
	  

Bass Lines You Should Know: Week 2 
 

‘What Is Hip’ by Tower Of Power 
Featuring Bass Player Francis ‘Rocco’ Prestia 

 
 
This lesson contains: 

• A Video Demonstration 
• A Lesson Outline Document 
• A Downloadable Mp3 Playalong Track 

 
This week we’re featuring a great bass line by Francis ‘Rocco’ Prestia in the song ‘What is Hip’ 
by Tower Of Power. I’ve always been a huge fan of Prestia’s incredible bass lines and his 
unique way of playing the Bass.  
 
In this lesson we’ll study and analyze the excerpt from the video performance, accompanied 
by transcription in both notation and tablature.  Let’s get started! 
 
It is important to analyze anything you transcribe against the harmony. Doing this is an 
important step for you to get inside the players head and figure out where they were 
coming from in terms of the note choices they made. This way we can learn how to create 
our own lines in an effort to establish our own voice as a musician. 
 

In the Tony Grey Bass Academy we are dedicated to helping 
and guiding you throughout your journey to creating your 
own voice on your instrument. We’ve designed an entire 
curriculum specifically to help you practice and think 
creatively.  

About The Bass Player 
Francis ‘Rocco’ Prestia was born on March 7th in Sonora, California.  At a young age, Prestia 
started by playing the electric guitar. It was only when he auditioned for Emilio Castillo's 



	  

band Tower of Power, Castillo persuaded him to switch to electric bass. Prestia worked with 
the band for the next three decades recording countless classics and evolving the Bass.  
 
Prestia has become one of the biggest influences for the modern electric bassist, whether or 
not they even know it. He is a master of finger-style funk, a technique that he interprets in a 
very personal way. Prestia gets his trademark sound by lightly muting the strings with his left 
hand to get a percussive sound, with the pitch remaining clear and accurate. That 
characteristic sound, in combination with a highly inventive melodic approach to bass lines 
makes Prestia’s sound unmistakable. 
 
Here is an excerpt from Prestia’s Bass Line on ‘What Is Hip’ by Tower Of Power. 
 

 



	  

 

    
 



	  

Written music is basically made up of 2 parts, The Rhythms and The Pitches. 
 
You will notice there are lot’s of 16th in this transcription but a lot of them are tied over the 
bar lines. The first step to being able to play or read any piece of music is to be able to clap 
out the Rhythms. In the chorus the Bass Line starts using more syncopation and rests.  Make 
sure you spend time making sure you can understand the rhythms before moving on. 
 
Bass Lines like this are full of syncopated notes and if you are not so fluent with reading then 
taking your time to learn the Rhythms first will really help you solidify the groove in your 
minds ear before you start adding the pitches. For more information on our Sight Reading 
Courses please visit www.tonygreybassacademy.com  
 
All Bass Lines, Melodies and Solos that sound good, sound good for a reason. These reasons 
are basically broken down and dependent on a combination of 4 things: 
 

1. The Time Feel: (how the line is played and felt) 
2. The Dynamics: (If everything was velocity it would sound very robotic. We need 

our lines to have a human quality to sound musical) 
3. The Chord Tones: (How these Chord Tones are Approached and if the right 

Diatonic Passing Tones are used in-between them, this is achieved by 
understanding and being able to analyze Chord Progressions correctly or just 
having really great ears and confidence) 

4. Confidence: (Confidence can give our lines the intention they need to give 
conviction to the music. Being tentative can really destroy the flow and energy 
of the music which can have a knock on effect for the rest of the musicians and 
the listener. Studying and practicing can really give us all the tools we need to 
feel good about what we are doing and enable us to let go of the fear so we can 
just play and enjoy. We have listened and absorbed music our whole lives, we 
already know and feel this stuff. It’s only our fears that make us feel we don’t) 

 
In this weeks lesson we will be breaking down and analyzing an excerpt of Francis “Rocco” 
Prestia’s classic bass line on “What Is Hip” from the band Tower Of Power. 
 
 



	  

Analysis 
 
Bar 1 - 2 

 
 
Bar 1 - 2 is 
played over an 
E7 Chord. There 
is a 16th note 
pick up to Bar 1. 

The Open E is tied over to the 2nd 16th note of Beat 1. 
 

• Beat 1-2-3-4 contains only the Root of the Chord. 
 
Bar 3 - 4   
 

 
 
Bar 3 - 4 is played over the E7 Chord. 
 
Bar 3  
 

• Beat 1-2-3-4 is a pattern using notes from the Mixolydian Scale and a Chromatic 
Approach to the Root on Bar 4. 
 

• Beat 1 contains only the Root of the Chord. 
 

• Beat 2 - 3 moves down the E Mixolydian Scale but using the Root as an anchor to 
pivot off. 

 



	  

• Beat 4 starts on the b7th followed by a Chromatic Approach to the Root. The use of 
Chromatic Approaches to Chord Tones are very common when grooving and soloing. 
They really outline and bring an emphasis to the strong sounding Chord Tones 

 
Bar 4  
 

• Beat 1 - 2 Is a combination of Chord Tones, Diatonic Passing Tones (from the E 
Mixoydian) and a Chromatic Approach To Chord Tone. The whole passage is targeting 
the 5th degree (B) on the last 16th note of Beat 2. Beat 1 is the Root followed by the 3rd 
Degree, Beat 2 is an embellished Whole Step Approach to the Chord Tone (the 5th) 
from below. (The A, A# targeting the B) this is a very common way to approach Chord 
Tones. More is discussed on this approach pattern in the Tony Grey Bass Academy. 
 

