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Percussion Clinic

* Percussion Tips
For Better Sound

By Gene Fambrough

%here are a number of reasons
why professional percussion
players get a better sound than
beginners using the same equiproent.
Here are d few ways to improve the

* sound of your percussion section.

Tuming

~ Tune all drum membranes, includ-
ing snare, bass, tom toms, and timpani.
An out-of-tune drum will not function
at irs best. Most wind instruments are

 designed to sound A=440 at a temper-

ature of 72° and temperature and

humidity affect the pitch of most

drums as well. Heads will stretch in
heat and high humidity and the pitch
will become flat. Conversely, they will
contract in cold or dry conditions and
become sharp. Plastic heads are much
more consistent than calfskin heads,
but there are still variations.

Check that the drumhead is evenly
rightened by listening to the pitch of
all tension rods when lightly tapping
the edge of the head at each lug. If you
have trouble hearing a difference,
loosen one tod and tighten it back to
the original position. Some people
place a small muffle, such as a wallet or
hand, in the center of the drum as a
way to isolate the pitch, but this is a
matter of personal preference.

To produce a natural sounding ring,
it is unnecessary to tune heads to any
specific pitch. However, drums have a
pitch center at which they are the
most resonant. If heads are tuned
above this point, the drum sounds
choked and muffled. Students who
play snare drum in a merching band
tend to tune concert snares too tightly.

Take time at the beginning of the year
to teach percussionists how to tune the
timpani. These players should be able to
use & piano as a reference and sing the
pitches of each timpani tuning. I prefer
to have one skilled band member play
timpani on all selections instead of
rotating students. This way the tim-
panist gains more experience and confi-
dence. Avoid assigning the marching
quad player on timpani simply because
he can navigate multiple drums at light-
ning speed. A timpanist should be able
to recognize such intervals as perfect
fourths, fifchs, and octaves by sight and
should be able to sing them. Sometimes
the timbre of the drums up close can be
misleading, so continued tuning prac-
tice is important.

Sifent Crash

A common mistake made by young
percussionists on. crash cymbals is the
vacuurn crash, the unfortunate sound
that occurs if all sides of the cymbals
make contact simultaneously. The cor-
rect crash technique is similar to play-
ing a flam rudiment: the leading edges
of the cymbals touch first. Specific
hand and cymbal position is not
important, and cthere are several
acceptable ways to hold the cymbals.
Students can become consistent cym-
hal players with as little practice as two
or three minutes before each rehearsal.

Suriking Distance

Timpani should be played much
closer 1o the edge than many students
and directors realize. The best sound-
ing area of the timpani is the zone one
inch from the rim o one third of the
way to the center; this is true for all
sizes of timpani. This ideal playing
area is smaller on small timpani, and
consequently many students play
these drums too close to the center
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. COMPACT DISCS — New Releases

CD729: CYNTHIA KOLEDO DeALMEIDA,
OBOE. Principal ohoe with the Pitisburgh Sym-
phony. Beautiful music by Bliss, Dubois, Ponchi-
elli, Sinigaglia, Costé, Ripper, and Stoyanovich.

CD846: CAROLYN BECK, BASSOON, Premiere
recording of Previn Bassocn Sonata, Also works
by Bitsch, Spisak, Zorman, Shapiro, & Chamber-
lain. Beck is prominent LA. studio bassconist.

CDg45: SUSAN NIGRO, CONTRABASSOON.
{talian Tunes for the Big Bassoon: Rossini, Vivaldi,
Albinoni, Besozzi, & Nussio,

CD844: BENJAMIN COELHO, BASSOON, w/
Maia String Quartet. Premiere recording of
Vilta Lobos Corrupio. Also music for bassoon &
strings by Jacob, Heiden, Dirig, Brandl. Brilliant
Brazilian bassoonist, now teaching Univ. of lowa.

Cb946: THE VERDEHR TRIQ. International
Connections. Newly commissioned works by
Jennifer Higdon, Bright Sheng, Gernot Wolf-
gang, Wolfgang Rihm, & Stephen Chatman. The
Verdehr Trio has “created”the violin-clarinet-piano
medium with over 200 commissions.

CDs $16.95 ea. Add $2/order US shipping. Visa, MC accepted. Send for free catalog
FREE CD with purchase of three. Order 4 & pay for only 3 {mention ad).

CRYSTAL ®RECORDS
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for teaching beginning band instruments

and first-time band directors:
"- feaching methods classes
- Planning/conducting band concerts
- Step-by-step lessons and exercises
- Sample practice schedules
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music pages and management tools
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38 THE NSTRUMENTALIST [ APRIL 2006

"320 pages of guidelines, lessons, and exercises

* A great resource for experienced music teachers

« Based on more than 30 years of teaching experience

The timpani sound will be dull and die
quickly if the drum is hit closer than
one thixd of the way to the center.

The bass drum and tam tam are most
resonant when struck slightly off-cen-
ter. Hitting these instruments in the
center cancels out many of the fre-
quencies that produce a characteristic
sound. When a bass drum produces a
thud, it was struck too close to the
center. A shallow, thin sound indi-
cates that the drum was hit too close
to the edge.

Muffling

Many percussionists muffle the con-
cert bass drum to make it sound like
the bass drum on a drumset, but the
concert bass drum sound should ring
and fill the room when played by itself,
ever. at a low volume; a soft and
swelling roll should sound like thun-
der. Muffling should mirror the sound
of the rest of the ensemble, especially
the tuba part. On standard marches
hand muffling can be used on quarter

notes through most of the piece, and

longer durations and accents can be
unmiuffled. Tt is possible to adjust the
amount of muffling by adding or tak-
ing away fingers on the drumhead.

