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Many people are daunted at the prospect of reading music but in essence it!s quite simple. 
All you have to do is start at the beginning and go one step at a time. The problem is that 
the first few steps are very basic and sound unexciting, so if you!re used to playing some 
cool stuff and impressing your friends, you!re going to have to swallow your pride - or use 
headphones! 
 
Music notation is written on a "stave! consisting of 5 horizontal lines. Every note of music 
has a notehead (the circular bit), which sits either on a line or in the space on the stave. 
Whether the notehead is filled in or not, or attached to another line tells you how long the 
note lasts for (rhythm), but this time we!re just concentrating on the pitch of the note. If you 
need to represent a note that is higher or lower than the range of the stave, then you can 
temporarily extend the stave using what is referred to as a "ledger line!.  For example, the 
lowest note on a four-string bass is an E, which is one ledger line below the stave. The F 
would be placed in the space immediately below the stave, and then G would be on the 
bottom line. 
 
Play through Exercise 1  a few times Ð read the tab to begin with but then start focusing 
on the notes on the stave and their names. Say them out loud if it helps. Find a position for 
your fretting hand where you don!t need to look at it Ð keep your eyes glued to the page! 
What we!re doing here is making an association between what a note looks like on the 
stave, their names, and their locations on the bass. Think of this process as a pathway 
from your eyes, to your brain, and then to your hands. To start with the journey along this 
pathway may take a while and go wrong at times. What we need to do is to keep 
exercising this pathway until it becomes faster and more reliable. 
One of the issues with reading on bass is that there is more than one location for a lot of 
the notes. This is going to create a fork in the pathway I just described Ð ÒIt says A, but 
which A should I play Ð open or fretted?Ó You need to start with just one option so that no 
confusion can occur. I recommend using the open strings, as moving up to the 5th fret is 
going to move your fretting hand out of position. Later on you may decide that you prefer 
to play the fretted note, but you should only do this once you are very comfortable and 
fluent with all the notes in the open position. 
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Exercise 2  deals with each string individually. With any reading exercise I encourage students to use my 
systematic practice method outlined in Table 1. Make sure your fretting hand is in position before you start 
and keep your eyes on the music. Once you!ve played each line through a few times you will start to 
remember it and play from memory, rather than actually reading. When this happens make sure you keep 
your eyes on the music so the associations are being reinforced, and feel free to write out your own 
exercises in this style. 
 
Exercise 3 mixes up notes on each string and is therefore more difficult. Take it slowly and follow the 
practice method from stage 1 onwards. Again, feel free to write out your own exercises, which is also great 
practice. 
 
When you!re quite comfortable with these exercises, try playing them with a metronome all in a row without 
stopping. This is quite a challenge to remain focused, especially at a slow tempo. Concentrating and keeping 
your place in the music are essential skills for the reading bassist. Bear in mind that a theatre show contains 
around 2 hours of music, so it!ll take a while to develop this level of concentration skills. 
 
The exercises here are designed to get you started, progressing in logical steps increasing in difficulty. 
Unfortunately they can sound quite unmusical! They will however have a real benefit in cementing the 
association between the note on the stave, and the note you play. Like any endeavour of this nature, 
exercises are really helpful ways of learning and improving. Remember, footballers don!t just play matches 
the whole time Ð they also work out and do exercises that mean they can perform better when it counts, just 
as we should!  
Any questions or thoughts about this article, or anything you!d like me to cover, email me on andrew@guitar-
x.co.uk - see you next time. 
 
 
 
 
 



 
TABLE 1 Ð PRACTICE METHOD  
 
STAGE 1:  Before touching your bass read out the names of the notes for the 
exercise. 
 
STAGE 2:  Play through the exercise very slowly, saying note names out loud if 
you wish. Stop and check any notes you are not sure of and start again at the 
beginning of that bar. If necessary, go back to the beginning of the exercise. When 
you can comfortably complete the entire exercise without faltering, go to stage 3. 
 
STAGE 3: Play the exercise with a metronome set at 55bpm Ð one note per click. 
When you can comfortably complete the entire exercise without faltering, go to 
stage 4. 
 
STAGE 4: With the metronome set at 55bpm, play from one exercise into the next 
without stopping. When you can comfortably complete the entire set of exercises 
without faltering, go to stage 5. 
 
STAGE 5: Increase the tempo in 5 or 10 bpm increments. If you make any 
mistakes, reduce the tempo and start again. 

 
 
 
EXERCISE 1 Ð All notes in open position 

 

 
 
 
 



 
EXERCISE 2 Ð Individual string reading 

 

 
 
 
EXERCISE 3 Ð Notes across all strings 

 

 
 



 
 


