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Jeff Bradetich: brimming with energy and enthusiasm for his instrument

his is a great time to be
a double bass player – there’s
so much room for exploration,’
enthuses Jeff Bradetich,
brimming with energy and enthusiasm for
his instrument. Renowned throughout the
double bass world for his work as a soloist,
chamber player and pedagogue, Bradetich
is in an ideal position to make the most of
the exploratory possibilities that his instrument presents, and he takes every opportunity to exploit them to the full.
He has just returned to the University
of North Texas (UNT), Denton, his main
teaching base since 1994, after a ﬁve-month
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sabbatical predominantly spent writing
a book on double bass pedagogy. The book
is a personal project that has been in gestation for a decade and a half, but prior to his
sabbatical it had developed slowly due to
other work commitments. ‘I love teaching,
and this has been my ﬁrst break in 25 years
of educating,’ he muses. ‘To ﬁnally have
time to focus on this book has been
fantastic. But I’m glad to be back
teaching again.’
Bradetich’s role at UNT puts him in
charge of the largest university double bass
programme in the world. In addition he
coordinates and teaches the university’s
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Back in the teaching saddle after a book-writing sabbatical, Jeff Bradetich explains
to MAGGIE WILLIAMS why it’s never been better to be a bassist

NO TIME LIKE
THE PRESENT
He continues: ‘One of the main
difﬁculties in writing the book has been
trying to put into words what you would
usually demonstrate simply by picking up
the instrument. For concepts such as
sound and tone production, that’s particularly difﬁcult to do. It’s been wonderful fun
– but a challenge to write in a way that
makes sense to the reader.’ He has taken
advantage of the opportunities that UNT’s
substantial double bass studentship
presents to hone his ideas, both for the
book and for his teaching in general:
‘As there are so many students at UNT,
it gives me the opportunity to explore

pedagogical concepts and approach
some of the more difﬁcult aspects of bass
teaching in a laboratory-style situation.’
Bradetich’s own experience of learning
the double bass differed substantially from
that on offer to young bassists today:
‘When I was a student in the 1970s
there were only around three full-time
university-level bass teachers in the US.
Nowadays, even some of the smaller
universities here have dedicated bass-teacher
positions – the stature of the instrument
has gone up so much. At the time that I
started playing, practically no one used
to take up the bass. Maybe that had a role

This is a great era to be a double bass player –
there’s so much room for exploration
PHOTOS COURTESY JEFF BRADETICH

annual Bradetich masterclasses, a series
(now in its 19th year) of week-long
summer schools dedicated to double bass
study. Held in UNT’s impressive music
facilities, the summer camps attract
bassists from across North America as well
as further aﬁeld, and Bradetich has plans
to extend their international reach, introducing new courses in Europe during
2006: ‘The goal is to have classes on ﬁve
continents each summer,’ he asserts. Add
to this his experience of presenting over
a thousand masterclasses across the US,
Canada, Europe, South America and Asia,
as well as his work as president and executive director of the International Society of
Bassists (ISB) from 1982 to 1990, and it’s
clear that Bradetich is at the forefront of
current double bass teaching.
Provisionally named Double Bass –
the Ultimate Challenge, Bradetich’s
forthcoming book is a synthesis of this
career’s-worth of education research and
experience. He explains: ‘I did an outline
for it about 15 years ago, but I’ve been so
busy I’ve had to put it on hold.’ One of
the core themes of the book is the subject
of left-hand ﬁngering concepts. ‘It’s such
a big area, there’s so much to learn,’ he
explains. Among the many aspects of
left-hand technique under scrutiny is
the importance of selecting ﬁngerings that
provide the best way of creating the music,
rather than merely addressing ease of
playing. Use of the bow and techniques
for better sound production are also among
the book’s main topics, and in addition
Bradetich says that he has ‘tried to address
public and psychological perceptions of
the bass alongside the technical aspects
of playing it’.

