Chapter 9

The Rhythm Section-Based

Orchestra
by David S. Winkler

Church music has changed immensely in the last 30
years. Traditional and classical styles have given
way to music which is heavily influenced by the pop-
ular styles of our culture. The instruments common
to popular music—guitars, drums, and various types
of keyboards—have been accepted into our churches,
sometimes reluctantly, but in more recent days, with
great enthusiasm. The philosophy behind this
change in styles could be debated extensively. Our
purpose here is simply to examine the use of these
instruments within the church orchestra, and to of-
fer suggestions for using them effectively.

Throughout this book, various types of instrumen-
tal formats have been described—some based on a
“core group” of brass, others based on the piano and/
or organ. A marching band uses brass and percus-
sion as its “core”; the symphony orchestra, strings. A
stage band (“dance band” or “lab band”) consists of a
full section each of saxophones, trumpets, and trom-
bones, all built around a “rhythm section,” which
usually includes a piano, electric bass, drums, and
guitar. In reality, many church orchestras resemble
the latter model, with additional instruments in-
cluded from the woodwind, brass, and string fam-
ilies.

Modern multitrack recording techniques used in
most contemporary music have had a great influence
on the development of a rhythm section-based in-
strumental format. Typically, the rhythm instru-
ments are recorded first; then the brass, followed by
additional “sweetening” from woodwind and/or
string overdubs. Finally, the vocals are recorded.
The music thus produced could stand alone with
rhythm section and vocals only, though the addition
of the other instruments is designed to enhance the
overall effect. A great deal of the music we listen to,
even that produced for church choir and orchestra, is
conceived this way, though in some situations the en-
tire orchestra is actually recorded “live.”

The rhythm section could be called the “improvis-
ing section,”! because, unlike other parts in the or-
chestra, the rhythm player is required to create his
own part from a simple “chart.” A typical rhythm
chart will include chord symbols, some rhythmic no-
tation, occasional written figures, and perhaps a few
short verbal descriptions of the style in which the
music is to be interpreted. From this basic sketch of
the music, the rhythm player is left to his own abil-

ity to improvise a part which is appropriate to the
music being played. To do this effectively, the
rhythm player must be thoroughly familiar with the
harmonic and rhythmic vocabulary of various musi-
cal styles, and must possess a certain amount of good
taste which will guide him in choosing that which
will best enhance the music.

Is this concept of an “improvising section” as a
basis for the orchestra an idea which is unique to our
generation? Hardly! Bach, Handel, and other eigh-
teenth-century musicians would feel right at home
in today’s version of what, in Baroque music, is
known as the “basso continuo,” or figured bass.
Though the instruments have changed dramatically,
the basic concept of a continuo group as the har-
monic and rhythmic foundation of the instrumental
ensemble is much the same. Let’s examine the com-
ponents of a contemporary rhythm section and see
how each part functions individually and in relation
to the entire group.

The Electric Bass

The electric bass functions as the harmonic and
rhythmic foundation of the rhythm section, and
thus, of the entire orchestra in a rhythm section-
based group. Harmonically, the bass helps to outline
the chord structure at any given point in the music.
Rhythmically, the bass establishes the predominant
rhythmic pulse or “feel” of the music. Thus, the bass
player has a great responsibility, even though his
part may not be immediately apparent to the unedu-
cated listener.

The bass player must have a clear knowledge of
chord structure and musical harmony. Often, the
bass will simply play the root of the chord, or an in-
version using the third or fifth. At other times, the
bass will fill in with passing tones to create a “walk-
ing” effect. Composite chords, with one chord in the
treble clef and a single note in the bass (e.g., C/D),
are quite common in contemporary music. In this
case, the bass player should be careful to play only
the lower note (in this example, the D), leaving the
chord to the guitar and the piano (right hand).

