A Deeper Groove

By Jim Payne

Questions such as “How do I get a deeper pocket, a more organic feel, a fatter groove, a more relaxed groove, a more laid-back groove” are often treated as mysteries or even as unteachable. Common answers include: “You either have it or you don’t; You just feel it; You’re born with it; It’s in your blood”; and so on.

I’d like to offer some ideas that have worked for me in dealing with these questions.

Ingredients

One person, willing and able.

Drumset or hand percussion instrument (congas, timbales etc.)

Simple sequencer or computer recording software. (These last items are optional.)

Serves

Percussion players in general and drumset players in particular—all levels.


Why is it that when we play a simple rock-type beat, everybody says, “Okay, alright,” but when Steve Gadd plays the exact same beat, everybody says, “Yeah! That’s what we want! Wow! Incredible!”?

Obviously it has something to do with the way he plays it, the sound quality and, most important, the feel. And when you watch Steve play, he has a certain body motion—a certain rocking motion—and you also get the feeling that he’s totally glued to the seat. Nothing’s gonna move him.

Let’s see if we can get a little closer to what’s going on here. Steady, relaxed groove making, that’s for sure, and that’s what we’re after. 

First, let’s talk about posture. I like to emulate Tony Williams in this respect. Basically, sit up straight. Arms naturally at the sides. Sit high enough so the thighs are angled down and the leg muscles are not cramped. I noticed that Elvin Jones sat higher in his later years to alleviate leg problems he was having. The taller the body frame, the higher the seat. If you play the ride cymbal a lot, set it up close enough so it isn’t a strain to reach it. Otherwise just use common sense to arrange the pieces of the kit to make it easy for your arms and legs.


Better posture is the first step in eliminating tension, which I think we all suffer from—tension in the spine, the neck, the shoulders, etc. When I was learning to play in a big band at the Jazzmobile program in Harlem, Frank Foster, the famous tenor player who played with Elvin after Coltrane passed away and who led the Count Basie Orchestra for many years, came over to me after a tune and opened up his closed fist. “You’ve gotta open up you’re a**hole,” he said. After being somewhat shocked, I realized what he was talking about. I played down the chart and didn’t make many mistakes, but my tension was coming out in my playing and affecting the feel, making it stiff and nervous. And tension starts down there, at the lowest point, and then works it’s way upward. If you can relax at the bottom, you have a chance to avoid tension all the way up the spine, into the neck, shoulders, etc.


Yoga and Tai Chi can also mellow out the body, decrease tension, and cure some of those sore muscles. Tony Williams was into Tai Chi. After all, the Chi or life force is what we’re using to get the job done. Any awareness and control of that has to be good. 


Mind relaxation and focus are also important—again, Yoga and Tai Chi, and also meditation and chanting—something that calms the mind so its relentless spinning and grabbing of your attention doesn’t take up all your time. The mind is an amazing machine that loves to work all the time, but what it chooses to work on may not be what you want to work on. It has to be tamed and controlled. It can be thinking about dinner when you want to be thinking about—or better yet, feeling—the groove.


Sit down like you mean it. Another image I’ve found useful is to imagine yourself a lineman (or linewoman) in the NFL—at least 300 lbs. Imagine that you’re this person when you sit down at the drumset. When I see Bernard Purdie or Clyde Stubblefield sit at the set, I think of this—not that they weigh that much, of course! But the idea is that you’re an immovable object, like a mountain. You’re solid, and nothing (including the bass player) is going to move you.

Jabo Starks, one of the principal James Brown drummers, once told me, “The other guys can go and do their thing. When they get through, they’ll come back and find me right here just like I was in the beginning, keeping that same groove.”


Another indication of whether you’re really relaxed is if your tongue is relaxed. The tongue, some say, is one of the centers of creativity. It’s relaxed if the tip is touching the front of the palette where it meets the back of the front teeth, with the teeth just lightly touching. Also, no jaw clenching, something I’m unfortunately really good at.


Now we’re set up and relaxed. This is where the fun begins.


I’m sure you’ve noticed what I call the “body motion” of different drummers. Some, like Bernard Purdie, have a left leg pump: bouncing on the ball of the foot as that foot sits on the closed hi hat. Ringo sways his head back and forth. Other drummers have other motions. I’m not recommending any of these, but just mentioning that we already use our bodies to get ourselves into the groove, whether it’s conscious or not.


If we’re sitting at the drumset or at the congas, and we’re sitting like a mountain, very relaxed, not playing, we should feel a body motion, a back-and-forth motion from the butt to the head. This is the natural rhythm of the body. I’m not talking about the heartbeat. I have done some research on that, too, but I find that this natural body motion is more useful. For now we’ll just go with whatever tempo is happening naturally. Just practice feeling that pulse. 


Breathe normally. Don’t worry about when you take each breath. Just make sure you’re not holding your breath.


Music, especially the rhythm of music, and especially the rhythm of the drums, reflects the rhythm of nature, the world, the universe. Elvin Jones said he used to try to capture the rhythm of a thunderstorm or the rhythm of the wind or the rhythm of a river or a waterfall. The pulse of drumming is so universal and so primordial, it seems as if it’s always been and will always be. This is the pulse we are generating. We’re expressing our pulse, which is really an example of the pulse of nature or the pulse of the universe.

So, how to get better at it without ignoring it and just playing from our minds or expressing our tension.

1. Go through the relaxation process as described above, consciously relaxing the various parts of the body—spine, shoulders, tongue, and jaw. Feel the pulse of your body motion. 

2. Now play the world’s simplest (and probably most popular) beat: boom-bap-boom-bap, (with eighths on the closed hi-hat). Conga players can play a simple tumbao. Feel the pulse as you play. You have to play something incredibly simple to be able to use part of your concentration to feel this pulse. Don’t add any fills or complicate the beat with frills.


While feeling the pulse, using that as the tempo and coordinating the beat with this tempo, play a four-bar phrase, but stop on the downbeat of the fourth bar, and for the rest of the fourth bar, don’t play, just feel that back-and-forth pulse. Play the next four bars the same way, stopping to feel the pulse in the fourth bar.


This is the whole idea of this recipe. I’m not saying you can do this on the gig, but if you practice it, it will help the groove on the gig. It will deepen the groove and make it more laid back. If you know the material really well and you know what you’re playing really well, you may be able to feel this pulse at the same time. And you may be able to trust this pulse and use it to deepen your groove.


If the song tempo is slightly different, don’t worry; you can will the pulse to change tempo. It’s not that hard. It pretty much happens automatically.


Another aid, courtesy of John Riley: Put together a simple program with your sequencer or computer. Program a metronome to click quarter notes for eight bars of a medium-slow tempo, about mm = 80. Then program a click+crash (so you can hear it easily) on the downbeat of the next bar. Then program nothing for four bars. Continue to program click+crash on the downbeat of the first bar, then nothing for four bars until you have a total of 32 bars. Then repeat the whole 32-bar pattern several times. The beginning eight bars of click will help you get back on track just in case you happen to get off (which you and I and everyone else will definitely do!).


While you’re in that “no man’s land” where the time is going on but you’re hearing nothing, it will be like playing a gig. You’re on your own. And you can check yourself by seeing if you can hit that downbeat every four bars. 


I’ve found that the easiest way to hit it is to tune into the body motion and trust it! I hit more downbeats that way than by concentrating real hard, or by subdividing. This really works.


You can program this sequence with several different tempos and also increase the silence to eight bars if you want to, but I think serious work with a medium-slow tempo and four-bar silence will do the trick. 
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