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The man in seat 37B is called Frank. He introduced himself 
just after take-off, emerging from behind his newspaper to 
ask if I’d seen any of the in-flight films. At a guess, Frank 

was in his late 40s. He wore a suit and all he revealed about the 
nature of his trip was that it was “business related”.

Aside from that, Frank was quite talkative. Following our 
conversation about in-flight cinema, he talked for a long time to 
37A, who sat clutching a blindfold and looking at Frank as if he 
was some sort of sleep-depriving tyrant. Frank also attempted to 
engage various cabin crew about matters other than his own safety 
and comfort, at which point they would find excuses to swiftly 
head back to the galley. He then produced a dictaphone and talked 
into that. 

The inflight meal arrives, and Frank, having sat in relative silence 
for a while, perks back up. “So what do you do?” he asks, tearing 
his bread roll in two.
“I work for a small drum magazine.” 
“A drum magazine?”
“Drums - as in drums and percussion.” 
“Oh I see. Do many people read it?”
“Some people, yes.”
“But it’s just about drums?”

“Pretty much.”
“You’ve been doing it long?”
“Three issues so far.”

Frank pauses. “It’s quite a niche I suppose.”
“I suppose it is, yeah.”
“I didn’t think there’d be much to say about drums. I mean, there 
can’t be that much ground to cover, can there?” 

I thought about this statement for the rest of the flight, and 
realised in what is only our third issue, we’ve already covered a 
lot of ground. We’ve physically travelled the length of the UK, 
ventured into Europe and across the Atlantic, all just to talk to 
people about an interest we have in common. These conversations 
have been equally far reaching. In Issue Two alone, Biffy Clyro’s 
Ben Johnston talked about alcoholism, Mike Clark discussed 
isolation and reputation whilst Mindy Abovitz spoke of sexism in 
music. This issue is no exception, showing that where the drum set 
is concerned, there’s no shortage of talking points. I like to think 
Frank would sympathise. 

Welcome to Volume One, Issue Three of The Drummer’s Journal.

Enjoy, Tom.

GAininG 
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Sput: The First Drummer in Space
Words by Tom Hoare

There are three men on a small fishing boat, adrift in the ocean. One 
is scattering bait into the water. His name is Brody. Another, the 
vessel’s Captain, is hunched over the helm whilst the third is sat 

cross-legged playing solitaire on the deck. The sun hangs overhead and the 
swell laps calmly upon the stern. Brody looks resentful, cursing as he slings 
more guts into the ocean. 

You hear the sound of rushing water before you actually see it; a grey mass 
with black eyes, red gums and serrated teeth emerging between the waves 
and brushing against Brody’s absentmindedly outstretched chum-filled 
hand. Brody, bolting upright, stands transfixed with shock before slowly 
backing towards the cabin. Entering the wheelhouse, a cigarette barely 
clinging to his bottom lip, he turns to the Captain who doesn’t look up. 
Sweating, shaking, Brody speaks. “You’re gonna need a bigger boat.”

w w w



I’ve never seen a ghost. As much as I’d like to believe in the 
supernatural, I genuinely do not and have seen nothing 
to convince me otherwise. I don’t really buy into to any 

psychic stuff either – fortune telling, spoon bending and the 
like. But I’m going to make a prediction - a premonition - 
about your own psychological well-being during the course 
of the next few minutes. 

Snarky Puppy are a band based in Brooklyn, and the first time 
I saw them play, I felt how I imagine Brody felt following his 
first encounter with Spielberg’s animatronic shark. Should 
oppressive, unrelenting disbelief not be an emotion with 
which you are well acquainted, enter ‘Snarky Puppy’ into 
YouTube’s search bar and, I predict, you’ll soon feel its fuzzy 
embrace. In some ways, Snarky Puppy are a monster in their 
own right – a jazz-funk-fusion behemoth comprising of 
guitars, basses, keys, horns, strings, drums, and percussion.

Their performances have become synonymous with unbridled 
musical genius. Seldom will you witness a band that can 
successfully take face-melting, instrumental virtuosity and 
produce a sound so foot-stompingly friendly. They record 
their albums in front of live studio audiences, and have a 
series of over 30 musicians in regular rotation. 

At the band’s core, alongside bassist and composer Michael 
League, is drummer and producer Robert ‘Sput’ Searight. 
Any attempt to describe Sput’s playing is particularly difficult 
given that it is, effectively, a narrative in itself. It twists and 
turns with a remarkable fluidity regardless of whatever tempo, 
metre or dynamic is being employed. Never before have I 
witnessed such a striking balance of technical proficiency 
and heartfelt musicality. A bigger boat is something you can 
get. A bigger capacity to interpret overt displays of musical 
superiority, however, is something you are unlikely find on 
Craigslist.  

Sput: Elusive?! Me?

The Drummer’s Journal: Well – I mean in the sense that 
there’s not a lot of information about you out there, except 
your actual playing of course.
So what do you want to know?

What do you want people to know? 
(Laughs) I don’t know!

Ok, Ok. Well let’s start at the beginning. You’re from 
Dallas, right? I know that much. 
Yeah, originally from Dallas, Texas, born and raised. My roots 
are pretty much church roots. My mother and father are both 
musicians and singers too. Mom played the piano and organ 
so there was a piano in the house. My dad played the drums 
so we always had a drum set in the house too. As a kid I tried 
to make the most of the instruments we had. I suppose I just 
took a liking to the drums. 

So you played in Church?
Yeah, I mean, I practically grew up in Church. 

So is that how your interest in music became more formal?
Formal?

Well, you studied music at school and college, right? Was 
that influenced by what you learned in Church?
Well, a lot of the church cats play by ear - there’s not a lot of 
technical stuff about the roots of playing in church. For me, it 
was only when I was in junior high I got my first introduction 
to theory. Then I went to Arts Magnet high school in Dallas 
when I was in the ninth grade. It’s where Nora Jones, Roy 
Hargrove, The Dixie Chicks, Erykah Badu, and a few others 
went.



“Stayin’ in the same hotel rooms. 
Getting up at the same time. Leaving at 
the same time. Load in at the same time. 

There’s a relationship that forms.” 

w w w
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Magnet?
Yeah, y’know, to focus on the Arts. It was here I was really able to get a thorough 
grasp of theory. We had to learn functional piano no matter what other instruments 
you played, so that did a great deal for me. Then I went to Julliard and continued 
music studies, both major and minor, and, y’know, the rest is history. But it 
was high school for me where the technical met up with the natural instincts of 
someone who just plays by ear.

What were your early influences?
I’d say this to everyone - start with Max Roach and Art Blakey. Buddy Rich wasn’t 
actually a big influence on me – I mean, I listened to him and admired him but 
I never thought I could play the stuff he was playing. Roach and Blakey, on the 
other hand, were songwriters. They could play piano. Then the legendary Tony 
Williams, Philly Joe Jones and Elvin Jones. Later I was fortunate enough to get 
into guys like Mike Clark, Mitch Mitchel, David Garibaldi, Steve Gadd, Harvey 
Mason, Rick Lawson. But! My all time favourite is a gospel drummer named 
Joel Smith who played for The Hawkins Family. He’s been the most influential 
drummer in my life. I transcribed four records worth of him playing drums.

So when did you meet Mike League? 
I met Mike around seven years ago. He was at the University of North Texas which 
is pretty close to Dallas, and he’d come down and participate in these jam sessions 
and do some church gigs. I’d see him around town occasionally. At the time, I 
was playing in a band with Erykah Badu and we were hosting a jam session. Mike 
wandered in and said, “anybody know a guy called Bernard Wright?” 

Bernard Wright? I would usually just pretend to know who he is but I’m 
afraid I don’t. 
Well, he was a legendary songwriter, composer, pianist, musician – extraordinary 
cat. Anyhow, me and Mike gelled playing one of his songs together at the jam 
session, and the rest is history. 

So were you headhunted?
(Laughs) Well, for the first year I was in Snarky I was actually playing keys. I’ve 
only actually been the drummer for five years.

Snarky Puppy - Thing of Gold @ 1.35
w w w
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So what instigated the change? 
At first, I was asked to come and sit in on a couple of gigs, then 
it turned into going on tour because the keyboard player couldn’t 
show up until the middle of the tour. Then we came back to the 
city and the band recorded a record called Bring Us The Bright 
in my studio. So, it was only then Mike got me playing drums 
on some stuff, along with the existing drummer, and after that 
record was done, Mike asked me to play drums in the band. 

So you got the other guy fired?!
Nah, man! Some things had come up with him so Mike asked if 
I’d be interested in taking over. I said yeah, and the rest is history.

Speaking of studios, Snarky Puppy’s relationship with the 
studio has become quite unique. I mean, I guess the first 
releases were done in quite a traditional fashion, recordings 
with overdubs and that sort of stuff, but now you’ve moved 
into this scenario where you’re recording entirely live with an 
audience in the studio. How did that evolution track out?
The ultimate delivery of what we do stands out when we play live.

So you’re a live band?
Yeah. You have to come see us live really. With the record, the 
idea was to let an audience come see us perform so we could 
capture that atmosphere, yet be able to have that studio sound 
and the luxuries that studios afford. So we did it that way for the 
Tell Your Friends record, then for Ground Up we pretty much 
built the venue in which we recorded. 

You actually built it?
Well, not with our bare hands, but we turned that space you see 
on the Ground Up DVD into a studio, pretty much yeah. 

When you watch that DVD the whole thing looks 
immeasurably fun.
Yeah, it was, it was. Well, I suppose playing it was the fun part.

So there was a not so fun part then?
(Laughs) Well, getting set up was a bit stressful. That space was 
completely empty four days before we recorded. Completely 
bare. It took a lot of work to create that environment you see on 
the DVD, but it all just came together at once. Stress comes with 
the territory, y’know? You deal with it.

YouTube has played quite an important role in the bands 
profile exponentially increasing…
Yeah, for sure. I think social media - period - has played the 
ultimate role in people getting to know us. So, for instance, we’re 
here in the UK and if it wasn’t for YouTube people probably 
wouldn’t have heard of us. It plays a drastically important role in 
how we got heard and why people anywhere know of us.

The band’s outlook on the state of the music industry is 
unusually refreshing in the sense that your perspective is 
positive with regards to the current state of things.
Musically?

Well, more from an industry perspective I guess – you’re not 
all doom and gloom about it.
Sure. Yes, we are positive, but I want to say that we don’t believe 
the music industry is doing it’s best to support real music, to carry 
on its legacy, so the positivity comes from wanting to change that. 
We want to inspire others, that’s our purpose. We’re in danger 
now of seeing a generation who don’t understand expression 
because they’ve been trained to only have an ear for simple things 
like four bar loops, very non meaningful, hugely repetitive tags 
and hooks. That’s what we call pop today. It’s changed drastically 
now. Music used to educate, inspire, uplift and empower people, 
as opposed to now where it’s doing the opposite. So the next 
generation, at this rate, won’t learn to appreciate instrumentation 
if they’re not exposed to it. So we’re trying to bring that back to 
the platform.



