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A GUIDE TO SIX-MALLET TECHNIQUE 
 

Chapter 1:  The Approach 
	
	
History and Development of the Six-Mallet Technique 
 
 The first recorded use of six-mallet performance was in the 1910s and 1920s 

during the Ragtime and Vaudeville eras. 1  The first attempts to explore six-mallet 

technique in concert performance came in the 1960s with Keiko Abe and Linda 

Pimentel.2 Keiko Abe’s six-mallet technique, which is derived from the traditional cross-

grip of four-mallet technique, is used to add additional notes to blocked chords. Keiko 

Abe’s six-mallet technique is not intended for independence between the mallets.3 Other 

prominent figures that have aided in the development of six-mallet technique include Kei 

Stensgaard, Dean Gronemeier, Linda Pimentel, Timothy Jones, Robert Patterson, and 

Pei-Ching Wu.4 

 I developed my approach to six-mallet technique in 2009 while pursuing an 

undergraduate degree at Texas A&M University-Commerce. Dr. Brian Zator, who is the 

Head of Percussion at Texas A&M University-Commerce, introduced me to Keiko Abe’s 

marimba solo, Itsuki Fantasy for Six Mallets. Zator uses the Gronemeier approach to six-

mallet technique, which is based on the Musser-Stevens technique that presumes 

																																																								
1	Timothy Jones, A Survey of Arts and Literature Employing Extended Multiple Mallets 
in Keyboard Percussion; Its Evolution, Resulting Techniques and Pedagogical Guide, pp. 
2 Linda Pimentel, “Multiple mallet Marimba Techniques,” Percussive Notes (Fall 1976) 
3 Rebecca Kite, Keiko Abe A Virtuosic Life. p. 226. 
4 Pei-Ching Wu, Extended Multiple Mallet Performance in KeyboardPercussion Through 
the Study of Performing Techniques of Flame Dance and Water Fariesby Wan-Jen 
Huang, pp. 90.		
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independent mallet movement. When I began learning Itsuki Fantasy for Six Mallets I 

originally used the Gronemeier approach to six-mallet technique, but I felt that I could 

not get the volume and power that Abe requires within the composition. Itsuki Fantasy 

for Six Mallets does not require the added mallet independence that the Gronemeier 

approach to six-mallet technique provides. After much experimentation I decided to 

create a six-mallet technique based on Burton Grip. Burton Grip is a four-mallet grip 

created by vibraphonist Gary Burton.  

Burton Grip is most commonly performed on the vibraphone, although there are 

many performers who use the grip on the marimba as well. Burton Grip and the 

traditional cross grip are similar in that the mallets cross one another while in the hand. 

The crossing of the mallets, along with the angle of the hand that the grip provides, 

allows the performer to easily play with a loud volume. When I began my experiments 

with six-mallet technique I had no experience with traditional cross-grip, which is why I 

decided to use Burton Grip as the basis of my six-mallet technique, as opposed to the 

traditional cross grip used by Abe.  
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Burton Grip 

 An understanding on Burton Grip is needed before the discussion of this six-

mallet technique can begin. In Burton Grip, the outside mallet lays on top of the inside 

mallet. 

 

Figure 1.1: Outside mallet on top of the inside mallet 

 

 

 When holding Burton Grip the shape of the hand is very similar to holding a snare 

drum stick, which is why Burton Grip is sometimes described as a natural feeling grip. 

This angle of the hand allows for a more natural stoke that results in the ability to play at 

louder volumes with ease. 
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Figure 1.2: The shape of the hand within Burton Grip 

 

 

 Begin by picking up one mallet exactly like a snare drum stick, making sure that 

the index finger and thumb represent a correct snare drum fulcrum. A correct fulcrum 

includes placing the mallet in the first joint of the index finger and placing the thumb 

directly across the first joint of the index finger. Having a proper fulcrum gives the inside 

mallet stability while holding Burton Grip.  
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Figure 1.3: Positioning the inside mallet 

 

  

 While holding the inside mallet, slide the outside mallet in-between the index and 

middle finger. The outside mallet is placed on top of the inside mallet.  

 

Figure 1.4: Positioning the outside mallet 
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 Once both mallets are placed into one hand, press the ring finger against the 

outside mallet. The pressure from the ring finger provides stability for the outside mallet.  

