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The roots of taiko may be found in a
long and diverse history of religion
and war. In Japan, a large portion

of the drums found within contemporary
taiko ensembles have their roots estab-
lished in Buddhist religious services. For
example, the uchiwa daiko helps monks
and the congregation keep time while
chanting. Not only is the uchiwa found
inside the temple, but it is also played of-
ten by monks marching down the streets
during festivals.

Taiko has also taken part in Japan’s
feudal reign and associated battles. A leg-
end exists from the sixteenth century
that the Emperor Keitai brought a large
drum from China to raise the morale of
his troops and frighten hostile enemies
from his castle in the town of Mikuni.
The emperor called his drum Senjin
Daiko or “front drum.”1 Taiko drums have
also been used to delineate town borders
by how far the drums’ sound traveled.
With the many myths, outside influences
and vast history of taiko and its associ-
ated genres, it is very difficult to pinpoint
its evolution and musical influences. This
article will focus on classifying taiko and
on an explanation of the construction
process.

The construction of a taiko drum con-
sists of a very long and labor-intensive
process beginning in the northern forests
of Japan. The process is split between
shell construction and mounting of the
head. Each entails rigorous work and
high craftsmanship. The completion of a
single drum involves a minimum time-
span of four years.

Before embarking on the construction
process, a brief overview and classifica-
tion of the taiko family will help in dis-
tinguishing various drums and their
associated construction techniques.2

TAIKO CLASSIFICATION
Classifying taiko can take a variety of

paths. One can categorize the diversity of
drums from the genre in which they are
found. These can include Noh and Ka-
buki theater, religious music, Gagaku
Imperial Court music, festival music, and
a variety of folk music and theatricals.

Taiko Classification and Manufacturing

Within a contemporary taiko ensemble,
such as the Kodo Drummers of Japan, an
eclectic mix of instruments is taken from
a variety of genres.

Another form of classifying taiko may
be based on the way in which the head is
fastened onto the shell, of which there
are two methods. The first is by tacking
the head onto the shell, called “hyou.”3

The second method is by rope tension,
called “shime.”4 Two exceptions to these
large categories include drums without
shells and drums with lug tension.

Taiko shells are constructed in two
configurations—nagadou and stave con-
struction. The first style, nagadou, has a
solid shell cut from a single log. Since
this is much more labor intensive, it is
also very expensive. Finding trees for
larger sized shells has become quite diffi-
cult due to a depleted reserve of old-
growth trees. This depletion adds
significantly to the expense of the large
drums in the nagadou style.

A less-expensive alternative is stave
construction. Similar to a conga drum,
multiple strips of lumber make up a
shell. Most often, larger drums employ
stave construction. This process can be
used to make any size or style drum. In
the last decade, contemporary drum
makers have experimented with plastic
shells to cut down on expense and
weight, and to increase ease of use and
durability.

The dimensions of any taiko are mea-
sured in shyaku and sun. One shyaku
equals 30 centimeters or 11.82 inches.
One shyaku divides into ten sun. This
equates to 3 cm per sun. For example, a
drum measuring one shyaku and two sun
would be 36 centimeters or 14.2 inches.

A common error in classifying taiko
comes from labeling the drum by its size
and not by the type of drum. For ex-
ample, the largest drum in an ensemble
is commonly referred to as O-daiko. The
“O” is an honorific signifying it is the
largest drum. The actual classification or
type may be a nagadou or okedou drum,
but it is simply called O-daiko. A medium
sized drum can be called chu-daiko and
the smallest ko-daiko. Taiko can also be

referred to as sho, chu and dai (small,
medium and large). Any of the classifica-
tions of drums may be at times referred
to by size and not type.

The following is a brief explanation of
some of the drums found in contemporary
and traditional taiko ensembles through-
out Japan. There are two main divisions
for classifying the drums: tacked heads
and rope tension. There are two excep-
tions: shell-less and lug tension drums.
The following key will help explain the
breakdown of each drum.

Key:
W: Wood type
S: Typical size
E: Ensemble
O: Other pertinent information

TACKED HEADS

Nagadou Daiko

W: keyaki (zelkova serrata), chestnut,
camphor, sen

S: 30–180cm
E: Contemporary taiko ensembles,

temples, folk music
O: A Japanese translation of nagadou

would break the word into two parts:
“naga” meaning long and “dou” the body
or trunk. This drum is made from a
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single hollowed-out log and tacked-on
heads. The smallest drum, which mea-
sures 30 cm (11.82 inches) or one shyaku,
costs $1,320 (U.S.). The largest drum,
measuring 180 cm (5’9") or three shyaku,
costs $108,000!5

Miya Daiko

S: 30–180cm
E: Temples
O: The miya daiko are the exact same

drums as the nagadou, with the only dis-
tinction being the ornamented stands to
hold the drums. The reason for the orna-
mented stands is for use in temples. Miya
means temple or shrine.

