Marimba Choreography
A Guide to Enhancing One’s Marimba

Performance

By Dr. Jeffrey Barudin

he motion and position of a marim-

bist’s body are crucial aspects of any

successful performance. There are

many techniques on which students
and teachers focus, such as grip, stroke, and
rotation. I have found that a lesser-emphasized
technique—marimba choreography—is key to
effective and efficient playing. Marimba cho-
reography consists of the planned and inten-
tional physical movements that enhance one’s
musical performance. When incorporated into
one’s practice sessions, musicians can expect
increased accuracy, more comfortable playing
positions, and a more efficient, ergonomic, and
consistent approach.

In my experience as a collegiate professor
and private percussion teacher, one of the most
consistent and pervasive flaws I've noticed
among students of all levels has been an un-
awareness of either natural or prescribed body
movements while playing. I have also noticed
that many students are not sure how to incor-
porate choreography into their playing. I find
that including marimba choreography overtly
and specifically along with the techniques they
are already learning greatly improves my stu-
dents’ awareness. Based on these experiences, I
now fully integrate choreography into my ma-
rimba curriculum.

BODY MOVEMENTS AND LOCATION

I started by identifying specific motions and
grouping them based on the body parts in-
volved—feet, knees, hips, and shoulders. Foot
movements include the directionality of the feet
and the sliding motion that allows for move-
ment throughout the range of the instrument.
Knee movements primarily include ducking, or
lowering the torso. Hip movements include the
weight distribution of the body and the angle of
the torso relative to the instrument. Shoulder
movements allow for easy travel between the
natural and accidental notes. These movements
can be used singularly or in conjunction with
each other, and if done correctly, will add ef-
ficiency and consistency to one’s marimba play-
ing.
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After categorizing these body motions, I cre-
ated a notation system to indicate these specific
moves. This system is easily integrated into mu-
sic scores, and allows the performer to set body
positions with precision. When these symbols
are lined up with specific beats, body motions
become part of the music. This is truly the goal:
to make marimba choreography just as natural
as every other performance technique. Figure
1 shows the notation system I have devised.
These symbols are included in the figures
throughout this article to show how I incorpo-
rate them into musical examples.

USING MARIMBA CHOREOGRAPHY
Marimba choreography can be used in a
wide variety of situations, and vary based on
the technique or musical goal. Below I have
highlighted five examples that show the benefits
of planned and prescriptive movements while

playing.

Figure 1. Body Movement Notation Symbols
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Example 1. Mallets on Multiple Planes
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This is when the two mallets held in one
hand are on different planes, one on the natu-
rals and the other on the accidentals. Let’s use
a B Major chord as an example. The left hand
must angle inward to play the B and F-sharp,
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and the right hand must also angle inward to
play the D-sharp and B. Both hands come in
towards the body to achieve the correct angle,
resulting in a squeezed feel with both elbows
pressed against the torso (Figure 2).

To counteract this tightness, simply place
one foot behind the other. Be sure to remain
balanced; the heel of the front foot should line
up with the arch of the back foot. This simple
motion allows the performer to position the el-
bows in front of the torso, rather than squeezed
into the sides (Figure 3). There will be signifi-
cantly less tension in the arms, and the body re-
mains in a position that will still be responsive
and prepared for the next phrase or chord.

Figure 2

Figure 3

Example 2. Large Intervallic Spreads or
Jumps

Let’s consider the end of the first movement
of Peter Klatzow’s “Dances of Earth and Fire”
(Figure 4). This example requires the performer
to cover nearly the entire length of a 4.5-octave
marimba. In this case, bending the knees allows
the performer to more easily reach wide inter-
vallic spreads. Try this at the instrument and
you will notice that as you bend the knees while
keeping the mallets in position, the elbows
begin to bend as well. Now, you not only have
added arm length, but also a shorter distance
to the bars. Another benefit to this movement
is that you maintain the correct mallet angle,
hitting the bars with the core and not with the
upper wrap. Bending the knees during these
major distances helps with accuracy, comfort,
and sound production (Figure 5).

Figure 4. “Dances of Earth and Fire”
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“Dances of Earth and Fire” by Peter Klatzow
Copyright © 1987 PM Europe
Used with Permission

Figure 5
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Example 3. One-Handed Rolls

A more extreme use of marimba choreogra-
phy would be when performing a one-handed
roll, either on one note or two notes in close
range (Figure 6), especially when the other
hand is playing something different. To get to

Figure 6

Figure 7. “Variations on Lost Love”
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the note(s) properly, one must bring the elbow
out, putting the forearm at a perpendicular
angle with the bars. The foot opposite the roll
hand should slide back, providing balance,
while the front foot takes the brunt of the
weight. The hip is pivoted towards the bars, fol-
lowing the angle suggested by the arm, and the
knees are slightly bent. This position aids the
rotation needed for a consistent one-handed
roll, while still allowing free movement with
the opposite hand. One example from marimba
literature that asks for this technique is David
Maslanka’s “Variations on Lost Love” (Figure
7).

