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Introduction & Learning FROM James Jamerson

This book is called : Learning From James Jamerson Vol 1” and NOT 
“How To Play Bass Like James Jamerson.” That’s an important distinction 
that needs to be made.

Jamerson was the bass player who made the biggest contribution to the 
early language of electric bass. Just some of the bass players he directly 
influenced include John Paul Jones (Led Zeppelin), Billy Sheehan, Paul 
McCartney, John Entwistle, Rocco Prestia, Randy Meisner (the Eagles), 
Bruce Thomas (Elvis Costello), Dee Murray (Elton John), Tommy 
Shannon, Garry Tallent (Springsteen), Anthony Jackson and Pino 
Palladino. And every bass player directly influenced by Jamerson 
influenced hundreds more.

None of those players directly mimic the way that Jamerson played. 
Instead they listened to his lines and picked out ideas that they liked, and 
then incorporated those into their playing.

The approach that this series of books will take is based on that with one 
crucial difference: I’m not going to pick out random ideas that Jamerson 
played and introduce them to you. Instead I’m going to start with the 
foundational ideas that Jamerson used through the three distinct periods 
of his Motown playing and then layer on the more advanced concepts 
and ideas that he added to his playing in his third Motown phase.

The three phases of Jamerson’s Motown playing career were:

 • The early 60s - this is Jamerson’s early work with Motown. The   
    tunes tended to be slower with lots of shuffle feel lines and 
    Jamerson sometimes recorded on his upright. My Guy is probably 
    the stand out bass performance from this era.

 • The mid 60s - although there were still shuffle feel lines, the 
    rhythmic pulse was switching to straight 8th note feel - think tunes
    like I Can’t Help Myself, Same Old Song, This Old Heart Of Mine,
    Get Ready and more.
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How To Use This Book

This book is designed to be used with 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 you  
a link to log in, along with your username and password.

The majority of the music examples in the book are filmed and 
you can see and hear how each of the examples is played and 
sounds. 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 what that looks like:

Each section of the book has a corresponding section in the web 
page version so you can quickly find the video examples as 
you’re reading or working through this volume.

Additionally, there are bonus lessons for sections - plus practice 
tracks in MP3 format to download.

 • 67 onwards - this can be thought of as the virtuoso period. The
    tempos at Motown tended to slow down and Jamerson started 
    using 16th note rhythms and ideas at a 16th note level. This is the  
    period of Bernadette, Reach Out, For Once In My Life, Darling    
    Dear and hundreds of other incredible bass lines.

One further caveat before we get started: due to copyright restrictions I 
won’t include any analyzed fragments of Jamerson’s playing. One of my 
future projects, when this series of books is complete, is to publish a 
companion volume of transcriptions that is cross referenced to this series. 
Until that happens, my recommendation is to buy a copy of Standing In 
The Shadows Of Motown and, as devices are introduced, you can look 
through the transcriptions for examples of Jamerson using them. I’ll
cross reference tracks by name for examples of specific devices and ideas.

Jamerson’s ideas can be used in multiple genres - rock, pop, blues, 
country, soul, funk and more. So when you watch the videos of the exam-
ples within the book - see next page for more details - you’ll hear that I 
use band styles that range from R&B to rock to pop.

Most of Jamerson’s ideas originally came from jazz, and he worked out 
how to apply ideas from walking bass to the music he was playing at 
Motown on the electric bass.

A final thought for this introduction: Motown was Jamerson’s day job. 
He was a jazz player - as were his fellow musicians in the Funk 
Brothers, Motown’s house band - and he played jazz and blues in the 
clubs of Detroit most nights of the week. That coloured his approach 
to Motown - he never set foot in Studio A to create ‘art,’ instead he was 
‘paying the bills’ and trying to reduce boredom. This is all documented in 
Allan Slutsky’s excellent Standing In The Shadows Of Motown book.

Despite this, Jamerson produced a rich body of work - the majority of 
which is available to listen to - that will repay any bass student who 
invests their time to study Jamerson’s lines to see what devices he was 
using, how he put them together, how he modified them and so on.

This series of books summarizes the hundreds of hours of transcribing 
and analyzing Jamerson’s work that I’ve done over the last 10 years. 



There are two learning goals for the book:

 • Start learning the foundational devices that Jamerson introduced 
    to the vocabulary of electric bass in a way that gives you technical
    command of these devices.

