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INTRODUCTION: THE ENDURING
LEGACY OF A METALLICA
MASTERPIECE

Few moments in heavy metal history are
as instantly recognizable as the opening
notes of Metallica's "For Whom the Bell
Tolls." While the song itself is a towering
a c h i e v e m e n t  i n  t h r a s h  m e t a l
songwriting, it is the bass performance

of  the  late  Cliff Burton  that  elevates  it
to  legendary  status.  For  bass  players
around  the  world,  learning  the  Cliff
Burton  For  Whom  The  Bell  Tolls
bass solo tabs is nothing short of a rite
of passage. This article serves as your
comprehensive guide to understanding,
interpreting,  and  mastering  this  iconic
piece of music. We will explore not just
the  notes  on  the  fretboard,  but  the
genius behind them, ensuring that when
you  finally  play  those  harmonic  bends
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and furious runs, you are channeling a
true original.

THE MAN BEHIND THE BASS:
CLIFF BURTON'S
REVOLUTIONARY APPROACH

To truly appreciate the Cliff Burton For
Whom The Bell Tolls bass solo tabs,
one  must  first  understand  the  man  who
created  them.  Cliff  Burton  was  not
merely  a  bass ist ;  he  was  a  lead
instrumentalist  trapped  in  a  rhythm
section. His playing was characterized by
a unique blend of classical music theory,
psychedelic  rock  phrasing,  and  raw,
aggressive  thrash  metal  power.  He
treated the bass as a lead instrument,
using  a  heavy  distortion  pedal  (the
Morley Power Fuzz Wah) and a complex
array of techniques that were unheard of

in metal at the time.

The "Lead Bass"
Philosophy
Burton's philosophy was simple: the bass
should  be  heard,  not  just  felt.  In  the
context of "For Whom the Bell Tolls," this
philosophy is  on full  display.  The bass
solo is not a simple fill;  it  is the primary
melodic hook of the song's intro and a
key dramatic element. When you look at
Cliff Burton For Whom The Bell Tolls
bass solo tabs, you are looking at the
blueprint  for  a  performance  that
redefined  what  a  heavy  metal  bassist
could  do.
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DECONSTRUCTING THE ICONIC
INTRO: THE BELL TOLLS

The intro to "For Whom the Bell Tolls" is
arguably the most famous bass intro in
metal history. It consists of a series of
harmonic  squeals,  fast  picking,  and  a
descending run that mimics the tolling of
a funeral bell. Let's break it down note
by note.

The Harmonic
Squeals
The first thing you hear is not a standard
note. It is a natural harmonic, or more
accurately,  a  series of  them combined
with  a  dive  bomb  effect.  While  specific
tabs  vary  slightly  depending  on  the

transcription,  the  core  of  the  intro
involves  playing harmonics  on the 5th
and 7th frets of the A and D strings. The
effect  is  created  by  lightly  touching  the
string  directly  over  the  fret  wire  and
picking  hard.  Cliff  then  uses  his  wah
pedal to add a crying, vocal quality to
the sound.

Key Technique: Right-hand
picking attack must be aggressive
to bring out the harmonic.
Key Effect: The wah pedal is
rhythmically swept to create the
"waa-waa" sound.
Tab Note: Many Cliff Burton For
Whom The Bell Tolls bass solo
tabs will notate this section with
"Harm." above the notes.
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The Descending
Run
Following the harmonics, Burton plays a
rapid, descending pattern that leads into
the main riff. This requires excellent left-
hand  dexterity  and  right-hand  speed.
The  run  utilizes  the  minor  pentatonic
scale, specifically the E minor pentatonic
shape.
This part is often the most challenging
for  beginners  attempting  Cliff  Burton
For Whom The Bell Tolls bass solo
tabs because it requires string skipping
and precise timing. The notes drop from
the high E string down to the low E string
in  a  cascading  pattern  that  perfectly
captures  the  weight  and  doom of  the

song's subject matter.

