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EDITOR'S INTRODUCTION 

The drum set is a multiple percus- 
sion instrument used primarily to play 
improvised music. It is a young instru- 
ment compared to the timpani or the 
marimba. 

The drum set demands teaching 
techniques all its own. The teacher/per- 
former must have an understanding of 
the history of the music associated 
with the instrument. He must have 
knowledge of the artistic and technical 
growth of the great players of the in- 
strument. 

We have tried to approach these 
areas in this, the first Percussive Notes 
to feature the drum set. Many thanks to 
the authors. 

In the past 25 years there has been 
unprecedented growth in virtually all 
areas of the drum world: performance, 
educational techniques, and percus- 
sion literature. The number of drums 
manufactured and used around the 
world has reached heights which could 
not have been foreseen in 1957. 
Drumset percussion has become 
specialized, sophisticated, and com- 
plex. We have our own professional 
societies, our own publications (such 
as Percussive Notes), workshops, and 
a vast choice of equipment and ac- 
cessory products. 

A pivotal change in drumming oc- 
curred in 1957 when the first suc- 
cessful plastic drum head was 
marketed by Remo, Inc. Much of the 
growth and many of the changes in per- 
cussion could not have taken place 
without it. I have enlisted the aid and 
experience of people who were involv- 
ed in those pivotal changes. In many 
cases, these men have been innovators 
in their particular fields. What follows 
is not a complete history of drumming 
since 1957. It is a survey of an era 
through the eyes of some of the 
leading exponents of change. 

Big Band Jazz 
By the late 1950's Gene Krupa, Dave 

Tough, Jo Jones, Chick Webb, and Sid 
Catlett had established the musical 
and technical requirements for big 
band drumming. But the height of the 
art of big band drumming came at a 
time when the big bands were no 
longer in the forefront of popular 
music. While Buddy Rich and Louie 
Bellson amazed drummers and non- 
drummers alike be-bop and small 
group jazz had taken root and grown. 
One of the most influential big band 
drummers was a player who had grown 
up during that small group era. 

"1 brought a small group concept to 
big band playing," Mel Lewis (b. 1929) 
explained, "1 wasn't thinking about it; 
that's just the way I played because I 
came out of small group playing. I 
always liked playing with small groups. 
To me there was no difference between 
big bands and small ones. Drumming 
hasn't changed very much. We're still 
keeping time. That's our job. I don't 
believe you can go beyond what Buddy 
and Louie have done. That was the 
height of big band drumming. Typical- 
ly, big band drumming creates a lot of 
heaviness. Playing a heavy 'four' on the 
bass drum, for instance, creates a 
heavy 'four' to everything. The louder 
you play the heavier the band gets. My 
approach is completely different. I 
utilize a lighter sound, lower-pitched 
tuning, smaller drums, and thinner 
cymbals. Big band music changed. I 
play more for the music. The drums 
should present the music rather than 
the music presenting the drums. By the 
time Thad Jones and I put the band 
together in 1965, I already had this 
small group approach. I knew what I 
was doing and I knew why I was doing 
it. I knew I liked the feeling of playing 
free. I didn't want to have to pound out 
4/4." 

It can also be said that a lighter style 
of big band composition developed 
during the 60's. It was a style that re- 
quired a less bombastic approach from 
the drummer and the rest of the rhythm 
section. "We were successful," said 
Mel, "because the rhythm section was 
different. When a soloist played, it 
became a quartet. That was something 
big bands didn't do." 

Much of Mel's philosophy is reminis- 
cent of the tradition that is a large part 
of big band drumming. This is especial- 
ly true in the area of head preference. 
"1 still use calf on all my batter heads. I 
get the sound and feel I like out of the 
calf," Mel explained. "But I use plastic 
heads on the bottom. Since that's the 
tuning head anyway, you can tune it 
and leave it. The plastic heads are a 
perfect match for the calf. There's a lit- 
tle more brilliance, a richer tone at all 
times, without getting a plastic 
sound." His jazz heritage colors Mel's 
attitudes toward other styles of music. 
The notions that one has to struggle to 
be an artist and that rock music is not 
art, persist. "The golden age of drumm- 
ing is past," he said candidly. "But 
there's another golden age on the 
horizon. It's ahead of us again. There 
are more young drummers coming up 
who want to learn. They express a 

desire to get away from the commer- 
cial thing and get into jazz. The 
mainstream of music, the popular 
music of the day, is rock, and 
everybody can do it. Rock's been 
around for a long time, but jazz has 
been around longer. Bach and 
Beethoven are still being played, and 
better than ever. Jazz is being played 
better than ever, but by the same guys 
who have been doing it all along. Kids 
are not coming up playing better than 
the masters. Why?" 

