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CREATIVE TAMBOURINE
TECHNIQUE
or
Everyehing you wanted to know

about tambourine playing,
bur were afraid to ask!

by Neil W Grover

[t is surprising to me that so few percus-
sion students take the practice of percus-
sion accessories seriously. [ can honestly
say that in over fiftcen years as a profes-
sional | have been required to play tam-
bourine and triangle more often than
manimba. Yet most scudents fail w
devote any sime to the preparation of
accessory playing. Why not spend some
time mastering these instruments as wel!
as snare drum, marimba and timpani?
Don't foal yourself into thinking that
once given a demanding tambourine
part you can just pick up the nearest
tambourine and instandy do a eredible
job! Tt has been my experience to see
more than a few players fumble over
standard ambourine parts.

The purpose of this article is to oudine
some of the unusual techniques [ have
ﬂoqmn:l:l, dw&lopﬁd, and refined over a
number of years. ['m writing with the
assumption that most percussionists
know how to execute a smooth thumb
roll. If not, go back ro the practice room
and master this technique, or if need be
find a good teacher and rake a lesson or
two. You'll be glad you did.

HOLPING THE TAMBOURINE -
ANGLE OF ATTACK

Mast players give no thoughe to the
proper way a tambourine is held. Unlike
other instruments a tambourine is not

/‘t@gﬁ.\

stationary, in fact, it's sound quality
changes depending on how it is held! Try
this, hold a tambourine in a horizontal
position (parallel to the floor) and wp
the head. Mow turn it to 4 vertical orien-
tation (perpendicular to floor) and ap it
again. Notice the great change in tonal-
ity! Rule #1 - A tambourine sounds most
articulate when held in a horizonal orien-
sation. When holding your ambourine
don't mindlessly hold it at the same
angle of attack for every situation! To
demonstrate proper use of this coneept
let's take the opening of Bize's Carmen
Suite (ex. #1). Start this excerpe holding
the instrument almest fully perpendicu-
lar to the floor. This will start you off
with a big, full sound and since it is ar
FF dynamic level articuladon is no prob-
lem. Use a closed fist in the center of the
head. In the 9ch bar (where indicated)
shift to using your fingertips and as you
diminuendo move from the center of the
head to the edge. Af the same time gradu-
ally change your angle of artack to a
more horizental position. This should
result in a nice articulate sonority all the
way down to the softest dynamic level,

CRADLING
Another technique I use is called cradling
the tambourine, Tchaikovsky's Arebic
Dance from the Nutcracker (o #2) is a
situation where this technique works
well. Hold your hand open, palm face
up and extend your fingers as though
you were holding a basketball. Then
place (cradle) the ambourine on top of
your fingertips. Lighdy tap the edge of
the head (it is OK to play directly on
top of the rim). Notice how articulate,
dry and clear the resultant sound is.
Now try playing the Arabie Danee. This

should be practiced so thar cach and
every articulation sounds dean and even.
By cradling the instrument you help wo
produce this clear sonority.

THUMB ROLL WITH HEEL
RELEASE

While every good percussionist can play
a thumb roll, few know how to articulate
the end of a roll. Any good roll should
have an artack, sustain and release, yet
most percussionists neglect the lareer.
Somedimes an ardiculated release is called
for, This is achieved by snapping the
wrist down into the head as an articu-
lated end to the roll (see ex. #3 with dia-
grams). If it helps, think about learning
to play open stroke rolls on snare drum.
You want to produce a clear articulated
end to the roll. An excerpt from
Swavinsky's Petrushka is a good example
for application of heel release. The open-
ing eighth note rolls should end with an
accented articulation produced with the
heel. This technique may take some tdme
to develop to the point of being able 1o .
execute this passage.

FINGER ROLL
While the thumb roll is an indispensable
technique, sometimes a lighter, more
delicate roll is required. This is where
the finger roll has its place. Using the
middle finger, (it can actually be exe-
cuted with any finger), produce a rell
sirmilar in style and execution to the
thumb roll {scc diagram ex. #4). The
middle finger, however, has less weight
and earries less hand mass behind it than
the thumb, thus producing a lighter
sonority. Make sure you suppore the mid-
dle finger with the chumb. After practic-
ing this for a while add the heel release
and you'll have a technique which makes
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the execution of Danse Babeme from
Bizet's Carmen (ex. #4) easier w play.
Keep in mind, this whole excerpt should
be soft and delicate, Play all rolls with
the middle finger, releasc them with the
heel (be careful not to accent these) and
play all other notes with the fingereip of
the middle finger. Remember, light and
delicare!

