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ABSTRACT 

 

 The transcription was an integral part of the marimba repertoire for many years. 

However, the range and technical advancements of the time limited the transcription 

process. Often the marimba part would consist of the melody while a piano would be 

utilized to fill in the accompaniment and notes not able to be performed by the marimbist.  

 The marimba and piano share many similarities that allow for successful 

transcriptions between the two instruments. This document focuses on the transcription of 

eighteenth- and nineteenth-century keyboard music for the marimba duo setting. 

It is the opinion of the author that better transcriptions can be attained through the 

utilization of the modern range of the marimba, techniques used in marimba performance, 

and two marimbas. By omitting the traditional piano accompaniment, transcriptions can 

be better executed through the use of one timbre, as is used in the original keyboard 

work. Presented in this document are six arrangements realized by the author that 

demonstrate the possibilities for transcriptions in today’s percussive world.   
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION 

 

There was little music written specifically for the marimba until the early 1940s 

when Paul Creston wrote his Concertino for Marimba. Prior to this time marimbists 

relied primarily on transcriptions from other instruments such as violin, cello, keyboard, 

etc. for their repertoire. The literature chosen usually came from the western art music 

tradition. After the premier of the Creston concertino, more composers began writing 

specifically for marimba, and that music became the core of our modern repertoire.  

While performance of music idiomatically written for marimba definitely has its 

advantages, this leaves percussionists with a working knowledge only of Twentieth 

Century composition styles and techniques. Alison Shaw states, “While these standard 

marimba compositions are certainly an irreplaceable part of our craft, I can’t help but 

think they have been composed with the technical language and the musical ‘voice’ of the 

marimba in mind. It is for this reason that I think the study of transcribed music on 

marimba is an essential part of a performer’s growth.”
1
  According to Gene Pollart, “The 

percussion field is at a definite disadvantage in comparison to the other performing areas 

because of the notable lack of available and appropriate materials and literature to present 

an over-all view of history, style, and interpretation which should be an integral part of 

the performance repertoire.”
2
  

                                                           
1
 Alison Shaw, “Coming Back to Bach,” Percussive Notes 41, no. 1 (February 

2003): 55.  

 
2Gene J. Pollart, “An Insight into Historical Literature Adaptable to Percussion,” 

Percussionist 8, no. 2 (December 1970): 65. 
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By incorporating more transcriptions into the percussion repertoire the historical 

limitations placed on percussionists, and their repertoire, can be alleviated. Marimba 

technique has advanced to a level allowing for percussionists to better execute more 

difficult passages. With the marimba expanding over the past twenty years, the range of a 

piece being transcribed is not as big of a concern as before. Kevin Christie Super states, 

“As the classical marimba and its original repertoire have matured, so too must its body 

of transcriptions.”
3
  

The transcription of eighteenth and nineteenth century keyboard music for 

marimba duo would allow for the expansion of available transcriptions. The use of two 

players would allow for easier movement around the keyboard as both players could be 

covering different ranges of the instrument. With the advancement of four-mallet 

technique both players would be at an advantage to better execute multiple moving lines.  

Transcriptions of keyboard music for the marimba have generally relied on two 

approaches. In the first approach, the melody line is the only part played by the marimba. 

While this process has been utilized successfully, it has done so by omitting notes either 

due to range, or to ability to play them simultaneously. The second practice is to have the 

marimba play the melody line as before, while a piano accompaniment performs the 

supporting parts, or the parts not covered by the marimbist. This method, again, alters the 

original music by incorporating two different timbres, while the original only has one.  

                                                           
3
 Kevin Christie Super, “Guitar Transcriptions for Marimba: Piazzolla, Tango 

Suite; Bogdanovic, Selected Works-- With an Overview of Marimba Repertoire and a 

Bibliography” (D.M.A. diss., University of Oregon, 1994), 112.  
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Through the use of marimba duos in the transcription process the literature can be better 

realized by performing more of the written notes in the same timbre.  

Finally, some pieces in the repertoire would be difficult to transcribe for marimba 

solo. Pieces that would fall under this category would include fugues which have multiple 

moving lines. Even with the advancements of four-mallet technique, it is difficult for one 

player to play multiple fast moving lines at the same time. For the purposes of this study 

a variety of styles from the eighteenth and nineteenth century have been represented 

including a Bach prelude and fugue, a Telemann fugue, a Beethoven sonatina, a 

Mendelssohn sonata, and a Chopin waltz.  

Although some arrangements do exist of eighteenth- and nineteenth-century piano 

music, these arrangements utilize the piano to cover the notes that a solo marimba player 

would not be able to execute. Other arrangements exist that utilize a duo setting; 

however, many such arrangements use the marimba along with the vibraphone. In these 

pieces the vibraphone will cover the melody line of the piece while the marimba plays the 

accompaniment of the original work. With the incorporation of two marimbas into this 

process the same timbre will be used throughout the piece. In addition, through the use of 

two of the same instruments, the two players can change between melodic and 

accompaniment roles throughout the piece as needed.   

 

Similarities Between the Marimba and Piano 

The piano and marimba have similarities which allow transcription between the 

two to be accomplished effectively. Both instruments have similar mechanisms for 
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producing sound, with the piano utilizing felt hammers striking strings, and the marimba 

using mallets wrapped with cord or yarn to strike the bars. Both instruments lack the 

ability to sustain a pitch at a steady dynamic level for very long, thus relying on the 

natural decay of the strings or bars. Marimbists will often use a rolling technique to make 

up for this deficiency, however, the note(s) are not held at a constant dynamic level, and 

instead are repeatedly struck giving the illusion of a sustained tone.  

 One difference between the two instruments lies in the length of the natural 

sustain of the notes once activated. A piano note will sound longer than a marimba note, 

and can be shortened by releasing the key or raising the damper pedal. However, the 

marimba has no mechanical means to shorten the length of a pitch. Occasionally 

marimbists will use a technique known as a “dead stroke” to execute shorter pitches. This 

involves pressing the mallet into the marimba bar after the impact. While this will create 

a shorter note for the marimbist there is still no mechanical means, such as a pedal, to 

shorten the length of a note once it has been actuated. 

