


ISBN NO: 978-1-9196519-0-3

HOW TO PLAY BASS DOT COM LTD

Copyright 2021 by Paul Wolfe
All Rights Reserved

No part of this publication may be reproduced in any form or by any 
means without the prior written permission of the author and/or 

publisher

www.how-to-play-bass.com



Thanks
Writing this book was a collaborative effort - heartfelt thanks goes to the 
beta students who went on the journey with me: 

Arthur Fogie  Jeff Mason   Alan Pope  Curtis De La Cruz 
Peter McCormick Joanna Turner   Doug Adams Tony Mortllaro  
Jack Powell  Bob O-Schultze  Ted Simms Steve Pullen
John Fisher  Dennis Sychra  Gary Marlotte Robin Hoyles
Giovanni Vecchi Jean Patrick Pillone  Stanley Lau Frank Edwards  
Daniel Garcia  John McIntrye;  Ben Greer   Colin Baxter
William Sederholm  Nigel Walden  Andy Roberts  Martin Gold
Paolo Brandimarte Bill Kerr   Michael Black Judith Schimai  
Axel Knudsen  Jeremy Samsel  Josh Knisley Robert Shandro
Peter Randall  Jason Duncan  Andy Francis John Gage   
Francine Minjoy Greg Chaseling  Ian Lloyd  Gerry Jormby  
Graham Eldar  Reiner Herrman Mike Reed  Bud Izen
Andrei Jablokow Birger Malmström Craig Martin  Frank Doyle
Stephen Montamat Richard Rosenbloom Robert Cecchini Rob Vessiny  
Jonathan Grew  Ger Vermeulen  Willie Munt  Ken Stern  
Granville Hedrington Gord MacGray  Thomas Nelson Gerry Howe 
Dan Welter  Terry McCormick Euan Coull James Hill 
Merrill Richmond Peter Kelly  Louis Santandrea
Robert Connolly Jack Chromey  Liam Smyth John Flintoft
Glenn Walker  Norm Mezin  Joseph Krieg Brian Broom  
Julie Ponce  Levi Garbose  Jill Troy  Nick Heron
Kathryn Otten  Dave Doremus  Eugene Bartman
Peter Kraiker  Chris Rowe  Martin Duerrenberger
Thomas Quam  Maureen Bradley Gregory Swank Andre Fischer
David Gentry  Mike Engelsman Michel Doiron David Linden
Stefan Schwarzenberger    Mauro Caputi Pierre Sonigo 
Mario Polywka  Peter LaFlamme Guy Berthelet Robert Bonitz 
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How To Use This Book

This book is designed to be used alongside the “web version” of the 
book.  

If you purchased on Amazon all you have to do is send an email to me at 
this address:

      paul@how-to-play-bass.com

Attach a copy of your Amazon receipt or invoice to your email and I’ll 
add you to the “web version” of the book and email your username and 
password along with the log in link.

The majority of the music examples in the book are filmed and you can 
see and hear how each of the examples is played. The filmed examples 
are edited with picture in picture technology so you can see fretting hand 
and plucking hand close up. Here’s a screenshot showing how that looks:

Each section of the book has a corresponding section in the web page 
version so you can quickly find the examples as you’re reading or work-
ing through.



Additionally there are bonus lessons for most sections - these sections 
include supplementary lessons, practice tracks in MP3 format to 
download. Plus there are some longer form blues rock lines that I’ve 
created using the devices in the book and the deliberate composition 
technique (Section 12) that you can analyze to see how I’ve used the de-
vices we’re about to start learning.

Or you can just learn the lines or use them as real world style sight 
reading etudes while playing them with the practice tracks that I’ve 
created. 

For the majority of the book we’ll be looking at playing and learning 
devices for the blues in the keys of A and E. There are tracks in all 12 keys 
though and I highly recommend that you use the exercises in the book as 
a model and adapt them for other keys to develop your fluency.  One of 
the bonus sections also gives a perpetual motion exercise that you can use 
to practice a device in all 12 keys using cycle tracks.

There are two learning goals for the book:

 • learn the foundational devices to enable you to play in a way that
    sounds authentic on the 12 bar blues.

 • learn how to put these devices together in a way that leads the
    listener’s ear through the changes of the blues - this gets an entire
    section (Section 12). In many ways it’s the most important section 
    of the book so I urge you to pay close attention to that.

If you’ve got any questions, my email address is on the previous page. 
Drop me an email and ask away. I’m the archetypal example of a one man 
band, so your email will come straight to me.  If you’ve not had an 
answer within 24 to 36 hours then send again - it’s possible your first 
email got lost.

