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Drum circles are no longer a fad, the exclusive domain of the freeform 

drummers in the park or the ethnic specific drummers in dance and drum 

ensembles. Recreational drum circles have evolved from a grass roots 

movement into many different forms that serve a variety of populations in 

mainstream America. 

More and more people are interested in getting involved in this recreational 

drum circle movement but have been intimidated by the technical aspects of 

rhythm and drumming. With this book, “DRUM CIRCLE GROOVES“, 

Dennis Maberry has created a doorway with a welcome mat at its entrance.  

Dennis has written a very accessible guide for the “beginning” beginner 

drummer who is interested in participating in a local drum circle. This book 

will give them a basic understanding of rhythm. Exercises will help solidify 

their technical playing ability so they may participate more comfortably in a 

culturally-nonspecific drum circle environment. This entry level book will 

most certainly lead some beginning drummers to investigate more advanced 

and disciplined culturally-specific drumming circles available in their    

communities.  

Dennis not only identifies the basic instruments that are typically seen in 

drum circle situations, but he also clearly explains how each instrument has 

its place and use in the drum and percussion orchestra. He breaks down 

drumming techniques so that after reading his "Basics" chapter the reader 

will easily be able to make proper sounds on their drum. As the book 

progresses Dennis includes a few simple rhythms in each chapter for the 
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reader to learn and play. This solidifies their learning process as well as 

prepares them for the next chapter. In this way Dennis creates simple 

learning and playing successes that lead the reader/player toward becoming 

a confidant drum circle participant and contributor. 

"DRUM CIRCLE GROOVES " is a resource for not only the beginning 

drummer, but also for people who are beginning their drum circle 

facilitation careers. Dennis presents information in a way that gives rhythm 

event facilitators an understanding of the beginner drummer's mind, as well 

as how to work with an entry-level consciousness. 

The demographics of rhythm-based event facilitators is widely varied. The 

people who facilitate the highly-visible community-accessible drum circles 

represent the tip of the drum circle iceberg. Rhythm-based events are also 

facilitated by teachers in schools, music therapists in hospitals and clinics, 

kids-at-risk counselors in tough love programs, pastors in church, 

recreational counselors in well-elderly homes and corporate trainers in 

experimental team-building programs. 

Although many of these people bring to the table strong facilitation skills 

that they have developed in their profession, certainly not all  of them are 

drum teachers or have a strong drumming background. Many of               

these people have recently entered the world of recreational drumming 

because they have discovered rhythmical activity as an added tool that they 

can use in the service of their particular community population. "DRUM 

CIRCLE GROOVES" is a powerful resource guide for these beginner drum 

circle facilitators. 
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With this book, "DRUM CIRCLE GROOVES" Dennis Maberry can be 

added to the list of major contributors to the modern recreational drum 

circle movement. He has just made it easier for us all to share our 

rhythmical spirit. 

Arthur Hull 

Village Music Circles 

719 Swift Street Suite 65 

Santa Cruz CA 95060 

1-831-458-1946 

arthurian@drumcircle.com 

http://www.drumcircle.com/ 
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I could feel the bass in my chest even before I opened the door. I walked 

into the room and the groove hit me. I immediately began smiling and 

moving to the music. I went into a trance. Dancers were twirling in ecstasy 

and the groove kept getting stronger. It seemed as if almost every type of 

drum in the world was being played by all types of people. I began playing 

my drum and went deeper into the trance. I felt that I had found home.  

      

Welcome to my first World Rhythm Festival. This was my first festival but it 

certainly wasn’t my last. This was also my introduction to the world of 

percussion. Although I had been playing drum set for over fifteen years and 

had played in drum circles at Grateful Dead shows, this was the first circle I 

had encountered that involved such a large variety of percussion 

instruments. I became obsessed with finding out as much as I could about 

them. 

 

This was also the first time I experienced Arthur Hull. Arthur is recognized 

as the father of the drum circle movement. He deserves the title. He led the 

circle to the farthest depths of the groove for three solid hours. I have since 

met Arthur and have attended several of his workshops and drum circles, 

and he is remarkable. 

 

I have also been fortunate enough to meet and attend workshops with 

several of the best musicians and teachers on the West Coast. I have 

attended over fifty workshops with such great musicians as Glen Velez, 

Baba Olatunji, John Bergamo, and so on. I have also managed to fit in 

private lessons with several well- known musicians. 
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I am not bragging about the people I have studied with. (The average 

attendance at the World Rhythm Festival is several thousand). I just wanted 

to emphasize this form of instruction in contrast to what many people have 

found in communities outside of large cities; I could not find anyone around 

who was teaching or conducting workshops in my home town. I was unable 

to use and retain much of what I was learning in Seattle. I had been 

facilitating drum circles with the individuals with developmental disabilities 

that I work with. I then decided I would try to facilitate my own workshops. 

I now conduct several types of workshops. They include: 

 

1) Intro to percussion. Various types of percussion instruments and drums 

are discussed and demonstrated. This is followed by a drum circle.  

 

2) Intro to djembe and conga style drums. The tones of the drums and basic 

rhythm concepts are taught. 

 

3) Intro to Middle Eastern style frame drumming. The basic tones of the 

drums and basic rhythm concepts are taught. 

 

4) Meditative and spiritual drumming. Rhythm and percussion has been 

used throughout history for meditative and spiritual purposes. Explore 

various techniques to bring yourself to a tranquil and meditative state.  

 

I do not claim to be a great percussionist. I am a drum set player that has 

fallen in love with percussion. I play what is referred to as a "non 

traditional" style. Instead of focusing on traditional rhythms, I have 
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concentrated on learning the techniques of several different styles and types 

of drums. These include djembe, conga, and frame drums. I combine these 

techniques and use them on whichever drum that I am playing. I then use 

these combined techniques in a variety of playing environments, including 

drum circles, rock bands, and solo percussion performance.  

 

This book is based on the material taught in my djembe and conga 

workshop. Overall the purpose of the book is to improve your playing in 

community drum circle environments. A drum circle  consists of people that 

have discovered the power of the drum to provide a sense of community, 

celebrate the rhythms of life and sometimes to find help in overcoming the 

problems that are faced in life.  

 

I include a group of rhythmic patterns that I call "Drum Circle Grooves".  

These are patterns that will work in community drum circle environments. 

They are simple enough that a beginner can catch the basic underlying 

groove while still complicated enough to keep a more accomplished player 

interested. 

 

When I first began playing in drum circles I would try to find people that 

were interested in learning traditional African rhythms. I was surprised to 

find out that many of the people were not interested. These people were 

using the power of the drum for the above named reasons (to provide a 

sense of community, celebrate the rhythms of life, etc.). They were using 

drumming to get away from the structured activities of their lives such as 

work or school. They were not interested in a deep study of the culture and 
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traditional music of Africa. Many  of these people ,however  were interested 

in learning the basic concepts of African drumming in order to improve their 

drum circle experience. As you get into the lessons you will discover that I 

have included a section on basic traditional concepts and how to integrate 

these into your community drum circle.  

 

I also demonstrate several methods of reading and learning rhythms. Often 

drummers are taught one way to learn rhythms and are then dependent on 

books or lessons written in that style. People that have learned only box 

notation are a good example. The box notation is a great way of learning 

rhythms from a book (this book for example) but many teachers do not  

teach from a book. The rhythms are taught using a vocalization method of 

learning rhythms. If people  only know the box notation method, what will 

happen if they attend a  workshop in which the teacher says “this rhythm is  

in four and starts on the second beat of the measure and goes ‘Gun Gun go 

do pa ta’? Will the student have time to get out a piece of paper and write 

out the rhythms using the box notation? How can this be done  if he/she 

doesn’t know what Gun Gun go do pa ta translates to?  (Gun dun go do pa 

ta is a vocal teaching method devised by the great African drummer 

Babatunde Olatunji). I believe that a person should become familiar with 

several different methods of learning rhythms. 