Hira Daiko (Gaku Daiko)

W: keyaki (zelkova serrata), chestnut,
camphor, sen

S: 35–75cm

E: Kabuki theater, Japanese folk
songs, temples

O: The hira daiko is similar to the
nagadou drum because of its tacked
heads and solid shell. The drum has a
shallow shell, which makes for a higher
pitch and faster decay than the deeper
shells of the nagadou daiko. It is usually
positioned like a snare drum—flat on a
wooden stand. In Kabuki theater the hira
daiko is referred to as gaku daiko. It is
meant to imitate the sound of the da
daiko from Gagaku Imperial Court mu-
sic. It is also frequently used in war
scenes in the Kabuki theater.6

Hiratsuri Daiko

O: This is the same exact drum as hira
daiko except suspended on a stand. It lit-
erally means “flat hung drum.”

Tsuri Daiko

E: Gagaku Imperial Court music
O: The tsuri daiko accompanies a

dance known as the bugaku. The per-
former stands in front of the drum to
keep time for the ensemble. Used in festi-
vals and parades, the tsuri daiko is a
highly ornamented drum. It is always
played with two sticks while suspended
on a stand. The only difference between
the hiratsuri daiko and tsuri daiko is the
ornamentation.7

ROPE TENSION

Shime Daiko

W: Keyaki
E: taiko ensembles, temples, Noh the-

ater, traditional folk groups
O: When used in a folk setting the

drum is called Minyoushime Daiko. The
prefix “minyou” translates to “folk song.”
The shell and skin of the shime daiko are
usually very thick. It is the highest pitch
and most cutting drum of the taiko fam-
ily. Shime daiko are sometimes referred
to as tsukeshime and fushime daiko. It
can also be constructed using a series of
cast-iron lugs instead of rope to provide
tension. These lugs fit into a metal collar
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found around the middle of the drum.
The lugs help attain an even higher de-
gree of tension than rope.

Kotsuzumi

E: Noh and Kabuki theater
O: An hourglass-shaped drum with two

heads. It contains two sets of ropes to
hold the head in place. One set of ropes
holds the head on the shell while the
other encircles the tension ropes to
change the pitch of the drum. This is
very similar in nature to an African talk-

ing drum. The heads are usually lac-
quered with a design. The ko-tsuzumi is
the smallest of three drums used in Noh
and Kabuki theater.8

San-no-tsuzumi

E: Gagaku Imperial Court music
O: Hourglass drum of Korean origin. It

is also referred to sometimes as san-ko
daiko. Although this is a two-headed
drum, only one side is struck. It is usu-
ally performed upon by the leader of the
Gagaku Imperial Court Ensemble. The

San-no-tsuzumi daiko is one of the oldest
drums found in Japanese music.9

O-tsuzumi

E: Noh theater
O: This is the large version of the

tsuzumi-style drum. It is used in the Noh
theater ensemble along with the ko-
tsuzumi. It is made from cherry wood
and has simple carvings on the shell for
ornamentation. Unlike the ko-tsuzumi,
the o-tsuzumi does not have lacquered
heads. The drum is held on the player’s
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left hip and struck with the fingers of the
right hand.10

Ik-ko Daiko

E: Gagaku Imperial Court music
O: Instead of being played within the

ensemble, a dancer wears the drum over
the right shoulder. It belongs in the same
family as the tsuzumi-style drums.

Kak-ko Daiko

E: Gagaku Imperial Court music
O: The kak-ko drum is the timekeeper

of the group. The location of the drum is
important within the ensemble and is al-
ways located to the left of the gak-ku
daiko performer. The kak-ko daiko is
played seated and held by an ornamented
stand.

Da Daiko

E: Gagaku Imperial Court music
O: This is the largest drum found

within the Gagaku Imperial Court music.
They are always played in pairs and are

highly ornamented. The drum appears
quite large because of a facade encircling
the entire drum. These drums are played
during the bugaku dance to accentuate
the movement of the dance.11

Okedou Daiko

W: Japanese Cypress (Jin), straight
grain Japanese Cedar

S: 30–180cm
E: Contemporary taiko ensembles,

temples, folk music
O: The name of this drum means “tub”

or “pail.” It is constructed similar to a
conga with stave construction. Since
these are not made from one solid piece
of wood, they can be made much larger
and cheaper. The heads overlap the shell
and are held on with rope tension instead
of tacks. The counterhoop is made of
metal to add extra strength.

