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After observing the playing of many of my students, I’ve
learned that the word “funk” often translates into “busy.” Busy
drumming isn’t automatically wrong. In fact, funk music can be
quite complicated. But it’s important to realize that funk can just
as easily involve very simple drumming that leaves room for the
other instruments to funk up the groove. For example, here’s the
funkiest groove on the planet.

It doesn’t look like much, does it? But when it’s put in the
hands of a true funk master, like Clyde Stubblefield, Steve
Gadd, or Dennis Chambers, this groove becomes something
much more than the notes you see on the page. It becomes a
platform for bassists, keyboardists, and guitarists to do their
busy funk thing.

“But,” I hear you contesting, “I hear those guys play really
busy on a lot of recordings, and it’s super funky.” That’s true.
Like any other musical genre, funk doesn’t live in a vacuum.
Good music changes constantly and features different layers of
busy and simple patterns from all the instruments in the rhythm
section. That’s what makes it interesting. Can you imagine how
boring funk would be if there was only one beat and only one
way to play it? 

The thing to observe closely is the application of the groove.
Ask yourself: Is it the right time to be busy? Or is it the right
time to play something simple to leave room for your funky
bandmates? What does this song need from me? If you ask
yourself these questions, you’ll be on your way to sounding like
a pro.

Let’s take a look at a funky groove that’s somewhere between
simple and busy.

One of the things drummers love about many funk grooves is
the syncopation (the shifting of accents) within the pattern.
Example 2 uses a common technique called “displaced back-
beat.” The backbeat in contemporary music is on beats 2 and 4,
but here we’ve displaced the backbeat on beat 2 by moving it
one 16th note earlier to the “ah” of beat 1. This displaced back-
beat does two very interesting things: It forces the groove out of
balance, and it opens up the second half of the bar for numerous
rhythmic variations.

Both of those things are easier to hear than describe with
words, so get on your drumset and play four bars of Example 1
and then four bars of Example 2. Example 2 sounds like it has a
bit of a stutter, doesn’t it? This funky pattern became the back-
bone for most of the grooves in the Broadway musical The Lion
King. The Lion King isn’t a funk show, but this groove worked
great on many of the songs that had an Afro-pop flavor. 

Now let’s have a little fun with some variations. Here’s varia-
tion 2A.

Look closely at the construction of this groove. There are no
backbeats, and there’s a giant hole in the second half of the first
measure. When you listen to the song, you’ll hear how the gui-
tar part inspired this particular groove. Give this variation a try,
and see if you like it. If it’s too syncopated for your taste, put
some backbeats into the groove. And, of course, experiment
with your own variations.

Here’s variation 2B.

This is an example of a groove “spice.” You wouldn’t use this
as the main groove for the song; it’s too busy. However, playing
something like this once in a while can be very effective.
Obviously, there’s a lot going on here, with busy hi-hat work
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and intricate snare interplay. To help you with this variation,
remember two words: Light and tight. If you play too hard or too
loud, you’ll suffocate the groove and take the life out of it. 

Also, if your rhythms are sloppy, or if you don’t have the tech-
nique and coordination required to pull off this groove, just leave
it for another day. Work on your fundamentals some more, and
then come back to it. With patience and focus, you’ll be fine.

Here’s the chart for the song.

Like last month’s example, this chart tells you very little.
That’s what makes it a “professional” chart. As the drummer,
you’re expected to know what groove to play and when to fill,
so you don’t see those types of things notated very often in
professional charts. All charts are different because all
arrangers and composers are different. Someone may write out
a specific groove once in a while, but be prepared to answer
your own questions. Don’t worry if you can’t play through the
chart perfectly right now. It gets easier as you gain more expe-
rience.

This song is simply a vehicle to help you sit in the pocket
for three minutes, which is a task that shouldn’t be taken light-

ly. To play a groove that’s clear, balanced, consistent, and musical-
ly appropriate is an art. As always, record yourself as you’re play-
ing to hear any inconsistencies in your groove. You can’t accurate-
ly judge your performance in real time, so you must record your-
self and listen back to hear what’s really going on.

Here’s an important question: When the click stops at letter A,
are you still in control of your time? Be careful not to become
dependent on click tracks. Most bandmembers are counting on

you to be the click, so you have to play con-
fidently without a click as well as with it.

You’re going to have a great time playing
and experimenting with this groove. Next
month, we’ll rip apart an R&B/hip-hop
groove. Then we’ll throw it onto a track
that’s a little improvisational, so you’ll have
an opportunity to really dig in and get cre-
ative. Groove on!
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mission. 
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