A second difference occurs in the number of notes available to either instrument 

at one time.  A pianist is able to use all ten fingers to play multiple lines, or multiple 

notes in a chord, however, a marimbist can typically only hold four mallets at one time, 

allowing four notes to be struck simultaneously. Additionally a pianist has the advantage 

of all the keys being equal in width and distance resulting in intervals being the same size 

across the keyboard. Conversely, the marimba has different widths of bars depending on 

the range of the notes being played, which results in pitches being farther apart in the 

lower range of the instrument. Finally, the pianist has the ability to remain seated while 
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playing allowing for the whole keyboard to be available to them. A marimbist must stand 

and physically move up and down the instrument.   

This document will show that marimbists can explore new repertorial possibilities 

for this instrument and can alleviate a number of technical problems posed by the 

arrangement of eighteenth and nineteenth century keyboard works for marimba by 

employing two marimbas rather than a solo instrument for their arrangements. Review of 

the scholarly literature and published music for marimba suggests that this musical source 

has been little utilized by marimbists.  
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CHAPTER 2: RELATED LITERATURE 

 

Scholarly writings on marimba duets are difficult to locate. Papers dealing with 

percussion duets primarily focus on pieces that include marimba with another instrument. 

The first research on transcribing older works for solo marimba began in 1980. With the 

importance of transcriptions to the history of marimba repertoire it is surprising to find 

this area of research lacking.  

Dr. Robert Houston’s 1980 dissertation titled “A Comparative Analysis of 

Selected Keyboard Compositions of Chopin, Brahms, and Franck as Transcribed for the 

Marimba by Clair Omar Musser, Earl Hatch, and Frank MacCallum Together with Three 

Recitals of Works by Bartok, Crumb, Miyoshi, Kraft and Others,” is one of the earliest 

documents pertaining to transcriptions for solo marimba. Houston states that the purpose 

of his research is to “examine and compare Hatch’s and Musser’s transcriptions of 

Chopin’s Waltz, Opus 64 No. 1, Musser’s arrangement of Chopin’s Mazurka, Opus 17 

No. 4, Hatch’s setting of Brahms’ Hungarian Dance No. 5, and MacCallum’s treatment 

of Franck’s “Chorale” from Prelude, Chorale and Fugue.”
4
  

 Houston’s primary focus is on the transcriptions of others, and on the history of 

the marimba transcription. Houston states that, “the transcriptions tend to adhere closely 

to the original scores, making changes only in registration in order to accommodate 

                                                           
4
 Robert Houston, “A Comparative Analysis of Selected Keyboard Compositions 

of Chopin, Brahms, and Franck as Transcribed for the Marimba by Clair Omar Musser, 

Earl Hatch, and Frank MacCallum Together with Three Recitals of Works by Bartok, 

Crumb, Miyoshi, Kraft and Others” (D.M.A. diss., North Texas State University, 1980), 

1. 



16 
 

proper ranges,”
5
 however, all but one of the transcriptions included in Houston’s study 

utilize piano accompaniment, which allows for the incorporation of the low notes, or bass 

line, by having the piano cover them. The marimba “solo” in many of these transcriptions 

is merely a transcription of the melody line for the marimba while the piano performs the 

accompanying voices of the original piano work.  

 Registration challenges still exist in modern transcriptions; however, they are not 

encountered as often due to the expansion of the marimba range since 1980. Johann 

Andreas Stein was a piano maker in the late eighteenth century. All of his pianos have a 

range of five octaves from F1 to F6
6
 . Although the modern five-octave marimba goes 

down only to C2, the marimba can cover more of the bass line than was previously 

available. Music of the nineteenth century calls for some octave transposition in the 

transcription process due to the expansion of the range of the piano. The seven-and-one-

quarter octave piano did not become standardized until 1890
7
. The range of the pianos in 

the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries coupled with the expanded range of the marimba 

over the past 30 years allows for a more accurate transcription.    

 In 1988, Dr. Christopher Norton offers us one of the first guides to marimba 

transcription with his dissertation “Transcribing for Solo Marimba.” In the beginning of 

Norton’s discussion, he offers a detailed description of the history of the marimba, as 

                                                           
5
 Ibid, 8.  

 
6
 Edwin M. Ripin, et al. “Pianoforte,” Grove Music Online. Oxford Music Online, 

http://oxfordmusiconline.com.ezproxy2.library.arizona.edu/subscriber/article/grove/musi

c/21631 (accessed September 24, 2012). Pitches are identified using the Acoustical 

Society of America nomenclature: C1, C2, C3, C4 (middle C), etc. 

 
7
 John-Paul Williams, The Piano (New York: Quarto, Inc., 2002), 26.  
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well as the history of marimba literature and the marimba transcription. The second 

section deals with the “Limitations and Idiosyncrasies of the Marimba” which include the 

following: 

1) Range: 4 1/3 octaves 

2) Problem of Sustaining 

3) Maximum simultaneity: 4 notes (4 mallets) 

4) No contact with the keyboard 

5) Limitation of harmonic intervals per hand (10
th

) 

6) Limitations of speed of such intervals 

7) “Black” keys do not hang over “white” keys like the piano
8
 

Some of the idiosyncrasies mentioned above are no longer completely valid when applied 

to today’s marimba. First, the range of the marimba has expanded to five octaves, which 

is the current standard for the collegiate percussion studio, and some marimbas extend to 

six octaves. Secondly, sustain is still an issue, however, advancements in resonator 

construction and bar acoustics have allowed the instrument to sound slightly longer. 

Third, maximum simultaneity is still four, however, the proposed document will utilize 

eight mallets played by two players. The final four limitations mentioned by Norton are 

still factors with marimba playing today.  

 In his 1991 article in Percussive Notes, “Baroque Performance Practice and the 

Marimba Transcription,” Brian Cole presents a guide for marimba performance in the 

Baroque style. One point of interest comes when Cole states, “…the use of the roll in a 

                                                           
8
 Christopher Norton, “Transcribing for Solo Marimba” (D.M.A. diss., The 

Louisiana State University and Agricultural and Mechanical College, 1988), 9. 
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Baroque transcription is a mistake. It is not a part of the performance practice model.”
9
 

Cole states this based on the premise that period style is important to a successful 

marimba transcription. When transcribing works of any medium where tremolos, or rolls, 

are not utilized then they should not be utilized on the instrument they are being 

transcribed for, in this case the marimba.
10

 The addition of these ornaments would change 

the original music; however there could be extreme circumstances where a roll may help 

sustain a note longer; however, a trill may be more in order depending on the musical and 

stylistic context. 

