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Jaco Pastorius Bass Method

The Revolutionary Approach of the Jaco
Pastorius Bass Method

When the name Jaco Pastorius  comes up in  conversation among
musicians, it is almost always spoken with a sense of reverence. He
was not merely a bass player; he was a complete reimagining of
what the electric bass could be. Before Jaco, the bass was primarily a
supportive,  rhythmic instrument,  sitting in the background of  the
mix.  After  Jaco,  the  fretless  electric  bass  became  a  lead  voice,
capable  of  singing  like  a  saxophone,  dancing  like  a  piano,  and
grooving harder than anyone thought possible. The Jaco Pastorius
Bass Method is not a single book or a formal school curriculum.
Rather, it is a holistic philosophy of music, technique, and sound that
emerged from his unique genius. For any bassist looking to break
free from conventional patterns, understanding the core principles of
the  Jaco  Pastorius  Bass  Method  is  an  essential  step  toward  finding
their own voice on the instrument.

This article serves as a deep dive into the techniques, theories, and
mindset  that  defined  Jaco's  approach.  We  will  explore  his  physical
playing techniques, his harmonic vocabulary, his use of harmonics,
and the rhythmic sensibility that made him a legend. Whether you
are a beginner or a seasoned professional, the lessons within the
Jaco Pastorius Bass Method can transform the way you hear and play

music.

The Fretless Revolution: Technique and Tone

The most immediately striking aspect of Jaco's playing was his choice
of instrument. He famously removed the frets from a 1962 Fender
Jazz Bass, creating a fretless instrument that allowed for a singing,
legato voice. This decision was not a gimmick; it was the foundation
of the Jaco Pastorius Bass Method. By eliminating frets, Jaco gained
the ability to bend pitches with microtonal precision, creating vibrato
and slides that mimicked the human voice or a wind instrument.

The technique required to play fretless at Jaco's level is demanding.
It  requires  an  incredibly  refined  ear.  Without  frets,  every  note  is  a
target that must be landed with exacting accuracy. Jaco developed a
specific  plucking  technique  that  contributed  to  his  signature  sound.
He used a combination of two fingers (index and middle) but played
close  to  the  bridge.  This  position  produces  a  brighter,  more
pronounced  attack  with  a  clear,  piano-like  tone.  He  also
experimented with muting techniques, often resting his palm lightly
on  the  strings  near  the  bridge  to  control  sustain  and  eliminate
unwanted noise. The result was a clean, articulate sound that cut
through any band.

His approach to the fretboard was also unique. He often used open



string  vibrations  to  create  a  chorus-like  effect.  By  letting  an  open
string  ring  while  playing  a  fretted  note  on  another  string,  he
produced a natural resonance that added depth and complexity to
his lines.  This technique is a hallmark of the Jaco Pastorius Bass
Method and is  something every student  of  his  can practice.  The
physicality  of  his  playing  was  relaxed  but  powerful,  a  lesson  in
economy of motion.

Harmonic Mastery: Chords, Extensions, and Voice
Leading

Jaco Pastorius was a student of harmony, and this is where the Jaco
Pastorius  Bass  Method  truly  separates  itself  from standard  bass
pedagogy.  While  most  bassists  learn  to  play  roots  and  fifths,  Jaco
learned  to  play  the  entire  chord.  He  was  heavily  influenced  by
pianists and saxophonists, particularly his heroes like Charlie Parker
and Bill Evans. He brought that harmonic sophistication to the bass.

One of his most famous innovations is his extensive use of artificial
harmonics. These are harmonics that are played by fretting a note
with one finger and touching the string lightly at a specific harmonic
node  with  another,  producing  a  bell-like,  ethereal  sound.  In  his
composition "Portrait of Tracy," Jaco uses almost nothing but artificial
harmonics to create a completely unique soundscape. This technique
is  difficult  to  master,  requiring  precise  finger  placement  and  a
delicate touch, but it is a core element of his method. The harmonic
series became a tangible tool for him, not just an abstract concept.

Beyond harmonics, Jaco was a master of chord voicings on the bass.
He used double-stops (playing two notes simultaneously) and even
full chord shapes (using his thumb to fret multiple strings) to outline
harmonic progressions. He often used extended chord tones like the

9th, 11th, and 13th. For example, instead of just playing a root and a
fifth, he would play the 3rd and the 7th, or the 5th and the 9th. This
approach creates a much richer harmonic texture and makes the
bass  part  integral  to  the  chord  progression,  rather  than  just  a
foundation.  Voicing  chords  on  the  bass  requires  significant  hand
strength and flexibility, but it is a hallmark of the Jaco Pastorius Bass
Method.

Chord Practice: Try playing through a standard jazz
progression using only the 3rd and 7th of each chord on the
top two strings.
Harmonic Exploration: Practice playing artificial harmonics
on familiar melodies like "Somewhere Over the Rainbow."
Voice Leading: Focus on connecting the top note of your
chords smoothly from one chord to the next.

The Rhythmic Engine: Time Feel and Syncopation

No discussion of the Jaco Pastorius Bass Method would be complete
without a deep look at his rhythmic feel. Jaco had an incredible sense
of "time." He could play a simple line and make it sound incredibly
sophisticated  through  rhythmic  placement.  He  was  a  master  of
syncopation, ghost notes, and aggressive articulation.

