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Abstract

The aim of this study is to examine and discuss the element of timbre from the perspective of double-bass players. A
general introduction on timbre is given, with some regards to previous studies on the subject, both qualitative and
quantitative. Therefore, a qualitative perspective from the performer's point of view on the matter is brought on,
focusing on the attention of the double-bass and the way timbre is perceived by subjects involved: a section on
stereotypes, common beliefs and structural issues emerged from literature and extracts from interviews involving
three professional players are presented.

The study would therefore put in relation a number of opinions concerning different matters on the topic, whether in
agreement or contrasting, in order to be able to draw conclusions on them and provide feedback from the players'
point of view.

Introduction: general aspects of timbre

Up to recent times, timbre has been one of the most least explored elements of music
and its production from an analytical point of view, not to mention one of the most difficult
variables  to  univocally  describe  or  notate,  yet  it  is  more  than  often  considered  of
uppermost  priority  by  performers  and  listeners,  to  a  varying degree  of  more  or  less
conscious cognition.
Previous studies on the subject have shown that there's no denying of the relevance of

timbre as a mean to induce a particular emotional state within a musical composition
(Boulez, 1987) and elite performers with a proficient level of mastery tend to successfully
be aware and capable of subtly altering their playing technique in order to intervene on
timbre  production  for  an  enhanced  experience  and  neater  sense  of  musical  phrasing
(Holmes, 2012), recalling the concept of 'sonance', a term used by Seashore to relate
mental images to technical variations for a broader palette of tone colours. However, an
extensive use of metaphors and synaesthetic imagery recurs on a regular basis  when
attempting to describe timbre with musical purposes, rather than analyzing the acoustic
qualities of sound in terms of sound spectrum, waveforms and frequencies, which fall into
more scientific fields. These meaningful yet vague ways commonly used to describe timbre
from a purely musical perspective highlight its complex and multifaceted nature.

An objective versus subjective approach – the subjective way

To  use  Boulez's  terms,  an  objective  versus  subjective  approach  on  timbre  can  be
pursued. An objective, scientific way is beyond language and without aesthetic criteria,
whereas a subjective, artistic manner of dealing with timbre relates to the aesthetic and
formal criteria bound to it (Boulez, 1987). Boulez finds the previous an analysis of sound
phenomena in isolation, exempt from any content, an approach which he believes forgets
the truly artistic value of timbre. On the other hand, the latter subjective approach, which
he and most musicians tend to favour, leads one to the difficulty of  linking instinctive
feelings about the qualitative aspect to a more reasoned appraisal of the quantitative.
Within his qualitative analysis, Boulez brings in a number of interesting points concerning

the role of timbre associated with composition, stressing on the fact that timbre itself
exists aesthetically when bound to the construction of the musical object and that on its
own it is nothing, just a neutral quality, like a sound on its own is nothing. In his own
words, the functional possibilities of timbre only seem valid if they are linked to language
and  to  the  articulation  of  a  discourse  through  structural  relationships;  timbre  both
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explains and masks at the same time. Without musical discourse it is nothing, but it can
also form the entire discourse on its own. Therefore, he sees how the modern orchestra
and the music written for it, with its flexible use of instruments, tends to rely on the effect
of timbrical fusion and illusion, of accumulation and merging, whereas smaller ensemble
compositions rely more on timbre as a way to give structure and strength to themselves,
bringing  the  articulation  and  discourse  produced  by  clearly  different  timbres  upfront.
However, he also makes clear that to understand the extent to which timbre, composition
and affectivity are linked in the mind of the composer, one only needs to look at the
musical education he has received, and which he himself transmits. Instrumentation is not
learned by a systematic study of timbre, but by picking out here and there examples,
chosen as models, which work particularly well.
On the instrument making's point of view, Boulez states that the instrument maker is in

principle neutral, meaning that the timbre of an instrument is defined by the manufacturer
without reference to any stylistic criteria. If this had not been the case, many of our
instruments would have never survived such an enormous evolution of styles. If the violin
had only been associated with baroque music, it would obviously not have survived. It
possessed,  however,  infinitely  more  stylistic  possibilities  than  would  have  ever  been
dreamt of by its original  makers. Having said that, there's no denying that a musical
system  and  a  fairly  rigid  standardization  exist;  consequently,  limitations  caused  by
structural  and  physical  features  lead  to  specific  abilities  and  associations  for  each
instrument - more on that with regard to the double-bass later.