The bass player also plays a very important role in
establishing the basic pulse or “feel” of the music.
The articulations used by the bass player, creating a
smooth effect or a more “choppy” quality, are of great
importance in establishing the basic rhythmic pulse
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be either the hollow-body or the solid-body versions.
The tone of the electric guitar can be varied greatly
by adjusting the controls on the instrument itself
and on the amplifier. The tone can also be affected by
the types of strings used. Heavier gauge strings have
a more mellow sound, whereas the lighter strings
have a brighter, more “twangy” sound. Lighter
strings also bend more easily, which can cause some
intonation problems.

The Rhythm Section as a Unit

The stage setup of the rhythm section is critical to
the group’s ability to function well musically. Ide-
ally, all of the players should be situated together on
the same floor level. They should be able to see and
hear each other easily. In particular, the bass player
and drummer should be seated close together, and
the guitarist and pianist should be near each other.
Each rhythm player should be facing the director,
and should be able to hear the orchestra, the choir,
and vocal soloists. For the latter, stage monitors are
of great assistance.

Each rhythm player should have a “flow sheet” or
program listing all of the events in the service, with
special instructions for the worship leaders. The use
of headsets or other communication devices can also
be quite helpful in a “planned spontaneity” mode of
worship. The director may also invent certain hand
signals to communicate with the rhythm section
during the performance of the music. For example,
touching the top of the head can indicate a return to
the beginning or “top” of a song; a hand held up to
the chest, with the palm facing down and the arm
parallel to the floor can signify a repeat at the half-
way point or refrain of a song. A downward pointing
finger can indicate a “turnaround” or repeat of the
last phrase, and an upward pointing finger can sig-
nify a predetermined modulation to a new key. Hold-
ing up one finger can be used to represent a “I”
chord, five fingers a “V” chord, and so on. To indicate
an unaccompanied or a cappella section, a “cut-
throat” sign can be given (the index finger moved
across the neck). Closing the hand to a fist can sig-
nify the end of a song in cases where a song is re-
peated several times. With practice, all of these
signals can be incorporated into the director’s con-
ducting technique in a way which is barely notice-
able to the congregation.

When playing in an orchestra, the rhythm players
should be aware of what is happening with the other
instruments and how they can best be supported by
the rhythm section. For example, the drummer
should note any accented figures in the brass and
copy them in his time patterns. If the pianist is play-
ing from the printed keyboard part on the choral
score, he should be aware of orchestral figures which
may have been written into the part and avoid play-
ing them unless it is necessary to support a weaker
part. The organist should be careful not to overpower
the orchestra; in fact, if the orchestra is full and the
rhythm section is capable, it may be preferable to
leave out the organ for certain selections. If a syn-

thesizer or electric piano is used in addition to the
acoustic piano, the players should be careful to
choose musical ideas which complement rather than
compete against each other.

The rhythm section members should constantly be
seeking to improve their skills through an expanded
knowledge of musical styles. Listening critically to
recordings can be of great value for this purpose. A
bass player, for example, may listen to a recording,
focusing his attention upon the bass line, in order to
determine the types of figures which may be used in
a particular style of music. There are many method
books available to aid in this learning process, of
which some include a companion recording for il-
lustrative purposes.

The players in a rhythm section should be aware of
the principle of contrast within an individual piece,
or between pieces in a set of music. Sameness can be
avoided by varying the texture from heavy to light,
or the volume from loud to soft. On the drums, con-
trast is achieved by changing from ride cymbal to hi-
hat, or from rim shot to stick on the snare. In the
bass, piano, and guitar, a nice effect can be created
by changing from a lower to a higher register. A
“layered” approach, starting with piano only and
gradually adding bass, guitar, and drums, is a com-
mon way to build momentum within a song.

In conclusion, a well-balanced and capable
rhythm section can serve well as the basis for an or-
chestral ensemble, and can add much to the excite-
ment of the music used in a worship service. The
extra effort needed to develop a sensitive and cre-
ative group of rhythm players will be rewarded as we
see the Lord use our music to reach this generation
with the message of Christ’s love.

1Steve Houghton, A Guide for the Modern Jazz Rhythm Section
(Oskaloosa, Iowa: C. L. Barnhouse Company, 1982), 1.
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