 In his 2003 dissertation, “Marimba Transcriptions of Piano and Harpsichord 

Literature: A Comparison of Techniques and a Study of Transcription Practices and 

Procedures of Four Compositions,” Dr. Peter Zambito compares four published 

arrangements with the original works to observe the transcription processes others have 

used. In his document he compares Albeniz’s “Asturias,” Debussy’s “Clair de Lune” and 

“Doctor Gradus ad Parnassum,” and C.P.E. Bach’s Solfeggio in C Minor. Zambito 

analyzes these works based on four criteria; “pitch density, range, register, and amount of 

sustain.”
11

 Zambito’s paper reveals insight into more modern playing due to the fact that 

it is a more recent document, and he uses a five-octave marimba, however, due to the fact 

                                                           
9
 Brian Cole, “Baroque Performance Practice and the Marimba Transcription,” 

Percussive Notes 29, no. 5 (June 1991): 8. 

 
10

 Ibid, 8. 

 
11

 Peter Ignatius Zambito, “Marimba Transcriptions of Piano and Harpsichord 

Literature: A Comparison of Techniques and a Study of Transcription Practices and 

Procedures of Four Compositions” (D.M.A. diss., The University of North Carolina at 

Greensboro, 2003), 46. 
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that Zambito is writing about solo marimba transcriptions, many of the arguments made 

for omitting notes, lines, and entire voices would be unnecessary if they were arranged 

for two marimbists in which they could cover all of the written notes.  

 The documents examined represent the scholarly research that has been done on 

the topic of marimba transcription. However, none of the available information makes 

any mention of utilizing two marimbists. By using two marimbists to play one 

transcription, many of the problems found in transcriptions in the above research would 

be solved. In addition, much of the information comes from an earlier time in the 

marimba’s history. In the 1980s and even early 1990s the five-octave marimba was not a 

standard instrument for many collegiate-level percussionists. With the five-octave 

instrument being the standard today, many of the transcriptions could be done utilizing 

considerably less transposition of notes due to range, and with two players, much of the 

transposition utilized due to the marimba player’s reach would be solved.  
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CHAPTER 3: BACH’S “PRELUDE NO. 2 IN C-MINOR” FROM THE WELL 

TEMPERED CLAVIER, BWV 847 

 

Bach’s Well Tempered Clavier from 1722 is a collection of twenty-four preludes 

and fugues in all twenty-four major and minor keys which were intended as studies in the 

keys as well as the prelude and fugue form for students and advanced players. Many of 

the preludes and fugues in Book 1 are found in earlier sources. The particular prelude in 

use here, No. 2 in C-Minor, is also published in Bach’s Klavierbuchlein fur Wilhelm 

Friedmann Bach. The version presented in Book 1 is only twenty-seven bars long with 

the first twenty-four measures being identical to those in the Klavierbuchlein fur Wilhelm 

Friedmann Bach.
12

 In his book, Bach’s ‘Well-Tempered Clavier:’ The 48 Preludes and 

Fugues, David Ledbetter states, “Book 1 has every sign of being a systematic 

demonstration of the variety of the prelude as a genre, designed to give a comprehensive 

educational scheme covering both playing technique and composition.”
13

 

The particular prelude examined here represents an exercise in the decoration of a 

figured bass.
14

 The two hands of the pianist maintain a steady sixteenth-note pattern in 

opposing directions. The pattern to be played here would be too difficult to play on the 

marimba using the modern four mallet grips. If, for example, the first measure of the 

treble line were to be realized by the right hand of a marimba player holding four mallets, 

                                                           
12

Hermann Keller, The Well-Tempered Clavier by Johann Sebastian Bach, trans. 

Leigh Gerdine (London: George Allen & Unwin Ltd., 1976), 52. 

 
13

 David Ledbetter, Bach’s ‘Well-Tempered Clavier:’ The 48 Preludes and 

Fugues (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2002), 54.  

 
14

 Ibid., 151. 
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it would be played as shown (Example 3.1) with the mallets being numbered one through 

four from left to right. This same pattern would have to be the opposite for the left hand, 

and would be executed at the same time, making a solo performance of this prelude close 

to impossible. 

Musical Example 3.1: Opening Measure of Bach’s Prelude No. 2 from The Well Tempered Clavier as 

Realized by the Right Hand 
 

 

If the two lines were split between two players, however, then only one person 

would be responsible for the right-hand part which would allow him/her to utilize all four 

mallets to play the notes. For the same passage as above, using both hands allows the 

player to better cover all of the pitches as shown (Example 3.2).  

Musical Example 3.2: Opening Measure of Bach’s Prelude No. 2 from The Well Tempered Clavier as 

Realized by Both Hands 

 

  

If the two parts of the piano score are divided between two players, not only does 

it allow the players to navigate the instrument more easily, they will have better accuracy 

and a consistent sound and dynamic among the notes. In her book, Bach’s Well-

Tempered Clavier: An Exploration of the 48 Preludes and Fugues, Marjoire Wornell 

Engels states, 

The driving power and the drama of the music lie in the harmonic 

progressions. This can be enriched on the piano by a slight 

emphasis on the first note of each group of 16ths in the treble, 

creating a melodic focal point, for as Spitta (J.S. Bach) pointed out, 
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“The motive does not consist merely of a broken chord but has 

besides something of a melodic character.”
15

 

 

By allowing the players more ease in executing these notes, they have an easier task of 

bringing out the harmonic progressions of the figured bass and emphasizing the melodic 

notes in the upper treble voice and lower bass voice.  