Daibyooshi Daiko

Congas
Djimbes
Frame Drums
Doumbeks
Rain Sticks
Tapes & International CDs

Shakers
Rattles
Whistles
Sound Makers
Gifts & Art

Import and Export Percussion
Instruments of the World

1541C Pacific Ave. • Santa Cruz, CA
Mail order: P.O. Box 3226, Santa Cruz, CA 95063

(408) 423-2048  Fax: (408) 423-2073  Dealers Welcome!
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E: Contemporary taiko ensembles,
temples, folk music

O: This drum is similar to Okedou in
construction, but is usually much
smaller. It is played with thinner sticks
and sometimes played while slung over
the right shoulder of the performer.

SHELL-LESS DRUM
Uchiwa Daiko (Daimoku Daiko)

E: Temples
S: 30–36 cm.
O: These are paddle drums used to

keep time during Buddhist chants. These
drums are also used by monks in parades
and festivals. When a chant is painted di-
rectly on the head, they are referred to as
daimoku daiko.

PLACEMENT
As one can see, the diversity of drums,

names, and genres in which taiko appear
can be very confusing. In order to further
illuminate the many styles and types of
drums, the following diagrams have been
supplied. The first diagram shows one
possible configuration for a contemporary
taiko ensemble. The second diagram
shows the placement of drums found
within the Gagaku Imperial Court.

Contemporary Taiko Ensemble
Diagram

Key:
1. Shime Daiko (Lug Tension)
2. Chu Daiko—Nagadou Style
3. O Daiko—Okedou Style

Gagaku Imperial Court Diagram
Key:
1. Da-daiko
2. San-ko daiko (san no tsuzumi)
3. Gak-ku daiko (tsuri daiko)
4. Kak-ko daiko
5. Ik-ko—held by dancer

TAIKO CONSTRUCTION
I had the unique opportunity to talk

with Yukihiro Umetsu, the president of
Umetsu Daiko, to learn about his
company’s process and unique history of
taiko drum manufacturing. The company
located in Hakata in Fukuoka Prefecture
has been making drums since 1821. Mr.
Umetsu is the seventh generation of
drum makers in his family. After much
coaxing he revealed some details of how
his company constructs taiko drums.
Since most taiko manufacturers receive
their drum shells rough cut, most manu-
facturers do the final process of finishing
the drum.12 This process will be ex-
plained in three parts: shell construction,
head treatment and final assembly.

SHELL CONSTRUCTION
The shell is the most difficult and

time-consuming process in the manufac-
turing of a taiko. After an order has been
placed, Umestu Daiko calls their lumber
supplier to find the appropriate diameter

log. After the tree has been felled, it must
sit for one and a half years to dry. After
the appropriate time, the tree (log) is cut
to the proper length for the drum. The
rough shape of the drum is then made us-
ing a machine, or chiseled out by hand
depending on the size of drum and the
supplier. A good craftsman can chisel out
two or three rough shells per day. The
shell must then sit for three years to pass
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completely dry! It is this point in the
process that most taiko manufacturers
receive their shells.

Once a shell has been delivered, prepa-
rations begin for final shaping of the in-
side and outside of the drum. The first
step on the inside is to chisel out the
bearing edge. This is done with a deep-
grooved chisel. Once both sides are com-
plete, the inside is sanded smooth except
for below each of the bearing edges. The
bearing edge remains the thickest part of
the drum to keep the shell’s integrity.

Once the inside has been finished, the
outside of the drum is sanded for stain-
ing. Using several grades of sandpaper,
an electric sander finishes the outside.
After this is completed, the handles are
nailed onto the drum.13 With heavier
drums, the handles are more decorative
than functional. After the handles are in
place, preparations begin to mount the
head on the shell.

Head Preparation
The first step in making a taiko head is

to remove the hair from a hide. This is
done by soaking the hide in a river or
stream for one month. The winter months
are more conducive for hair removal be-
cause of the colder water temperatures.
The process of soaking the head is called
kanzurashi. Soaking the head in rice

bran also loosens the hair from the hide.
After removing the hair, the head must
sit and dry for one year. Once dried, the
head is cut to the appropriate size and
thickness depending on the style of drum
and its use. For example, a drum used in-
doors in a temple can have a much thin-
ner head than one used by a taiko
ensemble in an outdoor performance. The
skin has loops added in the final prepara-
tion for mounting the head on the drum.

