
	  

Bass Lines You Should Know: Week 8 
 

‘I Wish’ by Stevie Wonder 
Featuring Bass Player Nate Watts 

 
 
This lesson contains: 
 

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

 
About The Bass Player  
 
Nate Watts was born in Detroit on March 25, 1954, Nathan Lamar Watts was raised as an only child on the 
city’s gritty west side. Inspired by jazz great Lee Morgan, he took up trumpet in elementary school, forming 
a trio with friends and fellow future session stars Ollie Brown on drums and Ray Parker Jr. on clarinet.  
 
When he wasn’t in school, Nathan would stroll over to Motown’s Hitsville Studios to watch through the 
basement window as the Funk Brothers worked their magic. When Parker Jr. switched to guitar, he and 
Brown encouraged Watts to pick up bass so they could remain a trio. 
 
Watts learned his first bass line, James Brown’s “Cold Sweat,” and began soaking up the influence of Motor 
City heavies like James Jamerson, Tony Newton, and Bob Babbitt. (“You had to know Babbitt’s bass solo 
from [Dennis Coffey’s] ‘Scorpio’ to work in Detroit.”) By then, Parker had moved on to join Marvin Gaye’s 
band, so Nathan joined a local group called the Final Decision. As a backup plan, he went to school to study 
accounting. That would all change on a sunny August day in 1974, when his mom yelled down the street to 
tell him he had a call from Stevie Wonder’s office. 
 
He has been in Stevie Wonder’s bad ever since and now for over a decade has been his Musical Director. 
 
Nate Watts through his career has recorded with some of the world’s most influential artists such as: Stevie 
Wonder, Michael Jackson and the Jackson 5, Paul McCartney, The Temptations, Diana Ross, Lionel Richie, 
Sergio, Mendes, Gilberto Gil, Gladys Knight, The Pointer Sisters, Smokey Robinson, Martha & The Vandellas 
and Johnny Mathis too name a few. 
 
In 2010 he earned the International Bassist Award from the Winter NAMM Show, an award that recognizes 
the achievements of the musician throughout his career. 
 



	  

Here is the excerpt we are analyzing in this weeks lesson. 
 

 



	  

 
 
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) Aston “Family Man” Barrett’s sound is as important as 
the note choices he makes. Working on your sound is so important. 

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). 

 
 
 
 



	  

Analysis 
 
Nate Watts great Bass Line on Stevie Wonder’s “I Wish” is a pure classic. It’s a great example of a Walking 
Bass Line over a soul/R&B track. It is a great study on how to outline and target the Chord Tones. 
 
In this excerpt we will look at and analyze 4 Sections labeled A,B,C and D. 
 
Here is the A Section 
 

 
 
The A section is basically a 2 Bar pattern that repeats until the last bar which takes us into the B Section. 
 
The Line is played over a II-7 V7 Chord sequence in the key of Db Major. It’s important to understand the Key 
as it gives us the appropriate Chord Scales. Understanding the related Chord Scales helps determine which 
Diatonic Passing Tones we can use to connect the Chord Tones together.  
 
It’s so important to understand that Bass Lines, Solos, Melodies work best or sound best when the “player” 
understands the concept and importance of Chord Tones and the strength of the line. It’s really all about 
Chord Tones and finding strong direct ways of approaching the next Chord.  
 
Nothing spells out harmony better than the Chord Tones and as we can’t only use Chord Tones in our lines 
we need to understand how to dress them up with Diatonic Passing Tones, Chromatic Approaches to Chord 
Tones, a combination of Diatonic Passing Tones and Chromatic Approaches To Chord Tones and Tensions. 
We find the Tensions and Diatonic Passing Tones from these related Chord Scales. 
 
However all of this stuff is important to understand because the more you learn the more you uncover. But 
none of this is important unless you train your Ears to hear it as you are learning it. Some of us are more 



	  

blessed than others as far as the development of our ears are concerned but no matter what studying 
theory and harmony will expose your ears to things it otherwise would recognize are understand. The 
deeper you dig the deeper your music will be. 
 
The II V Chord Progression is probably the most common movement of Chords in Western Popular music in 
all Genera’s. In the Tony Grey Bass Academy we study in great detail all of the different Modes and Chord 
Scales and how to use them creatively to build our Bass Lines, melodies and improvise solos. We also look at 
all the commonly used Approach To Chord Tone patterns and again learn how to use them creatively for our 
lines.  
 
