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Modular Four Mallet Exercises
These basic exercises are your starting point for developing four mallet technique and 

coordination. Though they may look simple, donʼt underestimate the usefulness of these 
exercises! They are meant to pinpoint specifi c technical problems. Start by playing each 

exercise one hand at a time. When the exercise feels comfortable, cycle through the major 
and minor keys. Next try to play the exercise in both hands simultaneously (some of the 

exercises can be played one octave apart, others will need to be played two octaves apart). 
The next step is to try different exercises in your left and right hands. At fi rst, start with 
two exercises from the same category (two vertical stroke exercises for example). Then 
try exercises from two different categories (a vertical and an alternating for example). 

Now the real fun begins. Next try adding different dynamics, accents, and timbres (bright 
or dark) in each hand. The combinations are limitless!

Try to avoid the temptation of playing through many combinations without master-
ing them. Find a few combinations you like and stick with them for a few weeks.

s a m p l es a m p l e
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Vertical Stroke Variations
Practice these slowly to develop the piston stroke, then slowly increase the tempo to work on the legato 

stroke. In either case, the wrist motion should be smooth and relaxed. Also make sure the elbow is 
relaxed. Avoid using an arm motion for the vertical stroke, particularly with octaves. Donʼt forget to 

focus on your shifting when you move through the keys or if the variation involves interval changes. If 
you are getting a “fl am” sound with your vertical stroke, perhaps the mallets arenʼt “hanging” evenly. 

Review the four mallet grip concepts on page 104. 
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Independent Stroke Variations
The independent stroke is a study in effi ciency. If you play this stroke correctly, the unused mallet will 
simply rotate in place while the other mallet strikes the bar. Start by practicing this stroke slowly (in 
slow motion even), away from the keyboard. This will help your muscles to memorize the rotating 

motion. One key to getting the unused mallet to not shake or twitch while the other is in motion is to 
keep the hand completely relaxed. In other words, the fi ngers should not be “gripping” the mallets. This 
allows the hand to act as a shock absorber, which will provide smooth looking, effi cient strokes. Start 

with variation 27, then, try playing through the rhythmic timing variations (13 – 26). 
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Lateral Stroke Variations
This stroke is used for fast grace note passages and for lateral rolls (often called ripple rolls). This is 
perhaps the most diffi cult to perfect of all the stroke types. Essentially, the two mallets in your hand are 
going to play “follow the leader.”

Start with an outside lateral stroke (that means the outside mallet strikes 
fi rst). The mallets should be at a slight angle with the outside mallet 
slightly lower than the inside. Now begin the downward motion of a 
vertical stroke. When the outside mallet makes contact with the bar, the 
“follow the leader” begins as the inside mallet strikes immediately after. 
The outside mallet will hit the tone bar, rebound up, and go back down 
to its set position, the inside mallet will do the same exact thing a split-
second behind. It should sound like a fl am. The outside mallet is the 
grace note and the inside is the main note.

Most people who are new to this style of stroke forget to rebound the inside mallet. This will cause 
fl uidity problems when you want to play several lateral strokes in a row (like when youʼre rolling). The 
wrist motion is a very narrow oval shape. Pretend you have a pencil where your inside mallet is (in the 
right hand) and you want to draw this shape.

starting position outer mallet strikes inner mallet strikes follow through end of stroke

anatomy of an outside lateral stroke (right hand)

Keeping this shape in mind practice the motion in the air, then transfer it to the keyboard.s a m p l e
wrist motion is a very narrow oval shape

s a m p l e
wrist motion is a very narrow oval shape. Pretend you have a pencil where your inside mallet is (in the 

s a m p l e
. Pretend you have a pencil where your inside mallet is (in the 

right hand) and you want to draw this shape.

s a m p l e
right hand) and you want to draw this shape.

s a m p l es a m p l es a m p l es a m p l e
anatomy of an outside lateral stroke (right hand)

s a m p l e
anatomy of an outside lateral stroke (right hand)

Keeping this shape in mind practice the motion in the air, then transfer it to the keyboard.s a m p l eKeeping this shape in mind practice the motion in the air, then transfer it to the keyboard.
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4-Mallet Rotation
This exercise works on alternating strokes between the hands. Strive for a consistent sound and stroke 

height between each mallet. Relaxed wrists are the key. Next try the exercise with one of the other 
permutations (see page 144 after this exercise). If you experiment with different permutations in the 
marimba and vibe parts, as well as different accent patterns, you can create some very cool textures.
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About 4-mallet “permutations”
Below are eight common permutations which all 4-mallet players should be familiar with. Simply put, 
a permutation is a change in the order in which the mallets strike. They each feel a little different, so 
it’s a good idea to spend some time with each permutation. Slow repetitions will help to reinforce muscle 
memory. All of these permutations can be applied to the previous 4-mallet rotation exercise on page 141.
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Interval Control
These two exercises work four-mallet interval changes and shifting. Again, start very slowly using a 

piston stroke and focus on accurate shifts from note to note. The wrist motion must be relaxed and fl uid. 
When you are comfortable with this, you can boost up the tempo or try these exercises in different keys. 
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Four Mallet Arpeggios No.1
This exercise is a great way to “get the hands going.” Try to shape the exercise with natural phrasing 

(shaping with the direction of the melodic line), or in the opposite direction (diminuendo as you ascend 
and vice versa). You can play this exercise with a break in between each key, or you can go continuously 
through all of the keys (chromatically). This exercise can be done with any chord quality: major, minor, 

augmented, etc.
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This four-mallet exercise is excellent for working on small interval, alternating strokes. This stroke 
requires a combination of subtle forearm rotation and relaxed wrist motion. This exercise will also help 
to familiarize the performer with the I – IV – V7 – I chord progression. This chord progression is quite 

common in many styles of music. Measures 9 and 10 can be isolated as a separate exercise.
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This four-mallet exercise is excellent for working on small interval, alternating strokes. This stroke 
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This four-mallet exercise is excellent for working on small interval, alternating strokes. This stroke 

requires a combination of subtle forearm rotation and relaxed wrist motion. This exercise will also help 

s a m p l e
requires a combination of subtle forearm rotation and relaxed wrist motion. This exercise will also help 
to familiarize the performer with the I – IV – V7 – I chord progression. This chord progression is quite 

s a m p l e
to familiarize the performer with the I – IV – V7 – I chord progression. This chord progression is quite 
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Shifting
This is the ultimate shifting exercise. Because it has such a large range of notes, you will have to get on 
a 4.3 octave marimba to get through all of the keys. Some keys, like B-fl at major, are physically diffi cult 
to perform. Stick with it! Good footwork will also contribute to striking the correct bars. The feet, legs 

and other large muscles should anticipate the mallet shifts. This exercise should be performed slowly 
in all major and minor keys.
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