Bradetich teaching in his studio at the University of North Texas
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in my own playing – a string teacher came
round to our school and showed everyone
the stringed instruments. No one wanted
the bass and I felt a bit sorry for him,
so I volunteered to play it. Plus, I ﬁtted
the so-called demands of being tall,
with big hands.’
The nascent bassist began his studies
with a cello teacher, Robert Hladky,
in high school. But rather than feeling
short-changed by the lack of a dedicated
bass educator, Bradetich took the opportunity to beneﬁt from the experience:
‘My teacher took me into areas of cello
technique that I couldn’t have learnt from
a bassist at that time.’ That early knowledge also helped to give him a passion for
incorporating into bass teaching methods
used on other stringed instruments: ‘Over
the years we’ve found better ways to play
the bass, drawing on violin and cello
techniques.’ Bradetich highlights the
importance of establishing a teaching
approach to the bass that puts it on a par
with other members of the string family:
‘In many ways bass pedagogy has been
a long way behind other string teaching.
Like any instrument, there is a standard
approach to playing – but a lot of traditional
techniques were developed because of
factors such as having to use gut strings.’
Part of the reason why Bradetich feels
it’s important to develop appropriate
modern approaches to bass pedagogy is
the instrument’s developing status as a solo
instrument: ‘The bass has become more
popular. Through both transcriptions –
especially works by composers like Bach –
and new compositions we are now increasingly seen as soloists. We have to ﬁnd more
advanced methods for the bass that will
allow us to perform that music well. If we
are to be accepted on the concert platform,
we must ﬁnd better ways of playing.
‘The bass is still the least standardised
instrument of the string family, in terms of
its size, string length, bow types and other
factors,’ Bradetich continues. ‘But within
that diversity there’s always going to be
a “best way” to play. Based on who we are
and how we approach the instrument,
we all want to strive to play the best way
we can. Technique, patterns of ﬁngering,
bowing styles and an understanding of
the history of the instrument all have

a part to play. If you play Russian music,
you’re playing in a very different style
from a Baroque musician.’
Inevitably, the other important ingredient in the pedagogical recipe is the
teacher. Bradetich sees educators as falling
into one of two basic types. He explains:
‘You can be a coach, or you can be a real
teacher. Any good musician can coach
a student, by pointing out when they’re
too sharp or out of time, but a real teacher
needs to understand how to help their
students to progress. I have a formula
for this that I’ve laid out in the book:
PROPER MECHANICS + PRACTICE
METHODS x PERIOD OF TIME =
PROGRESS
‘Progress is the most important product.
The greatest sign of a real teacher is
a student who doesn’t plateau but
continues to improve even after they’ve
left college. That means they’ve been
given the tools and thought processes
necessary to help them make their own
way. From a philosophical standpoint,
that progress can’t happen if the teacher’s
ego is too big. We teachers can’t always see
this in ourselves – but we have to keep

students in the forefront.’ Bradetich also
cautions that teachers need to establish
priorities that beneﬁt the student, and he
identiﬁes three different aspects to the
teaching process: dependent, independent
and interdependent. ‘Too much emphasis
is often put on the dependent stage, when
the student’s learning is entirely linked
to the teacher. Independent learning
occurs more at the college stage, when
students are more advanced and capable
of independent thought. Interdependent
doesn’t happen too often. It allows free
exchange of ideas that beneﬁt both the
teacher and the pupil – or other combinations of musicians such as soloist and
accompanist. It’s like exquisite chamber
music in which everybody is a part of
the whole and is made better by the
interactions around them.’
Much of Bradetich’s approach is
focused on establishing strong technique:
‘The basis of my teaching is a series of
exercises that get to the point of technical
development more quickly than etudes do.
Many etudes have an emphasis on notes,
but my main premise is based on how, not
what, you’re playing. Exercises take things
to the nth degree and can help you to
emphasise that “how”.’ His armoury of

If we are to be accepted on the concert platform,
we must find better ways of playing