From the performer's point of view, Holmes interviewed an elite classical  guitarist in
order to study the significance and importance of timbre in live performance and draw
conclusions on how the player was successfully aware to intervene on technique and tone
production  in  relation  to  particular  needs  dictated  by  different  pieces  of  music  and
different  historical  contexts  (Holmes,  2012).  Given  Holmes's  study  relevance  and
importance as an inspiration for this study, I'll frequently draw on her work later.

Objective, quantitative approaches

Even  though  the  aim  of  this  study  implies  a  more  subjective  approach  from  the
performer's  point  of  view,  it's  worth  mentioning some of  the  studies  that  have  been
carried on timbre from a neurological processing approach.

Bailes brought on the aspect of timbre identification within a series of different listening
conditions  via  two  experiments  which  utilized  both  instrument  substitution  and  post-
process filtering of widely known recorded sound tracks (Bailes, 2007), thus introducing
the element of sound spectrum and frequency modification through electronic equalization
filters,  a  practice  commonly  used  during  the  recording  and  mastering  processes  of
contemporary music production to fine-tune and optimize the timbrical elements of the
fixed playable medium. It emerged, to quote the study, that music students generally rate
timbre as a less veridical  dimension than melody when describing their everyday, mostly
unintentional experience of musical imagery as a 'tune on the brain'. Generally speaking,
instrument substitution within a given melody generated more uneasiness and unsettling
rather  than  filtering  a  commonly  known  music  track  belonging  to  what's  generally
regarded as pop music.

Timbre imagery related to visual imagery and brain processing is brought to attention by
Halpern, Zatorre, Bouffard and Johnson (Halpern et al, 2004). The authors assert that
little is known about the neural regions involved in timbre perception or discrimination,
and even less about the areas that might be involved in timbre imagery,  even though
findings suggest that, akin to a number of other musical perceptual processes (Zatorre,
Belin & Penhune, 2002), structures in the right temporal lobe are important in processing



Carbone The 'low end tone' – timbre and its perspective from double-bass players 3

timbre. Moreover, results derived by their tests showed that people can compare imagined
timbres in a similar way as they do perceived timbres  and auditory association cortices
accompanies timbre perception and imagery. Finally, auditive and visual imagery share
similar brain regions for stimuli, related to working memory, decision process and other
components.
Holmes, citing different previous studies within hers (Holmes, 2012), on the other hand

observed that unlike other performance parameters, timbre is processed in both right and
left hemispheres of the brain (Menon et al., 2002) which is in accord with findings that it
is perceptually more salient than pitch (Huron, 2001; Patel, 2008).

An approach to timbre as a multidimensional attribute of complex tones is offered by
Caclin, Mc Adams, Smith and Giard, drawing on psychoacoustic studies which revealed
that timbre is better described as a collection of dimensions constituting a timbre space
than as a unitary perceptual attribute (Caclin et al,  2008). Three different dimensions
within timbre, such as  attack time,  spectral  centre of gravity (the amplitude-weighted
mean  frequency  of  the  spectral  distribution)  and  spectrum  fine  structure (selective
attenuation of even harmonics via equalization processing) have been analyzed in relation
to one another,  both in baseline,  correlated and filtered conditions.  Figures show that
filtering conditions lead to more negative performing test results, greater latencies and
longer response times for stimuli, suggesting that processing of timbre dimensions occurs
in an interactive and interdependent way.

