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Some drummers make it big straight away.
ride the wave and then disappear as quickly as
they appeared. Other drummers make it big by
establishing themselves in a variety of ways and
stay in the game for a very long time, making an
actual life and career out of playing drums. Brendan
Buckley defines the latter category.

From my first time meeting Brendan (via Kelly King
bringing him to my attention in Drumhead six years
ago), to recently catching him with Tegan and Sara,

Brendan has been consistently working—playing on
a vast array of recordings and touring with a variety
of artists the world over. It may seem simple-hang
out around town and keep practicing—but there's
a lot more to it, as you will see. Sure he can lay it
down- from Latin to pop and everything in between—
but above and beyond all that, he's one of the nicest
guys you'll ever meet, forever striving to improve,
and always has the artist’s back. Rest assured he'll
be working for a very long time.

JM: What's happening, or not
happening, in Shakira’s camp that's
giving you the time to do this tour with
Tegan and Sara?

BB: Well, Shakira-that's been a great gig
for me. | started in 1998, did a lot of records
and tours with her, and that used be the
gig that just used to wouldn't quit. They
would call you up, “Hey, are you free next
week for one Shikira show?’ “Sure.” And
then two years later it's still going [laughs].
She used to be a workaholic, more than
anyone else | knew; she wanted to do
every country, every TV show, everything.
I think her life changed a bit since getting

married and having two children. She did
one or two seasons on “The Voice” as a
judge, which kind of mellowed her out from
being constantly on tour, or constantly in
the studio-which obviously affected the
amount of work | do with her, which is only
natural.

I've always managed to freelance in
between her gigs. | used to live in Miami
before | moved to L.A. and always made
sure to stay in touch with all my friends;
always doing tours or albums in between
her record cycles. She kind of moves in
cycles—-makes an album, releases it, does
the promo, then does a concert tour and

then either takes some time off or goes
back in to make another record. You can
always count on it being a cycle. | am very
grateful | got to do that gig forever, but the
last real tour we did was 2011. Ever since
then it's been every now and then a one-
off. Her manager calls up, “Hey, | have one
show here, | have one show there. Can
we put the band together for this this one
concert?" I've done five other tours since
her last one, with different artists. That's
what happens. They always call me up and
keep me up to date, but it's just her amount
of work has decreased 90 percent.
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From there, | see how it feels, “Ah,
that’s really cool,” “That’s an interesting
drum fill, | would have never had done
that but that actually works really well.”
Or, “That bass drum pattern does not
work well with that bass line, I'm going
to bring that up during rehearsals, |
think it's kind of clashing,” or whatever.
| make my little notes, but that doesn't
mean I'm going to play it like that in a
month; that's just how | start learning a
song. But then | start thinking things that
could be done differently: What if we do
this on the chorus instead? What if we
change it and make it more like this? |
come up with options, then when we get
to rehearsals, obviously the artist has
input, the music director has input, and
we just start throwing things around-
maybe this song would work better
with 16th notes on a hi-hat to give it
some subdivision... or maybe we should
simplify that bass-drum pattern, it’s just
way too boomy. Usually everyone has

| learned a lot by getting gigs, being on

and two drum parts anc z percussion part
and wrote a song on top. The song is great
but the rhythm track is 2 disaster.

JM: It's amazing how often that
happens. When people don't zero in
on how important or how a rhythm
track can make or break something.
BB: Yeah, so | think, “Well, | love the
melody, | love the chords, but man, that
bass line and drum part just don't make
any sense with that song.”

JM: And what do you do?
BB: I'll very subconsciously start changing
things so no one notices. | have a couple
good bass-player friends of mine and we
kind look at each other and wink, “We're
going to take out that part and see if they
notice.” You can massage the songs into
being a little more realistic.

| can imagine back in the ‘70s when
everyone tracked with live rhythm sections,
that wouldn’t happen so much because it's

the road and saying to myself,

and paste—but they don’t know how a
drummer thinks; they don’t know how
a bass player or rhythm section puts
things together.