 

Figure 1.5: The ring finger 
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The Six-Mallet Technique 

For the description of this technique the mallets are numbered one through six 

from left to right. The right hand - mallets four, five and six - will be the mallets used in 

this discussion. The concepts discussed apply directly to the left hand as well.  

 

Figure 1.6: Mallet diagram 

 

 Mallet four is placed underneath the two mallets of Burton Grip, and is held 

secure by the middle, ring, and pinky fingers. When securing the third mallet with these 

three fingers, place the ring finger back onto the outside mallet that was originally 

described in Burton Grip (mallet six). The middle finger should be wrapped around 

mallet four and the mallet should be placed in the first knuckle of the middle finger. The 

placement of the middle finger is crucial for executing interval changes.  
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Figure 1.7: Lifting the middle, index, and pinky fingers 

 

 

Figure 1.8: Placing mallet four 
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 There should be four contact points when all three mallets are held in one hand. 

These contact points include: 1. Pressure from the ring finger on the outside mallet, 2. 

Contact of the inside mallet beneath the thumbnail, 3. Outside mallet in contact with the 

second knuckle of the index finger, 4. Fulcrum on the inside mallet created by the index 

finger and thumb.  

 

Figure 1.9: Points of Contact 

 

 

Expanding and Contracting Intervals  

 The six-mallet works by Keiko Abe do not require large interval shifts, but it is 

beneficial to have a method of executing interval shifts if one wishes to perform a six-

mallet piece by another composer. The discussion of interval shifts will be based on a 
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reference point. I will term this reference point “home base,” which consists of the 

mallets in the intervals of thirds when placed on the marimba. For this explanation, the 

pitches used for home base will be the C major triad in root position.  

 

Figure 1.10: Home Base 

 

 

 The shifting of mallet four dictates the interval between mallets four and six. The 

middle finger executes the interval shift by pushing or pulling mallet four. The pinky and 

ring fingers act as points of rotation for this interval change and hold the mallet in place. 

If this shift is executed correctly, the only part of the grip moving the mallet will be the 

middle finger. This interval is made secure by pressure from the tip of the middle finger 

and the base of the thumb. The middle finger pulls mallet four to contract the interval 

back to home base. 
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Figure 1.11: Expanding and Contracting Mallet Four 

 

 

Figure 1.12: Expanding and Contracting Mallet Four  

 

 

 The index finger and thumb are used to expand the interval between mallets five 

and six. Pulling the index finger down towards the hand and placing the thumb in-

between mallets five and six creates the expansion. The contraction of mallet six back to 

home base is created by closing the index finger and thumb back to mallet five.  
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Figure 1.13: Expanding and Contracting Mallet Six  

 

 

Figure 1.14: Expanding and Contracting Mallet Six  

 

 

 The index finger and thumb are used to change the interval of mallet five while in 

home base. When shifting mallet five towards mallet four, the index finger and thumb are 

moved to hold both mallets four and five. The index finger pushes mallet five towards 

mallet four and the point of contact in the index finger shifts from the first to the second 

knuckle. The thumb is placed on top of the two inside mallets.  
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Figure 1.15: Shifting Mallet Five Downwards from Home Base 

 

 

 In order to shift mallet five upwards towards mallet six the thumb pushes mallet 

five, while the index finger points forward.  

 

Figure 1.16: Shifting Mallet Five Upwards from Home Base 

 

 

 When mallets four and six are extended past home base it can be challenging to 

maneuver mallet five to different pitches. In this description, mallets four and six will be 

placed an octave apart on C naturals and mallet five placed on E natural. As in home 
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base, the index finger and the thumb are the primary fingers to shift mallet five. In order 

to shift mallet five towards mallet six the thumb pushes and the index finger pulls the 

mallet upwards. The index finger and thumb serve the same role when shifting mallet 

five back to home base.  

 

Figure 1.17: Shifting Mallet Five Between Large Intervals 
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Approach to Chord Placement 

 One of the major benefits of using six mallets on percussion keyboard instruments 

is the ability to add one or two more pitches to blocked chords. When all of the mallets in 

one hand are playing on the same manual, as in Figure 10, chord placement is simple. It 

is when the performer is required to play pitches on different manuals that problems 

begin to arise. There are techniques that can be used to overcome these seemingly 

awkward chord placements in six-mallet performance.  