An approach to timbre with the double-bass player in mind

The reasons which have led me to choose this aspect of the subject related to the lowest
instrument  of  the  strings  family  are  multiple  and  based  on  personal  interests  and
education. Firstly, I am a double-bass player, thus such study would prove to be strongly
engaging and potentially beneficial for my playing. Moreover, given the critical and not
easily  emittable  frequencies  of  the  lower  registry  in  a  double-bass,  along  with  a
challenging problematic playability, the instrument has so far frequently been linked to
unpleasant  tone  production  by  many  generic  listeners  not  directly  involved  with  it.
Drawing on facts  and literature focusing on the instrument's  tone and on a series of
developments  of  techniques,  materials,  set-ups  and  construction  to  cope  with  its
limitations, as well as actively acquiring feedback on the matter from three professional
players via an open interview, this project is a personal attempt to shed some more light
on a fairly overlooked yet necessary member of the strings family with regard to timbre,
from the player's perspective.

Literature  on  the  double-bass,  stereotypes,  common  beliefs  and
structural issues

Timbre  production  on  behalf  of  the  double-bass  has  often  been  associated  to  a
'functional' tone quality, in the way of a sound mostly produced to compliment a section
rather than being commonly valued on its own. Given the instrument's register, playability
and frequency-emission issues, common folklorist belief associates its tone production to
that  of  a  sawing  tool  or  unpleasant  sounding  animals  as  mosquitoes,  usually  (and
hopefully) with a degree of irony applied to it.

Süskind's famous monologue  The Double-Bass  (Süskind, 1984) also draws on similar
imagery and metaphors when talking on the subject in a fictional, theatrical way:
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• “It doesn't sound that wonderful, I mean 30.9 [Hertz, the low-C frequency in a five
string bass] is hardly a note any more in the accepted sense, you can imagine,
when even this...”

 
- He  [Süskind's character] plays the E  [the open fourth string of a double-bass,  
41.2 Hz] again

“… is more of a sawing than a note, there's something rather desperate about it, it 
doesn't tone so much as buzz.”

And furthermore:

• “I'll play you a note, anything, let's say bottom F... […] Don't mind the grating. It's
like  that.  A  clean  tone,  without  the  scratch  of  the  bowing,  purely  the  string
vibrating, you won't get that anywhere, not even Yehudi Menuhin could bring it
off.”

Paul Brun, in his A history of the double bass (Brun, 1989) quotes a number of written
documents and journal articles of the 19th century on the adoption of a fourth low E string
for register needs within orchestras, in addition to the commonly believed, at least in
some geographical areas, better sounding three-string bass. This was mainly due to less
weight and force applied to the soundboard which could therefore vibrate more freely,
whereas an increasing number of players and composers were finding the limited range
too restrictive.
Brun reports an article published in “La Scena”, a Venetian journal, on April 28, 1870, in

the form of an ironic apologetic petition signed by “The fourth string” on its introduction as
a standard in then reticent Italian orchestras:

• “[...]And do you know what was said to justify this refusal? Some claimed that,
owing to my own depth of tone, I was untunable. […] Others said that, to make
room for me, my three sisters would become somewhat lean and that, for this
reason, the voice of the mother double bass would lose its power of tone. This last
reason hasn't much weight, as all the other bowed instruments have four strings
and not three and as the thickness of the strings must be adjusted in proportion to
the instrument. And I, having a good memory, recall hearing Maestros of universal
fame asserting that the voice of the ladies double bass would, on the contrary,
acquire with my help a mellower and weightier tone.

Signed: the fourth string”.

This is a clear example of the fact that, even though fairly overlooked or not highly
regarded by a generic public, the instrument's tone production and good quality of timbre
has always drawn the attention of the more specific niche of bass players and composers.
Needless to say, the question was later brought again to attention when adopting an even
lower fifth string tuned an octave below the bottom C of a cello's open fourth string. The
use of an extension mounted on the instrument's scroll to allow the detuning of the fourth
string down to the low C whenever needed has then gained popularity as a solution to
reach required notes written in orchestral parts whilst avoiding a change of instrument or,
even worse, a compromising and irreversible alteration on playability and tone production.

