
Module 5

Accepting Your Voice 

It's time for another touchy-feely session. It's time for us to talk more about your voice 

alright? This time we're going to talk about excepting your voice. You may be like, 

“Stephen we just talked about that”. No, we talked about finding your voice, there's a 

difference. There's a difference between finding something, there's a difference between 

loving something. We talked about that learning to love your playing. And then there's 

another thing, there's another step you have to do. You first have to find that voice. Then 

you have to love that voice. And beyond that we have to accept that voice. 

And you maybe like Steven you can love something and not accept it. Yes you can. For 

instance, I can love a person and not accept their actions. They may not be acceptable 

to me. For instance, if you’ve ever had someone in your life who was an addict. Was an 

alcoholic. Who was addicted to drugs, I’ve had several in my life. I loved them to death. 

But there came a time when I couldn't accept their actions anymore. It was a line in the 

sand I don't accept you the way you are because it's not okay. It's not okay it is 

damaging, it is damaging all the people around you, it is damaging you physically and 

emotionally, you’re going to kill yourself. There comes a time that we have to do that 

when you love a person, right?  

So you can love something and not accept it as it is. Not accept it because there are 

bad things in there. So, loving your playing has nothing to do with accepting your 

playing. I can love my playing because it is a part of me, but I can not “accept it”. I can 

always be trying to play someone else’s stuff. I can love the things I play on but not 

accept that I should have put my true voice on there. I could play things I thought should 

go there and super impose the licks I think should go there. But really, if we accept our 

voice, that’s part of taking a deep breath and going, “alright what does the music have 

to say?” What does the music have to say to me and what’s my natural response 

without me going, “I’m going to put that 32nd note thing here and do this and…”. 
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Without all that, with us just sitting there and accepting, this is my natural response to 

that. I can accept this as my natural response.  

So, there’s a difference between finding your voice, between loving your voice, and 

between accepting your voice. We have to learn to love what comes out. We have to 

know what we sound like to be able to accept it. We have to look at and go, “yeah, that’s 

me.” When I play, that’s truly something I do. And you can either accept that, or not. If 

you don’t accept it, what are you going to do about it? Are you going to change it? Is 

that not part of your vision of who you are as a player? That’s ok. It doesn’t have to be, 

but you do have to make a conscious effort to begin to look at those things. You have to 

embrace your strengths and weaknesses, this takes great maturity to do. This is not 

something that’s easy. No one enjoys it. But it is something that we need to do.  

Now, we need to, first of all - know what we sound like. We have to begin to love what 

we sound like. Then we have to embrace what we sound like. Ok, “that is what I sound 

like.” I embrace that, I fully embrace that. Then we have to begin to expose that to 

others because that’s like…go back to that recording instance. It’s like you making a 

recording and then you going back and listening and going, “I love that recording.” But 

deep inside you go, “I don’t really accept that as me though because there were some 

things there I wanted to play and I didn’t play those.” And because I didn’t play those, 

it’s not truly me. It’s one thing to know who you sound like, it’s another thing to expose 

that to others. To let others hear that and go, “you know what this is me, take it for all my 

faults.”  

I was talking to a student about this the other day. He is a college grad and a fantastic…

he came in just a one off…a professional level lesson. We were just talking and I said: 

 Look man, I think you play great and I expected you to knowing your history. I  

 think the biggest thing now is for you to carve out your niche, you need to expose 

 to others what you sound like. Because what you just played I don’t get what you  
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 sound like. I know what the recording sounds like, I know the recording, I know  

 what you just played, I know you’re trying to show me you can play it but I don’t  

 really know what you sound like. And that’s what you need to do, is expose that  

 to others. 

So I’ll give you my own journey, I’ll tell you about that. In college, I was really hard-up 

with learning some particular things. I had some concepts. I was digging in the time, I 

was digging in the time within time. Not for the complexity of it, but because of the 

opportunities that were there whenever I could juxtapose ‘this’ subdivision against ‘this’ 

and impose ‘this’ without making it feel like I was doing that. And think of, you know, 

you’re Jack DeJohnettes and your Ari Hoenigs if you’re coming from the drumming 

world. Tony Willams is a great example of that. They had this feel and then Elvin Jones 

had this feel, but he wasn’t doing as much of that he was doing these African rhythms. 

He was doing this tribal, a lot of things on the drums. So I’m taking all these influences 

and wanting to find my own thing with it, you know? So I was developing exercises and 

really trying to find my voice. And even though I was sounding in a specific way, I wasn’t 

accepting that. I didn’t necessarily like what was coming out. I didn’t feel it was as hip as 

what other people were playing. I thought, “man they are playing something so much 

more hip and swinging than what mine does, mine is just different.” It wasn’t quite a fully 

formed voice, I was still looking for it.  

