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MASTERING THE ICONIC BASS LINE: A DEEP DIVE
INTO THE YOU OUGHTA KNOW BASS TAB

When Alanis Morissette unleashed “You Oughta Know” in 1995, it
wasn’t just the raw, cathartic vocals that grabbed listeners by the
collar. The song’s driving, aggressive bass line—played by Red
Hot  Chili  Peppers’  Flea—instantly  became  a  benchmark  for
alternative rock bassists. For decades, musicians have sought out
the You Oughta Know bass tab to learn how to replicate that
snarling, punchy groove. Whether you are a beginner looking for
your first  challenging riff or  a seasoned player wanting to refine
your technique, this comprehensive guide will walk you through
every nuance of the tab, the techniques required, and how to
make the line your own.

THE SONG AND ITS LEGENDARY BASS LINE

Before diving into the fretboard, it’s essential to understand the
context of the bass part. “You Oughta Know” is set in the key of D
minor, with a time signature that shifts between 4/4 and a slight
swung feel. Flea’s bassline is not a complicated run of sixteenth
notes; instead, it relies on a deceptively simple, repetitive pattern

that builds tension and mirrors the singer’s escalating anger. The
You  Oughta  Know  bass  tab  reveals  how  Flea  uses  a
combination of root notes, octaves, and chromatic passing tones
to  create  a  riff  that  is  both  melodic  and  percussive.  The  line
primarily revolves around the open D string and the A string,
using syncopation that locks perfectly with the drum groove.

Key Characteristics of the
Bass Part

Aggressive Attack: Flea used a pick (or very heavy
fingerstyle) to achieve a distorted, biting tone.
Syncopation: The riff emphasizes off-beats, especially the
“and” of beats 2 and 4.
Melodic Hooks: Despite being a rhythm section part, the
bass carries the main melodic hook of the verse.
Dynamic Shifts: The bass line changes intensity from the
sparse verses to the explosive chorus.

BREAKING DOWN THE YOU OUGHTA KNOW BASS TAB:
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SECTION BY SECTION

To truly master this track, you need to approach the tab in logical
chunks.  Below,  we’ll  dissect  the  main  riff,  verse,  chorus,  and
bridge,  and  explain  exactly  what  your  fingers  should  be  doing.

The Main Riff (Intro and
Verse)
The iconic intro riff is what every bassist wants to nail. According
to the standard You Oughta Know bass tab, the riff starts with
a heavy, palm-muted open D string, followed by a quick slide or
hammer-on  from  the  fifth  fret  of  the  A  string  (D  note)  to  the
seventh fret (E note). The pattern then moves up to the G string
for a chromatic walk: 9th fret (E), 10th fret (F), then back down.
The timing is crucial—you play the open D on beat 1, then the D
to E slide on the “and” of 1, followed by the chromatic notes on
beat  2  and  the  “and”  of  2.  This  pattern  repeats,  creating  a
hypnotic, driving feel.
Many bass tabs notate the verse with a slight variation: instead of
the chromatic walk, Flea occasionally drops to the A string root or
adds a ghost note. Pay close attention to the tablature’s rhythmic
notation because the space between notes is as important as the
notes themselves.

The Chorus Explosion
When the chorus hits, the bass line becomes more aggressive
and less syncopated. The You Oughta Know bass tab for the
chorus typically shows a move to higher registers. Flea jumps up
to  the  D  string  around  the  10th  fret,  playing  a  simple  but
powerful octave pattern: root (D on 10th fret of D string) then the
fifth (A on 14th fret of D string or open A). The tab often includes
a quick hammer-on from the 10th to 12th fret (E) before resolving
back to the D. This section demands good stamina and a steady
right  hand,  as  you  are  playing  more  notes  per  beat  with  a
consistent down-picking motion.

The Bridge and Outro
The bridge of “You Oughta Know” is where the bass line gets
unconventional.  The You Oughta Know bass tab  reveals  a
pattern that shifts to a faster, almost funky sixteenth-note feel.
Flea uses a lot of open string ringing and quick hammer-ons from
open A to the second fret (B), then slides up to the fifth fret (D).
This part is technically the most challenging because it requires
precise left-hand muting to avoid unwanted string noise. Many
bassists  find  it  helpful  to  practice  this  section  slowly  with  a
metronome,  focusing  on  the  articulation  of  each  note.

ESSENTIAL TECHNIQUES FOR PLAYING THE TAB

Having the correct fret numbers is only half the battle. To sound
like the recording, you must employ specific bass techniques. The
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You Oughta Know bass tab is a fantastic vehicle for improving
your overall playing.

