JOE CICCARELLO

Using Drums in the Church

Psalm 150:4,6—Praise Him with the drums...Praise Him with the cymbals, yes, loud resounding cym-

bals.

Christian music has not

only brought change to the
entertainment and music indus-
tries, but to the church as well. This
change has introduced new rhyth-
mic and upbeat music into the
church, thus emphasizing the use
of drums.

The fear, though, of many music
directors and pastorsis that the ad-
dition of drums will not only raise
the overall volume of the music, but
overpower the other instruments.

HE EMERGING POPULARITY OF
gospel and contemporary

This fear can easily be dispelled
by using the proper techniques of
tuning, baffling and mic’ing drums.
By observing the following guide-
lines, the drums can become a dy-

Church Drums

namic addition to the church serv-
ice.

FIRST THINGS FIRST

Imagine using a $1,000 mic on a
$100 guitar, or a cheap set of strings
on a Stradivarius violin. The re-
sults would obviously be disap-
pointing. What might not be obvi-
ous, though, is that poor sounding
drums will not be helped by expen-
sive mics or an elaborate sound sys-
tem. The equation still holds true—
garbage in, garbage out. So the
place to begin is to properly tune
the drums. The best person for the
jobis a drummer, but if he or she is
inexperienced in tuning, you would
want to follow these basic guide-
lines.

Figure 1. The kick drum pillow and mic in position.
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Each drum should be tuned to a
specific pitch, similar to a timpani.
Personal taste will dictate what
pitches will be used. Begin with the
tom-toms. If there are three, pitch
them low, medium and high, and if
just two, low and high. With drum
key in hand, begin by tightening
the first lug so that the drum head
reaches the desired pitch. Continue
diagonally across the head and
tighten the second lug so that the
head matches the pitch of the first.
Proceed in the same manner until
all eight lugs are tightened and the
head is completely tuned. If a bot-
tom head is being used on the same
drum, tune it similarly only at a
slightly lower pitch. The kick and
snare drum should be tuned in the
same manner. It is common prac-
tice to remove or cut a hole in the
front head of the kick drum and in-
sert a pillow or rug inside (see Fig-
ure 1). This is done to reduce the
resonance of the drum and produce
a deep punchy sound. It also facili-
tates an opening for a mic.

If after tuning the drum still
sounds flat or dead, it is possible
the head may need changing.
Check for dents. The more there
are, the less the head will resonate.
Replace with either a plastic head
or an oil-filled head. Another
method of tuning that I have used
with much success is match tuning.
Match tuning is using a sampled
drum from a drum machine as a
standard and tuning the real
drums to it. There are many inex-
pensive drum machines on the
market (under $300) that produce
excellent sampled drum sound
with incredible authenticity. Two
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people, each equipped with a wire-
less headset, are needed to tune the
drums in this way. First, mic the
real drums and connect the drum
machine to your sound system.
Have one person in the audience
monitoring the sound while the
other person strikes the real drum
followed by the corresponding
drum sample. Simply tune the
drum by matching it to the elec-
tronic sampled drum. Mic place-
ment will play a major role in the fi-
nal sound and can only be arrived
at through trial and error. Let your
ears be the final judge.

After the drums are tuned, the
next things to check for are any rat-
tles, vibrations and ringing. This
may sound trivial, but remember
that a small squeak won’t sound
small after it’s amplified through a
sound system. Play each drum indi-
vidually and check for any ringing
from other drums. Inevitably, the
snare drum will cause you the most
frustrations. When any drum in the
set is hit loud enough, especially
the bass drum, the snare will vi-
brate. To minimize this, simply
tighten the snare. If it persists, a
small piece of duct tape placed at
the end of the snare wire should
dampen the rattle.

Probably no other
instrument has the
combination of
mic’ing possibilities
and techniques as do
the drums.

When using duct tape on any of
the drum heads or cymbals, re-
member that too much tape will
eliminate overtones, causing the
drums to sound dead and/or the
cymbals to lose their brightness.
Gauze pads or tissue paper can also
be used to reduce vibration and
ringing. Simply fold a piece of tis-
sue paper to the size of a match-
book. Move this pad to the location
on the drum head where the un-
wanted noise is occurring, then se-
cure it with duct tape. The ringing
in cymbals can be reduced with
masking or duct tape applied on the
underside of the cymbal in radial
strips.

TO BAFFLE OR NOT TO
BAFFLE?

Now that the drum set is tuned
up and free of rattles, rings and vi-
brations, the next question is
whether you need to decrease the
overall loudness of the drum set by
using baffles. The answer liesin the
acoustical properties of the church.
A church whose interior is con-
structed of mainly hard, nonporous
surfaces (especially in the area
where the drums are located) will
require baffling. Baffles (or gobos)
are walls or partitions constructed
of soft, porous material which ab-
sorb sound. In the church setting
described above, the drum set
should be enclosed by baffles (see
Figure 2). To maintain the drum-
mer’s vision, glass or plexi-glass
continues from the top of the baffle
to the top of the highest cymbal.

If the interior of your church is
filled with padded pews, carpeted
floors and other porous materials,
baffling may not be necessary. Most
churches, however, fall into a mid-
dle category, a combination of both
hard reflective surfaces and soft ab-
sorbent surfaces. One such church
is the Christian Victory Center in
Hempstead, New York. The church
meets in a theater where the play-
ing area is a mixture of hard and
soft surfaces. A spacious stage
made of wood is surrounded by tall
brick walls and rows of thick, heavy
curtains. The combined surfaces

make necessary only a partial baf-
fling of the drums (see Figure 3).
The baffle is 3V4-feet high and
made of plexi-glass and masonite;
both highly reflective surfaces. The
direct sound of the drums gets re-
flected back by these materialsinto
the highly absorbent curtains
which are directly behind and
above the drums. The shorter baffle
allows for a more ‘live’ feel between
the drummer and the rest of the
musicians. Previously, the drums
were totally enclosed. The side and
rear baffles were made of highly ab-
sorbent material. The front wall
was plexi-glass and the ceiling was
masonite.

The advantages were extremely
low sound levels on stage and total
control over the volume through
the sound system. This type of baf-
fling produced a true studio drum
sound. However, the disadvan-
tages were considerable. First, the
drummer was acoustically isolated
from the rest of the band. Aregular
floor monitor or hot spot was pro-
hibitive because it would feed back
into the mics, requiring a special
headphone system. Ventilation
was also a problem. Fan noise
would inevitably be picked up by
the five mics inside the booth. Fi-
nally, this partitioned box was not
aesthetically pleasing to the eye.
The present baffling set up, there-
fore, was constructed to utilize the
best of both worlds. Remember, the

Figure 2. In a church setting, baffle-enclose the drums.
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