"Today's drummers are getting 
watered down with what's commercial. 
They're not getting a fair share of the 
artistic end. They're not being taught. 
They're not hearing enough of it. I 
mean they're hearing it, but they 
haven't sat down and really listened to 
it. I'll be honest. There are so many 
things being done, so many books be- 
ing written--all these additions to the 
drumset. Players who come out of col- 
leges are very well educated in all 
styles of music, but they can't play 
them. When they get a job, what they'll 
have to do is read a part, have some 
taste, and listen to the other in- 
struments. I see very few drummers 
who can do this. I can't understand it. 
Where are these guys going to be 10 
years from now? They come and they 
go. The whole idea of being a musician 
is to come and to stay, and to keep get- 
ting better and become a credit to the 
industry. When you talk about jazz 
drummers of 30 or 40 years ago, they're 
as popular today, if not more popular, 
as they ever were. With rock drummers, 
the ones who were famous 10 or 15 
years ago, you don't even hear about 
anymore. They come and they go just 
like all pop artists. That's not good for 
the music business. Today may be a 
golden age in terms of the amount of 
money that's being made. Everybody's 
cleaning up. Guys today are talking 
about money, not music. That's bad; 
we're going to run out of musicians." 

Small Group Jazz 
According to Leonard Feather's En- 

cyclopedia of Jazz, one drummer 
"...became the most important new in- 
fluence among jazz drummers, as 
revolutionary in the 60's as were Philly 
Jo Jones in the 50's and Max Roach in 
the 40's." That drummer was Elvin 
Jones (b. 1927). 

Elvin discussed the present status 
and role of education. "Education 
solves a lot of the problems that are ex- 
isting now," EIvin explained. "The sur- 
face has barely been scratched. But 
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this is a temporary condition. Things 
are now being expanded upon. More 
and more young people are beginning 
to ask questions of themselves and of 
the art form. This is the beginning. This 
is what brings about change and 
understanding. 

Has this been the Golden Age? 
Definitely. This has been the age of 
enlightenment for all of us. There were 
certain people around, fortunately for 
us, who bridged the gaps and filled in 
the spaces. Each one opened the door 
a little further for the next one to follow 
and made things a little bit easier to 
understand. There's always someone 
else. I certainly hope that anything I've 
done will be looked upon as a worthy 
contrubution." 

But what was the contrubution of 
jazz drummers of the era? Was it a new 
concept of drumming where freedom 
from a timekeeping role was achieved? 
Or was it merely an application of that 
role in a new way? 

"I've always tried to respond to 
creative ideas with similar concepts," 
EIvin answered. "To respond as in- 
telligently as possible. There is no 
substitute for accuracy in time- 
keeping. The role of the drummer, his 
whole purpose, is to keep time; to era- 
phasize it by consistent pulsations. 
For instance, in a marching band the 
bass drum is continually keeping a 
steady pulse. That is what establishes 
the tempo and meter for the whole 
group. It's a foundation. This is what 
the drums are; they're a foundation in- 
strument. I don't care how you apply 
concepts to that, nothing has 
significantly changed. 

What was happening then and what I 
hope is still happening, was a change 
in the whole concept of what a drum- 
mer is. A drummer in a be-bop band 
had to understand the music as well as 
the pianist or trumpet players. He had 
to understand the concepts of the com- 
position as much as anybody else. The 
drummer is another musician and a 
part of the whole musical group. He 
has become a vital part and an impor- 
tant member of the group without 
sacrificing his basic function. "That's 
the difference. That is what was really 
happening; to understand that the 
drumset is an instrument where there's 
as much musical expression involved 
as there is in playing a saxophone." 

The change that took place was in 
terms of what the drummer is, not in 
what he does. It was not the time- 
keeping function of the drummer that 
changed. It was the application of that 
role which was different. The drummer 

became a musician as he became 
more aware of the demands of the 
music, 

It is surprising, in light of the com- 
mon ancestry of jazz and big band 
drumming, that Elvin Jones and Mel 
Lewis have philosophical differences. 
Elvin is more open in the acceptance of 
other forms of music and other forms 
of drumming. Perhaps because of this, 
Elvin is also more confident about the 
future of the jazz durmmer and his in- 
strument. 

"The drumset grew up with jazz and 
is more suited for it. Learning to play 
jazz gives you an opportunity to see 
some of the possibilities that the in- 
s t rument  of fers,  some of the 
challenges that are in the instrument 
itself," Elvin said. "You never really 
master an instrument. You learn how 
to play the music but the instrument is 
always there. The challenge is always 
waiting for you. The drumset is still a 
young instrument. It has unlimited 
possibilities." 

