
	

Lesson: TUNING & EQUIPMENT 
Teacher: Gregory Hutchinson 
	
- You know, this is the thing that's the hardest about drums, and what guys often ask about. And, 
I'll just give you my take on how I go about tuning, the equipment that I like to use, and therefore. 
And, you know, as I always say, everything that we tell you, that anyone tells you, you have to 
also go out and investigate for yourself to get your sound. The object is not to sound like me. The 
object is to come up with your own ideas on the drum, the same way I did. And, like I said, there's 
only but so many ways to get a sound, so either it's a good sound or it's a bad sound.  
 
-Let's just first start with the choice of heads. For my jazz drum set, which is a 14 x 18, 8 x 12, a 
14 x 14, 5-1/2 x 14 snare drum... I like coated heads, and I endorse Remo, so I like Remo coated 
heads of course. Coated Ambassadors, coated Vintage heads. I prefer, actually on these I don't 
have the coatings on the bottom, but usually I like coated top and bottom on all the drums. The 
bass drum, same thing, coated, or Vintage heads on the front and the back. Snare drum, coated 
on top, of course clear thin on the bottom, and those are my preference of heads for Jazz drums. 
If I was playing some other form of music, maybe I might choose something different. Maybe I 
might go with a plastic, not coated head, Pinstripe or something like that, but for these drums this 
is what I prefer. It gives me the sound that I want to get, and it's easier to tune the drums, which 
we'll talk about in a minute also.  
 
-Now, you have the heads on your drums, choice of sticks... These are the Greg Hutchenson 
model sticks, a great stick, because I love the fact that the bead is an oval bead, but it's 
elongated, so teardrop, and it's got a nice weight to it, and you can use it for many different 
things, and the wood tip, I use wood tips, for me, I don't prefer nylon, that's just my preference. I 
like wood tip sound on the cymbal. There's just something about that feel that I like, so sticks, 
maple or hickory, all good.  
 
-I think sometimes we get so caught up in equipment, that we forget that... Listen, you could have 
the best equipment, but really, it's right here. So, this is what really matters, but you still have to 
have a good instrument though. So, that's my take on my sticks, wood tips, shew. The tuning, I 
wanna do last because this next thing will take a second here to talk about.  
 
-Cymbals, choice of cymbals, wow. I've heard some really great cymbals, and then I've heard 
some really bad cymbals. To me, like a really good cymbal is a cymbal that you can use in 
different situations. If you have a cymbal, and this is my personal choice, if you have a cymbal 
that sounds like And you trying to talk about I think it's a little harsh to play. I think the band will 
want to kill you after a while, but there's no sound there. You want a cymbal that has a sound, 
some overtones, you know, these are the Paiste Dark Masters which I helped create, and I 
always had a particular sound in mind, and we're still creating, but this is kind of what I came up 
with, you know. So you see, I can do anything with them, and they respond, 15s, 22, 20, Dark 
Crash Ride, Dark Ride, Dark Hi-Hats, that's the series that we did. So, you know, I think you can 
go with, you know sometimes I use a Flat ride. I like a Flat Ride also. You have to find the 
cymbals that compliment best the musical situation that you're in. if I was playing some Pop, or 
some other styles of music, maybe I'd choose some different cymbals. They still might be the 
Dark series, but maybe the Ride cymbal's a little different, the Hi-Hats might be 14s, you know it 
depends on what the music is, but for Jazz drumming these are the sizes I like. Sometimes I 
often go with two 20s. If I'm trying to get my cymbals on the plane, lot easier than a 22, but I like 
this. This is a new thing that we're developing, so I like the sound of it. I like the over tone that you 
get. Man, when you have the right cymbals it feels like you're floating. It feels like that whatever 
you play, when you crash that cymbal, it gives you a response, and see if I had this Everything I 
just played would sound like that, so remember, choose your cymbals wisely. There are many 
different brands out there. Fortunately for you guys, cymbal companies nowadays they, the ones 



	

that cater to Jazz cymbals, make good cymbals. You know, like I said, sometimes it's very hard 
and you have to find the old cymbals to get a good sound, but there... You know, Paiste is making 
great cymbals now So, I would say come on aboard and check these out. To play this instrument, 
like I said, you have to have all of the gear taken care of. So, we talked about the cymbals, and 
we've talked about the heads, and the sizes of the drums.  
 
-These Jazz drum sizes are important, of course you know. I think, I have this philosophy on 
cymbal stands, also, and hardware. This is flat based hardware. This is kind of reminiscent of 
what the guys had back in the 50s. To me I think it helps and adds to the sound of the drums and 
the cymbals because it's lighter hardware, not like today's hardware, so heavy, which bogs the 
drums down. It doesn't let the wood resonate as much. The same thing with the cymbals, heavy 
stands, uh... and you have to carry this stuff, so, you know. I'm still old school, I still like to take 
my drums when I can, so I would prefer to be dealing with these light weight stands. Each 
company makes them now, so you can find them. Like I said, they help with the sound.  
 