Pick vs. Fingerstyle
Flea is famously a fingerstyle player, but on this track, he used a
heavy pick to get that extra attack. When you study the You
Oughta Know bass tab, decide which approach suits you. If you
use a  pick,  focus on downstrokes for  the heavy accents  and
alternate  picking  for  the  faster  bridge  sections.  If  you  prefer
fingers, use a “rake” motion—playing with the side of your thumb
or using two fingers in a fast, muted slap-like technique. Both can
work, but the tone will differ.

Muting and Dynamics
One of the most overlooked elements in the tab is muting. The
verses are built on space and silence. You must mute the open D
string after it rings to prevent it from bleeding into the next note.
Use your fretting hand’s index finger to lightly touch the string, or
use the palm of your picking hand. The You Oughta Know bass
tab  will  not  show  you  this—you  have  to  develop  the  feel.
Dynamics also play a huge role: play the verses with a slightly
lighter touch (around 70% attack) and then dig in for the chorus
(100% attack). This contrast makes the song come alive.

Syncopation and Groove
Practice playing the tab along with a drum loop that emphasizes
the snare on beats 2 and 4. The bass line’s syncopation creates
tension by hitting on the “and” of beat 1, just before the snare.
Use the You Oughta Know bass tab as a rhythmic exercise:
clap the rhythm before you pick up the bass. This will internalize
the off-beat feel.

COMMON MISTAKES WHEN LEARNING THE TAB

Even experienced bassists can fall into traps when tackling this
iconic  line.  Here  are  the  most  frequent  issues  found  when
studying the You Oughta Know bass tab:

Rushing the riff: The verse riff has a slight pause after the
open D. Many players play it too fast, losing the laid-back,
simmering anger.
Neglecting tone: A clean, round bass tone will not sound
right. You should use a moderate amount of distortion or
overdrive, and boost the mids. The tab alone won’t tell you
to adjust your amp EQ.
Playing the wrong octave: Some online tabs incorrectly
notate the verse riff one octave higher. Always cross-
reference with the recording. The low D (open D string) is
essential for the song’s weight.
Ignoring the “ghost notes”: Flea often plays very quiet,
percussive “ghost” notes between the main pitches. These
are rarely written in standard You Oughta Know bass
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tab but are crucial for the feel. Listen to the recording and
try to imitate those subtle clicks and muted strings.

WHERE TO FIND RELIABLE YOU OUGHTA KNOW BASS
TAB SOURCES

Not all bass tabs are created equal. The internet is full of user-
submitted transcriptions that range from excellent to completely
wrong.  To  find  a  dependable  You  Oughta  Know  bass  tab,
consider  these  options:

Official Songbooks: Hal Leonard and other publishers1.
have released official tab books for Alanis Morissette’s
“Jagged Little Pill.” These are the most accurate because
they are transcribed from the master recordings.
YouTube Tutorials with Tab Overlay: Many professional2.
bass teachers provide play-along videos that show scrolling
tab in real time. Look for channels that have been verified
by the community.
Tab Sites with Ratings: On sites like Ultimate Guitar or3.
Songsterr, check the user rating and the number of
comments. A high-rated tab with dozens of confirmations is
usually reliable.
Transcribe It Yourself: The most rewarding way is to4.
learn by ear using software like Transcribe! or Amazing
Slow Downer. Then write your own You Oughta Know
bass tab. This deepens your understanding of the song.

TIPS FOR MASTERING THE TAB IN ONE WEEK

If you have a performance or jam session coming up, here is a
structured practice plan using the You Oughta Know bass tab:

Day 1: Learn the main verse riff. Play it slowly at 60 BPM
with a metronome. Focus on muting and the correct
rhythm. Repeat until you can play it without looking at the
tab.
Day 2: Add the chorus. Notice how the right-hand attack
changes. Practice transitioning between verse and chorus
without stopping.
Day 3: Work on the bridge section. Isolate the fast
sixteenth-note run. Use alternate picking if you are using a
pick. Slowly increase tempo.
Day 4: Play the entire song structure (without the outro)
from beginning to end at 80% speed. Record yourself and
compare to the original.
Day 5: Add dynamics: play verses softly with a clean tone,
then switch to a distorted tone for the chorus. This will
simulate the recording’s intensity.
Day 6: Jam along with the actual track. Use the You
Oughta Know bass tab as a guide, but feel free to add
your own fills. Experiment with slides or ghost notes.
Day 7: Perform the song from memory. Consider playing
for a friend or recording a video. Reflect on the techniques
you’ve developed.
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THE LEGACY OF THE BASS LINE AND WHY WE STILL
STUDY IT

More than 25 years after its release, “You Oughta Know” remains


