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UNLOCKING THE GROOVE: YOUR ULTIMATE GUIDE TO THE SUPERMASSIVE BLACK
HOLE BASS TAB

Few  songs  in  the  modern  rock  canon  command  as  much  immediate  recognition  as  Muse’s
“Supermassive Black Hole.” Released in 2006 on the album Black Holes and Revelations, the track
marked  a  bold  departure  for  the  band,  blending  funk,  glam rock,  and  electronic  influences  into  a
sleek, danceable juggernaut. At its heart, driving the entire sonic architecture, is a bass line that is
deceptively  simple  yet  endlessly  rewarding  to  play.  For  bassists,  finding  an  accurate  and  well-
annotated Supermassive Black Hole bass tab is the first step toward mastering one of the most
iconic riffs of the 21st century. This guide will take you deep into the song’s structure, the nuances
of the tablature, and the techniques required to replicate Chris Wolstenholme’s signature sound.

THE PHENOMENON BEHIND THE BASS LINE

Before diving into the mechanics of the tab, it is worth appreciating why this particular bass part has
become a rite of passage for players worldwide. Chris Wolstenholme, Muse’s bassist, is renowned for
his aggressive, effects-driven style. In “Supermassive Black Hole,” he abandons the traditional rock
bass role of root-note support. Instead, he locks into a syncopated, almost percussive groove that
functions as the song’s primary rhythmic anchor. The Supermassive Black Hole bass tab is not
merely a transcription of notes; it is a blueprint for a specific feel. The line is built around a repeating
four-bar pattern that relies heavily on octaves and chromatic passing tones. This creates a sense of
forward motion that perfectly contrasts the song’s dark, swaggering verses and explosive chorus.
The  popularity  of  the  bass  tab  reflects  the  song’s  enduring  appeal—it  is  challenging  enough  for
intermediate  players  to  sink  their  teeth  into,  yet  accessible  enough  for  motivated  beginners.

Understanding the Tablature Format
Standard bass tablature uses four lines, each representing a string (E, A, D, G from bottom to top).
Numbers on these lines indicate which fret to press. A typical Supermassive Black Hole bass tab
will show the main riff in standard tuning (E-A-D-G). However, many transcriptions include notations
for slides, hammer-ons, and palm muting. One common point of confusion for new players is the
song’s time signature. The verse riff is played in a tight 4/4 time, but the syncopation can make it
feel like it is pulling against the beat. An accurate tab will clearly mark the rhythmic placement of
each note, often using dashes or standard music note stems. When searching for a tab, look for
versions that include both the fret numbers and rhythmic indicators. The most reliable tabs also
specify the recommended fingerings, particularly for the rapid octave jumps that define the song’s
character.

DECONSTRUCTING THE MAIN RIFF

The song’s verse riff is where the magic happens. It revolves around a simple E minor tonality but is
elevated by Wolstenholme’s rhythmic ingenuity. A standard Supermassive Black Hole bass tab
will  show  the  riff  starting  on  the  open  E  string,  moving  to  the  5th  fret  of  the  A  string,  and  then
leaping to the 7th fret of the D string. This octave pattern is the backbone. Here is a breakdown of
the key components you will see in any quality tab:

The Octave Jump: The riff frequently jumps between a low root note (E) and its octave (E two
strings up). This creates a wide, spacious sound. The tab will show this as a 0 on the E string
followed by a 7 on the D string.
The Chromatic Walk: Between the main motifs, there is a descending chromatic line. A
precise tab will indicate notes like 5-4-3 on the A string, leading smoothly into the next
repetition. This is the “secret sauce” that gives the line its bluesy, funky edge.
Ghost Notes and Muting: While not always explicitly written, advanced tabs use an 'x' to
denote percussive ghost notes. These are essential for replicating the live sound. The right
hand should remain relaxed, brushing the strings to create a short, choked sound between the
main notes.

Tone and Effects: What the Tab Cannot
Tell You
A Supermassive Black Hole bass tab provides the fretboard map, but the destination is defined
by your tone. Wolstenholme’s sound on this track is heavily processed. He uses a blend of distortion,
chorus, and a touch of compression to achieve that gritty, synth-like attack. To get close to the
recorded sound, consider the following signal chain:

Bass: A passive bass with split-coil pickups (like a Fender Jazz Bass) works well. Play with a1.
pick for a sharper attack.
Compression: A moderate amount of compression will even out the dynamic range, ensuring2.
the pulled notes are as loud as the fretted ones.
Distortion/Overdrive: A light overdrive pedal set just at the edge of breakup. You want the3.
notes to growl, not turn into static.
Chorus or Flanger: A subtle modulation effect adds the shimmer that makes the line cut4.
through the mix.

Experiment with your pickup balance. For this song, many players find that soloing the bridge
pickup (closer to the neck) or using both in parallel yields the most authentic tone.

