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Preface 

he snare drum is an instrument which commands an interesting place within the 
percussive disciplines. On the one hand, it is generally considered to be the core element 
of the drum kit, and, as such, enjoys the focus and attention of a vast array of educational 

media. Indeed, the study of rudiments and their application to the drum kit has been a staple of 
drumming education for as long as the drum kit has existed. 

On the other hand, the snare drum exists as a solo instrument in its own right, with not only a 
long and rich history of repertoire and technical development from all over the world, but also a 
degree of enigmatic unease from those turning their attention towards it. 

There are many method books which encourage and demonstrate particular ways to play, varying 
in scope from a general guide on motions and fundamental strokes, through to pictures, diagrams, 
and step-by-step instructions which go into excruciating detail on every minute facet of holding 
and moving a drum stick. The world does not need another such book, and this book is not, nor 
should it be considered to be, an addition to that particular collection. 

In writing a book dedicated to the snare drum, I first resolved to exclude anything that could be 
considered an exercise, though some exceptions did creep in. The snare drum as a solo instrument 
enjoys a rich and interesting history, stretching back much further than the drum kit itself. This 
means that it enjoys a deep and varied vocabulary from many traditions around the world, waiting 
to be explored and expressed through repertoire. This vocabulary and its place in the repertoire 
would be my focus instead. 

This book is not an attempt to teach the student how to play the snare drum. This statement may 
seem strange to read in a book dedicated to snare drum instruction, but there is a subtle distinction. 
In this book, the reader will find no diagrams of the hands; no prescription for grip types and 
fulcrum positions; no labels for different stroke types or various named techniques. Instead, this 
book encourages the development of technique through its application to the vocabulary it 
presents. The studies presented in this book simply cannot be played as intended with poor 
technique. Therefore, learning to play these studies correctly is itself learning correct technique. 

Herein lies the quandary, as very few people, world class players or otherwise, can agree upon what 
correct technique actually is. I have encountered, first hand, conflicting instruction from multiple 
sources, all of whom could rightly be considered as some of the best players in the world. This 
must mean that there cannot be one sole and correct way to play, to the exclusion of all others. 
Instead, it suggests that, so long as a few fundamental principles are followed, there are multiple 
paths to the top of the mountain. 

Whichever grip is chosen; whether the fulcrum is on the middle finger or the index finger; whether 
strokes are played predominantly with the fingers, wrists, or forearms – all that really matters is 
that the technique works. Ultimately this is the prime factor in defining correct technique. So long 
as the technique allows the player to produce exactly what they are intending to play, without 
injury, and without impacting on anything else they may choose to play, then that technique is correct. 

These thoughts were fundamental to the formulation of this book and the studies it contains. In 
my own journey, I learned far more – and far more quickly – when working on particular pieces, 
rather than simply repeating motions for hours at a time. We like to practise double stroke rolls by 
setting the metronome at a comfortable tempo and watching the timer tick away. However, we 
rarely, if ever, actually play a double stroke roll in this way when playing pieces. By encountering 
various applications of double strokes in the repertoire, as musical vocabulary and with intentional 
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musical application, not only does our technical facility increase in a meaningful and practical way, 
but our understanding of the technique increases with it. 

Fundamentally, this book embodies an approach of learn by doing. Playing pieces full of various frisé 
figures will, over time, increase our understanding – and technical ability with – frisé figures; 
seeking out studies full of measured rolls and diddle combinations will have the same effect. 
Encountering a paradiddle in a musical passage and thinking ‘I didn’t know you could do that with 
a paradiddle’ is perhaps one of the most productive and effective ways to learn about paradiddles. 

Throughout the writing of this book, I refined, adjusted, tweaked, and obsessed over every note, 
barline, beam, tempo, time signature, strikethrough, accent, and figure. I am grateful to Colin 
Stump for his feedback from a student’s perspective, and to Rob Hirons for his detailed and equally 
fanatical attention to my grammar and the finer points of this book. Any mistakes left in these 
pages are my own. 