 

I do not promise to make you a percussion master, but if you study the 

concepts in this book, you will have the basic skills necessary to take it to 

the next level. In fact while working on the exercises I realized how much 

my playing was improving. I realized that it is also an excellent practice tool 
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for experienced players. By the time you work through all of the exercises 

in this book you should notice a great improvement in your playing ability. 
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Common Drum Circle Instruments 

This next section will describe several of the instruments found in many 

community drum circles. Many of the instruments played in drum circles 

come  from West Africa.  

 

The djembe is probably the most popular drum 

used in drum circles The djembe has become the 

most popular African drum used today. Introduced 

in the US over forty years ago, it’s popularity has 

soared in the last fifteen years as drum circles 

have spread across America. It has a wide range 

of tones that are not difficult to learn. This helps 

to explains the djembe’s popularity. 

 

 

 

The standard djembe is usually 24”-26” tall with the head measuring 12-

15”. Although theses are the standard size they can be found in wide range 

of sizes.  

 

The sound of the djembe can vary due to several reasons. These include the 

size of the drum, the material that the drum is made of  and the type of skin 

used.  
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Although traditionally made of wood, the 

Remo�  corporation has produced djembes 

made of what they refer to as “fiber wood”. The 

heads of are made of a synthetic material. The 

advantage of these drums are that the drums are 

not affected by the elements. Moisture and rain 

will not cause the head to go loose. 

(Remo Djembe) 

 

Another drum that you may incorporate into your 

drum circle  is the ashiko (ah shee ko). It is based 

on a cone shaped  Nigerian hand drum. The name 

has been used in the U.S. to refer to any cone 

shaped, single headed hand drum.  

 

 

 

The conga is a Latin American drum. It  is one of 

the most common drums available. If you live in a 

small town, you may not be able to locate a 

djembe or an ashiko but even small town music 

stores will have congas (this is not much of a 

problem anymore due to the availability of 

djembes and ashikos on the internet).  
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The techniques described in this book will work with a conga but this book 

does not include several techniques that are used to play Latin music. If you 

are wanting to learn the traditional Latin style of conga playing I suggest 

that you purchase educational material specific to the conga. 

 

The Djun Djun 

The bass drum of the African drum ensemble is the djun djun.   

These drums are also called dun dun depending on which part of Africa that 

you are in. The bass drums are very important in African music. Many (but 

not all) rhythms will sound very similar when the djembe parts are played 

alone. It isn’t until the djun djun  part is added that the rhythm takes on the 

characteristics of the actual rhythm.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

(Traditional Djun Djun)                               (Converted Djun Djun - on right) 

 

If it is not possible to find a traditional Djun Djun, you may substitute other 

drums such as Bass drums and large Toms from drum sets. One of my 

favorite drums is made from an old Marching Snare drum. I put a Remo 

Fiberskin head on it and covered it with African style fabric. 
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There are usually three sizes of djun djuns.  They are Dununda (largest), 

Sangbon (medium), and the Kenkeni (smallest). The three drums can be 

played by one person playing all of the drums or three people playing a 

single drum each.  

 

The djun djuns are played while in a horizontal position. Often  drums will 

be place onto each other forming a pyramid. The djun djun is usually played 

with one hand while the other hand plays a bell that has been affixed to the 

drum. I rarely  see anyone playing this method in a community drum circle.   

 

The "Spice"  

Besides drums, there are several types of instruments found in a community 

drum circle. Arthur Hull calls this "adding the spice to the mix". These can 

include home made shakers or it can include traditional instruments such as 

those listed below. They fall into three categories referred to musically as 

“timber”. These include bells, shakers, and wood.  

 

 

Gankogui - The gankogui is used to keep time in 

African music. In African music there are several 

rhythmic parts being played at the same time. It 

can be confusing trying to follow the rhythm 

being played.  The drummer plays his or her part 

in conjunction with  the gankogui bell pattern 

instead of the other drums. 

 



22 

Drum Circle Grooves ····  Dennis Maberry 

Shekere (shay  kere) - this instrument is a gourd covered with beads. The 

instrument can be shaken or played with the hands. It can be used to help 

hold the rhythms or as a shaker that helps to "fill in" the rhythm. If it is 

played with the hands, the shekere must be played lightly to ensure that it 

does not get broken. 

 

This is only a sample of the instruments that you might see at a drum circle. 

Virtually every culture on earth has it’s own type or style of drum or 

percussion instruments. When buying a drum, try to play it first. The quality 

of a drum can usually not be determined by viewing a picture. If there are no 

stores that sell drums in your area, then research and find a reputable 

instrument dealer that can ship your instrument to you.  
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Basic Tones 

As stated earlier, this book focuses on basic techniques for people with little 

or no experience with drumming. These techniques can be played on  a 

variety of drums including the djembe, conga and ashiko. These basic tones 

will get you started playing your drum of choice, but there are differences 

between these drums. A djembe is not a conga. There is a difference in the 

feel of the drum due to the different thickness of the skin and the physical 

style of each drum. If you are used to playing the djembe and then play a 

conga, you will find that you may have to experiment to get a good slap 

sound. You must adjust your playing style to accommodate the drum that 

you are playing. 

 

This book is also a good starting point for people that have been playing in 

drum circles but have no experience in basic technique. Many drum circles 

consist of people that have no knowledge of the basic tones. No matter how 

much prior musical experience or natural musical talent that a person has, 

his/her playing can be enriched by at least learning the basic concepts of 

your drum. The term “technique” refers to learning the correct way to 

produce the various tones on the drums. 

 

I was visiting Seattle a few years ago and met a phenomenal percussionist . 

He had studied tabla with Indian music legend Zakur Hussein, and had been 

a member of several prominent local and national bands. He also happens to 

be one of the best conga players that I know. I called him up and arranged 

for a conga lesson. I had been playing drum set for years and had recently 

picked up a conga. I used my drum set knowledge on the conga and had 
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gotten to the point that I could play some really fast complicated rhythms. 

He asked me to play so I laid these rhythms onto him as fast as I could play 

them. I thought that I could impress this great player. After my little solo he 

looked at me and stated “ That sounds like #&$!”. After I picked my ego up 

off the floor he explained why. “A simple rhythm played with the correct 

tones will sound better than any complicated rhythm played with bad 

technique“. Another example could be found by comparing the following 

two: 1) a really fast, complicated guitar solo played with a guitar that is out 

of tune and 2) a simple three note blues solo played on a guitar that is in 

tune. Which one do you think would sound better? 

 

Another advantage of learning the correct techniques is that it may help 

prevent injuries to the hands, wrists, and shoulders. The first year that I 

attended the Seattle World Rhythm Festival was also the first time that I had 

played in a drum circle for hours at a time for several days in a row. By the 

end of the festival my hands were swollen and bleeding. I noticed that there 

were other drummers that had played as much as I had that were not 

showing any signs of harm to their hands. I didn’t know anything about 

technique at the time. 

