hil ton, New Year s Eve on th e beach 
in Qata r , The Br iti sh Club in Dubai, weddi ng in Chanti l ly  
(Fr ance) , weddi ng in Dublin, weddi ngs al l over  th e UK, balls for  
univer siti es acr oss th e UK, th e list goes onÉ and onÉ and on!  
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PI CK I N G/ PLUCK I N G HAN D TECHN I QUE 

 
I N TRODUCTI ON  

 
Ther e ar e sever al di ffer ent ways of playing with th e 
pi ck ing/pl uck ing hand (and th atÕs befor e we consider  
adv anced techniques such as slappi ng, tappi ng, 
str umming, classical sty le pi ck ing etc  etc ) . 
 
The basic tw o opti ons open to  th e beginning bassist ar e to  
eith er  use finger (s)  or  a pi ck .  Wheth er  using the finger s 
or  using a pi ck  is pr efer r ed th e beginning bassist must 
str ive to  develop a str ong, even tone.  The 
pi ck ing/ pl uck ing hand i s t he foundat i on  for  ev er y  bass 
pl ayer Õs sound. 
 
In th is lesson weÕll be look ing at developing our  finger sty le 
playing.  The major i ty  of bass player s play with  tw o 
finger s Ð th e index  ( i)  and th e middle(m)  Ð and th is is th e 
appr oach weÕre going to  look  at  in th is lesson (NOTE Ð 
weÕll be check ing out  3 finger ed r ight hand technique in a 
later  lesson) . 
 
LetÕs get to i t.  
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THUM B POSI TI ON  

 
The fir st th ing to  consider  when playing finger sty le is th e 
positi on of th e th umb Ð th e th umb acts  as an anchor  for  
th e pluck ing hand and needs to  be l ightl y but  fir mly 
gr ounded. 
 
Ther e ar e tw o natu r al r esti ng points  for  th e th umb for  
gener al playing.  These ar e: 

1)  On th e br idge pi ck  up 
2)  On th e neck pi ck  up 

 
(This of couse assumes you have a 2 pi ck  up bass!   When I  
came to  take th e photos for  th is lesson I  r eal ised th at my 
tw o pi ck  up Steinber ger  was being set up at  th e local 
r epair  shop and I  had to use my Line 6 Var iax  bass Ð 
which has no pi ckups!   For tu nately th er e is a nice wooden 
ÔledgeÕ for  th e th umb which you can see in th e pi ctu r es! )  
 
As you play th r ough th e exer cises th at follow and sta r t 
develop your  pluck ing hand technique i t is wor th  testi ng 
both  pi ck  ups as th e anchor  point for  your  th umb as you 
get a br ighter  mor e tr ebly sound when th e th umb is 
anchor ed on th e br idge pi ck  up, and a ful ler  bassier  sound 
when th e th umb is anchor ed on th e neck  pi ck  up. 
 
Also th er e ar e technical consider ati ons to  th ink  about  Ð i t 
is easier  to  play faster  passages when anchor ed on th e 
br idge pi ck  up as th e st r ings have less give down by th e 
br idge.   
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(A per sonal note Ð alth ough I  use both  anchor  points , my 
per sonal pr efer ence is for  th e sound when th e thumb is 
anchor ed on th e neck  pick  up) . 

 
Her eÕs th e basic th umb positi on 
(please use a bit of ar ti sti c l icense 
and imagine th e th umb ledge of th e 
Var iax  is th e top of a pick  up! ! ! )  
 
  
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 

N OTE: When playing sitti ng down th er e is a natu r al 
incl inati on to  r est th e under side of th ewr ist on th e body  
of th e bass. Please donÕt, her eÕs why: th e tendons in th e 
ar m th at contr ol th e finger s r un al l th e way into th e hand 
fr om th e elbow.  I f you r ol l  your  sleeve up, str aighten 
your  ar m and th en dr um your  finger s har d on someth ing 
you should see th e tendons Ôtw itchingÕ beneath  th e sk in 
r ight th e way up to  th e elbow.   
 