Elvin's attitude toward the plastic 
head was straightforward: "The plastic 
head is a very practical advance. The 
great advantage of the plastic head is 
that you have a greater degree of con- 
sistency--a greater consistency of 
sound that couldn't even be imagined 
when you had to use calf skin heads. 
It's an improvement. It's a part of 
technology that should be taken ad- 
vantage of." 

Finally, EIvin discussed the evolu- 
tionary step that drumming took in the 
60's as being one of conscious effort, 
not merely intuition. "Expansion has to 
be the result of conscious effort," he 
stated emphatically. "It has to be 
recognized that this is a very complex 
instrument that's being explored. 
There has to be an effort made at 
understanding the music that the in- 
strument is being applied to. The range 
of technical problems has to be solved, 
It's a very conscious effort, Musical 
evolution isn't evolution in a natural 
sense." 

Rock and Roll 
For popular music, too, the 1950's 

were a transition period. By the end of 
the decade, more through revolution 
than evolution, rock and roll had 
become the mainstream of popular 
music. 

Rock and roll was based on the 
straight-eighth note, heavy backbeat 
rhythms of Black gospel and R&B. 
Some of the early contributors to the 
rock style were Keith Moon, Carmine 

Appice, Ginger Baker, Mitch Mitchell, 
and Charlie Watts. Ringo Start (b. 1940) 
certainly typified the qualities asso- 
ciated with these pioneers. 

When Ringo joined the Beatles in 
1962, his drumming was typical of the 
rock style that had grown and flour- 
ished in England. In Twilight of the 
Gods, Wilfird Mellers wrote of Ringo: 
"As a drummer he's basic rather than 
brilliant. He keeps things going power- 
fully and affirmatively, but admits that 
when anything imaginative is required, 
he 'does what the others tell me.' In- 
deed, his relative deficiency in flair em- 
phasizes both his dependence on and 
necessity to his colleagues." 

Rock drumming is a disciplined style 
of playing. In keeping a strict pulse 
(like the marching drummers) the rock 
drummer must remain a part of the 
ensemble (like the symphonic percus- 
sionist), yet he must be creative (like 
the jazz drummer) in order to give 
character and individuality to the 
music. 

A characteristic of the style was the 
use of the whole drumset to keep time 
rather than just a standard ride cymbal 
pattern. The snare drum, tom-toms, 
bass drum(s), cymbals, and high-hat 
were all used to form "drum beats." 
(Editors note: This interaction of all the 
components of the set to form "drum 
beats" was also an aspect of New 
Orleans Jazz drumming in the early 
1900's.] Another trait of the new style 
was the integration of the drums, bass, 
and rhythm guitar into a unified rhythm 
section. The bass drum often followed 
the pattern of the bass guitar, and the 
rhythm guitar usually supported the 
rhythms of the drummer. A great deal 
of thought and effort must have gone 
into orchestrating this idea. 
[Edltore note: This, too, harks back to 
New Orleans drumming. The bass 
drum supported the tuba or (later) 
stringed bass; the banjo supported the 
rhythms of the snare drum.] 

An important aspect of the period, 
was experimentation with the sound of 
the instruments. Because they were 
developed at the same time for similar 
types of music, the principles of the 
rock drum sound had much in common 
with those developed in studio drumm- 
ing. The heavy "rock power" style of 
drumming and the "wall-of-sound" ap- 
proach also had their beginnings dur- 
ing this period and shared a common 
heritage. 

The rock drummers attempted to 
alter their patterns not only from song 
to song, but within the verse-chorus- 
bridge structure of each song. The 
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tain amount of technique to be 
musical. Music takes a certain amOUnt 
of confidence. Technique is something 
that can either give you confidence or 
take it away. It’s so frustrating. A guy 
comes to me and says, ‘I took lessons 
from this guy and I took lessons from 
that guy.’ I ask him to play a roll. The 
roll is the most basic thing you can 
play. None of these teachers ever told 
him how to play a roll. He can’t roll, but 
he wants me to show him how I played 
this lick on this record. He doesn’t 
want to learn how to play the drums. 
He doesn’t want the responsibility.” 

“The drummer has certain respon- 
sibilities. I don’t want to tell peOple 

that they have to be as serious or as 
dedicated as I am. You don’t have to 
want to be the best. But that’s like a 
guy saying, ‘I want to play the piano, 
but I don’t want to use the black keys 
and I still want to be a good piano 
player.’ I really don’t have anything to 
say about the last 25 years in drum- 
ming,” He concluded. “I’m not trying to 
be pessimistic or negative, it’s just 
that I have certain convictions.” 