The Bass Tone: 

The Bass tone is made by dropping the palm of your hand into the middle of 

the drum. Bounce your hand off the drum. To get a good bass tone make 

sure that the bottom hole of the drum is off of the ground. If you are sitting 

when playing the drum, this can be done by tilting  the drum so that the 

bottom hole is open.  
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(Bass Tone - Bounce your hand off of the drum) 

 

The Open Tones: 

The Open tone sound is achieved by hitting the drum with a flat hand with 

the full length of the fingers held loosely.  The back pads of your fingers 

right before they reach the palms should meet the rim of the drum. (see the 

photos). Keep your hand relaxed. Bounce your hand off of the drum. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                

(Open Tone - Keep your hand relaxed)  
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The main goal is to keep from injuring yourself. Keep your thumb raised up 

just enough that it does not hit the drum. Do not hit the drum hard. If a 

person is using the correct technique then he /she does not need to “slam” 

his/her hand down the on the drum. 

 

The Slap: 

The next tone on the drum is the “slap”. The slap is the highest pitched tone. 

If played correctly on a djembe with a tight skin the slap can produce a 

whip-like sound.  

 

There are different slap techniques for the type of drum that you are playing. 

A djembe slap is played slightly different than a conga slap. The conga slap 

will be used here because it is easier to see in a photograph compared with a 

djembe slap. The conga slap requires a slightly more cupping of the hands.  

To play the djembe slap, adjust your hand so that it is slightly flatter than the 

hand in the picture.  

 

Most experienced players will  perform the slap tone with the same hand 

placement as the open tone. They perform the slap tone by slightly adjusting 

their wrist and finger movements. 

 

This doesn’t always work with beginners. To find the correct hand 

placement, begin with the open tone hand placement. Then move the hand 

into the drum an inch or so. This is where the hand should meet the drum.  I 

should say where the “fingers” meet the drum. This is because you strike the 

drum with a “flicking”  or “Whip-like” motion so that only the pads of your 
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fingers hit the drum while your palm will lightly touch the edge of the  

drum.  

Let the fingers bounce off of the drum.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

(Slap tone - Do not “slam” your hand down onto the drum) 

 

Now try the following exercises. A large typeset is being used so that the 

exercises can be followed easily. Many books that I have used are very good 

except that the exercises are typed so small that they cannot be read easily.  

 

When practicing the patterns, emphasize the first stroke of each pattern. 

This will teach you the importance of where each stroke is relative to the 

other strokes in the rhythm. The placement of the strokes in the rhythmic 

pattern is very important.  

 

How important? Changing the position of the strokes in a set pattern will 

completely change the feel of the rhythm. 
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Here is an example: 

 

B   B   O   O   O   O   B   B   O   O   B   B    O   O   O   B 

O   B   B   B   O   O   O   O   B   B   O   O   B   B   O   O 

 

 

These two patterns have the exact same sequence of strokes and tones. In 

the second example the pattern is two strokes ahead of the first example. 

Look at the second example beginning on the third stroke and then compare 

it with the beginning of the first pattern. They are identical, but at the 

sametime they are completely different.  

 

 

Key for Exercises: 

 

B  = Bass 

O = Open 

S  = Slap 

 

Underlined letters = Dominant Hand (Right handed people 

play with right hand etc.) 
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Practice Exercises 

 
Bass and Open Tone Patterns 

 

 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

 
 

 

 

  B B O O B B B B 

B B O O B B O O 

B B O O B O B B 

B O O O B B O O 

B O B O B O B B 

B B O O O O O B 
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Practice Exercises 
 

Patterns with Slaps 
 
 

 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

 
 
 

B O O O O S S O 

S S S S O O O S 

B B B O O O S S 

B B S S S O O O 

B O S S S O B B 

B B O O O S S S 
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Fundamentals of Rhythm 
 

When learning rhythms it is very helpful to learn at least the basic 

fundamentals of counting out rhythms. Counting rhythms gives the student 

a frame of reference when practicing and learning rhythms. When teaching 

groups I prefer to use a vocalization technique, but for individual study I 

prefer a written system of notation. 

 

Rhythms in open circles are not written down. In fact, most open circles are 

impromptu style and there are no set rhythms. But this does not mean that 

they are total chaos and noise. Drum circles that consist of players that are 

familiar with the concepts of rhythm can help induce the magic that is the 

purpose of drum circles.  

 

I began attending a local drum circle in town a year ago. The circle is made 

up of mostly beginner drummers. Although the energy and spirit of the 

drumming was nice, the drumming itself was very chaotic. Coming from a 

musician’s background, the drumming caused me to be very uncomfortable. 

There seemed to be five, six, or more completely different rhythms going on 

at the same time. Many people were hitting their drums randomly with no 

knowledge of where the pulse was. I went a few times but eventually 

stopped going. A few months later several people from that circle began to 

take my class at the local community college. After a couple of months I 

went back to the circle and the change was dramatic. People were playing 

consistent rhythms. They were listening to each other’s playing and reacting 

to it instead of hitting the drum randomly. 
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I do not claim to have magically transformed this circle. The participants in 

the circle have been playing as a group for over a year now. They have had a 

chance to try different things to see what works and what doesn’t. Even the 

people that have not taken my class have had a year to become comfortable 

with their instruments. Although I do not claim to have magically 

transformed this circle, I do believe that people learning the basics of 

playing music has played a huge part in this transformation. 

 

The traditional African method of learning rhythms is through a vocalization 

method. Specific words are given to represent the various tones of the 

drums. The teacher then vocalizes the rhythms, which the student mimics on 

the drum. If you are trying to learn these rhythms and methods from a book, 

then this method obviously does not work. Although later in the book I will 

teach you this vocalization method in the event that you take a class or 

workshop and the instructor uses this method. 

 

Learning to count out the rhythms will improve your playing and learning 

experience. As stated earlier, people learn quicker and find it easier to 

follow along in a group situation if they have learned how to use a counting 

system. This helps the beginner  keep track of where he /she is in the 

measure. Traditional rhythms can be very confusing to the beginner because 

there are several different parts played simultaneously. Learning to count 

out the rhythms gives the beginner a frame of reference. 
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Okay - Here we go: 

 

Rhythms are repeated musical patterns.  

Patterns are measured by a specific number of dominant beats.  

For example a rhythm in 4/4 time consists of a rhythmic pulse of four beats. 

The word “beat” can be misleading. This does not mean that the drum is 

actually hit on the numbers 1 -4.  A better word may be a rhythm with four 

major “pulses”.  I have used several other instructional books and they all 

used the word “beat” so because of this I will  also.  

 

EX: A four beat measure is a rhythm that consist of 4 dominant beats and a 

three beat measure will consist of 3 dominant beats, etc. 

 

These can then be further divided into less dominant beats. The number of 

dominant beats do not change. It sounds kind of confusing but try the 

following exercise. 

 

Clap your hands while counting: 

 

    1                2              3               4 

 

Clap            Clap          Clap         Clap 
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Now keeping the same tempo (speed) - clap on the numbers 1 thru 4 while 

also saying the word “and”. 

 

Clap your hands while counting: 

 

     

     1          &       2          &       3          &       4       & 

  Clap               Clap              Clap               Clap  

 

 

Notice how the tempo of the clapping does not change. The main pulse of 

four rhythm stays the same. There are now eight subdivisions so each 

subdivision is called an 1/8 note. 

 

We can now go further and divide the pattern up again. We do this by 

adding in the letters “e” and “a”. 

 

Ex.: 

 

    

   1      e      &    a      2     e     &     a     3      e    &     a      4      e   &   a  

Clap                       Clap                     Clap                      Clap 

 

 

Once again the four pulse stays the same. There are now sixteen 

subdivisions in the measure, therefore these are called 1/16 notes. 
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Let’s try them together. 

