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Introduction

The influence of electronic music has crept into the 
fabric of nearly every genre of music you can think of. 
Most notably with the low end held down by a synth 
bass. But you don’t need to be a keyboard player in 
order to make bass synth sounds. Today’s challenge for 
electric bassists is to replicate these parts using effects 
pedals and a bass guitar.

In this new series, John Davis breaks down his approach 
to using the bass guitar as a tool for sound design. With 
some help from Jonathan Herrera, you’ll learn how John 
dials in his fundamental technique to work well with 
effects pedals, which effects you’ll need to get started, 
and how instrument setup and production techniques 
can inform your entire approach to electronic music. 
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Meet John Davis
Born in Newport, Rhode Island, John Davis is a master of 
synth-bass tones and electronic music. A multi-faceted 
bassist with Jojo Mayer’s Nerve, John has developed an 
extraordinary facility to emulate almost any sequenced 
synth bassline from his bass guitar and pedalboard in 
real time.

When he’s not touring with Nerve, John can be found 
behind the mixing desk at Bunker Studios, a recording 
studio in Brooklyn that he also co-owns. His credits as a 
mixing engineer include Brad Mehldau’s ‘Finding Gabriel’ 
(2019 Grammy Winner for Best Jazz Instrumental 
Album), John Patitucci’s ‘Soul Of The Bass’ and ‘The 
Sound of Listening’ by Mark Guiliana.
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Lesson 01 
Choosing the Right Bass
In Lesson 01, John talks about the importance of choosing the right instrument and 
finding the right setup. If you’re unsure where to start, he suggests keeping things 
simple with a passive 4-string bass.

The absence of any active circuitry will give you a straightforward signal to work 
with that’s also very responsive to how hard you play and your overall volume. 
Active circuitry can also cause issues with your gain staging, which is the process 
of matching the output of one step of your signal chain to the input of the next 
step. John also explains his preference for a high action, which allows him to play 
with a wider dynamic range.
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Excess string noise can spoil the clarity and tone of your bass playing, 
especially when you start experimenting with effects pedals. In Lesson 02, 
John runs through some ideas and exercises to help you mute any strings 
you’re not playing, and stop them from vibrating or ringing freely.

Lesson 02 
String Muting

In Example 01, John demonstrates how he uses an octave pedal to 
approximate an 808 tone, which is an iconic bass sound originally from a 
Roland TR-808 Drum Machine.

Example 01  808 Bass Line

Video - 07:05
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Lesson 03 
Essential Effects Pedals
In Lesson 03, we take a look at some of the effects pedals that John uses 
and how he orders them in his signal chain. The first and most important tool 
is an octave pedal (in this case, a Boss OC-2) with the volume of the played 
note dialed completely off, so only the artificial octave down can be heard. 
Don’t forget that an octave pedal needs a very clean signal to track your 
playing. Tracking is a pedal’s ability to accurately detect your signal.

John also uses an Xotic Effects BB Preamp to add harmonic content, turning 
the natural dynamic contour of the bass into something even more artificial 
and synth-like. The signal is then sent into a MXR Carbon Copy Delay, which 
adds additional depth and texture. Keep in mind that other kinds of octave, 
drive or delay pedals would work with this setup - so feel free to experiment 
with whatever you have.

Xotic Effects BB PreampBoss OC-2 MXR Carbon Copy
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Lesson 04 
Left-Hand Positioning
The position of your fretting hand may not be the most glamorous topic 
out there, but in the quest for consistent tone, the importance of good 
technique shouldn’t be overlooked. In this lesson, John details the 
exercises he’s developed to help produce a clearer sound and encourage 
smoother movements around the neck.

Where on the neck you choose to play any given note can have a big 
impact on your tone. Example 01 encourages you to develop good habits in 
your left hand technique.

Example 01  Explore Different Positions

continued
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Video - 00:47

5

9

13

2
4

?

¤

?

¤

?

¤

?