 Utilizing the edges of the marimba bars is an effective way to approach chords 

that use both manuals. For example, transpose home base down one half step to a B 

major triad. In the right hand, mallet four is placed on B natural, mallet five on D sharp, 

and mallet six on F sharp. The most efficient way to approach this chord would be to 

place mallets five and six on the edges of the bar while placing mallet four just above 

center of the B natural. This allows for a comfortable and balanced voiced triad in B 

major.  

 

Figure 1.18: Manual Placement 
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 Figure 19 shows an example of a B major 11th chord. This chord placement is 

made simple by the use of edges on the upper manual.  

 

Figure 1.19: B Major 11th Chord  

 

 

 Another approach to chord placement in six-mallet performance would be to 

overlap the mallets with one another. For example, in order to play a D major 9th chord, 

mallet four is placed on the F# between the root and the fifth of the chord.  

 

Figure 1.20: Overlapping Mallets 
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 Notice that mallet two is not being used for the D major 9th chord. Instead, the 

index finger and the thumb pull mallet two upwards so that it does not come in contact 

with the marimba. This is a technique that Robert Patterson describes in his approach to 

six-mallet performance. This allows for a double stop between mallets one and three in 

the left hand and four and six in the right hand.  

 

Figure 1.21: Lifting Mallets Two and Five 

 

 

 This chapter will conclude with a quick note on how to execute single 

independent strokes between mallets one, three, four, and six. Being a technique that is 

commonly used within Itsuki Fantasy for Six Mallets, single independent strokes are 

initiated very similarly to that of Burton Grip, with a rotation of the wrist towards the 

mallet striking the instrument. The performer needs to pay close attention to not bending 

at the wrist to execute this motion; rather the wrist needs to be rotated much like turning a 

doorknob. 
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ANALYSIS OF ITSUKI FANTASY FOR SIX MALETS 
 

Chapter 2:  The Influence of Itsuki no Komoriuta 
 

Itsuki Fantasy for Six Mallets was composed in 1993 and is Keiko Abe’s first 

published piece written for six-mallet marimba performance. The work is titled after one 

of Abe’s favorite Japanese folksongs, Itsuki no Komoriuta.5 Many of Keiko Abe’s works 

are influenced by Japanese folksongs. Abe performed Itsuki Fantasy For Six Mallets in 

many different musical arrangements before its publication in 2001.6  

 

History of Itsuki no Komoriuta 
 
 Every region in Japan has its own type of lullaby, or komoriuta. The Itsuki no 

Komoriuta originated in the village of Itsuki that is located in the Kuma District, 

Kumamoto Prefecture, Japan, on the southern island of Kyushu. Figure 2.1 and 2.2 show 

the location of the Itsuki village.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

																																																								
5	Rebecca Kite, Keiko Abe A Virtuosic Life. p. 224.  
6 Ibid.	
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Figure 2.1: Map of Japan 
	

 

Figure 2.2: Map of the Itsuki Village 
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Nearly 400 years old, Itsuki no Komoriuta describes the poverty and obstacles 

experienced by the people in the village of Itsuki. The text of this lullaby originated 

during the Tokugawa period (1603-1868). During this time, Japan was a society built on 

classes. The classes were divided into four separate classifications known as the 

mibunsei: samurai (5% of the population), peasants (more than 80% of the population), 

craftsmen, and merchants.7 The poor merchants that lived in the village of Itsuki sent 

their daughters to rich families in order for the daughters to work as nursemaids. These 

nursemaids were required to tend to the babies of the wealthy and were scolded when 

these babies would cry. While lulling the babes to sleep, the nursemaids began to sing 

about their own misfortune. This is the basis of Itsuki no Komoriuta. This lullaby begins 

with mentioning the festival of Bon, which is a holiday that allows the nursemaids to 

return to their villages in order to celebrate their dead ancestors.8  

 

Table 2.1:  Lyrics to Itsuki no Komoriuta9  

Japanese English Translation 

 
 

 
 

  
 

 
 

 
  

 
	 	  

 
I will stay here until Bon comes. 
As soon as Bon is over, I will not be here. 
The sooner Bon comes, the sooner I can go 
home. 
  