TECHNIQUES TO MASTER FOR AN AUTHENTIC PERFORMANCE

Merely reading the Supermassive Black Hole bass tab and playing the correct notes is only
half the battle. To truly capture the groove, you must internalize several specific techniques:

Syncopated Timing

The song’s groove lives in the space between the beats. The bass line often plays on the
“and” of beats 1, 2, 3, and 4. Practice with a metronome set to a slow tempo (60 BPM) and
focus on locking in to the off-beats. The tab is a guide, but your ear must feel the push and
pull against the kick drum. Listen to the original track repeatedly; the bass is slightly ahead of
the beat in some sections, creating a tense, urgent feel.

Right-Hand Pick Control
Wolstenholme uses a pick on this track, and the attack is crucial. Hold the pick with a firm but
not rigid grip. When playing the octave jumps, use a downstroke for the low E and an upstroke
for the higher octave. This creates a natural accent pattern that the tab will not explicitly
show. For the ghost notes, lightly rest the edge of your palm on the strings near the bridge to
mute them, then dig in for the accented notes.

String Skipping
The octave jumps require accurate string skipping. Your right hand must be able to jump from
the thickest string to a thinner string without hitting the middle strings. Practice the motion
slowly: start on the E string, then skip the A string entirely to land on the D string. Your left
hand  will  also  need  to  travel  physically  down the  neck,  which  can  be  disorienting  at  first.  A
good Supermassive Black Hole bass tab will often include fingering suggestions (e.g., 1st
finger for the 5th fret, 3rd or 4th finger for the 7th fret) to minimize hand fatigue.

FINDING AND VERIFYING ACCURATE BASS TABS

The internet is  awash with user-submitted tabs,  and quality varies wildly.  For a song as
rhythmically complex as this, a poorly transcribed Supermassive Black Hole bass tab can
lead to bad habits. Here are the best resources for finding reliable transcriptions:

Ultimate Guitar (UG): The most popular repository. Look for tabs with high user
ratings and official artist verification if available. The “Bass Tab” section often has
multiple versions; compare the top three to find a consensus on the main riff.
Songsterr: Offers interactive, play-along tabs with real-time scrolling. The audio
playback is invaluable for understanding rhythm. The notation is usually more accurate
than static text tabs.
YouTube Tutorials with On-Screen Tabs: Many bass educators provide video
breakdowns with the tab displayed on screen. This is often the best way to learn, as you
can see the fingerings and hear the rhythm simultaneously.
Official Songbooks: The most accurate source is the official Muse bass tab book for
Black Holes and Revelations. These are professionally transcribed and include all the
nuanced markings that free tabs omit.

When evaluating a Supermassive Black Hole bass tab, check the comments section. If
multiple users point out errors in the bridge section or chorus, proceed with caution. Also, be
wary of tabs that simplify the rhythm too much. The real feel of the song comes from its subtle
syncopation, which a lazy transcription might ignore.

COMMON MISTAKES AND HOW TO AVOID THEM

Even with a perfect Supermassive Black Hole bass tab, players often fall into predictable
traps. Awareness is the first step to correction.

Rushing the Tempo: The song’s energy tempts players to speed up. The verse riff
should feel locked and steady. Use a drum track or the original song as a backing track.
Focus on playing slightly behind the beat for a heavier feel.
Neglecting the Ghost Notes: Many beginner tabs omit the percussive pops between
the melodic notes. Without these, the line sounds thin. Lightly brush the strings with
your fretting hand at the indicated moments (often on the “e” of each beat).
Overplaying the Chorus: The chorus bass line is simpler and more sustained. Resist
the urge to add extra fills. The power of the chorus comes from its contrast with the
busy verse. Let the notes ring out.
Inconsistent Muting: The open E string rings out sympathetically if you are not
careful. Keep your fretting hand fingers slightly arched, and use the edge of your palm
to mute the lower strings when playing higher notes.

Building a Practice Routine
To truly own this  song,  dedicate 10-15 minutes per day to structured practice.  Start  by
isolating  the  verse  riff.  Play  it  20  times  perfectly  at  70%  speed.  Then,  move  to  the  chorus
transition. The tab will often show a clean shift from the verse pattern to a sustained G and D
power  chord  shape.  Practice  this  switch  until  it  is  silent  and  fluid.  Finally,  play  through  the
entire  song  structure  (verse,  chorus,  bridge,  solo)  without  stopping,  even  if  you  make
mistakes. This builds the muscle memory needed for a live performance.

EXPLORING THE SONG’S STRUCTURE THROUGH THE TAB

A comprehensive Supermassive Black Hole bass tab will cover the entire song, not just the
famous verse riff. Understanding the full structure is key to a complete performance. The song
opens  with  the  bass  alone,  setting  the  stage.  The  verse  riff  repeats  four  times  before  the
chorus hits. In the chorus, the bass plays a more melodic, sustained line that mirrors the vocal
melody. The bridge section introduces a new, higher-register pattern that requires shifting to
the 7th and 9th positions on the neck. The tab will indicate these position shifts with numbers
in parentheses or arrows. Pay special attention to the dynamics: the verse should be played
with a biting, aggressive tone, while the chorus allows for a slightly rounder, more open sound.
The bass solo section (often a simplified version of the verse riff with added fills) is a chance to
show off your control
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