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-
R&B Brush Grooves

“Sweepin’ Up”

Brushes—traditionally made out of wire strands attached to wood handles—have been around since
the earliest days of jazz. (One theory goes that the first brushes were converted out of fly swatters.)

Initially, drummers used them as substitutes for sticks when they needed to keep the volume down.
However, when Count Basie's drummer, “Papa” Jo Jones, first introduced the “sweep” stroke in the

late '30s, brush playing became an art form unto itself.

Papa Jo perfected his style by imitating the many dancers he’d worked with early in his career
(among them the legendary Bill “Bojangles” Robinson). The sweep stroke evolved from watching
“sand dancers,” street performers who would sprinkle sand on the ground or in a box, then drag
their feet lightly over the grains to get a hissing effect.

As swing developed into R&B, drummers continued to make strong use of the brushes. This was
often done out of necessity. Studio technology wasn’t equipped to handle explosive sounds like
cymbal crashes, and P.A. systems did not yet include monitors (they wouldn’t show up until the
'60s). Simply put, it would not take much effort for the drummer to drown out the entire band.

This is not to say that R&B drummers didn’t groove hard when holding a pair of brushes. In fact,
the two highest charting R&B songs of all time—"The Honeydripper” by Joe Liggins and “Choo Choo
Ch’Boogie” by Louis Jordan—are both brush tunes! Not exactly what you'd expect from the music
that is celebrated as the precursor to rock 'n’ roll.

Here is a typical brush groove that was popular in both the swing and early R&B eras. Notice that
the left hand is not playing a sweep stroke.
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Now, here’s the same groove with the sweep added.
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