RIGHT HANDED SHAKE ROLL
Sometimes it is very difficult to produce
a long, sustained shake roll. Try this,
holding your tambourine with one hand
try to play a very long shake roll from p
to ff to p. If you can execute this widh-
out problem, my hat's aff o youd If you're
like me, this is very difficule to execute.
One solution to this problem is the exe-
cution of a R.H. Shake Roll (L.H. Shake
Roll for lefties). To exccute this roll hold
the tambourine in a vertical orientation
with the left hand, place the right hand
pointer and middle fingers on the bot-
tom (6 o'dock position) edge of the
instrument. Using a very slight, rapid,
back and forth mation of the right hand
allow the tambourine w vibrate back
and forth with the right hand fingers.
Gradually increasc the right hand shak-
ing pressure, gerting louder until the left
hand takes over the motion. The point
of transfer berween hands should be
inaudible (this will take a lot of prac-
ticc). The benefits of this technique are
found in the ability to play very long,
susiained rolls from piano w forte.
When you master this and are starting to
feel "cocky”, try reversing the motion
and going from loud o soft. This should
return you to realicy!

RIGHT HANDED PIVOT
ARTICULATION

This technique is useful for execution of
very fast, articulated passages. Before get-
ung into execution we must discuss con-
cept for a moment. Imagine two bananas

Example #1 Carmen - Entracte
Allegra ¥ivg \l’

Thumb Rall Heel Release

Example #3 Petruschka — 1947 Version 1% .

Finger Raill Heel Release

Example #4 Carmen - Danse Boheme
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held together, curved inward roward
cach other (). This should be used asa
mental image for proper execution of
this technique. Keeping this image in
your mind hold the tambourine in the
left hand at a 45 degree (or less) angle to
perpendicular. Resting the bottom,
fleshy part of you right fist on the bot-
tom edge (6 o'clock position) of the
instrument, slowly pivot both hands in
an arcing moton (think of the bananas),
untl the wp of the fist meers the wp of
the tambourine (see diagram ex. #5).
Now slowly pivor back to the starting
position. Practice this pivoting motion
USINg 3 Merronome set at quarter note =
60, Practice playing quarter, then eighth,
then eighth triplet, then sixteenth notes.
Onee this is mastered go on to the
Roman Carnival Qverture (ex. #5). Play
the first six notes with the right hand fisc
in the middle of the head, then play the
last three notes using Right Hand Pivot
Articulation.

EXECUTIONM OF GRACE NOTES
While not common, grace notes are
most difficult to execute accurately on
tambourine. The technique [ use is a
permutation of the technique used by
Brazilian pandeiro players. Holding the
tambourine stffly (no wrist motion) in
the left hand, snap the left arm (and
tambourine) up about 1-2 inches. Using
a sharp motion, snap it back down o
the original position. This should create
two equal sounding notes. Practice this
motion, getting quicker, so thar the two
notes sound dose together. Then end the
phrase with a sharp right hand articula-
ton, While the vechnique I use is a
modification of this, it is based on this
moton. Try sxecutng Offtnback’s Gaire
Parisiane excerpt (ex. #6), The two grace
notes are executed by just the up/down
moton of the tambourine, while the
main note is played with the right hand.

2
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FIST / KNEE ARTICULATION
This is a standard rechnique used by
most percussionists to rapidly play artic-
ulared passages. Holding the instrument
inverted (upside down), altemate strokes
berween the knee and fist (sce diagram
cx.#7). It helps 1o hold the rambourine
in a stiff, horizoneal manner. Use a chair
ta clevate your knee (I don't recommend
trying this poised on one leg looking like
an ostrich)! Once you're feeling confi-
dent, try the excerpt from Tchaikovsky's
Irepak from the Nutcracker. All notes not
marked should be played with the righe
hand fist. Those notes marked with a
"K" are played by striking the tam-
bourine against the knee in the afore-
mentioned manner.