Finally, and this is especially aimed at students early in their journey, I encourage you to study this 
material with a teacher whose technique and guidance you trust. It is true to say that many elements 
of high-level technique were revealed to me through trial and error and sheer bloody mindedness. 
However, for many other things, indeed some of my most important revelatory breakthroughs, 
the guidance, input, and feedback from expert teachers proved to be invaluable. 

For all who open these pages, I wish you good luck and, please, enjoy the journey, because the 
destination probably doesn’t exist. 

- Jonathan Curtis, 2021 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Irrigators channel waters; fletchers straighten arrows; carpenters bend wood; the 

wise master themselves. 

 

- Buddha, Dhammapada, verse 80 
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Introduction 

he pursuit of excellence within a craft is an unending one. The commitment to the journey 
is far more important than the act of arriving at the destination. This book does not 
purport to instruct the student on how to produce the strokes required. Instead, it presents 

material which requires certain fundamental motions and mechanical processes that must be 
accomplished in order for the material to be played accurately. Throughout the course of studying 
these figures, the student will, under the guidance of an expert teacher if necessary, develop the 
required technique as part of the learning process. 

This approach is intentional for one very simple reason: there are numerous ways to achieve the 
desired result. This is evidenced by the fact that numerous top players present different techniques 
and different technical concepts, often seemingly at odds with one another. This might be in the 
approach and use of different fingers, the position and role of the fulcrum, a preference for fingers 
or wrists, different grips, and any number of idiosyncrasies unique to each and every individual. 

Any attempt to present a definitive instruction on technique, down to the creases of each finger 
and the exact angle of the sticks, neglects the individual differences of every player and every pair 
of hands, and isolates students for whom the presented approach is uncomfortable, inefficient, or 
otherwise physiologically inapplicable. Instead, the student keen to develop expert technique 
should attempt to understand as much as they can about technique, such that they can develop their 
own approach that works for them. 

The studies in this book have two main goals: to introduce the student to new vocabulary, and to 
present opportunities which encourage the development of the technique required to perform that 
vocabulary in a musically interesting context. 

The studies in these pages, by design, require various technical concepts in order to be playable. 
Above a certain tempo, the fingers begin to take over the production of each stroke. These studies 
are designed to isolate and improve that finger engagement across various rudimental contexts, 
the underlying intention being the acquisition of speed and power through control and the 
repetition of relevant figures. The student is therefore encouraged to explore the use of the fingers, 
even when working at very slow tempos. 

The tempo markings given with each study are to be considered as goals and targets for the final 
performance, and not markings at which the study should be practised. If the student considers a 
study finished when it can be performed perfectly at the given tempo, they will have tangible goals 
with an obvious point of success. Indeed, the use of achievable and readily measured goals is a key 
principle of deliberate, effective practice. 

However, these tempo targets will be achieved holistically, rather than individually. In other words, 
it is perhaps not the best use of the student’s time to work one single study up to tempo before 
moving to the next. Instead, the arrival at the target tempo will be as a result of sustained and 
varied practising across numerous studies and technical concepts. 

On Technique 

The acquisition of good technique is a process fraught with challenges. Misinformation, conflicting 
statements from dogmatic sources, self-doubt, and unfavourable comparisons with other players 
can all have a detrimental and demoralising effect on a student seeking to better their own playing. 
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The student is encouraged to learn as much as they can from all sources with an air of curiosity 
and exploration, culminating in the betterment of their own understanding. Where two dogmatic 
sources present conflicting information on how something should be done, the student should 
learn and explore both approaches to better equip themselves to understand their own technique. 

Technique is ultimately a personal thing. Our hands and bodies are all different; the way we move 
and the way we think about movement are unique to everyone, and cannot be simplified to a 
diagram or simple instruction. Increasing one’s own technique is more about understanding than 
anything else, though we cannot escape the need for countless hours in front of an observant 
teacher, and a mirror, to develop the physical motions required. 