I am a beggar, just a beggar 
They are rich people. 
With good sashes and good dresses. 
  
 
Who will cry for me 
When I die? 

																																																								
7William G. Beasley, The Meiji Restoration. p. 22.  
8David Van Ooijen, Komoriuta. p. 2.  
9	Ibid.	
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Only the cicadas in the mountain behind the 
house. 
  
No, it’s not cicadas. 
It’s my little sister. 
Don’t cry, little sister, I will be worried about 
you. 
  
When I'm dead, 
Bury me by the roadside. 
The passers-by will lay flowers for me. 
  
What flowers will they lay? 
Cam-cam-camellias 
The water will come falling down from the sky. 

 

Itsuki no Komoriuta within Itsuki Fantasy for Six Mallets 
	
 Example 2.1 shows the stanza-based melody of Itsuki no Komoriuta. 

 

 

Example 2.1:  Itsuki no Komoriuta10 

 

																																																								
10	Ibid.	
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In order to effectively show how Abe uses Itsuki no Komoriuta throughout Itsuki 

Fantasy for Six Mallets, I have separated the lullaby into seven fragments.  

 

Example 2.2:  Fragment #1 

 

 

Example 2.3:  Fragment #2 

 

 

Example 2.4:  Fragment #3 

 

 

Example 2.5:  Fragment #4 
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Example 2.6:  Fragment #5 

 

 

Example 2.7:  Fragment #6 

 

 

Example 2.8: Fragment #7 

 

 

Example 2.9 shows the first time that Abe presents a fragment of Itsuki no 

Komoriuta. Fragment #1 is presented in m. 18 and fragment #2 is presented in mm. 20-

21. Both of the fragments are clearly outlined by musical brackets.  

 

Example 2.9: mm. 18-21 
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Abe does not always clearly outline where the fragments of Itsuki no Komoriuta 

are located. Example 2.10 shows her use of fragment #4, which is hidden within the 

texture of all six mallets. The four notes of fragment #4 are located in the bass voice.  

 

Example 2.10: m. 26 

 

 

Example 2.11 shows fragments #4, #6, and #7. These fragments are also hidden in 

the musical texture created by Abe.  

 

Example 2.11: mm. 37 – 40 
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Not only does Abe present Itsuki no Komoriuta in fragments, but she also presents 

the lullaby in its entirety. In Example 2.12, Abe uses all six of the mallets to create a very 

warm texture in support of the lullaby, which is located in the top voice.  

 

Example 2.12:  mm. 56-60 

 

 

Example 2.13 shows the second and final instance that Abe uses the full statement 

of Itsuki no Komoriuta within Itsuki Fantasy for Six Mallets. In this example, Abe 

separates Itsuki no Komoriuta into the seven different fragments previously mentioned. 

The rhythm that Abe uses for the fragments is very similar when compared to the original 

material shown in Example 2.1. Loud and dissonant chords separate the fragments of the 

original lullaby, which creates a completely different musical texture when compared to 

Example 2.12.  
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Example 2.13: mm. 64-72 

 

 

Examples 2.12 and 2.13 are separated only by a three-measure transition. 

Example 2.14 shows this three-measure transition that bridges the gap between the two 

contrasting sections.  

Example 2.14: mm. 61-63 
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Chapter 3:  Formal Analysis of Itsuki Fantasy for Six Mallets 
	
	

The overall form of Itsuki Fantasy for Six Mallets is rounded binary (ABA'). 

Figure 3.1 outlines the form of Itsuki Fantasy for Six Mallets with the major sections, 

phrases, main theme, and it also indicates when the fragments of the Itsuki no Komoriuta 

are used throughout the piece. 

 

Figure 3.1: Form of Itsuki Fantasy for Six Mallets 

 

 The first statement of the main theme, which is separate from the Itsuki no 

Komoriuta, occurs in m. 5 during the introduction. The main theme consists of the five 

notes of the E minor pentatonic scale. These notes alternate between rhythmic groupings 

of four and three, which gives this main theme a feel of a 7/8 time signature, even though 
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the time signature is written in 7/4. This feel of a 7/8 time signature is accentuated by the 

quarter note ostinato pattern underneath the seven-note groupings. Abe placed phrase 

markings on the seven-note groupings of the theme as well as over the entire measure to 

show the direction of the musical line. The main theme occurs within the A and A' 

sections of the piece. Example 3.1 shows the first statement of the main theme in m. 5. 