When playing sitti ng down tr y and keep your  wr ist in as 
str aight a l ine as possible Ð it feels unnatu r al (and 
ti r ing! )  at fi r st but i f you sta r t pl aying tw o or  thr ee hour s 
a day i t  wi l l help pr event tendoniti s and oth er  hand 
r elated pr oblems.  Tr ust me, I lear nt th is lesson th e har d 
(and painful! )  way. 
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Her eÕs a photo of  th e k ind of ar m positi on 
you should tr y and adopt to  avoid tendon 
pr oblems as di scussed in th e tex t box  
above. 
 
 
 
 
 

 
M UTI N G AN D THE FL OATI N G AN CHOR 

 
As well  as being th e anchor  for  th e left  hand, th e th umb 
also per for ms anoth er  valuble functi on Ð it helps mute 
str ings th at ar enÕt being played.  To help get a clean sound 
th is is a cr ucial task  Ð if you play ex tended r ange basses 
i tÕs even mor e impor tant!  
 
` Alth ough th e th umb acts  as an anchor  on th e pi ck  up, i t  
is helpful to  pi ctu r e th e th umb as a floati ng anchor  r ath er  
th an a sta ti onar y one!  
 
When playing on th e E str ing th e basic positi on on th e top 
of th e pi ck  up is per fect . 
 

When playing on th e A str ing th e 
th umb should sti l l  r est  against th e 
pi ck  up, but now th e anchor  positi on 
should be on th e E str ing. This wil l  
pr event any ex tr aneous sounds 
occur ing fr om th e E str ing. 

 
 



 

www.how-to-play-bass.com 

8 

 
 

When playing on th e D str ing th e 
th umb should now move to  th e A 
str ing, but sti l l  also r est against th e E 
str ing.  This pr events  any unwanted 
sounds fr om th e E or  A str ings. 
 
 
 
When playing on th e G str ing th e 
positi on with  th e th umb anchor ed on 
th e A str ing wor ks fine Ð any 
unwanted noise fr om the D str ing wil l  
be dealt  with  by th e r est str okeÉ  
 
 

 
THE REST STROK E 

 
Once th e th umb is in positi on Ð l ightl y but  fir mly Ð th e 
finger s can do th eir  th ang!  
 
Sta r t with  th e E str ing, r est th e th umb on th e ti p of your  
pi ck  up of choice ( I  sti l l  canÕt bel ieve I  di dnÕt have my 
Steinber ger  when I  di d th e photos!  Duhhhh! )  and place 
th e fleshy pad of your  finger  on th e str ing r eady to  play. 
 
Sound th e E str ing, alter nati ng betw een index  and middl e 
finger s, you should use enough for ce so th at th e finger s 
come to r est against th e pad of your  th umb once youÕve 
sounded th e str ing.  Tr y not to  play too har d or  you wil l 
get a weak , distor ted tone. 
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Repeat th is unti l i t  feels comfor table th en dr op your  
th umb to th e top of th e E str ing and play th e A str ing with  
alter nate index  and middl e finger s.  This ti me th e finger s 
should come to r est  against th e E str ing. 
 
Nex t up, dr op th e th umb to th e A str ing and play th e D 
str ing with  alter nate index  and middl e finger s.  This ti me 
th e finger s should come to r est against th e A str ing. 
 
Final ly th e G str ing.  Leave th e th umb on th e A str ing Ð 
make sur e th er e ar e no unwanted r ings fr om th e E str ing 
th ough!  Ð and play th e G str ing with  alter nati ng index  and 
middl e finger s.  This ti me th e finger s should come to r est 
against th e D str ing Ð ther eby pr eventi ng any unwanted 
str ing noise fr om th e D str ing.   
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  
 

As you sta r t explor ing the tu iti onal l i ter atur e thatÕs 
available for  th e bass guita r  youÕll come acr oss a number  
of pl ayer s th at donÕt use th e r est str oke and th eir  finger s 
donÕt come to r est on th e str ing below th e str ing th ey ar e 
cur r entl y playing.  Al l I  can tel l  you is th at  IÕve tr ied both  
meth ods and for  me you th e r est str oke meth od feels 
mor e natu r al and gives you a r ounder , ful ler  tone.  As you 
r ead th r ough th e ar ti cles on my web site youÕll see th at 
IÕm a fir m adv ocate of bass player s th ink ing for  
th emselves and tr y ing to  find th e soluti on th at  best 
wor ks for  th eir  indi v idual situ ati ons and goals.  Wher e I  
know th er e ar e alter nate ways of fulfi l l ing a functi on IÕll  
always let you know so th at you can make an infor med 
choice for  your self!  
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PLUCK I N G HAN D EXERCI SES 
 