Fitting the Head
To make the head more pliant to fit

over the shell, the head is soaked in wa-
ter. At Umetsu Daiko, the smaller drums
are soaked in a tub. For larger sized
skins, the water is poured directly onto
the head to make it more malleable.

After the head has been placed on the
shell, metal rods is placed through each
of the loops of the head. The rope that is
used to tighten down the head is held in
place by the rods. With the metal rods in
position, the drum is moved to a hydrau-
lic table for tightening.

The hydraulic table consists of a grid of
timbers on which a platform with hy-
draulic jacks are placed. Each rope com-
ing down from the head forms a loop,
which is placed under its respective tim-
ber. Hydraulic jacks is used to provide
tension to stretch the heads. Once
stretched, small lengths of bamboo are
twisted through each of the ropes to even
out the tension around the drum. When
this is complete it is left to dry. The
sound is checked and adjusted up or
down in pitch with the press and bamboo
pieces. After the head has dried, a mea-
suring tool marks off where each of the
tacks is to be placed on the head. This
tool is similar to a compass with sharp
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points on both ends and leaves a small
guide hole. These tacks aid in keeping
the head in place and taught. A medium
sized drum has around 300 tacks per
side.

After the head has been tacked down,
the excess hide is removed. This is done
using a scoring tool around the circumfer-
ence of the drum. Once scored, a larger
knife is used to cut off the excess skin.
The drum is now ready to be stained.

The staining process is the last step.
Once the first coat of stain is used, a light
coat of fine sawdust is applied as a buffer
to give the drum a high luster.

CONCLUSION
Taiko’s roots began within the temples

of old Japan and have wound their way to
the forefront of Japanese contemporary
stage productions. In the last twenty
years, taiko has exploded into a world-
wide art form, re-inventing old genres
into a new venue that has created a huge
following. Although stage versions of
taiko are relatively new, the actual
drums and their manufacturing process
are steeped in years of tradition. This
tradition, once unveiled, reveals a mar-
velous mixture of tradition, music and
movement.

My special thanks to Sayuri Ohman for
her countless hours of translation, Steven
Harvey for the excellent illustrations
found in this article, and Rich Holly for
his advice and editing.

END NOTES
1 When a modifier is put before the

word “taiko” a euphonic change takes
place from “taiko” to “daiko.” For ex-

ample: O-daiko means large drum. It
simply sounds more agreeable in spoken
or written Japanese.

2 Within a taiko ensemble, there are
many other instruments outside of the
membranophone family. Most of the
instruments are idiophones including:
take (bamboo log hit with sticks), gane
(bell), shakubyoshi (wooden sticks hit to-
gether), suzu (bell tree), mokkin (xylo-
phone with 16 keys), and chappa (small
cymbals). This article concerns itself pri-
marily with the construction and classifi-
cation of Japanese taiko membrano-
phones.

3 Hyou is an exact translation of a
Japanese kanji character meaning “tack.”

4 Shime comes from the verb shimeru,
which means to shut, close, tie or fasten.
Most shime drums have the heads fas-
tened by rope tension. There are, how-
ever, some shime drums that use lug
tension to get the required high pitch of
the drum.

5 These prices are based from Umetsu
Taiko manufacture in Hakata city,
Fukuoka Prefecture, 1996.

6 Malm, William. Japanese Music and
Musical Instruments, Tokyo: Charles E.
Tuttle Co., 1968, pg. 225

7 Ibid. pg. 92
8 Ibid. pg. 117
9 Ibid. pg. 93
10 Ibid. pg. 124
11 Ibid. pg. 92
12 Rough cut simply means the log has

been hollowed out and shaped to the
specified size.

13 The handles are called “Kan” in
Japanese.
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 PURPOSE: The Percussive Arts Society sponsors an annual competition to encourage
and reward those who create music for percussion instruments and to
increase the number of quality compositions written for percussion.

1999 CATEGORIES: Category I: Keyboard Duet (any combination of marimbas and/
        or vibraphones)
First Place: $1000.00 plus publication by Keyboard

Percussion Publication
Second Place: $300.00
Third Place: $200.00

Category II: Medium Size Percussion Ensemble (6–8 players)
First Place: $1000.00 plus publication by C. Alan

Publications
Second Place: $300.00
Third Place: $200.00

Efforts will be made to arrange performances of the winning compositions at a future
Percussive Arts Society International Convention or other PAS sponsored events.