Moreover, there seems to be a general consensus on the fact that, given the portion of
frequency spectrum associated to the range of the instrument and the wavelengths of
those lower notes, the sound of the instrument naturally develops at a more distant range
and is better perceived by listeners rather than players from their standpoint.
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To cite Süskind's fictional character:

• “The double-bass is the only instrument you can actually hear better the farther
you are away from it, and that's a problem.”

• “[...] standing here right next to it, it doesn't even sound all that loud, pretty quiet
really. Now, if I were to play fortissimo... […] now you wouldn't think that was all
that loud, but the sound goes right through Frau Niemeyer's flat, and all the way
downstairs to the caretaker, and across to the house next door, and then they'll be
getting on the phone about it later...”

Drawing  on  this  generally  accepted  phenomenon,  I  specifically  included  a  related
question  in  my  interview  questionnaire.  The  interviewed  players  gave  a  number  of
opinions and came up with some interesting points referring to acoustics which I will later
discuss.

Methodology of the study

This study has strong investigative purposes in mind, aiming at the performer's personal
emotional approach to timbre and the means of elaboration and production of desired tone
during performances in a subjective way. Holmes's focus on the  performer's expressive
intention and acoustic parameters has been therefore taken in consideration as a relevant
guidance  (Holmes, 2012). However,  a comparative approach has also been taken into
account, since three different professional performers have taken part of this research and
their output has continuously been put in relation, according to common and partially
contrasting points of view. Moreover, Holmes's findings and a number of factors presented
in the literature section have also been considered.
An open interview tailored with the double-bass player in mind has been proposed to the

aforementioned three players.

The participants

Three proficient, established and well-regarded professional double-bass players based in
the London area who actively work as performers have been selected for the study. Two of
the  interviewed  musicians  are  mainly  associated  with  classical  double-bass  playing,
whereas one of them is also well regarded as a bass player within theatre and musical
productions.  However,  I  wanted  to  make  sure  that  all  players  would  share  a  formal
classical double-bass training and background and that all of them were very familiar with
bowing techniques. Moreover, and not less significant, I selected players which share a
comparable  overall  degree of  mastery,  in  order  to  avoid  discrepancies  purely  lead by
objectively different levels of skills and preparation as much as possible.

Procedure

The interview process took place within the Trinity Conservatoire of Music in Greenwich,
London,  between February  and March  2013,  although the  selected musicians  are  not
necessarily involved with the Institution.
Two  sets  of  open  questions  were  equally  asked  in  the  form  of  a  recorded  verbal

interview. The average length of the answer for each question averagely ranges from 30
seconds to one minute of free speech. The three interviews were taken in three separate
sessions at different times and none of the interviewed musicians was aware of, nor was
influenced by, other participants' answers and opinions on the matter, in order to keep the
output as genuine and personal as possible. However, they all know one another and at
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the time of the sessions they knew that all would equally be involved in this work. All the
actors involved in this project agreed on the fact that the interview would be anonymous
and no names would be provided in the text.
The first set of questions focused on more general aspects of timbre from the performer's

point  of  view,  the  second set  of  questions  was more specifically  formulated with  the
instrument and its  intrinsic  playing features  in  mind.  Nevertheless,  no interruption or
significant division between the two sets of questions has been put into practice during the
sessions.
The interview was recorded with a  digital  recorder,  creating a separate  file  for  each

question and answer rather than a whole continuous conversation. The output was later
transcribed verbatim and analyzed minding the parallel structure of questions and answers
as well as  matching points emerged regardless of the interview structure. A number of
common elements and different personal opinions, practices and tastes arose from the
interviews.