By necessity of individual differences, our technique – the way we hold the stick, the way we move 
the stick, and the way we perform each stroke – is unique to us, a fact which should be embraced 
rather than feared. Throughout the course of study and long hours in the practice room, the 
student will learn what is required of their hands to perform the figures that they are trying to 
perform, and with this will come an understanding of the fundamental principles that comprise a 
high level of ability. 

We can broadly sum up these fundamental principles as follows. Firstly, there exists, and must 
exist, a synergy between the fulcrum, fingers, wrists, and arms. The playing of a drum with a stick 
is an act which utilises all of these elements in exactly this order. The fulcrum is the direct point 
of contact with the stick, and is the point around which the stick pivots. In the case of a drum 
stick, the stick itself pivots vertically around a fulcrum which is held on either side. This can be 
imagined like a bicycle wheel; the wheel itself is held in its centre on either side by the bike’s frame, 
and the wheel rotates around this central point. This is in contrast to a fulcrum as it exists within 
the French and Traditional grips, that exists beneath the point of balance, like a see-saw on a 
playground. Again, the student is encouraged to explore both approaches to further their own 
understanding. 

With the fulcrum in place, the fingers control the stick itself around the fulcrum; the wrist creates 
momentum and rotation with which the fingers engage on a smaller and more intricate level. It is 
the engagement of the fingers that is responsible for the finer movements and more exact control 
of the stick. 

The forearm emphasises and expands upon these motions. While it can be used to inject more 
force, it cannot be relied upon for finer levels of control. Generally speaking, the forearms will be 
employed more vigorously when bursts of power (and volume) are required. 

The arms and shoulders themselves essentially place everything in position. In the case of a drum 
set, the arms move the whole system to the required drum, before the aforementioned processes 
perform the desired strokes. 

In simple terms, the fulcrum, fingers, wrist, and arms must all work together to produce the stroke, 
and the ratio of these elements will adjust and change based on the context. Fast, low, and quiet 
figures will demand more from the fingers, while loud, strong, and generally slower figures will 
require larger muscle groups. 

A high level of technique is invariably characterised as being relaxed, and possessing an air of 
effortlessness. This is a by-product of control. To play the snare drum at the highest level, with all 
the rigours relating to rhythmic accuracy, speed, dynamic control, and all other aspects of 
expressive performance, any techniques and movements employed must be relaxed, and this 
relaxation is made possible by the control one possesses in manipulating the sticks. 
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There are many varied opinions about the extent to which the fingers play the strokes. At least 
insofar as the snare drum as a solo instrument is concerned, which itself requires a level of 
virtuosity and skill focused on that sole aim, the fastest, most intricate, most difficult, and most 
complex figures require the fingers to engage with and control the strokes. This engagement itself 
requires a firm understanding of the fulcrum, and how this affects the stick within the hand. This 
is not to say that the wrists and arms play no part – far from it in fact – but ultimately, it is the 
fingers and their engagement with the stick around the fulcrum that produce the highest degree of 
control. 

On the Role of Repetition 

For all the ambiguities and uncertainties surrounding the brain, nervous system, and the learning 
process, there are some key principles that are supported by the evidence again and again. It is very 
clear that repetition of an action is paramount to not only its acquisition, but our ability to perform 
it confidently, accurately, and quickly. 

Certain technical aspects of playing the drum, most notably the fundamental strokes of singles, 
doubles, and buzz strokes, can be exceedingly difficult to perform consistently at the highest level. 
These fundamental motions require countless repetitions over many years to fully develop, and 
this must be supported by analytical feedback and self-correction. 

Our knowledge of the brain points to repetition as a productive mode of acquisition, but this 
repetition cannot happen mindlessly if the desired results are to be achieved. The role of feedback 
and focus has also been shown to be required alongside raw repetition of a motion. These two 
aspects must accompany the repetition to allow the motion to be developed within the brain and 
the nervous system. 

Feedback is the method by which we judge the action as we last performed it against the action as 
we wish to perform it. The use of a mirror allows us as practitioners to see in real time our 
technique from an outside perspective, and then to correct it accordingly. We may notice 
differences in our stick heights, grip angles, and all sorts of minutiae that we may otherwise miss. 

