Developing Good Technique

Finding the Path of Least Resistance   
by Barry Young
On his recent NZ clinic / concert tour, drumming great Steve Smith made the following comment:

“Good technique is the ability to play difficult stuff EFFORTLESSLY”.

Take time to check out the readily available video / dvd material of Steve and some of the other greats who clearly influenced his development, like Steve Gadd, Buddy Rich and Louis Bellson.  

When studied closely ( and in slow motion ) you will see how relaxed and gracefully they move their limbs.  In some instances the motion seems to flow out from the trunk of the body through shoulder, upper arm, lower arm, wrist and fingers like a continuous wave of energy.   Of course both Rich and Gadd in particular are known for pushing themselves way beyond the comfort zone as they climax a solo.  But they are able to achieve that intensity by working up through their performance with a total command of their physical motions and a complete lack of awkwardness,

The key to all of this can be summed up by an expression used by US drummer and drum-injury specialist  Dr Darin Workman.  At a Percussive Arts Society workshop in 2002 he described such limb movement as  “following the path of least resistance”.
Basically, any movement of the limbs that causes excessive tightening in the muscles and joints will break the flow and cause us to work much harder than necessary..  This in turn will affect our timing , feel, and may ultimately lead to injury.

However with correct tuition and practice, it is possible to play any drumming stroke with a particular alignment of the joints and muscles that will produce a  smooth , relaxed and relatively stress-free motion.  Strokes played this way will  produce the maximum in speed, accuracy and endurance. 

They also form the foundation of the methods of great teachers like Sanford Moeller, Billy Gladstone, Jim Chapin and Freddy Grueber.  

 To develop a sense of the path of least resistance, try the following experiment.

· Sit at your drums and rest your hand palm down on the snare drum ( a table top will also do).  Raise your fore-arm a little and move your hand up and down as though bouncing a basketball from the wrist.  You should feel a considerable amount of wrist flexibility without any build up of tension. 
· Repeat step one while holding a drum stick ( ref figs. 1 & 2 ).    Feel how little effort is needed to play continuous single strokes in this way.
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· Now rotate your hand to a vertical thumb-up position and repeat.  The motion         will feel much more restricted and the bones in the hand and wrist will feel like they are colliding with each other.

Secondly, imagine you are picking up a tennis ball from the middle of the drum head.

Raise your hand to around shoulder height and use your arm to throw the imaginary ball forward so as to bounce it lightly on the floor  just in front of the drum. 

Now with drum stick in hand, repeat the action. You will produce a powerful accent stroke without any feeling of  forcefullness or resistance in the arm or wrist.

Finally, check out your videos of Buddy, Louis and Steve again.  You will notice that a relaxed, flexible wrist and arm motion is maintained at all times, regardless of whether the standard right hand or traditional left hand position is being used.

At a drum clinic held in Auckland in the early 90’s, Louie Bellson made this comment about the methods just described.

“ I believe this is the best way to play.  I’ve been using these techniques for over 60 years and have NEVER had a wrist or muscle injury.”

The wrist is the hardest working part of our technique and requires special attention.

It is in almost constant motion regardless of what style you play.   It is also the area most prone to tightening up when we are trying to push  our skills to a higher level.    

With regular practice your hand will naturally position itself in this way every time you sit down to play.    The principle of  least resistance can also be applied to all other movements necessary for effective drum set performance.                                                                                                    
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