Results and discussion

Holmes pointed out in her study  (Holmes, 2012)  that  the data gave evidence of the
degree of significance attached to timbre referring to its employment in elite performance,
in her case a world-class guitarist and professor of classical guitar at the Royal College of
London.
Similarly, the feedback provided by the three bassists interviewed, when analyzed, gave

evidence  to  a  number  of  associations  between  timbre  and  proficient  playing.  As
predictable, not all the answers completely matched from player to player, for a number of
reasons. Firstly, and obviously, personal taste and personal approaches lead to different
thoughts  or  priorities.  Secondly,  it  became  quite  evident  that  not  all  the  musicians
interviewed  understood  or  processed  the  questions  to  the  same  extent,  sometimes
resulting in digressions from the focus. However, although some guidance was provided
when felt necessary, I deliberately tried not to interrupt the interlocutors unless necessary
and ask subordinate-more specific questions. This led to a more genuine, less influenced
feedback and let some less expected points of view and elements emerge.
As said before, comparison between the answers (and mentions provided in the literature

section) was not strictly carried in a parallel way (the first answer of the first interviewed
performer, A1p1, to be purely related to A1p2 and A1p3, and so on for the next answers),
as a number of similar points and interesting connections arose from and were triggered
by different questions.

Clues and general guidance for a suitable timbre

As a premise, it is important to note that all the three musicians involved answered that
timbre played a very important role for the effectiveness of their playing, when asked.
Focusing on the more important decisional factors for correct timbre production, a clear

tendency  to  stress  on  the  importance  of  'fitting  in'  properly  within  a  communitarian
involvement emerged from the answers, presumably because of the needs and working
experiences led by the instrument,  as opposed to a more soloist  instrument (Holmes,
2012):

• I might be playing a Mozart symphony with one group and playing it with a certain
sound and then maybe with a different group there might be a different approach
to it and I might after suit or adapt my sound fitting with what they were doing. I
guess over the course of time you become experienced in knowing what sort of
sound suits what sort of musical world, and so you'll fall naturally into making that
sort of sound, but I think it's still important to be able to adjust and adapt that
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when needed to.

• I would change timbre depending on what I was actually playing.

• It goes back to your surroundings and the pieces of music that you're playing,
that's very influential in how you produce that sound. [...] Sometimes you want to
have a very floaty,  whispery sound, sometimes you want to kind of  fatten the
sound, so it's very dependent on circumstance.

The use of metaphors emerging from this answer and the predictable phenomenon of
synaesthesia,  as mentioned in  the first  general  introduction of  timbre,  are noticeable.
Neutral  or  positive  values  can  be  attributed  to  these  metaphors,  as  opposed  to  the
aforesaid folklorist associations of unpleasant elements such as buzzing insects, sawing
objects and scratchy noises.

• I think we have to fit in with the trends, really...

This  last  point  evokes  further  external  factors  and  stereotypical  decisions:  timbre
'evolves' as styles are questioned and revised. The player therefore feels the need to
intervene on timbre upon external requests.

Trying to  decipher  the  composer's  decision  for  the  kind of  timbre they are  likely  to
produce also emerged as important: 

• I try to sort of stick to the intention of the composer.

• First of all,  I  would try to respect what the composer wanted, to influence my
decision on the kind of sound I'm gonna be making. If it's baroque music, obviously
it's gonna be clean simple sound, or if it's something more romantic you want a
more indulgent kind of concept of sound with more vibrato in it... I always try to
respect what the composer has written.

Before going any further, it is important to underline that this answer evokes vibrato, an
extra, pitch-based dimension (Holmes, 2012) not directly associated to timbre in its purest
conception. Vibrato is an intrinsic and major element for strings players, as opposed to
other instruments; although still present to a way minor degree, the choice of a fretted
instrument for Holmes's analysis made a point for the author's intention of keeping extra
dimensions separated. Hence, I would say that it's not surprising that double-bass players
might consider vibrato a relevant factor for this point, even if not entirely appropriately,
especially when more vague terms and ideas as concept of sound are recalled. In fact, we
have to note the spontaneous use of the term sound in the previous quotes, albeit all the
interviewed players are far from being naïve musicians.