So that’s why the band do a lot of creative outreach sort of stuff? 
Yeah, partly. I mean, it’s not exactly a hearts and minds type thing but it’s 
nice to have kids be inspired because they saw us. That could turn out to be 
a problem too – a shortage of musicians continuing the legacy and carrying 
on the music.

You probably get asked this a lot, but where does 
a Snarky Puppy song start? 
Mike. He’s the master genius. It starts with him, 
and basically he’ll send us the music and we do our 
homework. We study. He sends us MP3s – we did 
away with the technical charts and stuff because to 
really get into a tune you really have to memorise 
it to get it in your soul. So we come to the table 
knowing the original demo back to front, and you 
find you come to it with a lot of ideas. So that’s how 
the songs come together. The finished product is 
definitely Mike polishing everything, but everybody’s 
personality is incorporated into the arrangements.

So you get a degree of creative freedom then?
Yeah, we get freedom to create around the 
composition. 

What about improvisation?
That’ll happen during the solos. Other than that, they tend to be quite 
fixed compositions. Fixed arrangements, very detailed in what parts are 
played, and we seldom deviate from the actual composition itself. So any 
parts playing really freely are usually in the solos. 

You’ve done a lot of session stuff too right?
Yeah, I’m still doin’ it. 

Are you a session musician?
I call myself a producer more than anything. I do a hell of a lot of sessions. 
Every Kurt Franklin record that’s been out I’ve played on. 

“We’re in danger 
now of seeing a 
generation who 

don’t understand 
expression because 

they’ve been trained 
to only have an ear 
for simple things...”

w w w

w w w
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Snarky Puppy 2013, performing at 
The Rockwood, New York.

Photo: Kate Darracott

“Music used to educate, inspire, 
uplift and empower people, as 

opposed to now where it’s doing 
the opposite.”

w w w

w w w
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Has that part of your career changed with time?
Well, the more work you do, the more credentials you have, and 
the more work you can get. The more you succeed at the small 
things, the more they become big things. As far as change goes, the 
main one has been me getting older. What can I say? It’s worked 
out for me. I practiced in college for eight hours a day. Everyday. 
It paid off.

I’d say it paid off, yeah.
(Laughs) Yeah. 

What is your role as the drummer?
Foundation, man, groove. It’s no different than any other band, 
but me and the percussion player, Nate Worth, take a different 
approach. We deliberately try not to sound like a percussion player 
and a drummer, but one drummer with four arms. So, y‘know, the 
approach is different, but the goal is the same. Foundation. Lay the 
groove. Make the bed that melodies have to lay on. 

What I like about Snarky is how you handle virtuosity. Everyone 
in the band is such a skilled musician, but when you think 
about British Prog Rock, for example, a lot of people disliked it 
because the music was self-indulgent. But you guys have nailed 
the boundary between musicality and indulgence. I wondered 
how you managed to do that.
We’re a band of producers. Everyone is a producer or an artist in 
their own right. We’re really just a bunch of regular guys who have 
worked pretty hard to get good, and gone through that process 
together. Being in band for seven years, and playing over 750 
shows in that time period, that’s a lot of shows together, a lot of 
cities together. Stayin’ in the same hotel rooms. Getting up at the 
same time. Leaving at the same time. Load in at the same time. 
There’s a relationship that forms and we listen to the same music 
on the road; we’re influenced by the same people. And those sorts 
of things build relationships. It’s a band of brothers. From there 
on, it’s professionalism – digging in and learning your part. Being 

conscious of what we want to sound like as a group and not what 
we to sound like individually. Everybody pays great attention to the 
detail of the key elements. 

Going back to your roots, there’s always been a strong link 
between religion and music - churches were the original music 
venues in some respect as that’s where people would go to 
interact with music. For you, are music and faith pretty much 
entwined? 
Yes. I grew up very religious. I grew up as a Christian. I’m still 
a Christian. I believe that whatever I’m able to do is a gift that 
I’ve been fortunate enough to have handed down to me. When I 
play, it’s like me saying thank you to a higher power. And it’s a gift 
to share. When you’re given something, you shouldn’t just keep it 
for yourself. You should give back. Most people that get rich and 
become famous don’t become famous because of themselves, they 
become famous because of fans. People come and support them. So 
it would be selfish to become famous and well-off financially and 
not give back to those that are less fortunate than you’ve been. So I 
share the gift I have because I enjoy it and I like the idea that people 
could be inspired by what I do. I’m playing music with guys who 
I love playing it with. We’re all fans of each other. We’re looking 
forward to hearing each other play and take solos, seeing where it’s 
gonna go. From night to night you never know whose night it is 
going to be. You can tell right off the bat whose night it is.

What’s this about a Grammy?
Yeah, I won a Grammy working with Kurt Franklin. In 1997. 
Ancient history now. 

Did you go to the ceremony?
Yeah, I accepted the award and no one knew who I was.

Did you give a speech?
Uh-huh. I just thanked people. And I remember everybody just 
sitting there like, who is this guy!? Still, it was a humbling experience. 

Your nickname - I couldn’t figure out where that’d come from.
Sput -Sputnik – like the Russian spaceship – I was interested in it as 
a kid. It came from an auntie who used to watch over me. I used to 
tear down her curtains. She’d get angry, but I remember she’d never 
curse because she was a Christian. Instead she would always say 
“Sput-Nik!” You were hoping for a more entertaining story right?!

Nah, it’s cool, I’ll just make something else up instead and 
jazz it up a bit. I’ll say you were the first drummer in space or 
something. 
I could live with that. 

w w w
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In an analogous business park outside of Huntingdon, 
there’s one office building that’s different from the 
rest. It’s the djembes and drums in the window that 

suggest it’s probably not an IT consultancy. Instead, it’s 
the office of Evelyn Glennie, the world’s first virtuoso solo 
percussionist. 

I won’t lie. From the outside, maybe, I was slightly 
underwhelmed. I mean, this is the office of a person 
who received an OBE and wrote their autobiography all 
before they were 27. In 2007, she was appointed Dame 
Commander of the Most Excellent Order of the British 
Empire and performed for a seventh of the planet’s entire 
population during the opening ceremony of the London 
2012 Olympic Games. 

Inside it’s a different story. “How many instruments 
does Evelyn own?” I ask as Evelyn’s PA leads me into a 
large room where the Ark of the Covenant would not 
have looked out of place among the mass of intriguing 
percussive objects. “Around 1,800,” she replies as I eye a 

huge kettle drum emblazoned with tigers. “There’s more 
downstairs and more still at the house.” 

Like her instrument collection, Evelyn’s achievements are 
simply too exhaustive to realistically list, as are the impacts 
of her 35 year career and its role positioning percussion 
in the public eye. What the 15 honorary doctorates, 
various Hall of Fame inductions and lifetime achievement 
awards have also provided is a platform allowing Evelyn 
to champion causes and influence public opinion beyond 
the concert hall. Having been profoundly deaf since she 
was 12, Evelyn has changed the way many people now 
think about notions of hearing, outlining how sound, as 
vibration, is not only interpreted through the ears.

Sat at a table next to a drum set painted to resemble the 
Union Jack, I look around the room and notice none of 
the aforementioned accolades are anywhere to be seen. 
There is only a sea of instruments. Ultimately, this is a 
reminder that Evelyn is a musician; a very talented one. 

w w w
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A Conversation with Dame Evelyn Glennie
Words by Tom Hoare, Illustration by Kirsty Cassels
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The Drummer’s Journal: Did you feel that the drumming aspect of the 
London 2012 opening ceremony, when it was initially discussed, was a 
bit risky given that China fairly nailed that?
Dame Evelyn Glennie: Absolutely – it threw up a lot of questions. I mean, 
they used Chinese percussion but it was still en masse. Furthermore, what 
do you, practically, give 1000 drummers? Snare drums? Tom Toms? My 
initial concern with having everyone play drums such as those was that it 
might make the volunteers feel intimidated. They might think, “I’ve got 
to learn how to play this properly.” So someone said, “what about having 
people play bits of scrap metal?” That solved that problem - if you give 
someone a bit of scrap they’ll strike it without any reservations. So we 
thought, “well, what about buckets then?” Metal buckets, plastic buckets. 
They were easy to find, and when people added their own bits and pieces to 
their buckets, the whole thing exploded into this fantastic idea. It also kept 
up that essence of organic sound, raw sound. When you have an instrument 
like a bucket, there’s no apology when you strike it– it is what it is.

I know you’ve done some very high profile performances, but I read 
that almost one billion people watched that ceremony. One billion! 
Was that not a slightly terrifying prospect? 
Terrifying isn’t the word, no. I’ll be honest - the main reason I wasn’t terrified 
is because I’d been asked to participate in the opening ceremony when the 
Olympics were held in Athens several years ago, and we got so far down 
the road with them, then out of the blue, they suddenly changed the whole 
artistic side of it completely. So, with London 2012, I thought, “I’ll only 
believe this until I’m actually up there and it’s happening.” I’m that sort of 
person really; I don’t get overly exited by something and I don’t get overly 
disappointed. 

There must have been point when you realised it was definitely going 
to happen though?
Once the rehearsals started for the whole project, that’s when I believed, 
“yes, this will happen”. I think that’s very important though, when you’re in 
this type of business - because it can be quite emotional anyway – you need 
to always put things in perspective. The important thing to understand is 
that it’d be great if it happens, but if it doesn’t, life goes on. 

Evelyn’s autobiography 
released 1990
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The 2012 Paralympics made people think differently 
about disability. In 1993 you wrote an essay about how 
hearing is poorly understood in general. Do you feel 
public perception of disability has gotten better since 
then?
I think things have progressed. I don’t think they’ve come 
a long way though. I think any high profile situation, such 
as the Paralympics, can only do good. With technology, 
however, there’s been huge developments - artificial limbs 
are a great example. When I was at school I used to wear 
phonic ears, but kids today would look at someone like 
they’re from mars for wearing them. So we’ve come a long 
way, technologically and medically. But we’re currently 
looking at this situation with Oscar Pistorius and the whole 
emotional aspect…

Well, he was a hero in South Africa. 
Yes, exactly, but it shows how, no matter how much success 
you have, or how much you push the boundaries, it can 
always flip back. I mean, he’s going to stand trial for murder, 
but people will feel sorry for him simply because of his 
legs. I still think we have this humanistic tendency to put 
everything in boxes, and we need to label ‘that’ and pop 
‘that’ there, so we think we understand things better, but 
in actual fact it’s confusing things a lot more. It really does.

I know you’ve written about this a lot, so I didn’t want 
to dwell on it. I’ll admit however, that when I was 
researching, my perception was that you were completely 
deaf.
That’s the media today. They don’t want an explanation 
like I’ve written in the past. They want one sentence. So 
they’ll change ‘profoundly’ to ‘totally’ – which is a different 
scenario entirely, as well as being wholly inaccurate. So then 
it becomes confusing for people – “well, if she’s totally deaf 
does she hear anything at all?” Really, the only time you 

would not hear something is when you’re dead. Sound is 
vibration, so provided the body is receptive to sound, you 
will hear it. But that’s too complicated for the media to get. 
So that’s where the confusion comes in.

