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FREEDOM

YOUTH PERCUSSION ENSEMBLE




Front Ensemble Technique Manual 
General Considerations 
The way we present ourselves is of the utmost importance to performing at the level we strive to attain. Proper care and maintenance of the instruments, continually cleaning all the equipment, and looking the part of a professional musician are all part of the image we make for ourselves. For that reason, it is expected that the instruments and equipment look and sound superb at all times. Before any performance, all equipment must be prepared & cleaned thoroughly and all drums should be tuned. 
Posture/ Body Position                                                                                                                                               

If you move together, you play together.  There is no exception to this rule.  Therefore, technique and uniformity are of the utmost importance. We will begin with our feet shoulder width apart. Your legs should be relaxed, knees slightly bent. Rigidity will greatly inhibit your range of motion, so it is best to maintain your flexibility from the beginning and start forming good habits on even the simplest exercises. Keep your back and neck straight and allow your arms to hang naturally at your side. 

Things to keep in mind: 
· Vibraphone players should stand with their right heel on the ground at all times, while pedaling with only the toes/ ball of the foot. Keep your weight distributed evenly between both feet. 
· Marimba players should be flexible with their body position to the instrument. There will be times when one foot may need to be placed in front of the other to shift between the upper and lower manuals of the instrument or make large lateral shifts behind the instrument. All of these motions should be done gracefully, keeping in mind that people will be watching your every movement. 
· In order to perform to the fullest of your ability, you may try raising your instrument to a higher position than the normal, waist height.  This will force you to keep your weight forward and will literally keep you on your toes.

Our posture and physical approach to the instrument will be one of the first indications to the judge and the audience exactly what kind of ensemble we are. Everything we do must be professional, charismatic, and confident – down to the most miniscule details. The professionalism we present ourselves with will earn us points before we play a single note! 

There is no need for “choreographed” movements in the front ensemble. Visuals, dynamics performed with the upper torso of the body, and other non-characteristic movements are not necessary and actually hinder the performance.  Performers must look the part and move with the music without over-exaggerating to the point of obscurity.                                                                                                              

                                                                                                                                                     Two Mallet Technique                                                                                                                          Unlike a snare drum, there is no rebound from a mallet instrument. In most ways, our approach to mallet instruments is the opposite of a snare drum. 

First and foremost, the fulcrum is created with the middle, ring and pinky fingers wrapping completely around the mallet. This is contrary to snare drum with the fulcrum placed between the index finger and thumb (to utilize the rebound of the stick). 

Rationale for the back finger approach: 

· We must create our own rebound off the instrument. This allows us to control the mallet at all times. 

· Enhances projection of the “concert hall” marimba and vibraphones sounds, played within gymnasiums. 

· This allows the index finger to remain relaxed, which promotes legato tone (by preventing over-squeezing with the index finger and thumb.) 
· Think: Back fingers = grip the mallet, index/ thumb = control the mallet.
There should be no tension in the back fingers, yet at the same time the fingers should remain on the mallet at all times (picture the tips of the back fingers remaining in constant contact with the palm of the hand). The back fingers will not move AT ALL except when performing extremely fast passages that require more finger flexibility. These fingers are the anchor of the grip – they provide more contact to the mallet and thus are a large part of dynamic and tone production. There should be 1.5” of mallet sticking out of the back of the hand. 

The index finger and thumb merely control the mallet, and there should be minimal pressure between the index finger and thumb.  This also reduces the amount of energy that goes into producing a stroke. The thumbs should face one another, just like matched snare drum grip. If the hands are turned over similar to French timpani grip, control of the mallet will be lost. This will inhibit accuracy and tone production.  The basic stoke is always initiated from the wrist. 

Four Mallet Technique                                                                                                               The approach to four mallet playing is very similar to the Stevens method on both marimba and vibraphone. The use of the Stevens method on the vibraphone is meant to attain a more uniform sound and technical approach.
Basic idea to keep in mind with four mallet technique: 

· Keep the index fingers relaxed and pointed towards each other at all times. All other fingers should stay relaxed as well. 

· Keep the mallets above the instrument by turning the wrists back; not by raising the arms. The mallets should return to the “up” position whenever they are not in motion, similar to the hammers in a piano.
· Keep the wrists as low to the instrument as possible.  

· Remain relaxed in grip and smooth in motion at all times. 

The approach to the instrument in an indoor environment must be aggressive, even at the softest dynamic levels. It is important to note that there should be no tension in the grip as this will only hinder a performer’s sound.                                                                                                                                                       

                                                                                                                                                    Stroke Types 
Each stoke should be relaxed, exerting weight through the keys while allowing the mallets to rebound off the keyboard. The wrists will be the primary force for creating strokes. 

The Piston Stroke will be used when playing. The general premise behind the Piston Stroke is that the mallets start up, perform a stroke that is quick in motion, and end back where the mallet started. The only part of the body used to create this stroke is the wrist. The stroke is somewhat rigid and technical; uses no preparation and no unnecessary motion. The rationale is simple – conserve energy and prepare for the next stroke. This may be vertical or both vertical and horizontal (shifting to new tones). Speed of the stroke will depend on the tempo of the passage.
· Do not mistake soft dynamic levels for a weak approach to the instrument. Strokes in which the wrist breaks and the mallet is used to “pull the sound out” of the instrument are an unnecessary change in technique.  

· Do not “hammer nails” or overplay when attempting to achieve louder dynamics. 
· Dynamic contrast is achieved through different stroke heights while using maximum velocity.
Here is a system which will define height required for each volume level.
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Movement from both the wrists and arms may be used at the Fortissimo level, but wrists should never bring the mallets past the vertical angle.