Another  important  phenomenon  previously  mentioned  which  emerged  from  the
interviews  when addressing  to  general  guidance  for  a  suitable  timbre  is  the  acoustic
resonance quality of  the playing environment: two of  the three players spontaneously
stressed on the importance that acoustics has on the double-bass. Passages of Süskind's
monologue  mentioned  the  issue  with  similarity,  although  the  fictional  character  only
observes its detrimental role on the instrument's sound and the frustration derived; more
pragmatic, constructive ways to cope with them are found by the interviewed players, in a
'real', non dramatic and picturesque context:

• There are times you're thinking you're making a big sound and someone else says
from the audience "I can't really hear the bass, it's not really coming through" and
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there  are  other  times  when  you  think  you're  just  being  really  sensitive  and
someone  says  "Oh,  the  bass  is  dominating  everything,  can you  play  quieter?"
Because this is just a natural thing of acoustics, sometimes they support the bass
and sometimes they don't.

This answer also reflects the aspect of  loudness of sound, but since different acoustics
determine different transmissions of the sound spectra of frequencies, regardless of the
source, it is indeed an appropriate point when discussing timbre.

• I think it generally depends on the acoustics I'm playing in, really. You know, if
you're playing in the Royal Naval College's Chapel in Greenwich, you can use and
keep a controlled sound of the bass and if you're playing in a very dry acoustic like
the Barbican, you can then try to get the bass resonate a lot more, I think.

• Trying to make the best sound possible, really, it does depend on the sort of place
you're playing... compare the Wigmore Hall to the Albert Hall, you try to project a
lot more in the Albert Hall, I think.

Timbre dimensions (Caclin et al, 2008), such as attack time and sustain, are therefore
taken into account.

Further analysis on choices to achieve a desired timbre might include the possibility to
rely on a diversified equipment. It's interesting to see that only one performer addressed
equipment to timbre solutions:

• I'm lucky I've got a nice selection of nice bows to choose from and I'll use the right
bow for the right occasion, really.

• When I travel  a  lot  I  use a modern copy of  my old double bass,  because old
instruments don't like sitting in aeroplanes very much.[...] Although it's a copy, it's
a different personality, it's very difficult to copy something exactly... it's a shame
really, but that's what makes the old instruments special. […] When I'm playing my
old  bass,  the  sound  is  already  there,  [...]  while  if  I'm  playing  on  a  modern
instrument,  I  find  I  have  to  make  the  sound,  it's  me.  There's  probably  more
personality involved, really, it's a different control over the situation.

On the other hand, the remaining two didn't really show a substantial interest in the use
of diversified equipment, when asked:

• I believe that the modern double bass with a modern bow is capable of achieving
the full range of effects that I want to make and I don't feel the need to change my
equipment to get a certain sort of sound.

• If  it's  a question of timbre, the majority of that is gonna come from within, it
shouldn't matter what equipment. I mean, if I play on some basses today, I should
do the sound that I want to make, because ultimately it's the player that makes the
sound, not the instrument, really. I have 3 double-basses which I use constantly
and I feel that I can get the same sound out of those 3 instruments, even though
they are very different instruments.

Orchestral playing as opposed to other settings, on the production of timbre

As many aforementioned points seem to suggest, the need to compare the element of
large ensemble settings to more intimate or individual environments was inevitable when
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taking the bassists' perspective and their average professional routine.
It  emerged that  this  variable  is  indeed an uppermost  priority  to  determinate  major

timbre choices according to all the players involved in the interview.

• In an orchestra, in a big section, you're making one sound to add to everybody
else's, if it's very quiet you don't need to make any sound at all, if it's already
"loud"  even  without  you.  Obviously,  that  approach  isn't  going  to  work  in  an
audition, you can't say that you're making no sound at all. So, it entirely depends
on whether you're leading the sound and whether people are gonna be listening to
you individually or not.