Let’s look at this 2 Bar pattern 1 Bar at a time. 
 
Bar 1-2 
 

 
 
In Bar 1 the line is played using only 8th notes. Over the Eb-7 the Bass Line starts out with the Root of the 
Chord (Eb) from there it moves down to the b3rd of the Chord (Gb) and targets the 5th of the Chord (Bb) with 
a Diatonic Passing Tone in-between (A). These Diatonic Passing Tones can be thought of as the Glue 
linking these Chord Tones together.  
  
When we look at how the Ab7 Chord is approached we can see it as moving from the Bb to the Ab. This 
really has a double function it can be viewed as the Chord Tone (5th Degree) of the Eb-7 or as a Scale Tone 
Approach From Above To Chord Ton,e which is a very commonly used approach pattern that really gives 
the target Chord Tone a strong sound. 
 
From the Root (Ab) the line moves up to the 3rd degree (C) and from there it targets the Root (Eb) of Bar 2. 
This is a great example of a strong direct way of approaching the next Chord. On Beat 4 we could view the 
Db as a Diatonic note from the related Chord Scale the Ab Mixolydian but I’m viewing it and more 
importantly hearing it as a Chromatic Approach to the Eb from the C. C,Db,D to the Target Eb. 
 
In Bar 2 the Bass Line is repeated with the only difference being the octave the notes are in. In Bar 1 the Eb 
(Root) moves down to the Gb (b3rd) in Bar 2 the Eb (Root) moves up to the Gb (b3rd) On Beat 3 of Bar 2 the 
line moves from the Root of Ab7 down to the 3rd (C) making the pattern finish in the same way.  



	  

You will notice in the following bars of the A Section the use of Ghost Notes.  
 
I have marked them like this: 
 

 
 
A Ghost Note is basically a pitchless note that adds groove to the line. They are played by releasing pressure 
from the finger on the fretted hand. You will see in this transcription and by listening to the track the use of 
these Chord Tones and how they impact the groove. John McLaughlin once told me when I was recording 
his CD it’s not how you play them it’s where you play them that makes the difference between Funky and 
not Funky. 
 
Now let’s look at the last bar of the A Section where we can analyze how these sections are connected 
together 
 

 
 
The first thing I do when analyzing a transcription is to see the shape of the line and how it’s targeting the 
next Chord. The first Chord of the B Section is the Bb7 Chord. Seeing this immediately shows me that there is 
a Chromatic Approach leading up to the Bb from the Note G on the and of the 3rd Beat  
 

 
 
Over the Eb-7 the Bass Line continues the same way it left off and after the Root of Ab7 Chord that’s when 
the Chromatic Approach to the Bb begins. 
 
Lets now look at and analyze the B Section. 



	  

 
Here is the B Section 
 
The B Section is 4 Bars in length and then returns back to the A Section. 
 

 
 
Lets break this B Section down 1 Bar at a time. 
 
B Section - Bar 1 
 

 
 
Beat 1 and 3 are the Chord Tones of Bb7 the Rood (Bb) and the 3rd Degree (D). In-between is the note C 
which is a Diatonic Passing Tone. In Beat 4 the Line moves back to the Bb (Root). Over the C7 the line starts 
out with the Root of the Chord (C) and is followed by a Chromatic run. The D,D# and E is a Chromatic 
Sequence leading up to and targeting the Root of the F-7. 
 
B Section - Bar 2 
 

 



	  

In Bar 2 there is a strong use of the Chromatic Approach To Chord Tone pattern.  
 
If we break down the Downbeats 1, 2, 3 and 4 of Bar 2 we will see they are all Chord Tones. The Strong Beat, 
Weak Beat is important to understand to help you make your lines sound really strong, this is discussed in 
detail in the lesson on Groove Techniques.  
 
On the downbeats 1 and 2 is the Root of F-7 (F) and on Beats 3 and 4 is the Root of Ab-7 (Ab). In-Between are 
where the Chromatic Approach To Chord Tone pattern occurs. 
 
