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The following is excerpted from an article for wind 
band conductors originally published in the 
Association of Concert Bands Journal, Vol. 34, No. 
3, October 2015.  The three-part article is a collec-
tion of helpful hints, tips, and insights intended to 
increase communication and improve the musical 
relationship between conductors and percussion-
ists.  For more information about The Association of 
Concert Bands visit www.acbands.org.

Timpani Mallets

Timpani mallet selection, as with other percussion 
implements, should be chosen based on articula-
tion and color, not volume.  Timpanists can perform 
as loud or soft as needed with any mallet, whether 
hard wood or very soft felt.  

If you are looking for a full, round sound with less 
articulation, ask the timpanist to use a mallet with a 
round head; however, if you desire increased artic-
ulation, disc-shaped mallet heads with less contact 
area will be best.  

If you hear a “tick” of some kind coming from the 
instruments, it is likely that either the timpanist is 
using mallets with a washer that needs tightening 
or that the mallet head has a seam, which should 
be facing the player so that they will not contact the 
head and create a “slapping” sound.

Playing Areas  

PlayingPlaying Area: If the timpanist is producing a dull, 
“thuddy” sound, check to make sure they are 
striking the instrument in the general playing area, 
which is one-third of the radius from the edge to the

center.  This ratio applies to timpani of all sizes, so it 
is possible that the drums are simply set up too 
close to the player, causing them to play towards the 
center of the head.  

Instrument Position:Instrument Position: All timpani should be positioned 
such that the playing areas lie naturally under the 
player’s mallets as they stand in one place with 
sticks in the proper playing position and rotate from 
the waist from side to side.  

TTimpani Stools: Additionally, a better sound may be 
produced by using a timpani stool, which will lower 
the torso and hands (especially players taller than 
5’ 7”) so that the mallet shafts are parallel to the 
heads.  

Timpani Technique

Grip: It is relatively easy (especially for novice Grip: It is relatively easy (especially for novice 
players) to inadvertently produce a dark, dry sound 
using German grip (palms down, thumbs on the side 
of the stick like matched grip), so, while you should 
tread lightly when asking any instrumentalist to 
change their playing technique, you may suggest 
that the timpanist try using French grip (palms facing 
each otheeach other, thumbs on the top of the stick).  French 
grip will likely provide an immediately lighter sound 
because the rebound of the stick increases due to 
only the thumb being on top of the stick, whereas 
the entire hand is on top of the stick in German grip. 

Stroke: The problem may also that the timpanist is 
playing “into the head” instead of allowing the mallet 
to rebound naturally or lifting the mallet off of the 
head after contact.       
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