So the confusion is why you felt you had to write these 
documents?
Yes, partly. I was frustrated 
at inaccuracies and frustrated 
that there’s always a sort 
of label in a way. I mean, 
for me I’m just a musician, 
and my tools happen to be 
percussion. So if I need to be 
labelled, I’m a percussionist. 
But what is a musician? Well, 
a musician is someone who 
creates sound. I remember 
my percussion teacher at 
school when I first started 
when I was 12, he didn’t 
allow anyone to specialise. 
Sometimes, the guys would 
want to play just the drums 
and the girls would want to 
play the xylophone. He said, 
“no! We all study the snare 
drum, the timpani, the drum kit, the xylophone.” He was 
absolutely right to do that. 

He wasn’t interested in us being percussionists; he was 
interested in us being musicians. If we were to specialise 
in only one area of percussion, it would eliminate all those 
prospects. He always said, “you’re a sound creator - your job 
is to create sound and turn it in to some kind of emotion.” 
That was his first priority. 

“Really, the only 
time you would not 
hear something is 
when you’re dead. 
Sound is vibration, 

so provided the body 
is receptive to sound, 

you will hear it.”
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“Take someone like Terry Bozzio - I’m a huge 
fan of his and what he has accomplished is 

absolutely extraordinary - but the downside 
to that is who else can follow on?”

w w w
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So as a musician, I have the same approach regardless of 
whether I’m playing the bucket or an expensive marimba. I 
dedicate the same focus to teaching a group of youngsters as I 
did to the opening ceremony of the Olympics. Absolutely the 
same focus - and why shouldn’t it be? 

I see ‘percussion’ as an umbrella term. I grew up playing the 
drum set, but never branched out from that. They’re almost 
separate things for me – I feel intimidated by percussion!
I think that’s just a difference in your upbringing and 
specialisation. For me, I never 
wanted to put up any barriers. I 
don’t want to be saying, “I can’t 
do that.” That said, if someone 
placed a couple of tabla in front 
of me and said, “right Evelyn, 
play tabla,” I’d say, “sorry I can’t 
do that.” That is a completely 
different scenario where it is so 
related to the territory where 
it comes from - India - you 
must have the respect in order 
to know it’s not just a five 
minute crash course to be able 
to play that. The same with 
a lot of African instruments 
- but ultimately, there is not 
enough hours in the day to be 
able to exhaustively cover all 
aspects of percussion. That’s the most unusual thing about the 
instrument we play compared to other instruments - I mean 
you wouldn’t say to a cello player, “so for this piece you’re 
playing the violin, then for this piece you’re playing the viola, 
then the double bass.” They’d think you’ve landed from mars. 
But somehow, with percussion, that’s the kind of thing that 
we put ourselves through. For me there are definitely limits.

Why do you think the drum set has become the most 
popular percussive instrument at the expense of others? 
The history of it; it can be planted in the jazz realm and in the 
pop realm too. The physical aspect to it is very powerful visually. 
You can really feel the physicality when you play the drums. 
It has such a huge media following and everybody recognises 
the sound of the drum kit. Think how many people, every 
day, whether they realise it or not, hear a drum kit through the 
radio, the TV, or music playing in a shop. That’s why when 
you play a snare drum solo it’s an unbelievable experience. 

You know everybody has 
most likely experienced this 
instrument, but not in an 
isolated form. On its own it 
becomes, “is that really a snare 
drum?” 

People say the drum set is 
not a solo instrument. I 
mean, for me it never really 
has been, but that’s because I 
lack the confidence and skill 
set to play unaccompanied.
Well, take someone like Terry 
Bozzio - I’m a huge fan of his 
and what he has accomplished 
is absolutely extraordinary 
- but the downside to that is 
who else can follow on? His 

set up is so huge, it’s simply not practical for other people to 
take on that repertoire - it’s probably not even written down. 
That’s the danger with percussion. A lot of the early pieces I 
commissioned, the concertos especially, I used to ask composers 
to use some of the more unique aspects of the instruments, 
and after a while it soon dawned on me, “Evelyn, you’re being 
really selfish here because people are not going to be playing 

“I don’t go to Tesco 
and say, ‘get out of 
the way it’s Dame 

Evelyn Glennie,’ I just 
use the damehood 
in key situations 

where it can make a 
difference.”

w w w

w w w



T H E  D R U M M E R ’ S  J O U R N A L

2 2

this in 10 years time.” We must have repertoire that anyone who 
is doing this sort of thing can perform. You need to think much 
bigger than yourself, to establish pieces of music that will continue 
to be played once you’re gone. So that was a real moment in my 
head where I thought, “if you really want solo percussion to move 
forward it has to feed the next generation, otherwise all this work 
will have been a waste of time.”

Do you feel you have that in motion now?
Oh yes, without a doubt. I started my career as a soloist when I was 
16, I graduated when I was 19 and going full steam ahead was my 
absolute focus. I’m 47 now, so I’ve had all of these years sustaining 
the career. No one can now doubt that such a career isn’t possible. 
You can look on most orchestras’ concert series and you’ll see one 
percussion concerto. That’s really important. I’ve no doubt that the 
future of percussion is strong. But we’ve all got to participate in the 
commissioning aspect. We need more repertoire.

In your open letter to music professionals, you expressed 
concerns about the business as a whole, and it becoming overly 
elitist with audiences declining.
Yes, the way things were heading concerned me a lot. For example, 
with the NY Philharmonic you can have a situation where, if you 
ask for a blue light on stage, suddenly they class the event as a 

show not a concert and the whole thing becomes ridiculous. It also 
prohibits the creativity of the composer and performer. I didn’t 
think these sort of attitudes were good enough. Yes, we have been 
losing our audiences, and I think with the financial crisis coming 
in to play, none of us have escaped.

In another light, the crisis really weeded out a lot of the ‘dead 
weeds’ and cleared away the administrative roles that were truly 
not necessary. As hurtful as this financial situation has been to 
many people, it’s made us think about the future. It’s really made 
orchestras and promoters think, “right, what are we going to give 
our audiences? How are we going to entice them to spend that 
money on a ticket when instead they may feel it needs to go to the 
electric meter?” So that was my gripe with all of this. I was sick and 
tired of working with people who are just like, “no, you can’t do 
that.” Yet they expect the best from us on the concert platform. I 
felt that wasn’t right.

Do you think, for the orchestras, there is a problem getting 
younger people in to watch the performances?
A lot of the UK orchestras are very good with their educational 
programs where the players go out to various places and get people 
inspired. But getting that followed through to the concert platform 
is still quite a challenge. It’s the families - it’s not just getting to 

the child - it’s getting to mum and dad. Is there even a mum and 
dad anymore? My own partner has an eight year old son. He lives 
with his mother and is with the father at weekends. It’s all friendly 
and everything, but it’s just the logistics of getting anything regular 
happening for the son because one minute he’s there and the next 
minute he’s somewhere else. Today, our whole family structure is 
different. 

On your website I noticed how your biography includes 
“lobbying government” as an activity. I liked how that seemed 
to be a recreational activity. 
(Laughs.) Yeah, that was quite an activity. 

The current government’s funding cuts for the arts are going 
to have a direct effect in schools. How do you see this situation 
playing out? 
I don’t think it’ll ever be the same again. That’s not to say it’ll be 
worse, but it’ll be different. A large part of it is what then continues 
in the family home, not just what happens at school. I can’t tell you 
how important I believe that sort of interaction is but, realistically, 
does it exist? So that’s the bit that concerns me and I’m not sure 
how that can be ever solved. For me I was inspired by the school 
orchestra when I was 12 years old. So if that orchestra hadn’t been 
there, would I be here now? 

“I was sick and tired of working with people who are just 
like, ‘no, you can’t do that.’ Yet they expect the best from 

us on the concert platform. I felt that wasn’t right.”
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How old were you when you were awarded on OBE?
Er… 27. I think. 

At the time, when you received that award at that age, what did you feel it meant?
When it came around I was completely surprised, but what it made me do was stop 
and think, “right, what’s happened here? Where are we with percussion?” It was a really 
good incentive just to keep moving forward. It really helped me do that.

When you look back on it now has it changed in any way, the meaning you attach 
to it?
It’s remained the same, actually. And it has more of an impact, as silly as this may 
sound, than the damehood, because even with the damehood, I was pretty young for 
that sort of thing to happen. Ok, with sports people that type of thing can happen 
when they’re terribly young, but for a musician it normally happens just before you 
keel over. I remember people saying, “so, you’re retiring now?” No! I don’t think so! 
It does give a feeling of closure and that I didn’t want. An OBE isn’t about closure – 
you’re doing something. A knighthood or damehood is someone saying, “this is what 
you’ve achieved, now off you go.” That is not what I wanted at all. But the damehood 
has proven useful in certain situations. I don’t go to Tesco and say, “get out of the way 
it’s Dame Evelyn Glennie,” I just use it in key situations where it can make a difference. 
When you’re a dame or a sir, you can drop it in where it matters.

Has what percussion means to you changed from when you first expressed an 
interest in it? 
There’s definitely been different stages of what it has meant, yes. When I started off as a 
12 year old kid, it was really just a curiosity and I loved playing. In my teens I wanted 
to be the best percussionist I could be, so it was practice, practice, practice. I only 
realised in my twenties that practice would only get me so far. I could go on forever 
trying to be a better musician, a better percussionist. So I stopped and thought, “what 
am I and what am I trying to do here?” I knew there was something else. “What am 
I?” It was through asking that question I realised I was a sound creator, that’s my job, 
and it will continue to be for the foreseeable future. 

Right: Machined 
Aluminium lugs 

are designed and 
made in the UK

Above: Evelyn 
performing at the 
Olympic opening 
ceremony 
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I can’t remember exactly when I noticed the rusting dentistry chair 
and surgical tools in the corner of the workshop, but I remember the 
subsequent feeling of dread that washed over me. Matt had seemed 

like a nice guy when we first met, but I’d seen enough low budget horror 
films to know where this was going. 

Obviously, the cymbalsmithing was a ruse – little more than a deception. 
The more I thought about it, the more it made sense. The workshop, 
with its white, windowless arches suddenly seemed like an inescapable 
cave. With tracks running overhead, the walls shake with each passing 
train and the workshop fills with the sound of countless cymbals and 
miscellaneous sheet metals reverberating against their metal shelving. It 
may as well be the sound of a high-pitched, staccato string section. I 
notice the large dull apron; a face obscured by a gas mask and goggles; 
an angle grinder swinging at his side. He’d locked the shutters when I 
entered. An innocently industrial setting. I was never leaving this place.

I left at 18.15. I didn’t ask about the dentist’s chair. I didn’t have to, really. 
It turns out Matt Nolan is genuinely a cymbalsmith. He’s not a serial killer. 
Statistically, however, it’s probable that there are more sociopaths than 
cymbalsmiths in the UK. Cymbalsmithing is an unusual profession. It’s 
so unusual that Matt is the only person in the UK independently making 
cymbals, alongside only a handful of other individuals worldwide. He 
takes a lot of pride in this fact and this is reflected in the quality of his 
work. 