BB: Yeah, so to bring it back to what you
asked, the producer on this new Tegan
and Sara record is Greg Kirsten, he's a
really great producer. | love everything he
does, all his other projects; and his drum
programming is really cool-it’s actually fun
to learn those parts and we sampled all the
little sounds from the record. I'm triggering
them all around the kit, when | think it's
appropriate. This really cool 'boom’ sound
on the bridge or this signature clap sound
that happens on beat FOUR; it's fun for me
because it's a sonic pallet that | think works
well and adds to the drum part. Sometimes
| like learning the songs verbatim, and
sometimes | like it when an artist says, “Do
what you do.”

JM: Which is?

*Mental note, remember that for the futurel®

ideas and we come up with some new
version that relates to the old one but
could be considered the live version.

Every artist is different. Sometimes |
work with artists who basically want to hear
their record performed to them live; exactly
like the record. Other people have been
listening to their record in the studio for
eight months and they don't want to hear
their record anymore, they want to hear
musicians interpret their songs: “I can't
stand that version anymore, let's bring
some life into this.” | think you have to have
the flexibility to go both ways.

JM: Do you have a preference?

BB: My preference is to not playing illogical
drum parts. There are a |ot of times when a
song feels like it was created through drag
and drop methods—they pulled a bass line

uncomfortable to play a bass line and drum
part along with an acoustic guitar part and
a vocal when none of them line up.

JM: Under those circumstances,
everyone would know it wasn't
happening.

BB: Yeah. “This feels terrible, why?” When
you're making music with a mouse, you
don’t notice as much.

JM: It can definitely keep you
removed, so to speak. Also, you
have people, in my opinion, making
music with mice, that don't know each
individual instrument well enough.
They might know how to program
something or they might know how
to drag and drop, like you said—-copy

BB: | just play pop music like John Bonham
would. That's my go-to! And it's amazing
how you can sneak that in a lot.

Plugged In

JM: You mentioned before the new
record is all electronics and it's
programmed. You have a hybrid kit
of acoustic and electric... what made
you decide what to bring with regard
to the electronics?

BB: The electronic side of drumming is on
a gig-to-gig basis. | never want to bring
more than is necessary, because with
everything you add, there comes another
complication. But | always want to provide
enough for the artist or the music director

053‘@




STAVIPEDE




to be happy. This was a project, where
specifically, right off the bat, they said
they wanted to experiment with a lot of
electronics: “There are a lot of songs
where we want all the kicks and snares
from the record.”

JM: Do you say, “Okay” and know
exactly where to start, or say
“Okay” and then pick up the phone
and call someone to help get you
up to speed?

BB: No, I've been doing that for years.
I've been using them on gigs since the
beginning.

When | was in high school, | was
taking drum lessons from Tommy
Igoe. Aside from learning the Buddy
Rich Big Band charts and learning
marching snare drum parts, he would
also bring in his Drum Kat and show
me how it worked. He was the first
guy that encouraged me to buy a
TD-7 drum set, and a Boss DR550
Doctor Rhythm drum machine. We
programmed beats and played along
with them. Tommy had the foresight
to say, “You're probably going to need
to know this stuff down the line. As
much as you need to know a buzz roll,
you're going to need to do this too.” |
also had the curiosity for it too. | don't
stay on the forefront of everything, but
| like to know about everything and
use things to taste. If we need acoustic
drum triggers, I'll use those, and if we
need separate pads off to the sides, I'l
use those. I'mfine if it's a full electronic
setup too; I've used every combination.

Also, sometimes they ask the
drummer to play along with tracks or
to even run the tracks, so you have
to know how to work with sequencers
also. | feel like its been a part of my
gig, and I've always likened it to a
really great professional keyboardist...
they have their Hammond B3, their
Wurlitzer, their Moog synthesizer or
their Profit; and then they have an
acoustic piano.