 
The goals of pl uck ing hand exer cises ar e as follows: 
 

1)  To develop a clean sound and an even, consistant 
tone when moving fr om str ing to  str ing. 

2)  To develop pluck ing hand faci l i ty  so th at  har der  
and/o r  faster  tu nes can be played. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
To r eal ly get th e most out of th ese exer cises you should 
use a metr onome or  Ð far  bett er  Ð a dr um machine.  Set  up 
a simple one bar  dr um machine patt er n with  a bass dr um 
sounding on beat one, a snar e or  cr oss sti ck  on beats  tw o, 
th r ee or  four , and eighth  note hi hats  th r oughout th e bar .  
This simple loop gives you lots  of infor mati on to 
subliminal ly absor b/pl ay with  Ð th e bass dr um mar ks th e 
sta r t of each bar , th e snar es/s ti cks mar k  th e other  beats 
and th e hi-hats  mar k  out th e under ly ing eighth  note pu lse 
th at is th e foundati on of most r ock  music.  I f your  dr um 
machine has a metr onome mar k ing ( ie how many beats  
per  minute th e loop is playing at)  you can easi ly keep 
tr ack  of your  pr ogr ess and as you master  an exer cise you 

Alth ough th e major i ty  of th is wor k  is r epeti ti ve - and 
bor ing!  - i t  is cr ucial th at th e beginning bass player  
spends some ti me each pr acti se session wor k ing on 
pluck ing hand technique.  I t doesnÕt take long to develop 
Ômuscle memor yÕ so th at you no longer  have to th ink  
about pluck ing hand technique, you can concentr ate on 
playing and your  pluck ing hand wil l  do th e th ink ing for  
you!  
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can tr y playing i t  5 beats  per  minute faster , th en anoth er  
5, th enÉ you get th e pi ctu r e.  (For  mor e on gett ing th e 
most out of pr acti sing, see my pr acti sing ar ti cles) . 
 
Enough with  th e th eor y, lets  give th e pluck ing hand some 
bass ti me!    
 
OK th e Ex er ci se !  is pr etty  str aightf or war d, set your  
dr um loop at a tempo you feel you ar e r easonably 
comfor table with  and play th e fol lowing: 
 

 
 
Basical ly you ar e playing eight notes on each str ing per  
bar  ascending fr om th e E str ing up to th e G str ing.  Make 
sur e th at:  

1)  The tr ansiti ons betw een str ings ar e smooth . 
2)  Remember  to shift th e thumb at  th e appr opr iate 

points . 
3)  Str ive to  make th e volume consistant for  each 

str ing. 
4)  Fol low str ict alter nati on.  Play th e exer ise th r ough 

4 ti mes sta r ti ng with  th e index  finger .  Stop.  Reset 
your  dr um machine and play th r ough 4 mor e t imes 
sta r ti ng with  th e middle finger  

5)  Relax !   I f th e fir st tempo you set  is too fast,  stop and 
slow your  dr um loop down.  Find th e tempo wher e 
th is exer cise is comfor table and nai l i t befor e you 
move on!  
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Once youÕve master ed Exer cise 1, tr y Ex er ci se 2: 
 

 
 

Now you ar e playing only 4 notes on each str ing befor e 
ascending Ð wor k  on keeping th e tr ansiti ons betw een 
str ings smooth , ever ything nice and even and Ð most 
cr i ti cal ly Ð ensur e str ict alter nati on of th e index  and 
middl e finger s (and donÕt for get to  r ever se th em too! ) . 
 