Describing Matt as a cymbalsmith is actually a slight misnomer. This is 
illustrated best by the fact that, hung in a small annexe to the workshop, 
there’s a large gong in the shape of a hand, and another like a large 
extended batwing. “Triangles, gongs, cymbals, bells – you name it, I’ll 
make it,” he grins. 

w w w



Matt is tall, and surprisingly softly spoken for someone 
whose typical working day involves hammering bronze 
and wearing earplugs. He’d kindly allowed us to disrupt 
his production schedule and spend the afternoon at his 
workshop on the outskirts of Bath. By this rationale, it’s 
pretty clear Matt is also very patient. “I actually wanted to 
be a metalwork teacher at one point,” he muses. 

Matt’s workshop is split into three parts. As you enter, 
there’s a small room on the right which contains Matt’s 
personal cymbal collection and a small, rudimentary kit. 
Turning left, you pass through an archway into a larger 
room filled with some “1950s bits and bobs.” The final 
room, through another arch, is an amalgamation of some 
meaty looking machinery, shelving and a couple of anvils. 
It is from in here that, if you 
stand outside on the pavement, 
you can hear the steady sound 
of Matt’s hammering.

Matt hasn’t always done this. It 
started as a hobby alongside his 
job designing microchips.

“This is what I started out 
with, this hammer right here,” 
he says, proudly brandishing 
it aloft. The handle looks well 
polished from heavy use.

“So you started making cymbals 
before you had a workshop?”

“Oh yeah. I started at home.” He gestures to two large 
anvils on the floor. “I made this one out of fence posts, and 
I paid 50 pounds to get this piece of metal shaped to form 

another anvil. I started hammering old broken cymbals off 
eBay and turning them into crazy shapes. Then I bought 
this...” He turns and picks up a huge blow torch that looks 
like something Arnold Schwarzenegger would appreciate, 
with the sort of manic grin I’ve also seen on an ecstasy 
riddled Keith Flint from The Prodigy. 

“You were using that in your house?!”

“Yeah,” the grin spreads wider. “I built a wooden platform 
that was raised up, a couple of inches off the floor...”

“Wooden?!”

“…Yes. Then I put some firebricks on it, then a cymbal 
on the fire bricks and applied 
the torch. All about six inches 
above the kitchen lino.” 

“And you had no catastrophes?”

“No, not really. It was only 
recently I set fire to this, 
though.” He points to a large, 
charred oily rag slung over 
the shelves. “That was quite a 
shock.” 

“So, how were your neighbours 
about this? I guess you were in 
a detached house?”

“Not exactly.” A pause. “It was a Georgian terrace with 
neighbours either side, below and above. I don’t live there 
anymore.”

w w w
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I set fire to this, 

though.”



Start to Finish

Matt had kindly agreed to demonstrate the process of 
making a cymbal. Despite the rather perilous nature of his 
earlier endeavours, the sheer amount of information Matt 
can relay about metals and their properties is staggering. 
He talks effortlessly in percentages, ratios and frequencies. 
I cling to the dictaphone tightly, taking comfort in the 
fact it’s capturing a wealth of information that’s passing 
straight over my head.  

“So, I start out with a bronze blank – I get these mainly 
from foundries in Germany, Turkey and China. Bronze is 
an alloy of copper and tin, and the tin percentage dictates 
what potential sound you can get. There’re lots of different 
types of bronze – typically I work with bronze that is 
between five and twenty percent tin. Here, hold this.” He 
passes me the blank, which is like a giant metal pancake. 
It’s surprisingly heavy. “Around a third of that weight will 
come off on the lathe,” Matt says, rooting around in a box 
beneath the workbench before producing a tape measure. 
“But before that, the first thing to do is find the middle, 
and then punch a hole though.” He sits at the anvil, takes 
a few measurements, then marks the centre of the blank 
with a metal punch. 

I ask Matt what type of bronze he’s using. “This is B20,” he 
responds, “meaning it’s 20 per cent tin. It’ll make a nice, 
dark old-school sounding cymbal. Roughly speaking, B8 
or B15 will give you more of a bright and cutting rock 
sound.” I relay a story to Matt about a B8 cymbal I once 
owned that I’d been thoroughly disheartened with after 
purchasing. From that day on, I always associated B8 with 
inferior sounding cymbals.

Matt looks displeased. “No, that’s not the case at all. The 

sound comes from the shape, thickness and how you 
hammer it. B8 is often used for budget lines because you 
can make an adequate cymbal quickly and simply with it. 
Companies will often just press their cheaper lines in one 
stamping, they don’t even need to be lathed, though there 
will be fake lathing in the stamp. There’s only so much 
quality that process can afford. But with hammering you 
can use B8 to make a very good cymbal. I wouldn’t say it’s 
inferior in any way. Paiste make a great line of B8 cymbals. 
The old John Bonham cymbals were B8 Paistes – great at 
cutting through walls of guitars. A thinner B20 cymbal 
might not do that.”

“I read that you don’t work with B20?”

“It’s an alloy I chose not to work with from the beginning, 
though I have started to use it more recently. Why? Because 
there’s a handful of independent cymbal makers who all do 
the same thing. They all buy Turkish or Chinese blanks 
and hammer them. I wanted to do something different. I 
didn’t have a lathe when I started anyway. There’s not a lot 
you can do with B20 without a lathe, unless you want to 
make Turk-style dry cymbals all the time.”

Matt turns his attention back to the cymbal resting on 
his lap, and to the process he was describing before my 
interjection. “If this was B8 or B15, I might soften up the 
alloy with the burner and then cool it down quickly to 
make the metal more workable for hammering. I can’t use 
the burner on this one, it needs to be really hot - around 
700 degrees - so you need a furnace if you want to soften 
it.” He pulls out some earplugs from a drawer in the corner. 
“You’ll need these.”

Sat with the blank resting partly on his legs and partly on 
the metal anvil he takes out a hammer. “I’m just putting 
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“the lathe looks like the type of heavy machinery pharmaceutical companies 
warn you not to use after taking their medication. Open, exposed pulleys invite 

loose clothing, long hair, and wandering fingers to be efficiently severed.”
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the basic shape into it at the minute. I’ve various hammers with 
different shaped faces and weights, depending on what sound I 
want. I made them myself, too.”

“You can’t buy hammers?”

“They’re hard to get hold of. There’s a blacksmith in Kent who 
makes Japanese sword smithing hammers. That’s the closest 
thing really.” 

After about 10 minutes my arm starts to twinge just watching 
Matt repeatedly hammering the blank. “This one will require 
at least 10,000 more hammer strokes,” he says, “to get it into 
shape and so the metal is at the right tension. Once it starts 
to take on the right shape I’ll let it rest for a couple of days to 
let the metal recrystallize from the hammering. Then I’ll start 
tweaking it with more hammering.” 

I ask if Matt’s ever seen Rafael Nadal play tennis and noticed 
how his left arm is a lot bigger than his right. “I actually noticed 
that the other day,” Matt replies, flexing his arms and grinning. 
“There’s definitely a difference with me, yeah. I did some 
calculations based upon the amount of hammering I do but 
it turned out I was still eating more than I was expending. So, 
yeah, that was unfortunate.”  

The Lathe

After hammering, the cymbal gets lathed to reduce its weight 
and thin it out. “I can’t lathe this one just yet,” Matt states 
holding up the blank, “but I can show you with this other 
one I cracked.” He produces a nicely finished cymbal with an 
impressive crack near the bell. It’s a sorry sight. 

“How much work had you put in to that before it cracked?”

“About eight hours.” For some reason he grins when he says it. 
“This is a good example of a metal you need a furnace to soften 
up before you start hammering it. I was hammering on wood 
too, which you shouldn’t really do. I lulled myself into a false 
sense of security. I thought, ‘this stuff’s fine! It can take it!’ It 
promptly cracked. But, I’ll be able to make something with it 
still.”

“Can you just cut out the damage and make a feature out of it?” 
I quickly realise that it was a stupid question the minute I say it.  

“No, not really. If I put a hole there, and it’d be a big hole, the 
cymbal will hang lop-sided when it’s on the stand. To counter 
that, I’d have to put another hole on the other side to balance 
it. Having holes in cymbals creates a place where the vibrations 
can’t pass though because they just reflect, so you get a chaotic, 
trashy sound.”

Matt moves across the room and mounts the cymbal upon the 
lathe. Out of all the industrial equipment in the workshop, 
this is the one most likely to draw your attention. Hand built 
by Matt himself, it looks like the type of heavy machinery 
pharmaceutical companies warn you not to use after taking 
their medication. Open, exposed pulleys invite loose clothing, 
long hair, and wandering fingers to be efficiently severed.

“It’s made from an old cabinet, railway sleepers, pulleys, 
bearings, bits of an old bed, a motor from eBay, an old TV 
stand, plywood...” he pauses. “There’s something else peculiar 
but I’ve forgotten.”

I was slightly apprehensive when he started it up. I imagined 
smoke pouring from the motor and gears grinding noisily. 
Instead, it made barely a whisper; the wooden disc on to which 
the cymbal is mounted issuing only a low hum as it spins 
quickly. “I did a lot of head scratching when I was building this. 
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I designed it to be pretty over engineered so I could potentially turn 
30 inch gongs on it. It’s got the power and speed to do that.” 

When Matt applies the lathing tool, the smell of hot metal fills the 
workshop, accompanied by a sound similar to a car engine in neutral 
at very high revs. Strands of metal curl off on to what looks like a large 
pile of golden tinsel at the foot of the lathe. I inadvertently blurt this 
out, interrupting Matt’s detailed analysis about how using different 
pulley lengths affects the lathe’s RPM. I make a mental note to try and 
sound more intelligent. 

Investments 

The lathe winds down and Matt 
explains that the process is concluded 
with further tweak hammering. 
Watching the amount of work Matt 
puts into each cymbal makes it clear 
that each one is made with a significant 
emotional investment. Some of Matt’s 
other creations also seem to bridge the 
boundary between art and engineering, 
consequently taking upwards of 40 
hours to create. 

“Do you consider yourself a sculptor?” 
I ask, as he returns the cymbal to its 
shelf.

“Yes, I think I do. A lot of the crazier 
things I’ve made have been towards the 
sculpture end of things. “

“So do you look at it from an artistic or engineering perspective?”

“Both, I’d say.” 

“What do you see as the difference between the two?” Matt removes 
his glasses and remains silent for a few moments, thinking. 

“I guess from the engineering end of things, I’m looking at 
different alloys, their physical composition and their weight. I 
associate engineering with using a micrometer, doing calculations 
in spreadsheets, looking at dimensions. That pile of wires there that 
I use for precision tempering of triangles, that’s engineering. With 
the artistic side, I’m looking at how a cymbal sounds, how it looks, 

how it feels. I can make something to an 
exact specification – precisely this shape, 
this weight, this colour - and it can still 
sound terrible. It might need five more 
hammer blows. Maybe six. That’s the 
artistic side for me.” 

“Would you say you invest a lot of 
yourself into the process?”