 

      1                            2                            3                               4 

   Clap                       Clap                     Clap                          Clap 

 

 

 

 

      1          &             2              &            3               &             4               & 

    Clap                   Clap                        Clap                          Clap 

 

  

 

 

      1     e    &     a      2      e       &     a     3       e       &    a     4     e     &     a 

  

  Clap                      Clap                        Clap                         Clap  

 

 

 

If you are doing this correctly, then you will notice that the tempo of the 

clapping stays the same throughout the whole exercise. 

 

 



37 

Drum Circle Grooves ····  Dennis Maberry 

 

Now let’s put this into an applicable situation. Notice that the following 

rhythmic pattern is the same. 

       

 

1)     1                          2                            3                               4 

      

         B                         B                           O                               O 

 

 

 

2)     1        &           2            &           3             &           4             & 

     

        B                      B                         O                           O 

 

      

   

3)     1     e    &     a      2      e       &     a     3       e       &    a     4     e     &  a 

 

          B                          B                             O                             O  

 

 

If you are having trouble grasping the concept do not feel bad. Keep trying. 

When I first began learning these concepts I also had trouble. I sometimes 

still do. I have a friend who is trying to learn how to play that does not 

believe me when I say this but it is true. 
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I taught myself how to play drum set by ear. I never learned how to count 

while playing. One of my playing techniques was to try not to play the same 

song the exact same way each time  I played it. I would change it slightly  

(or sometimes not so slightly). For every rock or country song there are 

numerous ways to play it. Listen to different versions of the same song 

played by different bands. Or listen to a live version of a band’s song 

compared to the studio version. It is frequently not played the exact same 

way. 

 

As previously stated, I have had trouble learning to repeat the same 

consistent rhythm continuously throughout a piece of music. In the music of 

many cultures, you are given a specific part to play throughout the song. 

The parts cannot be changed because they are interlocking and rely on each 

other for the rhythm to be played correctly. Needless to say this wasn’t the 

easiest concept for me to grasp. I kept finding myself forgetting my part and 

automatically making up stuff off the top of my head. Learning to count out 

rhythms has helped me stay in the groove and remember where my part 

belongs in the rhythm. 

 

Watch your hand placement on these exercises. Remember to use your 

dominant  hand for underlined letters. There are several  exercises in which 

I use a left right pattern but in many rhythms each hand may be required to 

play two tones in a row.  
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Practice Exercises 
 
 

1/8 Note Patterns 
 

 
 
 

 
 

 
 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 
 

 
 

 
 
 

1 &  2 &  3 &  4 &  

B B O O B B B B 

1 &  2 &  3 &  4 &  

B B O O B B B O 

1 &  2 &  3 &  4 &  

B B O O S S B B 

1 &  2 &  3 &  4 &  

B B O O S S O O 
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Practice Exercises 
 
 

1/8 Note Patterns 
 

 
 
 
 

 

 
 
 
 

 

 
 
 
 

 

 
 

 
 

 

1 &  2 &  3 &  4 &  

B B O O B B B B 

1 &  2 &  3 &  4 &  

B B B O B B B O 

1 &  2 &  3 &  4 &  

B B O O S S B B 

1 &  2 &  3 &  4 &  

B O O O O B B B 
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Practice Exercises 
 

1/16 note patterns 
 

 
 
 

 

 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

 
 
 

 

1 e &  a 2 e &  a 3 e &  a 4 e &  a 

B B O O B O O O B B O O O O B O 

1 e &  a 2 e &  a 3 e &  a 4 e &  a 

B B O O O O O O B B O O O O B O 

1 e &  a 2 e &  a 3 e &  a 4 e &  a 

B B S S O O O O B B O O S S B O 

1 e &  a 2 e &  a 3 e &  a 4 e &  a 

O O S S O O O B B O O O O S O O 

1 e &  a 2 e &  a 3 e &  a 4 e &  a 

O O S S O S S B B O O O O S O O 
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Practice Exercises 
 

1/16 note patterns 
 

 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

 
 

 

 

1 e &  a 2 e &  a 3 e &  a 4 e &  a 

B B O O O O O O O O O O B B O O 

1 e &  a 2 e &  a 3 e &  a 4 e &  a 

B B O O B B O O B B S S O O S S 

1 e &  a 2 e &  a 3 e &  a 4 e &  a 

B B O O S S O O B B S S O O S S 

1 e &  a 2 e &  a 3 e &  a 4 e &  a 

B B B B O S S O B B O S S O B B 

1 e &  a 2 e &  a 3 e &  a 4 e &  a 

B B O O S S O O O O S S B B O O 
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Now we get to the part that you have been waiting for. So far you have been 

performing exercises to learn the specific tones and the fundamentals of 

rhythm. While many of these exercises can be used in rhythmic performance 

environments we will now be delving into creating rhythms. We create 

rhythms by introducing “rests” into the mix. A rest is simply a pause in the 

rhythm. You do not play on that particular beat. It sounds simple and it is 

but the location of the rests in the rhythms are the “most important part” of 

the rhythm. 

 

Let’s use an example. 

By using the following series of tones we can create numerous rhythms by 

altering placement of rests. 

 

B  B  O  O   S   S 

 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 

The sequence of tones has not changed. Only the placement of the rests has 

changed. The placement of the rests “creates” the rhythm. Now that you are 

familiar with counting out rhythms, it should not be hard to incorporate rests 

into your playing.  

 

B B - - O O S S 

B - B - O O S S 

B B O O - - S S 
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You may notice that it can be very distracting to try to count while playing. 

Its much more fun and relaxing if you do not have to try to count out 

rhythms when playing your drum.  This is true for me also. In fact I rarely 

count when playing the drum. You may be asking “why should I spend so  

much time learning how to count?” The reason is that when  first learning 

how to play it is very hard to figure out the exact length of the rests. This is 

especially true if there are several rests in a row. Learning to count out the 

rhythms gives a frame of reference so that you know where to place the 

rests. I  usually count out rhythms when I am learning them (especially from 

a book).  I count long enough to learn the rhythm and get it implanted into 

my memory and then I stop counting while continuing to play the rhythm.   

 

There are several methods of using these exercises. The first is to  use the 

exercises as a practice tool to teach yourself how to count rests. At this 

stage, do not try to remember the grooves. Play one until you can play it 

well, then move on to the next. The second method is to go back through 

and concentrate on learning the grooves so that you can use them in drum 

circle environments.  

 

You do not need to try to memorize all of these rhythms before using them. 

Learn one or two and introduce it into your circle. Then learn a few more 

and repeat the process. Complete this process for all of the grooves.  

 

There are also some great  circle activities in the “Universal Rhythm 

Concepts” chapter. Feel free to jump back and forth from these grooves to 

the activities. 
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By the time  you work through these exercises you should be able to play in 

almost any community drum circle. There are twenty-five great grooves in 

this book that should work at most community drum circles. They are 

derived from several sources including traditional sources, workshops, 

books, and many that I came up with myself.  

 

What makes a specific rhythm a “drum circle groove”? Community drum 

circles usually consist of players with various degrees of playing ability. 

These range from actual professional or semi-professional  “percussionists” 

to basic beginners. Drum circle grooves are rhythms that are complicated 

enough to  be interesting for the more accomplished players while at the 

same time are simple enough that  beginners can still follow along with the 

basic underlining pattern (the groove).  What is the underlining Pattern? 

This is the rhythmic pattern played without specific tones. Here is an 

example.  

 

 
 

A “raw” beginner could play this underlying pattern using all basses or 

opens, while a more experienced player would make it much more 

interesting by playing  it with  a mixture of tones.  