• If I'm supporting, then I'm making a less focused, sort of rounded sound which
doesn't draw attention to the air. If I'm playing as a soloist, then I would make a
much wider range of  interesting timbres,  because it's  my job then to give the
audience something interesting to listen to.

• Well, most of the time, as a bass player you're taking part of a group and you're
responding to the sounds that other people are making, and you're making a sound
that fits in with what else is going on. So, that is one thing I would say it's very
important.

Again,  the  concepts  of  responding to  others  and  'fitting  in' emerge.  Timbre  is  then
'blended', confirming Boulez's assertions on the valence of fusion within larger ensembles
and becomes a communitarian, plural phenomenon, also from the individual player's point
of view. Evidence is found also from the player involved in electric-bass playing within
musical productions:

• In an orchestral setting, [...] a film session with a studio orchestra... you would be
blending, blending with the other players in the section, but if I'm just on my own,
say in a West End show, then that's completely different, so you have to have a
more present sound. It would be wrong to have a very present tone and sound
within a section, because you'd stick out.

Deep interaction of the auditory sense emerges; external auditory sensations or, better
say, sensations produced by external actors involved in the same task contribute in a
constant and continuous decision-making process within the player's mind, to satisfactory
'fine-tune' one's  own instrumental  timbre via  precise motorial  actions.  The main goal,
according to the player, is to successfully come to what's agreed as a communitarian good
result, timbre-wise:

• I think that if you're playing in orchestra you've got to be part of the team and play
and listen to... it's all about listening all the time, while if you are playing in an
audition or you're doing a very exposed concerto or a big solo in orchestra, you've
got to think then in a soloist sort of mode, as opposed to being part of the team,
and exaggerate what you're doing.

Technical ways to intervene on timbre production have, unsurprisingly, been associated
with right-hand and bowing technique:

• I think the main ways to control the timbre on a bass is the contact point on the
string. If you play further away from the bridge it makes a less focused and less
defined sound. If you play near the bridge you get something that is much more
piercing. So, if I'm making a foreground line then I'm playing close to the bridge, if
I'm playing a supportive role then I'm generally playing slightly further away from
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the bridge. But these are only fractions, not huge amounts.

• I think you've got to get down near the bridge and get a more intense sound,
you've got to project while not force the sound too much.

Possible disturbances caused by the sound perceived from a very close distance

The thickness of double-bass strings and the wide room that low notes naturally give to
upper  harmonics,  not  to  mention  the  relatively  uncomfortable  playability  of  the
instrument, are prone to generate rough noises, especially audible and perceivable from a
close  standpoint.  When questioned on the  matter,  the  performers  showed a  sensible,
controlled approach and somewhat unexpected confident attitudes towards the potential
production and perception of unwanted features within timbre:

• If I'm making some scratchy noises or notes don't speak, that's what I try to avoid
all the time, [...] loosing my wrist and make sure that notes speak the way I want
to and get the right attack, so I know how the strings are going to respond when I
put the bow on it.

And beneficial acoustic factors are taken into account:

• When  you  hear  a  scratchy  sound,  that's  the  string  making  a  scratchy  sound.
Hopefully, the people in the audience aren't hearing your string as they're hearing
your double bass resonating, so there is a slight difference between what you hear
and what the audience is hearing. But, still, I don't wanna make scratchy noises.

One performer referred to these qualities as beneficial and welcome when considering a
contemporary repertoire:

• I think these days, particularly with contemporary composers - just a few nights
ago I was playing a piece by Vasks, a violin concerto, that involves scratching the
bow right near the bridge and all sorts of different effects - you have to do what's
required of you, really.

Nonetheless, what this last answer doesn't really tell is if the player personally enjoys it
or  if  it  is  just  regarded  as  a  mere  duty  to  accomplish,  purely  commissioned  by  the
composer's intention and detached from personal taste. A lack of further investigation by
my side on the matter emerged when analysing the answer during a later stage.