“Yes, definitely. Sometimes when I’ve 
spent so long making something I don’t 
want to let it go. One of the very first 
things I ever made was a tiny little 
gong, which I’d use in my band, and in 
desperation, I sold it. I was at a PASIC 
show two years ago, and it got to halfway 
through day two of three and I was 
getting a bit nervous because I hadn’t 
sold anything. This guy was ‘umming’ 
and ‘ahhing’ over a gong I’d made to sell 
and my own gong I’d brought only to 

show. I was thinking, ‘please don’t pick the one that’s mine.’ He did, of 
course, and I still regret selling it. That guy better be enjoying it. I’ve 
tried four times to reproduce that gong. I cannot do it. I don’t know 
why.”

w w w
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getting an intern. 
I don’t know how 
I feel about that – 

getting someone on 
little or no money 
to do something 

that may or may not 
benefit them”
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Independence

Matt is an independent manufacturer in a market traditionally 
serviced by much larger companies. Whereas the UK custom drum 
building scene has gone from strength to strength - even in light 
of the recession - cymbal making still seems to be an elusive art. 
I’d been interested to hear about the logistics of running a small 
business in this environment, and why cymbalsmithing, unlike 
drum building, has followed a more lonesome path. 

“I’m not saying that great drum building isn’t mysterious, devious 
and full of little secrets,” Matt states, “but from the outside, I 
think making a drum appears more approachable, more so than 
working with lumps of bronze at least. There are no books, no real 
instructions you can follow. You don’t think it’s something you can 
do. You think you need a massive factory with a furnace. That said, 
there are more companies selling blanks now and the world is a 
smaller place with the internet. In the past companies were a lot 
more secretive about their processes. Now they’re more open. So I 
look at the future of the profession positively.” 

“How have you found the logistics of running your own business?”

“It’s touch and go to be honest. But, I’m constantly growing, 
sales are going up, though the cost of life is going up at the same 
time. I’m juggling a lot of things at once too. Ideally, I’d employ 
an accountant, and someone to handle shipping, buying supplies, 
travelling arrangements, trade shows. Someone suggested getting 
an intern. I don’t know how I feel about that – getting someone on 
little or no money to do something that may or may not benefit 
them. There’s a lot to think about. For example, the Edinburgh 
Festival and The Proms will soon be publishing which orchestras 
will be playing. I need to go through all those listings to see who’s 
coming and try to arrange a meeting with them whilst they’re in 
the UK. But that’s a day’s faffing about on the web.”

Beside me, I look down and notice a letter on Matt’s desk. It’s 
a patent application, approved and returned from the Intellectual 
Property Office. It reminds me of something I’d been meaning to 
ask. “Do you see yourself as a traditionalist?”

Matt tilts his head to the side. “In what sense?”

I attempt another explanation. “Well, there’s a huge historical aspect 
to cymbal making, but equally, there seems to be a need - not just 
for cymbal makers but for manufacturers in general - to constantly 
produce new innovative products to unveil each year. Do you feel 
pressured to constantly innovate or to mechanise?”

“I do use elements of technology in the crafting process, but I like 
to keep it done by hand as much as possible. You can put a lot 
more into the cymbal that way. It’s more personal, individual, and 
unique. That said, a lot of my earlier stuff was quite revolutionary, 
partly because I was like ‘what’ll happen if I try and do this?’ In a 
way, that helped put me on the map. Now, I’m doing a bit of both. 
Other aspects, more to do with business practice than product 
development really, I haven’t approached that traditionally. Take 
endorsements - I can’t realistically offer free cymbals, gongs or 
triangles to people. I do have a small number of artists to whom 
I give things at trade price because they give me something back 
in return – promoting the stuff, giving it credibility. It’s people I 

“You don’t think 
it’s something 

you can do. You 
think you need a 
massive factory 
with a furnace.”

w w w

w w w



approach rather than people who approach me. A lot of people in the industry 
are raising concerns over endorsing artists because people are coming round 
to the idea of individuality now and having your own sound.” 

“So would you have reservations about scaling production up?”

“I would have reservations, yeah. My goal is not to make a big company and 
loads of money. Yes, of course I need to make a living, but I also want to enjoy 
what I’m doing. I think in the case of making cymbals, it would be difficult 
to teach someone to make cymbals like I do. It’s not that my way is the best, 
but even if I had an apprentice and taught them very closely, they’d still end 
up making their own cymbals. Maybe with other things, like with triangles 
for example, that is an engineering process. You could show someone how to 
do exactly the same thing and make it sound the same as the last one. With a 
cymbal, I don’t think you can do that. There are just so many variables. How 
many hammer strokes there are, where they are, how heavy they are, what 
type of hammer you use. It’s what I hear halfway through that informs which 
direction I take it. That’s why they’re wonderful things.”

Matt’s right about this, and it’s easy to see the allure of what he’s doing. It’s 
just him, in a workshop, being his own boss and producing quality, highly 
desirable instruments. But there is a danger of over-romanticising this. What 
he’s doing is hard work and ultimately, like any manufacturer, Matt needs 
to sell what he makes. Thankfully, a growing interest in bespoke, unique, 
customised products has been beneficial to independent manufactures 
everywhere. In the same vein, I had wondered about what Matt’s perception 
of other, larger cymbal manufacturers was. Not once did he say anything bad 
about any of them. I suppose, in some sense, they’re not directly competing 
as such. Matt has no capacity or apparent desire to produce thousands of 
cymbals per year and it’s unlikely the larger companies will be looking to 
scale down and stop producing their flagship lines. At the very least though, 
a cymbal, gong, triangle or bell from Matt Nolan Custom helps secure his 
kitchen lino’s continued existence. 

w w w
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on
GosPeL

DruMMinG
Words by Daniel Stadnicki

Photo by Robert A. Coles

Let’s be honest: does anyone really know what ‘gospel drumming’ is? Is it a style 
or a technique; a complex mix of flamboyant linear fills and grooves? Do ‘gospel 
drummers’ exclusively play contemporary gospel music? Can it be removed from 

its cultural and religious context, or is gospel drumming rooted solely in the dynamic 
musical practices of African American churches? More importantly: can I learn how to 
play it in this instructional DVD I bought the other day!?

In many respects, all of these questions are flawed. They presuppose certain ideas about 
gospel drumming: what it is, what it means, who plays it, and to whom it belongs. 
The ways in which it has circulated throughout the drumming world suggests that it is 
not particularly well defined or understood. Consequently, gospel drumming tends to 
simultaneously represent African American religiosity (both implicitly and explicitly), 
in addition to exhibiting an objective technique that any drummer can appropriate and 
perform. Although they are not incompatible readings of gospel drumming, they often 
contradict one another on multiple occasions.
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A technical argument assumes that gospel drumming is a set of replicable patterns and 
skills, catering to professional values of performing multiple styles as ‘authentically’ 
as possible. Meanwhile, gospel drummers have repeatedly stated in interviews and in 
educational materials about its profound basis in religious belief, alluding to a specific 
‘feel’ that comes with playing and experiencing music in church. In this way, what is 
‘authentic’ to church drummers moves far beyond the sonic reproduction of sounds. To 
make matters worse, gospel drumming products (cymbal packs, signature sticks) and 
texts (magazine articles, advertising, DVDs, etc.) predominately advertise and feature 
African American drummers, maintaining a sense of it being a distinct cultural practice 
as opposed to a mere technique or style. If anything, 
gospel is an evolving term and practice with multiple 
influences, definitions, meanings, and significances. Of 
course, for some individuals and communities, gospel 
drumming signifies something very specific (performing 
in the church service context), illustrating that there is 
much more at stake than simply learning and playing the 
drums.

The term itself is used in several contexts. For instance, 
gospel drummers might perform with gospel musicians, 
but the label often implies African American church 
drummers who perform metal, rock, hip-hop, jazz, etc. In 
this way, ‘gospel’ distinguishes a group of drummers who 
are defined separately from any musical genre or style. 
Following this logic, would Latin or South American 
drummers always be considered ‘Latin drummers,’ even 
if they never perform Latin music? Are there special or 
trendy designations for Catholic, atheist, Buddhist, Hindu, or Muslim drummers? 
In short, problematic issues arise from this kind of essentialist perspective, since the 
dynamics of culture, religion, and race are often interrelated in a complicated discourse.

At the same time, the technical interpretation of gospel ‘chops’ broadly suggests that any 
drummer who competently performs a mix of complex fills and beats can viably play 
gospel (even be considered a gospel drummer). Here, gospel becomes a catch-all term 
that covers a wide range of styles and techniques, but as a definition remains ambiguous 
and almost unnecessary to maintain in such a broad context.

One would argue that there is nothing particularly ‘new’ about gospel drumming, 
considering that there have been countless professionals who grew up playing in churches 
long before it became a category of drumming in itself. Would the drumming heroes of 
jazz, soul, R&B, funk, progressive rock, or fusion be considered ‘gospel’ today, simply 
because of their religious upbringing? Are all church drummers ‘gospel’ drummers, as 
long as they accompany a choir? Gospel music has always involved a range of different 
traditions and styles, some of which do not use drums at all; and just like any musical 
genre, the sound of gospel music has changed dramatically over the years. There are 
also a number of diverse histories informing various gospel music practices. Here in 

Western Canada, for instance, there is a very long history 
of Aboriginal gospel music traditions.

Of course, there have been new and innovative approaches 
to the kit that contemporary church drummers developed, 
particularly within African American Baptist, Methodist, 
and Pentecostal churches. Following the lead of a choir 
director or organist, church drummers are encouraged 
to ornament and embellish grooves in the process of 
heightening the spiritual content of the service. The unique 
fills - often a unique mix of sextuplet and linear 32nd 
note patterns across the drum set - function as an integral 
component in the church service context, emphasizing key 
textual passages during songs, punctuating breaks, setting 
up shots, and extending improvised sections with new 
material. Naturally, gospel drumming did not develop in 
isolation from other styles or practices. Christian churches 
across denominations have incorporated music from all 

genres and styles into their services, blending a number of techniques into multiple 
performance contexts. Church drummers also regularly participate in the broader 
networks of drumming culture, which include reading magazines, listening to music, 
consuming drumming products, taking lessons, attending conferences, performing with 
a variety of bands, and studying at post-secondary institutions. Understandably, the 
influence of gospel heavyweights like Calvin Rodgers, Jeff Davis, Chris Coleman, and 
Aaron Spears sit alongside all the usual suspects, including the ‘Holy Trinity’ of modern 
drumming (i.e. Gadd, Weckl, and Colaiuta).

“Metal, punk, and 
blast beat aficionados 

could easily 
appreciate the skill 

of church drummers 
performing fast shout 

music songs.”

w w w

w w w
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However, the objective/technical argument is also entirely relevant on a number of 
levels. Gospel patterns and techniques would appeal to many drummers from different 
musical traditions and backgrounds since many of its characteristics expand upon 
long-established forms of modern drumming. Metal, punk, and blast beat aficionados 
could easily appreciate the skill of church drummers performing fast shout music songs. 
There are also many direct connections between funk, progressive rock, fusion and 
gospel techniques, including linear patterns (i.e. RLRKK, RLLKK, etc.) and advanced 
polyrhythms at fast speeds and loud volumes. However, the most important skill that 
one could learn from any church drumming context is how to properly accompany a 
choir. This is very often the most overlooked aspect of gospel drumming; a skill that 
not only contextualizes the practice, but one that can easily lend itself to performing 
professionally in multiple genres and musical situations.