For Tony Williams, thing haven’t 
changed enough. For him, we still have 
a distance to go in our attitudes toward 
drumming, other musicians, and 
music. Tony’s convictions are as 
strong as his contribution to drum- 
ming. He firmly hopes that they will be 

as influential. 

Studio Drumming 
Along with the changes that were be- 

ing made in drumming during the past 
quarter century, other areas of the 
music business also made rapid ad- 
vancement. One of these was recorded 
music. The technology of recording 
changed. The importance of records 
grew to towering proportions. By the 
mid.603 trends began to emerge from 
within the recording studios. Being 
recorded and being heard meant being 
influential because of the mass 
popularity and availability of recorded 
music. The anonymity of the studio 
player in no way reduced his influence. 

When Hal Blaine (b.1929) arrived on 
the studio scene there was no par- 
ticular “studio” style or technique Of 
drumming. In 1958, when he began his 
career, the busiest studio players were 
either jazz or classical musicians, both 
of whom were only doing on record 
dates what they had always done in 
live situations. Hal was one of the first 
to develop techniques and attitudes 
specifically suited for recording work. 
He, along with Earl Palmer, Bernard 
Purdie, Larrie Londin, Jim Keltner, and 
Harvey Mason, helped establish and 

define the art of studio drumming 
throughout the course of the 60’s and 

70’s. 
It seems incongruous that a drum. 

mer who learned to play by listening to 
big bands became such a prolific pop 

Hal Blaine 

artist. How was Hal able to establish a 
link between the drumming of the big 
band era and the rock era that was fast 
approaching? 

“There is a link between the simpli- 
city of studio drumming and the com- 
plexity of big band drumming,” he 
answered. “Studio playing is a feel; to 
be comfortable, to fit the music. Big 
band playing has the same underlying 
principle, but the method of achieving 
it is different. I grew up with the big 
bands but I also grew with the evolu- 
tion of the recording industry. I went 
along with it. I love trends and I love 
change. I was just doing what 
everybody else was doing: a heavy 
back beat and straight eighths. That’s 
what smart drummers were doing. It’s 
what I had been doing.” 

There are appropriate techniques for 
playing any style of music. Perhaps the 
greatest contribution studio drummers 
made was that of realizing that the 
techniques of drumming had to change 
as the technology of recording chang- 

ed. 
“It’s like a doctor,” Hal began. “A 

doctor knows that in an operation he 
has certain procedures that he must 
follow. I would say that making records 
is the same way; there’s a procedure. 
But, by the same token, there’s an in- 
tangible called creativity. I kind of let 
nature take over. I try to apply both my 
experience and my natural instincts to 
each song. Uppermost in my mind was 
to make a hit.” 

This new attitude and fresh ap- 
proach became the trademark of the 
studio musician. The success of 
recorded music allowed musicians 
such as Hal Blaine to re-examine not 
only their concepts, but also their in- 

struments. 
“It seemed to me that the drums 

were always high pitched,” Hal ex- 
plained. “I found that by lowering the 
pitch of the drums to a mid-range, I had 
a lovely sound that was happening for 
me. A deeper sound felt better and fit 
the music. I decided to get a couple of 
timbales, tune them down, and use 
them as tom-toms. I actually put a tom- 
tom holder on one and three legs on 
the other. This was the start of the ‘fall 
off’ sound. I figured that if I did this to 
my tom-tom?., what was I going to do 
when I wanted a real high or low for ef- 
fect? Then, about 1966, I got together 
with Howie Oliverat the drum shop. We 
started developing the ‘Monster Tom%’ 
from the highest to the lowest. That’s 
when I worked out the whole mid-range 
theory. It was an incredible sound and 
it became a big trend.” 
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generation of drummers will be, they 
too will have to find a balance between 
tradition and change. "You can effect 
change, up to a point, without knowing 
tradition," Peter said. "But the most ef- 
fective change comes from knowing 
what's gone on before - having that 
historical reference. Musical values 
don't change. I feel confident that in 
almost any situation I can swing. 
That's a traditional concept. But to be 
modern, you have to reach a little far- 
ther. To be modern is to be a little more 
creative, a little more unpredictable, a 
little more untraditional." 

In 1957, the plastic drum head was 
untraditional. Twenty-five years from 
now, when we look back, what is 
modern today will no longer seem so 
modern. As tradition is replaced by the 
untraditional, what was once modern 
eventually becomes the new standard 
of tradition. The plastic head is nearing 
the completion of this cycle. The 
1980's will bring the first generation 
once removed from the calf skin drum 
head. Peter, for example, has spent 
most of his career playing on synthetic 
drum heads. 