¤

œ œ œ œ œ œ œ œ œ œ œ œ œ œ œ œ œ œ œ œ œ œ œ œ œ œ œ œ œ œ œ œ

0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0
5 5 5 5 5 5 5 5

10 10 10 10 10 10 10 10
15 15 15 15 15 15 15 15

œ œ œ œ œ œ œ œ œ œ œ œ œ œ œ œ œ œ œ œ œ œ œ œ œ# œ œ œ œ œ œ œ

10 10 10 10 10 10 10 10
5 5 5 5 5 5 5 5

0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1

œ# œ œ œ œ œ œ œ œ# œ œ œ œ œ œ œ œ# œ œ œ œ œ œ œ œ# œ œ œ œ œ œ œ

6 6 6 6 6 6 6 6
11 11 11 11 11 11 11 11

16 16 16 16 16 16 16 16
11 11 11 11 11 11 11 11

œ# œ œ œ œ œ œ œ œ# œ œ œ œ œ œ œ œ œ œ œ œ œ œ œ œ œ œ œ œ œ œ œ

6 6 6 6 6 6 6 6
1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2

7 7 7 7 7 7 7 717
?

¤

œ œ œ œ œ œ œ œ œ œ œ œ œ œ œ œ œ œ œ œ œ œ œ œ œ œ œ œ œ œ œ œ œ œ œ œ œ œ œ œ

12 12 12 12 12 12 12 12
17 17 17 17 17 17 17 17

12 12 12 12 12 12 12 12
7 7 7 7 7 7 7 7

2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2

2

5

9

13

2
4

?

¤

?

¤

?

¤

?

¤

œ œ œ œ œ œ œ œ œ œ œ œ œ œ œ œ œ œ œ œ œ œ œ œ œ œ œ œ œ œ œ œ

0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0
5 5 5 5 5 5 5 5

10 10 10 10 10 10 10 10
15 15 15 15 15 15 15 15

œ œ œ œ œ œ œ œ œ œ œ œ œ œ œ œ œ œ œ œ œ œ œ œ œ# œ œ œ œ œ œ œ

10 10 10 10 10 10 10 10
5 5 5 5 5 5 5 5

0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1

œ# œ œ œ œ œ œ œ œ# œ œ œ œ œ œ œ œ# œ œ œ œ œ œ œ œ# œ œ œ œ œ œ œ

6 6 6 6 6 6 6 6
11 11 11 11 11 11 11 11

16 16 16 16 16 16 16 16
11 11 11 11 11 11 11 11

œ# œ œ œ œ œ œ œ œ# œ œ œ œ œ œ œ œ œ œ œ œ œ œ œ œ œ œ œ œ œ œ œ

6 6 6 6 6 6 6 6
1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2

7 7 7 7 7 7 7 7

5

9

13

2
4

?

¤

?

¤

?

¤

?

¤

œ œ œ œ œ œ œ œ œ œ œ œ œ œ œ œ œ œ œ œ œ œ œ œ œ œ œ œ œ œ œ œ

0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0
5 5 5 5 5 5 5 5

10 10 10 10 10 10 10 10
15 15 15 15 15 15 15 15

œ œ œ œ œ œ œ œ œ œ œ œ œ œ œ œ œ œ œ œ œ œ œ œ œ# œ œ œ œ œ œ œ

10 10 10 10 10 10 10 10
5 5 5 5 5 5 5 5

0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1

œ# œ œ œ œ œ œ œ œ# œ œ œ œ œ œ œ œ# œ œ œ œ œ œ œ œ# œ œ œ œ œ œ œ

6 6 6 6 6 6 6 6
11 11 11 11 11 11 11 11

16 16 16 16 16 16 16 16
11 11 11 11 11 11 11 11

œ# œ œ œ œ œ œ œ œ# œ œ œ œ œ œ œ œ œ œ œ œ œ œ œ œ œ œ œ œ œ œ œ

6 6 6 6 6 6 6 6
1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2

7 7 7 7 7 7 7 7

5

9

13

2
4

?

¤

?

¤

?

¤

?