 • Learn how to put these devices together in a way that leads the
    listener’s ear through the chord changes of songs - this only gets  
    one 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 it again - it’s possible it has got 
lost.

Finally the 80-20 Device Method is a new method of teaching that’s based 
on transcribing and identifying the devices and modifying devices 
commonly used by all the great bass players. Those ideas have been 
codified and taught in a ‘sequential learning’ format that’s accessible to 
you, whatever level you are as a bass player. 

In this book we’re going to start learning Jamerson’s foundational ideas. 
Although some of this material is relatively simple, we need to start 
somewhere. In further volumes of this series we’ll be able to expand the 
vocabulary that we’re learning and turn our attention to some of 
Jamerson’s more advanced ideas.

We need to work on the foundations first. That’s what Volume 1 is all 
about.

Onwards.
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Section 1 - Anatomy Of A Jamerson Style Bass Line

Let’s get started by looking at a 16 bar rock style line that uses the devices 
and ideas that we’re going to be studying in this book:

Although this is a relatively simple bass line, and please make sure you 
sign up for the online version and watch the video of this, I want to 
analyze it in detail to show you some fundamental information that we’re 

going to use to build our understanding of what goes into bass lines. And 
use that information to start building our concept of how to create bass 
lines.  I often refer to this as building our “Bass IQs.”

I’m going to annotate how each note functions against the harmony so 
that we can start to identify the devices being used in this line:

There are multiple things to point out in this example:

 • There are three ways that devices are used: two note devices; 
 four note devices over 4 beats; four note devices over 2 beats.
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 • Connecting device used at the end of bar 6 to connect F and G7
     with the chromatic note between the two root notes.

 • Every bar (and use of device) ends with either a dominant, scalar  
    or chromatic approach note to the subsequent root note at the start
    of the next bar. See Section 3 for more on approach notes.

 • The bass line is relatively simple - but it contains a good mix of
    vertical and horizontal movement.

 • We’ll be studying all the devices used in this line in this Volume 
    - note that there are a couple of next level ideas that we’ll explore
    more fully in future volumes.

Let’s take a moment to look at the three different ways of using devices in 
this example by isolating some bars from the bass line.

(i) Two Note Devices

The most common two note device is Root to 5th which we’ll look at in 
Section 2. Here are the first four bars and I’ve highlighted the use of root 
to 5th in the first bar which happens three times - note that where the root 
is pitched above the 5th, it’s annotated with an ‘8’ to indicate this:

So in bar 1 there are three uses of the root/5th two note device - and note 
the different rhythmic levels used: on beats 1 and 2 the device plays out 
over two beats; on beats 3 and 4 the root/5th device is used on each beat.

As you develop proficiency with this device you will come to think of the 
8-5-8-5 on beats 3 and 4 as a complete four note device instead of two

 
separate two note devices. That might sound pedantic, but when you are 
playing spontaneously a single four note device takes up less ‘brain 
processing’ power than two separate two note devices.

(ii) Four Note Devices Over Four Beats

In bars 12 and 16 is an example of a four note device played over four 
beats. Here’s bars 9 to 12 and I’ve marked bar 12 with a line over:

The device being used here is R-3-4-Ch which we’ll look at in Section 8. 

There’s an important point to make here: although the device is played 
with an 8th note rhythm, it’s conceived at a quarter note level. To 
illustrate that, here’s the same four bars but in the last bar the R-3-4-Ch
device is played in quarter notes: 

If you played the line with this rhythmic application of the R-3-4-Ch 
device in bars 12 and 16, it would sound a little different due to the 
quarter note rhythm - but the melodic construction of your bass line is  
identical.

Sidebar: there are a lot of name players whose lines are conceived in
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quarter notes but who use rhythmic replacement to execute them in 
8th notes. Examples include Paul McCartney, Tommy Shannon, Bruce 
Thomas and Garry Tallent.

(iii) Four Note Devices Over Two Beats

Here are the first bars of the example again. Note the two uses of the 
8-8-b7-5 device - which we’ll look at in Section 10 - played over two beats:

This is an example of a device conceived and executed in 8th notes.

Understanding how to conceive a line in 8th notes and then use rhythmic 
replacement - where we swap out 8th notes for two 16th notes - will 
unlock the creation of 16th note bass lines. 

Before we can get to those more advanced ideas though - which we’ll do 
in Volumes 2,3 and 4 - we’ve got to lay foundations. 

Let’s get started by taking the 5th.