THE MAIN SOLO: FURY AND
MELODY

Burton’s main solo in "For Whom the Bell
Tolls"  is  a  masterclass  in  tension  and
release. It  is  not a mindless shredding
session;  every  note  serves  a  purpose.
The solo is built around the E minor scale
but  frequently  incorporates  chromatic
passing  tones  that  give  it  a  distinct,
unsettling flavor.

Section 1: The
Melodic
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Statement
The  first  half  of  the  solo  is  surprisingly
melodic. Burton plays a series of bends
and vibratos that sing over the chugging
rhythm  guitar.  When  you  study  Cliff
Burton  For  Whom  The  Bell  Tolls
bass  solo  tabs  for  this  section,  pay
close attention to the vibrato markings.
Burton’s vibrato is wide and slow, giving
the notes a crying,  human quality.  He
was a master of making a bass guitar
sound like a voice.

Bending: Full step bends from the1.
7th fret to the 9th fret are
common.
Vibrato: Use your wrist, not your2.
fingers, to create a wide,
expressive oscillation.

Sliding: Aggressive slides into the3.
root note (E) are used to accent
the downbeats.

Section 2: The
Aggressive Burst
The second half of the solo explodes into
a flurry of sixteenth notes. This is where
Burton’s  classical  training  shines.  He
employs a technique known as "down-
picking  gallop,"  similar  to  what  James
Hetfield  uses  on  guitar,  but  adapted  for
the  bass.  The  Cliff  Burton  For  Whom
The Bell Tolls bass solo tabs for this
section  will  show  a  repeating  pattern
that  cycles  through  the  E,  F,  and  G
notes,  creating  a  frantic,  almost
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panicked  feeling.

Pick Hand: Keep it loose but
controlled. Alternate picking is
essential here.
Fretting Hand: Keep your fingers
close to the fretboard to minimize
movement.
Rhythm: The gallop rhythm is
"dah-dah-dah... dah-dah-dah..." (1-
e-and, 2-e-and).

ESSENTIAL TECHNIQUES FOR
MASTERING THE TAB

Reading  the  Cliff  Burton  For  Whom
The Bell Tolls bass solo tabs is one
thing; playing them with the proper feel
is  another.  Here  are  the  specific
techniques you need to develop to do
this solo justice.

1. The "Cliff
Burton" Right
Hand Attack
Burton played with a pick, but his attack
was incredibly heavy.  He dug into the
strings,  almost  like  he  was  trying  to
punish them. To replicate his tone, you
need to pick close to the bridge for a
bright, cutting sound, while maintaining
a tight grip on the pick. Do not be afraid
to hit the strings hard; this is a heavy
metal solo.
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2. Wah Pedal
Synchronization
A huge part of the iconic sound of the
Cliff Burton For Whom The Bell Tolls
bass solo tabs is the wah pedal. Burton
used the Morley Power Fuzz Wah, which
is a "fuzz/wah" combo. If you are using a
standard wah pedal,  here  is  the trick:
you don't just rock it back and forth in
time with the music. You rock it in time
with the notes.
For  the  high  squeals,  rock  the  pedal
fo rward  (br ight ) .  For  the  deep
descending  runs,  rock  the  pedal  back
(dark). The pedal acts as a filter, shaping
the tone of every single note. This is the
secret sauce that 90% of cover players

miss.

3. String
Skipping
The "For  Whom the Bell  Tolls"  solo  is
notorious for  its  wide intervals.  Burton
frequently jumps from the high G string
to the low E string without hitting the
middle  strings.  This  requires  precise
fretboard knowledge and strong picking
accuracy.  When  practicing  the  Cliff
Burton  For  Whom  The  Bell  Tolls
bass  solo  tabs,  isolate  these  string-
skipping  sections  and  practice  them
slowly.

BREAKING DOWN THE SOLO: A
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MEASURE-BY-MEASURE GUIDE

Let's  look  at  a  specific,  high-difficulty
segment of the solo that often appears
in  Cliff  Burton  For  Whom  The  Bell
Tolls  bass  solo  tabs.  This  is  the
transition from the melodic bend into the
fast run.

