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ABSTRACT 

The study examines chronologically the role of the bass in pianoless jazz ensembles, 

beginning with Gerry Mulligan’s cool jazz ensembles, through to Sonny Rollins’ 

pioneering trios and free jazz quartet. This leads to Ornette Coleman’s ensembles and an 

exploration of the role of the bass in free jazz. Charles Mingus, Dave Holland and Jaco 

Pastorius are examined in the context of their roles as rhythm section instrumentalists and 

ensemble leaders, alongside drummers Paul Motian and Elvin Jones. The pianoless trios of 

saxophonists Joe Henderson, Branford Marsalis, Joe Lovano, Kenny Garrett and Joshua 

Redman are likewise explored, as are recent contributions by bassists Steve Swallow and 

John Patitucci, and the contemporary trio, Fly. In depth analysis of rhythmic, harmonic, 

stylistic and timbral devices, is underpinned by extensive transcriptions by the author and 

audio excerpts of original recordings. The study focuses exclusively on the techniques the 

bassists bring to bear as accompanists in the pianoless ensemble setting. It emerges that the 

function of the bass in pianoless ensembles has influenced the role of the bass player in 

jazz as a whole. No less significant is the finding that the bass in pianoless ensembles 

provides unique insights into the musical aesthetics and performance practices of the 

respective ensemble leaders.  
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