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INTRODUCTION: THE GRITTY GROOVE OF A ROCK ANTHEM

When that unmistakable, slow-burning bass line rumbles through the speakers, you know exactly
what song is about to start. George Thorogood and the Delaware Destroyers' "Bad to the Bone" is
more than just a rock and roll classic; it is a cultural touchstone. The song has been featured in
countless movies, television shows, and commercials, often to signal a character’s cool, menacing,
or effortlessly confident entrance. While the snarling vocal delivery and the iconic guitar riff grab the
immediate spotlight, the true engine of this track is the bass line. For any aspiring bassist, learning
the Bad To The Bone Bass Tab is a rite of passage. It is a masterclass in simplicity, pocket, and
raw attitude. This article will provide a deep dive into this legendary bass line, breaking down the
tab,  exploring  the  techniques  required,  explaining  the  theory  behind  the  groove,  and  offering
practical tips to help you play it with the swagger it deserves. Whether you are a beginner picking
up  a  bass  for  the  first  time  or  a  seasoned  player  looking  to  refine  your  feel,  this  comprehensive
guide will give you everything you need to master this iconic riff.

THE ANATOMY OF THE BASS LINE

Before we dive into  the specific  fingerings of  the Bad To The Bone Bass Tab,  it  is  important  to
understand what makes this bass line so effective. It is deceptively simple. The entire song is built
on a straightforward twelve-bar blues progression in the key of E. The bass line, played by Bill
Blough (or in some recordings and live versions by other session greats), adheres to the root notes
of the chords but adds a rhythmic and melodic flair  that elevates it  far  beyond a simple root-note
pattern. The magic lies in the phrasing, the use of chromatic passing tones, and the impeccable
syncopation with the kick drum. The line is a perfect example of the "less is more" philosophy in
rock music. It  does not compete with the guitar riff; instead, it  locks in with the drums to create a
monolithic groove that is both heavy and swinging.

The Core Progression and Key
The song is in the key of E major, but like many blues-based rock songs, it uses a dominant seventh
tonality throughout. The primary chords are E7, A7, and B7. For the bassist, this means the primary
target notes are E, A, and B. However, the Bad To The Bone Bass Tab is famous for how it
approaches these target notes. It rarely simply lands on the root and holds it. Instead, it slides into
the note, uses a grace note, or walks up to it from a half-step below. This chromatic approach is the

secret ingredient. For example, when moving to the A note, the bass line often plays a G# (a half-
step below A) right before striking the A.  This creates a sense of  tension and release that is
fundamental to blues music.

BREAKING DOWN THE MAIN RIFF (THE INTRO)

The intro is the most famous part of the bass line. This is the part you hear in every movie. It is a
syncopated, punchy pattern that sets the tone for the entire song. The Bad To The Bone Bass Tab
for the intro is played entirely on the lower strings (E and A strings) for its main pattern. Let’s break
it down by measure.

Measure 1: The Setup
The intro typically begins with a pickup note or a short rhythmic stab before the main guitar riff kicks
in.  The core  of  the  intro  riff  involves  playing  the  open E  string  in  a  specific  rhythm.  The bass  line
follows the iconic guitar riff almost exactly, but it lays in the pocket deeper. You will be playing the
root note (E) with a heavy, aggressive attack. The key is not the note itself, but the dead notes
(ghost notes) in between. When looking at the Bad To The Bone Bass Tab, you will see a mix of
standard notes and "X" markings, indicating a percussive muted string. This muting technique is
essential. You must fret the string lightly with your left hand to stop the pitch, and then strike it hard
with your right hand. This creates a "chug" sound that acts like a snare drum, filling the sonic space
and adding to the aggressive, driving rhythm.

Measure 2: The Walk Down
After the initial  E groove, the bass line performs a chromatic walk down. This is  where many
beginners struggle when reading the Bad To The Bone Bass Tab for the first time. The line moves
from the open E, down to the 3rd fret of the A string (a C note), and then to the 1st fret of the A
string (a Bb note) before resolving back to the open E. This descent is the signature "bad" sound. It
is a diminished blues lick that implies a harmonic movement that is slightly outside the standard
major scale, giving the song its menacing character. Practice this part slowly. Focus on the transition
between the strings and ensure that the timing of the walkdown is perfectly even. The rhythm is a
steady eighth-note feel, but the placement of the accents makes it swing.
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Table of Common Tablature Symbols
When you search for a Bad To The Bone Bass Tab online, you will encounter standard tablature
notation. Understanding these symbols is crucial.

Numbers (e.g., 0, 3, 5): These indicate the fret number you press down on the string. "0"
means the open string.
Letters (G, D, A, E): These indicate the string to play. Standard bass tuning is G (1st string),
D (2nd), A (3rd), E (4th).
h: Hammer-on. You strike the first note and then "hammer" a finger down on the next fret
without picking again.
p: Pull-off. The opposite of a hammer-on. You pluck a string and then "pull" your finger off the
fret to sound a lower note.
/ or \: Slide. You play a note and slide your finger up (/) or down (\) the fretboard to the next
note.
X: Ghost note. Mute the string with your fretting hand and pick it. It creates a percussive
sound with no definite pitch.