• Beat 3 - 4 only uses the Root of the E7 Chord. 
 

Bar 5 - 6 is played over the E7 Chord. 
 

 
 
Bar 5 - 6 is exactly the same as Bars 1 and 2 
 
Bar 7 - 8 
 

 
 
 



	  

Bar 7 - 8 are very similar to Bars 3 – 4 the only difference is a sight variation on Bar 8 Beat 1 
and 2. Instead of the E (Root) going to the G# (3rd) it goes straight to the A. Again the target 
of the line is the 5th (B) and this is an embellished Whole Step Approach to the Chord Tone 
(the 5th) from below.  
 
Bar 9 
 

 
 
Bar 9 is played over the E7 Chord and is the first bar of the Chorus. The rhythms start to 
break up and become more syncopated which really helps mark and define a new section of 
the song. 
 

• Beat 1-2-3-4 contains only the Root of the Chord. Just watch out for the Rhythms and 
the tied notes. 

 
Bar 10 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



	  

Bar 10 is played over the C Major Chord. 
 

• Beat 1-2-3-4 contains only the Chord Tones. 
Beat 1 and 2 uses only the Root. 
Beat 3 uses the 3rd (E) of the Chord. 
Beat 4 uses the 5th (G) resolving back to the Root. 

 
Bar 11 
 

 
 
Bar 11 is played over the E7 Chord. 
 
When analyzing lines like this it’s really important to see and hear the big picture.  
The whole phrase is all about establishing the Root of the E7 Chord then moving in a way to 
target the next Chord (B7) without playing any bad stand out notes. 
 

• Beat 1-2 contains the Root of the Chord 
 

• Beat 3 is the 3rd degree (G#) 
 

• Beat 4 Is the note A which is just a Diatonic Passing tone from the E Mixolydian 
targeting the Root (B) of the B7. It’s really not complicated as even without knowing 
this it sounds like the perfect choice naturally. But understanding this stuff will help us 
to create our own way of playing and writing instinctively. 

 
 
 
 
 



	  

Bar 12 
 

 
 
 
Bar 12 is played over the B7 Chord. 
 

• Beat 1 contains the Root of the Chord 
 

• Beat 2 is the b7th degree (A) targeting the Root (B) with a Chromatic Approach in-
between it. 

 
• Beat 3 again is the b7th degree (A) targeting the Root (B) with a Chromatic Approach 

in-between it. It uses a 16th note rest to give the line more clarity. 
 

• Beat 4 is all about the next Chord E7. The D is not part of the B7 Chord or Chord Scale 
but is the b7th and a strong target for the E7. 

 
Bar 13 - 14 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 



	  

Bar 13 - 14 is played over the E7 and F#7 Chord. Bar 14 is pretty much the same line just 
transposed up a Whole Step. Transposed means the same passage of music just moved up 
or down to a different Key. The concept is the same as the previous Bar over the B7 Chord. It 
is the Root followed by the b7th targeting back up to the Root with a Chromatic Approach in-
between 
 

• Beat 4 of Bar 13 is the b7th to the Root but also acts as a double function, as the E is 
also the b7th of the next Chord F#7. 

 
• Beat 4 of Bar 14 is just the Root of the Chord. 

 
Bar 15 - 16 - 17 
 

 
 
Bar 15 - 16 - 17 all contain the same phrase. Be carful of the Rhythms here. The notes are 
played very staccato. Watch the Video where I am demonstrating this feel. 
 

• Beat 1 - 2 is all about targeting the 5th degree (D) of G7. It starts with the Root (G) 
followed by the 3rd (B) the (C) which is Diatonic Passing Tone and the Chromatic 
Approach to the 5th (D). 

• Beat 3 - 4 is again all about the target not which this time is the Root (G) The E is a 
Chromatic approach to the b7th (F) 

 



	  

Bar 18 
 

 
 
Bar 18 Is the last bar we will be analyzing in this excerpt.  
 

• Beat 1 - 2 is a repeat of the 3 previous bars.  
 

• Beat 4 - 5 is taking us back to the top of the form. The line is just continuing with these 
syncopated 16th notes this time just moving down chromatically to the Root of the E7. 
G - F# - F to the E which is tied over like the very first measure of this Groove. 
 

Recap 
 
When you break down this Bass Line you really can see why it sounds so great.  
It uses so much great information in such a subtle way. The lines have Great Rhythmic 
Variation with the use of syncopation and rests. Also the way Francis “Rocco” Prestia 
anticipates and targets the next note is really a great study. 
 
Listen to the original recording of this track pay attention to Rocco Prestia’s sound.  
He has a very clear way of playing and articulating the groove. It’s all about the conviction 
and intention of the groove and his unmistakable voice on the Bass that really makes this 
groove a masterpiece.  
 
Once you understand all this stuff and can really feel it start experimenting with some of 
these ideas to compose your own grooves. Try playing variations along with the Playalong 
track. 
 
 



	  

I hope you enjoyed this weeks Bass Line breakdown and don’t forget every Monday there 
will be a new video to try and guess the Bass Player and Track. There is an opportunity to win 
a free month inside the Academy along with some great giveaways from Aguilar 
Amplification. 
 
Stay inspired! 
 
Tony Grey 
 

  
 
	  


