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A Crash Course

The cymbal family of instruments is deceptively simple. They
(usually) have no moving parts, require no strings, reeds, or
skins to produce tone, and can’t be tuned by the player. But
cymbals offer an incredible range of tones and play an important
role in styles ranging from classical to jazz to rock.

Like so many of our musical terms, the word “cymbal” comes
from an ancient Latin word: cymbalum, which was an adaptation of
the Greek word for a small bowl. Early examples were more cup-
like—and much smaller—than today’s cymbals. But if you turn a
modern cymbal over, you can still see its cup-like shape.

The sound a cymbal produces depends on several factors:
the metal used in its construction; the cymbal’s diameter and
thickness; the size and shape of the bell; and the way the metal
is fashioned into shape.

Cymbals are made of a combination of metals. Usually, copper
and tin are mixed to form the alloy bronze (the exact blend of
these metals varies); this mix may include small amounts of other
metals, such as silver. Cymbals are also made from brass and other
materials. Top manufacturers keep the exact composition of their
cymbals a closely guarded secret. ' |

The alloy is heated until liquid, then poured into and cooled
in metal pots, creating a pie-shaped casting. The castings are
then heated and rolled in a multi-step process, until they are the

desired size and thickness. Once cooled, some “blanks” are hand-
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hammered to shape; others are machine-shaped and hammered.
Most cymbals are also put on a rotating device called a lathe,
which cuts grooves into the surface. The width of the lathe lines
and the number and size of hammer blows influence the cymbal’s
sound.

- There are various types of cymbals, the most common being
the ride, crash, and hi-hats. Effects such as chinese cymbals and

splashes are also popular. Only a few specialized cymbals are

~ designed to produce identifiable pitches, but all cymbals have

a sonic character that can lean toward higher (bright) or lower
(dark) frequencies. “Brighter-sounding cymbals are practical in
most situations, and are the general choice for playing louder
music simply because higher pitches cut through,” explains
Sabian Cymbals’ Wayne Blanchard. “A low-pitched cymbal tends

to blend with the surrounding music, making it more a part of
the overall sound rather than giving it a distinct presence.”

PARTS OF THE CYMBAL A cymbal may seem like one large

object, but it actually has three sections. The edge follows the
circumference of the cymbal. The edge is the thinnest part of
the cymbal, and is also known as the crash area.

The main part of the cymbal is called the bow. On a mod-
ern cymbal, the bow is tapered so that the cymbal increases in
thickness as you move from the edge to the center. This is also

BELL

' RIDE AREA u CRASH AREA —

EDGE

44 | APRIL 2010 ] INTUNEMONTHLY.COM

- f
- 'I__l_-_-ﬂ___.l.l_.n_]_-l




THE CRASH

The most basic kind of cymbal. crashes can be both
suspended and hand-held—sometimes the latter are
Known as “clash” cymbals—or paired on a hi-hat stand
(see below).

Standard suspended crashes generally range in size
from 14" to 18" in diameter, but they come in smaller an
larger sizes. Small crashes. known by names like “splash”
and “splish,” are generally regarded as effects cymbals.

The crash’s overall job is for accents. After the cymbal
IS struck, the player can let it sustain or can dampen or
choke it to stop its sound.

THE RIDE

Ride cymbals were developed during
the big band era of the 1940s; they're
used to keep the pulse, as Opposed to
the crash’s role of providing accents. As
a rule, rides are larger and heavier than
Crash cymbals. Diameters between 18"
and 22" are common, but some rides
can be as wide as 26" and as small as
8". Because of its role as a timekeeper,
the ride is usually placed near the
drummer’s dominant hand. It can be
played on the edge, the bell, or the bow:.

THE HI-HAT

A hi-hat is a combination of two cymbals—
the bottom usually heavier than the top—that
are brought together by a foot pedal attached
1o a stand. Combining this pedal action with
stick or brush work lets the player create

a range of rhythms, including the effect
Known as “pea soup” because it sounds [i ke
sSomeone saying those words.
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known as the ride area. The bow’s shape as measured from the
edge to the bottom of the bell is known as the profile, which can
range from relatively flat to much more bowl-like. All other
things being equal, cymbals with a higher profile tend to sound
brighter than Cymbals with a tlatter proﬁle.

At the center of the cymbal is the bell, which is also known as
the cup—an apt name, because it looks like a cup or small bowl.
The bell can be played directly, but even when it’s not, it gener-
ates many of the overtones that give a cymbal its sonic character.

Bells vary in size and shape; the tlat ride cymbal has no bell.

PLAYING & CARING FOR CYMBALS Cymbals are played
two ways: Hand and tiny finger cymbals are struck together. All

other cymbals are mounted on stands and played with sticks,
brushes, and mallets. The hole in the bell is used to mount the
cymbal so that it can vibrate freely. On hand cymbals, straps are
inserted into the holes. When mounted on a stand, the cymbal is

held in place with nuts and supported with washers, which can

be hard or soft. The angle, force, and position of the strike all
influence the sound. The bell produces the clearest tone, while
the crash area gives a long, sustaining, splashy sound.

The way a cymbal is played and mounted can also attect
its longevity. “Put it on a stand fitted with a nylon sleeve on
the screw threads and felts on the top and bottom,” Blanchard
recommends. “Don’t bolt it down too tightly on the stand; let
it move. Don’t angle it too sharply, especially it you're play-
ing hard. ‘Slice’ across the surface of the cymbal. Don't strike
straight onto the edge. If sticks are ‘chewed up’ by the cymbal,
you're hitting into the edge, and that could mean trouble. Avoid
any nicks on the edge of the cymbal, as this could lead to crack-
ing. Keep cymbals away from danger; put them in a cymbal bag
or case. Play the ‘right’ cymbal. The louder you play, the bigger
and heavier the cymbals you should consider. A suitable cymbal
played correctly will last a litetime.” T
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THE HOLES IN THIS
O-ZONE CRASH REDUCE
WEIGHT, ACCELERATE
RESPONSE RATES, AND
“DIRTY UP” THE SOUND.
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HAND CYMBALS
ARE A TYPE OF
CRASH, PLAYED
BY STRIKING

OR RUBBING
THE CYMBALS
TOGETHER.

SMALL CYMBALS
LIKE THIS 10
CRASH ARE USED
FOR SONIC COLOR
AND EFFECTS.
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