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eter Dowdall (born 1954) is an Australian jazz bassist, sound engineer and 

academic. Having completed a Bachelor of Music degree from the University 

of Adelaide in 1976, he relocated to the US where his bass playing early caught 

the attention of Clark Terry, with whom he worked regularly (a photo of Peter as a 

member of Terry’s Youth Band in 1979, which also included Branford Marsalis, is 

included as Figure 17 following p 186 in Clark’s autobiography [Terry & Terry, 2011]).  

Peter later settled in New York where he followed successful dual careers as a 

musician and sound engineer. His many engineering credits include recordings by 

Lenny White, Michael Brecker and Cyndi Lauper. Returning to Adelaide for family 

reasons in 2007, he completed his PhD degree (2012), the dissertation from which 

this book has been developed. He is now Lecturer at the Elder Conservatorium, 

University of Adelaide. I have had the pleasure of his friendship for many years. We 

first rehearsed and played together regularly during his student days and have played 

together frequently since his return from the US. 

 

Peter Dowdall’s bass playing early caught the attention of Clark Terry (pictured 

above)… 

This book traces changes to the role of the string bass within the jazz 

ensemble, from its displacement of the tuba, through the adoption of increasingly 

effective means of amplification, the different opportunities afforded by the  
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*Ted Nettelbeck is a professional jazz pianist and academic. He retired as paid staff 
recently at the University of Adelaide, where he is now Emeritus Professor in 
Psychology, and relocated to Melbourne. 
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invention of an electric alternative, and the influences on bass playing practices that 

have evolved in response to improving recording studio technologies. Dowdall 

emphasises that historical accounts of the development of jazz have almost invariably 

presented this, principally, in terms of the major brass/wind instrumentalists and 

pianists who have influenced improvisational styles (a “top-down” account). He does 

not deny the importance of these accounts but seeks also to show how audio 

technological developments applied to bass playing have resulted in fundamental 

changes to the styles of bassists and other instrumentalists within the jazz ensemble 

(a “bottom-up” account). 

The nine chapters are arranged chronologically, beginning with the emergence 

by around 1930 of the string bass as preferred to the tuba for providing the 

foundation to harmonic structures within the jazz ensemble. The unamplified bass is 

more difficult to hear, although electrical recording advances had begun to mitigate 

this problem by the mid-1930s. However, as Dowdall has demonstrated using Pro 

Tools audio software, compared with the louder, more harmonically complex tuba 

sound, the acoustic profile of the plucked string bass has a more immediate attack 

and more rapid but consistent, gradual decay of a fundamental note, relatively free 

from overtones. It is this profile that helps to deliver the sense of “forward motion” so 

critical to the “swing” that jazz can deliver.  

Further stylistic changes during the time up to the end of World War II were 

driven by the emergence of the big band ensembles, with bass players having to 

devise ways of cutting through surrounding higher volume levels. Over time they 

were able to adapt the recently developed microphone and amplifier encountered in 

the recording studio to the wider working environment although, initially, 

microphones were often not available on tour and in any case at this time  

 

Jimmy Blanton, one of the pre-eminent bassists during the mid-1930s to 1945… 
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microphones were less suited to the bass’s sonic range. Consequently, pre-eminent 

bassists during the mid-1930s-1945, like Walter Page (Basie), Gene Ramey 

(McShann), Jimmy Blanton (Ellington) and Milt Hinton (Calloway), sought to 

develop new approaches to playing, principally the so called “walking bass line”, 

which in turn encouraged pianists and drummers to modify their styles, the outcome 

being the genesis of the modern rhythm section, with sparse, stabbing piano 

accompaniment and use of cymbals to produce rhythmic light and shade, as 

exemplified by Page, Basie and Jo Jones. The lighter touch enabled improved finger 

technique and control, particularly at faster tempos. Other developments were early 

attempts to deliver an electric alternative to the upright string bass, an initiative that 

only bore fruit in the 50s, following the invention of the Fender electric bass in 1951.    

