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Composing From A 
Drummer’s Perspective 
There have been many great drummer/com-

posers in jazz: Denzil Best, Joe Chambers 
and Tony Williams, to name just a few. I am sure 
it took arduous study of the principles of pitch-
based music, composition and theory to get to 
their level of excellence. There is a tremendous 
amount of study that composition requires, yet I 
encourage any drummer at any level to at least 
try to start composing immediately—if only 
because you will undoubtedly learn a lot during 
the process that will make you a better musician.  

Composing makes you think about all 
aspects of music, which in turn can help you in 
your role as a drummer. A great drummer is one 
who can shape and instantly transform the music 
as it’s played in the same way a composer shapes 
and transforms a piece as it’s being written. The 
difference is the amount of time you have to do 
it: The composer works in slow motion and has 
a lot of time to process and develop ideas, while 
the drummer has to make quick decisions based 
on what is occurring in the moment. The drum-
mer who practices the slower process of compo-
sition will cultivate new skills that enable one to 
make quick and effective “compositional” choic-
es during live performances.

I know from experience how intimidating it 
can be for a drummer to compose for musicians 
who have an advanced harmonic understanding. 
Most drummers simply don’t feel familiar with 
the world of pitches because they are not deal-
ing with them like their friends who play a horn, 
piano, guitar, etc. “Pitch content” is a topic young 
drummers who are interested in composing 
often ask me about. I recommend that all drum-
mers study music theory and piano at the very 
least, as it can only add depth to their playing.

Despite my own trepidation at the beginning, 
I knew I just had to go for it—even with my 
limited knowledge, I just decided to compose 
to see what would happen. One helpful tech-
nique I used was to think of each composition-
al attempt simply as an experiment. In this way 
I wasn’t attached to composing a great piece and 
could see that even my “failures” were success-
es in that I could learn more from a failure than 
from a success. Learning what doesn’t work can 
be more helpful and give one more options than 
learning what does work. Once I found some-
thing that did work, I did not want to reuse or 
rehash it, so that idea had a limited life, whereas 
all the ideas that did not work led me again and 
again to explore different options. So all of those 

-
thing that was new and different to me.

I am most likely biased on this point, but I 

believe rhythm is the most universal and accessi-
ble element in music, so it can be an advantage to 
approach composing from a drummer’s perspec-
tive. I can use my working knowledge of rhythm, 
form and “the big picture” (i.e. what a composi-
tion is about, what emotion or message is being 
conveyed) to develop a piece. In my experience, 

therefore the rhythmic element and “the big pic-
ture” are secondary. It does take me longer to 
write a piece than a non-drummer because I 
can’t fall back on scales or licks as some who 
have practiced pitch-based exercises extensively 

because I may have a better chance of coming up 
with pitch material that is in some way fresher in 
that I don’t have those familiar pitch-based prac-
tices to fall back on or rely on.

Earlier on in my studies, I tried two experi-
ments to explore my theory about the importance 
of rhythm. I wrote a piece with only rhythm, mak-
ing sure it had a good structure and form without 
any pitches. Then I added pitches to it. (I used this 
technique again recently with the piece “Praya 
Dance” on the ONJ Shut Up And Dance album.)
 I also transcribed a great Max Roach solo, 
“Conversation,” and orchestrated it for ensemble.

Structurally and rhythmically, I knew that 
Roach’s solo worked, and I kept at my own piece 
until I was happy with it. (There is no substitute 
for experience, which is how you learn when 
something “works”—every time you hear some-
thing that works, you are building an experiential 
catalog for future use). When I added pitches to 
these rhythmic pieces, it only increased the effec-
tiveness and color of the overall composition.

Aside from dealing with “pitch content,” I 
am often asked the following questions by young 
musicians who are thinking about composing: 
How do I start composing? And what do I do 
once I have something that seems like it could be 
the beginning of a piece?