JM: | agree; you have to cover a
bit of everything.

BB: For a drummer to say he's only
going to play an acoustic 4-piece
drum set is like a piano playing saying
he'll only play a Steinway. The gig
is a dance-funk thing and they say,
“Well, I'm going to bring my grand
piano.” Most keyboardists | know

have everything under control when it
comes to different types of keyboards;
they move their hands around and
switch to taste: “This is a song that
could Clavinet, this is a song that
could use Rhodes,” and that's the way
| look at drums. And, | would throw a
third thing in there—percussion. So, it's
acoustic drum set, electric drum set
and percussion. A drummer should be
able to add percussion elements into
his setup too. Whether it’s just a surdo
or diembe or a full-on salsa rhythm
section...he should know enough to
add and take away those elements.
Sometimes just playing a maraca
or a shaker in your right hand while
playing the kit is enough to combine
the two. | feel like I've always had
that combination, that hybrid thing
going on before it was a term—"hybrid
drumming.’

Dead Or Live

JM: | noticed the other day when
checking out your kit, how dead
the tuning is for this gig, as
opposed to what you're probably
used to playing with Shakira—Latin
funk and pop—which is brighter and
much more tonal. The difference in
feel and comfort aside, is there
a reason why you've gone with
this type of tuning and if you're
reasoning is to make it sound
more like it's electronic, why not
just go with an all electronic kit?
BB: Well, it was actually already
considered that we might do all
electronics. | added in the acoustic
elements one by one, with the help
of the musical director saying, “You
know, this song might be cool if you
go to an acoustic kick on the chorus,”
or “this one might be cool if we do real
tom fills."

For me, the first thing that gets
added is the cymbals; people notice
a real hi-hat and real crashes usually
sound better live—you get more
nuances out of them. We started
adding elements back in, but | wanted
it to match where we were going with
this, as far as the electro-dance-pop
sound. So | tuned the drums where
they would work in that environment,
which is a controlled, chunky snare,
same with the toms and the kick. It's
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more trying to get sounds that | think
would be appropriate to the music.
| listened to their previous records,
plus they gave me the drum stems
from their album so | could listen to
the drum tracks exactly-the tuning
of the snare, the toms, and | know,
“l can either sample those or | can
get those live." So, if they want to
go back and forth—electronic on the
verse, real drums on the chorus—
no one's going to turn around and
say, “What happened?” It's going to
blend seamlessly. It wasn't like | was
trying to make the sounds ‘dead,’ as
in lifeless; | just wanted to go for a
sound that | thought fit their music.

JM: The few times that I've done a
mixture of electric and acoustic, the
only problem that | used to have
was how it would come back to me
through a monitor. The electronics
were these tiny sounds, so it didn’t
feel or sound the same when
mixed in. Only when | was on a
gig where the monitor engineer
knew what | needed and it was
balanced and adjusted well, and
not just a quick in-and-out where
they didn’t know what was going
on, was it much better for me.
Do you have any type of control
of what's coming back and how it
feels and sounds for you or are
you leaving it all to the engineer?
BB: This is a really good point,
because this is something | had dealt
with. | played a lot of electronics over
the years with Shakira too and it's one
of the things | noticed, the same thing
you said. There would be some songs
where | was playing an electric kick
and an acoustic snare, which really
throws the groove around on stage if
people aren't feeling it balanced. So,
on the drum riser we put a big woofer
and a wedge behind me and without
my in-ears in, just acoustically, | would
go back and forth so everything was
the right volume. If | had an acoustic
and electric kick, | go back and forth
playing double bass so they were the
same velocity and power, and | do the
real snare and the e-snare—playing
buzz rolls or doubles back and forth so
they felt like that were the exact same
volume. Then go around the kit. That
way, even without the in-ears, just on
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stage, the air moving from the vicinity of
the drum riser felt the same.

JM: For you and everyone, which is
just as important.

