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Melski* 

Mel is an avid percussionist and movement teacher from Australia.  Having trained in a wide variety 

of disciplines, she now lives in Hamburg and offers workshops to taiko groups worldwide. The 

founder of Move.Flow.Grow, her aim is to promote self-development, self-expression and self-care 

through movement and music. 

 

Can you tell me how did you start to practice taiko?  

I’ve had a lot of starts and stops and starts! My first contact with taiko was stumbling upon Jodaiko 

at a street festival while in Vancouver. My instant reaction was “I don’t know what that is, but I 

know that I need to do it!!”. I looked for a group when I got back home to Perth (over a year later) 

and after a few months found Helen from Kaze No Ko. I joined a couple of beginner lessons, right 

before she retired from teaching adult classes. A few months later I was in the UK at the time of the 

UK Taiko Festival, so tried a couple of workshops during the weekend. It was totally over my level 

from a technical point of view, but made a lasting impact on me by shaping my understanding of 

taiko as a community, and as so much more than  just a musical practice. Another few months later 

back in Perth - some people got together, a group formed, and that’s when I started with regular 

training and performances (Taiko On Perth). I’d say that’s when my taiko practice really started: 

Since then, I’ve been continuously active in the taiko community in Western Australia and Europe. 

Currently, I play with taiko groups in Hamburg, participate in taiko-related events and organize 

and/or teach my own workshops when time allows. 

 

The start of my taiko journey: 

The more time I spent in the taiko world, the more I realised my journey didn’t start with that 

festival in Vancouver.  I started to see my other hobbies as being part of my taiko training also.  They 

taught me to better understand music, to better understand my body and how to control/use it, 

coordination and dexterity, discipline, mental focus, attention to detail, how to think creatively and 

work within and around set frameworks, how to effectively pass on information, and lastly how 

much fun it is to create something as a group. I feel like all of these have made me into the taiko 

player I am today - and these are the things I would like to pass on to the taiko community. 

Currently, my work with Move.Flow.Grow aims to restructure and combine the ideas and techniques 

I’ve learned from yoga, dance, music theory, other instruments, martial arts, prop manipulation, and 

making and creating, into the context of taiko.  Creating a space for people to learn transferable 

skills, and to develop the freedom and confidence to express themselves fully through their taiko 

playing - hopefully making taiko more accessible, flexible, and open to experimentation (as opposed 

to just ‘a skill to learn and master’). 

 

What fascinates you the most in the practice of taiko? 

Just how many different aspects and meanings there are to “taiko”! 

It is a term that can include so many different things in different combinations – so I really think 

people can find whatever they need to or want to, depending on which groups they have available 

to them. It can include music, exercise, dance, discipline, fun/recreation, community building, 
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interpersonal skills/communication, public performance, emotional release, self-expression and 

creativity, conforming to a group/leader, loud noise, gentle beats and everything in between… and 

depending on the individual, in differing proportions. 

My personal understanding of taiko includes all of the above.  However, as my life circumstances 

have changed with time, the importance of each aspect has also shifted and changed.  This is 

fascinating because it shows me that taiko is a lifelong practice - not only because there is so much 

to learn, but also because the focus and intention behind my playing is able to develop and grow as I 

develop and grow as a person. 

One other beautiful thing about taiko is that it brings together all of my previous hobbies, 

condensing almost everything I want to develop into one practice – which is important when 

recreational time can sometimes be such a luxury.  I love that taiko is not only extremely enjoyable, 

but also unbelievably efficient. 

How would you describe the general benefits of taiko for people, who are professional and/or 

amateur taiko players? 

Uncountable! 

The same benefits that are possible from any group creative exercise: a sense of belonging, contact 

with people from different backgrounds, a sense of creating something bigger than the self, the 

opportunity to communicate and connect without words. 

In addition to the benefits that come from physical activity: improved physical health and mental 

wellbeing. 

And also the benefits that come from musical activity: mental stimulation, memory recall, mind-

body connection, enjoyment! 

And for those in a more professional and/or leadership setting: learning how to manage 

people/groups/a business, and how balance taiko with the rest of life. 

How does taiko, according to your experience, influence the body and the mind? 

It can both stimulate and clear: By releasing excess physical and mental tension/resistance that is 

present, and providing a ‘clear’ state of mind and body which can then be stimulated by and focused 

on what is happening in the moment. (A little like a meditative effect or getting in the ‘flow’) 

Long term: It has kept me physically in shape (it’s fun exercise), and is also tightly linked to my 

mental wellbeing. Not only because of the actual taiko playing, but because of the community and 

sense of belonging that comes with being part of a group, and the sense of purpose that comes with 

being a prominent member. My relationship with taiko has given me the highest of highs and the 

lowest of lows in the past years! 

Let’s move to the idea of centring and grounding in taiko. How important it is in the drumming 

practice? 

This depends on the individual and how deeply they want to dive into the practice. It is totally 

possible to play taiko without the centring and grounding – and still enjoy it just as much. 

