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INTRODUCTION
This packet will outline in detail the bass drum technique used for the MRD bass ensemble.  Every aspect of how we approach the drums is outlined in the information below.  When it comes to percussion, technique is everything.  The first step to becoming a better bass drum player is learning the information in this packet.  Study it intently until you know the technique inside and out.  Don’t just learn it, KNOW IT!  Apply these concepts to your playing every time you pick up a drum.  Make this technique a habit and practice it until it feels as natural as walking.  This information is the backbone to your playing and the foundation of an excellent bass drum ensemble. 
APPROACH
With every bass drum ensemble, you will be exposed to some new concepts.  Some of these may be different from the things that you have been taught in the past.  Learn everything in this packet and make it your new approach to bass drum technique.  To adapt your playing style to this bass drum ensemble it will take a lot of practicing correctly.  In a bass drum ensemble, each player is responsible for knowing their own parts in exercises and all music.  Knowing your music means you can play the part perfectly, by yourself, every single time you play it.  All bass drum ensembles are as good as the weakest player.  Therefore, everyone in the ensemble must pull their own weight.  This packet is a guide in bass drum technique and a reference to help you become a great player.  
IMPLEMENT GRIP: HOW TO HOLD THE MALLETS
A great quality of sound and approach to the drum starts with the grip of the mallet.  This is one of the most important factors in playing with this technique.  Slight variations in your grip of the mallet can cause tension in your hands, with is always transferred through the mallets, no matter what stroke you are playing.   The negative effect of this tension is a decreased amount of sound resonating from the drum.  In order to get a full, resonant tone from a bass drum, it is imperative that your hands remain totally relaxed at all times.  The key phrase here is “at all times.”  This is a difficult concept to master.  First, let’s talk about the general arm, hand and finger positions as they relate to your grip of the mallet.

The bass drum mallet should be gripped naturally.  The angle of the mallet should be directly proportional to how your hand looks if you were to make a relaxed fist.  The outside portion of you hand should be in a relative straight line with you forearm.  This is an important that is often overlooked.  Variations of this characteristic cause tension in both you wrists and your fingers, resulting in decreased sound quality and poor mallet angles.  The mallet should be gripped so that the butt of the mallet extends slightly past the pinky finger while the other fingers are wrapped naturally around it.  Your thumb should face up and the pad of your thumb should remain on the side of the mallet, laying in such a way that there is not a gap between your thumb and the mallet.  It is very important that your thumb never moves from this position, because that would result in a complete change in your fulcrum point.

The Fulcrum Point: the foundation to your grip and your technique


The fulcrum point is located between your thumb and your index finger.  This is the point from which the mallet pivots in your hand, and it is the point from which the mallet is controlled by your hand.  Your fulcrum is the foundation to your playing, which is why it remains extremely important to develop muscles around the fulcrum point.  A mistake that is made by many bass drummers is to loosen the grip between the thumb and index finger, moving the fulcrum point between your back three fingers and your palm.  Playing this way will decrease your control over the mallet, and more importantly, restrict the velocity of the mallet while creating tension in your hands.  These things always cause a decreased quality of sound.
Your Back Three Fingers: the source of control and extra power

As stated above, your back three fingers should be wrapped naturally around the mallet.  When playing, these fingers should always be attached to the mallet.  They should be loose and completely relaxed at all times, but the can never leave the mallet.  These fingers are used primarily to control the mallet, (legato strokes, staccato strokes, and marcato strokes), but they are also used for extra power.  Using the muscles in your back three fingers allows you to put extra velocity on the mallets creating a fuller, more resonant sound from the drum.  This will be detailed later in the packet.  Remember, your fingers should remain on the mallet at all times, however the mallet should not rest against your palm at all times.  It must remain loose in your hands.  It can come out from your palm as long as all of your fingers remain on the mallet.  This can be thought of as letting the mallet breathe in your hand.  
Keeping the mallet tight against your palm creates tension and often restricts the rebound and velocity of your stroke causing a poor quality of sound.  This is not saying that with every stroke your fingers should extend out to where they are almost straight.  That would be completely wrong.  This is saying that in order to use your fingers properly, you must let them extend a bit away from your palm so that they are loose enough to move freely with the motion of the mallet.  This concept is one of the hardest to master, but once you figure out how to properly use your back fingers, it will be easier to play and your will always play with great quality.
SET POSITION


