
IN A MUSIC SCHOOL REHEARSAL ROOM,
Raphaela, a dainty nine-year-old,
sings in a high-pitched voice, repli-

cating the same melody several octaves
deeper on her 1/10-size double bass. She
and seven-year-old Martin are playing 
as the Duo Paprika who, despite their
tender years, are already experienced
performers. Raphaela, Martin, plus 
fellow pupils Sven and Dennis (both also
seven) are the youngest in the double
bass class at the Württembergisches
Allgäu Youth Music School in Baden-
Württemberg, South Germany. About 30
boys and girls ranging from seven
upwards play the instrument there. The
children aren’t distinguished by excep-
tional height or strength, but have all
fallen for the double bass after trying out
different instruments in their elemen-
tary school classes. Their rationale for
choosing the bass varies: ‘Because the
sound is so deep’, says Raphaela; 
‘plucking the strings is fun’, enthuses
Dennis. Sven’s ‘fingers were still too
small for wind instruments’ and Martin
took it up ‘because my mum told me to’.

Song Choi, their teacher, is on his
knees at eye level with the diminutive
bassists. He helps Sven play a Greek
Song – the pupil’s own choice of music.
Choi guides the bow horizontally and
moves it closer to the bridge, showing
his young charge how to get the best
sound. At present the tone still embodies
the scraping and squealing of horse hair
on steel, but Choi demonstrates on his
full-size instrument how to make the
sound lush, sonorous and pure. Sven and
Dennis both bow and pluck their way
through the Greek Song as Choi moves
to the piano to accompany them. They

may just be playing open strings, but the
ensemble begins to sound like real
music. At the end Choi calls for applause
and the audience, all mums, claps. Every
pupil in the group has performed in 
public at these class recitals and Choi
believes this is an essential element in
building bassists’ self-confidence. 

These junior double bass lessons are
not based around scales and etudes, 
but focus instead on melodies and 
playing together, establishing rhythm
and experiencing the joy of making
music. The boys and girls clearly adore
their teacher who, while demanding
high standards, gets them to master
their instrument and at the same time
doesn’t forget to make learning fun. 
The lesson moves on to identifying
notes on each string. Choi places the
challenge: ‘second finger, first position,
on the D string?’ Sven ventures an ‘F’ 
in response and coyly accepts his
teacher’s praise. 

Choi was born in Aachen, Germany,
to a Korean father. He passed up a career
in the martial art of taekwondo for music,
initially studying the piano and, from the
relatively late age of 19, the double bass.
Since taking up the bass, Choi has been
keen not to stagnate, studying under
renowned professors at the Mannheim
and Würzburg music schools, then
working as both an orchestral musician
and a music teacher. Inspired by 
the Yorke Mini-Bass Project in the UK,
headed by Caroline Emery and Rodney
Slatford, Choi decided to incorporate
their ideas in his teaching. ‘Bass is Best!,
the title of the Yorke project’s first mini
bass book emanates self-confidence,’ he
says. ‘From the very first piece, I can play

double bass, yes!, you can make learning
sound like music.’

Double bass players have been some-
thing of a rarity in this area of Germany,
but the Baden-Württemberg initiative
wants to put an end to the shortage 
of young performers. Choi and his 
co-workers founded the Pädagogische
Arbeitsgemeinschaft Kontrabass Baden-
Württemberg (PAK-BW) in September
2001, a teaching study group focusing on
the double bass within the Baden-
Württemberg association of German
music schools. Their aim is to promote
the instrument, exchange experiences,
create music suitable for children, devel-
op teaching methodologies and build up
networks ‘so that other people don’t have
to start all over again.’

And it works. Supposedly the biggest
double bass class in Germany flourishes
in this backwater some kilometres from
Lake Constance. It encourages new
young players through class recitals and
the PAK-BW’s website. In addition, the
music school lends out 1/10 and even
1/16-size double basses – at present the
school owns more than 30 instruments.
Many pupils don’t even have to take
their instrument to lessons because they
have an instrument at home for practis-
ing and another at the school. The
Baden-Württemberg music teachers are
also the first in Germany to take up the
notion of ‘playing healthily on the dou-
ble bass’ and encouraging this nation-
wide. Choi says he would like to add
‘getting healthy by making music on the
double bass’. ‘Playing the bass relaxes
children, has a therapeutic effect,
strengthens the whole personality and
adds to their self-confidence as they get
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Never too young
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