
Sounds of the drum kit 

 

On modern band and orchestral drums, the drumhead is placed over the opening of the drum, 
which in turn is held onto the shell by a "counter hoop" (or "rim), which is then held by means of a 
number of tuning screws called "tension rods" which screw into lugs placed evenly around the 
circumference. The head's tension can be adjusted by loosening or tightening the rods. Many such 
drums have six to ten tension rods. The sound of a drum depends on several variables, including 
shape, size and thickness of its shell, materials from which the shell was made, counter hoop 
material, type of drumhead used and tension applied to it, position of the drum, location, and the 
velocity and angle in which it is struck. Prior to the invention of tension rods drum skins were 
attached and tuned by rope. 

The drum head has the most effect on how a drum sounds. Each type of drum head serves its 
own musical purpose and has its own unique sound. Thicker drum heads are lower-pitched and 
can be very loud. Drum heads with a white plastic coating on them muffle the overtones of the 
drum head slightly, producing a less diverse pitch. Drum heads with central silver or black dots 
tend to muffle the overtones even more. And drum heads with perimeter sound rings mostly 
eliminate overtones (Howie 2005). Some jazz drummers avoid using thick drum heads, preferring 
single ply drum heads or drum heads with no muffling. Rock drummers often prefer the thicker or 
coated drum heads. 

The second biggest factor affecting the sound produced by a drum is the tension at which the 
drum head is held against the shell of the drum. When the hoop is placed around the drum head 
and shell and tightened down with tension rods, the tension of the head can be adjusted. When 
the tension is increased, the amplitude of the sound is reduced and the frequency is increased, 
making the pitch higher and the volume lower. 

The type of shell also affects the sound of a drum. Because the vibrations resonate in the shell of 
the drum, the shell can be used to increase the volume and to manipulate the type of sound 
produced. The larger the diameter of the shell, the lower the pitch wholesome sound while 
mahogany raises the frequency of low pitches and keeps higher frequencies at about the same 
speed. When choosing a set of shells, a jazz drummer may want smaller maple shells, while a 
rock drummer may want larger birch shells.  

 