 On the issue of tempo, Marjorie Engels states, “Among professional 

interpretations, there are as many different tempi as there are numbers between 66 and 

116 on the metronome. One thing is certain- there must be a contrast between the first 

part and the presto.”
16

 For the purposes of performance in a marimba duo setting this 

appears to be sound advice. The performers should start at a tempo which allows for a 

noticeably quicker pace at the presto section while still performing in a controlled 

manner.  

 The task of arranging this prelude for marimba duo seems quite simple at first. 

For the first twenty-four bars of the piece the two hands of the piano part are playing the 

same rhythms, and with the exception of a few bars, the same patterns. The decision to 

give the treble voice to player one and the bass voice to player two at the very beginning 

was completely logical as each player is playing the same basic pattern.  

 Starting in measure twenty-five the two parts stop playing the same rhythmic 

material and instead a single line arpeggiation occurs for the next four bars. Player two, 

                                                           
15

 Marjorie Wornell Engels, Bach’s Well Tempered-Clavier: An Exploration of 

the Preludes and Fugues (Jefferson, NC: MacFarland & Company, Inc., 2006), 17. 

 
16
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covering the bass voice, is in range of the low G that begins measure twenty-five. Player 

one plays the arpeggiation in measure twenty-six on the same G.  

 In measure twenty-seven, player two starts the next phrase which will lead into 

the presto section. The decision for player two to continue the sixteenth note pattern into 

the presto was based on two factors. First, having executed the accelerando into the 

presto section allows for less tempo fluctuation. Secondly, player one was needed to 

strike the low G at the beginning of measure twenty-eight, the only note played on that 

downbeat. This G is sustained throughout the bar; however, no roll marking was placed 

upon it, as Bach’s use of a whole note indicates keeping the key depressed. While player 

two executes the accelerando, player one needs to concentrate so that the G on the 

downbeat of measure twenty-eight lies perfectly as if one player were executing both 

parts. By not rolling on the G player one is given plenty of time to move up to the D that 

joins player two in measure twenty-nine (Example 3.3). 

Musical Example 3.3: Measures 25 through 28 of Bach’s Prelude No. 2 from The Well Tempered Clavier  
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When player one joins player two in measure twenty-nine, the sixteenth-note 

figuration of the beginning returns, this time at a quicker pace due to the indication of 

presto that occurred at the beginning of this section. In measure thirty-four, the two parts 

once again cease the opening sixteenth note figuration. The decision to give player two 

the moving notes of the adagio section was determined by player one’s part. Player one is 

already in the bass clef and is closer in proximity to the C, G, and B
b 

chord that occurs on 

the downbeat of measure thirty-four. Player two is closer to the C, and E natural that fill 

out the C dominant-seventh chord, making it more viable for them to better execute this 

passage. Player one must be aware of the other performer’s tempo the adagio section so 

that they can play the unison chord on beat three of measure thirty-four exactly in time as 

can be seen in example 3.4. 

Musical Example 3.4: Measure 34 of Bach’s Prelude No. 2 from The Well Tempered Clavier  

 

 

  

  

With player one already in the bass clef, the decision was made for them to pick 

up the sixteenth-note pattern in measure thirty-five. With quarter rest at the end of the 

previous measure, there is plenty of time to execute this passage. The two and one-half 

measure phrase ends on beat three of measure thirty-seven on a low C. In the original this 

C was to be held out until the end of the piece. However, without using rolls in this 

arrangement, there is no need for player one to roll on the C. Player two picks up the 
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concluding sixteenth note passage on the same C at the same time. The final sixteenth 

note line ends on the Picardy third of E natural. However, the octave C’s from measure 

thirty-seven in the original would have been sustained creating the final C major tonality 

of the chord. For this reason, octave Cs were added in player one’s part on the final chord 

so that the piece ends with a definite C major chord as its final tonality (Example 3.5). 

Musical Example 3.5: Final Two Measures of Bach’s Prelude No. 2 from The Well Tempered Clavier  
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CHAPTER 4: BACH’S “FUGUE NO. 2 IN C-MINOR” FROM THE WELL 

TEMPERED CLAVIER BOOK 1, BWV 847 

 

 The fugue presented here accompanies the prelude discussed in the previous 

chapter. It is in C minor and carries a playful melody. One of the most important aspects 

of the fugue is the rhythm itself. As Marjorie Engels states, “The rhythmic pattern set 

forth in the first notes, (two sixteenths, two eights and a quarter), one of Bach’s Joy 

motifs, is a vital element, its spirit underscored by the fact it occurs 48 times within 31 

bars.”
17

 Another important aspect of this rhythm is the inclusion of the mordent which 

links the fugue with the preceding.
18

 

 With the subject and two counter subjects that make up this fugue, a solo mallet 

player would be faced with a daunting challenge. The ability to bring out the separate 

independent lines is very difficult to achieve by one player. Through the use of two 

marimbists the number of notes needed to be executed by one player would be 

diminished, resulting in the two players being able to better emphasize their particular 

lines.  In bar three, for example, the left hand of the piano is playing a scalar passage in 

sixteenth notes while the right hand has to bring out the subject. When this is passage is 

split between two marimbists player one can focus on the sixteenth note line, while 

player two can focus on bringing out the statement of the fugue subject.  
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 The range of the fugue also makes it more feasible as a duo arrangement rather 

than a solo. There are a few instances where the range of the piece extends to as far as 

three octaves. Although three octaves is possible for a marimbist the added element of the 

multiple moving lines makes this distance difficult to execute for a solo marimba player. 

One example of this occurs in measure ten where the left hand has to play a low F and 

then jump an octave and a half upwards to a B flat. This all occurs within one sixteenth 

note. It would be difficult to focus on the right hand, which is stating the subject again, 

while having to play this left hand part. The same thing happens again in measure eleven 

only moved down a half step (Example 4.1). 

Musical Example 4.1: Measures 9 and 10 of Bach’s Fugue No. 2 from The Well Tempered Clavier  

 

  

 

 

Often one of the players may be performing two different lines of the fugue at the 

same time. To help with the distinction between these different lines in the original music 

opposing stem directions were used. As can be seen in measure nine in the above figure, 

player two has two different lines being executed simultaneously. The first two beats and 

the second two beats need to be seen as two different voices. Therefore the direction of 

the stems was kept the same to help aid the performers in identifying the different lines.  

