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Speaking of Rhythm



–Steve Reich
“You can’t have a sound without having any duration.” 

–Dave Brubeck

“One of the reasons I believe in jazz is that the oneness of man can come through the 
rhythm of your heart. It’s the same anyplace in the world, that heartbeat. It’s the first 

thing you hear when you’re born — or before you’re born — and it’s the last thing you 
hear” 

–Yehudi Menuhin

“Music creates order out of chaos: for rhythm imposes unanimity upon the divergent, 
melody imposes continuity upon the disjointed, and harmony imposes compatibility 

upon the incongruous.

–Gabrielle Roth
“Rhythm is our universal mother tongue. It's the language of the soul.” 



Rhythmic time-feel is the most basic, fundamental 

element communicated by the soloist, and appreciated 

(or criticized) by an audience. The greatest technique, 

creativity, melodic accuracy, lyricism, sound, style, etc. 

matters very little if the music doesn’t feel good 

rhythmically, whereas less evolved technique, ideas, 

melodic choices, sound etc. can actually sound okay 

when executed with rhythmic accuracy (good time-feel) 

and conviction. 

Crook 1991, p 10



An Unspoken Language





Tresillo

3-2 Son Clave

Double Tresillo

Batida 2-3 Rhumba Clave

African Standard Pattern
3-2 Bossa Clave

Agbekor Timeline

Diatonic (palindromic) Cáscara (IOI palindrome)

Soleares Bulerias
W H W W [H] W W H WW H W [W] W H W



1. Proximity Blindness



2. Brain/Body Bias



MARTINO UNSTRUNG (2008)



MARTINO UNSTRUNG (2008)



3. Rhythm as Belt



Music and Time



Multiple Perspectives



Rhythm as Prediction



Rhythm As Prediction
(body maths)
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Sectional 

Levels of Musical Time

Hypermeter ≈1-20s

Meter, bar ≈ 400-20000ms

Beat group, tamole ≈400-6000ms

Beat, pulse, tactus ≈400-2000ms

Subdivison, tatum ≈150-1000ms

Subnotational, microtiming <≈150ms





Displacement Dissonance





The Binary Default
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SYNCOPATION
(AKA DISPLACEMENT DISSONANCE)

POWER THE WEAK
WEAKEN THE STRONG



Jazz Rhythm as Beat Democracy

Hal Crook How To Improvise



GROUPING DISSONANCE

THE TRESILLO, DOUBLE TRESILLO & BEYOND



TRESILLO

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8



DOUBLE TRESILLO

THE TRESILLO, DOUBLE TRESILLO & BEYOND

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14 15 16



ENDLESS THREES



Low-Prime Phrase Grouping

Hal Crook How To Improvise



Higher-Prime Phrase Grouping

Hal Crook How To Improvise



Multi-level Grouping 
Dissonance



Jazz Taboo #1

Harmonic Rhythm



The II-V-I

II V I I

4 Bars
2 Bars or
1 Bar



The II-V

II V I
1 2 3 4

‘weak’



The II-V

II V I
1 2 3 4

‘strong’

1



The II-V

II V I
1 2 3 4

Rare, and only when a bar per chord
(All the Things You Are, Fly Me to the Moon etc.)

1



The II-V

II V
1 2 3 4

Implausible

1



Phrase Rhythm in Standard Jazz Repertoire: A Taxonomy and Corpus Study Keith Salley and Daniel T. Shanahan (2016)
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Less common

Very common
I

I

I



Jazz Taboo #2

Breaking the
Binary Backdrop



















(Sub-)Notational 
Expression





Crook’s Time-Feel Exercise



Slicing the Beat











Jazz Taboo #3

Forbidden Swing



Inconceivable Swing



Predictions on 
Predictions
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Thank You
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