Likewise, the guidance of a competent teacher can provide feedback and insight into things we 
may not have considered. Suffice it to say that feedback in some form is required alongside the 
repetitions to allow our brains to make the necessary adjustments to the motion we are performing. 

This must occur alongside our active focus. We may choose to focus on the angle of our strokes, 
the position of the tips of the sticks, the height of each stroke, or any number of specific elements, 
but this focus, alongside real time feedback and our intention to correct as we go, allows the brain 
to enter a state of plasticity and thus effectively and efficiently learn and improve the motion we 
are performing. 

This approach can not only be applied to specific motions and actions, such as those studies found 
in the Long Form section, but to individual figures and measures within a musical piece. Any difficult 
measure can be repeated with feedback and focus to work out the difficulty, resolve it, and then 
ingrain the correct motion or pattern. 

Studies also show the value of working on a small set of things simultaneously. Rather than 
spending the entirety of one’s practice time on a single item, the student is instead encouraged to 
pick two or three, and rotate between them in various orders. This approach is known as random 
block practising, and has been shown to be remarkably effective at engaging the brain and 
facilitating neurological learning. 
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In practice, this may occur in the following way: the student is working on a particular study, and 
highlights three passages that are particularly difficult. These may be labelled A, B, and C. 

Firstly, the student isolates the three passages into closed loops, which can be repeated indefinitely. 
Secondly, the student decides to practise for fifteen minutes, allocating five minutes for each figure. 
Thirdly, the student practises A for two and a half minutes, B for two and a half minutes, and C 
for two and a half minutes, taking up half of their fifteen minutes. 

After a short break, the student repeats the process but adjusts the order, this time practising B, 
then C, then A, again for two and a half minutes each. Now, the full fifteen minutes have been 
achieved, with five minutes for each passage, but the order and timing have been varied. 

This approach has been shown to be far more effective than if the student had worked on a single 
item for a longer period. 

Random practice forces the learner to become more actively engaged in the learning process by 

preventing simple repetitions of actions; random practice gives the learner more meaningful 

and distinguishable memories of the various tasks, increasing memory strength and decreasing 

confusion among tasks; random practice causes the learner to forget the short-term solutions 

(from working memory) to the movement problem after each task change; forgetting the short-

term solution forces the learner to generate the solution again on the task's next trial, which is 

beneficial to learning.1 

While a deep understanding of neuroscience is in no way a requisite for a practising musician, 
understanding a few key principles such as those outlined above can help the student maximise 
the time that they spend in the practice room. Those students who are most interested in theories 
of practice and learning are encouraged to explore the further reading found in this book’s 
Bibliography. 

 

 

  

 
1 (Lee & Schmidt, 2020) 
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I. Long Form Studies 

here are only three studies in this section, and they are the most exercise-like of any in this 
book. These three studies tackle the three main stroke types: single strokes, double strokes, 
and buzz strokes. These are the fundamental underlying motions required to play virtually 

everything else. 

All three studies are identical in form and structure; only the stroke type used to play each of them 
changes. Each type of stroke is played through the steps on the rhythm scale against a quarter 
note, from 8th notes up to 32nd note nonuplets. This allows the fundamental motions to be practised 
at an ascending rate of speed against an unchanging tempo. 

The technique in question is placed within various subdivisions with which the student may be 
unversed, increasing their familiarity not only with the technique itself, but with that technique in 
an unfamiliar rhythmic setting. The incrementally increasing nature of the subdivisions means that, 
as control increases with the technique, the student can progress up to the next subdivision both 
without stopping and without needing to increase the speed of the metronome. The act of 
ascending the rhythm scale requires the technique to be played faster, while staying in time to the 
same underlying pulse. 

These studies can be tackled holistically or modularly. For the former, the student would play 
through the entire study, attempting to maintain technical control from beginning to end. Where 
control is lost and articulation suffers, the tempo should be reduced. The student should aim to 
practise at a tempo at which the whole study can performed with control. 