ELIGIBILITY AND PROCEDURES: •  Previously commissioned or published works may
    not be entered.
•  Compositions should be between 6 and 12 minutes
    in length. Total duration of piece should be stated on
    manuscript. Compositions must be original (no
    transcriptions or arrangements).
•  Composer should send four (4) complete copies of
    the score. Clean, neat manuscript is required.
    Composer’s name cannot appear on any manuscript
    pages. Four (4) cassette tapes may be submitted in
    addition to scores but are not required (no CDs). All
    entry materials become property of PAS.
•  The difficulty of the composition is left to the discre-
    tion of the composer. High artistic goals should be
    coupled with realistic demands to allow for perfor-
    mance at the university level. Instrument demands
    should also be limited to those commonly found at
    the university level.

APPLICATION FEE:    $25 per composition (non-refundable) should be enclosed with
each entry. Make checks payable to the Percussive Arts Society.

DEADLINE:   All materials (application fee, application form and manuscripts) must be
received in the Lawton, Oklahoma PAS office no later than April 12, 1999.

For further information and details, contact PAS, P.O. Box 25, Lawton, OK 73502, (580) 353-1455

1999 PERCUSSIVE ARTS SOCIETY 26TH ANNUAL PERCUSSION COMPOSITION CONTEST

Name of Composition ______________________________________________________

Composer’s Name _________________________________________________________

Address __________________________________________________________________

City ______________________________  State ___________  Zip __________________

Telephone Number (include area code) _______________________________________

Fax Number _______________________  E-mail Address _________________________

Signature of Composer _____________________________________________________

1999 PERCUSSIVE ARTS SOCIETY
26TH ANNUAL PERCUSSION

COMPOSITION CONTEST

(form may be photocopied) Group Insurance Programs
for PAS members

For more information call
800-821-7303

▲
 ▲

 ▲
 ▲

Life Insurance

Medical Insurance

Private Practice Professional Liability

Viatical Settlement

I hereby certify that the enclosed composition is original and it has not been previously commissioned or published.
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RESERVATIONS
1.  Reservations must be guaranteed with one night’s advance deposit. You may guarantee your reservations by using one of these methods:

A. Guaranteed reservation: use  American Express, Diners Club, Visa, MasterCard or Discover (mail or fax)
B. Advance deposit: enclose the first night’s deposit when mailing your reservation form. (mail only)

2.  Check-in time is 3:00 pm and check-out time is noon.

(                    ) —

Check-in Date ________

Check-out Date ________

Number of Nights ________

Number of People in Room ________

Number of Rooms ________

Smoking preference
(This is a request only and is not a guarantee)

❑   Non-smoking          ❑   Smoking

Checks payable in U.S. funds
drawn on a U.S. bank only.

Call 800-540-9030
or mail this form with payment to: Attention: PASIC ’98 Hotel Reservation, Adventure Travel, P.O. Box 889,

Lawton, OK 73502, Fax (580) 353-5393

All hotel reservation forms must be received by October 16, 1998.
Please note: cancellations, no-shows, or early departures without advance notice (72 hours prior to arrival) will result in a

forfeiture of deposit. Please type or print clearly to insure prompt processing. Photocopy this page if you wish.

HOTEL RESERVATION FORM

Single Occupancy (1 Person) .................. $114*            Single Occupancy (1 Person) ... $59*

Double Occupancy (2 People) ............... $114*            Double Occupancy (2 People) $59*

Triple Occupancy (3 People) ................... $114*             Triple Occupancy (3 People) .. $59*

Quad Occupancy (4 People) ................... $114*            Quad Occupancy (4 People) ... $59*

Clarion  Plaza Hotel
Convention Headquarters

Quality Inn Plaza Hotel
(one block from convention headquarters)

Bed preference
(This is a request only and is not a guarantee)

❑   King          ❑   Double

* All hotel rates are per room, per night, plus tax. Room rates include $5 for PAS to help defray convention expenses.
I authorize Adventure Travel to charge my account for one night’s deposit and all applicable taxes.

Due Date: October 16, 1998

Name ___________________________________________________________________________________________________

Address _______________________________________________________________  City _____________________________

State/Country __________________________________________________________  Zip/Postal Code ___________________

Telephone _____________________________________________________________  Today’s Date ______________________

Fax __________________________________________________________________  E-mail Address _____________________

Credit Card (CIRCLE ONE):     VISA       MasterCard       American Express       Discover       Diners Club

Card Number:  _________________________________________________________  Expiration Date: ___________________

Card Holder’s Name  ____________________________________________________  Signature:  ________________________

Make check, money order or cashier’s check payable to Adventure Travel

Total Deposit: $ ____________________

(                    ) —

CIRCLE HOTEL RATE REQUESTED


