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Why This Book, And What It Is (Not) For
Oh no! ― the seven-millionth book 

on drums, you must be thinking. And to 
that extent, you'd be about right. 
However, happily taking the chance of 
sounding unbelievably clichéd, in this 
book I tried to go for a recipe di�erent 
from most generic books on drumming.

Let me explain it properly. From my 
earliest drumming days, and right down 
to today, it was never a problem to 
access drumming literature. My school's 
library shelves were loaded with it, and 
by today, the e�ort required to order a 
book has been shrunk to a few mouse 
clicks. But what annoyed me a little (and 
still does so today, perhaps even more) 
was a general hyper-universality each of 
the books strove for.

You probably know what I am 
talking about: a large majority of drum-
ming books try to, with varying success, 
address every possible �eld, question, 
worry, need, nuance and philosophical 
theory of drumming. And with their size 
being limited to something a normal 
person should be able to carry in one 
hand, I often felt a wealth of topics had 
been cramped into, frankly, far too little 
space. I guess it is di�cult to resist the 
temptation: one feels there are so many 
important things to say about playing 
technique, grooves, history, genres, 
whatnot.

However, what this problem leads 
to is an extremely fragmented pool of 
knowledge. Whenever I wanted to, for 
example, just read and practice some 
cool funky rhythms, there was no conve-
niently suitable "Cool Funky Rhythms" 
book to just grab and start bashing. These 
rhythms were actually spread around a 
hundred books, each containing four or, 
in particularly verbose cases, eight 
example bars. Even the engineers at 

Google would �nd such a search job 
challenging, let alone a groove-deprived 
drummer.

And that is exactly the problem I 
hope to have addressed with this book. 
Instead of elaborating on all questions a 
drumming human being could conceiv-
ably ask, this book's mission is rather 
narrow and straightforward, but executed 
thoroughly. Plain and simple: it includes 
lots and lots and lots of straight drum 
patterns for you to just play until 

1exhausted, bored, or both . By "straight" I 
mean that we will be dealing only with 
straight note divisions (halves, quarters, 
eighths and sixteenths), in 4/4 time.

Why exactly those? Because straight 
4/4 drumming is a cornerstone to any 
conventional drumming. Master it and a 
large share of music will just slip under-
neath your grasp. It is a �ne foundation 
to expand towards other large �elds of 
drumming, but again ― the intention 
was exactly to resist the temptation of 
spreading too wide.

Sometimes I have this particular 
need to just sit behind my drumset, open 
the nearest book on a random page and 
play some nice grooves in there, possibly 
embellishing and improvising along, and 
in the ideal case, getting some inspira-
tion. And if you share this occasional 
need, this book has been created with the 
purpose to satisfy it. No more and no 
less.

That being said, if you are hoping to 
learn the hand technique, footwork, 
musical history, tuning, stick choice or 
some such skill here ― very sorry to 
disappoint you. This book stubbornly 
resists being a jack of all drumming 
trades. But the good news is that there is 
a megaton of good literature on these, 
and many other topics, out there.

1 A lovely phrase I like to use a lot, but unfortunately cannot claim its coinage. That honor belongs to none other than Alan W. Pollack.
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Before We Begin...

Another obvious assumption is that 
you have a drumset that includes the 
components listed above. Actually, you 
do not need three toms ― two will be 
just �ne, by playing the mid-tom notes 
on the high tom. It is alright even to play 
all tom notes on just one tom. Likewise, 
crashes can rather painlessly be substi-
tuted by the ride cymbal, and vice versa: 
if you do not have a ride cymbal, you can 
play its notes on your crash cymbal's bow 
and bell.

Of course, all this applies to any 
type of drumset. If you have an electronic 
drumset, it should work just as �ne ― in 
fact, not an insigni�cant share of this 
book was developed on such a set. Even a 
set of practice pads should work in 
theory, though I wouldn't encourage 
anybody to actually use them: they may 
be perfect for developing hand technique, 
but when dealing with rhythms played 
on multiple components, hearing the 
musical output is an important factor in 

successful practicing ― or creating.
Furthermore, if you want to use this 

book for brushing up your drumming 
skills, you don't need me to tell you that 
a healthy amount of persistence is a 
prerequisite as well. I don't want to 
sugar-coat anything: the skill level 
required for the following sections varies 
a lot. If you have just begun your drum 
journey and are happy with how com-
fortably you can execute the easiest 
section, be aware that advancing to the 
hardest one will likely take buckets of 
sticks, sweat and tears.

