
D Major (Ionian)

THE GREAT UNIFIED 
3-FINGER BASS STRATEGY
     This approach will provide your hand with a 
strategy for navigating runs in the inverted 5ths bass 
strings, quickly and intuitively, and with consistent 
physical movements.  It’s a 3-finger technique that 
borrows from the 3-finger melody approach I teach, 
and is perfect for pentatonic, diatonic and chromat-
ic runs of all kinds.
    The key to this technique is that the transition 
from string to string is always from the 3rd finger to 
the 1st finger ascending and 1st to 3rd descending.
    For pentatonic movement, just use a simple 1-2-3 
ascending and 3-2-1 descending on each string.  
Shift the hand as you move up and down the board, 
don’t “plant” you thumb in one place.
    For diatonic movement, the fingering is 1-2-1-3 
ascending and 3-1-2-1 descending, with the hand 
shifting for each note. Keep the hand in motion, 
whether skipping over or playing adjacent fingers.  In 
the first couple of examples, “skipping” over fingers 
is shown by arrows, as an example. 
    IMPORTANT: The fingering is the same for all 
diatonic modes and scales.  For some modes (like 
Dorian) this will seem more natural at first, and 
some will feel odd, like the half-step transition 
between the 1st and 3rd finger in the Major scale.  
Don’t worry, once you get the consistent fingering in 
your muscle memory it will become second nature.

When Do I Use 1-2-1-3?
    If you are playing four or more sequential scale 
tones, this is a good strategy to use.  It makes it 
easier to stay in one position on the board as you 
move rapidly up and down diatonic lines. If you are 
only playing three notes on a string, you can simply 
use 1-2-3 before transitioning to a higher string (or 
3-2-1 before transitioning to a lower string).  The 
main thing is to always try to transition from string 
to string using fingers 3 and 1.
    With this approach you never need to use the 4th 
finger at all in runs.  Of course the pinkie is handy 
for certain chords and arpeggios, but this three-fin-
ger strategy will allow you to keep your hand more 
open and relaxed, which will help with speed and 
accuracy, and you never have the awkward and slow 
transition bewteen 3 and 4 to deal with.  Sometimes 
you may want to extend a 5-note line on just one 
string, using 1-2-1-2-3.
    For things like intervallic movement and chord 
arpeggios, shift the hand and use whichever of the 
three fingers gets you where you want to be, without 
making the next note harder to play.  

One Last “Tip”
    Don’t feel like you always have to play with the 
“tip” of your finger.  I you open the fingers up a little 
more, they can cover the notes better, and make 
more solid contact. If you touch adjacent strings 
it doesn’t matter as long as you don’t make them 
contact the fret.

Happy tapping, Greg
  

Please send any corrections or suggestions to
stickist@aol.com more free lessons at greghoward.com.
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