TECHNIQUE: HOW TO SOUND LIKE THE RECORD

Knowing the notes of the Bad To The Bone Bass Tab is only half the battle. Sounding like the
record  requires  specific  technique,  tone,  and  attitude.  This  bass  line  is  all  about  "the  feel."  You
cannot  play  this  stiffly;  it  needs  to  breathe.

Right-Hand Technique: The Anchor and
the Attack
The bass line in this song is aggressive. It demands a strong attack. For your right hand, you have
two main options: using a pick or using your fingers. The original recording likely used a pick, which
gives that sharp, percussive attack on the open E string. If you use a pick, keep it loose and strike
the strings with a downward motion, letting the pick bounce off the string. If  you are a fingerstyle
player, use a "raking" motion across the strings. The most important aspect of the right hand for this
tab is the muting. Rest the palm of your right hand lightly on the strings near the bridge. This is
called palm muting. It chokes the sustain of the strings, making the notes sound short, punchy, and
percussive, which is exactly what you need for the main verse groove. For the intro walkdown, you
can release the palm mute slightly to let the notes ring out a bit more, creating a dynamic contrast.

Left-Hand Technique: The "Bad" Feel
The left hand needs to be strong and decisive. There is no room for tentative finger placement. The
slides and chromatic approaches in the Bad To The Bone Bass Tab  require precision. When
performing the slide from the G# to the A (the approach to the A chord), make sure you slide quickly
and  cleanly.  Do  not  lift  your  finger  off  the  string  during  the  slide.  Apply  consistent  pressure.  The
fretting hand is also responsible for the ghost notes. Lightly lay your fingers across the strings (like a
barre chord shape) without pressing down hard enough to fret a note. This creates that "scratchy"
percussive  sound  that  fills  the  gaps.  Practice  shifting  your  hand  position  smoothly  from the  low E
string to the A string. The most common shift is moving from the open position down to the 3rd and
1st frets of the A string. This should feel like one fluid motion, not a jerky jump.

LEARNING THE VERSE AND CHORUS SECTIONS

Once you have mastered the intro of the Bad To The Bone Bass Tab, the rest of the song is
relatively  straightforward,  but  it  requires  stamina  and  consistency.  The  verse  is  essentially  a
simplified  version  of  the  intro  riff,  focusing  more  on  the  root  notes  with  the  occasional  chromatic
walk.

The Verse Groove
During the verse, when George Thorogood is singing, the bass line settles into a steady, driving
pattern. It heavily relies on the root notes (E, A, and B) played with a strong eighth-note feel.
However, the rhythm is not simply "boom-boom-boom-boom." It has a syncopation that locks with
the hi-hat and snare drum. In the Bad To The Bone Bass Tab for the verse, you will see many
rests. The space between the notes is just as important as the notes themselves. The bass often hits
the root note on the "and" of the beat (the offbeat), which creates a sense of forward momentum.
This is a classic blues and rockabilly technique. It feels like the bass is leaning into the downbeat,
pulling the rhythm forward.

The Chorus Lift
When the chorus hits, the energy lifts. The bass line becomes simpler but heavier. The guitar plays
the  main  "Bad  to  the  bone"  riff,  and  the  bass  doubles  it,  but  often  an  octave  lower  or  using  a
different inversion. In the Bad To The Bone Bass Tab, the chorus usually focuses on the root notes
(E, A, E, B) with fewer chromatic walks. The bass hits the notes harder and longer here. You can add
a slight growl to the note by digging in harder with your pick or  finger.  This  is  the moment in the
song where you want the low end to be felt in the chest. Let the notes ring just a little longer than in
the verse to add to the "wall of sound."
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PRACTICAL TIPS FOR MASTERING THE TAB

Reading a Bad To The Bone Bass Tab in isolation can be a dry experience. Here are practical
steps to take your playing from "correct" to "authentic."

Play with the Track: The most important tip. Put on the original recording by George1.
Thorogood. Do not use a metronome initially. Feel the slow, swampy groove of the song. The
tempo is deceptively slow, around 126 BPM, but it feels heavier because of the swing. Try to
lock your bass notes with the kick drum. The kick drum plays a steady pattern, and your bass
should feel glued to it.
Listen to the Vocal Phrasing: Thorogood's vocals are rhythmic. In many sections, the bass2.
follows the vocal rhythm. Listen to how he stretches certain words or cuts others off. The Bad
To The Bone Bass Tab has a similar phrasing. It is not a mechanical robot line; it breathes

with the voice and the guitar.
Focus on the Pocket: "Pocket" is a music term for the perfect synchronization between the3.
bass and drums. To find the pocket in this song, play only the root notes (E, A, B) along with
the drum track. Forget the fancy chromatic walks for a minute. Get your timing rock solid on
just the roots. Once you have that locked in, add the chromatic fills and ghost notes back in.
The fills will sound much better if the foundation is solid.
Use the Correct BPM: Start slow. If 126 BPM is too fast for you to coordinate the slides and4.
ghost notes, drop it to 90 BPM. Use a metronome or a tab player app to slow down the song
without changing the pitch. Practice the intro walkdown slowly 20 times. Speed is the last
thing you should add.
Learn the Blues Scale: The Bad To The Bone Bass Tab is a practical application of the E5.
blues scale. This scale contains the notes E, G, A, Bb, B, and D. You can see that the famous
walkdown uses the B