 

 
 

 
 

X - X - X X - - X - X  X X X X 

B - B - O S - - B - B - O O S S 
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Drum Circle Grooves 
 

1/16 note patterns 
 

 
 
 
 

 
 
 

 
 
 

 

 
 
 
 

 
 
 

 

 

1 e &  a 2 e &  a 3 e &  a 4 e &  a 

B - - - B - - - B - O - O O - - 

1 e &  a 2 e &  a 3 e &  a 4 e &  a 

O O O O B - - - O O O O B - - - 

1 e &  a 2 e &  a 3 e &  a 4 e &  a 

B - B - O O O O S - - - O O O O 

1 e &  a 2 e &  a 3 e &  a 4 e &  a 

B - O O O O - - B - O O O O - - 

1 e &  a 2 e &  a 3 e &  a 4 e &  a 

B - O O - O O - B - O B - O B - 
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Drum Circle Grooves 
 

1/16 note patterns 
 

 
 
 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

 
 

 

1 e &  a 2 e &  a 3 e &  a 4 e &  a 

B - B - O O O - B - O O O - S S 

1 e &  a 2 e &  a 3 e &  a 4 e &  a 

B - O O - O O - B B O O O - - - 

1 e &  a 2 e &  a 3 e &  a 4 e &  a 

B - O O - B B B B - O - S S B B 

1 e &  a 2 e &  a 3 e &  a 4 e &  a 

B - O - O O O O B - O O - O O O 

1 e &  a 2 e &  a 3 e &  a 4 e &  a 

B - B - O O - - B - B - O - O O 
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Drum Circle Grooves 
 

1/16 note patterns         
 

 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

 
 

 

1 e &  a 2 e &  a 3 e &  a 4 e &  a 

B - O - O O O O O O O O O O O O 

1 e &  a 2 e &  a 3 e &  a 4 e &  a 

B - - - O O O - B - - O O - S - 

1 e &  a 2 e &  a 3 e &  a 4 e &  a 

O O S S O O O O B - O O S - O O 

1 e &  a 2 e &  a 3 e &  a 4 e &  a 

B O - O O O O O B O - O O O O O 

1 e &  a 2 e &  a 3 e &  a 4 e &  a 

B B B B - O O O B B B B S - - - 
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Drum Circle Grooves 
 

1/16 note patterns 
 

 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 

1 e &  a 2 e &  a 3 e &  a 4 e &  a 

B - S S O - S S B - S S O - S S 

1 e &  a 2 e &  a 3 e &  a 4 e &  a 

B - O O O O O O - - O O B - B - 

1 e &  a 2 e &  a 3 e &  a 4 e &  a 

B - B - O - O - O O O O O O O O 

1 e &  a 2 e &  a 3 e &  a 4 e &  a 

B B O O B - O - B B O O B - O - 

1 e &  a 2 e &  a 3 e &  a 4 e &  a 

O O - O O - - - O O - O B B B - 
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Drum Circle Grooves 
 

1/16 note patterns 
 

 
 
 

 

 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

 
 

 

 

1 e &  a 2 e &  a 3 e &  a 4 e &  a 

B B - O S S - - B B - O B - - - 

1 e &  a 2 e &  a 3 e &  a 4 e &  a 

B B B B O O O O B B O O O - - - 

1 e &  a 2 e &  a 3 e &  a 4 e &  a 

B - B - B - - - B B O O B - - - 

1 e &  a 2 e &  a 3 e &  a 4 e &  a 

O O O O B - B - O O O O B - O O 

1 e &  a 2 e &  a 3 e &  a 4 e &  a 

B - S S O O S S B - S S O O S S 



52 

Drum Circle Grooves ····  Dennis Maberry 

Twelve Beat Patterns 

You have learned the exercises in this book and have found a drum circle 

with more experienced players. The rhythm starts and you begin to play, but 

you can’t find the groove. It seems that the rhythm has a “circling” or 

“round” feel to it. Where is the “1”? What happened? It sounds like you may 

have encountered your first rhythm with a rhythmic pattern of twelve.  

 

What is a “Twelve Pattern” ? Why haven’t I encountered it before? The 

reason that you haven’t encountered it before is that it is actually kind of 

rare to go to a community drum circle that plays rhythmic patterns in 

twelve. These patterns are very hard for people that have not studied 

drumming to pick up. It does not have a “straight” feel like the patterns in 

four have. It can be very confusing to figure out where the rhythm begins.  

 

Although not common in your everyday community drum circle, twelve 

patterns do show up occasionally. Therefore, I have included a section in 

this book just in case.   

 

Many of the rhythms found in Africa are based on a twelve beat pattern. You 

may be asking “ how did we get from four beat to twelve beat rhythms so 

fast? Actually we didn’t. A rhythm with four dominant beats counted as  

1  e  &  a  2  e  &  a  3  e  &  a  4  e  &  a   actually has sixteen beats. The 

reason that it is considered a four rhythm is that it has a pulse of four. 

 

In the African method of playing twelve beat patterns, the pulse is 

determined by the rhythm being played. There are several methods of 
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dividing up a twelve beat pattern.  

 

A basic method of playing twelve beat patterns is with pulsation of four. 

Using an exercise similar to what was used previously will be useful in 

demonstrating this concept.  

 

Count and clap the following. I was taught to count to six twice. This is 

much easier to count than 1 - 12. 

 

   1      2        3       4       5       6       1       2       3       4       5       6         

 

Clap                   Clap                    Clap                    Clap 

 

Now count the pattern but instead of clapping put more emphasis vocally in 

place of the claps.  

 

>                         >                        >                         > 

1      2        3       4       5       6       1       2       3       4       5       6   

 

This is called a “triple meter” because 1 dominant beat + 2  accompanying 

beats = 3 beats total. 

 

When practicing the following exercises you may find yourself hitting the 

drum harder (accenting) on the dominant beats. This is ok but try to keep 

these beats from overpowering the less dominate beats. In much African 

music these  rhythmic concepts are “felt” more than heard. This may be a 



54 

Drum Circle Grooves ····  Dennis Maberry 

hard concept to understand but play these exercises several times and it will 

come to you.  

 

A question that may be running through your head is “ When counting to six 

twice how do I know which ‘1’  is the beginning of the rhythm?” African 

drumming consist of rhythmic patterns that separately seem to have no 

common theme or rhythm. One part may consist of a rhythm with four 

dominant beats while another may consist of six dominant beats. When 

played together the parts come together to form a complete rhythm. As you 

may guess, this can be confusing to try to figure out where the ‘1’ is in the 

rhythm. Because of this a rhythmic pattern is played on a bell. The 

drummers use this pattern as a base to know where the beginning of the 

rhythm is and to play their part accordingly 

 

Here is a common African bell pattern: 

 

1       2         3        4        5        6        1        2         3         4       5       6         

 

X                 X                 X       X                 X                   X               X 

 

 

Clap this pattern repeatedly while putting extra emphasis on the first “1”.  

Learning and playing this pattern will help you to know which count of six 

includes the first beat of the rhythm. 

 

This covers the basics of twelve beat rhythms.  Practice the following 
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concepts using the counting methods that you have learned. Once again, 

patterns in twelve are not common in community drum circles. But if it does 

happen  you will be ready.  
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Twelve Beat Patterns 
Exercise 

 
 

 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

 

1 2 3 4 5 6 1 2 3 4 5 6 

B O O B O O B O O B O O 

1 2 3 4 5 6 1 2 3 4 5 6 

B S S B S S B S S B S S 

1 2 3 4 5 6 1 2 3 4 5 6 

B - O O S S B - O O S S 

1 2 3 4 5 6 1 2 3 4 5 6 

B - S B O O B - S B O O 

1 2 3 4 5 6 1 2 3 4 5 6 

B - B - O O S - S - O O 
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Integrating Universal  Concepts into the Circle 

This book is not an "African or Afro-Cuban Drumming" manual but at the 

same time there are several  concepts that work very well in drum circle 

situations.  This book will touch on some basic rhythm concepts and how 

they can be  put to use in community drum circle environments.  