Finally the 80-20 Device Method is a new method of teaching that’s based 
on transcribing blues rock players like Carl Radle, Tommy Shannon, 
Berry Oakley, Duck Dunn and others, identifying what ideas are 
commonly played by all the greats, codifying those ideas, and teaching 
them in a format that’s accessible to you, at whatever level you are as a 
bass player.





7How To Play Blues Rock Bass - Vol 1

Section 1 - The Anatomy Of A Blues Rock Bass Line

Let’s get started by looking at a 12 bar blues rock bass line in the key of E. 
This is in the style of Tommy Shannon’s great bass line to Pride And Joy 
- and it’s the kind of line you’ll be able to put together by the end of this 
book (although I sneaked a couple of triplets in that we’ll cover in 
Volume 2):

Although this looks and sounds complex (and please make sure you sign 
up for the online version and watch the video of this) I want to strip it 
back in stages to show you some fundamental information that we’re 
going to use to build our understanding of what goes into blues rock bass 
lines and use that information to start building our blues rock Bass IQ.
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The first thing to note is that this line uses a concept called ‘modifying 
devices,’ which we’ll look at in Section 4. In this line nearly all of the open 
strings are modifying devices.

So we’re going to amend the bass line by doubling all the notes that are 
on the beat. These are the fundamental notes of the bass line. Next we’ll 
get rid of the open strings. Finally we’ll replace the triplets with two 
swung 8th notes.  I’ll annotate exactly how each note functions against 
the harmony so that we can build a picture of what devices are being 
used:

That still sounds like a typical blues rock bass line. Replacing the open 
string modifying devices used in the first example makes the devices 
being used to create the bass line more obvious. Let’s make them even



9How To Play Blues Rock Bass - Vol 1

more obvious by converting each pair of swung 8th notes to quarter 
notes. This illustrates a foundational concept at the same time:

The foundational concept revealed in this example is that a device can 
be conceived at a quarter note level but played at a different rhythmic 
level using rhythmic replacement by replacing quarter notes with a pair of 
swung 8th notes.

Also note that in Bar 12 I didn’t swap the 8th notes for a quarter note. 
That’s because this bass line is using a concept called a ‘Bar 12 Riff.’ You’ll 
find this in many blues rock songs. Essentially the bass (and often other 
instruments in the band) play the same idea or riff on Bar 12 to signal to 
the audience (and the musicians in the band who’ve lost their place in the 
form) that the song form has reached Bar 12 and it’s going back to Bar 1.
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There’s one more example I want to show you and talk about before we 
move on and formally look at the first device in this book. In this 
example I want to draw your attention to the last note of each four note 
device and how it helps set up the root note that follows. To do that, I’m 
going to play the root notes in each bar (except the Bar 12 riff) for three 
beats and play the last note of each four note device so that you can 
clearly how the subsequent root note is set up:

This example illustrates the effect of approach notes. I added the type of 
approach note into the appropriate annotation: ld = lower dominant; 
uc = upper chromatic; lc = lower chromatic

If you’ve ever studied walking bass you’ll have learned about target 
notes and approach notes. There are four basic types of approach note:
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 • dominant approach note
 • chromatic approach note 
 • scalar approach note 
 • octave approach note

In walking bass you can create a dynamic walking bass line by thinking 
in pairs of target notes and approach notes. In blues rock that approach 
doesn’t work - but what does work is to use devices where the last note of 
the device you’re playing functions as one of the four types of approach 
notes listed above. 

By doing this, your lines won’t sound like a loose collection of ideas with 
no underlying organization. Instead, each bar sets up the root note of the 
next bar in a way that pushes the listener’s ear towards that root note and 
helps give your lines a compelling sense of logic and purpose.

So if you want to create blues rock bass lines you need these two main
ingredients:

 • the devices most commonly used in the genre.

 • the understanding of how to use combine those devices with the
    four different types of approach notes. 

If you play lines that include these two main ingredients with 
appropriate rhythms - whether that’s swing 8th notes, straight 8th notes 
or even 16th notes - then you’ll outplay and outperform your contempo-
raries who don’t know how to do this.

One final thing to note for this section: blues rock bass players like 
Tommy Shannon, Berry Oakley and Carl Radle don’t have enormous 
vocabularies - so you don’t have to learn hundreds of devices - but they 
managed to create timeless and inventive bass lines with a relatively 
small vocabulary of devices. We’ll start learning the first of those devices 
in the next section.