TWO HAND ARTICULATION
The last technique | want o mention is
useful for playing repetitive passages thar
need o be clearly articulared.
Tchaikovsky's Capriceio fralien (ex. #8)
isa gﬂﬂd l:(l'ITIP].E DF PASHECS thﬂ.: are
suived for the Five Hand Articulation.
Before trying this excerpt oy this exer-
cise. Place the ambourine inverted on
your knee (use a chair to elevate your
knee). Make sure the tambourine doss
not exrend beyond the end of your knee.
Using the fingertips from both hands try
playing the first two measures of this
excerpt, You should be able to produce 2
tice soft, articulate sonority. Now, oy
playing the same measures ar a forte
dynamic. Not se good, is it? To accomo-
dare increased dynamics move the tam-
bourine so that half of it is sticking out
beyond the end of you knee. You must
support the instrument by pushing your
forearms down on the back rim. Now
play the same measures ac forte. You
should be able to produce a much bigger
sound. Now, the trick is moving the
tambourine back and farth on your leg
so that you can gee from soft to loud o

Two Hand
Articulation

{knee support)

Example #8 Capriccio
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saft again. Once again, use your fore-
arms to push the mmbourine forward
and if you play all eighth notes with
yout right hand you can use the left
hand to pull it back. Remember, the
moving forward {getting louder) is grad-
ual, only a lictle at a time. This will
require practice and patience!

While it is difficult to explain musical
concepts and techniques via the written
word | hope this actempt has not been in
vain, By no means are chese ideas pro-
posed as unique solutions, they are
merely concepts that work for me. |
encourage you to absorb this informa-
tion, process it and utilize that which
warks for you. Many of you will go on
to discover alternate techniques which
extend beyond the seope of this artidle,
and I look forward ro learning from you.

For the past fifieen years, Neil Grover bas
pexformed with the Boston Symphony and
Boston Pops Orchentrs. He is alvo presemsly
Percussionist/Assistant Timpanist with the '
acclaimed Boston Baller. Neil has recorded
with the Bostan Symphony, Boston Paps ,
Philip Glars Ensemble, Empire Brass,
Music from Marlboro, and as soloist with
the Greek Radio Orchestra, Most recently,
he recorded g music video with the leg-
endary rack group "Aerosmith” for MTV.
As founder and president of Grover Pro
Percussion, Ine., Neif Grover’s innovative
designs and manufacturing technigues have
contributed immensely rowards raising the
standards of excellence in the percusiion
indusiry.m
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TRIANGLE - THE GOOD SOUND

- by Dr. Stuart Marrs -

What is the "good sound™? When lecturing on the
‘highly underrated idiophone known as the triangle, |
start with a survey of opinions regarding preferences of
sound producton on the instrument. First | produce a
sound that is very pure in nature (fig, 1) - few tones
spunding at the same time

Flgure 1 - Graph shows fewer numbers of tones
when triangle [s struck at 9° to its plane when
compared with fig. 2. Note the predominant spike at
6000 Hz,

Then I play a sound that is thick and rich with many
dissonant tones {fig. 2). Invariably, most listeners in the
audience prefer the pure sound. This is undersndable.
In an isolated environment, why would someone prefer
a dissonance 10 a consonance? The audience always
reacts with bewilder-ment when | reveal that it is the
second one, the one that is flush with harmonics, that
is the accepted norm among professional players. It is
preferred in part because the Instrument is usually
used in an ensemble context. As part of an ensemble,
the humble triangle becomes integrally involved in an
aspect of acoustics known as “summation of
amplitudes.” This means that the volume of pitches that
are in phase {in tune) with other sounding frequencies
add their volume on top of the others while the volume
of the notes that are “out of tune” remains soft. If a
triangle sound has few pitches, it has less chance of
being “in tune® with the prevailing harmonic structure.
A triangle sound more abundant in pitches will always
cut through and sound as if it is in tune with the
prevailing harmony. Imagine an instrument that

automatically plays in tune! A triangle played with the
“good sound” accompanying a series of harmonic
Ejllgnrgzs sounds as if it is changing pitches with the