 

Example 3.1: m. 5 

 

 

  During the introduction, which takes place from mm. 1-17, Abe presents the 

theme on three separate occasions. In m. 8, Abe presents a tonal sequence of the main 

theme that begins on the fifth scale degree of the E minor pentatonic scale, and another 

tonal sequence that begins on the third of the third scale degree in m. 9. In m. 15, Abe 

uses all six of the mallets to harmonize the main theme in thirds above the quarter note 

ostinato pattern. In this instance, the main theme is transposed to the A minor pentatonic 

scale. This is the apex of the introduction, which is shown in Example 3.2.  
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Example 3.2: m. 15 

 

 

A two-measure transition, from mm. 16-17, concludes the introduction and leads 

to the next section that begins in m. 18. This is a dramatic transition that begins at the 

subito-piano dynamic level and quickly crescendos to the final forte-accent on beat seven 

m. 17. The ritardando that begins on beat four of m. 17 adds to the dramatic effect of this 

transition. Example 3.3 shows this transition.  

 

Example 3.3: mm. 16-17 

 

 

 A variation of the main theme is introduced in m. 19. This variation omits the 

third scale degree of the E minor pentatonic scale. Also, Abe includes a bass ostinato 

underneath this variation. The bass ostinato consists of three repeated pitches, that when 

played underneath the five-note groupings of the variation, create a sense of instability 

and rhythmic contrast. Example 3.4 shows the variation of the main theme with the bass 



	

	 30	

ostinato. Similar to the main theme, this variation occurs within the A and A' sections and 

is presented in the E minor pentatonic and A minor pentatonic scales.   

 

Example 3.4: mm. 19-20 

 

 

 Abe is known for her use of extended techniques within her compositions for 

marimba. These extended techniques include striking the marimba bar with wooden 

shafts, dead strokes, vocal effects, and the creation of two-tone mallets that allowed her 

to achieve extreme dynamic levels on both sides of the dynamic spectrum.11 The 

extended techniques that she uses in Itsuki Fantasy for Six Mallets are dead strokes. A 

dead stroke is the act of striking the marimba bar, and instead of lifting the mallets in 

order let the bar resonate the mallets are held against the bar to cut off the natural 

resonance. Example 3.5 and 3.6 show Abe’s use of dead strokes within Itsuki Fantasy for 

Six Mallets. Abe indicates dead strokes by placing an “X” above the desired notes. Both 

of these examples act as transitions into the next section of music.  

 

 

 

																																																								
11 Ibid. p. 10.  
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Example 3.5: m. 25 

 

 

Example 3.6: m. 38 

 

 

The A section concludes with a transition that takes place during mm. 40-46. 

Much like in Example 3.4, this transition mainly consists of rhythmic contrasts between 

the treble and bass clef with the use of different note groupings occurring simultaneously. 

This entire transition leads to the impact on beat one of m. 47, which is the beginning of 

the B section. The last measure of this transition, m. 46, consists of contrary motion that 

moves chromatically to the half-diminished chord on beat one of m. 47. Example 3.7 

shows the transition that occurs from m. 40-46.  
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Example 3.7: mm. 40-46 

 

 

 The beginning of the B section, marked Meno Mosso passionamente, is the first 

time in Itsuki Fantasy for Six Mallets that Abe writes for sustained, or rolled notes. In the 

first phrase of the B section, mm. 47-51, Abe uses accents, tenuto, and dynamic markings 

to clearly show the direction of the musical line. This phrase concludes with the arrival of 

the A minor triad played by all six of the mallets on beat three of m. 51.   
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Example 3.8: mm. 47-51 

 

 

 A four-measure transition, that takes place from mm. 52-55, leads into the first 

presentation of the full Itsuki no Komoriuta beginning in m. 56. This transition, beginning 

in A minor, moves to a pedal on the dominant on beat three of m. 52. The pedal on the 

dominant is sustained from beat three of m. 52 until it resolves on A natural on beat four 

of m. 54.  