One of  his  most famous rhythmic techniques is  the use of  fast,
syncopated  sixteenth-note  lines  that  float  over  the  bar  line.  In
songs  like  "Teen  Town"  and  "The  Chicken,"  his  bass  lines  are
incredibly busy, yet they never lose the groove. The secret is that
Jaco was always thinking about the "one" and the "four." Even when
playing complex patterns, he anchored the groove by emphasizing
key  strong  beats.  His  ghost  notes—percussive,  muted  string
sounds—filled  the  space  between  the  articulated  notes,  creating  a
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dense,  rhythmic  texture  that  sounded  like  a  drum  and  bass
combined.

Another essential element was his attack.  He played with a very
strong, consistent finger attack. This gave his notes a clear beginning
and end. He rarely used a "lazy" pluck. Every note was intentional.
Practicing with a metronome was central to his method. He didn't
just practice playing on the beat; he practiced playing ahead of the
beat and behind the beat. This mastery of rhythmic placement is
what gave his music such a human, dynamic feel. The Jaco Pastorius
Bass Method teaches that technique is not just about speed, but
about control over the placement of every note in time.

Practical Application: How to Study the Jaco
Pastorius Bass Method

How does one actually study a method that was not formally written
down? The best  way to  learn the Jaco Pastorius  Bass  Method is
through active  listening  and transcription.  This  goes  beyond just
l istening  for  enjoyment.  It  means  sitt ing  down  with  his
recordings—especially his debut album Jaco Pastorius and his work
with Weather Report (Heavy Weather, Black Market)—and learning to
play his lines note-for-note.

Transcription is the single most powerful  tool  for internalizing his
language. By transcribing, you learn his phrasing, his note choices,
his articulation, and his timing. You are essentially learning from the
master  himself.  This  process  takes  time,  but  it  is  the  most  efficient
path to understanding his genius.

Start Simple: Begin with his simpler bass lines. "Come On,1.

Come Over" or "The Chicken" (his famous bass line) are great
places to start. Focus on getting the rhythm and the feel right.
Master the Harmonics: "Portrait of Tracy" is the gold2.
standard for harmonics. Break it down section by section. It will
take weeks or months to get it clean, but it is worth it.
Work on Your Ear: Fretless playing demands a great ear.3.
Practice singing intervals and finding them on the fingerboard.
Use a drone to practice intonation.
Analyze the Harmony: When you learn a line, look at the4.
chords. What notes is he playing? Why did he choose those
specific extensions? This is where the real learning happens.
Experiment with Tone: Emulate his tone. He used a heavy5.
pick (though he played with fingers as well) and specific EQ
settings. While you don't need his exact rig, understanding his
approach to tone (bright, clear, punchy) is vital. A fresh set of
roundwound strings and a bridge pickup tone knob turned up is
a good starting point.

The Lyrical Approach: Thinking Like a Singer

Perhaps  the  most  important  overarching  principle  of  the  Jaco
Pastorius Bass Method is the idea of vocal phrasing. Jaco did not
think like a rhythm section player; he thought like a singer or a horn
player. He crafted his lines with a beginning, a middle, and an end.
He used dynamics (loud and soft), articulation (smooth vs. choppy),
and vibrato  to  shape his  notes.  He once said,  "Music  is  music,"
meaning that the instrument should not limit the musical thought. He
wanted the bass to "sing."

This philosophy influences every aspect of his playing. When he plays
a solo, it is not a series of fast licks; it is a coherent melody. When he
plays a bass line, it is not just a pattern; it is a statement. To adopt



the Jaco Pastorius Bass Method, you must stop thinking like a "bass
player"  and start  thinking like  a  "musician who happens to  play
bass."  This  means  studying  melody.  It  means  singing  your  lines
before you play them. It means composing with your instrument, not
just running exercises. Jaco's legacy is a permanent reminder that
the bass can be a vehicle for deep, emotional expression, not just a
tool for providing a beat.

Common Misconceptions About the Jaco Pastorius
Bass Method

It is important to clarify what the Jaco Pastorius Bass Method is not.
Many people think it is only about playing fast or playing fretless.
This is a narrow view.

It is not just about speed. Jaco was a master of space and
silence. Some of his most moving moments are slow, sustained
notes with beautiful vibrato. The method is about musicality,
not velocity.
It is not just for fretless players. While Jaco popularized the
fretless bass, many of his harmonic and rhythmic concepts are
perfectly applicable to fretted basses. The techniques of chord
voicing and syncopation are universal.
It is not a shortcut. There are no "Jaco licks" that you can
memorize and instantly sound like him. The method requires

deep study, patience, and a genuine love for the music. It is a
lifelong journey, not a quick fix.
It is not about imitation. The ultimate goal of studying Jaco
is not to become a clone of him. The goal is to absorb his
principles—melodic focus, harmonic sophistication, rhythmic
mastery—and then apply them to your own musical
personality. He himself said, "The only way to be a great
musician is to be yourself." The method is a path to finding
your own voice, not a set of rules to follow blindly.

Conclusion: The Enduring Legacy of a True Original

The  Jaco  Pastorius  Bass  Method  is  more  than  a  collection  of
techniques; it is a testament to the power of creative thinking. Jaco
Pastorius broke every rule that had been placed on the electric bass
and, in doing so, expanded the possibilities for every instrument in
popular music. He showed that a bassist could be a lead voice, a
composer, and a virtuoso without sacrificing the groove. By studying
his approach—his use of harmonics, his harmonic depth, his rhythmic
sophistication, and his vocal phrasing—you are not just learning to
play the bass better. You are learning to think more broadly about
music itself. Pick up your instrument, listen to the master, and begin
the journey. The Jaco Pastorius Bass Method awaits, and it has the
power to change your entire perspective on what music can be.