Presence is an extremely important concept in the marching percussion world.  How you look is almost as important as how you play.  The most important concept about set position is that the mallets must be perpendicular to the ground.  Any slight variation of this position looks bad.  Secondly, your hands should be set at the lug of the drum which lies closest to you at shoulder height.  Your hands should remain on the mallets and your grip should not vary from the explanation above.  The angle between your upper arm and your forearm should be roughly 45 degrees, while the angle between your mallet and forearm should be roughly 135 degrees.  Most important, your hands/wrists should be parallel to the drumhead and your arms should be totally relaxed at your sides.  At no point in time should they ever be sticking out away from your sides.  This also creates tension, and when you have tension in your set position, it will most likely transfer to your playing position, causing a decreased quality of sound.
PLAYING POSITION


Your playing position is extremely important to how you approach the drum.  There are several aspects of this position that will help you achieve great sound quality.

The Beads of Your Mallets

Let’s start with the beads of the mallets.  When in playing position, or tacit position, it is extremely important that the beads of your mallets be as close to the drumhead as possible without touching the head.  Because bass drummers are not able to see the drumhead that they are playing on, it is important to develop and feel where the beads should be placed at all times.  This is all muscle memory.  Variances in bead distance from the head will cause you to play late.  It is amazing the difference half an inch can make.  

For instance, you think your beads are in the correct playing position.  However, in reality they are one inch away from the drum head.  When you play, you think that the drum head is actually one inch closer than it is in reality.  Therefore, you will strike the drum a split second later than expected due to your improper bead position.  Also, when talking about the bead of the mallet, we must look at the x-axis.  The bead of the mallet must be in the exact center of the drum head.  Striking the drum in the exact center of the head will produce the best possible resonance and sound quality from the drum.  Any variance from the center of the drum head will produce a different sound from the drum.  The tone of the bass drum changes depending on where you strike the drum.  Once again, it’s an issue of sound quality, and in every case, every inch counts.
Lastly, from a visual standpoint, it looks bad when the beads of your mallets are not in the exact center of the drum.  As stated earlier, how you look is just as important as how you play.  Presence is everything.  Who would have thought that your beads were this important?

Your Hands, Wrists, and Arms

In playing position, just like in set position, your hands and wrists should remain parallel to the drum head.  Also, your wrists and forearms should remain in a relative straight line when playing.  Any variance in these two hand positions will cause the mallet to slice and not strike the drum in a direct path producing a sub par sound quality.  Your wrists or your forearms should be within 1 inch from the rim of the drum when in playing position.  After you initiate the stroke, this position will naturally change.  However, when completing the stroke your wrist/forearm should always return to this position.  At no point in time should they ever rest on the rim.  This looks lazy and can also cause you to hit the rim with your wrist/forearm when playing.


Your arms should be totally and completely relaxed when in playing position.  They should remain close to the side of your body just as they would be if they were hanging down at your sides.  When in playing position, your forearms should be parallel to the ground and the angle between your upper arm and your forearm should be roughly 90 degrees (this will vary slightly depending on the size of your drum).  Perhaps the most important aspect of your playing position is the angle between your forearm and the mallet itself.  Like I said before, the mallet should lie naturally in your hand producing roughly a 135 degree angle between the shaft of the mallet and your forearm.  This angle must remain the same at all times.  One way to better visualize this would be to imagine that you were going to shake someone’s hand.  Your wrist and forearm are in a straight line in this position, and you are completely relaxed.  As your arm is extended, someone put a bass drum mallet in your hand and you just wrapped your fingers around it.  The natural way of holding the mallet in this scenario produces the 135 degree angle between your mallet and your forearm as stated above.  Any variance in this aspect of your playing position will cause you to do one of the following things:

1. Not playing in the center of the drum head = poor sound quality

2. Slicing = poor sound quality

3. Tension in your hands = poor sound quality

4. Looking awkward = poor presence

Developing your playing position will help you produce great sound quality at all times.  It also establishes a look, presence, and identity to a bass drummer and a bass drum ensemble, which is equally as important.