Finally and obviously, before pro-
ceeding, you need to have at least an 
elementary knowledge about how to 
properly hit a drum, as funny as it 
sounds. Without at least a half-decent 
technique, you will likely get exhausted 
too quickly, or worse ― learn things the 
wrong way, or worst of all ― injure 
yourself.

...let us agree on a few things. Despite 
striving to remain as unprejudiced as 
possible, there are some minimal prereq-
uisites for continuing past this section.

I hope I have not crossed the line of 
impoliteness by assuming the reader has 
at least some acquaintance with musical 
notation. Even if that is not the case, I do 
believe learning it is not a superheroic 

2
e�ort . Agreeing on it, however, is 
another matter completely. Throughout 
the decades I have seen dozens of various 
systems, some more, some less logical. 
For the patterns here, I resorted to one 
that seems to be among the more com-
mon types. To avoid any ambiguity, here 
is what each note represents.

2
 I guess this will never stop boggling me. Musical notation is actually straightforward and simple to learn; it brings all kinds of massive
direct and indirect advantages, and yet it seems to be considered a rare "bonus" knowledge rather than a fundamental requisite,
particularly among drummers. I'll stop this rant right here and now, but if you wish this endnote was longer, check out the "Techniques
Series, Rhythm & Percussion," Castle Communications, p.124, for a wonderfully pithy view on the topic.

Hi-hat Open Hi-hat Closed Crash Ride Bow Ride Bell

Kick
Floor Tom Hi-hat Foot

Hi Tom Snare

Mid Tom
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Elementary Stuff
The following several pages contain 

what may be considered the simplest 
straight patterns. Based on eighth notes 
and reinforced with a steady hi-hat, this 
should be a piece of cake for any drum-
mer, even a beginner, and is here mainly 

as a warmup suggestion and a pre-�ight 
check. Only the most basic skills are 
required to play these patterns, so if you 
feel any problems here, make sure you 
rectify them thoroughly and completely 
before moving on.
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Simple & Fun
Here you will �nd lots of easy 

backbeat patterns that can be perfectly 
usable in many everyday musical situa-
tions. They are still based around a 
persistent eighth-note hi-hat, but this is 
where an occasional sixteenth note, 
especially during the �lls in the �nal 
beat, comes into play. This is a wink in 
the funk and disco direction, making the 
groove a bit more dancy ― especially if 
the beats 2 and 4 are accented.

If your aim is to practice �uidity 
and groove, or use them in a musical 
context, it is a good idea to play each bar 
several times in a sequence before mov-
ing on. This helps hearing its phrase and 
�ow, which is essential for proper, 
relaxed playing.

10



Standard Patterns
This is where we hit the "sweet 

spot." The patterns that follow are still 
simple enough to be played with relative 
ease for a moderately experienced drum-
mer, and yet just complex enough to be 
lively, interesting and allow lots of 
freedom regarding accents, variations, 
etc.

It is also on this threshold that you 
may deal with the hi-hat occasionally 
having to be played with your weaker 
hand at higher tempos, in order to access 
the other components in time with the 
dominant hand, or to complete a set of 
successive sixteenth notes. But I don't 
want to impose sticking on anyone: if 
you are very fast, maybe you will just 

coolly hit all the successive sixteenths 
with one hand.

One concept I hope to emphasize 
here is that the �rst beat of the bar 
doesn't always have to begin with a kick 
drum. I don't say it's a bad thing to do so, 
but rather that there is nothing wrong 
with keeping the kick quiet either. Even 
if you hit a crash cymbal on the �rst 
beat, it may easily sound just �ne 
without the kick, however "unnatural" it 
may seem if you've never tried it before. 
It creates a certain tension for the listen-
ers, and in the hands (and feet) of a good 
drummer, that can be used very e�ec-
tively.
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Downbeat Quarters
A section doing exactly what it says 

on the tin ― hittin' that good old snare 
drum on each beat. In a musical context, 
these patterns are more e�ective as 
accents or as distinctive, temporary 
changes from something else, than as 
grooves that could carry an entire song 
through. Still, they’re a useful thing to 
have ready in one's mental arsenal.