 

Example 3.9: 52-55 
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The structures of the dissonant chords created by Abe within mm. 65-71 are very 

characteristic within her pieces. Most of the dissonance that she creates comes from the 

use of minor seconds and augmented fourths.12  

 

Example 3.10: m. 65 and m. 69 

                                 

 

 

 The A' section comprises of three separate phrases: mm. 73-78, mm. 79-87, and 

mm. 88-95.  The first phrase begins with the variation of the main theme that was first 

introduced in m. 19. The second and third phrase consist of material from the 

introduction of the piece. The main theme is stated three times (m. 80, m. 83, m. 88-89) 

throughout the second and third phrases. During the third phrase, the texture of the music 

slowly thins to the final note of the piece on octave A naturals.    

 

 

 

 

																																																								
12	Alamo Santos, A Performance Guide and Theoretical Study of Keiko Abe’s Marimba 
D’Amore and Prism Rhapsody for Marimba and Orchestra. p. 9.		
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Example 3.11: mm. 88-95 
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Chapter 4:  Performance Guide for Itsuki Fantasy for Six Mallets  

  

 This chapter will act as a performance guide and will discuss mallet selection, 

phrase markings, rolls, and bar placement issues. It is very important that the performer 

has a clear understanding of the form, themes, and Abe's use of the Itsuki no Komoriuta 

within Itsuki Fantasy for Six Mallets before this section can be studied. The musical 

interpretation presented by the author is merely a suggestion and the reader needs to 

realize that an independent musical interpretation can be made based off of the musical 

notation. To be as clear and thorough as possible, the author included many specific 

musical suggestions within this chapter to show his musical interpretation. The reader 

must also understand that each note within a piece of music has its own natural inflection 

and within a performance these inflections may change.  

 

Mallet Selection 

 Mallet selection is one of the first things that must be taken into consideration 

when learning a solo for marimba. In Itsuki Fantasy for Six Mallets, the performer needs 

a mallet that has enough weight to easily achieve the loud volumes that Abe requires, but 

that also has enough nuance to show the difference between melody and accompaniment. 

Also, the mallets need to have the ability to explore soft dynamic levels. The Ludwig 

Albert Series from Innovative Percussion is a set of mallets that have the ability to meet 

all of these musical needs. The weighted rubber core allows for an easily achievable loud 

volume on the marimba and the soft yarn, made of a wool-blend, provides a soft contact 

on the bar at lower dynamic levels. The performer needs to use a graduated set of mallets 
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from this series, which will provide a clear distinction between the separate musical lines.  

Typically, a graduated set of mallets consists of softer mallets in the lower register of the 

marimba and harder mallets in the upper register. From left to right (soft to hard), these 

mallets are the IP3103 (mallets 1 and 2), IP3104, (mallets 3, 4, and, 5), and the IP3105 

(mallet 6). 

 

Abe's Use of Phrase Markings 

 Abe uses many phrase markings throughout Itsuki Fantasy for Six Mallets that 

provide the performer with a wealth of information about musical interpretation. Her 

phrase markings show the direction of the musical line, various grouping of notes, the 

length of the phrases, as well as providing a clear distinction between the hierarchies of 

the musical texture. Phrase markings within Itsuki Fantasy for Six Mallets can be as long 

as four measures or as short as three eighth notes. This section of the performance guide, 

which can be applied to the rest of the marimba solo, will discuss her use of phrase 

markings within the introduction and the A section and show how to make a musical 

interpretation based off of the phrase markings that she provides.  

 Every measure of the introduction, with the exception of m. 17, contains some 

sort of phrase marking. Abe places one phrase marking over the first four measures of the 

introduction. With a phrase marking of this length, the layering of pitches in the right 

hand, and the crescendo in mm. 3 and 4, it is clear that Abe intends for these four 

measures to lead to the first statement of the main theme in m. 5. Abe only writes a small 

dynamic change of pianissimo in m. 1 to piano at the arrival of the theme in m. 5. The 

arrival to the main theme can be made clearer by beginning the dynamic of pianissimo as 
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softly as possible, almost at niente. Also, the performer should begin the piece closer to 

the upper nodes of the marimba bar, rather than in the center. As the music crescendos, 

the playing area should slowly shift from the node of the marimba bar to the center, 

which will allow for a small change in timbre. These changes will allow for a subtle 

beginning to the piece and make the crescendo to the main theme apparent for the 

listener.  