IMPLEMENT MOTION

There are a few basic concepts that you must learn, understand, and apply if you are to be a great bass drummer.

1. Every single stroke initiates from the wrist – most specifically from the bead.  Initiating a stroke from the arm will change your playing position causing an awkward hand motion.  When this happens the mallet will not take a direct path toward the center of the drumhead and you will not play in the center of the drum.  Your will also restrict the rebound of the mallet when initiating with the arm.  This in turn creates tension and poor sound quality.

2. No matter what stroke you are using, your hands, arms, and fingers must be relaxed at all times in order to achieve optimum sound quality.  Remember that tension restricts the motion and velocity of the mallet, which in turn causes a decreased quality of sound.  Therefore, over squeezing the mallet when playing any type of stroke will NEVER produce a good quality of sound from the drum.

3. Your hands must move naturally with the mallet.  The more you learn to do this, the better your will play.  It will be easier to control the mallet and you will play with great quality of sound.  Remember, the more you fight the mallet and restrict its natural motion, the harder it will be to play…especially at faster tempos.  Along with this concept comes the next…

4. Don’t restrict your arms when playing.  The wrist turn is essential in any stroke that you use (especially in initiating the stroke).  However, you must remember that when your wrist turns, your arm naturally moves.  Restricting this arm motion creates tension and it’s unnatural.  Why fight what feels right?  Never fight the way your body naturally moves.  Use the knowledge and apply it so that your wrist, arms, and fingers work together in order to produce a natural stroke motion that has optimum velocity.  You can think of it this way:  the wrist turn as it relates to the bass drum is actually the entire forearm turning all the way back to the elbow.  

5. While implements are in motion, all aforementioned finger and hand positions apply.  All the finger/hand positions have already been explained in relation to the mallet earlier in this packet and they never change.  These finger/hand positions are extremely important in controlling the mallet.  We all know that control comes from the development and use of the muscles in both your fulcrum point and your fingers.  Using the correct muscles at the correct times will give you complete control over the mallet and allow you to execute any stroke at any time.

APPROACHING THE DRUM/SOUND QUALITY


Now that we have all the information on our grip, hand, and finger positions, we can finally talk about how to correctly approach the drum.  Quality of sound is one of the most important concepts in rudimental percussion if not the most important.  In talking about sound quality, we must first talk about physics and a simple formula.

FORCE = MASS X ACCELERATION


Now, in relating this formula to an individual’s approach to drumming, we can say that the force of the bass drum mallet hitting the drum is what actually produces the sound resonating from the drum.  The greater the force, the more the drum will resonate.  Your entire arm and the mallet that you hold make up the “mass” element in this equation.  The mass of your arm and the mass of that mallet are not going to change from stroke to stroke.  Therefore, we can say that the mass element of this equation is going to remain constant.  Acceleration is defined here as how fast the mallet moves from the time you initiate the stroke to the time the mallet hits the drum.  So, now we actually have a new formula.

FORCE = ACCELERATION (VELOCITY OF THE MALLET)


Thus, the faster the velocity of the mallet as it moves toward the drum head, the more the drum will resonate.  In order for the drum to resonate like it should, you must put velocity on every single stroke you play, no matter what the height.  In other words, you have to play every note.  This is often called playing into the drum.  When you do not put velocity on your strokes, you produce a very weak, light sound.  The common misconception is that in order to put force behind every stroke that you play, a drummer must squeeze the stick firmly and hit the drum as hard as they can.  This is completely wrong.  It creates a great deal of tension in your hands and produces a harsh quality of sound.  Also, playing this way causes people to develop serious ligament problems like tendonitis and carpel tunnel syndrome.  You will find that it’s much easier to approach the drum with a light, quick stroke, than a heavy, hard stroke.  The simple fact is that you can move the mallet much faster when you are completely relaxed.   Also, the drum will resonate more if your hands are not wrapped tightly around the mallet when it hits the drum.  Lastly and above all, approaching the drum this way just feels more natural