¤

œ œ œ œ œ œ œ œ œ œ œ œ œ œ œ œ œ œ œ œ œ œ œ œ œ œ œ œ œ œ œ œ

0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0
5 5 5 5 5 5 5 5

10 10 10 10 10 10 10 10
15 15 15 15 15 15 15 15

œ œ œ œ œ œ œ œ œ œ œ œ œ œ œ œ œ œ œ œ œ œ œ œ œ# œ œ œ œ œ œ œ

10 10 10 10 10 10 10 10
5 5 5 5 5 5 5 5

0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1

œ# œ œ œ œ œ œ œ œ# œ œ œ œ œ œ œ œ# œ œ œ œ œ œ œ œ# œ œ œ œ œ œ œ

6 6 6 6 6 6 6 6
11 11 11 11 11 11 11 11

16 16 16 16 16 16 16 16
11 11 11 11 11 11 11 11

œ# œ œ œ œ œ œ œ œ# œ œ œ œ œ œ œ œ œ œ œ œ œ œ œ œ œ œ œ œ œ œ œ

6 6 6 6 6 6 6 6
1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2

7 7 7 7 7 7 7 7

LESSON 4 (Ex. 01 continued)
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LESSON 4 (continued)

This is a great way to get to know your entire fingerboard. It’s a workout in getting your tone 
even, your time together and really knowing where every note is in every position.

Video - 02:15

Example 02  Know the Fingerboard
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Video - 03:44

Example 03  Using an Octave Pedal
Example 03 looks at the tonal implications of moving around the neck having turned on 
your octave pedal. If you can get into the habit of good positioning with your left hand, 
everything else will become easier when it comes to adding effects.
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Lesson 05 
Refining Your Technique
In this lesson, John walks through a checklist of exercises and ideas to 
help refine your technique. The idea is to maintain as much control as 
possible over the length of each note, which will ultimately get you closer 
to approximating synth tones.

In the first example, John plays a full quarter note against a drum machine.

The next division is a dotted eighth note. Note how John uses a combination of both right- 
and left-hand muting techniques.

Video - 00:37

Video - 01:07

Example 01  Quarter Notes

Example 02  Dotted Eighth Notes
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LESSON 5 (continued)

In example 03, we repeat the exercise using eighth notes. Watch as John’s approach 
becomes more staccato.

The final example uses 16th notes. There should be audible space between the first 
staccato note and the following note.

In example 05, John plays through the entire cycle. Focus on keeping your articulation 
consistent and playing the correct subdivision.

Video - 01:26

Video - 01:43

Video - 02:09

Example 03  Eighth Notes

Example 04  Sixteenth Notes

Example 05  Sixteenth Notes
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LESSON 5 (Ex. 05 continued)
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Once you feel confident in controlling note length, you can utilize this idea with your own 
bass lines. This approach can give you endless variation when you’re improvising without 
having to change your sound or change any notes.

Video - 03:18

Example 06  Improvising a Bass Line
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Lesson 06 
Using Samples
In Lesson 06, John uses a sampler to create a new bass line. A sampler is 
essentially a digital recorder that plays back a single phrase or sound (in 
this case a Boss RC-20 Loop Station). It’s an excellent way to start thinking 
in larger phrases and come up with more unconventional bass lines.

In Example 01, John recreates the bass line on his bass guitar instead of triggering the 
sample via the Loop Station. 

Video - 02:21

Example 01  Building Bass Lines
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LESSON 6 (continued)

In Example 02, John demonstrates how to create different variations from a simple 
one bar phrase.

Video - 03:03

Example 02  Creating Tension
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Course Summary
Using a bass guitar to make synth sounds dates back to the 1970s when 
bassists like Bootsy Collins first began exploring new ways of bringing 
their instruments to life. Fast forward to today, and there’s an entire 
world of techniques and concepts that have been pioneered by DJs, 
producers and other beat makers. 

It’s important to look closely at your fundamental technique, how your 
instrument is set up and how different production techniques can inform 
your overall approach. The variation in tone that comes from your 
technique becomes magnified when you start using effects pedals, and 
so good technique should never be overlooked.

We hope you’ve enjoyed this introduction to electronic music and 
the bass guitar. In Part 02, we’re going to take a deeper look at 
synthesizers, what they do and how you can apply the same concepts 
to your pedalboard.



S C OT T S B A S S L E S S O N S.C O M


