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L
ife rocks at Grandioso, home base
of Japanese taiko group Drum
TAO and training ground for its
extreme breed of super-fit,
drop-dead gorgeous young artists.

The troupe just finished a 44-city tour
of the US, has made a debut appearance
on Japanese television’s weekly Music

says. “Even if you are young and the
culture is really old you have something of
the ancient culture in your body and with
those spirits you can express Japanese
culture and intuition in a way Western
people find really hard: the telepathy
between each other and the spirits and the
timing of the moves.”

It seems a world away from the
gadget-driven modernity of typical
Japanese youth and it’s no surprise that
only a handful are picked from 100
applications a year. Yet the surrender of
self-interest to the group meets a need in a
society where belonging still matters more
than belongings.

One day in spring, a keen but nervous
young man passes a selection test of
running, physical jerks and drumming;
but only after an excruciating wait while
senior members question and discuss his
performance as he stands waiting.

“Today’s candidate didn’t have any
good drumming skills that we want in new
people,” Ryohei Taki says. “The
drumming itself wasn’t so good and
physical strength was really weak, but we
can see the passion by the face or
behaviour so we took him.

“If you have a passion and the desire to
be a good player, you will become a good
player. It doesn’t depend on how well you
practise. It’s just a feeling in the heart.”

A trainee has one year to make good.
“We don’t teach,” Hiroaki Kishino says.

“They just have to look at the senior
members and try to steal the skills. By
doing that you need to ask how you do it
and you have to listen, not just asking the
question about the skills but about life as
well. But you have to have passion to keep
doing it. Actually, the simplest way is that
you have to be cool.” TAO has two
troupes and has begun franchising, with a

restaurant chain and health products
taking the name. Yet Fujitaka has broader
ambitions.

“We want this place to be the core of the
entertainment industry in Japan,” he says.
“We’d like to do Broadway or Las Vegas.
At the moment we’ve been touring around
the world but we don’t have a theatre
where we can have a long run so we’d like
to have our own long- run theatres in
countries around the world.”

It’s an ambition which will rely heavily
on long-term members Yoshinori Suito
and Arisa Nishi, Fujitaka’s on-stage
lieutenants and, with Taki and Kishino,
the core of the music writing team.

Nishi, whose chiselled marble physique
makes her TAO’s poster girl, says it’s all
about change.

“When I first saw a TAO performance it
just clicked and changed my life, I just
wanted to do something with this group,”
she says. “The first year I had a really
weak mentality, as well as physicality, but
the training here made me stronger
physically and also mentally as well. They
taught me what entertainment is and that
made me want to keep up more and
more.”

She says TAO is not just about
masculine strength but also feminine
grace. “I want to express those elements as
long as possible, of course, but if I have to
leave the stage I can create songs and so I
want to be with the group as long as
possible.”

And the body, still good? “Ikkemasu —
it works.”
...................................................................

Drum Tao performs at the Mandurah
Performing Arts Centre on June 19, Perth
Concert Hall from June 22-26 and the Bunbury
Entertainment Centre on June 27.
...................................................................

senior members pore over musical scores
practising “vocal percussion” or
“air-drumming” before pounding the
taiko for hours on end. The
wood-and-leather drums, weighing up to
400kg, make every seat in the auditorium
hum. Close-up in rehearsal they rattle
every fibre of the body. It’s like learning a
language — total immersion works best.

Fujitaka jokes that TAO stands for
Taiko Action Orchestra, but it has a
deeper meaning, based on the Chinese
character that spells its name.

“Tao means road or way, but the
meaning behind that is to be an expert at
drums. To be an expert, I don’t want the
artist to forget traditional culture and
customs, but customs are created or
formed by changing customs all the time.
We want all artists to be really free, to be
creative, and that will make the new
culture and the new forms of the culture.”

The theme of the Australian tour,
TAO’s third, is the spirit of the samurai, a
symbol of devotion and artistry. All-new
costumes, set and music evoke an age
before Western influence entered Japan
through the barrel of a gun.

