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Contrary to its title, hardy

B
Bv SIEqu"g Bacl{ anything on the Red Hot Chill Peppers' By the Way

is an afterthought. The richly layered textures and

distinctive arrangements recall influences as diverse as psychedelic Beach Boys, Mexican drinking songs, somber
Radichead, and classic punk-funk, each band member adding a patch to the quilt of sound. Vocalist Anthony Kiedis sounds
more confident than ever, drummer Chad Smith is reliably funky, and the album is a coup for guitarist John Frusciante,
whose contributions are largely responsible for the Peppers' new direction. But Flea—whose outrageous showmanship
and superhuman thumb have made him the throbbing heart of the band's musical mayhem—is impressively understated.
He continues to refine his quest for bass nirvana by providing his bandmates with a new attitude and a fresh set of tools:
He plays with a pick, steps into higher registers, goes fretless, and with a few notable exceptions, barely slaps.

Perhaps his musical experiences oulside the Peppers have given Flea new perspeclive. Besides touring to suppon

the band's 1999 smash album Californication, Flea has immersed himself in a Joy Division cover band and studio




Flea continued

sessions with everyone from Johnny Cash and
Alanis Morissette to Tricky and “wild-ass drum
music” with original Peppers drummer Jack lrons,
In the last year Flea has bought an upright bass,
began studying jazz theory, and opened a music
school in Los Angeles. Who would've known?
Few could have foreseen Flea's current sound
in the late '80s, when the Peppers ruled the hearts
of millions of fans with their signature punk-funk
style and over-the-top stage antics. On the band's
first four albums—Red Hot Chili Peppers (1984),
Freaky Styley ('85), Uplife Mofo Party Plan ("87),
and Mother’s Milk ('89), Flea mixed the thump-
ing innovations of Larry Graham and Louis John-
son with his own style built on punk-rock
abandon. On Bleod Sugar Sex Magik ("91), Flea
had already begun 1o forsake slapping for more
melodic fingerstyle, and 1995"s One Hor Minute
and Californication were further proof Flea and
the band were growing and changing. “The excite-
ment and momentum of the band is better than
it has ever, ever been,” he says. “When we got back
together with John for Califorsmicarion, it was a real
rebirth. For this album, we improvised within the
structure of the songs, but it was more about try-
ing to write really good pop. We spent five days a
week for a year writing, fixing, and arranging songs,
trying this and trying that.” As a result, Flea's
approach is more streamlined and functional.

Flea continued

“Universally Speaking,” which began as a pretty
bass line with a nice droning feel. As soon as we
started jamming on it, Anthony came up with a
vocal melody. We thought, Wow, we could do
something with that—let's make it a real song by
adding a chorus. Then John and [ did a “face off™:
We looked at each other, went out to the rehearsal
studio parking lot, and sat in different corners,
We had five minutes to come in with parts.

How do you decide which one to use?

John came in and played his part, and [ was
like, Whatever | did wasn't as good as that!
| Laughs.] We thought both parts were cool, so
we made one the chorus and one the outro.
Boom—song done,

What impact does producer Rick Rubin have
on your bass lines?

We've come to trust him a lot. Rick thinks so
differently than us—we'll play something and it'll
mean so much to us, but to him everything’s
changeable. The Mexican-style "Cabron” is a good
example. John wrote it on acoustic guitar. | played
what [ thought was an authentic Mexican bass
line, but no one liked it; they liked my second
idea better. When we recorded it, though, Rick
didn’t like my second idea. So | played every bass
line I could think of—anything you could do over
those changes, I did.

Later on, we came back to that tune. John and

“The bass playing on this record is about helping
Anthony and John express themselves, It's great
to watch Anthony keep growing after 20 years in
the band, and so much beautiful music is just
bursting out of John, May it go on forever!”

Flea, who turns 40 this year, continues to push
his own boundaries, 100, “The only way I'm ging
to keep growing and changing is to be vulnera-
ble as a human being. People | admire—musi-
cians who have remained relevant throughout
their entire lifetimes—seem to be the ones who
age with dignity and who have love in their hearts,
That's my goal.”

eyt

Why did you start playing with a pick?

I was ready to do something different. | staried
playing with picks at our jams, and then I had 1o
get my pick chops together with Jane's Addiction
because the songs called for it. Eventually, | tried
one on Califernication’s “Parallel Universe,” and
when John brought in the chord structures for
By the Way it just made sense for me to lry a more
melodic pick approach.

1 always want to play melodically, evenif I'm
playing percussive funk—but when I'm playing
with a pick, I'm more likely to strum chords or
use double stops. Bass lines take on a different
type of melody with a pick. Playing a high pick

Peter Hod

a year and a halt ago. We played only one show, but the music really

it's simple but s

Control’ [from Joy Division's

almos! like a guitar

Red Hot Ct
to play i
Tom Jenkinson: “What a ¢
and than | ju
Jah Wobble:
tion of Public Image LI

heard. He bro

like 1
Bill La

iante and | had this Joy Division ¢

part aver simple chords gave songs like *Zephyr"”
a nice effect, and with Anthony singing his vocal
melody, it makes for a really nice pop chorus.

Whe do you consider the expert on melodic
pop bass?