The Note E is sandwiched in-between the F and the Note G is sandwiched in-between the Ab. The last 8th 
note (A) is a Chromatic Approach to the Root of Bb7 (Bb) in Bar 3. 
 
B Section - Bar 3 
 

 
 
Bar 3 is exactly the same as Bar 1. This brings us back to the Strong Beat, Weak Beat concept. Not only 
does this concept apply to the Beats but also the Bars within a form. For example the Strong Bars 1,3,4,7 are 
generally the strong sounding bars and the Weaker Sounding ones are the Odd Numbers 2,4,6,8 etc. The 
Strong Bars within a groove are often repeated and the weaker ones generally contain fills or variations.  
 
This helps us feel that the overall groove a feeling of being grounded and helps us feel and hear like there is 
structure in place. This draws us the listener in and create a hook to the line and we can really hear the 
composition of the music come through. 
 
Bar 4 is the final Bar in the B Section and brings us back t the A Section. 
 

 



	  

In Bar 4 over the F-7 the Bass Line starts out with the Root of the Chord (F) and from there it targets the b3rd 
of the Chord (Ab) on Beat 3 with a Diatonic Passing Tone in-between (G). On Beat 4 there is a Chromatic 
Approach to the Toot of Bb7 (Bb). 
 
Over the Bb7 Chord the line starts out with a Triplet. The Root (Bb) down to the 5th Degree (F) followed by a 
Ghost Note on the Open E String. Beats 3 and 4 contain only the Root of the Chord. 
 
This Bb is moving to the Root of the Eb-7 Chord at the beginning of the A Section. This gives the last 8th note 
a double function. It is not only the Root of Bb7 but also is the 5th Degree of the Eb-7 chord. The strongest 
movement between Chords is the V7 Chord resolving to the I Chord. We can break this concept down to 
the Chord Tones within the Chords. The 5th of the Chord has a very strong pull to the Root of the Chord. In 
this case the Bb resolves strongly to the Eb. 
 
After the Next A Section the Song again moves back to a B Section giving the overall Form an A,B,A,B 
structure. 
 
Next comes the C Section, which is the same as the A Section. In the Song it acts as an interlude between 
sections. 
 
Next comes the B Section, which is the Bridge of the song. 
 

 
 
The Bridge of a song is sometimes an instrumental section of the song like a breakdown. 
 

• In Bar 1 the Root of the Chord (Eb) moving to the b7th (Db) and back. 
 

• In Bar 2 the Chord Tone b3rd (Gb) targets the 5th Degree of the Chord with a Diatonic Passing Tone in-
between (Ab). The last 8th Note is the b7th (Db). 

 
• Bar 3 contains the Root (Eb), The b3rd (Gb) and the b7th(Db) all of which are Chord Tones. 

 
• The Line in Bar 4 is a little busier and takes back into an A Section. It starts out this the b7th of the 

Chord (Db) followed by Tension 13. Beat 2 is a Scale Degree Approach To Chord Tone From Above, 
which is another commonly used Approach to chord Tone pattern. The note Ab resolving to the b3rd 



	  

of the Chord (Gb). Beat 3 is a Triplet targeting the b3rd of the Chord (Gb). It’s really an extension of 
the Ab moving to the Gb Scale Approach with the Ab moving to the A back to the Ab within a triplet 
and finally resolving to the Gb. 
 

Recap 
 
When you break down this Bass Line you really can see why it sounds so great.  
Some of the Techniques that make this Bass Line are? 
 

• Chord Tones  
• Strong Beat, Weak Beat Concept 
• Strong Bar, Weak Bar Concept 
• Approach To Chord tone Patterns 
• Diatonic Passing Tones 
• Symmetry in the Rhythms and Pitches (creating the hook and shape of the groove) 
• Ghost Notes to add dynamic and groove to the lines. 

 
It’s really important to always find ways of maximizing your practice time. Don’t forget, you sound how you 
practice. In the Tony Grey Bass Academy we look at all of these different techniques that make our lines 
strong within our bass lines and solo’s. Please visit www.tonygreybassacademy.com for more information 
regarding our different creative lessons and courses. 
 
Listen to the original recording of this track pay attention to Nate Watt’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 that really makes this Bass Line 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! 
 
Stay inspired, 
Tony Grey 
 

  
 