Since the hi-hat and the snare keep 
a relentless beat on their own, some stu� 
needs to be happening in between these 
quarters to keep the rhythm developed, 
and those �gures in-between are exactly 
what we will be exploring here.
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Offbeat
A natural remedy for the overexpo-

sure to the downbeat is the o�beat. In 
essence, the foundations of o�beat are 
fairly standard 4/4 kick and snare pat-
terns, with an in�ux of sixteenth notes 
added for good measure, combined with 
a cymbal played on even, syncopa-ted 
eighth notes. Typically, the ride bell is 
used, and that is what these patterns 
show, but the ride bell can be substituted 
by any component with a su�ciently 
cutting sound. Cowbells, Chinas and such 
come to mind.

The o�beat is interesting for its split 
personality. While keeping a regular 4/4 
pattern on kick and snare, its syncopati-
ons convey an additional double time 
feel. This dual nature makes it pretty 
versatile in many situations, but just like 
the downbeat, it is too intense to be 
overused.
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Funky Sixteenths
If the exact opposite of heavy, 

accented quarters is what you need, these 
patterns may suit you better. A full set of 
sixteenth notes on the hi-hat has seen its 
heyday in the funk & disco era of the 
1970s, but has remained popular and 
pretty useful.

As is the case with many patterns 
featuring sixteenth notes in abundance, 
the main challenge here lies in the 
coordination required to sound smooth 
and e�ortless, rather than in the striking 
technique. Try to stay relaxed and persis-
tent in playing a pattern exactly the way 
it's written ― or, the way you envision it.
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Impatient Snare
Among the most common modi�ca-

tions to the standard patterns is simply 
shifting the snare on the second beat 
ahead by a sixteenth note. This one small 
step for a snare is one giant leap for the 
rhythm, sounding funkier, and producing 
a healthy amount of tension. Hence using 
these for a major portion of a song (i.e. 
several sections or even throughout the 
entire piece) may turn out to be a bit too 
strained, especially if not followed by the 

rest of the rhythm section. Apply with 
care and taste.

A single bar of such a pattern can 
sometimes be used e�ectively at the end 
of a phrase as a very subtle �ll, unless the 
song itself is strictly eighth-based, in 
which case it would sound out of place.

Shifting the snare ahead on the 
fourth beat instead of the second works 
as well, but that sounds a tad less groovy.
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Advanced Patterns
While there is no question that 

timekeeping should never be disregarded 
in a proper musical rhythm, it can occa-
sionally be embellished at least, as long as 
it does not sound like making popcorn.

In a standard setting, with the kick 
and snare going around their patterns, 
there is some room to add and subtract 
from the hi-hat (or the ride), which may 
complement them, or just follow its own 
agenda. While still completely straight 
and based on pure sixteenth notes, these 
can be a challenge to read and play as 
there is usually not a single limb, apart 
from perhaps the left foot in short 
stretches, that hits a steadily repeated 
pattern.

On the other hand, this type of 
independence brings an enormous 
amount of �exibility. Custom-tailored 
musical rhythms, e.g. where the kick 

follows the bass, the snare accentuates 
the guitar while the hi-hat complements 
the keyboard ri� and keeps time, can be 
true jaw-droppers. Such rhythms have 
historically been a hallmark of jazz and 
fusion drummers, but it is good to see 
them steadily creeping into other genres 
as well. That is, they're too good to be 
ignored.

At this stage, the kick-snare phrases 
with their often irregular hi-hats are 
becoming increasingly complex. In order 
to make them clearer and less chaotic, 
both to you and perhaps your listeners, it 
is highly recommended to repeat each of 
these bars (or a pair of bars if you prefer) 
at least 4 times before moving on. 
Playing everything straight through may 
train your coordination, but will hardly 
be of much musical use.
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My Favorites
De gustibus non est disputandum, said 

the wise old Romans. I'm not even going 
to attempt to explain why I like the 

following patterns, but for one reason or 
another, they are my personal straight 
drumming favorites.
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