 

Example 4.1: mm. 1-4 

 

 

 The first four measures present a basic musical idea that consists of four pitches, 

which act as transitions between the presentations of the main theme. These transitional 

measures can be located with her use of one long phrase marking that spans the entire 

length of the musical idea, which is very different than her use of phrase markings within 

he main theme. These measures help to lead, both dynamically and texturally, into each 

statement of the main theme, which results in the overall building of energy to the apex 

of the introduction in m. 15. The performer must realize that the main theme is very 

delicate, and although it is at a louder volume with each statement, it is not meant to be 

the driving force of the overall crescendo of the introduction. With this being said, there 

should be crescendo-like motion during mm. 6 and 7 and mm. 10 and 11. The dynamic of 
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mezzo forte should be added to the theme in m. 12 and the dynamic in m. 15 should be 

changed to forte. This will allow for each statement of the theme to be presented at a 

louder volume, which creates the building of energy within the introduction. The main 

theme should always be played with the hardest mallet, which is mallet 6. This will allow 

for the theme to clearly speak above the rest of the musical texture.   

 

Example 4.2: mm. 5-15 

 

 

 The A section begins with fragment #1 of the Itsuki no Komoriuta. The first 

phrase takes place from mm. 18-25 and consists of three contrasting musical textures. 

These textures include the Itsuki no Komoriuta outlined by musical brackets, a variation 

of the main theme indicated with phrase markings, and aggressive quarter note and eighth 
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note patterns at the forte dynamic level. It is important that the performer displays these 

contrasts to the listener. Fragment #1, located in m. 18, and fragment #2, located in mm. 

20-21, both need to have a heavy sound with a slight rubato and should be played with 

the softest mallet, mallet 1. This creates a contrast from the variation of the main theme, 

which needs to have the same light and delicate characteristic as its initial presentation 

within the introduction. Directional phrasing can be added to the variation of the main 

theme to help create the legato, delicate texture. The arrival of the forte eighth note at the 

end of m. 22 should be a sudden change in volume from the preceding piano dynamic. 

The performer should pay close attention to the accented and non-accented notes in m. 

24, as well as the tenuto markings in m. 25. There should be a sense of rubato on the 

three quarter notes in m. 25 to help show the articulation difference between mm. 24 and 

25. These three quarter notes need to be executed with a relaxed grip to avoid a harsh 

articulation. M. 26, which consist of dead strokes, dispel the energy and leads into the 

next phrase. This measure should decrescendo until last two eighth notes on beat six. The 

tempo should slightly ritard into the downbeat of the new phrase in m. 26.  

 

Example 4.3: mm. 18-25 
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 The melodic content in mm. 26-27, consisting of Fragment #7 and the variation of 

the main theme, is clearly outlined with phrase markings. The purpose of this phrase is to 

build to the climactic phrase of the A section. The climatic phrase of the A section begins 

on the last eighth note of m. 31 and continues through m. 38. A poco a poco cresc. should 

be added at mm. 28 for an effective build into this climax.  

 

Example 4.4: mm. 26-31 

 

 

 Fragment #1, which begins on the last eighth note of m. 31, needs have the same 

heavy sound with slight rubato as it did in m. 18, the only difference being that the 

volume is louder. The sforzato chords in mm. 33, 34, and 35 need to have a shocking 

quality that interrupts the fragments of the lullaby during this climatic phrase of the A 

section.  



	

	 42	

 The A section concludes with a transition that leads into the Meno Mosso 

passionamente at m. 47. In the last measure of this transition, m. 46, an allargando can be 

added to the last four eighth notes to stretch the dramatic effect of this transition.  

 

Example 4.5: m. 46 

 

 

Rolls  

 The first full statement of the Itsuki no Komoriuta, located between mm. 56-67, is 

presented in a beautiful choral that provides the performer with many opportunities for 

expression. Rubato is an effective tool that can be used within this phrase to maximize 

expression. For example, a slight ritardando leading into the A minor triad on beat three 

in m. 58 would be a way to accentuate that arrival point. Roll speeds can highlight 

musical characteristics such as dynamic changes and rubato. As the performer slows the 

tempo and decrescendos into beat three of m. 58 the roll speed should slow to give the 

sense of relaxation. Conversely, the roll speed should accelerate during the crescendo on 

the last three eighth notes on m. 58 as they lead to the apex of this phrase, which is on the 

downbeat of m. 59. Accelerating the roll speed, as well as having an effective crescendo, 

will create a sense of fervor for the listener once this phrase reaches its apex. It is 
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important for the performer to always have a relaxed grip and to rotate from the wrist 

when executing rolls on a marimba. Having the correct technique when rolling will allow 

for a faster roll speed and the avoidance of injury.  