Paul McCartney. Most Chili Peppers songs
have started with the bass, but for this album,
John came in with complete song structures.
Someane told me that the bass lines were often
the last thing to go on Beatles records, so | decided
to try that approach and re-record my bass line
on “1 Could Die for You,” the one song | play
fretless on. | played something first that sounded
good, but after the vocals went on [ heard some-
thing different. I'm not saying that's a better way
to do it, but it made me play differently.

The album’s rambourines, organs, and mulf-
tracked harmonies are also reminiscent of the psy-
chedelic "6k

lohn has been in a very focused, creative,
ambitious place. When we were going in to make
this record, he studied old pop music and doo-
wop, and he overdubbed lots of vocals, guitar
parts, and synthesizers—he went for it [ was like,
Dude, go on and do it! I'm just happy to be there
and do the right thing for the songs.

Were most of the sorigs born out of jams?

Every song is different, but most start that
way. Sommetimes | come in with a bass line or John
brings in a guitar part. After we decide it's worth
building 4 song around, we'll jam on it. Take
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Flea continued

I jammed on it, and John suggested that [ play
his "6 Vox bass with a capo. He figured that
playing with a capo would make me see the neck
differently, and he was right. By trying something
different, I came up with something we liked.

IF's a trear to hear you stretch ont on “Don’t
Fl?r.lﬁ'f Me. F

I played a simple pick part all the way
through except for the fuzz solo in the chorus,
which | improvised over several takes. On one
take, | did a run that John liked, but when he
asked me to do it again a week later, T couldn’t
remember it. The funny thing is, he could play
it note for note. So there's one bitchin® bass fill
on there that's John.

What gear did you use for the recording?

I used the Vox on "Cabron,” and I'm play
ing a fretless, either a Music Man or a Fender Jazz,
on 1 Could Die for You.”
matching-headstock "63 Fender Jazz Bass on some
of the stuff, but I don't think any of it made it
onto the album., Otherwise, it's pretty much all
the Modulus Flea Bass, [ didn't nse any effects; 1
was going to borrow a distortion pedal for “1
Could Die for You,” but [ got the best sound by
playing my Modulus through a cranked-up Mar-
shall. On the road, | use Gallien-Krueger 2001RB
heads and RBH series 4x10 and 1x15 cabinets.
| Flea also wuses Monster Cables, GHS medium -scale
Boomers, and Boss ODB-1 Bass Chverdrive, MXR
M- 133 Micro Amp, and Electro-Harmonix Q-Tron
pedals.| 1 take the Modulus to sessions.

What have been some highlights of sessions
you"ve done?

| just did a few songs on Ziggy Marley’s new
record, and the songs were beautiful. 1 was blown

I played my pink,

away. Man, it was such a groove to play with
|drummer] Steve Jordan! I'm also really proud
of what | played on [keyboardist] Greg Kurstin's
Action Figure Party. That was different for me;
Gary Novak was syncopating on the drums all
over the place, and the one was not evident. [ did
lewel's record, Spirit, because she’s my friend. 1
also had fun recording Bill Withers's “Use Me"
with Mick Jagger on Wandering Spirit. That's a
great bass line, by the way, with a weird harmonic
that most people don’t know about. [Melvin Dun-
lap played on Withers's 1972 Columbia LP Still
Bill.] Timmy Boyle, who was doing production
on Alamis’s first album, 15 a friend of mine, so [
played on it as a favor to him, and one of the sangs
turned out to be *You Oughta Know.™ 1
on her new album, too,

played

How did you get to record with Jokmnny Cash?

Rick Rubin asked me to play on Cash's cover
of the Charlie Haden song *Spiritual” as plaved by
Spain—the band with Haden's son Josh on bass.
[ tried to stay true o the slow, beauntiful feel by
being minimal: one note every four beats, and no
fills. | was happy to do it, and it was an amazing
experience. Johnny Cash's voice is incredible; the
walls were vibrating with the depth of his soul.
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You keep showing up in movies. Is there a
refatiorship between acting and hass playing?

They're completely different [laughs]. Acting
is about being someone else; bass playing is about
being me. People ask me to be in a movie once
in a while, and if I like it, 1 do i1

Any interest in producing?

I'd lowe to produce and do film soundrracks,
but 1I'd want to give my all to it. There area few
other things | want to do first. Right now, I'm
working on upright bass and piano. For now, just
being the Chili Peppers bass player is a big joh—
it’s a whole lifestyle, and it’s enough for now,

How would you evalwate your playing style?

It’s pretty simple, and it always has been. So
far I've relied on emotion and intuition, which has
served me well, but there's a lot more to leam. By
the time we finish this tour, I want to be able to sit
in with any jazz band and play standards. 1'll have
a lot of time to practice in hotel rooms. 1"'m bring-
ing the upright on tour, and I'll probably take a
keyboard, too. | know that to be able o play goodd
jazz bass lines, | have to get into chord theory,

My life is my bass playing, and my art is who
[ am. | have toured incessantly, giving my heart
to everything I do for the past 20 years with this
band. 1t's been the most rewarding when 've done
it purely for the sake of bringing something beau-
tiful into other people’s lives.

What general advice do you have for today's
bassists?

Play all the time and practice all the time, Lis-
ten to what's going on, and be supportive of what
you're hearing. Go beyond acsthetic and style and
get into the substance of bass playing, because the
right bass purt can make or break asong. 8P

See Lesson, page 58
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