 In measure fifteen player one must jump down to the bass clef. This decision was 

made based entirely on player one’s physical position. Player one is striking a middle C 



28 
 

while player two is much higher in the treble clef making it easier for player one to move 

the octave to the C in bass clef. However, that middle C is part of the fugue subject. The 

Eb above middle C that player two executes on beat three is a continuation of that fugue 

subject. For this reason, player two must blend that Eb with the subject that player one 

started (Example 4.2).  

Musical Example 4.2: Measure 15 of Bach’s Fugue No. 2 from The Well Tempered Clavier 

 

  

 

 

 

In measures seventeen and eighteen it is important that the two players line up on 

beats two and three. These up-beats must occur together as this is a restatement of a 

portion of the main subject. The two sixteenth notes on the up-beats are over an octave 

apart making it harder to play by one player. These measures also move the harmonic 

language up chromatically. In this section player one must be listening to player two. 

Player two is performing straight sixteenth notes through the majority of these two bars. 

For this reason, player one must pay attention to player two as they have the easier part 

and would have more time to blend the up beats with player two (figure 4.3).  
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Musical Example 4.3: Measures 16 through 19 of Bach’s Fugue No. 2 from The Well Tempered Clavier 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

In the last beat of measure eighteen and in measure nineteen, the two parts switch 

roles in the chromatic movement upwards. Player one will execute the same pattern as 

player two was performing in the preceding measure, only an octave lower. Player two 

begins playing the same eighth, two sixteenth, eighth pattern that player one was 

performing. However, the two sixteenth notes are not split between the players as they 

were in measures seventeen and eighteen due to their distance from the bass clef notes. 

Previously the notes that made up these sixteenth notes were over an octave apart, in this 

measure these notes are only a third apart, making it much easier for one person to 

execute (Example 4.3). 

 Measure twenty-four begins with a half note C. Player two is performing this C, 

however, without utilizing rolls in this arrangement the C was left as a quarter note. This 

also allows for player two to play the moving sixteenth notes that occur after the C. The 
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following sixteenth notes end on beat three on an F above middle C. In the original this F 

is a half note and is held out until the downbeat of measure twenty-five. Again, since 

there are no rolls being used in this arrangement the F is written as a quarter note. This, 

again, allows player two to play the proceeding sixteenth notes. Example 4.4 shows how 

these notes were notated in the original, while example 4.5 shows the change made for 

the purposes of the marimba duo arrangement.  

Musical Figure 4.4: Measure 24 of Bach’s Fugue no. 2 from The Well Tempered Clavier as originally 

notated  
  

 

 

 

 

Musical Example 4.5: Measure 24 of Bach’s Fugue no. 2 from The Well Tempered Clavier with changed 

notation for marimba duo arrangement 

 

 

 

 

 

At the end of the fugue there are low octave Cs in the bass clef that are executed 

on beat three of measure twenty-nine. These Cs are to be held out until the end of the 

work as is indicated in the original. However, for the purposes of this arrangement player 

one, the one who performs the octave Cs, is needed to help out with the concluding fugue 

material. No roll marking was indicated, and the Cs are notated simply as a quarter note. 
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To make up for the lack of the Cs being sustained through to the end of the work, player 

one re-strikes the same octave Cs on the final chord of the piece. According to Paul 

Badura-Skoda, re-striking notes is not uncalled for even when performing these pieces on 

the keyboard (Example 4.6).
19

 

Musical Example 4.6: Measure 29 to the end of Bach’s Fugue No. 2 from The Well Tempered Clavier. The 

octave C’s on beat three were originally sustained to the end 
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CHAPTER 5: TELEMANN’S “VIVACE” FROM “FUGUE NO. 3” IN EASY FUGUES 

AND LITTLE PIECES 

 

 Telemann’s Fugues Légères et Petits Jeux is a collection of six fugues, each 

“followed by several short vivacious movements homophonic in style, often dancelike in 

character.”
20

 Each fugue in the collection is numbered and is then followed by the shorter 

movements which are only identified by tempo marking. The collection was written from 

1738-39 and was described by Telemann as “Galanterien-Fugen,” or fugal textures in the 

gallant style.
21

 For this arrangement the second movement or the vivace of “Fugue No. 3” 

has been used.  

 The fugue being arranged here lends itself very nicely to transcription for 

marimba duo. The piece does not exceed the range of a five-octave marimba, and consists 

of two single-line voices. In the original there is a repeat sign at measure eight indicating 

a repeat back to the beginning of the work. For the purposes of this transcription the 

repeat left out and instead the repeated Gs in beats three and four are used to help the two 

marimba players switch registers. By doing this player two has an opportunity to play the 

treble clef part as well (Example 5.1).  
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Musical Example 5.1: Measures 8 and 9 in the Vivace from Telemann’s “Fugue No. 3” 

 

 Once the two players return to measure eight the second time the Gs are used for 

the same purpose once again and player one moves back to the treble clef part at measure 

nine. In measure twenty-two a first ending occurs repeating back to measure nine. Instead 

of Gs, Cs are used on beats three and four of this bar to facilitate the return. For the 

purposes of the arrangement the Cs are used for the two players to switch registers once 

again. Player two will return to measure nine playing the treble clef part (Example 5.2).  

Musical Example 5.2: Measures 30 and 31 in the Vivace from Telemann’s “Fugue No. 3” 

 

  In measure thirty-nine the original theme returns for the final time. 

However, the same type of transition was not used as with the octave Gs and Cs 

mentioned previously. Therefore, player two remains in the treble clef and executes the 

final statement of the original theme through to the end of the work.  

Because of the switching of registers the use of repeat signs was omitted from the 

arrangement. Because of this the two players will not have to worry about reading 

different musical lines. Instead the parts can be written as one continuous musical line. 
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Therefore, while the original is only twenty-three measures long, the arrangement for the 

marimba duo is forty-four measures long.  

 This piece provides the marimbists with some specific challenges. With the two 

players switching roles where the repeat signs originally were, they must be aware of 

how the other player performed their line. It is also important to determine how the other 

player is executing the trills so that there is no difference in how these are performed 

between the two players.  