 

 I am presenting these exercises to you for the purpose of learning these 

concepts and applying them to drum circle environments. Take these 

concepts back to your community drum circle. Listen to the rhythm being 

played. Listen for the open spaces and add your part. 

 

An important concept of African music is the relationship between the 

different parts of the rhythms. African rhythms are made up of several parts. 

One player plays in the open spaces left by the other drummers. The mixture 

of the separate parts come together to create a beautiful rhythms. As you can 

see it is very hard (if not impossible) to describe African drumming through 

the written word. You have to hear it and play it to understand it. The first 

rhythm pattern in this section uses this technique. If you haven’t done so, 

this would be a good time to find a “drum partner” .  

 

If you enjoy playing these concepts then I highly recommend that you delve 

into the world of Traditional Rhythm. Try to find an instructor in your area. 

It is very hard to learn to play in a traditional manner without the proper 

instruction. If you are in an area in which there are no teachers available, 

then the next best thing is to learn from books, videos, etc. Traditional 
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music is played by an ensemble, so try to find other people that are 

interested in learning this style of music. Your community drum circle 

would be a great place to begin searching. 
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SHIKO  

 

This is an Arthur Hull adaptation of a traditional Nigerian 

rhythm. This is one of my favorite drum circle rhythms. Its an 

excellent rhythm for beginners.  If I am leading a drum circle 

of  inexperienced drummers, then it is time for Shiko. But this 

doesn't mean that its a "beginners only" rhythm. Shiko is  a 

great groove for any group of drummers. 

 

Drum  # 1 - Low pitch 

 

 

 
 

Drum  # 2 - Middle Pitch 

 

 
 

 

 

 

1 e &  a 2 e &  a 3 e &  a 4 e &  a 

O - O - B - B - O - O - B B - - 

1 e &  a 2 e &  a 3 e &  a 4 e &  a 

B - - - B - O - B - - - B - O - 
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3/2 Clave' (Son Clave) 
The clave rhythm can be found in many rhythmic cultures. 

Arthur Hull calls it a "universal rhythm" because h e has found 

this pattern in use throughout the world. It is used in Cuban 

music as a rhythmic foundation. The other instruments use the 

clave as a reference point in the song.  

 

Many people may recognize it as the "Bo Didley" beat. 

Because of this, the rhythm can be great for drum circles. 

There are several songs that incorporate this rhythm. This 

makes for a great sing-along during the drumming. Begin the 

rhythm and then use the song (Bo Didley,  Aiko Aiko,  

Mockingbird,  Hand Jive - you get the picture)  using call and 

response). 

 

This rhythm will be notated with an X because there are no 

specific tones involved in the rhythm. The pattern is the 

rhythm. Any combination of tones would work. 

 

 

 
1 e &  a 2 e &  a 3 e &  a 4 e &  a 

X  - - X - - X  - - - X  - X  - - - 
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Traditional 4/4 Heartbeat rhythm 

(Mother Rhythm) 
from Conga Joy by Bill Matthews 

 

 

 

 
 

 

Play this rhythm for a while and then only play the bass tones. 

You will realize why this rhythm is called the Heartbeat 

rhythm. This can be used to great effect in the drum circle. 

Either begin playing the rhythm first and then go into the bass 

tone heartbeats or vise versa. This rhythm is also great for 

beginning players, because if they begin to lose their place in 

the rhythm they only need to find and play the "Heartbeat" 

and still be in the groove. 

 

 

1 e &  a 2 e &  a 3 e &  a 4 e &  a 

B - B - O O O O B - B - O - O O 
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If you can sing it ... then Samba it!!! 

I had a chance to watch a drum circle/workshop in which a great 

facilitator named Bob Bloom began the rhythms by singing rhythmic 

phrases. This was a great technique because it introduced a rhythmic 

pattern but at the same time it did not dictate specifically what the 

drummers were supposed to play. There were no set tone patterns.  

 

At the event I was attending the facilitator used the following  teach a 

Samba pattern: 

 

 
 

Vocalization 

 
Now make up your own songs. 

 

Bob Bloom is a great musician who played with Master Drummer 

Babatunde Olatunji. He offers a great program called “Drumming 

About You”.  Based on the workshop that I attended I would highly 

recommend checking out his program. Find out more on the web at  

 www.drumming-about-you.com . 

1 e &  a 2 e &  a 3 e &  a 4 e &  a 

X - X - X - - - X - X - X X X - 

S
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T

 M

Y 

 B

A

C
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   N
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W  

 S
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 M
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S
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U
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D

E

R 
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Taking the Lead 

 

In traditional African drum ensembles, the lead drummer will play a 

"lead" pattern over the rhythm being played. Whereas the ensemble 

players are playing consistent set parts, the lead player has no set 

rhythmic pattern. He/she plays "their spirit". 

 

This activity consists of each member taking a turn at playing a lead 

part over the group rhythm. The group begins playing a basic groove. 

After the groove has been established, each person in the circle is given 

the chance to play a solo over the rhythm.  

 

This exercise is more effective in a group of people that have been 

playing together for a while. Most participants in a community drum 

circle are not professional musicians. To play a solo in front of a group 

of people, it helps if there is a bond with the members of the group.  

 

The playing abilities and experience of community drum circle 

participants vary. There may be very experienced drummers playing 

alongside beginners. This exercise is not a competition. It is used to give 

each person a chance to display their spirit. 
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African Rhythms 

As stated in the previous section, African rhythms are made up of several 

parts. The beauty of African drumming is that parts that do not have much in 

common if played separately, come together to form a beautiful rhythm. The 

rhythms seem to weave in and out of each other. This concept was 

introduced in the previous section with the Shiko rhythm.  

 

Once again this book is not a traditional African rhythm manual. At the 

same time, many people that have come this far on their drumming journey 

find that they are ready to explore the world of traditional African 

drumming.  This next section will include the parts for several traditional 

rhythms. Use these rhythms in your circle as foundations for exploration 

and experimentation. 

 

African rhythms include parts that are played consistently throughout the 

rhythm. Unlike drum circle jamming, the parts are set (except for the lead 

players) and there are usually no variations of the rhythm parts. Many 

people who are used to drum circles find this restrictive. Other people love 

the interplay and rhythmic "conversation" that occurs between the different 

parts being played.  

 

If you find that you enjoy playing traditional rhythms, then I am 

encouraging you to research and find out as much as you can about the 

culture from which the rhythms originated. These rhythms have a long and 

rich heritage. Respect and reverence need to be given to the cultures from 

which they come.  
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The following rhythms are taken from the book Conga Joy by Bill 

Matthews. This book contains many African and Afro- Cuban rhythms from 

a variety of sources. It uses the box notation system that is included in this 

book, so you should be able to immediately pick up a copy of the book and 

begin to learn the rhythms. There also several other companion books to 

Conga Joy including Drum Talk. If you should purchase the Conga Joy 

book I would highly recommend also purchasing the accompanying cd 

Conga Joy: The Full Ensemble Pieces.  