BB: Yeah, for the guitarist in front of me, for
the keyboardist to the left of me...so when
| move around the kit, it doesn't feel like,
“What happened? Where'd everything go?
Where'd the groove go?” I've been talking
to the monitor engineer in Tegan and Sara
about doing the same thing-we're trying to
keep everything low volume on stage, but
still balanced. | said, “When you don't just
rely on the in-ears, you have to rely on a bit
of either side fills or sub and a wedge on
the drum riser to project some of the power
that your acoustic drums will naturally give
you.” That's the only way it's going to feel
good, or else you're just kind of tapping
along to headphones and...

JM: Hoping. ..
BB: Yeah [laughs]. And, | don't think people

Drums
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enjoy it the same way, at least noton stage...
QOut front it might sound glorious, but on
stage it might feel a little off, unbalanced.

At Your Service

JM: You obviously have the gear end
of things covered, but what else does
Brendan Buckley bring to the table to
Tegan and Sara when they hire you?
BB: That's something | ask myself all the
time because you know, | live in a town-
Los Angeles—that's filled with fantastic
drummers that | admire. So | always
think exactly that: What do | bring to the
table? | don't know. Maybe I'm too humble
or self-effacing to answer this question
correctly, but | would say, the things | try
to achieve and to shoot for are to: be a
good worker, be professional and get the
job done well. | don't ever claim to be the
greatest drummer to hit the planet, but |

i
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always think if | can go from job to job to
job and | always do a good job: a job well
done type thing. That's my goal and | think
that is the thing that people appreciate. It's
not just showing up on time...

JM: No, there are many elements.
BB: All the elements involved in that:
knowing the songs, doing the research,
putting the work in, having the right
attitude, the right temperament and
executing the live shows well. You try
to go for a perfect show every night,
but also need to know what to do when
things aren’'t going right. and not freak
out, and not allow the artist to freak
out—everything's going to be aright.
Sometimes, the drummer’s kindW of like
a therapist on stage.

JM: And off stage [laughs].

BB: [Laughs] And off stage. That empathy
with artisis is a2 very intangible thing that
I've learned over the years; having a
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connection with every artist you work
with so they feel stress-free and able to
perform the way they want to perform.
A lot of those types of things I've worked
on over the years, along with playing
to a click and learning how to tune your
drums. All that other stuff: invisible
communication amongst all the other
people in the organization. If you do
big tours, there are a hundred people
sometimes on tour with you and having
that connection with everyone from the
drum tech to the monitor engineer to the
production manager is important. It's all
a big team, we're all trying to accomplish
the same thing, and | approach that
whether it's a quartet or one hundred thirty
people on tour.

JM: When you first showed up to
do the gig, were you completely on
point, were there things you had
to change around and modify by
your own doing and fruition, or did
somebody ask you to do something?
BB: | like to think that | was on point for
almost everything, but mainly because |
had a couple of really good conversations
_with the manager and the musical director
before | showed up.

JM: Care t6 elaborate?

BB: | asked, “How are we going to
approach these two weeks?” “How would
you like me to show up on day one?" |
designed the kit before anyone showed
up, because | knew they were going to
ask me to give them options: “Lets try that
just on the electronics,” “Lets try that just
on the acoustics,” | knew they were going
to ask for that. And they were going to
ask for a plethora of sounds—sounds that
were on the record, plus other sounds,
“Can you give me some [Roland] 808s
and some 909s and see what that sounds
like." | was ready for that.

And also, talking about the business
ahead of time with the manager, so | knew
what to expect—all the details involved
with how to do the gig were laid out on
the table before | said yes; rehearsals
were very smooth because of that, and
nothing really threw me for a curve. My
past experience with other pop acts and
the conversations | had with everyone
had me prepared for day one, so it was
just a matter of rehearsing and putting it
together.

JM: You mentioned that this first run
is a promo tour. My experience of
promo tours is: different city every
day, different kit every night. If that’s
the case here, what are you bringing
from qgig to gig?