 This brief work is an effective addition to the repertoire. The two players have to 

play the full range of the instrument and constantly switch roles adding a layer of 

awareness not often seen in many duo transcriptions.  
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CHAPTER 6: ALLEGRO FROM BEETHOVEN’S “SONATINA IN C-MAJOR,” 

WOO. 51 

  

 Beethoven’s “Sonatina in C-major,” WoO. 51, was completed in 1797-98 and is 

dedicated to Eleonore von Breuning. However, it was not published until 1830 in 

Hamburg when the first edition had to be completed by Ferdinand Ries because portions 

of the first two movements were missing.
22

  

 The quick changes in register and the fast moving figures make this sonatina ideal 

for a marimba duo arrangement. The second measure of the piece offers an excellent 

example of the quick registral changes. On the first two beats player one executes a 

descending C-major arpeggio in eighth notes. Immediately following this on beat three 

another C-major arpeggio is required two octaves lower, and ascending. If performed by 

a solo player, this change of register would be difficult to execute effectively, even with 

the use of four-mallet technique (Example 6.1).  

Musical Example 6.1: Measures 1 and 2 from Beethoven’s “Sonatina in C-major,” WoO. 51 

 

 

  

 

 

                                                           
22

 Barry Cooper et al., The Beethoven Compendium: A Guide to Beethoven’s Life 
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In measure four a G dominant-seventh chord with a suspension occurs. The lower 

two notes of this chord are octave Ds .While this issue would be normally be solved by 

removing the lower D that would involve changing the notes of the music, as well as the 

density of the chord. When arranged for marimba duo player two can execute the octave 

Ds while player one is performing the upper notes of G, C, and F and resolving the 

suspended fourth of the chord to the B on beat three (Example 6.2). This same problem 

occurs once again four measures later in measure eight.  

Musical Example 6.2: Measure 4 from Beethoven’s “Sonatina in C-major,” WoO. 51 

 

  

 

 

 

Another issue with range occurs in measure nine. At the beginning of this 

measure there is a triplet figuration. However, the downbeat of measure nine is a C above 

the treble clef, and the following two partials of the triplet are almost two octaves lower 

in an ascending C-major-arpeggio. With having player one cover the C above the treble 

clef, player two can execute the following three partials of the triplet figure and player 

one can continue the ensuing scalar passage in the same register they were already in. 

This same complication occurs for the next 8 measures (Example 6.3).  
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Musical Example 6.3: Measures 9 and 10 from Beethoven’s “Sonatina in C-major,” WoO. 51 

 

  

 

In this figure, it was decided to have player two perform the inner two partials of 

the triplet on beat one along with the downbeat on beat two. By allowing player two to 

perform the downbeat it will be emphasized as it should be and the sense of tempo 

between the two players will remain unchanged. However, player one must be aware of 

player two’s triplet figuration so that they can come in on the second partial of beat two 

exactly in time to give the sense of a seamless triplet figure.  

 Measure nineteen would be a challenge if played as a solo. If performed as a solo 

it would be feasible for the left hand to cover the downbeats. However, the upper notes 

fill in the two inner triplet partials of the beat. In this case, although register would be an 

issue, tempo would be a bigger factor in the proper execution. The right hand would have 

to cover the inner partials alone, as the left hand would not have the time to travel to the 

higher register and back down that quickly. Along with this, as this pattern continues in 

twenty-seven the left hand needs to execute octaves and the second partial of the triplet is 

a double-stop, or playing two notes simultaneously. If being performed as a solo these 

octaves and double-stops would need to have notes removed. However, in the duo setting 

all of these notes can be performed when covered by both players (Example 6.4). 
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Musical Example 6.4: Measures 27 and 28 from Beethoven’s “Sonatina in C-major,” WoO. 51 

 

  

 

 

During this pattern it was decided to have player two execute the lower voice 

because they are already in that register. They also only perform the downbeats of these 

triplet figures. This allows for one player to be the metronome, of sorts, for the entire 

section. Although the performers should constantly be aware of each other’s part, this 

section requires a higher level of awareness so that a seamless triplet figure is produced.   

 In measure fifty another triplet pattern occurs in the piece. In this case it is a series 

of arpeggios between the two hands. Each arpeggio begins on the second partial of a 

triplet. The range of these arpeggios is only one octave. However, with the tempo of the 

piece, it would be difficult to perform these arpeggios with one hand if it were being 

performed as a solo (Example 6.5).  

Musical Example 6.5: Measures 50 and 51 from Beethoven’s “Sonatina in C-major,” WoO. 51 

 

 

 

For this passage the decision was made to keep both players in the same range of 

the instrument that they were currently in. In this passage both players need to pay close 

attention to the other’s part. This will allow for a unified tempo between the two players, 

but more importantly, it will allow for a consistent sound between the alternating triplet 
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figures. Each player’s triplet figure begins on the second partial and ends on the 

downbeat. Therefore, if each player can think of their pattern as moving towards the 

downbeat the tempo should remain consistent between them and the articulation should 

remain the same as well.  

 With this piece being in the form of a sonatina, the same issues discussed for the 

beginning of the work occur again at the end with the recapitulation. The same decisions 

were made for those issues at the end of the piece.  

 For these reasons, Beethoven’s allegro from his “Sonatina in C-Major” would be 

better included in the percussionist’s canon of transcriptions if included as a duo 

arrangement. With the registral needs this piece requires, a transcription for a solo 

instrument would alter the piece too drastically for an accurate transcription. However, by 

utilizing two marimbists, the registral challenges are removed and an effective and 

exciting transcription is created.   
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CHAPTER 7: “ALLEGRO” FROM MENDELSSOHN’S SONATA IN G-MINOR,  

Op. 105 

 

 Mendelssohn’s Sonata in G-minor, written in 1821, is one of his earliest works, 

though not published until 1868. This sonata is the first of three piano sonatas that 

Mendelssohn composed. According to F. E. Kirby, “the Sonata in G minor, is a little 

piece in all respects,” while, “the two remaining sonatas, on the other hand are more 

ambitious.”
23

 According to Maurice Hinson in the Guide to the Pianist’s Repertoire the 

chromaticism in the allegro, “recalls Mozart,” and the sonata as a whole, “already shows 

Mendelssohn to be a master craftsman.”
24

 

 The performance of this sonata requires the use of a duo for a multiple reasons. 