These issues briefly illustrate how gospel drumming is difficult to pin down: it cannot 
be reduced to mere transcriptions or fills, nor is it exclusive to members of a particular 
religious community. The reality is that drummers around the world are appropriating, 
teaching, and performing ‘gospel’ in ways that are novel and quite progressive, but they 
also veer far away from its associations with African American religiosity. History teaches 
us, of course, that this has been a very familiar process throughout the development of 
20th century popular music. But for many self-identifying gospel and church drummers 
- as well as drummers who have recently been labeled ‘gospel’ simply because they are 
black - the term articulates much more than ‘just drumming.’ It can negatively pigeonhole 
drummers without critically understanding what such a term may signify. It is also a 
significant practice that can strengthen religious communities across denominations and 
faiths, providing meaningful ways to communicate and express oneself. Throughout its 
ascent as a popular drumming phenomenon, gospel has become a sign of pride in the 
unique musicianship that is fostered in African American church communities.

But we must also remember that gospel has long been a heavily commoditized term to 
market and sell various products (‘black gospel music’), as well as delineate certain kinds 
of techniques and practices. Ultimately, the ways in which we use gospel drumming will 
reveal its significance as a valued form of practice, which will eventually develop into 
something new and entirely different.

“Gospel drumming is difficult to 
pin down: it cannot be reduced to 

mere transcriptions or fills, nor is it 
exclusive to members of a particular 

religious community.”
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Win!
Three Evans G1 tom batter heads and one 
Evans Power Center snare head with Level 360 
technology. You can pick your own sizes too!
To say thanks for your support, we’ve teamed up with the good folks at Evans Drumheads to give you 
the chance to win some goods. The Evans G1 series features a single ply of 10mm film blending a bright 
tone, sustain and sensitivity. The head sets the standard for an open and expressive sound. Tuned low, it 
produces a cavernous rumble that emphasizes the natural sound of the shell. The coated version delivers 
additional warmth, focus, and depth. 

Evans Power Center snare heads feature a 10mm film. Extra durability and focus is provided by a 
centrally located 5mm patch on the bottom of the head. Unique slots in the 5” diameter dot allow it to 
flex, keeping the head open and resonant. The Level 360 collar ensures that Evans drumheads fit on the 
drum’s bearing edge with greater ease, resulting in faster, more accurate tuning, with more tonal sustain.

To enter, head to thedrummersjournal.com/competition, or click the link below. 

Terms and Conditions:

The competition is open to anyone in UK, Europe or North America. All entries must be received by 31/05/2013. A winner will be selected at 
random and notified within seven days of the above closing date by email. The winner will then have seven days to respond and claim the prize. The 
winner will be required to supply details of a delivery address in the UK, Europe or North America and the prize will be posted out free of charge. 

By entering, you are simply subscribing to The Drummer’s Journal and our monthly newsletter. You can unsubscribe at anytime. The Drummer’s 
Journal will NOT pass on any of your information to any third parties, nor will you receive any sort of marketing or promotional emails and 
materials. 

E N T E R

thedrummersjournal.com/competition
http://thedrummersjournal.com/competition


An 
introsPeCtiVe 

eXorCisM
Mogwai’s Martin Bulloch

Words by Julia Kaye

w w w



T H E  D R U M M E R ’ S  J O U R N A L

4 4

The Drummer’s Journal: Let’s start off with the usual. What initially interested you in drums and 
music generally?
Martin Bulloch: I was bought a drum kit for my third birthday. At that time we stayed in a ground 

floor flat and when I awoke at around 4am on the morning of my birthday, I saw the kit in the corner of the 
room and proceeded to batter the hell out of it. Don’t think it was too popular with the neighbours. 

Did you study music in school?
I was quite good at music in school but didn’t study it after second year due to my guidance teacher thinking 
my future lay elsewhere. I actually didn’t get my first proper drum kit until I was 18 and at college. It was 
something I always wanted to get into but my parents point blank refused to let me have drums in the house.

You’re from Blantyre, right? Might people be interested in holidaying there?
Hahaha! It certainly isn’t the type of place you would holiday in. I was actually brought up mostly in East 
Kilbride, home of The Jesus and Mary Chain. If anyone is thinking of going to either place please pack some 
chain mail.

The band’s influences, as a whole, are already quite well documented. Names such as Slint, Fugazi, 
Sonic Youth and the Pixies seem to crop up quite often. Did you have any of your own  – maybe 
specifically from a drumming perspective - bands or individuals who informed how you play?
I think it was Reni from the Stone Roses who made me want to be a drummer and he remains to this day 

“you’re from BlAntyre, right? might 
people Be interested in holidAying there?
It certainly isn’t the type of place you 

would holiday in. If anyone is thinking 
of going, please pack some chain mail.”

w w w
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my favourite player; his style is like no other. He has the drive of a rock drummer with all the subtleties of 
a jazz player. He makes it sound so easy. 

Was a career in music something you aimed for?
Nope. I was groomed to be an engineer of some sort and did a degree in something exceedingly dull, which 
I quit a few months before my final exams. If I hadn’t done that I’d be working on a factory floor with a 
clipboard. 

Do you consider yourself solely a drummer, or are there other important 
roles you’ve adopted?
Just a drummer, I’m afraid. 

Has your outlook or approach to playing  changed significantly 
since Mogwai first started out? Are there things you take in to consideration 
now that you never did then, and vice versa?
Absolutely. I didn’t really care much about keeping time but that suited the 
nature of the songs that the boys were writing in the early years of the band. 
It was actually encouraged that the songs slow down during the quieter 
sections, which totally goes against what most drummers would do. I was still 
learning how to play when Stuart asked me to join the band, so I just went 
with it. It wasn’t until a few years later that I decided I should rein in what I 
was playing and learn to play my instrument a bit better. 

In your opinion what are the most significant ways the band has 
changed since the release of Young Team in 1997?
Being in the studio at that time was a bit of an alien environment to us so we didn’t really know what we 
were doing half the time. Stuart had studied music in Edinburgh so he was a bit savvier and was certainly 
steering the ship. I think as we came to be more comfortable with our instruments and our surroundings 
the more confident we became in our approach. I think we realised pretty early on that we didn’t want to 
make Young Team MkII, although I think a lot of people would have liked us to. I think we just wanted to 
develop as a band and try not to repeat ourselves too often. Hopefully we haven’t. 

What informs the way you approach a drum track? This is a wanky thing to say, but I like how your 
playing seems to open up space. So, for example, when there’s a wall of dense sound - lot of effects, 
distortion, fuzz or general busyness from other instruments - the drums can keep it from sounding 
cluttered. Feel free to tell me that’s bullshit though.

“I think we have 
a great deal of 

emotional detachment 
to the songs. The great 
thing about our tunes 

is that they mean 
different things to 
different people.”
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1995 - Young Team [Pg. 44]
1998 - Come On Die Young
2001 - Rock Action
2003 - Happy Songs For Happy People
2006 - Mr Beast
2008 - The Hawk Is Howling
2010 - Special Moves
2011 - Hardcore Will Never Die, But You Will
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That’s kinda why I decided to rein in what I was playing. When you have a lot going on with guitars and 
effects I think it’s better to keep the drums pretty simple and try to reinforce the melody whenever possible. 

How much attention do you give to achieving a specific drum sound? 
That’s pretty much the bane of my life. I have worked on records where we have spent all day working on a 
sound in the studio, recorded a couple of takes only for the producer to can it and start again from scratch. 
There are endless days of tuning and sound-checking. I hate it. What I usually do is try to tune to the key 
of the song but that’s not always possible. 

There is a quite a strong emotional element people attach to Mogwai’s music.  Is it the same for you? 
And was the re-release of Young Team in any way nostalgic?
I think we have a great deal of emotional detachment to the songs once they’ve been recorded. The great 
thing about our tunes is that they mean different things to different people and it’s actually nice to watch 
folk getting really into it. On stage we’re usually slightly inebriated and terrified of making mistakes. Well, 
I am anyway. The re-release of Young Team passed me by in all honesty, as we were busy doing something 
else. Thinking about it now, I do feel a bit old. 

With some of the records your own label Rock Action put out, specifically the Mogwai stuff, there 
is still a very physical element to the music; the limited edition vinyl box  sets for Special Moves 
and Hardcore Will Never Die are good examples. As someone with a stake in a record label, is the 
physical product still something that is important to you?
It is, yes. The band are all record collectors, and as a collector of vinyl I have come to appreciate it when a 
band or label gives the fans a really nice product. I’m thinking of buying the re-issue of Liquid Swords by 
GZA on record store day as it comes with a chess set! At Rock Action we like to give the good folk who buy 
our records as much as we can for the money they pay. 

You recently provided the soundtrack for a French zombie TV drama called Les Revenants. Have you 
watched it yet? 
Yeah, I watched a fair bit of it but what I saw was in French, so I didn’t watch it all as my French is really 
poor. Channel 4 have bought the rights to it and it’ll be screened in the summer so I’m looking forward to 
seeing it properly. 

You also did the same for the documentary Zidane: A 21st Century Portrait. Hypothetically, if Celtic 
were playing in the final of the Champions League but you were scheduled to play a Mogwai show on 
the same night and miss the game, which would take precedence?
I’m afraid that scenario had already taken place. When Celtic played in the UEFA cup final in 2003 we 



played a session for John Peel. Mogwai took precedence over Celtic that night and I’m sure Mogwai 
would do so again. We were actually really late on stage that night as the game went to extra time and we 
refused to play until the game was done. 

From what I’ve read, you seem to be quite the chef. Do you see yourself as a culinary authority?  I tried 
making my own bread yesterday and it was a catastrophic failure. It was more like flatbread.  Where 
did I most likely go wrong?
Ha! Don’t know. Bread isn’t my forté either. I used to work in the kitchen of a Cantonese restaurant in 
East Kilbride in my youth so my interest in food stems from there. 

Would you be so kind as to share a recipe with us?
Jesus… Okay:

JApAnese fish curry

Get some white fish, season it, coat it in flour and then dip it in some beaten egg.
Once it’s covered coat it in some Panko breadcrumbs and set it aside. 

Fry some onion, garlic and ginger in butter until softened and then set aside. Add two 
tablespoons of butter to the pan, melt it at a low heat and add plain flour and curry powder 
(I use Malaysian) to make a roux. Gradually add some nice stock (whatever takes your fancy 
- chicken, fish or veg) and whisk it into the curry/flour/butter to form the sauce. I usually use 
about 500 to 750ml of stock and then once it’s at a good consistency add the garlic, onion and 

ginger and about one to two teaspoons of garam masala. 

