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Keyboard Mallet Technique
The Grip & Basic Stroke
by Kirk Gay

Keyboard technique can vary quite a bit. Depending on your venue and style it can be very different!
Here we will discuss the general basics of two-mallet keyboard grip.
For the two-mallet grip, hold the mallets as you would hold drumsticks in match grip. It is important
to keep your palms facing down. Donʼt turn your hands so that your thumb is on top. This might make
things easier initially; however, down the road it will affect your overall technique and sound. Hold the
mallet lightly. Someone should be able to pull the mallet out of your hand without much trouble. You
donʼt want to have the super-powered Death Grip on the mallet! The tension in your hand will hinder your
speed and, again, your sound. Also, keep all your ﬁngers around the mallet. Donʼt point your index ﬁnger
out and keep your pinkie around the mallet. You are playing keyboards and not drinking afternoon tea!
Because most keyboard mallets are top heavy and have thin shafts, your technique will be different
than playing on a snare with drumsticks. Your use of ﬁngers and wrists is much different. Using your
wrists is very important because that is where a lot of your motion will come from. Although the mallet
will move up and down slightly in your hand, you should not use too much ﬁnger movement.
The basic stroke is a combination of using your wrists, ﬁngers and arm. The difﬁculty is ﬁnding the
right ratio of each! Your wrist is where most of the stroke comes from. It should be a smooth up and down
motion. Remember to keep your wrists low to the keyboard. They should not be more than a few inches
above the keys.
As stated earlier, your ﬁngers are important; but again, you should not rely on them for the entire
motion of your stroke. Using your arm in the stroke is something that I hesitate to say just because I see
so many young players using “all arm” in their stroke! Using your arm, though, does factor in to the
equation. The motion should be slight and accompany the use of your wrists. When playing outdoors, the
use of arm in your stroke can help projection. Let me once again stress, though, that it should not be 99%
of your stroke!
Donʼt forget to move your body when you play. If you are playing a 2 or 3 octave scale passage on
a marimba, it is necessary to move to get to all the notes. The perfect playing position is right in front of
the notes. That is not always possible, so you want to get as close as you can. Also, I always encourage
my students to move with the music. This is another point that I hesitate to say because you need to ﬁnd a
happy medium between standing there stiff as a board and looking like you are dancing in Swan Lake!
To recap, here are a few key points to remember:
• Palms face down
• Donʼt grip too tightly
• Keep all your ﬁngers around the mallet
• Use your wrists to control the mallet
• Your ratio of stroke from large to small is: wrist, ﬁngers, arm.
• Keep your hands low to the keyboard
• Move to the emotion of the music but donʼt over due it.
Practice and have fun. Thatʼs what itʼs all about! Your comments and questions are always welcome.
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