First, the dexterity required by one player to perform some solo figures at the Allegro 

tempo. The very first measure would require a solo performer to play sixteenth notes an 

octave apart and immediately jump up to play alternating three-note block-chords in 

eighth notes. This would prove to be very difficult even for advanced players. Secondly, 

the range of the piece would also pose problems. At some points the range between the 

notes is over four-octaves. This would require extreme stretching from a solo marimba 

player, and the fast moving figures that happen during these stretches would make it even 

more difficult for one player, which can be seen in measure twenty-six. Finally, although 

not prevalent throughout the piece, there are instances of block chords consisting of more 
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than four notes. A solo marimba player generally has four-mallets. In some instances of 

solo arrangements notes are omitted from chords such as these, however, for a more 

accurate transcription all notes were maintained in this arrangement.  

 The beginning of the sonata begins with a sixteenth trill pattern between a G and 

F# in octaves. Player one executes the higher notes while player two executes the lower 

notes. The music remains unchanged until measure five. In measure five, although notes 

were not changed, the decision was made to not place a roll on the half-note G and B 

flats, or on the F and A flats in the following measure. The lack of roll marking is to stay 

true to the original. If the performer were to roll between the G and Bb then the resulting 

sound would not be a consistent and sustained interval, but instead would give a trill 

effect between the two notes as the hands alternated between them.  

 In measure eighteen we find the first instance of having to change the music due 

to the range of the marimba, a concession that will be made more in this piece. The bass 

clef voice of measure eighteen begins with octave Gs and Bbs. A standard five-octave 

marimba’s range only extends down to C2.
25

 However, the lower G and Bb would be G1 

and Bb1, outside of the marimba’s range. For this reason the four downbeats of the bass 

clef in this measure have had the lower notes removed. Although beats three and four 

would fall into the range of the marimba it was decided to not change the texture of the 

bass notes until the strong beat on beat one of the following measure (Example 7.1).  
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Musical Example 7.1: Measures 18 and 19 from Mendelssohn’s Sonata in G-minor 

 

 

  

 

 

Interestingly, as the triplet pattern in measures eighteen through twenty-three 

moves downward, the accompanying quarter notes move up the keyboard. This results in 

the voices crossing each other. For the marimba duo arrangement this results in the two 

players switching registers. Player two has now moved up to the treble register, while 

player one’s triplet pattern has moved them into the bass register.  

 Measure twenty-four is where this pattern comes to a temporary pause with a 

quarter-note on the down beat for both parts. The triplet pattern begins again in the treble 

clef, which is where player two has moved. For this reason, player two picks up the 

triplet pattern beginning on beat two of measure twenty-four, and player one begins the 

quarter note accompaniment in the bass voice. As before the bass voice begins outside of 

the range of the marimba. However, the downbeat of this measure player one concludes 

with octave F’s that are in the range of the marimba. Because this downbeat is actually 

the end of the proceeding triplet figure the octaves were kept. Beats two through four 

begin a similar triplet pattern as what happened before. With player one in the bass voice, 

beats two, three, and four have had the lower notes of the octaves removed to keep 

consistency between the beginnings of these patterns. As before the triplet pattern works 
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its way down the keyboard while the quarter note accompaniment works its ways up the 

instrument, which results in player one and two once again switching clefs, and registers. 

By the end of these ten measures both players have covered most of the range of their 

instrument (Example 7.2).  

Musical Example 7.2: Measure 18 through 30 from Mendelssohn’s Sonata in G-minor  

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

In measure thirty-six of the original the B natural and D of the B diminished 

chord on beat three were notated as half notes. These half notes indicate for a piano 

player to keep those keys depressed so the notes would sustain throughout the rest of the 

measure. However, for the purposes of marimba duo arrangement these notes were 

changed to eighth notes to match the rest of the pattern. Leaving these notes as half notes 
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might give a performer, on marimba, the idea of rolling those notes. This same decision 

was made for the half note E natural on beat one and the A on beat three in measure 

thirty-seven, the D on the downbeat and G natural on beat three of measure thirty-eight, 

and the dotted-half note C on the downbeat of measure thirty-nine. (Example 7.3).  

Musical Example 7.3: Measure 36 through 40 of Mendelssohn’s Sonata in G-minor 

Original Notation 

 

Altered Notation 
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In measure fifty-four player one is required to make a large leap up the instrument 

moving from octave Fs in the lower register to B4 to begin a triplet passage along with 

player two. Although this leap is a large distance on the keyboard player one has a whole 

beat to accomplish it (Example 7.4).  

Musical Example 7.4: Measures 54 and 55 from Mendelssohn’s Sonata in G-minor 

 

 

 

 

In measure seventy-two the lower octave doubling was left out on beat four 

because the pattern ends on a B that is outside of the lower range of the marimba. Player 

one plays the same figure an octave higher as in the original. If player two were to play 

the figure they would have to leap down the instrument to cover the sixteenth notes, and 

immediately move back to middle C to perform the ensuing block chord pattern in 

measure seventy-three. By leaving out the lower notes, which again go outside the range 

of the instrument, player two is allowed time to set up for the eighth note chords that 

occur in measure seventy-three (Example 7.5).  
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Musical Example 7.5: Measure 72 and 73 from Mendelssohn’s Sonata in G-minor 

With original Octave Doubling 

 

 

 

 

  

Altered for marimba range 

 

 

 

 

In measure ninety-five it was decided to have player two execute the descending 

triplet pattern as a solo. This decision was made for two reasons. First, player one would 

face impossibility by having to leap from a D3 to an F#5 in the span of one triplet partial. 