"The plastic head was a necessary 
part of the modernization of the in- 
struments," Peter said. "It played as 
big a part as the electrification of the 
piano and guitar. The plastic head 
changed the sound of music, not just 
the technology of it." 

Given the long and continuing evolu- 
tion of music and the recent events 
which have been discussed, it would 
be highly speculative to say that the in- 
troduction of the plastic drum head in 
1957, actually caused the changes that 
occurred. It is fair to say, however, that 
it facilitated many of the changes. In 
an interview for Modern Drummer 
Magazine (April-May 1980), Remo Belli 
(b.1927) described what happened: 
"We had the good fortune to enter the 
industry at a time when drum sales 
were just beginning to take off. There 
was a large market for drum heads, 
and calf was becoming scarce. Had 
the industry had to depend on animal 
skins, large drum sales would not have 
occurred. I'm not talking about a brand 
name, but the existence of a unit that 
allowed itself to be produced in such 
volume that it could accommodate the 
expansion that took place." 

"My contribution was my partlcipa. 
tion in the introduction of a successful 
plastic drum head. The past 25 years 
have been spent taking this simple 
plastic film, and perfecting it. We spent 
part of the 25 years not necessarily in 
improving the state-of-the-art, but just 

48 

trying to satisfy the appetite of the 
growing drum industry. 

"In the infancy of the plastic drum 
head, we were holding on, more than 
anything else. It wasn't a period of 
development. It wasn't an effort to 
raise the state-of-the-art of percussion, 
as much as it was just to stay alive and 
solve the basic problems. For the first 
10 years, we were always fighting the 
problems that came up as a result of 
our not knowing about or having con- 
trol over the technology and basic in- 
gredients." 

"About 10 years ago, we got more 
seriously involved when we made a 
decision to commit ourselves fully to 
the percussion business. We made a 
commitment to attempt to be much 
more serious about a drum head other 
than to just make one. When we turned 
that corner, it helped us all. We were 
able to bring a degree of sophistication 
to an industry that, in the beginning, 
had no sophistication at all. Today we 
have something for as many types of 
music as require different kinds of 
sounds. We try to fit into the scene 
without dictating what the trends 
should be, but we also try to guide or 
lead, as opposed to just accom- 
modating. Just to accommodate 
things that are happening would be 
shirking our responsibility. [Editor's 
note: Notice how Remo used the word 
"we" instead of "1." Though, in itself, 
the plastic head was a significant con- 
tribution, his corporate acceptance of 
responsibility for developing the state- 
of-the-art may have been a more impor- 
tant contribution to the long term 
growth of the drum industry. He ex- 
plained the importance of that 
philosophy.] 

"The center of the drum industry, 25 
years ago, was in the United States," 
he recalled. "The state-of-the-art was 
in the U.S. because the music 
emanated from here. Nobody else in 
the world made a 'drumset.' At the 
time, there were Ludwig, Slingerland, 

Remo Belll (L) with PAS founders. 

Rogers, and Gretsch. The era 
developed to where there was a huge 
demand that could not be supplied by 
the U.S. manufacturers. People from 
the United States went over to Japan 
and began to instruct the Japanese on 
how to make drums. After the 
Japanese had been in it for so many 
years, they began to make a commit- 
ment not to copy the Americans 
anymore. They spent a lot of time, a lot 
of money, and they took an awful lot of 
risks, in doing so, they have improved 
the state-of-the-art to a degree that it is 
now, in some cases, better than the 
state-of-the-art that exists in the 
United States." 

Remo also conc~eded that the big 
growth in the industry today is in the 
area of accessories and hardware. 
"But the most explosive growth," he 
emphasized, "has been in the area of 
education. Of all the work that's been 
done, this has been one of the most 
significant things that has happened. 
it's been responsible for the quality 
that's emerging. The state-of-the-art 
has improved because the state of per- 
formance has really improved. The 
respons ib i l i t y  of manfactur ing 
something in order to keep up with the 
standard of performance has become 
rather interesting." 

Obviously, the interdependence of 
performance, education, and manufac- 
turing has greatly contributed to the 
evolution of the past 25 years. So has 
the inter-relationship between styles 
and ability to easily experience them. 
Along with the changes previously 
discussed, these things are distinctive- 
ly different features of this era. 

So much has happened. Has it been 
the Golden Age? 

"HELL NO!" shouted Remo. "Per- 
cussion is one area of the music 
business that is constantly changing. 
We may have reached a plateau, but 
that's all it is. The next 25 years is go- 
ing to be something else. There begins 
now another era." 




