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“In popular music, 
compound meter is generally 
used only at slower tempos; 
when the tempo picks up, the 
triplet feeling is better 
defined as shuffle or swing.”  
(Wyatt, Schroeder, and 
Elliott 2005, p. 77)
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Introduction

If the contents of current music theory textbooks reflect the structure of the modern-day 
music theory classroom, then an outsized majority of teaching is currently devoted to 
topics related to pitch as compared to rhythm. This emphasis on pitch is especially pro-
nounced in textbooks that focus on European art music of the extended common-practice 
period (i.e., classical music).1 Yet it persists in textbooks that include a good, if not great, 
deal of popular music as well.2 One factor may be that rhythm is normally considered 
more of a skill than a concept, and so its teaching is relegated to dedicated skills-based 
courses. This distinction between skill-based and conceptual topics may represent tradi-
tion more than anything else, however.3 And even in textbooks devoted specifically to 
aural skills, the imbalance between pitch and rhythm remains.4

As a counterbalance, I o!er in this chapter some classroom activities that shift students’ 
attention away from pitch and toward aspects of rhythm. Specifically, I suggest ways to help 
students develop contemporary rhythm skills in the context of contemporary R&B music. 
Although conventional approaches to teaching rhythm may be adequate for developing the 
skills needed for understanding classical music, these approaches do not adequately address 
the skills needed for popular music. In other words, understanding rhythm in popular 
music requires an expanded skill set and, as I detail next, a corresponding expanded set of 
pedagogical approaches. Contemporary R&B seems like a logical style in which to develop 
these skills, given that R&B – which stands for “rhythm and blues” – is the only major 
style of popular music to include the word “rhythm” in its name.

What exactly do I mean by “contemporary R&B”? Like the term “rock,” contemporary 
R&B can be construed in various ways. In this chapter, I adopt a fairly broad definition of 
contemporary R&B, using it as a catchall term for music that grew out of the early R&B 
styles of the 1950s and ’60s, such as doo-wop, Motown, and funk.5 Contemporary R&B 
traces its roots to the progressive soul movement of the 1970s, championed by singer-
songwriters such as Marvin Gaye and Stevie Wonder; in the ’80s, technological advance-
ments helped R&B blossom in the music of artists like New Edition, Janet Jackson, and 
Whitney Houston; the style reached maturity in the ’90s, as heard in the music of Boyz II 
Men, Babyface, and Mariah Carey; and contemporary R&B artists such as Beyoncé, Justin 
Timberlake, D’Angelo, and Rihanna continue to dominate popular music of the twenty-
first century. Generally speaking, contemporary R&B is notable for its blend of hip-hop 
production styles, melismatic and soulful vocal melodies, jazz-influenced harmonies, and 
funk-derived rhythms – all combined with a polished, pop sensibility.

In what follows, I discuss how contemporary R&B can help develop rhythm skills in 
three areas. The first is the ability to map the form of a song in real time, focusing on hyper-
meter and phrase rhythm rather than harmonic function. The second is a more modern 

Developing Contemporary Rhythm 
Skills Through Contemporary R&B

Trevor de Clercq
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Motown discography, 1961–2005
Year Artist Album
1961 The Marvelettes Please Mr. Postman
1963 Martha and the Vandellas Heat Wave
1967 The Four Tops Reach Out
1970 The Jackson 5 ABC
1971 Marvin Gaye What’s Going On
1976 Stevie Wonder Songs in the Key of Life
1981 Rick James Street Songs
1983 Lionel Richie Can’t Slow Down
1985 DeBarge Rhythm of the Night
1990 Johnny Gill Johnny Gill
1994 Boyz II Men II
1999 Brian McKnight Back at One
2003 Erykah Badu Worldwide Underground
2005 India Arie Testimony, vol. 1



Motown discography, 1961–2005
205 studio albums*

* no soundtrack albums


* no holiday albums


* no compilation albums


* no greatest hits albums


* no live albums


* no “rock operas” 


* no television specials


* no unreleased albums
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Motown discography, 1961–2005
50 songs per 5-year period (“pentade”)

Pentade
1961-1965
1966-1970
1971-1975
1976-1980
1981-1985
1986-1990
1991-1995
1996-2000
2001-2005

Girl Groups

Uptown Soul

F u n k

Psychedelic Soul

Quiet Storm
Disco

New Jack Swing
Post-Disco C o n t e m p o r a r y   R & B

Neo-Soul

450 songs total (50 songs x 9 pentades)



“In popular music, 
compound meter is generally 
used only at slower tempos; 
when the tempo picks up, the 
triplet feeling is better 
defined as shuffle or swing.”  
(Wyatt, Schroeder, and 
Elliott, 2005, p. 77)
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Pentade n Median Mean
1961-1965 50 112 104
1966-1970 50 104 106
1971-1975 50 90 92
1976-1980 50 98 94
1981-1985 50 112 101
1986-1990 50 109 105
1991-1995 50 90 89
1996-2000 50 72 74
2000-2005 50 90 90

Average Kick-Snare Rates in BPM        
      (e.g., drum tempo) for all songs
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Pentade n Median Mean
1961-1965 23 75 91
1966-1970 10 91 93
1971-1975 10 62 69
1976-1980 4 63 60
1981-1985 2 82 82
1986-1990 3 123 138
1991-1995 5 68 94
1996-2000 5 60 66
2000-2005 1 91 91

Average Kick-Snare Rates (in BPM) 
        for songs without duple 8ths
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similar results as Schellenberg and von Scheve (2012)
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