“The show we are doing we are trying
to do as only Japanese can do, because we
have the spirit of the samurai from the
ancestors to the new generation,” Fujitaka

whirlwind martial arts display.
“We still respect traditional Japanese

culture and we always show respect to the
culture of the drums,” Fujitaka says.

“We still keep that but more than that
we’re trying to put in new elements. That
suits what people want in culture right
now: speed and colours, all those
elements, that’s what the world wants.”

At Grandioso, named after a musical
expression for sweeping movement in
sound, the two worlds combine across a
fault line. Curiously, it’s not far from the
setting of the Satsuma rebellion, the last
stand against modernisation in 19th
century Japan popularised in The Last
Samurai.

Artists and trainees alike share chores
with a grace born of discipline and
devotion. A strong sense of rhythm
pervades a life lived with the
single-minded purpose of a monastery or
sumo wrestling stable.

It starts with the morning run and
physical jerks the juniors go through to
build strength and stamina, each exercise
repeated and counted out to a steady beat,
many times. Outside, pounding the roads,
the rhythm of the group sets the pace in
the cold mountain air, thin on oxygen and
moisture. Altitude and attitude combine.

Back in their custom-built theatre,

Hour and next month starts in Perth a
coast-to coast Australian run.

Suddenly, media calls chew up time,
especially since Music Hour brought a
rush of interest from its 30 million
Japanese audience, crashing the website.

It was a huge buzz for the two dozen
drummers sitting around their communal
table in the highlands of Kyushu, Japan’s
southern home island. Their distinct
brand of high-octane drumming, music
and dance had just kicked the butt of
J-Pop legends on the slightly cheesy,
youth-focused program.

For Ikuo Fujitaka, founder and director
of TAO since 1993, it was a breakthrough.

“That TV program has 30 million
people in the audience, so it’s very
famous, and it has been on TV 15 years.
They just modified the program and now
they are showing very popular, very hot
artists at the moment,” he says. 

“Usually in Japan people think Japanese
drum is traditional and old culture but
we’re doing a totally different, modern
entertainment show.”

Rehearsing for a corporate show in the
regional capital Fukuoka, the TAO
drummers are like young performers
anywhere, quietly energetic and
self-confident, but instantly attentive to
the boss’ suggestions, each phrase greeted
with a breathless “hai”.

Then the stage explodes with energy in
movement and voice, in the intense
pounding of the drums and trilling of the
flute. Suddenly it’s silent again. A few
more quiet words from the chief, and then
koto, the traditional Japanese harp. Lilting
chords thread their way through the
theatre, backed by a solemn slow beat on
the wadaiko, the traditional drum. Then
the pace lifts and a dancer enters the
darkened stage, blades flashing in a

Accelerated adolescence is tipped into
overdrive in this dystopian thriller.
British playwright Dennis Kelly is on
message for the zeitgeist as he explores
the emotional fallout of a teenage
bullying incident that gets fatally out
of hand in his 90-minute play DNA.

In a semi-rural wasteland on the
edge of urban decay, piles of
abandoned shopping trolleys play host
to glowering and bickering youths.
This is unpatronising, hard-hitting
contemporary drama. Kelly pulls no
punches as his characters recall
quickly, in brutal, elliptical dialogue,
details of the taunts and violence that
have led to the accidental death of
their schoolmate, Anna. 

Through the businesslike
king-of-spin John Tate (super cool
Cameron Clark) we learn that this
charmless group of ‘friends’ have
established and now maintain their
positions of high status in school
through mafia-style intimidation and
coercion. In the strict pecking order it
becomes clear that frequent power
struggles flare up within the ranks. 

Up to this point Phil (a superb and
mesmerising Liam Graham) has been
silent but he is called upon as “the
clever one” to find a solution to the

group’s dilemma. With chilling
precision, he concocts a cover story
that is audacious in its amorality and
forensically mindful of DNA evidence.

Director Renato Fabretti has
brought a stylised aesthetic to the
action that sits well with the
naturalistic dialogue. The commonly
seen end-on configuration of the
studio space has been opened out to
great effect with audience on three
sides and the huge windows on the
other becoming the rear wall of the
stage. It creates a mirrored perspective
of the performers that is effective
without being distracting. Fabulous
ambient music and luscious lighting
from Trent Suidgeest set the mood.

