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NOTE GROUPING
By Linda Maxey

O

NE OF THE FASCINATING ASPECTS
of music is its innate subjectivity.
There is room for varying interpretations of a work,
for example, as each performer or conductor brings a unique
perspective to working with the notes which the composer
has put on the page. There are no hard-and fast rules in
music, but rather there exist boundaries of good taste or
logic within which interpreters of music can operate with
some degree of freedom.
In spite of the lack of inviolable rules to be applied,
there are underlying guidelines which seem to be common
to musical interpretation. Among these is the concept of
note grouping as the basis for creating a feeling of flow
and continuity within a phrase of music. Basically, note
grouping involves thinking in terms of weaker units moving to stronger units. The unit can be as small as two notes,
and can be expanded to two beats, measures, phrases or to
even larger sections (Ex. 1).

Example 3
Etude in C Major, Op. 6, No. 10, Clair Omar Musser

By applying note groupings to a series of sixteenth
notes, the performer is able to “spin out” the line without
inappropriate internal accents or stresses which might
cause it to sound mechanical (Ex. 4).
Example 4
Yellow After the Rain, Mitchell Peters

Example 1
Simple Meter

Compound Meter

By thinking of a rhythmically weak note leading to a
stronger note, a connection is established between the two
pitches and inner vitality is felt in the music (Ex. 2).
Example 2
Concerto for Marimba, Robert Kurka, 3rd movement

Notes of equal value played in succession can sound
static without and understanding of the inner flow of note
grouping, much like a band member who is marking time
is nonetheless standing still (Ex. 3).
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In example 4, the tendency is to feel a slight accent of
the first note of each group of four sixteenth notes, thereby
making each group sound as an entity in itself. However,
by thinking 2-3-4-1, each group now overlaps the next, thus
producing continuity of line. This is actually accomplished
by playing the second sixteenth note slightly louder than
the first. This is a delicate balance to achieve, for the listener must be able to hear the flow without hearing the
accents. In the early stages of practicing this technique, it
is helpful to exaggerate the accent in order to ingrain the
feeling in one’s mind. After this has been established, the
note groupings can be felt without actively being emphasized, resulting in a natural sound.
When notes are of equal rhythmic value, the rhythmic
weight of the beat gives a greater emphasis to the notes
which occur on the beat. Therefore, the weak beats must
be energized in order to compensate for an aural imbalance. By playing the “off beats” slightly louder than the
notes on the beat, a feeling of movement is created. On a
larger scale, by thinking weak beat to strong beat, a magnetism is felt, pulling the melodic line up to the final F# as
in Example 5.

Example 5
Concertino for Xylophone, Toshiro Mayuzumi*

This same concept is found in jazz, where the “off beats”
are strongly accented. In classical music when the melody
has been influenced by jazz, the weak beats can be exaggerated to bring out the jazzy effect (Ex. 6 and 7).

Example 9
Concerto for Marimba, Robert Kurka, 1st movement

Example 10
Concerto for Marimba, James Basta

Example 6
Concerto for Marimba, Robert Kurka, 3rd movement

Scales provide an easy access to incorporating this system
into a person’s technique.

Example 11
Example 7
Concertino for Marimba, Paul Creston, 3rd movement

Note grouping can be viewed in segments larger than
two or three notes. The same concept of weak to strong
can be applied to whole measures and from phrase to
phrase, all of which contribute to producing a longer line
(Ex. 12, 13).
(In a conversation with the author, Paul Creston referred to this section of this Concertino as “the jazzy section.”)
Sometimes it is helpful to attach words to the rhythmic patterns. Not only does this help the player to feel the
connection, but in performing the passage the mind replays the verbalization, which serves as a reminder of the
note grouping (Ex. 8, 9, 10).

Example 12
b
Etude in A , Op. 6, No. 2, Clair Omar Musser

Example 8
Concertino for Marimba, Paul Creston, 1st movement
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