In summary, the more velocity you put on the mallet, the fuller and louder the drum will resonate (provided your hands are relaxed).  These concepts are the keys to playing with great sound quality so use them when approaching all strokes, at all heights.

How do I put more velocity on my strokes?

This is a great question.  The answer is to use all the muscles in your wrist, arms, and fingers at the same time.  Many people only use their wrists when they play.  Others will only use their fingers, and still others play with mostly their arms sometimes.  The truth is that if you incorporate all the muscles in all three of these areas at the same time, it will be easy to move the mallets faster and you will be more relaxed when you are playing because one group of muscles isn’t getting overworked.  The following paragraphs are more specific.

The Upstroke

As was mentioned earlier, the stroke initiates from the wrist, more specifically from the bead.  As the wrist turns, your arm naturally rotates and moves away from the drum.  As the mallet moves away from the drum, you should allow your fingers to relax, (but keep them on the mallet) and move slightly away from your palm so that the mallet is not resting completely against the palm of your hand.  Here you have just used all three groups of muscles to move the mallet away from the drum to whatever height you are playing.  When you get to that specific height, you will then start the downstroke motion back toward the drumhead.

The Downstroke


Now we can talk about moving the mallet back toward the drumhead.  This is where you really use all three muscle groups, (wrists, arms, and fingers) to put velocity on the mallet.  First, your wrist turns and initiates the movement of the mallet back toward the drumhead.  As this happens you arm will naturally begin to rotate and move back toward the drum.  Here you should use the muscles in your arms and your wrists to move the mallet quickly toward the drumhead.  In addition, you should use the muscles in your fingers to put extra velocity on the mallet.  This is done by closing your fingers toward the palm of your hand while the mallet is moving to the drumhead.  It is important not to squeeze the mallet tightly as it hits your palm.  This will cause a decrease in the resonance of the drumhead and will produce a harsh quality of sound.  Your fingers must remain totally relaxed, even though you have just brought them in toward your palm.  Also, make sure to initiate the finger movement after your wrist and arms have brought the mallet two thirds of the distance back to the drumhead.

Approaching the Drum Conclusion


As you can see by the above explanations, this technique is complex.  It will take you some time to master.  However, once you are able to apply all three muscle groups when playing every stroke, the velocity of your strokes will skyrocket and the following things will happen:
1. You will play with an excellent quality of sound at all times.
2. You will be able to play for a longer duration of time and at faster tempos

3. You will have more control over the mallets and different types of strokes

4. You will feel more relaxed when you play

Remember, the most important part of playing with this technique is keeping all

Three muscle groups relaxed at all times.  Tension equals poor quality of sound.

TYPES OF STROKES


In general, we can break down the playing technique into three main strokes: legato or “rebound strokes,” marcato or “controlled rebound strokes,” and staccato or “down strokes.”

Rebound/Legato Strokes

When playing a legato stroke, the motion of the mallet never stops.  It is always moving either toward or away from the drum head.  The legato stroke is often referred to as the rebound stroke because when using this stroke the player allows the mallet to rebound out from the drum head.  In essence, the drum head actually does half the work when playing legato because it propels the mallet out to the upstroke position.  When playing legato, a player makes the effort to throw the mallet at the drumhead.  That’s all that you really need to do, because the drum will naturally rebound the mallet back to the upstroke position.  The key to playing legato is not restricting the rebound of the mallet.  The motion is continuous.  This may sound like an easy concept, but I can assure you it’s not.  If you let the drum do half of the work for you, it will be much easier to play faster and with good quality.  Remember this; the speed of the mallet as it rebounds off the drum head is directly proportional to the speed of the mallet as it moves toward the drum head.  If your mallet is coming out from the drumhead slower that it moves toward the drum head, you are restricting the rebound.

