The Role of the Bass Line:

The role of the bass drummer is one that requires many levels of accountability in the following: Individual performance, percussion ensemble and full ensemble responsibilities. The bass line consists of five individuals with exact interpretation of rhythm, space, volume, touch, sound quality, and flow. All of these elements combined created a seamless individual bass line with all of the qualities desired for perfect blend, balance, and articulation.

The bass line, within the full marching battery, serves as a foundation for all of the sounds around it. It is the "bass voice" of the drum line "choir". While intensifying impacts, adding volume, and doubling other voices in the ensemble, it can also serve as a soloistic voice. All of the aspects will be utilized in their fullest potential.

Along with being the unyielding support of the marching battery, the bass drum section also plays a major role within the entire music ensemble. Providing rhythmic and spatial reference points along with volume, impact, and motion are just some of the main character traits of an effective and impressive bass line. Ensemble cohesion often depends on exact clarity in all fundamental aspects of the bass line.

Goals:

By defining five key physical requirements of playing the bass drum, the bass line as a whole will reach levels of performance at the highest level. Exact uniformity in technique, touch, sound quality, rhythmic and dynamic clarity are the main ingredients required to establish the perfect sound. There are two aspects of these that must happen simultaneously: Individual accountability and full bass line interdependence. With all of these in place, the bass line will function as a single voice, performed by a quintet.

Grip:

The grip used is very similar to that of snare drum match grip, except the hands are rotated so that the wrists are vertical instead of horizontal. The thumb and index finger form a "fulcrum" on the mallet. If one were to drive a nail through the thumbnail, it should come out the index finger. This should cause any gap between the thumb and the third knuckle of the index finger to disappear. The rest of the fingers should be wrapped around the mallet very naturally. It's very important to not introduce tension in the hand. This grip should be approached with relaxation in mind.

Playing Position (Tacet):

The bead of the mallet must be place in the center of the head Vi of an inch from the playing surface. The mallet should be either parallel, or slightly turned in toward the surface. The hand/arm should be as close to the rim as possible without coming in contact with it. There should be a natural, slight angle between the top of the forearm and the highest point of the hand (the thumb). The elbows should rest near the player's body, but not be touching. The upper arm should hand in a very relaxed, natural position. At no time should the player have tension anywhere from the shoulder muscles on down the arm through the hands. The forearm should be parallel to the ground. The carrier and bass drum stand will be built to your body specifics to make these requirements possible. There should be about a 45° angle with the ground.

Volume Control/Approximate Stick Heights:

pp Approx. 1 inches

p Approx. 4 inches

mp Approx. 8 inches

mf Approx. 12 inches

f Approx. 16 inches (Mallet parallel to ground)

ff Approx. 20 inches

fff Above 20 inches - will be discussed

At Freedom, we use a stick height system to define dynamics. It is important that everyone in the bass line, without exception, approaches these dynamic levels the same way. If not everyone is playing with maximum velocity at the written dynamic/inch level, the balance and bland from player to player will suffer, along with clarity. Basically, all strokes have the same intensity, while increasing and decreasing the distance and speed at which the mallet strikes. These inch levels are approximate and should be used only as a reference. As tempo increases, players will reach a point where it is not possible to still produce a "good" sound out of the drum at certain inch levels, also they can very likely become slow and sluggish in relation to the beat. In these cases, the inch level will be lowered, slightly, to ensure quality of sound and tempo control. As dynamic levels get lower, the players will use less arm rotation and more wrist motion. As the levels get closer to the extreme lower ranges, the amount of finger used will increase.

Stroke:

Approach to the Drum: Relaxation is the key. There must not be any tension when approaching the drum. Wrist turn is different on bass than it is on snare or tenors, which is more "hinge-like". The plane (straight line) made by the forearm and the back of the hand does not break as much as in horizontal playing. Instead, the entire forearm rotates on an imaginary axis that begins at the elbow, travels through the center of the arm and ends in the space between your middle and ring fingers. It is also very similar to turning a doorknob. Swiveling, and making circles with the path of the mallet are not desired at all. The mallet needs to follow one arching path from point A to point B and back. The player should focus on letting the head do the work to rebound the mallet back to the desired height on continuous legato strokes and should not restrict this rebound motion as it will inhibit the resonance. The arm needs to move very naturally. As the drum is struck, the elbow will naturally move away from then back toward the player's body. This must not be restricted, but at the same time don't force this elbow movement. Restricting and forcing will produce a poor quality of sound (less resonance). Fingers will be incorporated at lower dynamic levels and in more dense rhythmic passages. Less dense passages at mid-dynamic ranges will be played mostly with wrist turn and the natural rotation of the arm.

Prep Stroke: 99% of all music is space. What we do with the mallet in the space before and after striking the drum can and will greatly affect the sound produced. The preparation of a stroke should begin approximately half of a count prior to the moment the note is sounded. For example, when playing a note at 16", the mallet reaches 16" away from the head approximately one 16th note before the mallet hits the drum.