 

I discovered African drumming while on a visit to Seattle. While there, I 

also discovered a great drum shop called Fremont Drum. It was owned by 

Bill. I began to stop there and hang out a little and talk to Bill. He invited 

me to one of his classes and from there I was given an open invitation to any 

of his classes when I’m in town. During the past few years Bill has become 

a very good friend and now I practically live at his shop while visiting. 

Through these visits I also met Bill’s good friend and now my good friend 

Stewart Fraser.  

 

Through my friendship with Bill and Stewart, I have been invited into a 

world of African drumming and dancing. I have attended workshops on 

Sabar drumming, Djembe drumming, and Afro Cuban drumming. I have 

also been introduced to great African drummers such as Mapathe and 

Thione Diop.  

 

Although Conga Joy includes a variety of rhythms in notation, it does not go 

into great detail concerning the cultures that the rhythms originated from. I 
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would recommend that you also check out some books  that delve into the 

cultural background of the drum. A great source for these types of books can 

also be found at another great drum shop in Seattle called John’s Music.  

John is the “the Man” when it comes to the Rhythm Festival in Seattle. 

Without him the festival would not be what it has become. You can find his 

selection of books (also anything percussion - drums, percussion, videos, 

books, etc.) online at www.johnsmusic.com.  I would like to also include a 

thank you to John for welcoming me into the Seattle drumming community 

and treating me as if I have always belonged here. 

 

Through my experiences with learning African rhythms, I have found that 

many rhythms that are commonly taught are not complete. For example, I 

learned and played the rhythm Fanga for several years before I found out 

that I had been leaving out a specific part. Therefore I am not guaranteeing 

that all of these rhythms are complete but I do guarantee that they are a great 

introduction to the concepts of African drumming. Once again I fall back on 

the old adage, " This book is not a traditional African rhythm manual!" 
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SHIKO -                                         
Adaptation by Arthur Hull of a  
traditional rhythm from Nigeria 

 
Djembe - Low  Part 
 

 
 
 
Djembe - Medium Part 

 
 
 
Djembe - Medium Part (High) 

 
 
 
Djembe - High  Part 

 
 
 
Bell Part 

 
 
 
 
High Bell Part 

 

1 e &  a 2 e &  a 3 e &  a 4 e &  a 

O - O - B - B - O - O - B B - - 

1 e &  a 2 e &  a 3 e &  a 4 e &  a 

B - - - B - O - B - - - B - O - 

1 e &  a 2 e &  a 3 e &  a 4 e &  a 

B - S S B - S S B - S S O O - - 

1 e &  a 2 e &  a 3 e &  a 4 e &  a 

O - O O - O O - S - S S - S S - 

1 e &  a 2 e &  a 3 e &  a 4 e &  a 

X X - - X X - - X X - - X X - - 

1 e &  a 2 e &  a 3 e &  a 4 e &  a 

- - X X - - X X - - X X - - X X 
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AFRICAN IBO - From West Africa 
(from Conga Joy by Bill Matthews) 

 
Djembe - Low 
 

 
 

 
Djembe -  Medium Part 
 

 
 
 
Djembe - Medium High Part - 2 Measure Part Play one followed by 
second 
 

 
 
Djembe -  High Part 
 

 
 
Bass Drum  
 

 
 

1 e &  a 2 e &  a 3 e &  a 4 e &  a 

B - S - B - S - B - S - O O - - 

1 e &  a 2 e &  a 3 e &  a 4 e &  a 

B - - - O - O - B - - - O - O - 

1 e &  a 2 e &  a 3 e &  a 4 e &  a 

O 
 
O 

- 
 
- 

O 
 
O 

- 
 
- 

B 
 
- 

- 
 
- 

- 
 
O 

- 
 
- 

O 
 
O 

- 
 
- 

O 
 
O 

- 
 
- 

B 
 
B 

- 
 
- 

- 
 
- 

- 
 
 

1 e &  a 2 e &  a 3 e &  a 4 e &  a 

O O O O O O O - S S - S - S S - 

1 e &  a 2 e &  a 3 e &  a 4 e &  a 

X - - X - - - X - - X - X - - - 
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4/4 TRADITIONAL RHYTHM - from Liberia 
(from Conga Joy by Bill Matthews) 

 
 
 
Djembe  - Low 
 
 

 
 
 
 
Djembe - High 
 

 
 
 
 
Djembe  - Medium 
 

 
 
 
 
 
Bass Drum 
 

 
 
 
 

1 e &  a 2 e &  a 3 e &  a 4 e &  a 

B - - O B - O - B - - O B - O - 

1 e &  a 2 e &  a 3 e &  a 4 e &  a 

S O - B B B O - - - - - - - O - 

1 e &  a 2 e &  a 3 e &  a 4 e &  a 

S - - - S - - - O - O - O O - - 

1 e &  a 2 e &  a 3 e &  a 4 e &  a 

X - - X - - X - - - X - X - - - 
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FANGA  - Liberian rhythm as taught by Babatunde Olatunji 
 
Djembe -  Medium  
 

 
 
Djembe  - Low Part 
 

 
 
Djembe - High  Part 
 

 
 
Bell 

 
 
Shaker 

 
 
Bass Drum and Bell played by one person 
Bass Drum 

 
 
Bell 

 
 

1 e &  a 2 e &  a 3 e &  a 4 e &  a 

B - - O - O O - B - B - O O - - 

1 e &  a 2 e &  a 3 e &  a 4 e &  a 

B - B B - B O O B - - B B - O O 

1 e &  a 2 e &  a 3 e &  a 4 e &  a 

S S - - O O - - O O - - O O - - 

1 e &  a 2 e &  a 3 e &  a 4 e &  a 

- - X X - - X X - - X X - - X X 

1 e &  a 2 e &  a 3 e &  a 4 e &  a 

X - X X X - X X X - X X X - X X 

1 e &  a 2 e &  a 3 e &  a 4 e &  a 

O - - - - - - - O - O - - - - - 

X X - - X X - - X X - - X X - - 
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African Vocalizations 
Many cultures do not use a notation system to learn rhythms. These cultures 

include India, Africa, and the Middle East. Vocalization methods are used to 

learn rhythms. Each tone on the drum is assigned a specific word or sound. 

 

We will learning the Gun Dun Go Do Pa Ta method as taught by Nigerian 

drummer Babatunde Oatunji. He is considered the “Father of African 

drumming in America”. Many people are familiar with him from his 

association with Grateful Dead drummer Mickey Hart. He was a member of 

Mickey’s Planet Drum, but he’s been around for years before his association 

with Mickey. He released his legendary album “Drums of Passion” in the 

late fifties and wrote a couple of songs that were hits for Santana in the late 

sixties and early seventies. Babatunde passed away recently (4/6/03). His 

influence and spirit will live on.  

 

One of the greatest times of my life was the first time that I saw Babatunde 

play. He was going to be leading a drum circle that evening, so the 

organizers had set up around twenty chairs behind Babatunde’s band so 

anyone who wanted to  play with Babatunde could (first come - first 

served). I was standing on the side of the stage when he came out. There 

were several members of his band that were leading him out. He looked 

small and frail. Once onstage he grabbed a large stick and began beating his 

drum. He was instantly transformed. He no longer looked frail. He began 

singing with one of the most powerful voices that I have ever heard. It was 

one of the most powerful and spiritual moments of my life. He was there for 

the whole weekend and I was blessed to attend a couple of workshops and 
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to see and hear him perform a couple more times. 

 

We are utilizing the same basic tones that we learned earlier. Each tone is 

assigned two vocal sounds.  

