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A Sampling Guide To Bass Strings 

Are you itching for a tone revolution? Tired of your bass's one-dimensional feel? Before you max out your credit card on a new boutique 
bass, super-powerful amp, or whiz-bang effects box, think of your poor neglected strings. Yeah, strings are just boring metal cables, 
without the fawn-factor of eye-popping wood or polished steel, but they're your most valuable tone ally. A new set of strings can offer 
anything from a quick sonic refresher to an extreme musical makeover. And with hundreds of options from dozens of string makers, 
your tone search could end in a golden (or nickel-plated) moment of synergistic nirvana, where your bass-and-string combo achieves 
oneness with your musical vision. All for well under 100 bucks!  
 
But, there's a rub. How can you, the intrepid string explorer, sift through the industry's marketing to know which set deserves your 
dough? Strings aren't exactly returnable; once you've bought a set, they're yours, and there's nothing worse than stringing up a $30 set 
only to discover that they don't offer the groundbreaking sound the package boasts, or worse, are dead and lifeless.  
 
To aid you in your quest, we invited over two dozen string companies to participate in a massive string roundup. Our evaluation was 
designed with one goal in mind: making you a more informed bass string consumer. To that end, we devised a testing methodology 
designed to reveal the fundamental qualities of each string. We didn't test every string from every manufacturer; rather, we focused on 
the sets most bassists use 99 percent of the time: metal-wrapped roundwounds, flatwounds, and groundwounds. Consider this 
evaluation a snapshot of the current state of string affairs and a guide for wise credit-card use. (A notable ommission: GHS, one of the 
largest string manufacturers, sent only three sets for evaluation.)  
 
The Nitty Gritty 
To test the strings, we used three reference basses. All but the flatwounds were strung on both an F Bass BN5 5-string and a Lakland 
Darryl Jones Skyline 4-string. We used a '79 Fender Precision Bass for the flats. Each instrument was set for the most transparent tone 
possible. We selected these basses because they provide a reasonable cross-section of the main bass types: The F Bass is a 34w"-
scale active instrument, offering a compromise between the two popular scale lengths (34" and 35") and humbucker-plus-preamp tone; 
the Lakland is a passive J-style bass with high-quality pickups; and the P-Bass offers the passive vintage tone players often mate with 
flatwounds. We used a Korg MT1200 Mastertune tuner to bring each bass to standard pitch.  
 
In order to get to the essence of each string's tone, we recorded each string set with high-fidelity digital equipment. Our recording rig 
consisted of a ten-foot-long Evidence Audio Lyric HG instrument cable, a Millennia Media TD-1 preamp in F.E.T. mode, a MOTU 896 
audio interface, and an Apple Powerbook G4 running MOTU Digital Performer 4. Using consistent slap, fingerstyle, and pickstyle 
reference licks, we recorded each string set at a 48kHz sampling rate and a bit depth of 24 bits. Then we critically listened to each 
recording on Sennheiser HD-600 and Ultrasone HI-550 headphones.  
 
Winding It Up 
The chart that begins at right lists the strings each company submitted for our evaluation.They are categorized by wrap type. In addition 
to manufacturer, set name, price, and specs, there is a comments column and a graph with bars for bass, midrange, and treble 
response based on our subjective evaluation of each set's tone. We also considered how each string felt from coarse to smooth.  
 
For practical purposes we focused on gauges close to .045-.105 (or .130 for 5-strings), but most of the strings tested are available in a 
variety of gauges. Remember, your personal bass, amp, and equipment settings can substantially affect your impression of each string. 
We didn't observe an appreciable sonic difference between taper-wound and exposed-core strings and their conventional counterparts, 
but when applicable, we listed these qualities. The winding length (the length of the string's outermost winding) of every set was 
sufficient for stringing on each test bass.  
 
The chart reveals what we discovered about the strings, but I know it won't reveal the other things I discovered-like my fingers' 
resistance to long-term metal exposure, and my tolerance for 14-hour enduro tests with coworkers in a small, poorly ventilated office.  
 
Find a comfy chair and dig in . . . .  
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Special thanks to Terry Buddingh for his kind assistance.  
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