After I graduated college, I continued working on that in my own private practice time. I 

moved to Nashville and kind of began to tuck that stuff away because in Nashville, it’s 

all about the “money beat” and all about laying down what they want and making it two 

and four. All of that is good, but it is completely contrary to what I had been looking at so 

I put some of those ideas on the back burner. Nashville drummers page on Facebook, I 

was on there one day. It is just working drummers in Nashville and I saw this cat post 

something and he said, “hey I don’t usually post these lists but I’m on it.” It was a list of 

the top 5 drummers you have to know about it. And he said, “he was really humbled and 
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I just want to say I really appreciate all the support you guys have given me.” And I said, 

“who is this guy?” and it was a list of the top 5 drummers you should know.  

I got clicking through and was reading about him and his name is Ben Sesar, he plays 

with Brad Paisley. Fantastic player, beautiful player, beautiful guy. Played on the Cars 2 

sound track, a lot of other, he has a list a mile long of things he’s done. So I’m like, “man 

I got to check this guy out.” So I just looked through is profile, friended him because he’s 

here in Nashville. Before I could even get off of his page, I had a message in my inbox 

and I went and checked it and it said, “hey Stephen I love your stuff.” And I just laughed. 

He knows who I am. I said, “alright thank you.” I was just taken aback, and he said, “hey 

man I want to get together sometime.” And I’m like, “ok sure.” So we arranged and I was 

like, “yeah I’ll come over.” I think the first time he came over to my place and the second 

time I went to his place. So the second time, he’s got several drum sets set up and we 

were just going back and forth and he said, “let’s play something that’s kinda.” You 

know, as musicians, you want to jam. So we sit down and start playing and I’m all 

nerves because he has a career a mile long. And I’m more at the beginning stages of 

my career so I’m like, “man, ok.”  

So we start playing and he’s playing some beautiful stuff, then it comes to me. He’s 

grooving and I’m all caught up in my head, like we get sometimes, so I’m just throwing 

out licks. And I’m like, “I don’t know.” I kind of get to my end of my lick riff box of me 

trying to impress someone then I think, “alright well I guess I’ll just play this stuff.” So I 

started playing some things because I didn’t feel like I had anything left I had blow 

everything off. I felt like, “I’ll just play this.” So I started playing me, things that I had 

worked on, concepts that I developed just because. And it was like, “alright this is a last 

resort I’ll let him see who I really am.” And I was playing this 4 over 3 ostinato with my 

feet, not for the complexity, that’s just what was going on. Over top I was doing 

something I call “floating time”, making it feel like there were several things happening. 

Time was floating, where’s the pulse? He’s playing and so I’m doing this kind of spacing 

out a little bit and then he stopped playing. So I’m continuing and I’m like, “great.” He’s 
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just looking. I thought, “oh man great he’s sitting there taking mental notes about this 

guy here let me tell him what’s up.” So he jumps back in after a couple of seconds, and 

we get done and we are going through the regular, “oh you sound great!” Patting each 

other on the back. And then he said, “hey, I wanted to ask you what the thing you were 

playing was.” And I’m like, you know, we played for a little while. And he said, “no that 

thing you were doing you did in there, I stopped and was just watching you, what was 

that thing?” And I was like, eh I don’t know. It was just some stuff.  

I wasn’t wanting to expose my voice to someone because I kept it to myself, you know? 

He says, “no no it was specifically you were doing this and there was something going 

on with your feet with a couple different rhythms and then you were kind of spacing 

things out on the toms and you were.” And I said, “yeah that’s just something I’ve 

worked on before and I haven’t played it in a while but it is kind of my idea of ‘floating 

time’ I’ve worked with for a while.” Feeling through it, making it more about dynamics 

and freer while still within the constraints of time. Not feeling like I’m explaining things 

well at all. And he just sat there for a second and he said, “yeah, you should do more of 

that.”  

Then we went on to the next topic. It’s amazing to me, when you get to a certain level, 

just that one thing can mean the world. That stuck with me for weeks, “you should do 

more of that.” I finally had exposed myself to someone that I respect and they said, 

“yeah that voice, you should do that.” That’s what you should do more of. And you’ll find 

when you expose yourself to people and really let them see who you are as a player, 

often times that’s the reaction you get. Hey you should do more of that, because that 

sounds like you, that sounds the best when you play it. When I play it it doesn’t sound 

so good, but when you play it that sounds great.  

I want to go back to what I said in the video before this and that is - the only way we can 

move the art form of music forward, whether you are a professional player or you’re a 

semi professional player, the only way we move this art form forward is if we have new 
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voices. New input - and you are the new voice we need. So I need you to find your 

sounds because maybe one day I’m looking for a player, and you’re the person I’m 

looking for because of your sound. So we have to have you to move this thing forward. 

Otherwise, we stay where we are or we go backwards, alright?  

So, are you willing to accept your voice, are you willing to expose your voice to other 

people and let them see who you truly are on your next gig? Think about that, put that 

down in the comments. Maybe some of the struggles you’re dealing with.
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