Reactions to the cover-up vary
within the group from Brian’s descent
into madness, John Tate’s finding of
religion and Kane’s ever-smiling relish
— Tom Vowles is memorable as the
celebrity-seeking youth. We hear most
through Leah, Phil’s “companion”.
Sophie Kesteven is delightful as the
rapacious chatterer. Through her
endless stream of consciousness
commentary, she observes cleverly that
grief has united the school and
brought happiness.

The play ends with an inspired
twist; just when you thought these
cruel harpies were showing some
humanity they draw gasps of disbelief
at their brutality.

It is an electrifying script beautifully
realised in this production with terrific
direction and all-round excellent
performances from the young cast.

AUCTION FOR GOOD CAUSES
The Help the Homeless Art Auction
this weekend will benefit the Fremantle
Street Doctor and the Starlight Hotel
Choir. The public can view signed
lithographs by Pablo Picasso and Joan
Miro among works by Brian McKay,
Hans Arkeveld and Theo Koning
tomorrow, Friday and Saturday
between noon and 5pm, with the
auction on Saturday from 5pm at the
University of Notre Dame in Fremantle.
The show is presented by Soroptimist
International.

OUR GREEN CONNECTION
In Truth and Beauty , artists Melva
Babarskas, Kieran Ingram, Malcolm
Lindsay, Norma MacDonald and David
Small present a reflection on our
connection with the environment. A
concurrent display and forum looks at
the role of public art as the Shire of
Mundaring seeks to expand the local
sculpture park collection. From this
Friday until Sunday June 27 at the
Mundaring Arts Centre, 7190 Great
Eastern Highway, Mundaring.

DRAWN BY THE PILBARA
Victorian-born artist Karen Blandford
was inspired to paint as a teenager
after her family moved to WA and she
was captivated by the vastness of the
Pilbara landscape. Her latest abstract
paintings are on display at the Perth
Concert Hall until July 30.

HUNTER-GATHERER-PAINTER
Opening today is an exhibition of new
works by Shorty Jangala Robertson,
who was born and raised as a
hunter-gatherer in the Western Desert.
His show runs until June 13 at
Kingfisher Gallery, 49 Colin Street,
West Perth.
.........................................................
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From the heart: The two dozen drummers of Drum Tao offer a distinct brand of high-octane drumming, music and dance. 

As Drum TAO prepares for an Australian
tour, David Cusworth finds a group that
thrives on the spirit of the samurai and is
driven purely by passion and desire

* At participating WA stores. While stocks last. Limited time only. Excludes games, 
TV & box sets. •SSP• refers to •Suggested Sale Price•. See in-store for conditions.

[ EX-RENTAL DVD PRICE ONLY ]

YOU•LL LOVE THIS 
HOT EX-RENTAL       
    PRICE!

do you love your ex?

ONLY
SSP
EACH

*

AVAILABLE 
27 MAY

ARE YOU A PLAYER ?

* At participating WA stores. Limited time only. •SSP• refers to •Suggested Sale Price•. Release 
dates are correct at the time of printing and are subject to change without notice. While stocks 
last. $79.95 is an entry level price available for all pre-orders and purchases made during the 

“ rst 14 days after release, after this day it will revert back to full RRP. See in-store for conditions.

Strong sporting 
violence

Strong sporting 
violence

PRE-ORDER

NOW

$79.95*SSP  
EACH

EARLY BIRD 
SPECIAL

OFFER VALID UNTIL 2 WEEKS AFTER RELEASE DATE

SAVE
$30*

Recommended
Retail Price#

$109.95

$12

THEATRE
-----------------------------------------------
DNA
By Dennis Kelly
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LAND OF THE ROUSING DRUM

Emotional fallout of teen
bullying captured well

ROOMS WITH
A VIEW

WILLIAM YEOMAN

Down to earth: Melva
Babarskas• Landscape 2.


