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Intermediate Notes

1 
The Fundamentals

At the source of using intermediate notes lie a few axioms:

1) We play the instrument with a fixed hand position; of course 
narrowing the span of the hand as we ascend on the neck

2)  There is ALWAYS an intermediate note to be found in the case of a 

change of position - except when we move to another position on the 

same string with the same finger, or when we make use of an open 

string

UPWARDS to a “higher” finger:

What we state is that from the exiting position, we move the playing finger 
to the correct position in the new position. After that we play the finger we 

are targeting.

example: becomes: 

example: becomes: 
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example: becomes:

example: becomes: 

UPWARDS to a “lower” finger:

In this scenario we anticipate the target finger in the current position. We 

then slide from the initial position into the new position.

example: becomes: 

example: becomes: 

example: becomes: 

DOWNWARDS to a “higher” finger:

Here we slide the playing finger down to the new position and play the target 

note once the correct position is reached.

example: becomes: 
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example: becomes: 

example: becomes:

DOWNWARDS to a “lower” finger: 

The intermediate note is somewhat less relevant here since we can simply let 

go of the “higher” finger once the new position has been reached.  There is 

no need for an anticipation as such. It is interesting though to make the mind 

and hand realise what is happening.  Also by being aware of the intermediate 
note, we make sure the fingers don’t leave the string.

example: becomes: 

example: becomes: 

This technique of using intermediate notes assures us that the fingers actually 

never leave the string, except of course when an open string is played. This 

leads to a very desirable legato way of playing.

Also it prevents one of the greatest pitfalls we can fall into: a deforming hand 

as a result of the physically naive approach where somehow we try connect 
fingers in different positions through a stretching or contracting of the hand. 

The danger of this is twofold: intonation will suffer since the left hand is no 
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longer in the correct shape to play every note in tune; and it will lead to 

stress in the hand muscles.

It is important to make sure that the hand is as relaxed as possible whilst it is 

travelling up or down. This is somehow in conflict with the fact that in order 

to create a good tone we need to put some pressure on the string. The 
subtle balance between active gripping the string once the hand is stationary 

and the lighter pressure whilst travelling form position to position is 

something that might be hard to consciously control. It is however good to 

be aware of the fact that this is the case.

In order to be on the same page, I quickly must tell you that I name the 

positions in my methodology in a very simple way:

The thumb position follows the same logic: 1st finger on Ab (so thumb on G), 

parallel to the lower positions = 1st Thumb position etc. 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2 
The 18 scenarios

I will present you here with a slightly larger embedding of the position 

change and will cover all the possible scenarios.

The quotations “over the hand” and “within the hand” simply expose the fact 

that the example in question shows a change of position where the next 

position is at least 3 positions higher (over the hand) or 1 position only 

(within the hand). Especially the latter needs extra attention, since the 

tendency to try to reach the notes in the different positions somehow 
without shifting positions, but trying to reach them in one confused large 

hand kills a correct and relaxed position shifting.

The middle connection exists as well in which the 4th (or imaginary 4th) 

finger becomes replaced with the 1st (or imagined 1st) finger.  In fact a 

moving up of 2 positions. I will name this “on the hand”.

Scenario 1:  4 - 1 up (over the hand)
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Scenario 2:  4 - 2 up (over the hand)

Scenario 3:  2 - 1 up (over the hand)

Scenario 4:  2 - 4 up (within the hand)

Scenario 5:  1 - 2 up (within the hand)
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Scenario 6:  1 - 4 up (within the hand)

Scenario 7:  1 - 4 down (over the hand)

Scenario 8:  1 - 2 down (over the hand)

Scenario 9:  2 - 4 down (over the hand)
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Scenario 10:  2 - 1 down (within the hand)

Scenario 11:  4 - 2 down (within the hand)

Scenario 12:  4 - 1 down (within the hand)

The above scenarios cover all possibilities on 1 string. Obviously there are 

scenarios where the change of position goes hand in hand with a change of 

string.  A few specific scenarios stand out which I will describe below.