For the latter, students less familiar with either the technical motions or the unusual subdivisions 
may choose to stay in one section of the study for a prolonged period. Each section contains two 
subdivisions which are adjacent on the rhythm scale. The section starts with one subdivision, rises 
to the next one up, then drops back down to the original again. The sections are each marked with 
a double barline and can be repeated as many times as the student requires. 

To get the full benefit from these studies, the student should aim to tackle them holistically; the 
modular approach is best used as a preliminary one, useful until the relevant familiarity is gained. 
The purpose of these studies is to repeat the technical motion for prolonged periods of time, 
despite the changes in subdivision (and, therefore, relative speed). Students may wish to begin and 
end each practice session by running through all three of these studies in their entirety. 

Finally, the tempo markings represent a theoretical physical maximum at which the studies can be 
performed. 32nd note nonuplets at 116bpm (as they appear in the single stroke and double stroke 
studies) require the strokes to be played at a rate of slightly over 17 times per second. This is indeed 
fast, but within known limits for both single and double strokes. However, this should not be the 
student’s aim. Instead, students should aim for control and articulation at whichever tempo they 
choose to practise, and allow the speed to come as a result of that control. 

In the buzz stroke study, each individual note with a z-stem represents one single buzzed stroke, 
regardless of the subdivision. This means that, at the lower subdivisions, the buzz roll created will 
feel very slow. Within this study, the point is to develop consistency with the buzz strokes 
themselves, which will in turn lead to a consistent and sustained roll. All three studies begin with 
the left hand in order to allow for the student’s weaker hand to lead the motions. Left-handed 
students should begin the studies with their right hand. 

T
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IV. Rudimental Studies 

udimental drumming is at once difficult to define yet simple to recognise. In 
drumming parlance, the rudiments are a series of predetermined figures, patterns, or 
discrete musical ideas formulated in military contexts. Many of today’s popular 

rudiments can be traced back through French and Swiss military traditions, though the 
North-American rudimental tradition perhaps dominates the English-speaking drumming 
world. 

The North-American Rudimental Tradition 

The North-American rudimental tradition is perhaps the most well known in the modern 
world. Virtually all English-speaking students draw their drumming education from it, and it 
is pervasive in the rest of the world to varying degrees. Many of its idioms can be traced back 
to the Civil War, if not before. Call-to-action pieces like Three Camps show typical application 
of measured rolls, while the Downfall of Paris, dated to at least as early as 1790, shows ample 
application of the flam, flammed paradiddle, flamacue, and drag. 

Rudimental compositions generally arrange these rudiments in ways which create large 
motivic ideas. Despite the complexity these combinations can produce, it is often relatively 
easy to note the rudiments from which they are constructed. The creativity of the rudimental 
composers is found in their ability to apply and manipulate well-established building blocks 
in musically expressive ways. 

Beginning with Moeller and Wilcoxon, and culminating with Pratt, the period of rudimental 
development following the Civil War saw advances in the complexity of their application, 
and an expansion of the underlying compositional principles. 

The North-American studies found here present original ideas strongly influenced and 
derived from the snare drumming of this tradition. Thematically strong, with repetitive 
phrases that develop over the course of a familiar arrangement, the vocabulary is based on 
marching and military cadences. Open rolls, paradiddle variations, and flams and drags form 
the backbone of the figures themselves, which lend a consistent and recognisable feel to 
these pieces, while individual flair is found in the manipulation and development of the 
thematic figures. 

These studies are written using ties within the measured roll notation, as is common in the 
tradition; the roll is tied to the accent to denote the roll figure and the release on the accent. 

The French Rudimental Tradition 

The French tradition, like the American, has military roots. We can trace some of the 
rudimental vocabulary back to at least as far as the early 18th century, and many pieces, like 
the Marches Par Frisé survive to this day as part of the standard repertoire. Lefèvre, Raynaud, 
and Goute are perhaps the most prominent of the modern era, all having military 
backgrounds and all contributing to the publications available today. 

