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 Paul McCartney with the Beatles at Wembley Studios in London during rehearsals for a 1964 US TV special
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  McCartney in his element: on stage with bass in hand


  

  INTRODUCTION


  something in the way he played


  
 
  

  There is no greater compliment than respect from your peers for your craft, skill, musicianship, and musicality. “He’s the guvnor,”i says Sting, simply and appropriately. “Paul McCartney always comes to mind first as a major influence, for the melodic and musical way he approaches his parts,” says Mike Elizondo of Dr Dre.ii There are any number of similar accolades from past and present bass players.


  But what really elevates Paul McCartney is the fact that your average Joe on the street is likely to say: “Oh yeah, he played that tiny violin thing. He was good, wasn’t he?” That kind of acknowledgement eclipses even the weightiest tome written by any respected, pre-eminent musicians or academics. That kind of praise, after all, comes from the real world.


  Anybody who truly innovates will be much copied. Musicians are like a flock of sheep. No disrespect intended, just a simple acknowledgement that ‘lifting’ or ‘copying’ or ‘copping’ are legitimate ways to learn or expand what we do. And there are plenty of players who have based the main body of their playing on what McCartney played and how he played it with The Beatles.


  Listen carefully and you’ll hear recognisable McCartney-isms seeping from the grooves of any number of guitar-based pop bands right up to the present day – and you should expect to be able to survey pop music 20 years from now and still find this to be the case, such is his impact. XTC’s Colin Moulding describes his own fine playing as “the bastard son of [Free’s] Andy Fraser and Paul McCartney”.iii We’d argue that Fraser himself was strongly influenced by McCartney, too. Think about it: the tight, growling, yet rubbery tone that leaked from Fraser’s short-scale Gibson EB-3 bass, and that solid-quarter-notes-with-a-twist chorus part alongside the gorgeous interval-leap bassline under Paul Kossoff’s classic guitar solo in ‘Alright Now’. Can you think of anyone else who might have made similar choices in such a situation? Exactly.


  But nobody realises those ideas as effectively or makes them sound so naturally played, so effortless and in control, as McCartney. If you’re gonna steal ’em, as Marcus Miller would say, you gotta flip ’em. And if you don’t? Then your playing, compared to the originator, will sound like it hasn’t caught sight of the sun for a very long time.


  With every great bass player, everything knits together into a unique blend, including their sound, feel, range, and the melodic or rhythmic appeal of their ideas. McCartney wins his membership to the club of greatness because, just like Victor Bailey or Stanley Clarke, you can’t help but instantly recognise him when you hear his sound on record. Remember, what you play does not have to be technically difficult to be innovative and influential – and many of McCartney’s best lines have the ‘wow’ factor because of their sheer beauty as independent melodies or the almost poetic way that they pull the whole song together. Not that McCartney fails to deliver serious chops when he feels like it, whether it be the full three minutes of classics such as ‘Rain’ or simply a tasty morsel of a fill here and there.


  A top bass player must be a trendsetter, too. Larry Graham and Stanley Clarke showed us how to use our thumbs and Jaco Pastorius opened our eyes to the possibilities and beauty of fretless bass. Francis Rocco Prestia proved that you can fill the whole bar with sixteenth-notes at a wide range of tempos and still groove deep in the pocket. Of the contemporary greats, Victor Wooten pushes the envelope so often that you begin to think he could do anything on a bass that he set his mind to – and all with a broad grin.


  McCartney’s basslines educated a different sort of listening public and musician. The Beatles were so popular that any chances he took on bass were immediately and microscopically scrutinised, far more than any of his contemporaries, including John Entwistle and Jack Bruce. Such was the focus on The Beatles’ every breath that the stakes became unfeasibly high. Many with less faith and belief in their own ability would have become creatively constipated under such pressure, but McCartney blossomed. There was a real sense of adventure and exuberance in many of McCartney’s lines from Rubber Soul onwards, and this helped to clear away forever the stagnant atmosphere around many pop-group rhythm sections.


  You want the bassline on a song to be the second most dominant voice after the main (vocal) melody? Well, McCartney did it and the records sold in millions. You want to play expansively and funkily for the full three minutes? That’s OK: McCartney did that in ‘Taxman’. The number of Beatles songs whose pace and direction are set by McCartney’s bassline are numerous and varied. He was the first bass-playing captain and navigator of the good ship Pop Song and his playing with The Beatles are works of pure, instinctive genius. While we need to steer clear of anything as wholly unreasonable and dangerous as deification, we can justifiably use terms like genius and inspired. Influential musicians are, after all, only human.


  By the time McCartney was really blossoming on Revolver he had already displayed another of the qualities that marks out the great bassman: a musical instinct that led him to make the right choices. He was never afraid of hard work. Beatle folklore has him as usually the last one to leave the session, the one who did the most work on any of the songs, and the one who was the most interested in a high level of excellence in writing, performing, and recording. It is this that gave many people – including members of The Beatles themselves – the impression that it had become a one-man show by the time Let It Be hit the stores
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  “We forget. Who cares? We did some great stuff. But exact analysis was never our bag.”


  Paul McCartney on The Beatles’ working methods
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