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Japanese drumming workshop encourages rhythm, expression

Elaine Fong, center, leads participants 
through a three-hour taiko drumming 
workshop at The Dance Hall in Kittery, 
Maine, in November. Amy Donle photo

Elaine Fong, of Brookline, Mass., stands calmly at her byou-daiko – one of the many types of taiko drums – beating out 
a basic rhythm. Around her, 13 members of her Taiko Drum Workshop, held at The Dance Hall in Kittery, Maine, in 
late November, are keeping time, occasionally glancing up from their drums to watch their instructor.

There's a steady wall of noise, but despite this, Fong doesn't seem to be working hard. Her bachi – drumsticks – move 
as a simple extension of her arm.

Suddenly the tempo increases. Fong drops into a deeper stance, and her face changes from detached to serious. Her 
trainees follow suit, but are no match for Fong's intensity. She begins to shout – short, sharp blasts of noise called 
kakegoe – bringing the session to an end with four blunt hits to her drum. She takes a breath, and her face breaks into 
a smile.

"Good, huh?" she laughs. The group applauds.

A sonic awakening

For Fong, the intensity of the drums is a space for serenity and empowerment – a rhythm she moves within effortlessly.

The discovery of taiko, a style of Japanese drumming, during a festival was the start of a lifelong fascination.

"When I was working in New York City, I took a bunch of different dance classes – rhythm was something I was interested in since high school," she says. 
"Many years ago, sometime in the 1980s, I was handing out fliers for a nonprofit organization near a stage, where there was some music and dance. All the 
sudden, I heard a boom from the stage."

When Fong turned to the stage, she says what she saw amazed her: 10 or 12 drums, beat mostly by Asian women, played together to create a massive sound. It 
was something she had never seen in her life.

"It unblocked something in me, inspired me," she adds. "It was like they were giving voice to who they were. It just spoke to me."

Curious, Fong went to an open audition for Soh Taiko, the group she had witnessed at the festival. She considers them revolutionary members of the taiko 
community. Established in 1979, they were the first taiko drumming group on the East Coast, practicing out of the New York Buddhist Church in Manhattan.

"The female drummers spoke a lot about empowerment, especially in the '80s. The media images of Asians were very specific, and you never saw very positive 
descriptions. So seeing those women playing, it reached something in me. No one was telling them who to be – it attracted me," Fong says.

Since then, taiko has been a way of life for Fong. She created her own group, Odaiko New England, or ONE, as she likes to refer to it, in 1994, and now splits 
her time between the West and East coasts, performing with various groups and teaching workshops.

"I feel very blessed – taiko has opened many doors for me. I was invited down to Birmingham, Ala., and performed at an event where the Dalai Lama was 
present," she says. "I've done amazing performances."

In class

The workshop at The Dance Hall is populated mainly by women, save one male. Fong begins by having everyone stand in a circle, stating their names and 
reasons for attending. Multiple people, such as Jill Simmons, say they are in the workshop because they were been inspired after seeing Fong in one of her 
performances.

"I've been exposed to it for a long time," Simmons, of Fairhaven, Mass., says. "And Elaine is really good – this is really fun!"

Fairhaven has a large population of Japanese-Americans; Simmons first saw taiko at the town's Manjiro festival 20 years ago. The workshop is "finally her 
chance to experience taiko myself," she says.

Fong says one of the attractive aspects of drumming for her is the chance for expression – especially for women.

"When I first saw those women up on stage, I thought, 'If she can do it, I can,'" she says. "Nowadays, I see the value of role models in any profession – woman 
scientists, woman engineers. It's the same for the arts. You need a role model to show you the way."

She adds, "It's interesting – there are around 150 to 200 taiko groups, and most members are women. I think part of it was, way back, Tanaka Seiichi 
(considered to be the founder of North American taiko) didn't discriminate. In Japan, most drummers are men."

As people begin to experiment with the drums and different rhythms, Fong walks around, correcting stances and encouraging kakegoe. Some members are 
enthusiastic, hitting their drums with fervor and shouting gleefully; others are hesitant and quiet.

Fong feels women often have a difficult time expressing themselves, mainly because they have never been given cultural permission to do so. Taiko, given its 
fierce style and group-driven method, can be used as an outlet.
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"Men sometimes have a hard time, expression-wise, as well, but they already know how to be loud, to be energetic," she says. "Women know how to work as a 
team, but have to learn to harness their energy."

Certainly, the quality of sound produced during the workshop is reliant on a sense of unity. Taiko is meant to have a clean sound, according to Fong, and it's 
noticeable when someone is off. However, by the end, there's improvement, with everyone keeping time and twirling around their drums as they belt out 
rhythms.

Fong leads them all, smiling serenely.

Unlocking doors

So what's next for the taiko drummer? Fong says she has only grown more interested in drumming since she first saw Soh Taiko.

Currently, she is exploring Korean and African styles of drumming as well as working with a playwright to produce a show. But she thinks she will also 
continue to teach.

"I have a philosophy: I look at people who say they have no rhythm, and reply, 'You spent the first nine months of life in the womb, hearing your mom's 
heartbeat, so you actually have a lot of rhythm,'" Fong says. "There's a key that unlocks the door; humbly, I would like to give you as many keys as possible."
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