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1
Developing an odd inner pulse
Playing odd meters can be disconcerting to a player with no experience in
this field. The conditioning to play in 4 or in 3 is so strong that the body, the
phrases that are formed in our musical imagination all have a tendency to pull
the player away from the odd meter into an even one.
Of course a meter in 3 is odd as well, yet the big difference is that it is a
simple triple meter, meaning that there is still a single regular pulse
underneath the subdivision in 3.

The main concerns are with playing in 5 - where the underlying irregular
pulse is a 3 + 2 or sometimes a 2 + 3,

and playing in 7 - mostly played as 2 + 2 + 3, although a different division can
be used of course.
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The odd meter of 9 is often a simple meter in 3 with a 3 subdivision;
compare to a 12/8 (being a 4/4 with a triplet subdivision).

9 can be different though, but then falls in the category of additive meters. In
this area all is possible, a 9 can be 5 + 4. An 11/8 can be a 12/8 minus one 8th
note. A 17/16 can be a normal 4/4 + one 16th note. Even meters can be
made up of intricate rhythmic patterns as well.

I give you some examples of the above compound meters:
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When we build a complex pattern in a very common meter like 4/4 it might
be impossible not to escape the inner regularity of the 4/4, and thus perceive
accents off the beat as anticipations or delays of those same beats.
Here something interesting (written badly to try to explain the inner
structure):

which indeed can be perceived as:

but can easily and solidly played as:

To manoeuvre through all of the above is a matter of concentration and
having the ability to shift rhythmic or metric gears easily.

The normal odd meters of 5 and 7 need to be internalised, so they actually
do not rely on concentration and the ability to shift gears; no, they need to
become an inner, underlying pulse within the player so he does not have to
think about, it and is free to improvise over the harmonic structure in a
creative and loose way.
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Exercises in 5
First of all: I advise you to work on 5 for a while, and not mix working on 5
and 7 in the same practising period for a few weeks. The most important
way to create an internal image of the 2 main odd meters (5 and 7) is to
start playing stuff that will not be in conflict with the inner irregular pulse.
I give you here an exercise in which the basic 5 pulse is clearly exposed, and
where you play variations on only the first part of the irregular pulse.
It is hyper important to not use your foot, nor a metronome for these
exercises. The goal is that by playing these exercises you will teach your
inner feel to accept the odd, irregular pulse. It is essential this inner pulse is
not forced through an outer stimulus. If anything, you can program a
sequencer or drum machine to play something like this:

I am using a standard harmonic progression with 2 chords per bar. This way
the inner ear will slowly get used to the cadence of 3 and 2:

Cmi7 F7

Bb▵ Eb▵ A O D7
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Now, we play the same harmonic sequence, with variations on the second
part of the irregular pulse. Note how halfway the exercise the first part of
the bar becomes 2 dotted quarter notes in order to fill the long pause. You
can liberally use this figure during the whole exercise if it feels comfortable.
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Once you are comfortable with this you can start combining things. For
example take the first unit from bar 7 on page 9 and use it all through the
exercise on this page.
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This would look like this:

etc.

And of course vice versa. For instance the unit from bar 4 on page 10 used
throughout the exercise on page 9. This would then look like this:

etc.

At this point you normally should start to feel comfortable with playing
(reading that is) all the above. You have been feeding your system rhythms in
5 without creating tension and/or doubt. It could be time to see if you will
be able to read 2 bars, improvise - in the same simple manner - 2 bars etc.
Extend this to 4 bars.

Note: you can play the exercise in even eights, or with a triplet, swing feel.
Whichever is most comfortable. Try both; internalise, make it feel good.
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Exercises in 7
This chapter repeats the whole procedure, but now in 7. Where 5 is an
irregular 2-beat, 7 is an irregular 3 beat. The same principle applies: feed
yourself material that is creating no inner conflict, so you give yourself the
chance to build up security in the specific odd meter.

Again, do not use your foot, nor a metronome - except perhaps to put it on
every 1st beat of the bar. If you do want to program a rhythm into your
sequencer, it could be something like this:

Once page 14 and 15 are starting to feel comfortable, start making the
combinations, as described in the chapter on playing in 5. Don’t play these
exercises too slow, you might loose the coherence of the odd meter. A nice
relaxed flow; play around with it. Playing with someone else can be very
satisfying. You could alternate bars; you could play all the first bars of each
line, you could play the exercise backwards. Anything to have fun and
become flexible in the process.
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These were the variations on the last part of the bar. Notice how these
rhythms were identical to the rhythms used on the first part of the exercises
in 5.
Now the variations on the first part of the bar, the 4:
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The Foot
The foot can be your biggest enemy. The tendency of the body to move in a
regular way is massive. Only when the inner irregular clock start being very
clear, it can make the body follow this.
Somehow it seems quite unnecessary though to have a part of your body
follow something that is so clear and stable inside. I even find this true in
normal meters as well. I do not see the need to move my foot; especially
when I am playing quarter notes as a double bassist.

There is a fantastic way though to use a regular foot to help you to solidify
the odd meters. Simply add 2 odd measures together and voila, you have an
even measure.
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Now this realisation is the key. With the given that you want to play your
foot in half notes (in a 5/4 or 7/4), the only thing you now have to do is
accept that for one bar the foot starts on the 1st beat, the “down”; and for
the next bar the foot starts on the 2nd beat, the “up”.
This takes some practising, because we all have a natural tendency to
perceive the foot as the “down” - or, once we are into the other feel, as the
“up”. To accept that the “down” and “up” feeling alternates is something to
teach your inner system.

Here some exercises, first starting with the foot on the off-beat (more easy):
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And then with the foot on the downbeat:

The beautiful thing is that once you are comfortable with these exercises,
you will be able to play the exercises from chapter 2 and 3 with a regular
foot in half notes without any problem. It is as if you superimposed the inner
odd pulse over a natural and solid foot movement. All you had to do is to
dissociate these processes for a little while, to realise that in fact they fit
together like a jockey and a horse.

To repeat the process in 7 we take a totally different route. We start by
playing in 4/4 teaching ourself to hear bar 3 and 4 as anticipated accents
against the pulse. Afterwards we omit one pulse, and voila you’re playing 14/4
with a regular foot, which equals to 7/4 with the foot starting on the “down”
and on the “up” alternatively.
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I am not saying it is necessary to have a regular foot over 2 odd bars. It can
be of great help though to first of all teach your system to be flexible and not
be a slave of your body movements. Secondly the process of going through
all the above motions will help you to become strong from different points of
departure in the understanding, and feeling of the odd meter in question. All
we want is to be free again - free as we are in even meters. I observe players
with feet moving with the irregular pulse, I observe players with regular
tapping of the feet, I observe players with non-moving feet. What counts is
the inner security and stability - whether this is supported by a physical
movement or not. Enjoy the process - don’t force; you will get there in due
time.
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In Practice
There is a axiom: “you learn to play by playing”. And despite all the above,
there is real truth in that. Just throw yourself into the playing situation; try to
survive. In this process you have the complete experience, and learn within
that. The effort lies in the balance you will have to find within yourself
between the counting control and the blind trust in your intuition. This will
be a sliding reality, depending on the drummer, on the looseness of the
context, the comping around you. Sometimes it is necessary to take matters
in the hand: control, count, play simple stuff; yet it is so good as well to dive in
with the hope your intuition will make you stay afloat. In the dealing with
these tensions you learn.

Yet, be prepared. Practice the above; play along with records; record some
grooves into your sequencer and program some silent bars in that; extend
these - perhaps just a bass drum on the 1st beat. There are so many
possibilities to sharpen your odd tools. Have fun with it.
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