On the French tradition, Joseph Tompkins4 writes: 

 
4 Head of Percussion at Rutgers Mason Gross School of the Arts, and composer of numerous French-American 
snare drum pieces. 
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Stylistically, the French and American traditions work well together, in my opinion, 

because they are so different. The French repertoire, passed down for generations through 

an aural tradition, is far more intricate than the American repertoire. There are a variety 

of reasons for this, many being hypothetical. Function (in a military setting) limited the 

complexity of British drumming traditions, and this was inherited in the American 

setting. Swiss influences on the French are of great impact. Compositionally, I find that 

the less familiar French concepts provide tension in my music and, generally, American 

rudimental concepts provide the release.5 

The French studies found here make use of the French vocabulary, most notably the frisé 
variations, coup de charge (a style of reversed flam), and idiosyncratic rhythmic rolls and 
stickings. 

These studies address vocabulary and techniques from both traditions, either individually, or 
combined within the same study. In each case, this will be denoted by the study’s subtitle. 

 

  

 
5 Quoted from an email conversation in which these topics were discussed. 
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V. Orchestral Studies 

rchestral snare drumming belongs in an orchestra; ultimately this is ensemble 
music in which the snare drum plays a role within a larger entity. However, as 
Delécluse shows, deftly written pieces in this style can make for convincing and 

musical solo repertoire. Whether or not it may be inaccurate to call Delécluse’s solos purely 
orchestral, his pieces undoubtedly reference the orchestral repertoire, and are distinctly non-
rudimental in their approach. Calling the studies in this section ‘orchestral’ is to set them 
apart from the other studies in this book, drawing as they do on different compositional 
priorities. 

This music is not rudimental; here, the motivic idea – and how it sounds – comes before any 
consideration as to the technique or sticking used to play it. Different sticking approaches 
will yield different sonic results, and this expressiveness should be explored and encouraged. 
It is for this reason that prescribed sticking is rarely used in orchestral (and orchestrally-
inspired) pieces. The pieces found here, therefore, have been left devoid of sticking to 
encourage the student to approach the figures purely in terms of the rhythmic ideas rather 
than the sticking patterns used. So long as they are functional, the sticking choices do not 
matter; far more important is that the ideas within the notation are expressed musically and 
vividly. 

This conceptual change stems from the role of the snare drum within the orchestra. As an 
instrument, the snare drum excels at accentuation and rhythmic articulation. Functionally, it 
is often used within orchestral compositions to accentuate melodic lines, key rhythmic or 
lyrical phrases, or prominent hits within the music. For the solo snare drum, orchestral pieces 
build on this idea, exploring the development of motifs, themes, and articulated lyrical 
phrasing. The sonic properties come before any consideration of sticking, and the rudiments 
are not generally considered as compositional tools. 

The studies found here aim to demonstrate some of the concepts, techniques, and vocabulary 
of this approach within a solo context. Thematic development, motivic reprise, and longer 
phrasing ideas inform everything, with traditionally rudimental notions of arrangement being 
far less prominent. In simple terms, the piece should be considered as a whole, with the focus 
being on the expressiveness and overall feeling created, rather than in the analysis or 
overstatement of individual figures. 
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VI. Rhythmic Studies 

hythmic articulation is the primary characteristic of the snare drum as an 
instrument. Devoid of any harmonic expression, rhythmic ideas are at the heart of 
its repertoire, solo or otherwise. As the other studies in the book show, the 

complexity of various rhythmic figures can be quite high, with unfamiliar groupings, 
subdivisions, or other rhythmic ideas posing a significant challenge to the student. 

The American tradition is generally the simplest, rhythmically speaking. Due to its inherently 
marching-based foundations, even subdivisions from 8th notes to 32nd notes make up the vast 
majority of its rhythmic repertoire. In contrast, even the traditional French pieces contain 
rhythmically expressive figures, drawing on subdivisions and rhythmic ideas with which the 
English-speaking world are perhaps less familiar. 

