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Back in Black the Drum Ninja: Mastering Classic Rock Drumming

When the thunderous opening beat of AC/DC’s “Back in Black” rolls across the airwaves, it’s hard not to feel the 

pulse of a legendary groove that has defined a generation of drummers. For those who crave the precision, the 

swagger, and the sheer power of that iconic rhythm, the phrase back in black the drum ninjacaptures a mindset:

a relentless pursuit of mastery on the drum kit, blending classic rock swagger with the stealth and speed of a ninja.

This article dives deep into the history of the song, breaks down the drum work that makes it timeless, and offers a

practical roadmap for any percussionist looking to channel that spirit into their own playing.

1. The Legacy of “Back in Black”

Released in 1980, “Back in Black” became one of the fastest-selling albums of all time, cementing AC/DC’s status

as rock royalty. The track’s opening riff, played by Angus Young, is instantly recognizable, but it’s the drum

foundation that underpins the entire arrangement. Phil Rudd’s steady, hard-hitting beat anchors the song, giving it a

relentless drive that propels the guitar and vocals forward. The drum pattern, while seemingly simple, is a

masterclass in groove, dynamic control, and rhythmic clarity—qualities that have inspired countless drummers

across genres.

2. What Makes a Drum Ninja?

A drum ninja is more than a technical virtuoso; it’s a performer who combines speed, precision, and musicality to

create a sense of effortless mastery. Like a ninja, the drummer moves with fluidity, often slipping in complex fills or

syncopations without disrupting the groove. Key traits include:

•  Rhythmic Precision – The ability to lock in with the bass and maintain a steady pulse.

•  Speed and Control – Playing fast passages while keeping dynamics in check.

•  Musicality – Using fills and accents to enhance the song’s emotional arc.

•  Adaptability – Transitioning smoothly between styles, tempos, and dynamics.

When a drummer channels these traits, they become a “drum ninja” in their own right, capable of turning even the

simplest groove into a showcase of skill.

3. Analyzing the Drum Work in “Back in Black”

The drum part in “Back in Black” is deceptively straightforward, yet it contains layers of nuance. Phil Rudd employs

a classic rock shuffle, alternating between a steady 4/4 beat and subtle ghost notes that add depth. The pattern

can be broken down into the following components:

1.  Kick Drum – A driving quarter-note pulse that keeps the song’s momentum.

2.  Snare Drum – A hard backbeat on beats two and four, with occasional ghost notes to create a syncopated 

feel.

3.  Hi-Hat – A crisp eighth-note pattern that maintains a steady pulse while allowing room for accents.

4.  Fills – Short, punchy fills that punctuate the chorus and bridge, often using toms to build tension.

By dissecting each element, drummers can replicate the groove and then add their own “ninja” flair—quick, subtle

variations that keep the performance fresh.



4. Step-by-Step: Recreating the Classic Groove

Mastering the groove of “Back in Black” is the first step toward becoming a drum ninja. Follow this progressive

approach to internalize the rhythm:

1.  Listen Carefully – Play the track on repeat, focusing on the drum track. Try to identify each hit and its 

placement.

2.  Count the Beat – Use a metronome set to 110 BPM (the approximate tempo of the song). Count “1 & 2 & 3 & 

4 &” to stay grounded.

3.  Practice the Kick Pattern – Start with a simple quarter-note kick on every beat. Add a subtle accent on beat 

one to mimic the song’s opening.

4.  Integrate the Snare – Add a snare hit on beats two and four. Experiment with ghost notes on the "&" of beat 

three for added groove.

5.  Hi-Hat Timing – Play an eighth-note hi-hat pattern, keeping it tight and consistent.

6.  Combine All Parts – Layer kick, snare, and hi-hat. Use a metronome to maintain steady timing.

7.  Add Fills – Insert simple fills between verses and choruses. Keep them short and punchy.

8.  Refine Dynamics – Practice playing the groove at different volumes to develop dynamic control.

Once you’ve mastered the basic groove, you’re ready to inject your own ninja style.

5. Advanced Techniques: Turning the Groove into a Ninja Performance

Elevating the groove requires more than just speed; it demands creativity and musical insight. Here are advanced

techniques to transform your drumming into a ninja performance:

•  Ghost Note Variations – Insert ghost notes between snare hits to create a subtle syncopated feel.

•  Dynamic Accents – Use accents on the hi-hat or snare to emphasize key moments, such as the start of a 

chorus.

•  Polyrhythms – Experiment with a 3:2 polyrhythm on the hi-hat while maintaining a 4/4 kick and snare pattern.

•  Triplet Breaks – Incorporate triplet fills over the bridge to add tension and release.

•  Ghosted Drum Roll – Execute a rolling technique on the snare or toms, blending speed with control.

These techniques, when applied thoughtfully, give the groove an extra layer of depth that feels both powerful and

refined—exactly the essence of a drum ninja.

6. Gear and Setup for the Drum Ninja

The right gear can significantly influence your ability to execute the groove and ninja techniques. Consider the

following setup:

•  Drum Kit – A standard rock kit with a 14” snare, 14” toms, 18” floor tom, and a 22” bass drum.

•  Cymbals – A ride cymbal (about 20”), a crash cymbal (18”), and a hi-hat stand with a 14” hi-hat.

•  Hardware – A sturdy stand with adjustable tension for the snare and a well-balanced bass drum pedal.

•  Drumsticks – Medium �weight sticks (around 5.5” length) for a balanced feel between power and control.

•  Drumheads – A double �lined snare for a crisp, bright sound, and a single �lined bass drum for depth.

With this gear, you’ll have the foundation to produce a punchy, dynamic sound that matches the intensity of “Back

in Black.”

7. Practice Routine: From Beginner to Ninja

Consistency is key to mastering any groove. Here’s a structured routine that scales from beginner to advanced

levels:
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