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How to Walk a Bass Line 
by Brenda Earle Stokes, BFA, M.Mus 

 
  The walking bass line is a foundation of the jazz rhythm section and a very useful skill to learn.  
The walking bass line sets up the rhythmic and harmonic framework for the song.  The bass player’s job is to 
connect what the drummer and the pianist are doing in the rhythm section.  In this video, I am going to 
show you several different methods for walking basslines and I’m also going to show you how to walk a bass 
line and sing at the same time.  This lesson is great for anyone who plays a little piano and understands the 
basics of jazz harmony.   
 
 The best way that you can really learn this information is to listen.  Jazz is an aural tradition and in 
order to sound authentic, you might have the sound of the great jazz artists in your ear.  Before you dive 
deep into playing this material, I strongly recommend you have a listen to some jazz recordings and tune 
your ear into what the bass player is doing.   
 
 As you get started walking bass lines, it is helpful to think of three rules: 
 

1.  You have to play the root of the chord at the beginning of the bar. 
2. You have to play the root of the chord anytime the chord changes. 
3. You need to outline the harmony as much as possible in your walking bass line.   

 
*These rules are to help you get started and are not rules that jazz bass players abide by.  Jazz bass 
players come up with all kinds of creative ways to walk bass lines! 
 

As you work through these walking bass lines, it is crucial that you keep a steady pulse.  This is the time 
to get the metronome turned on!  As you work on walking the bass lines, keep the sound of the drums in 
your ears.  This will help for you to simulate the sound of the jazz rhythm section and will give your time feel 
a boost. 
 
Walking in a 2 Feel 
 
 A “2 feel” means that we are articulating half notes instead of quarter notes.  Instead of playing 4/4 
time, you are articulating a 2/2 feel.  Our first approach to this will be simplest:  just play the root of the 
chord for a half note.   
 
Root to Root 
 

We will be using the first 16 bars of the jazz standard “All of Me” as an example and we are playing it 
in the key of G major, since that is the key I sing it in.  Since this song primarily has one chord per bar, we 
will play the root of that chord twice in each bar.   
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Once you are comfortable playing this version of the walking bass line, try singing the melody on 
top.  You can also practice this on a variety of different songs.  Make sure to practice with the metronome!   
 
Root to 5th 
 
 In our second example, we will play from the root to the 5th of each chord.  You can choose whether 
to go up to the 5th or down to the 5th, based on which one fits easier in your hand.   
 

 
 

Once you are comfortable playing this version of the walking bass line, try singing the melody on 
top.  You can also practice this on a variety of different songs.  Make sure to practice with the metronome!   
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Walking in 4 
 
 Walking a bass line in 4 is as simple as playing four quarter notes in the bar and just outlining the 
chord tones.  Make sure to use the metronome as you practice this and try to imagine the sound of a jazz 
drummer in your ears while you play.   
 
1-3-5-3 
 
 In this example, you will simply outline the triads by playing the root to the 3rd to the 5th to the 3rd.   
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1-5-3-5 
 
 Our next version of the walking bass line will use exactly the same notes as the first version, but we 
will change the order of the notes.  In this case, we are playing the root to the 5th to the 3rd to the 5th.  You 
may notice that this outlines the first inversion of the triad.   

 
 
Two chords per bar 
 
 So far, we have covered the walking bass line when there is just one chord in the bar.  How do we 
walk a bass line when there are two chords in the bar?   
 
Two Roots  

 
 
Root to 5th  

 
 
Root to 3rd  
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Great Bass Players to Check out: 

Ray Brown 
Paul Chambers 
Charles Mingus 

Ron Carter 
Christian McBride 

Charlie Haden 
Esperanza Spaulding 

Linda May Han Oh 
Jimmy Blanton 

 

Want to learn how to play jazz piano?  Check out Jazz Piano Accompaniment, an online course that 
covers everything you need to know to play authentic jazz piano.  bit.ly/jazzpianocourse 

 

Brenda Earle Stokes is an award-winning pianist, vocalist, composer and educator.  Her performance career 
as a leader and side musician has taken her across the US, Canada, New Zealand and Australia.  A passionate 
educator, she has worked as a clinician, adjudicator and panelist at high schools, colleges and festivals all over the 
world.  She teaches at Fordham University and runs a busy private studio in New York City.  Brenda is the owner and 
creator of Piano and Voice with Brenda; a suite of online courses that cover piano, jazz improvisation and musicianship 
and has a bustling YouTube channel.   

Follow me on Instagram: @BrendaEarleStokes |  Subscribe to my YouTube Channel:  /PianoAndVoiceWithBrenda 

 