I usually say that when playing a rebound stroke it has to feel like the mallet is exploding out from the drum head.  You should not hit the drum first, and then bring the mallet away from the drum afterwards.  If you are playing this way, you are doing three times the amount of work that you need to.  You are putting forth energy to strike the head, stop the mallet, and then bring it back out from the drum.  In reality, all you need to do is throw the mallet at the drum head and then let the rebound do the rest of the work.  Let the drum work for you!  Playing legato strokes this way produces a great quality of sound while allowing your hands to remain relaxed and loose.  If you apply these concepts you will be able to play faster and with more quality than you ever have before.
Staccato Strokes/Stopping the Mallet Correctly


On the other end of the stroke spectrum we have the staccato stroke.  This is similar to the legato stroke in that nothing changes from the time you initiate the upstroke until the time you strike the drum head.  The only difference occurs in what happens after the mallet strikes the drum head.  In a staccato stroke, the motion of the stick is stopped immediately after the mallet hits the drum.  There is a right way and a wrong way of doing this.  Many people think that in order to stop the mallet you must focus on squeezing the mallet tightly after you hit the drum.  This creates a lot of tension in the hands and often causes a poor quality of sound in notes that follow staccato strokes, (e.g. poor inner beats in accent/tap exercises).  Once again, the most important aspect of rudimental drumming, especially bass drumming is staying relaxed at all times, no matter what stroke you are playing.  I will explain this in further detail.

Earlier in the packet, in the section on your grip, I talked about keeping all of your fingers on the mallet at all times.  I also mentioned that your fingers should not hold the mallet against your palm when playing, (especially when playing legato), but they should come away from your palm and move freely with the motion of the mallet.  If you recall above in the downstroke section, I talked about how your fingers should move toward the palm of your hand as the mallet moves toward the drum head.  This does not change when playing staccato.  The only thing that changes is that after the mallet hits the drum, you must hold the mallet against you palm to stop the stick.  Notice that I didn’t say squeeze the mallet.  Remember, this creates tension which causes poor quality of sound.  You want your fingers and the muscles in the palm of your hand to be relaxed so that they can absorb the rebound of the mallet.  This is probably the hardest concept to grasp when playing with this technique.  However, when done properly, you have complete control over the mallet and your sound quality is through the roof, especially on unisons.

Marcato Strokes/Controlled Rebound


The last type of stroke that I’m going to talk about is the marcato stroke.  This is a combination of both the legato and staccato stroke.  I like to define marcato as “controlled rebound.”  When playing marcato, you slightly restrict the rebound of the mallet by using the muscles in your fingers.  Many percussion instructors teach marcato strokes by telling their students to hold onto the mallet a little more.  This is a good description because you are actually using your fingers to hold the mallets closer to your palms than they normally would be when playing legato.  Keep in mind that you are still not holding the mallet against your palm as you play.  If you did that, you would be completely restricting the rebound.  The mallet still remains loose in your hands, but it does not move as freely as it does when you are playing legato.  You have more control over the motion.  Remember, it’s all in the fingers, the wrist and arm motion does not change from the other types of strokes.  Your fingers are guiding the mallets more carefully and controlling the amount of rebound produced from the drum head.
HEIGHT AND VOLUME DEFINITIONS


1” – pp (grace note height)

3” – p (general inner beat height)


6” – mp


9” – mf


12” – f


15” – ff


18” – fff


21” – ffff
CONCLUSION


This technique is complex, however, once mastered you will find yourself to be an exceptional player.  You will be amazed at how much easier it is to play.  You will have more control over the mallets and be able to play with great sound quality at any height.  You will also be able to play faster, and to play harder rudiments.  So work hard and learn this information quickly.  The sooner you start applying it, the sooner you will be making huge strides toward greatness.  Commit this technique to memory and use it every time you pick up a drum.  