As Dowdall has emphasised, it was largely technological developments during 

the 1950s and 60s that enabled the next generation of “high art” bassists to achieve 

the facility that characterised the playing of, for example, the highly influential Scott 

LaFaro, working within the quieter framework of the Bill Evans’ Trio. LaFaro used 

gut strings exclusively, but set low to achieve speed, albeit at the cost of volume. But  

 

Scott LaFaro: he used gut strings exclusively, but set low to achieve speed, albeit at 

the cost of volume… PHOTO COURTESY PINTEREST 

numerous bassists since have benefitted from the advent of spun steel strings, 

delivering more volume, and set lower to the finger board by use of a precision bridge 

adjuster, which enables faster fingering for less physical effort than would be 
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required without these modifications. This way of playing transformed the bassist’s 

role, expanding not just solo opportunities but also enabling increased 

improvisational interaction between the bassist and other instrumentalists. 

Moreover, the invention of editable tape not only enhanced the role of the recording 

engineer, who was responsible for “producing” a recording, but enabled performers 

to benefit from immediate play back, thereby encouraging a more self-critical 

approach. Expanding wireless broadcasting and studio recording provided musicians 

with wider opportunities to improve their products under conditions different to 

those experienced in traditional club and dance hall settings. And the introduction of 

the long playing (LP) record permitted much longer performances than had been 

possible with the earlier 78 rpm records. Bassists in particular benefitted from 

multitracking facilities (reduced spill from other noise sources) and improving 

capability to record low frequency sound without distorted audio output (causing the 

player stylus to jump when tracking; a problem finally solved by digital technology 

and the invention of the compact disc (CD)).  

From the mid-50s also, the electric bass increased in popularity, initially as a 

louder substitute for the string bass, although there has always been debate about its 

adequacy to provide the swing feel generated by the string bass. Nonetheless, playing 

styles drawn from other popular music forms were assimilated by jazz electric bass 

players, who in turn influenced the styles of those who preferred the string bass. 

Miles Davis, whose career from around 1970 was redirected to producing a rock-funk 

fusion style underpinned by the electric bass, and Jaco Pastorius, a technology  

 

Jaco Pastorius: a technology enthusiast and musically brilliant fretless electric 

bassist… PHOTO COURTESY PINTEREST 
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enthusiast and musically brilliant fretless electric bassist who lit the jazz fusion 

firmament from the mid 70s until his violent death aged 35 in 1987, were both 

enormously influential in widening acceptance of the electric bass as a legitimate jazz 

instrument. 

The later chapters address how more recent technological developments up to 

about 2005 have impacted the role of the jazz bass and jazz as a whole; particularly 

new studio recording techniques, implications of digital recording, the increasing use 

of post-performance editing practices to reduce error and improve recording quality, 

and the use of improved audio programs to remix recordings issued in the past. 

Moreover, problems can arise if a recording engineer more familiar with electric bass 

requirements in rock fails to understand the demands of a jazz bassist who wants to 

retain more of an acoustic sound. Relating to this, Dowdall notes that, at least for 

some contemporary jazz bassists, the past trend to increasing adoption of technology 

has begun to reverse. In looking to the future, he also considers how problems about 

authorship can arise because of increasing engineering intervention and how this can 

lead to differences between the aims of a technologically focused recording engineer 

and a creative artist such as, for example, Chuck Israels, who has preferred to present 

his music relatively independently from technological intervention. Dowdall also 

notes that several major bassists have had successful parallel careers as recording 

engineers, perhaps because, from the outset, bass players have been more involved 

with technology than other instrumentalists. 

 

Chuck Israels: he has preferred to present his music relatively independently from 

technological intervention… 



6 
 

In summary, this is an exceptionally well-written and informative book that 

contributes significantly to jazz literature by proposing a novel theory about how this 

music form has been influenced by technological advances, particularly those 

relevant to the role of the string bass. The evidence in support of this theory is 

compelling. In brief, the accomplishments of today’s virtuosos of jazz bass would 

have been impossible without some of the technological improvements described 

here. Technical aspects of the account are clearly presented, in a manner accessible 

to a less technologically informed reader. The underlying thesis is supported by 

abundant musical transcriptions, figure representations of wave form and frequency 

analyses, a wealth of relevant references, an extensive up-to-date bibliography and a 

useful and efficient index. The book is essential reading for all students of the jazz 

bass but will be of interest to anyone interested in jazz, whether performer, listener 

or commentator. 
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