Again, there are many more specific scenarios that might occur.  They can 

always be connected back to one of the scenarios though.
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Scenario 13:  4 - 1 up (within the hand)

Scenario 14:  4 - 2 up (within the hand)

Scenario 15:  2 - 1 up (within the hand)

Scenario 16:  1 - 4 down (within the hand)
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Scenario 17:  1 - 2 down (on the hand)

Scenario 18:  2 - 4 down (within the hand)

I showed (almost) all the different scenarios as part of a scale. Of course this 
is not necessary at all.  A position change using any interval will still fall under 

a certain scenario.  An example:

Scenario 1:  4 - 1 up
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or even:

Obviously the same applies to the descending scenarios. A few examples of 

this:

or:
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As you noticed there are 2 important ways in using the intermediate notes:

1)You slide from the old to the new position and play the target note after 

that

2)You anticipate the target note in the old position and slide towards the 

target in the new position 

The feel of these 2 ways is completely different. It is important to not 

confuse the slides.  Each way has its own feel and right hand reality.

Of course there are 2 scenarios that are not covered in all the above:

1) A change of position with the same finger.

Here the change of position is simply direct. There is one important thing to 

mention in this case: I strongly advice to avoid a 4 - 4 position change, either 

up or down. It hurts the little finger.  This is not a law, since it cannot be 

avoided some times.  It is merely a thing to keep in mind.

2) A change of position after playing an open string.

When this occurs the fingers indeed leave the string.  The thumb remains in 

contact with the neck though.  The distance travelled needs to be learned by 

the hand. Keep the thumb on the neck,  lift up the fingers minimally.
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3 
The Open String

Changing positions with open strings comes with its own approach. The hand 

travels with only the thumb being in touch with the neck. The fingers should 
travel close to the strings. Observing yourself in the mirror whilst practising 

will be of great help. With a frontal view it would look like the fingers actually 

are still on the string - in their playing shape and position.

Of course many possible exercises can be made in this way.

Changing positions with open strings creates the possibility to create large 

intervals, or also to physically travel a great distance to a string below.  What 
is important in this case is to let the hand move as slow as possible, in other 

words: start moving at the moment the open string is played and try to arrive 

at the target note only at the very last millisecond. The hand travels at “half 

speed” somehow,  a very satisfying sensation.
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There is a whole exhaustive exercise covering this phenomena, to be found 

in my Bass Method:  “126. CHORDS WITH OPEN STRINGS (card 10)”.

Here a few examples:
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4 
In Practise

Scales are excellent vehicles to apply the use of intermediate notes to. Here 

some ascending examples:
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some descending examples:
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Of course chords will make use of intermediate notes as well. I give you 

some examples here:
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The use of the intermediate notes is complete identical in the thumb 

position. In fact there is an exercise in my Comprehensive Bass Method that 

is named: “095. TH. POS. TRANSLATED SCALES WITH INT. NTS.”. Here I 

literally use the fingering and intermediate notes of the lower position and 

translate these into the thumb position.

Here the thumb moves from G to Bb:

In this one the thumb remains on the octave: 

I know this is a really clumsy one - and there are much more 

efficient ways to play this - but as a matter of investigation it is 

great to explore the moving between open to closed thumb 

positions.
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How to weave the use of the intermediate notes into your playing.  Well, 

once all the above is understood by the mind and the hand, it is time to 

gradually get rid of the intermediate note, so only the shadow and memory 

of the movement remains.

Basically you play the intermediate notes shorter and shorter, until they 
become inaudible:

Once the use of intermediate notes is fully embraced, there is no real need 

to keep on practising them; although I must say sometimes I really like 

coming back to them for a while; re-calibrating my left hand as it were.

Also when there is a somewhat difficult passage to practice, and the logic of 
the movement and fingerings is not evident at first sight: playing the phrase in 

question with intermediate notes often gives you the clarity you need. 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