Oh aye, when you‘re doing all that, fry your fish too. Few minutes each side should do it.

I sometimes substitute chicken for fish. Serve with rice.

There ye go, enjoy!

w w w
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A call to arms! 
Well, technically it’s not if you believe the pen is 

mightier than the sword. And it’s pens we’re after. Or 
pencils, brushes, crayons, and cursors.

If you’re a writer or an illustrator we’d love to hear 
from you. This is your chance to join The Drummer’s 

Journal, and make your mark on the magazine. Get in 
touch by heading to thedrummersjournal.com. 

thedrummersjournal.com
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tHe 
HeAD 
Count
Words and illustrations
by Ben Martin

Everyone can count right? This is a more contentious 
issue than you may think. Studies have shown that we 
count by using a variety of methods and even those 

who haven’t yet been taught about numbers - children of 
pre-school age for example - know by instinct what one, two 
and three look, feel, smell and sound like, and then anything 
beyond three is simply considered more. The contention 
is not made any simpler when the cultural implications 
of counting are considered. The Pirahã, for example, are 
an indigenous tribe of the Amazon. Because they do not 
trade or keep accounts, they have little use for large, exact 
numbers and use only ‘one’, ‘two’ and ‘many’. Without 
the cultural demand for utilising large numbers, they have 
neither invented the words or developed the concept.

In this light, counting is an instinctive trait which we can 
build upon. Counting in time, however, is a different matter 
altogether and it requires the capacity to learn when a count 
sounds ‘right’, whatever we have decided what ‘right’ must 
sound like. What any one musician considers a ‘steady’ 
count to be is also dependent on their particular cultural 
background.

In western rock and pop music, drummers have adopted 
and developed a method for counting rhythmic feel against 
the tempo of any given piece of music. They typically do 
this by giving the rhythmic phrasing its own unique feel 
depending on what is required by the music. In simple 
terms this is the use of 4, 8, and 16 note phrases counted 
out against a rhythmic form. This is one method amongst 
others of controlling the perceived momentum of any given 
rhythmic pattern. 

Notice that I have made an assumption here. Although the 
use of rhythmic feel counted against a beat exists, it is in 
fact not necessary for a drummer to be aware that that is 

what they are doing when they play. For example, the only 
reason you would need to know that you where playing 
quarter notes against a beat is if you found that you had 
to explain what it was you where doing to another person. 
Many drummers have figured out these types of feel as a 
matter of course, letting their ears and intuition guide what 
they express. This is especially true in parts of the world 
where drumming hasn’t been indoctrinated by an academic 
curriculum. So we can say that an intuitive type of counting 
exists in drumming too. 

Perhaps there is an advantage to counting in this way and 
perhaps not. I know that many people learning the drum 
kit as a beginner need to count out beats as they learn 
them, until a point in time when they know them and can 
introduce new rhythmic ideas without having to re-learn 
the entire pattern from scratch. Other people, including 
those lucky enough to have learned from a very early age, 
tend to find themselves counting beats in a different way, 
understanding rhythmic phrasing and structure as a sort 
of shape formed out of movement to be moulded to our 
own ends. In both cases, the best result is that coordinated 
movements become memorised to the point of reflex in a 
way that can be easily recalled with very little introspection 
into the process of playing. 

So in musical terms, counting becomes an instinctive 
foundation on which we build rhythms. In this respect, 
counting for a drummer has returned to being an intuitive 
feeling, a kind of separate skill to the coordination and 
sequencing skills involved in performing any fully learned 
part. This separation between coordinated, independent 
movement and intuitive counting creates space for us to 
explore the way we put our own creative spin on things and 
evolve our musical ideas. 
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I was always taught that feel is in the leading hand. So whether 
I find myself playing a rock beat or improvising against a 
swing pattern, my right hand keeps the feel and the timing 
whilst guiding the rest of my movements on the kit. This way 
my drumming should sound fluid and I have control over the 
feel, tempo, and dynamics from moment to moment. 

This is true up to a point but obviously something has to 
control my leading hand and this control is a count that 
happens in my mind. So despite feedback from the pulse of 
the leading hand, there must be some form of inner count 
going on in order to guide and predict the pulse in the fist 
place. 

Increasingly, I find that I am not relying on my leading hand 
whilst practising or creating new drum patterns. To play in 
this manner, a drummer needs to free up their leading hand in 
order to allow for new ideas and different phrases to happen. 
This requires a leap of faith and putting trust in your internal 
count and instinctive sense of time. The best way I can illustrate 
this idea is to give some examples of musical pieces where the 
drummer illustrates this innate skill to some degree. 

Internal Count Playlist

For each track on this playlist list, the performance of the 
drummer relies more strongly on their internal count in order 
to forgo the regular control of the leading hand pattern. This 
skill is adopted in order to allow for fresh rhythmic concepts 
including syncopated or uneven phrasing.  

1. Radiohead - Morning Mr Magpie
Here the hi-hat pattern is double tracked indicating that 
the drums have been built up as a sample. The live version, 
however, adopts a similar style with the hats playing a displaced, 
syncopated pattern. 
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2. Cardiacs - For Good and All
This is definitely a live drummer. Again, the hi-hat pattern plays an 
off-beat 16th note pattern, depending on how you count it. There 
are also two bridge sections where a quarter note triplet plays a sort 
of off-beat pulse, in contrast to the pulse of the section before and 
after.

3. Amon Tobin - Nova
Various drum layers built up here. The main theme is based around 
a Bossa Nova style clave pattern. 

4. Tom Waits - Straight to the Top
Usually these sort of off-beat percussion or drum patterns will resolve 
in places which allows the listener to gain some purchase on the 
down beat. In contrast, this pattern only resolves on the last note of 
the track.

5. Three Trapped Tigers - 10
Although heavily processed, these are real drums played by a real 
drummer. This is a totally disjointed beat but with a fairly consistent 
two or four bar progression. The down beats hold the whole pattern 
together.

Listen to the playlist via the link below:

To read more ideas on creative drumming and rhythm visit: 
bgmrhythms.wordpress.com

[ L I N K  TO  P L AY L I S T ]

http://bgmrhythms.wordpress.com/
http://www.mixcloud.com/BGMRhythms/the-head-count-playlist-tdj-issue-3/
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give you a credit in the magazine so everyone may bask in your generosity.
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When I first started playing drums, my parents 
suggested I get lessons. The nearest teacher was an 
hours drive away and so every two weeks, I’d make 

the 100 mile round trip to my tutor’s studio. 

My teacher’s name was Mike. He was a nice guy who had served 
in the army for many years as a military drummer. One day he 
produced a book entitled It’s Your Move. It was by someone I’d 
never heard of – a guy called Dom Famularo. Mike only had 
one copy and so couldn’t let any of his students take it home 
and, instead, photocopied any pages we studied. We would 
steadily work through the exercises in this book until one day 
I turned up for a lesson and Mike announced he could no 
longer afford to rent his studio, and so could no longer teach. 
I felt sorry for Mike, and also for myself. The nearest teacher 
would now be a two hour drive away which was something my 
parents and I weren’t really prepared to do.

At the end of our final lesson I explained my predicament. 
Mike handed me Dom’s book and said simply, “it’s your move,” 
and nothing more.  

I hadn’t thought about this scenario for a long time until I was 
standing at Port Jefferson train station, watching as a grey SUV 
pulled in to the car park. The driver’s face I have seen many 
times before – though not in person. It’s the same face on the 
front of the book Mike had given me 12 years previous. Dom 
Famularo.

Dom is one of the most influential and in demand educators in 
the world today. He was the first western musician to perform 
a clinic in China and has subsequently taught and lectured in 
over 60 countries. He is an educational consultant for many 
of the biggest drum and cymbal manufacturers, and privately 
tutors over 1000 students, many of whom fly in from all over 
the world.

Dom is part of a lineage of iconic teachers who have had a 
profound effect on the way the drum set is played. This lineage 
dates back to the early 1900s when a tutor called Sanford 
Moeller wrote about refining the physical motion used to strike 
a drum, coining what would become known as the Moeller 
Method. In 1936, a military snare drummer called George 
Lawrence Stone published a drum book called Stick Control, 
now regarded as one of the most influential ever written.

These teachers then inspired a new generation of players. In 
1947, an educator named Jim Chapin - a student of Moeller’s - 
published a book called Advanced Techniques for the Modern 
Drummer. Another great teacher, Joe Morello, having studied 
with George Lawrence Stone, published a book entitled Master 
Studies. Over half a century later, these books are still the best 
selling drum books of all time. Chapin’s and Morello’s students 
then became the next generation, of which Dom was one.  

The SUV pulls up and Dom gets out, waving across the car 
park with his trademark open-mouthed smile. “You’re here 
for the tour?!” he jokes, as I approach. “C’mon, I’ll show you 
around.”

Port Jefferson is a small town on the north coast of Long Island 
in New York. As we drive around, Dom points to various 
local landmarks and imparts information about the town’s 
rich maritime heritage. Dom is very articulate, and regularly 
embellishes his words with grand, sweeping hand gestures, the 
process of which occasionally leaves the car’s steering wheel 
to its own devices. He is an overwhelmingly positive person 
to be around, and has subsequently forged a successful career 
as a motivational speaker. If someone was tasked with telling 
Earth’s population the world was to end tomorrow, I get the 
impression that Dom, in a manner similar to Morgan Freeman, 
would be able to explain the extinction of humanity in a way 
that was accessible, entertaining, and inspirational. 



“If someone was tasked with 
telling Earth’s population the 
world was to end tomorrow, 

I get the impression that 
Dom, in a manner similar to 
Morgan Freeman, would be 

able to explain the extinction 
of humanity in a way that was 
accessible, entertaining, and 

inspirational.”
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After he finishes outlining how the town narrowly 
avoided becoming the headquarters of a large travelling 
circus, we drive to his house a mile or so out into the 
hills. It’s here where Dom’s private teaching studio is 
located, and it is, quite frankly, a studio unlike any 
other. Around 400 square feet in size, you could mistake 
it for a large garage or outhouse. Unlike most garages, 
however, it’s completely soundproof. “I built this studio 
to give my students the best facility to learn in,” Dom 
says as he opens the studio door, revealing a cross section 
of the wall. “It’s eight inches of cement, then four 
inches of air space and another wall. On the outside 
it has an ArmorThane coating so when you close both 
doors, there’s total silence, total disconnection from the 
outside world.” We step over the threshold and Dom 
closes the vault-like door. The noise of a lawnmower 
from across the street is suddenly cut silent.  

Inside, the walls are dripping with drum related 
memorabilia. Photos, letters, drawings, posters and 
correspondence are all proudly displayed, each bearing 
Dom’s name and measures of gratitude from some of 
the most influential drummers to have lived. The list of 
questions in my notebook is promptly cast aside and, 
like a child, I begin to point at things on the wall which 
Dom then explains.
 
My outstretched finger falls upon a small, framed 
photograph of Dom and five other men, all sat together 
smiling at the camera. Dom nods and grins. “This is 
quite special one. That’s me, Jim Chapin, Henry Adler 
and three of the other top teachers on Long Island. I 
put these up because I’m the only one in these pictures 
who’s still alive. They were all my mentors, so it means 
a lot to me.”