 

Bass Tone:     Gun (Goon)    &          Dun (Doon) 

 

Open Tone:    Go           &          Do (Doe) 

 

Slap Tone:      Pa            &          Ta 

 

 

This method has been taught two different ways. The first is the method that 

Babatunde teaches. He does not assign specific hands to each tone. The 

hand that feels more comfortable is the hand that is used. It doesn’t matter 

which hand is used as long as the tones are played correctly. This method 

provides more freedom when playing. Your mind is not engaged in trying to 

follow the proper hand placement. 

 

The second method is the assignment of specific hands for the tones. This 

method was conceived by Arthur Hull (with Babatunde's permission) as a 

method of notating rhythms.  

 

 

Gun (Right Hand)         Go (Right Hand)     Pa (Right Hand)   

Dun (Left Hand)            Do (Left Hand)       Ta (Left Hand) 
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This method is also useful in learning rhythms that are played with specific 

hand placements. In most cases it does not matter which hand plays a 

specific tone as long as the rhythm is played correctly. But there are certain 

rhythms that are exceptions. This is usually due to ergonomics. An example 

is the Fanga rhythm that you have already learned.  

 

B    *    *    O   *    O    O    *    B   *    B    *    O    O    *    *  

 

Play this rhythm in a fast tempo. It flows very smoothly. The left hand stays 

on the same spot throughout the whole rhythm. 

 

 Now play the rhythm with slightly different hand placement. 

 

 B    *    *    O   *    O    O    *    B   *    B    *    O    O    *    *  

 

It is much more difficult to play the rhythm in this manner. It takes too much 

time to move your right hand from the bass tone to the open tone and then 

back to the bass tone again. So to teach this rhythm correctly using the Gun 

Go Do method the teacher would probably assign specific hands to each 

vocalization. 

 

I use this method for beginners simply due to the fact they want to use their 

right hand too much. By assigning a vocalization to each hand I can then 

assign left hand lead exercises.  
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Begin by concentrating on Bass and Open tones 

1)  GUN DUN GO DO 

2)  GO DO GUN GUN 

3)  GUN GUN DO GO 

4)  DUN DUN GO DO 

5)  GUN GUN GO DO GO DUN GO  DO 

 

With Slaps 

 

 1)  GUN DUN PA TA GO DO PA TA 

2)  GUN  DUN  GO   DO   GO  DO  PA  TA 

3)  GUN  DUN  GO  DO  PA  TA  PA   TA 

4)  GO  DO  PA  GO  DO  PA  GO DO  

 

With Rests 

1)  GUN   *  PA  TA  *   GO  DO  PA 

2)  GUN  DUN  GO  DO   *   *   PA  TA 

 

Practice reciting the lessons. The faster and clearer that you can say the 

rhythms the faster you will learn the rhythms. 

 

This will hopefully be enough information to get you started. Remember to 

start slowly. You must say it right before you can play it right. Now go back 

and try this with the rhythms in the book.  
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This should be enough information to get you started on your drum circle 

adventures. Hopefully  your rhythmic journey has only begun. I want to 

thank you for giving me the opportunity to share my knowledge and  

enthusiasm with you.  

 

If you are currently playing or are looking to join or form a drum circle, I 

hope that you turn your co-drummers onto this book. Drum circles and 

rhythmic groups in general will produce so much more magic if they are in 

sync and grooving with each other. It is possible for a drum circle consisting 

of people with no rhythmic knowledge to produce magical rhythmic 

moments.  At the same time,  it has been my experience that if people are 

given the musical tools and knowledge to produce grooves and rhythms it is 

much easier to produce the rhythmic trance and capture the beauty and 

excitement of the circle. At times a guide is needed. Hopefully this has been 

your guide.  

 

Thanks again for letting me teach you. Please contact me at 

rhythmspirit@yahoo.com if you have any questions or comments.   
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Suggested Readings 
 

I have been a book addict forever and naturally I love to read books about 

drumming. This list includes books on drum circles, drumming philosophy, 

and rhythm manuals.   

 

Atkinson, Kim  - Conga Exercises 

 www.pulsewave.com 

 

Drake, Michael  - The Shamanic Drum: A Guide To Sacred Drumming 

    (currently out of print - I got my copy  used through Amazon.com ) 

 

Friedman, Robert Lawrence  - The Healing Power of the Drum 

 ISBN 0-941677-87-7 

 

Flatishler, Reinhard  - The Forgotten Power of Rhythm 

ISBN - 0-940795-07-8 

 

Hart, Mickey  - Drumming at the Edge of Magic 

ISBN 0-06-250372-3 

 

Hawkins, Holly Blue  - The Heart of the Rhythm: A Guide to Drumming 

ISBN: 1580910254 

 

Hull, Arthur  - Drum Circle Spirit: Games, Exercises and Facilitation 
 
ISBN 0 - 8069-2657-0 
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Korup, Daveed  - Tao Te Drum: Eastern Drumming for the Western 

Drummer 

www.drumfest.com 

  

Matthews, Bill  - Great series of books including Conga Joy, and Drum Talk 

 www.congajoy.com 

 

Olatunji, Babatunde  - The Beat of My Drum: An Autobiography 

ISBN 1-59213-353-3 

 

 Redmond, Layne  - When the Women Were Drummers 

ISBN: 0609801287 

 

Stevens, Christine  - The Art and Heart of Drum Circles 

ISBN: 0634050664 

 

Telesco, Patricia  and Don Two Eagles Waterhawk - Sacred Beat: From the  

Heart of the Drum Circle 

ISBN 1-59003-030-3 

 

Velez, Maria Teresa - Drumming For The Gods: The Life and Times of 

Felipe Garcia Villamil 

ISBN 1-56639-731-6 
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About the Author 

Dennis Maberry is a percussion workshop facilitator focusing on teaching people how to 

have fun and feel comfortable playing in drum circles. 

 

Dennis is the instructor of the World Percussion class at University of Illinois  and 

facilitates drum circles for the University. He also teaches classes and conducts 

workshops for the Lincoln Land Community College Adult Education Program. 

 

He has conducted children's workshops for schools, libraries, and after school programs. 

He has extensive experience working with special needs populations, and has worked 

with several social service organizations including the Special Olympics. Dennis’ new 

program titled “ Everyone’s Drumming: Implementing a Percussion Based Rhythm 

Program for the Special Needs Population” debuted  at the Illinois Association for Rehab 

Facilities’ 2004 Annual Conference and was a hit. 

 

His  program titled, "Rhythm is Life" Empowerment Drumming and Recreational Music 

Making for Businesses, Health Care organizations, and Corporations  utilizes the Health 

Rhythms�  protocol. Dennis received his Health Rhythms facilitator training directly 

from founders Dr. Bittman and Christine Stevens. This intensive training covered such 

topics as the biology and health benefits of group drumming, facilitation techniques in a 

variety of group settings, working with special populations, guided imagery, and wellness 

exercises.  

 

Dennis released his first cd of original music in 2000. Titled 'A Rhythmic Awareness of 

the Strange' the cd documents Dennis' introduction to world percussion instruments and 

the electronic tricks of the studio. Also in the plans are recording drums for one of 

Springfield, Illinois top singer/songwriters Tom Irwin. Dennis will begin work on his 

next percussion based cd in the summer of 2005. 

 

For more information, go to www.geocitites.com/rhythmspirit 



82 

Drum Circle Grooves ····  Dennis Maberry 

 

 

�������������	�
�	���������������	�
�	���������������	�
�	���������������	�
�	��

���
���������
�����
���������
�����
���������
�����
���������
��� ���

��������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������

��������
�
������������
�
������������
�
������������
�
���� �

������������������������� ���
 

 

 

 

 

fl beneficial health benefits including a healthier immune system and lo 