A Bradetich masterclass at Shanghai Conservatory in China
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‘Kids now see double bassists on stage as soloists and think,“I want to do that,”’ says Bradetich

technical exercises has been developed over
the course of many years and is based on
learnings from his own teachers which have
been ﬁne-tuned in the summer schools and
masterclasses he has presented. He cites
the approach taken by seminal bassist and
teacher Gary Karr as one of the direct
inﬂuences on his own education techniques.
Bradetich also emphasises that studying
works from the better-established parts of
the double bass repertory is an important
part of his approach: ‘I teach some standard
repertory based on what it demands of the
student – there’s so much music out there,
you need to choose among the works on
offer to best beneﬁt the individual.’
Much has been made in the
UK of the double bass’s status as an

‘endangered species’, supposedly suffering
from low take-up in schools and poor rates
of continued learning at a more advanced
level, but Bradetich sees a different picture
in the US: ‘It’s changing rapidly now –
the bass is not an endangered species here.
Most kids start in school programmes at
about ten years old. Specialist bass teachers
are now standard, certainly in Texas, where
there is a strong degree of string competition in schools and universities. We have
a lot of college undergraduates who teach
younger children – I now have one
student teaching 54 bassists!’ Bradetich
hails the role of the ISB’s Young Bassists
Program and the higher overall proﬁle of
the instrument as positive factors. ‘When
you see young bassists participating in

the ISB convention, they feel a part of
something – unlike my own experiences,
where I knew only one other bassist. Kids
also see double bassists as soloists on stage
and think, “I want to do that.”’
Bradetich-the-performer is among those
soloists hoping to inﬂuence a new generation of players. He has enjoyed a successful
career as a chamber musician and a soloist
across four continents, including appearances at London’s Wigmore Hall and
Carnegie Hall, New York. However, the
dual demands of teaching and family
commitments – not to mention his current
writing project – have restricted his
appearances on stage over the last few years.
‘I’m doing a lot more performing now,’
he enthuses, ‘with three trips to Europe
during 2005. My children getting older
has allowed me to do more concert work.
I’d like to do yet more again, but there has
to be a balance. I also have CD recording
plans and a DVD of the First Bach Solo
Cello Suite [in Bradetich’s own arrangement for double bass] ready for release.
But, the book has to be ﬁnished ﬁrst.’
His plans for summer schools on ﬁve
continents, as well as publication of his
new book, recording commitments and
his ‘day job’ at UNT promise to make
2006 a busy year for Bradetich – even he
concedes, ‘It’s difﬁcult to ﬁt it all in.’
But, as his high-tempo career to date has
shown, he will somehow ﬁnd a way.

SELECTED PUBLICATIONS AND RECORDINGS
SHEET MUSIC
> J.S. Bach Suite no.1 in G major BWV1007
transcr. Bradetich
Recital Music RM102 (2003)
> Three Pieces for Double Bass and Piano
Fauré Elegy, Kreisler Liebsleid, Monti Csárdás
transcr. Bradetich
Masters Music M3397 (2001)
ARTICLES
> ’Shifting to Perfection’
The Strad, September 1996, pages 928–35
DVDs
> Jon Deak B.B.Wolf (an Apologia)
played and narrated by Jeff Bradetich
Lemur Music DVD13 (2005)
> Double Bass Technique, with Jeff Bradetich
V9801DVD (2004)
Also available on video V9801
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CDs
> Double Bass Portraits – a Musical Exhibition
works by Boccherini, Bloch, Schumann,
Bartók, Brahms, Haydn, Fauré, Monti
with Judy Rockey Bradetich (piano)
Klavier Records 11100 (1999)
> Christmas for All to Hear
a collection of traditional Christmas songs
for double bass and piano
with Judy Rockey Bradetich (piano)
Music for All to Hear CD8701 (1996)
> Classics for All to Hear
works by Handel, Chopin, Gershwin, Sibelius,
Kreisler, Bach, Massenet, Copland, Dvor̆ák
with Judy Rockey Bradetich (piano)
Music for All to Hear CD9101 (1991)
BOOK (forthcoming)
> Double Bass – the Ultimate Challenge
publisher and publication date to be confirmed

