goes, but a lovingly crafted presentation
of how music can be made, and how it
can develop a strong sense of being in a
group and literally owning the music. A
student of mine at the Guildhall
School of Music & Drama recently
said that being in a percussion
ensemble can be a bit like being in a
band: no matter what the history of
the music, it’s the players” ownership of the
music, and their relationships with one
another, that really make a percussion
ensemble communicate to an audicnce. A
percussion ensemble has to work from its
existing history and re-define it for its own
time and place. The same is even truer for
groups playing drum music from another
culture, whether African, South American or
Asian. Jonathan Kirby's encyclopedic
knowledge of Taiko drumming practices is
distilled in this book into a practical guide. It
presents the musie, and how to teach it, in a
form that is adaptable for many teaching
situations. Taiko is as much about ‘physical
movement, expression and group
choreography’ as it is about the rhythms being
played. It is ‘something other than Japanese’.
Jonathan Kirby used to work for Hewlett
Packard in San Diego, but a ‘whole string of
fortuitous events’ led to his enrolling with
San Jose Taiko for eleven months in 1996.
Here I must do a bit of explaining, as Kirby
does so persuasively throughout his book.
‘Words are not what they seem. Taiko means
‘drum’ in Japanese, specifically a very large
drum which takes great energy, fitness,
precision and discipline to play. The practice
of playving the taiko drum and its many
relatives is called kumi-daikoe in Japanese, but
has become called Taiko in the US and UK
because it fits — we like the emblem of the
largest drum. Defining Taiko is elusive — what
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it means can be

personal, and when studied in depth can
become part of a spiritual journey. Taiko is a
torm of drumming, but it’s not just about
music — it is drumming as a life-enhancing
activity. Jonathan Kirby beautifully describes
drumming as something physical and
energising, something which creates
wellbeing and a sense of spiritual focus and
purpose. IHe could be describing many other
forms of drumming or music making — those
where there is a collective sense of
participation, a sense of society, and rules
which are elusive — each Taiko society
generates its own purpose and a set of rules
according to its needs and particular cultural
situation.

Kirby tells us what Taiko is in its most
traditional sense, and relates with case what it
has become. There is sufficient background
information on the traditional practice, and of
his journey from corporate America to
community musician and teacher, to convey
his sense of journcy and of his search for
greater fulfillment. Kirby found that Taiko
really pulled him — he could not resist its
energy, its spiritual dimensions, and the sense
of immersion in a communal musical
practice. He was caught by a bug, was having
fun, and chose to make it his work. This
commitment is ingrained throughout this
absorbing book. The enthusiasm is gently but
confidently stated, and it’s easy to imagine
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clear manner, having thought ot
all the possible questions that
could come up. On the four
DVDs, Kirby presents the essential
information in an endearing way —
I wanted to ﬂoin the workshop after
watching him and his group
demonstrate various beats. The
clarity of Kirby’s communication is
excellent — he feels passionate about
teaching Taiko and these DVDs are
an excellent guide to anyone thinking of
teaching Taiko. In fact, as a model of how to
teach drumming in groups, his friendly,
enjoyable and disciplined approach is a good
example of how to get things learnt quickly
while having fun. The DVDs are filmed
simply but strikingly, with spoken
introductions followed by demonstrations of
thythms by groups of young Taiko
drummers. To see a variety of physical and
technical approaches in successful
performance gives a clear message of
accessibility — anyone watching will think, ‘I
can do that’.

What stands out from the book and the
DVDs is the enjoyment and accessibility of
Taitko drumming, It is a beautifully
presented and impeccably thorough guide,
combining inspiration and information in a
most practical way, which is not only of
immense use to music teachers interested in
Taiko drumming itself, but also to anyone
who teaches music to groups. Kirby liberates
the music for practical use, and presents a
wealth of material and learning styles that
will surely get a lot of children and adults

playing music.

Richavrd Benjafield is the deputy head of wind,
brass and percussion at the Guildhall School of
Music and Drama