Once youÕve got th at master ed, tr y Exer cise 3 ( I  th ink  you 
can guess whatÕs comingÉ ) : 
 

 
 
Now youÕre only playing tw o notes per  str ing befor e 
ascending, so th e emphasis her e is r eal ly on getti ng th e 
tr ansiti ons betw een str ings nice and smooth . 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

These exer cises ar e ser iously unmusical I  know Ð but  
please per sever e with  them as i t doesnÕt take long to  
bui ld a sound pluck ing hand technique which wil l  suppor t 
your  endeavour s when you move onto playing technical ly 
chal lenging music!  
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YouÕll noti ce th at  so far  we have dealt  pur ely with  playing 
th e str ing in ascending fashion Ð i.e. going up fr om your  
low E str ing to  th e A str ing, th en th e D and final ly th e G. 
 
The r eason for  th is is th at when playing in a descending 
fashion th er e is a sl ight  change in alter nati on technique.   
 
Check  th is out,  imagine youÕre playing on th e G str ing and 
want to  switch to  th e D str ing.  Locate th e anchor  positi on 
for  th e th umb on th e A str ing th en play th e G str ing Ð if 
youÕre doing th e r est st r oke pr oper ly th e finger  th at just 
pl ayed th e G str ing is now r esti ng on th e D str ing, r eady  to 
play i t!  
 
So for  mor e efficient playing Ð which wil l lead to  th e abi l i ty  
to  execute faster  passages mor e easi ly later  on Ð when 
descending fr om a higher  str ing to  a lower  str ing th e same 
finger  is used to  sound th e lower  str ing as was used for  th e 
higher  str ing. 
 
 

 
 
 
 

The nex t ser ies of exer cises deal with  th e r ake Ð to  r eal ly 
help you master  th is I  have included finger ing nota ti ons 
so i t should be to ta lly clear  which finger  to play. 

 
 
 
 

This technique is known as The Rak e. 
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Her eÕs exer cise 4.  When sta r ti ng on th is exer cise make 
sur e you have th e finger ings spot on befor e you sta r t 
pushing th e tempo mar k ing up. 
 

 
 
YouÕll noti ce th er eÕs eight bar s her e Ð th e obser vant 
among you will  noti ce that as you begin th e pat ter n again 
at Bar  5 th e r ules of alter nati on when ascending mean 
th at you sta r t th e patt er n again automati cally with  th e 
middl e finger . 
 
Fol low th e pluck ing hand finger ings r el igiously and donÕt 
move onto exer cise 5 unti l  youÕve got  a r eal ly good gr asp 
of th is. 
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Again concentr ate on master ing th e combinati on of 
alter nati on when playing on th e same str ing, using th e 
same finger  with  th e fir st note on a lower  str ing, th en 
alter nati on again, and final ly alter nati on when ascending 
at th e end of th e patt er n fr om th e E str ing to  the G str ing. 
 
When youÕve master ed exer cise 5, have a go at  exer cise 6 
Ð again watch out for  th ose pluck ing hand finger ings! ! !  
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FI N AL  WORD 
 

The di l igent applicati on of th ese exer cises as par t of your  
r egular  pr acti se r outi ne wil l br ing a natu r al Ð yet r apid Ð 
impr ovement in your  pluck ing hand technique.  
Remember  to sta r t slowly and r eal ly master  the 
combinati on of th e di ffer ent th umb positi ons, the r est 
str oke, alter nati on with th e finger s when ascending and 
r ak ing when descending.  Sooner  th an you fir st th ink , 
th ese concepts  will  become locked in your  handÕs Ômuscle 
memor yÕ and when you come to play mor e challenging 
pieces of music your  hand wil l  take car e of th e fine deta ils 
with out you having to  think  about i t !  
 
I t is impor tant to  r emember  th at th ese ar e ON LY  
exer cises and bear  th e goal in mind when doing 
th esenexer cises Ð to  develop pluck ing hand technique.  
These exer cises ar e N OT  music Ð and our  ulti mate goal is 
to  become th e best musicians we can be Ð donÕt waste ti me 
playing th ese exer cises for  hour s and hour s, beati ng up on 
your  metr onome. 
 
10 Ð 15 m i nut es a day , r egular ly appl ied, is all th at you 
need.  Really. 
 