The beginning of the chorale should subtly emerge form the octave A naturals in 

m. 55, and the fermata on beat one of m. 56 should be held long enough to for the 

audience to gain a sense of the sonorities being used within that chord. The Itsuki no 

Komoriuta, located in mallet six, should always be heard above the rest of the texture. 

The performer increases the volume of mallet six not by raising its height, but by keeping 

the same height as the other mallets but increasing its velocity.  

When changing chords during this phrase the performer should always lead with 

the left hand. The lower the note on the marimba, the longer the note takes to blossom 

into its full tone. Leading with the left hand allows for the lower notes of the marimba to 

be activated before the higher notes in the right hand. Example 4.6 shows where the 

performer should lead with the left hand during chord changes.  

 

Example 4.6: mm. 56-60 
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 Bar Placement 

 Bar placement can be a challenge when playing blocked chords with six-mallets, 

and there are some instances in Itsuki Fantasy for Six Mallets where bar placement issues 

need to be addressed. The first challenge is within the six-note chords in m. 35. The right 

hand in this measure is simple and only consists of an A minor triad in root position. All 

three of the mallets are located on the same manual of the instrument, which provides for 

a comfortable hand position. The left hand, consisting of the pitches Db, Eb, and F, has a 

slightly more complicated hand position. For this, mallets one and two will need to be 

placed on the edge of the marimba bar, while mallets three is places just above center on 

the F natural.  

 

Example 4.7: m. 35 

 

 

 When discussing bar placement, the most challenging measure in Itsuki Fantasy 

for Six Mallets is m. 46. The right hand has a simple pattern and all of the pitches are 

located on the lower manual. The left hand descends chromatically while being stacked in 

triads. Most of these triads are located on the same manual, but within two of these triad's 

mallets one and three are located on the upper manual and mallet two is located on the 
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lower manual. These two triads are Db minor and Ab minor. This is one of the most 

awkward bar placement issues in six-mallet performance. Because of the fast tempo of 

the eighth notes, the performer does not have time to pull mallet two inwards to allow for 

an ideal bar placement on the lower manual. Instead, the performer will need to place 

mallets one and three on the edge of the upper manual and mallet two will need to be 

placed on the upper-edge of the lower manual.  

 

Figure 4.1: Ab Minor Bar Placement 

 

 

Overview 

It is very important for a performer to first understand the building blocks of a 

piece of music before musical decisions can be made.  This includes the form of a piece, 

its tonal structure, melodic content, influences, the composers' language, and the 

historical context. Once the analysis of a piece is understood the performer will have the 

ability to create a clear and unique interpretation.  

Abe has developed a very distinct compositional language within the marimba 

repertoire that includes the use of folksongs, chromatic harmonies, counterpoint, 

ostinatos, polyrhythms, extended techniques, and extreme dynamic changes. Performers 
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need to deeply study the music of Abe in order to accurately represent her music for solo 

marimba. Being the first piece published for six-mallets, Itsuki Fantasy for Six Mallets is 

extremely influential in the development of six-mallet performance. This piece clearly 

represents Abe's compositional language, and is both musically and technically 

challenging for the performer. Once a technical foundation is built within a student, Itsuki 

Fantasy for Six Mallets is a great introductory piece into the world of six-mallet 

performance. This piece can inspire the next generation of percussionists to explore the 

possibilities of performing with six-mallets.  

The description of the six-mallet technique within this document is intended to 

provide the reader with an approach that can be easily understood and quickly applied to 

the six-mallet compositions of Keiko Abe and other composers. The use of six mallets 

does not only lend itself to solo marimba performance, but can also be explored in other 

areas of music such as percussion ensemble, multiple percussion, and within wind band 

and symphonic literature. Just as the use of four mallets expanded the possibilities of 

percussion performance, six-mallet performance creates a new range of possibilities for 

performers and composers alike. 
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