HOW TO PRODUCE THE "GOOD SOUND*

For this Issue, we are discussing two modes of
vibration. The first, the one that produced the purer
tone can be thought of as existing in a two dimen-
slonal plane. The legs of the wiangle that form the open
end vibrate back and forth, while the opposite side
bows in the middle with the two closed comers being
nodal points of no vibration (fig. 3). One creates this
mode of vibration by striking the tiangle at 90 degrees
to its plane, on any of its sides. The second sound
breaks out of the two dimensional mold into the third

-dimension, Here the open legs and closed side not only

vibrate back and forth as in the first mode but also
vibrate laterally, side to side (fig. 4). Scientifically, this
is called “torque” or twisting. To make the triangle enter
this twisting mode, we simply strike it at a 45 degree
angle (or less) to its plane. This causes the instrument
to torque and produce the lush desirable sound,

Now that you know how to produce the different
sounds try a little experiment. Have a friend play a
series of chord progressions on the piano while you
play the triangle (the good sound) in the same rhythm.
Listen to the triangle seemingly change its pitches to
match the chords! The technique of striking the triangle
at an acute angle to its plane extends to roll technique.

]

Flgure 2 - Graph shows increased number of lones
when triangle Is struck at 45" to its plane. Note that
the amplitudes are more homogenous.
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Instead of rolling with the beater perpendlicular to the

comner of the triangle, try moving the wrist downand

away from the comer while you are rolling (Fig. 5).
Listen to the dramatic increase In fullness of sound.
The beater is striking the wiangle at an acute angle to
its plans.

Whenever possible the triangle holder should be

~ hand held. This is because energy (sound) is lost when
the instrument is hung or dipped to a music stand.
Again, a little experiment will show what | am describ-
ing. In a quiet environment, clip or hang your

1

Figure 3 - Soruck at 90" to its plane, the triangle
H‘bmﬁ in a bidirectional mode, produdng fewer
partia

-

'y

Figure 5 - Move the wrist down and o the right
from the normal rolling pasition to achieve the same
muitiple partiais on the roll,

triangle to a stand and play it with a heavy beater.
Touch the stand and feel the vibrations that should be
emanating from the instrument passing through the
stand. Now play it hand held. Can you hear the dif-
ference? The reason the energy doesn't dissipate

Flgure 4 - Struck at 45" to its plane, the riangle
vibrates in a poly<directional mode, producing multiple
partals

through the hand as it did through the stand is that
the fleshy fingers are poor conductors and allow most
of the energy to be released in the form of audible
sound waves caused by the vibrating triangle.

Although all riangles obey the same laws of
physics, they are not created equal! The particular
design and material of each model has a dramatic
effect on the final result. The Grover Super-Overtone™
triangle has been designed expressly for a sound rich
in partials. It maintains this positive characteristic
throughout the dynamic spectrum. Sensitive planis-
simos through sparkling fortissimos make this
instrument the ideal triangle, Use of proper technique
and a superb triangle, like the Grover Super-Ovu'tnn:":'
triangle will place the "good sound” in your hands. O

Dr. Stuart Marrs received his dociorare from the prestigious
Indisng University School of Music. As a soloist, conductor, and
teacher, Dr, Mamrs’ professional experience spans 20 years and
three continents. His orchestral positions as principle Gmpanist
andjor percussionist include the orchestras of Louisville, Bolivia,
areas as TV, loe Capades, symphonic orchestra and experimenzal
groups. Dr. Marrs was direcaor of the San José Chamber Players
in Costa Rica, whose mission was 1o promote the diffusion of
conemparary chamber music. Dr. Mans is foumder and president
of the Maine chapter of the Percussive Arts Society, a daving
force behind the development of percussion in the stae.of Maine.
He has tght & the National University of Costa Rica, Indiana
University, and is cumently the percossion instrucior at the
Unjverzity of Maine, Dr. Mars has toured the US,, Europe,

and Latin Arnerica a8 3 soloist, conductor, clinician, and eacher,
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<) DANSE RUSSE TREPAK

Tempo di trepak, molto vivace
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