Triangle Tips

If a good selection of triangle beaters
is unavailable students will use any-
thing they can find, including tension
rods, drurmnsticks, and wrenches, to play
the instrument. It takes wrist control
to play a pianissimo passage, not the

" smallest available beater. Conversely,

fortissimo passages do not always
require the largest hammer in the bag.
The dinner-bell style roll should be
avoided; the best sound is produced
when the triangle is held in one hand
and played with the other. This elimi-
nates sympathetic vibrations from the
music stand. If it is impossible to hold
the triangle because the written part
has passages that take both hands to
play, the instrument should be sus-
pended at two corners and played with
two matching beaters on the horizon-
tal edge. Playing complicated passages
on the inner edges of the instrument
will cause it to move or spin.

Ring Tones

Ringing is part of the characteristic
sound of metal instruments, but many
students are bashful about letting the
instruments ting for a long time.
Cymbals, triangles, tam tams, bells,
chimes, and vibraphone ali sound best
when undampened, although notes
should be dampened to match the
note lengrhs of the ensemble.
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and director of wind ensernble studies
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Although cymbals, gongs, and trian-
gles usually project well through the
ensemble, chimes sound louder to the
peison playing them than they are to
the audience. Encourage the chime
player to play strongly and place the
chimes at the outside of the percussion
setup at the very edge of the stage for
maximum projection. If the discs inside
the tesonator tubes of the vibraphone
are horizontal they will block the tubes
and the sound of the instrument will be
greatly dampened. These discs should be
moved to a 45° angle with the fingers.

Accessories

For some reason many younger stu-
dents feel embarrassed or ashamed
when assigned to play accessory instru-
ments. Assure students that afl percus-
sion pazts are important, and ask acces-
sory players to emphasize the visual per-
formance of these instruments, which
add more to the ensemble than many
people realize. All hand-held percus-
sion instruments, including tam-
bourine, triangle, guiro, and claves
should be held at shoulder level to help
the sound project over the ensemble:
and so the audience can see who is play-
ing which instrument. This height will
feel uncomfortable initially, and st
dents wiil need to be reminded to hold
the instruments high during rehearsal.
Triangle players should be able to look
at the conductor through the triangte.
Height is especially important for rolls
that crescendo or decrescendo on the
tambourine; a crescendo can start with
the instrument held low and then
raised high, and a decrescendo can start
high and end low.

Woodblocks and remple blocks will
have the warmest and most character-
istic sound when played with medium
rubber mallets. Occasionally a pare




may indicate that they are to be played
with ‘a stick, but a general-purpose
i maltet should be used most of the time.
j To make castanet parts sound more
authentic, add grace notes to all
accented notes to create a flam. Finger
cymbals on a glockenspiel make good
substitutes for crotales.

Snare sticks should be matched. To
check whether they match hold the

sticks next to one ear and lightly tap
each one. Any difference in pitch will
be amplified when played on the snare
drum. It is also possible to check pitch
by dropping one stick at a time on a
tile floor.

Bass drum and ram ram beaters are
not interchangeable; tam tam and
gong beaters are much heavier than
bass drum beaters. )

Paying attention to these details can
greatly improve the sound of the per-
cussion section. A good-sounding per-
cussion section will improve the guali-
ty of the entire ensemble. O

Gene Fambrough is assistant divector of
bands and percussion instructor at the
University of Algbama at Birmingham.
He received degrees from the University
of Georgia, East Carolina University,
and the University of Alabama. He
directs the University of Alabama per-
cussion ensemble, steel band, electro-
acoustic percussion group, and is a per-
cussion arranger and instructor for the
Marching Blagers. A published com-
poser, he has written works for solo

marimba, percussion ensemble, and

rudimental percussion.

Lawrence University

Carl Fischer Publications

Carl Fischer introduced Swdies in
Lyricism, available for flute, clarinet,
and trumpet. The studies are selected
from the vocalizes of Concone,
Marchesi, and Panofka and progress
from easy to difficult ($9.95 each).
Altissimo  Studies for Clariner by
Thomas ] Filas, transcribed by William
R. Higgins offers 90 three-line exercis-
es from Filas’s collections of etudes for
flute. The book is designed to help
clarinetists extend the range from D6
to A6 and improve proficience in the
altissimo register.

Barlow International Competition
The Barlow prize is a $15,000 commis-
sion for a 13- to 15-minute work for wind
ensermble with standard instrurentatios,
which will be performed by the University
of Michigan Symphony Bend, United
States Marine Band, Brighar: Young
Ulniversity Wind Symphony, University
of California at Los Angeles Wind
Ensemhble, and Southern Methodist
University Wind Ensemble. The applica-
tion for the Barlow Prize is available at
hetpy/fbar Jowbyuwedu and must be sub-

_mitted by June 1, 2006.

Conservatory of Music

An extraordinary program for undergraduates, the
Lawrence Conservatory of Music offers outstanding
opportunities for students from around the world.

Bachelor of Music degree in performance, music
education, and theory/composition

Bachelor of Arts degree in over 30 disciplines

Bachelor of Arts/Bachelor of Music five-year
double-degree program

Scholarships up to $10,000 per year; average need-
based financial aid award for incoming freshmen
exceeds $20,100

More information Conservatory Admissions
Lawrence University » P.O. Box 599

Appleton, Wisconsin = 54912-0599

excel®lawrence.edu » 1-888-556-3952 « www.lawrence.edu
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