I have heard two of my favorite composers, 
Bob Brookmeyer and Muhal Richard Abrams, 
say that you only need one short entity, a cell 
or seed, to start a piece. It could be a chord, a 
pitch series, a melody or a non-musical cell like a 
phone number. (My new phone number was the 
seed of The Claudia Quintet piece “Be Happy.”) 
I’ve come to realize that I can prepare for future 
pieces by brainstorming and creating ongoing 
lists of idea seeds that help me in times of cre-
ative dryness and keep numerous possibilities 

Before I used this approach, the main meth-
od I used (and I think many others use) was to go 

to the piano and improvise until the gods of cre-
ativity threw me a little nugget that I could iden-
tify as “something” and a possible beginning of a 
piece. This method works, but I quickly realized 
that my pieces were destined to sound like other 
pieces of mine, and perhaps pieces of others that 
I liked and could play on the piano. Also, my 
hands seemed to be the chief decision-makers, as 
opposed to my ears or heart. For this reason, I 
put that method away knowing I could always go 
back to it and decided to use alternatives instead. 

I remember Abrams teaching that a cell 
could be absolutely anything. Realizing that 
it could be musical but also non-musical was a 
freeing experience for me. After thinking for 
some time about musical cells, such as a mel-
ody, pitch series, chord progression, vamp and 
rhythm, I then started my list of non-musical 
cells, such as words, numbers, poems, movies, 
paintings and experiences. Of course, you then 
have to translate these items into music at some 
point, but this can be an incredibly fun and cre-
ative way to integrate extra meaning into your 

-
ing upon what language you use) letters of the 
alphabet also correspond to pitches, so that is one 
place to start. The numbers 1–12 (or 0–11) are 
all the chromatic pitches in an octave, so you can 
play with arranging numbers that are personal-
ly meaningful to you in a composition and see if 
you like the translated pitches.

My next step in the process is to think about 
other tools that I can use to compose. In my list of 
tools there is the piano, the drums, my voice, var-
ious keyboard percussion instruments, melodica, 
the computer (and all the associated programs 
on the computer), a recording device and paper 
(musical staff paper or just regular paper). How 
you use these tools and in what order can greatly 
affect the content of your pieces. I often use com-
binations of these tools during the process to cre-
ate a balanced piece.
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Once I have “something,” I make a concerted 
effort to listen to the material and let the mate-
rial tell me what it is and what it wants to be. I 
know that might sound esoteric, but give it a 
try—allowing yourself to be open to this may 
be the key to hearing the composition’s needs. In 
addition, for me it is helpful to think about “com-
position” versus “song.” Some material has in it 
something that can be developed into a multilay-
ered, complex composition. Other material sim-
ply wants to be presented as a song. And some 
material can be both. 

At this point in the process, it is important to 
remind myself to not get attached to the materi-
al and to let go of its label (e.g., melody, bass line, 
chord progression, etc.). This way I can play with 
the material in a very slow type of improvisation 

that works well as a bass line, I say, “This could 
be a nice bass line, but let’s play with it and see 
what else it could be.” I like to think of the mate-
rial I have as liquid and pliable, and I do not want 
it ever to truly solidify. Playing with the material 
is how I develop what I have, how I allow it to be 
what it naturally wants to be.

Early on, knowing just a little bit of theory 
was really helpful to me in this process. Basic 
techniques such as transposition, inversion, ret-
rograde and augmentation can be used on any 
material. What is really interesting to me is 
that by using these techniques on the material, 
I immediately see the structural integrity of it. 
If, for instance, I play it backwards (retrograde), 
and it still sounds good to me or even better than 
the original, I take it as a good indicator that the 
material has the right quality to be developed. 
Experience (from your own attempts and from 
studying other pieces) can help you build your 
intuition, which helps you choose which process-
es to use and how.

Sometimes I’m lucky and a composition just 
comes out quickly and naturally, but more and 
more I use the lists of idea seeds and tools to 
help me get through that “staring at blank music 
paper” moment. This method also helps make 
each piece sound independent of past and future 
pieces because each one comes from a differ-
ent type of seed and with a different sequence 
of tools utilized. The process I’m writing about 
would take pages and pages to fully describe, but 
I hope this article can give you, if you need it, the 
inspiration and motivation to begin experiment-
ing with composing.  DB
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