Measure 1: The
Bend and
Release
You start on the 9th fret of the G string.
Bend the note up a whole step (to the
11th  fret  pitch)  while  simultaneously
using the wah pedal. Hold the bend for a
beat, then release it back down to the

9th fret. This is pure emotion.

Measure 2: The
Chromatic Climb
Immediately  following  the  bend,  you
play a chromatic climb from the 5th fret
to the 8th fret on the D string. This is
played  as  fast  as  possible.  The  Cliff
Burton  For  Whom  The  Bell  Tolls
bass solo tabs will likely list this as a
series  of  hammer-ons  and  pull-offs,
though Burton himself  used a pick for
most of it.
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Measure 3: The
Root Note Slam
You  drop  down  to  the  low  E  string,
hitting  the  open  E  (or  the  12th  fret
harmonic for a different texture) and let
it ring out. This grounds the solo back in
the key of E minor.
This  three-measure  phrase  is  a
microcosm  of  Burton’s  entire  style:
emotion,  speed,  and power,  all  in  one
package.

GEAR AND TONE: HOW TO
SOUND LIKE CLIFF

Even  if  you  have  the  Cliff  Burton  For
Whom The Bell Tolls bass solo tabs

memorized,  you  won't  sound  like  him
without  the  r ight  gear.  Here  is  a
breakdown  of  his  essential  equipment
for this song.

The Bass:
Rickenbacker
4001
Cliff's  signature  sound  comes  from  a
Rickenbacker  4001  bass.  This  bass  is
famous for its "growling" mid-range and
bright, trebly tone. If you are using a P-
Bass or a J-Bass, you can get close, but
you will need to boost your mids and cut
your lows significantly.
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The Amplifier:
Mesa Boogie
Strategy 400
Burton used a massive solid-state power
amp with a tube preamp. This gave him
the clean headroom for  the low notes
but the saturation for the highs. The key
takeaway here is to have a lot of power
on tap; the solo needs to be loud and
clean.

The Effects:

Morley Power
Fuzz Wah
As mentioned, this is the most important
effect. The "fuzz" side of the pedal adds
a  gritty,  saturated  distortion  that  is
different  from  a  standard  overdrive.  It
has a "saggy" quality to it  that makes
the  notes  sound  like  they  are  fighting
against the amplifier. If you don't have a
Morley, set your distortion to a "velcro"
fuzz  sound,  rather  than  a  smooth
distortion.

COMMON MISTAKES WHEN
LEARNING THE TABS

Many  players  fail  to  master  the  Cliff
Burton  For  Whom  The  Bell  Tolls



Cliff Burton For Whom The Bell Tolls Bass Solo Tabs 11

11

bass solo tabs  because they fall  into
these common traps.

Playing Too Fast, Too Soon:1.
The solo sounds sloppy if you rush.
Start at 50% speed. Use a
metronome.
Ignoring the Dynamics: Burton2.
played with massive dynamic
range. The verses are quiet, the
solo is loud. If you play everything
at the same volume, you lose the
drama.
Forgetting the Wah: This is the3.
biggest mistake. If you play the
notes without the wah pedal
movement, it sounds like a generic
scale exercise. The wah is the
voice.
Wrong String Gauge: Cliff used4.

heavy gauge strings (typically .050
to .110). Lighter strings will bend
too easily and won't handle the
drop tuning pressure as well.

WHERE TO FIND ACCURATE TABS
AND RESOURCES

With  the  internet  flooded  with  user-
generated content, finding accurate Cliff
Burton  For  Whom  The  Bell  Tolls
bass  solo  tabs  can  be  a  challenge.
Here are some reliable sources and tips
for vetting them.

Official Songbooks: The Hal
Leonard "Black Album" and "Kill
'Em All" songbooks have tablature,
but they are not 100% accurate for
live performances. They are a
great foundation.