In Pratt’s Rudimental Solos for Accomplished Drummers, for example, across thirteen pieces there 
is not a single incidence of a quintuplet or septuplet, though there are some interesting uses 
of nested triplets, and even an instance of duplets in 6/8. 

In contrast, we find extensive use of quintuplets in the Retraites Françaises from 1912, 
extensive use of the rhythmically intricate coup de charge in Gourdin’s 1882 collection Marches 
de la Légion de la Garde Républicaine, and by the 1970s, ample use of manipulated and split 
septuplets in Lefèvre’s Technique Superíeure. 

It should be noted that rhythmic complexity does not itself confer any form of musical 
superiority. Indeed, the above comparisons simply serve to highlight the conceptual 
differences found within the various traditions. 

Nevertheless, the student’s familiarity and confidence with more complex rhythms simply 
serves to expose them to new ideas, possibilities, and rhythmic frameworks which would 
otherwise remain closed to them. 

The studies in this section present numerous techniques in different rhythmic frameworks. 
Some focus on particular subdivision applications, while others look at polyrhythms and 
other rhythmic quirks. 

Whilst the studies in this category are certainly complex, their perceived difficulty lies 
predominantly in their unfamiliarity. 5-stroke rolls, for example, are technically identical to 
perform, whether presented as straight 16th notes, or within a 32nd note quintuplet. The 
difficulty with the latter is the unfamiliarity of the context. 

No matter how complicated the rhythmic figure is, it should always be conceived against the 
underlying pulse, determined by the study’s meter. For example, Subdivision Study I – Quintuplet 
Variations contains some very complex rhythmic figures, yet all are set within a 4/4 meter. 
This steady, familiar, underlying pulse gives context to all of the less familiar rhythms 
occurring on top. When played against this pulse, the figures feel far more coherent than if 
they are considered in isolation. Essentially, no matter the complexity of the figure, it does 
not exist within a vacuum. 

Aside from presenting a technical challenge, these studies also serve to provide rhythmic 
vocabulary. These ideas can be applied in many interesting ways within compositions, and 
can lend flavour or decoration to otherwise simple passages. 

R
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The studies in this section are very rhythmically complex in places. It is not expected that the 
student sight read these pieces and perform them with any aplomb straight away. The ideas 
contained are intentionally complex in order to show what is possible with a strong 
understanding of rhythmic principles. Students should not be discouraged at having to work 
on small sections at a time in a very focused manner. This is intentional, and the rewards of 
doing so will be a deep and expressive sense of rhythmic timing. 

Nested Rhythms and Tuplets 

Complex subdivisions and nested tuplets need not be feared so long as they are clearly 
understood. 

 

 

 
The above example shows a figure from one of the following subdivision studies. This figure 
contains multiple examples of nested tuplets and internal figures which, at first glance, can 
make it seem very difficult. Understanding how a figure like this is constructed can make 
identifying the rhythm, and therefore playing the figure, significantly easier. Note that both 
figures in the above example are the same. 

To begin with, we can refer to the meter of the piece. In this case, 4/4 tells us that there are 
four quarter notes per measure, and so this bar contains four quarter notes: 

 

 
 
Everything within the original figure must be plotted within these four quarter notes. Next, 
working from the top down, we can address the tuplet brackets. The uppermost bracket is a 
quintuplet bracket. We first need to ascertain what this bracket is referring to. The first note 
of each figure is an 8th note. Whilst this in itself is not definitive, it gives us a clue. There are 
two ways to work this out. Firstly, can we see that there are two of these top-level quintuplet 
brackets within our measure of four quarter notes. This hints that each quintuplet bracket 
occupies two of the four quarter notes, suggesting that the quintuplet value applies to 8th 
notes. 

Secondly, we can look at the internal figures to find the required note value. Working left to 
right, we have a single 8th note, a 16th note triplet, a 32nd note quintuplet, and two more 8th 
notes. Each of these figures are equal to one 8th note, and complete the uppermost quintuplet 
bracket, confirming that these brackets refer to 8th note quintuplets: 
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Figure 1 

 