Timbre variations associated with phrasing relevance.

Similarly to what Holmes proved in her study (Holmes, 2012) and in support of Boulez's
associations  of  timbre  with  discourse  in  music  (Boulez,  1987),  proficient  double-bass
performers  intentionally  apply  timbre  variations  in  relation  to  music  structure  and
phrasing.
According to one player, without variations in timbre music is deprived of intrinsic values

and delivered to a lesser extent:

• People need to hear variations in timbre to experience all the aspects that music
can bring.

although  a  reasonable,  sensible  approach  and  a  degree  of  persistence  should  be
observed:
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• Maybe not within phrases, I'm not looking to vary my timbre so much. I think a
'timbre thing' is something you would vary from phrase to phrase. Suddenly going
for change of colour in the middle of a phrase would be like a special effect, most
of the time in a musical line you're speaking in one voice.

Another  interviewed performer  associates  variations  in  timbre  with  a  way to  convey
personality traits towards music production:

• I think you can use it to convey your personality, that's quite important I think, to
put your own stamp on the music you're playing.

At first, we can observe a degree of contradiction if we relate this statement to the same
player's previous answer:

• I try to sort of stick to the intention of the composer, I don't like to vary the timbre
too much. Depending on the type of  music  you're playing, obviously.  If  you're
playing  Mozart,  then  it's  a  quite  tight  framework,  I  think.  If  you're  playing
something by a more contemporary composer, you can go for more extremes, I
think.

In fact,  this  seems to  suggest  that  the  previous  mention  is  subordinate  and has  to
suitably fit  in the latter and that, nevertheless, restrictions apply to a varying extent,
allowed by the repertoire taken into account. The player's recently frequent engagements
associated to contemporary repertoire might have also contributed to these points of view.

Conclusions

It's evident that proficient double-bass players share similar priorities and attention to
nuances with  other  musicians  regarding  the  production  of  their  sound  and  that  the
'modern' double-bass and 'modern' bassist is required of such skills. Moreover, most of the
interviewed players showed a degree of confidence with their own technique, rather than
feeling  dependant  on  every  individual  instrument's  potentials  and  shortcomings,  to
produce a good tone quality-wise. However, the nature and role of the double-bass led to
fairly spontaneous clear remarks on ensemble settings and the great influence they have
on timbre production, as opposed to other instrumentalists and soloists.
The premise of acoustics and the way it affects lower frequencies and their perception,

as well  as some concerns caused by the instrument's tendency to generate unwanted
noise proved to be true to some extent. Nevertheless, an experienced player seems to be
able to successfully understand and cope with such factors.
To conclude, I would like to reaffirm my personal involvement with the subject and the

instrument, which both gave a substantial motivation for this investigation. I hope that
this approach will motivate further inquiry on the matter, especially with particular regard
to instruments which are often seen as “secondary” or frequently perceived within an
orchestrated sound texture and not fully considered for their intrinsic timbrical qualities.
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Appendix

Interview questions

• How is timbre significant to you when you play?

• Is there anything which influences your choices of timbre?

• Do you think your present mood and feelings influence your choices of timbre?

• Timbre is not so explicitly notated on scores. How do you acquire information or guidance for a 
correct or suitable timbre, according to you?

• Do you vary your timbre within the same composition?

• Do you think it might help to convey a better sense of musicality and/or clearer phrasing?

• Do you think you perceive your timbre differently compared to the audience or to a listener 
standing some feet away in front of you?

• What do you think might change and what are your priorities in managing your sound?

• When playing, are there any features of your sound which might disturb you from your angle?

• Do your considerations on this matter differ if playing in an orchestral setting rather than as a 
soloist or in a very exposed setting, like an audition?

• Do you also rely on different equipment depending on the situation, the venue and your role in 
the performance?


