
 

W AL K I NG B AS S :  T H E  NE XT  S T E P  

 
Las t time we discus sed the concept of us ing chord tones  to create walking bass  lines . T he value of the chord tone-only approach 
lies  in the fact that our  bass  l ines  completely outline our  chord changes . I n addition, chord tones  are easy to manage from a 
fretboard perspective us ing s imple arpeggio forms .  

 
I f you have been practicing this  method for  improvis ing walking bass  lines  for  a while, you have probably already figured out that 
it has  its  limitations . s ince you are never  working with more than 4 notes  at a time for  each chord change, it is  easy to run out of 
interes ting ideas . Fur thermore, your  lines  are pretty much l imited to what I  might refer  to as  a very angular  sound, because of 
the larger  intervall ic dis tances  between each chord tone. S uffice it to say that this  is  a great exercise for  introducing your self to 
walking bass  l ines , but it is  not really des igned to be a s trategy for  more advanced playing.  

 
T he reason I  l ike to have my s tudents  begin with chord tones  when they are s tar ting to play walking bass  or  solo is  so that they 
don’t lose the identity and sound of the chord changes  they are playing to. I t is  easy to imagine that if you only tr ied to follow the 
changes  by ear , you may or  may not do a good j ob of connecting each individual change in a melodic way. Regardles s  of how 
advanced your  walking l ines  or  solos  become, you wil l s ti l l  maintain a reliance on chord tones  as  target notes  for  outl ining the 
shapes  of your  mus ical phrases . L is ten to any great solois t, and you wil l hear  what I  mean.  

 
I n order  to ‘move to the next level’ with your  walking l ines , we will  want to use shapes  and phrases  that wil l connect each note 
us ing smaller  and smaller  dis tances . S maller  dis tances  between each note in a walking l ine directly trans lates  into a perceived 
level of ‘smoothness ’ in the l ine. A walking bass  l ine, l ike a great solo, is  really a l iving and breathing component of mus ic. T here 
are peaks  and valleys  in dynamics  and shape, times  of tens ion and release, and the combination of high and low ranges  on the 
ins trument being used.  
T o achieve more of this  mus ical goal in our  practice routine, we wil l now incorporate scale tones  into the mix. I n other  words , 
ins tead of j us t relying on chord tones , we wil l now mix chord tones  and scale tones , which wil l give us  a larger  number  of choices  
for  improvis ing. T he use of scale tones  wil l allow us  to use smaller  dis tances  between note choices , s ince there are a greater  
number  of scale tones  in a s ingle octave than there are arpeggio tones , or  chord tones , alone.  

 
S ome examples  of walking bass  lines  us ing scale tones  can be s een in exer cis es  1 -3 . 
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E x. 1  

 

 
 
E x. 2  

 

 

 
E x. 3  
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I n order  to make use of scale tones , we wil l fir s t have to as s ign scales  to chord types , so we know what scales  to play when we 
encounter  different chord types . For  this  fir s t ser ies  of exercises , we can choose from the modes  of the maj or  scale to es tablish 
which modes  wil l be used for  which chords .  

 
F ig. 1  is  a diagram outlining a s et of modes  we can use for  some bas ic chord types :  (I MPORT ANT :  Each scale/mode would be 
played s tar ting from the ROOT  of the specified chord.)  

 
F ig. 1  

 

 
 
For  example, if you encountered a C minor  7 chord, you would use the notes  of C dor ian (C, D, Eb, F, G, A, Bb, C) for  your  
walking l ine. S imilar ly, if you encountered a G 7 chord, you would use the notes  of G mixolydian (G, A, B, C, D, E, F, G) to play 
through it.  
T o clar ify the use of these modes  even fur ther , F ig. 2  shows  a diagram lis ting the intervallic cons truction of each of the modes  
used in F ig.1 .  

 
F ig. 2  

 

T op
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F igs . 3 -6  are some one octave modal shapes  you can use for  cons tructing your  walking bass  l ines  (I n each example, the lowes t 
line cor res ponds  to your  lowes t pitched s tr ing. T he fir s t note on that s tr ing would cor respond to the root of the scale):  
 
F ig. 3  

 

 
 
F ig. 4  

 

 
 
F ig. 5  

 

T op

 
F ig. 6  

Página 4 de 6BASS Player Lesson Eleven

12/12/2004http://www.adamnitti.com/bass_player_11.shtml



 

 
 
Now that you unders tand how to connect s elect modes  to chord types , it is  time for  you to try some s cale tone walking bass  lines  
on your  own. E xer cis es  4 -8  are some sample chord progres s ions  for  you to walk to. I n each example, make sure to place the 
root of the chord on beat 1 of the measure. T his  way you wil l avoid any ambiguity in the harmony of your  bass  lines . T his  is  not 
any type of hard fas t rule, however ... As  you progres s , there wil l be ins tances  in which the integr ity of the bas s  l ine will  depend 
on you knowing when to use alternative chord tones  on beat 1 or  on any other  downbeat of a chord change. Before you s tar t 
exper imenting with that, however , fir s t try and mas ter  this  type of approach in which the root announces  each chord change to 
the lis tener . Have fun!! !  

 
E x. 4  

 

 
 
E x. 5  
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E x. 6  
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E x. 7  

 

 
 
E x. 8  
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