Example 4. Tight Stickings

Many passages in marimba repertoire re-
quire tight stickings, where the hands may
even be crossing each other. The same foot
positioning described in Example 1 (with one
foot in front of the other) would also be helpful
in these situations. This keeps the arms from
squeezing into the torso and causing unwanted
stress and tightness. One composition that calls
for this is Leigh Howard Stevens’s “Rhythmic
Caprice” There are instances of both hands
playing the same two notes (Figure 8), in which
this choreography would be beneficial.

Example 5. Extended Techniques

“Rhythmic Caprice” uses extended technique
to great effect. The most frequently used tech-

ten. ad lib.

1 32132 4132412 (4-3) —
2

= =

e P

L [+

#ﬂ — —t.

(4-3) 434304-3) _©

&8

(1-2) 12

“Variations on Lost Love” by David Maslanka
Copyright © 1983 Keyboard Percussion Publications, by Marimba Productions Inc.
Used with Permission

Figure 8. “Rhythmic Caprice”

“Rhythmic Caprice” by Leigh Howard Stevens
Copyright © 1989 Keyboard Percussion Publications, by Marimba Productions Inc.
Used with Permission
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nique calls for striking the bar with the shaft of
the mallet. For large portions of this piece, the
performer is required to play on the close ends
of the natural bars and the far ends of the acci-
dental bars simultaneously. Bending one’s knees
is mandatory in order to maintain a sense of
balance, and also helps to avoid an extreme
wrist angle while playing on the natural keys.
However, the torso can’t be lowered too much,
as the mallets playing on the accidentals should
ideally maintain a slight downward angle to en-
sure ease of playing, accuracy, and consistency
of sound (Figure 9).

REHEARSAL TIPS

These body movements need to be fully
incorporated into one’s practice sessions in
order to become truly ingrained in marimba
performance. As with any other technique,
constant repetition is necessary. As musicians,
we are used to repeating phrases to work on
note accuracy, mallet path, and stroke/rotation.
Working on the choreography of a phrase is
just as important. Using my notation system to
encourage body movements will aid in quick
memorization and encourage consistent note
accuracy.

Earlier I mentioned lining up body move-
ments with specific beats in the music. This
rehearsal technique entails the placement of
prescribed motions within the context of the
music’s tempo. Integrating the choreography
with the music connects the physical and au-
ral aspects of the performance. This is highly
beneficial, as it quickens muscle memory and
encourages memorization.

As an educator, I have found that my stu-
dents display varying degrees of awareness
regarding their movements while playing. As is
the case with all other performance techniques,
it is the teacher’s job to recognize the individual
nature of a student and appropriately tailor the
methodology. Technique does not need to be
uniform for all performers; it is merely a means
for that person to achieve their highest level of
ability. All bodies are unique and react differ-
ently depending on the scenario. The moves
introduced in this article are meant to be a
jumping-off point and hopefully a way for ev-
eryone to find the specific body moves that will
work best for them.

I believe that no marimba training is com-
plete without the consideration and inclusion
of marimba choreography. Awareness of the
body’s positioning and movements will pro-
duce a more consistent and efficient musical
performance. As marimba choreography is
intentionally included in practice and perfor-
mance, it will become more natural. The work
done initially will reap significant rewards
down the road.

It is worth mentioning that the concept of
choreography is by no means limited solely to
the marimba. Body movements are an integral
part of percussion performance, regardless



Figure 9

of the instrument. The specific movements
mentioned in this article are directed toward
the marimba but can be modified to work for
any other percussion instrument. The crux of
this article is the percussionist’s consideration
of effective body movements. An awareness of
one’s body while performing and practicing
ultimately results in a healthy and responsive
body that will reflexively know the most ideal
position for any situation.
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THE NEW RUDIMENTS OF DRUMMING
by Joel Rothman

At last, a breakthrough book with
dozens of new rudiments to upgrade
and expand the traditional rudiments.

These new rudiments represent the
future for developing hand control
and a virtuoso technique to use in
all fields of drumming.

The future is here —
all you have to do is
ORDER
YOUR COPY TODAY!

Send $19.95 to: JR Publications, LLC
clo Charles Dumont & Son, Inc., 1085 Dumont Drive, Voorhees, NJ 08043

To view all of Joel Rothman’s close to 100 books, go te: www.joelrothman.com
To contact Joel direct, email: info@joelrothman.com

Note: if you are a teacher and would like to have a free listing
on Joel's website, simply email Joel.
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