MAKING THE RHYTHM SECTION SOUND BETTER, A BASS PLAYER’S PERSPECTIVE

 Eight steps that can improve the sound and performance of the rhythm section. 

Get everyone so they can see and hear Experienced players spend a lot of time setting up and adjusting equipment because they need to be able to see and hear each other clearly. Is the section set up so that the pianist is hidden behind the upright? Is the guitar player’s amp out in front and his or her back is to the rest of the section?  Students need to experiment in combo rehearsals with a seating arrangement that is comfortable and then stick to it in full band rehearsal. 

Does everyone know how their parts fit together?  Do the guitar and piano comp at the same time?  Do they compliment one another? Is the bass player overdoing the rhythm drops and getting in the way of the drummer? Try layering in parts. How does the drummer sound alone or with only the piano?  How does the bass sound with guitar? Students need to listen for how their parts fit with one another. Listening across the section is important to getting the band back together when things come apart.

The rhythm section has to know their parts before the band can rehearse  Good rhythm section players understand that the band cannot rehearse effectively unless the section is solid. That means the rhythm section must woodshed individual parts very early in the rehearsal process. Large group rehearsals are about developing ensemble, time and feel, not working out fingerings. A good trade-off is to let the rhythm section do combo sectionals while the brass and saxes are working out their parts.

Everyone needs to tune to the same device  If your bass and guitar use an electronic tuner, how close are those pitches to the piano or the rest of the band?

Volume knobs go both ways and amplifiers are moveable Bands can get loud.  A couple of causes are 1) bass and guitar crank the volume up for rock or latin tunes and never bring it back down, 2) amplifiers are in the wrong spot (usually too close to the bassist) and are cranked instead of moved 3)  bass and guitar amps are right next to one another and the players cannot tell who is playing what. Try moving amps around or using monitors to get more presence rather than volume. Try less volume in the bass on swing tunes and ballads.

Put yourself in the bass players spot  What does the band sound like from the back of the rhythm section? How much actual playing does the bassist and the rest of the section do during a rehearsal?  Does the bass player work continuously during a concert? Does the bass player actually have the charts you think they do?

A muddy bass sound is fixable Students often do not know how to adjust tone, or keep their amp too boomy on purpose (you can’t hear wrong notes). Adjust the tone controls so that the bass has punch but not rumble. You will need to readjust for different performance venues.