BONUS LESSON FOR THIS SECTION

There’s a bonus lesson for this section looking at approach notes in more 
detail in case you want to deepen your knowledge of approach notes.



12

More About The 80-20 Device Method

The 80-20 Device Method was developed after transcription and analysis 
of hundreds of bass lines by players like James Jamerson, Paul 
McCartney, John Paul Jones, Dee Murray, Jerry Jemmott, John Entwistle, 
Tommy Shannon, Duck Dunn, Randy Meisner, Flea, Bernard Edwards, 
Stevie Wonder’s left hand keyboard bass and dozens more.

What this empirical study taught me is that there are “devices” that are 
used by all players irrespective of genre. The principle factor that 
differentiates what to play in sub-genres like rock or pop or soul or 
reggae or funk and so on isn’t the device - it’s the rhythm.

To play authentically in any genre you need to focus on the core rhythms 
and then analyze the “Rosetta Stone” bass lines in that genre to see what 
devices are used, what modifying and connecting devices are used, and 
then see how those ideas are expressed within the rhythmic confines of 
the genre you are studying.

That’s how this book was built up: if you analyze the three bass lines 
I consider to be the “Rosetta Stone” bass line of blues rock - which are 
Pride And Joy, Sweet Home Chicago and Key To The Highway - then 
you’ll find that approximately 85 to 90% of those lines are composed of 
devices and ideas that we’ve studied in this book.

So it’s definitely worth investing the time to work on this core material in 
a way that internalizes it. From there it’s worth investing time into 
analyzing how the blues rock greats used these devices in their lines and 
modelling that by creating your own lines using the deliberate 
composition process outlined in Section 12.

I’ve also created 5 bass line studies based on the chord changes of well 
known blues standards that are in the Bonus Section of the web version 
of the book. These lines are a great place for you to get started analyzing 
ways of putting the material in Volume 1 together to create lines.  Plus 
there are ‘blank’ versions available that you can print out and use to com-
pose your own lines. And there are backing tracks rendered in Band In A 
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Box that you can use to practice with.

If you want to pursue the 80-20 Device Method further, I’ve written (or 
am writing) more books exploring this.  

If you want to dive deeper into blues rock, then Volumes 2 and 3 will 
help you do that. These books focus on the 80-20 Method from the per-
spective of blues rock.

If you want to “start at the beginning” and work on the 80-20 Method 
from first principles, then start out with the How To Play Bass In 50 Songs 
Module 1 book.

There’s also the first book in a series looking at the devices, modifying 
devices and other ideas introduced to the vocabulary of electric bass by 
James Jamerson. His playing influenced - either directly or indirectly -
hundreds of players and if you’re a student of the bass guitar at any level 
I consider study of Jamerson to be mandatory.  

One of the easiest ways to stand out in your area - whether that’s 
geographical or a specific niche - is to incorporate ideas that the majority 
of your contemporaries don’t use. The reason they don’t use them is that 
they probably don’t know about them because the vocabulary of electric 
bass has never been consciously codified.  All of the books I’ve written, or 
am writing, address that.

If you’re not sure where to go from here, drop me an email (see next 
page) and let me know what your issues and goals are and I’ll do my best 
to point you in the direction that reflects what you hope to achieve on the 
bass .
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Final Thoughts
For updates, tutorials and more 80-20 themed material you can check out 
my website:

 www.how-to-play-bass.com

If you’ve not yet sent an email (with a copy of your Amazon receipt) to 
get added to the bonus website version of the book, you can email me 
directly at:

 paul@how-to-play-bass.com

The web version of the book will really enhance your understanding of 
the material we’ve covered plus there is a ton of additional content that I 
couldn’t fit into the book itself.  So make sure you do that.

Thanks for joining me on the 80-20 Device Journey and I hope you take 
all the devices and ideas we’ve covered to your practice area to help you 
become a better bass player. Remember our job is guide the ears of the 
audience and our band mates through the chord changes of the song 
while playing with a strong time feel and a strong groove. The bass lines 
of Duck Dunn, Tommy Shannon and Carl Radle are great real world 
examples of this.

So stay safe, practice hard, practice smart and strive to be the kind of bass 
player that other musicians want to play with.

Paul Wolfe/SW England



15

How To Play Blues Rock Bass Volume 2

For more details on Volume 2, drop me an email (see preceding page). In 
Volume 2 we’re going to cover :

 • more advanced devices for blues rock.

 • more advanced modifying devices.
.
 • two different types of muted notes.

 • straight 8th note blues rock - the similarities and the differences.

 • layering devices with deliberate composition

 • more triplet ideas