BB: Just the electronics and the pads
go with me; renting backline in every
city. So | also had to have that in mind:
How do | come up with a drum set that is
unique enough for their gig, but generic
enough where we can get one in every
city? That's another thing people have
to keep in mind when you’re dealing with
the production side of things—how difficult
it is to put together a show in Toronto one
night and Singapore one night later. You
have to help them, “This is how we're
doing it. I'm going to travel with justa USB
key, my sticks and a passport, and we can
do this show...” and production managers
really appreciate that you're taking it all
into account. “Next week we're doing
two shows in one night, in two different
locations... how are we going to pull that
off?” | say, “Easy,” and explain how we're
going to do it.

JM: Have electronics, will travel.
BB: [Laughs] Exactly! It's all thestuff that
they don’t teach you in music school.

JM: Foreseeing the problems that
could arise and being a head of the
game.

BB: You can think: to be a good drummer
you have to learn how to play the drums,
but the next level is you have to learn to
put on shows. You have to help out in
every aspect of putting on a show, and
that's a bit of the production side too.

JM: That's what the YouTube
generation doesn’t get... anyone can
sit in their room and play double-bass
at 300 beats per minute and post a
video and get a zillion hits, but can
that person actually record a drum
track in the studio, or can that person
drive a band in front of 100 or 10,000
people? Can that person save a band
when there’s a train wreck on stage?
All of the elements and aspects that
go into being a professional and all
of the things that you're talking about
that you do very well.

BB: It's very on-the-job training.

JM: Your first time in the deep end,
you sink of swim.

BB: | learned a lot by getting gigs, being
on the road and saying to myself, “Mental
note, remember that for the future!”
“Don't do that,” or “Make sure | do that
more...” That's the experience that | try
to share with other people and a lot of my
professional drummer friends all have that
same knowledge base. We share those
kinds of stories, like what do you do when
you're in New Deli and you don’t make
your connection? [Laughs] What do you

do? These things that are part of your gig.

JM: | know, those things really do
happen.

BB: Yeah, exactly—all that behind-the-
scenes stuff that no one knows about.

JM: But it keeps it fun and interesting;
| love those situations. There's
nothing better than a smooth gig
where everyone’s on top of the world,
but when shit goes down and you
save the day or you get somebody
through it, and an artist turns around
and knows that they're comfortable
in front of you, that they can rely on
you for playing and for saving; that’s
a great feeling.

BB: People ask me if | prefer doing
a gig that's note-for-note rehearsed or
completely improvised. They’re two totally
different things. The one where you get
together with a group and you rehearse
for a month and you work out everything—
the tempos, the lengths, even the fills,
that's fun in its own way because your
job is to execute. It's like doing a really
great recording session for two hours
straight every night and you're thinking
how you can perform this take without
messing up? | appreciate that. But then
the improvisatory thing is great too. I've
done tours where they don’t want to hear
it the same way every time... “Just watch
me!” “Follow me!” That's fun, because
you're flying by the seat of your pants and
you're relying on your musicality.

JM: Which is also execution.
BB: Yep, true. | think what we were
talking about before is also when you're
in a recording session, or on tour, or doing
anything, and things go haywire, it’s a bit
of improv too. For example, what do you
do when you get to the venue and ‘this’
happens? You're improv'ing in a different
way. The show will still go on, let’s just do
it this way instead; touring can be like that.
Sometimes people ask me what's
the most embarrassing experience on
stage, or what's the worst things that
ever happened and | can'’t think of many
because even the worst things are funny
to me. They make it more memorable
for me and | enjoy it more because
| have that heightened improvisatory
look at it. “Okay, shit just hit the fan, so
what are we going to do about it?” And
everyone really digs down deep and
really pulls through. Those become even
more exciting me to me than the other 80
shows that were identical. It's the one
where things went wrong that are really
exciting and fun for me. 5
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