
How To Write Drum Charts Quickly
A Guide By My Drum Lessons Tutor Matt Dean

This article looks at how to write drum charts quickly. I’m often asked how I prepare myself for a 
recording session or gig when you have to learn a whole set in less than a week. Where possible I 
will immerse myself in the music for a longer period of time until I know every note, every fill and 
every time signature change like the back of my hand.

But often this is just not possible with short deadlines and other work commitments. And so the 
easiest answer is to grab the manuscript pad and write things down.
However, the act of transcribing a drum part can itself be very time consuming and therefore actually 
take away time that you could have been practising the parts at the kit. So here are some tips to help 
you write the drum charts quickly.
Firstly, minimise the information that you need. Sometimes I know a track well enough once it’s 
started but I may not feel confident that I will remember the tempo and the initial groove when we 
reach that song in the set. In this case I might simply write the song title, tempo, and first bar of 
groove. That will get me started and then the rest of the song will just flow out from my memory. I 
HOPE!

From this point I will see what else is needed. There might be a specific ending; so write that down. 
There might be a few tricky bars in the middle 8; so write that down. But if the rest of the song is easy 
to remember, leave the page blank for those parts so you can focus on playing the song and not 
staring at all the dots on the page.
Sometimes however, you just won’t know the song at all, and will need cues throughout. Here are two 
examples of charts that I have written in the past. Frank Sinatra 'Come Fly With Me' and 'How To 
Write Drum Charts Quickly'

The first one is ‘Come fly with me’ by Frank Sinatra. Straight away you will see the title and the 
symbol which tells us that this song is swung. We are then given a groove for three bars and then a 
stop. After this you will find that the groove is only given again when it changes or at the beginning of 
a new section. Otherwise we just have repeats and rhythm slashes to tell us how many bars to keep 
grooving. This avoids unnecessary ink on the page, and thus less information to process.

Another aspect of this song is the ensemble stabs that we see written above some of the bars, such 
as bar 18. This tells us that the whole band are hitting those notes so we might also want to 
emphasise this. It doesn’t tell us what to play it on, so as drummers we have a musical choice to 
make here. As you gain more experience, you will feel it in the music whether you should play a huge 
accent or a subtle touch on these notes. You can also look for dynamic markings in these situations, 
or whether the note is long (maybe play a cymbal), or short (maybe play a staccato snare).
And so other than these repeats and ensemble stabs, the only other information is actual stops in the 
music such as bar 25 or the end of the piece. This type of chart is very easy to read. It is not cluttered 
but does give us all the necessary information so we could sit down and play this song correctly 
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without a practice.

The second example is a very basic, hand written chart from a recording session I did at my drum 
studio. Having heard the song a couple of times, I want to get on the drums to find the right sounds, 
experiment with fills and grooves, etc, and don’t want to spend hours learning the track.
So here I scribble out the most simple chart I can. This one starts with a two bar rest for me, then I 
play six bars of 16th note hats and a four on the floor bass drum pattern. This information is 
conveyed with two bars on the page. I also jot down that on the final bar of that intro I should do a fill. 
No need to write a fill out as I don’t know what I will play yet and I’d rather just feel it.
We then have the main groove of the song. I only write this out once in the whole track as the same 
type of groove is used for every section, as requested by the client. I will most likely adapt it to 
differentiate between the sections, and create lifts in the music, but I won’t detail this in the drum 
chart. Remember that I want to write drum charts quickly so it is important to minimise the information 
written.
The next stage is to reveal the structure of the track. The main groove here plays for 8 bars; as 
shown with ‘X8′. We then have V1 – Verse 1. I know it’s the same groove so I simply write ‘X16′. I 
now know that I should play that groove for 16 bars, but within that I might add extra bass drums, a 
fill, or whatever else I think the music needs. This doesn’t need to be written though.
We then hit the chorus which is just 8 more bars of that groove. Possibly I will play this at a higher 
intensity but, again, I don’t need to write that down for myself.
After the chorus there are four bars with accents on beat ’1′ and ’4&’. These are therefore written out 
and between them I want to do a fill so I simply write ‘FILL’ and then I’ll improvise something.

We then have another identical verse and chorus so just the number of bars are written again. The 
next section is a guitar solo or ‘Git Solo’. Here I will play the same beat but on the ride with the bell 
being accented on the off-beats. To keep it simple you will notice on the chart that I have just written, 
‘Ride off beat bell X8′. I know exactly what that means and it won’t take me long to process that when 
I read it.
We then have a double chorus which simply says, ‘X16′ and then another groove like the intro for four 
bars, the last one having a stab to end the track. So here we can just write the groove with ‘X3′ and 
then the last bar simply write in the final stab, just including rhythm slashes for the remainder of the 
bar which is the same as the previous three bars.
This sort hand type approach is crucial to getting the job done quickly. Only including necessary 
information also allows you to ply the drums more freely rather than being mentally tied to an intricate 
drum chart.
The only way to get good at this process is to do it, and certainly the way I learnt to write drum charts 
was by sitting down with a pen and manuscript pad, and working through the music. So as an 
exercise, try picking a track that you don’t really know, and see how well you can capture all the 
necessary information on some paper. Then try playing through the track and see if you can 
understand what you have written. This type of exercise will really help you next time you need to 
learn a set for a gig that’s happening tomorrow, or when you’re in the studio with a song to play that 
you’ve never heard before.
I hope this article helps you to write drum charts quickly and efficiently.
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