Secondly, because the triplet line is scalar and performed in thirds, it would not be 

difficult for one person to perform. This allows for the notes in the triplet pattern to be 

executed sounding together which would be more difficult if the line were split between 

the two players (Example 7.6).  
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Musical Example 7.6: Measure 95 from Mendelssohn’s Sonata in G-minor 

 

 

  

 

As this is in sonata form, many of the same figures come back towards the end of 

the piece. The same decisions were made regarding the omission out of notes as well as 

octave transpositions that were made in the beginning. The final measure of the piece 

offers the last octave transposition required. The final two G’s in the bass voice, or player 

one in the case of the duo, are written as octaves. The lower of the G’s is written as G2, 

which is outside of the range of the five-octave marimba. For this reason the octave G’s 

were moved up one octave to allow for the texture to remain the same by having the 

lower voice in octaves (Example 7.7).  

Musical Example 7.7: Measures 171 and 172 from Mendelssohn’s Sonata in G-minor 

 

 

 

 

 

Mendelssohn’s Sonata in G Minor offers many difficulties for the marimba duo 

setting. Octave transposition is required more often, and some of the leaps are very 

difficult. However, with the use of this transcription this sonata can become a fantastic 

tool for modern percussionists to learn about the music of one of the masters.  
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CHAPTER 8: CHOPIN’S WALTZ IN Db MAJOR “MINUTE,” OP. 64 NO. 1 

 

 Chopin’s Waltz in Db Major, Op. 64, No. 1, was written in 1846 and is commonly 

referred to as the “Minute Waltz.” According to Hinson the word “Minute” does not refer 

to the time it should take to play the work, but rather to the word “minute” meaning 

small.
26

 This piece has also been nicknamed the “little dog waltz.” However, Weinstock 

states, “nor should its revolving right-hand melody be played in imitation of a dog 

chasing its own tail, even if it be true that Chopin improvised it at George Sand’s 

suggestion for a dog doing just that.” 
27

 With the inclusion of the five-octave marimba as 

well as four-mallet technique this waltz makes an excellent addition to the marimba duo 

repertoire.  

 Player one begins the waltz with the familiar opening figuration. Player two joins 

with the traditional waltz accompaniment in measure five. Player one must be aware of 

the tempo for the entire piece and begin this arrangement at a comfortable tempo for both 

players.  

 The first concession to notation occurs in measures twenty-nine through thirty-

one. In these three measures the bass notes of the left hand are written as dotted half notes 

indicating for them to be sustained throughout the entire measure. This would be 

accomplished through the use of the pedal on a piano. However, for the purpose of the 
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marimba duo arrangement these notes were changed to quarter notes due to the lack of 

sustain on the marimba. Therefore, these notes appear similar to the original 

accompaniment pattern (Example 8.1). 

Musical Example 8.1: Measures 29 through 31 from Chopin’s Waltz in Db Major, Op. 64 No. 1 

Original Notation 

 

 

Altered Notation 

 

 

 

In measure thirty-six the decision was made for the players to switch roles. Player 

one moves to the bass voice and takes over the accompaniment pattern, while player two 

moves to the top end of the instrument to play the melody line. This decision was made 

so that each player has the opportunity to perform both the melody and accompaniment, 

and the melody that occurred in measure twenty-nine through thirty-six is repeated. The 

same concession was made in regards to the dotted half notes in measures forty-five 

through forty-seven as were made in measure twenty-nine through thirty-one. (Example 

8.2) 
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Musical Example 8.2: Measures 45 through 47 from Chopin’s Waltz in Db Major, Op. 64 No. 1 

 

 

In measure fifty-two the two players switch roles. Player two moves back to the 

accompaniment voice, while player one takes over the melodic responsibilities once 

again. The switch occurs again in measure sixty-eight. In this section, from measures 

sixty-nine through seventy-seven player two must execute grace notes in the melodic 

voice. These grace notes must be heard as two separate notes, and not too close together 

as a flam on the snare drum, however, the focus of the music should be the main melodic 

notes (Example 8.3).  

Musical Example 8.3: Measures 70 through 74 from Chopin’s Waltz in Db Major, Op. 64 No. 1 

 

  

In measure eighty-five player two begins the trill that will bring back the original 

melody. It was decided to have player one join the trill in measure eighty-seven to help 

with the crescendo during the trill. The two players will need to communicate the tempo 

during these measures so there is a clean release at measure eighty-nine when player one 

begins the opening figure once again. (Example 8.4).  
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Musical Example 8.4: Measures 85 through 89 from Chopin’s Waltz in Db Major, Op. 64 No. 1 

 

 

The same changes and decisions were made throughout this ending section 

including the switching of the roles, as well as the dotted half notes being changed to 

quarter notes. In measure 136 we have the first and only range issue found in this work. 

Player must play a scalar passage down the keyboard starting on an F7 and ending on an 

Ab4. This F is outside the range of the modern five-octave marimba. For this reason the 

player begins the triplet figure on F6 and plays the scale down to Db5. At that point the 

player jumps back up to C6, and plays down to the final Ab4 of the passage (Example 

8.5). 

Musical Example 8.5: Measures 137 through 140 from Chopin’s Waltz in Db Major, Op. 64 No. 1 

 

 Chopin’s Waltz in Db Major, Op. 64 No. 1 can be an excellent addition to the 

marimba duo repertoire through the use of these transcriptions processes. The music can 

be covered by two marimbists through the utilization of two five-octave marimbas, with 

little to no change to register or note density. However, the performers must be sure to 

play it at an appropriate tempo.  
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CHAPTER 9: CONCLUSION 

 

 While the range of the marimba has expanded over the years, the transcription 

process has not. By utilizing the full range of the marimba as well as more than one 

player we can realize much more of the keyboard music of the 18
th

 and 19
th

 century on 

our instrument.  

 Through this realization of the music that time period can be opened even more to 

the modern percussionist. These arrangements show that the music of the masters is no 

longer out of the marimbist’s reach. Also, by using the methods shown in these 

arrangements, percussionists can further the marimba repertoire through their own 

transcriptions. While these arrangements came from keyboard music, many different 

genres and styles could be used. Different genres can be explored as well. As Robert 

Houston said, “The transcription has contributed a popular body of literature to the 

marimba. However, it must continue to reflect the growth, development, and maturity of 

this instrument if it is to remain a significant part of the marimba repertoire.”
28

 Through 

the works provided here, as well as the methods used, the duo transcription can be the 

growth and maturity to which Houston refers.  
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APPENDIX : SCORES 
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