Dom gestures to the left of the photograph towards 
a small splash cymbal mounted upon the wall. “Bob 
Zildjian, founder of Sabian, gave me this. This is another 
that means a lot to me, given that Bob passed away very 
recently. History is a very big part of what I’m about, 
and I feel it’s important to acknowledge the evolution 
of our art form. In order for us to learn where we’re 
going, we have to understand where we came from and 
what we’re going to play may not necessarily be new. 
You have to understand the past to be able to move 
forward and discover your own talent, your own style 
and your own voice.”

I remain standing, thinking about Dom’s words as he 
moves into the centre of the room to take a seat. It’s a 
reminder that this isn’t simply an exhibition, it’s also a 
teaching studio. 

The studio is split into three “stations.” Station one is 
a practice pad set before a large mirror, which Dom 
refers to as the technique station. Station two consists 
of two snare drums and an old calfskin marching 
drum, made by Moeller himself. This is where students 
practise reading and rudimental drumming. Station 
three consists of two Mapex drum sets side by side, 
each adorned with a wealth of Sabian HHX cymbals. 

“So,” Dom asks, “you’ve got some questions for me?” I 
suddenly become aware that I’d been staring at Dom’s 
library of instructional books for quite some time. I 
retrieve my notebook and pull up a seat. 

w w w
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Station three: The drum kits



The Drummer’s Journal: It’s Your Move was the first book I was ever given. It’s different 
to many other instructional books as its focus is on how you’re playing, not necessarily 
what you’re playing. Can you explain the title? 
Dom Famularo: It’s Your Move is about sharing an idea with a student. So when I give an idea 
to a student, whether it’s a technique or a pattern, I then tell them, “it’s your move to take it 
to the next level.” It’s like a game of chess; you begin the game and you turn to your opponent 
and say, “it’s your move.” Your opponent reacts, then you react to their reaction. 

The book’s subtitle “Motions and Emotions” is quite cryptic too…
Motions and Emotions was the title of a great recording by Oscar Peterson, a great jazz piano 
player. It had Ed Thigpen on drums. It came out in the early 70s and I loved the fact that 
Thigpen could play this burning fast tempo with brushes. It was intense. Their performances 
were all about movement and expression. 

What was the motivation for writing it?
Back in the 1990s, I studied with these great teachers such as Joe Morello and Jim Chapin. 
Neither of them had notated any of their actual playing techniques in their books. So we 
were having dinner one day and I asked why this was the case. Their response was the same: 
“Everyone already knows that stuff.” I said, “well, I’ve gotta tell you something here guys, I 
really disagree. I travel around the world talking about playing techniques and when you guys 
pass away, we’re going to lose this stuff if it’s not getting passed on properly.” So they said, “Ok 
Dom, you write the book.” 

So that’s why the first half of It’s Your Move is solely about technique. I wanted to focus on 
and capture movement. And I still see many drummers grabbing the stick tight, fighting so 
hard to achieve motion, but they’re actually only fighting against themselves! I get guys all 
the time with tendonitis or carpal tunnel or tennis elbow. Motions and Emotions was about 
understanding movement so you can better express what you’re feeling.

So the emotive aspect of it, you feel the drum set is an emotive instrument in itself – it 
expresses emotion?
Absolutely. It has such great drama in expression. When you hear Steve Gadd play, he’s got 
this feel that makes you feel so good. When you hear players like Billy Cobham, and the 
excitement and the energy he puts into his performance, that’s very emotive. So emotion is 
very important because art is about expression. That’s the bottom line of art. If someone’s 
playing an instrument and they’re not expressive, they’re going against what music is all about. 

Left: Dom’s 
bestselling book 
‘It’s your move’



If I had to narrow art down in one word, it’s expression. Whether it’s 
dance, theatre, or music, everything we do is about trying to find that 
level of expression. 

Stick Control came out in 1935 and it’s still regarded as one of the 
best ever written. Why has it endured so?
That book has maintained its need for people to want to go through 

it because it’s a callisthenic workout book. 
Although music has changed, that book has 
remained constant. The same with Jim Chapin’s 
book. Do you know who Jim Marshall is?

Jim Marshall? As in Marshall Amplifiers?
The very same. I knew Jim very well. A lot of 
people don’t know he was actually a drummer; 
a very good one. Back in the 50s he was playing 
in a band with a guitar player who had a tube 
amp where two of the tubes had burnt out. 
The only tube that worked was the tube that 
projected the mid sound. The guitar player 
hated the sound and wanted to throw it out 
because he couldn’t fix it. So Jim said, “can I 
have that amplifier?” And he took it. Jim liked 
the sound, and this was at a time when music 
was changing. This was before The Beatles hit, 
before Jimi Hendrix. So Jim reproduced this 
sound and used his own name, Marshall, to 
name it. His first endorsee was Jimi Hendrix. 
Anyway, Jim was also a drum teacher, and 

three of his students were John Bonham, Mitch Mitchell and Keith 
Moon. When I met Jim I asked, “what books did you take these 
great drummers through?” He said, “Stick Control and Jim Chapin’s 
Advanced Techniques.” I think that says a lot. 

I find the context in which they were written interesting. Stick 
Control was written pre World War Two. The way people learn and 

“Emotion is very 
important because art 

is about expression. 
That’s the bottom line 

of art. If someone’s 
playing an instrument 

and they’re not 
expressive, they’re 

going against what 
music is all about.”
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Chapin’s Advanced 
Techniques for 
the Modern 
Drummer Vol. II
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the way people teach has changed a lot since then. Stick 
Control is incredibly unforgiving, it pretty much says sit 
down, grit your teeth and practise these exercises. 
Right, and I say the same thing in It’s Your Move. What’s 
happening in today’s world is that kids want greatness faster 
and easier. People don’t want to work as hard. The reality 
is that there are no shortcuts. It takes work. Hard work. 
Perseverance, dedication and sweat. Until you can commit 
to that, greatness will be difficult to reach. In terms of 
learning an instrument, it comes down to sheer hard work. 

Currently in the UK they want to 
reform the school system because they 
think it’s too easy for students. The top 
universities can no longer distinguish the 
top tier pupils because there are so many. 
I wondered, as an educator, how you 
view the ways in which society imparts 
knowledge?
It has changed tremendously. I started 
teaching when I was 17. That’s 43 years of 
private teaching. I’ve been a pro drummer 
since I was 12. That’s 48 years of playing. I 
still consider myself a student and I still feel 
like I’m on a learning curve. Kids today have 
grown up with technology all their lives. By 
the time you were 12, was there a computer 
in your house? 

There was, yes.
Exactly, so it’s been a part of your life. I didn’t start using 
computers until I was 35. So I had to learn and it wasn’t as 
natural as it was for my children. In another sense, I also 
had to learn how to teach using technology, and how the 
students themselves learn with it. I mean, at my school we 
had chalk and a blackboard. Now, my kids’ school has smart 

“It takes work. Hard 
work. Perseverance, 

dedication and 
sweat. Until you 

can commit to that, 
greatness will be 

difficult to reach.”
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boards. No more chalk. It’s an electronic board that you can touch 
with your finger and draw on it. Or you can hook up your laptop 
and use it that way. It’s a whole different world so you have to 
teach according to the times. It’s not all for the better though; the 
internet has overwhelmed us with information. Put my name into 
YouTube and thousands of videos come up. As great as that is, it 
can be confusing for people. So a large part of it is guiding students 
through this sea of material. 

You’ve travelled all around the world as an educator and a 
performer. 
Absolutely. A couple of weeks ago, I did a clinic in the Ukraine 
in Kiev. That’s the 61st country I’ve taught in, which humbles me 
because travelling at the pace I’ve travelled over the last 30 years has 
been pretty intense. And I’m still maintaining that pace. Essentially, 
my job is to go to a country and inspire people. I use the term 
‘inspire to aspire.’ Inspiration is to motivate someone. Aspiration is 
when they motivate themselves. So if you can inspire someone to 
aspire, you’re on the right track. 

And you teach using translators too?
Of course! When I work with a translator I’ve learnt to speak in very 
short sentences so they can share my message clearly. Most people 
will talk for five or ten minutes in English, and the translator has 
to remember all of it, and summarise it, so they won’t capture the 
whole meaning. 

There’s a British comedian called Eddie Izzard. He can speak 
a few languages, so when he’s in France he does his show in 
French. What’s great though, is that he doesn’t change the show 
at all. It’s exactly the same show he performs in the UK, the same 
jokes and gags. He does this because he believes that comedy is 
universally appealing. With your experience, would you say the 
drum set has a universal appeal too?
Absolutely. Communication - whether it’s expression through 
a painting or through music - is all about understanding the 

fundamental make up of language. So in drumming, for example, 
we have the rudiments which are the letters of the alphabet. They 
are our fundamental building blocks. And the better you learn these 
rudiments and these patterns, the better you can tie them together 
and use them to express yourself on the instrument. 

You’re learning a language by playing drums. So when I travel, no 
matter what country, I find that drummers are the same everywhere. 
Everybody has the same desires, people want to learn and get better. 
They want to share ideas, unlike guitar players who are often quite 
secretive about their techniques or styles.

I’ve got this map on the wall here. I’ve put these pins into the 
map everywhere I’ve travelled, but as you can see, it’s a pretty big 
world out there. Starting with South America, I’ve been to Chile, 
Peru, Argentina, Brazil, Uruguay, Columbia, and Venezuela. In 
Central America: The US and Canada. In Europe: the UK, Ireland, 
Belgium, Spain, Scotland, Italy, Denmark, Sweden, Norway, 
Holland, Poland…

(Looking at the map and a cluster of pins in southern Africa) 
You went to Botswana? 
I was in Botswana last year, yes. I went to perform and teach and it 
was absolutely phenomenal. I look at my map here and it’s pretty 
overwhelming. I’ve had some of the greatest drummers ever in this 
room and I always see my life as part of this wider drumming field. 
There’s a picture of me in here with Larrie Londin. Larrie died in 
1992, but he was a phenomenal drummer. He played with Elvis 
and he had a great career. I get a kick out of all these different 
things I’ve acquired over time. So even to be associated with these 
guys is overwhelming.

w w w
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subsCriPtions/
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Like what you see and want to be kept abreast of recent happenings? Sign up to our newsletter and we’ll send 
over exclusive updates, developments and insights concerning the next issue, as well as any other matters 

occupying our small brains. We’ll also personally email you the completed issue on the day of release.

Have your say on the magazine by heading to https://www.facebook.com/TheDrummersJournal or by 
tweeting us at @drummersjournal. Alternatively, you can peruse our wares or get in touch through the 

website http://thedrummersjournal.com. 

We’ll always respond.
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Ingredients:

1.0 Midori Melon Liquer

1.0 Baileys Irish Cream

1.0 Malibu Rum

Splash of Pineapple Juice 

Whipped Cream

Shake the Midori, Baileys and Malibu. 
Pour over ice, add the pineapple juice 

and top with whipped cream.