-Now, tuning... Here's where it gets interesting because there are so many different concepts of 
tuning on the drums. What I think is best is, you start from a place of listening to your favorite 
drummer and trying to figure out how to emulate that sound. Then, you break down the drum set 
one by one.  
 
-So the snare drum, okay, so if I'm tuning the snare drum, I'll tune the bottom head pretty firmly 
tight, a little tighter. I like my snare head to be pretty tight right. Then I'll tune the top lugs, say if 
we're looking at the drum and this is 12 and this is six here, I'll tune 12 then six, then I'll just keep 
going the lug and then the lug that's quite opposite of it, and tune around the drum that way, each 
one about three times, to get it firm and tight. Then, I'll put my hand in the middle and I'll tune 
each lug, and I'll test for the tone and pitch to see if they're relatively close, and try to get them 
close. Then, once you do that, the drum should be in tune with itself, the heads, you know, and 
then I'll let it go, and I'll search for where I like to feel, some guys like their heads tight on the 
snare, some guys like it loose. I'll just search for what feels good to me. I like where it's at now. 
The heads will settle as you go on, so, depending on what you're using also. If you were using 
calf heads, which is something I didn't talk about, calf heads really settle, and when the weather 
changes, it's a little difficult to deal with. That's why we switched to these plastic heads here. 
Basically the same concept for all the drums I tune the same way.  
 
-The bottom head, I'll tune a little tighter. Maybe on the Tom, 12 inch Tom, let's say three turns on 
each lug on the bottom, two turns on the top. Now, if you tune the bottom head too tight on the 
Toms what happens is you choke the drum, so you end up like that, and you don't want that, so 
you have to loosen it slightly until it comes down and you'll hear the drum open up. Then it's a 
matter of doing the same thing like we said, we put our finger in the middle then we tap around 
each lug to make sure it's in tune with itself, then that's there.  
 
-Same thing for the floor Tom. Now, different guys tune to different things. Some guys tune to 
Triad. I tune to different melodies. Sometimes, you know, like I said, I will sing in Evidence, 
sometimes I tune the Toms to that. I also though, go for this, you know... See, I can play my own 
melody so that's the whole purpose, is to be able to have something melodic so that if you go off 
and you're doing a one man show, So, there's always that melody there. There's always that 
tone. The drums, this is very important, when tuned for tone, you know this, There's no thud. 
Every drum has a tone to it. You listen. So, each drum has a tone. I think as you go along, you 
can experiment and you'll come up with what you like. Like I said, and there are different genres 
of music that you have to be able to adjust your tuning for Bebop, which is a little tighter, higher 
sound. These are kind of there, but then they're not exactly. Then you might also be playing other 
forms of music. So, I try to keep my drums tuned so that they're versatile. I do like a particular 
sound. I like to hear the tone in drums and that's very important in the base drum especially, also, 



	

I don't like the base drum to be kind of thuddy, but I want it to have a tone, so mine are tuned a 
little higher, but I adjust it accordingly.  
 
-So, these are very important things, like I said take your time, experiment, sit down tune to 
different records. Tune like Blakey, tune like Max, tune like Philly, and through doing that you will 
come into how you like to play the drums and what sound you like also. I think a lot it has to do 
with the particular sound that you hear in your head. Once you configure what that is, then you're 
on your way. But also realize that, at some point, probably you're gonna hear something different, 
and adjust your tuning again. It never stays the same, it always changes so just get a good 
sound, something that people like that you like, that makes you play well, and then work from 
there.  
 
-Brushes... You need to have a brush that's not too heavy. This is Vic Firth brush and it's a great 
brush. It's light. I like a light brush. I often take them and spread them even more, just to get a 
better spread. Very important in the arsenal, right?  
 
-And then we have of course little trick sticks and stuff that we use for different things. It's a blast 
stick. You have a mallet, not just one mallet, two different mallets though, I like to get different 
sounds. Then this, for when I wanna do my country, my country side of things. These are just for 
fun. It's good to have different things in your bag just in case you have to play different styles, like 
I said. Of course you're gonna play a ballad playing Jazz music, so you need to have good 
brushes, right? So the Vic Firth brush is a great brush.  
 
-Of course you're gonna do something with some mallets. Same thing, have a good pair of 
mallets. Coming to the gig, it's very important that you have the proper equipment, like I said, 
having a good rug something that covers all of your drums, so that you don't slide across the floor 
is very important. I'm very thankful for this beautiful rug I have under me here. None of the drums 
are not sliding at all. Also, though, very important, you don't want a rug too thick, because it soaks 
up all the sound of the wood of the drums, so you have to be careful when you pick the rug. But, 
we're in a studio, so we're trying to achieve a certain affect so in this case it works out very well, 
but those are things that you need to have. 