This all happens in a fluid motion and the stick should never stop while playing in most circumstances. The motion should be more like a bouncing ball; fluid and not stopping between direction changes, and less like a windshield wiper in a stop and start jerking motion. After the final stroke in a series, the mallet will stop in the resting position, but not until it has briefly and naturally rebounded off the drum. There will be certain circumstances where the extremes of tempo and dynamics will require a modification of this rule.

Diddles: The prep for diddles (double right or double left hand strokes) begins in the same way as a single stroke by reaching the height half of a count prior to the execution. The only difference when playing diddles, is that after the first stroke the mallet naturally rebounds and the bottom three fingers manipulate the stick to move quicker to play the second note. The fingers must be used for the second note because the muscles used are smaller and quicker than those used for the first note.

Power Stoke: At certain heights, when all volume possible is desired, we will replace a legato tone and choose to go with a more choked off, marcato sound. In this case, we will use a whip​like motion called the power stroke. Initiate the stroke by pulling the wrist away from the drum while leaving the mallet bead in place. Proceed to whip the arm from this position and stop the stick after it slaps the head. High speed and height are what makes this stroke effective. This stroke is usually for the ffff dynamic level.

Interpreting 2's, 3's and 4's:

Making sure that the members of the bass line all understand how to interpret 2's (ex. 16th notes), 3's (ex. 24th notes, half of a sextuplet), and 4's (ex. 32nd notes) is crucial to their success. Here are four general rules that must be applied in the order presented:

1. The first thing that must happen when approaching 2’s, 3’s and 4’s is that the figure is started in the precise point in time that it is written to begin sounding. If the figure starts on the “&” of the beat, then the player needs to make sure that this happens first. If he/she plays a “3” perfectly spaced, not too open or too closed, and it is balanced and blended perfectly with the other players but the starting point of the figure is misplace slightly in time, all chance of smoothness and continuity of the musical phrase are lost. This is the most important aspect that the player must think about first.

2. Once the player starts playing his/her figures at the point that they begin, the next step is to make sure that the rhythm played after the starting point is correct. The tendency that most players have is to play the rhythms too closed. Most don’t put enough space between each note. One can’t begin to worry about making sure that all the notes within the figure are speaking at the same volume if the rhythm is not correct, let alone worry about blending with the other players. If the player is playing their figure on the downbeat, it is more difficult to properly space out the rhythm than if it was started on the “&” because there isn’t a strong beat after it to play to. When starting on the “&” the figure usually continues up to the next downbeat, which is where the foot hits as well. It’s more difficult to play to the “&” because there isn’t usually a strong musical emphasis on it, so spacing it out can be a guessing game for some. We don’t do that. If the player has problems with this, which may do, they must play some exercise that has an eighth note following the figure that starts on the downbeat. If he/she gets used to how it feels to play to the eighth note, when it is taken away they will have a greatly improved chance of playing the figure rhythmically correct the first and every time.

Once the figure is started in time and played with the correct spacing, the next skill to master must be articulation. To get each note to speak clearly, the player must slightly crescendo each one. When a bass drum is struck it has a resonance that can last up to 1" to 3 seconds until it completely dies away. If someone is playing a “4”, the attack of the second, third, and fourth notes will be slightly covered up by the resonance of the note played before it. So if the player plays all four notes at exactly the same volume the articulation will sound muddier the farther away from the drum a listener gets. So, we play 2’s, 3’s, and 4’s with a slight crescendo through each figure. From farther away it’s almost completely unnoticeable. Using this technique allows each note to be clearly heard over the constant resonating head and it helps smooth out the musical phrase. The worst habit many bass drummers acquire is accenting the first note of the figure because they are so focused on starting it at the correct point in time. It’s good that they are so attentive to starting the figure correctly, but interpreting it with an accent on the first note is completely backwards from the way we interpret it.

Once the bass drummer has mastered starting the rhythm in the correct place, spacing out the rhythm correctly, and articulating the right way, he/she can now begin to notice how the are blending in with the bass line around them. One cannot really begin to analyze how they are playing with the other musicians until all 5 of them have mastered the first 3 steps. Balance and blend is not possible at the highest level unless the more basic skills are second nature to the players. If the first 3 steps are mastered, now we do small adjustments to certain phrases to make sure that each player is contributing musically to the entire ensemble.

Muffling:

When a short or muted sound is desired, physical muffling (usually by the left hand) may be required.  Freedom Percussion uses a three-point muffling system. Hold the mallet with only your last two fingers. Place only the pads of your thumb, middle, and index finger directly on the head in the center of the drum, forming a three-point triangular plane. Apply a noticeable amount of pressure. Placing your hand in this way is usually done in time and will be uniform with all people involved in the muffling.

We expect nothing less than everyone putting forth their maximum effort to become the best bass drum line in WGI. To achieve a goal of this magnitude, it will require five exceptional musicians displaying a great attitude, the will to sacrifice for the greater good for freedom , demonstrate the highest level of ability, and eagerness to learn new concepts. These five people must show significant improvement over any specified amount of time. The Freedom bass line will be the hardest working section of the ensemble constantly setting the standard in work ethic. Members and staff alike will equally commit to these goals. We look forward to this upcoming season and the opportunity to bring bass drumming to a new level, and we welcome you to be apart of it.