For me, the strong foundations which come as a result of taking the time to ground and centre is a 

key aspect of how I play (and lets me get a lot more out of my playing), so it is something I 

consciously do each time I step up to a drum.  By grounding and centring, I feel prepared and more 
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able to be in the present moment, to play directly from my heart, and to be fully connected with 

myself and what is going on around me.  Also, an awareness of the centre and how it moves is 

essential for playing with a form that is efficient and healthy.  I feel that spending some time to build 

this awareness makes it easier to find the other movements in the body that are required for taiko. 

The concepts of grounding and centring are usually mentioned in basic taiko training, but they are 

often not practiced later on. A common issue is that of “there’s not enough time!”. In a short class, it 

can be difficult to teach and implement specific grounding and centring exercises, especially as the 

task of mastering pieces becomes more important in a developing group. 

My personal opinion is that if students are given an understanding of the importance of 

grounding/centring, and taught how to make them effective habits/rituals (e.g. as in yoga or martial 

arts), it is then something they are able to practice in a split second each time they prepare to play - 

regardless of the situation.  This does take some self-discipline, but I think it is worth it as it makes 

the practice easier in the long term. 

Did you personally experience more grounding and connection with yourself and with others 

through taiko? 

Yes. Taiko for me is an extremely useful tool to feel more grounded and to connect with myself and 

others. The taiko drums are built with natural materials, which gives me a more grounded and 

‘earthier’ feeling than playing on synthetic drum heads, making it easier to connect with my 

foundations and my surroundings. The rhythmic (and sometimes repetitive) nature of taiko helps me 

to connect with myself in a very meditative way. There is something elemental and primitive about 

it. The vibration of taiko is strong, both when you play and when you watch, and the connection that 

follows is essential to the experience. The energy of the group keeps me connected to the music, 

even if I am not playing. Through taiko, I can connect on a very deep level. 

On a more practical level, group drumming (of various styles, including taiko) has allowed me to 

connect with people and cultures around the world.  Drumming is one way I have been able to open 

the door into local communities, as it allows me to interact and communicate with people 

meaningfully, despite differences in language and culture.  This has been invaluable during the 

process of trying to ‘find my place’ when relocating to different countries and cities. 

I think it takes time to be able to feel and appreciate these connections.  When the focus is still skill 

based (“am I doing this the right way or not?”) it is much harder to be open to the connections which 

are available.  However, the longer you play, the easier it is to let go and become part of this 

connected ‘flow’. 

Could you give a couple of examples of centring and grounding exercises or rituals that you use in 

taiko?  

Rituals:  

Consciously opening and closing the class with a group exercise (e.g. something in a circle together); 

Beginning the class with a meditation/time to arrive and focus on the breath, mind and body in the 

present moment; Taking a moment when entering the training space to leave everything ‘at the 

door’ (similar intention as bowing at the door of a dojo); Preparing with a centering and grounding 

routine each time I step up to a drum to play (a short, two breath sequence of movement and 

intention which addresses internal awareness; physical foundations and movement boundaries; 

energetic projection, boundaries and interactions). 
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Exercises: 

My sessions are often focused more on body work than taiko – so most of the exercises I do are in 

some way focused on centring and grounding.  For example, bringing awareness and control to the 

connection between breath/movement/emotion, breaking down the routine of how to prepare/take 

stance, self-massage for body awareness, exploring movement boundaries using imagery (painting 

with bachi), moving the upper body to the end of range of motion while keeping the lower body 

centred and grounded, shifting weight distribution while standing still for developing sensitivity in 

the soles of the feet etc. 

How do they exactly influence the body according to the concept/philosophy of taiko? 

I’m not sure there is a solid concept/philosophy of taiko, as it is an artform without a standardised 

teaching system or syllabus.  I personally take my rituals from a yoga/meditation/martial arts 

background, so they influence the body in the same way they would in those settings. Promoting 

relaxation, readiness, focus, etc. 

Let’s move now to the idea of emptiness in taiko. Could you elaborate on that? 

Big question! Again I think you’ll get a hundred different answers from a hundred different people. 

Hmmm… To me maybe there is no real ‘emptiness’. With taiko, I consciously try to fill every space so 

the ‘emptiness’ is not ‘nothingness’ but is instead always… ‘somethingness’! Although, I guess I like 

to try start and finish in a place of ‘emptiness’. Whether that is the start of a piece or the start of a 

class – to find that space of emptiness, and then to fill it with the intentional 

movement/music/energy of taiko. 

In taiko there is the concept of Ma, often described as emptiness but more accurately described as 

‘space’.  The space within the body, in between movement, in between the sounds, and within the 

area you are playing for example.  Intentionally manipulating this space is what I think gives good 

taiko playing its life, its meaning and its depth. 

How does the emptiness transform the practitioner in taiko? How can one use/fill the empty 

space in between hits? 

Hmmm… I think one aspect of transformation happens when the practitioner is able to find and 

understand the empty space before playing, because from here, the possibilities are endless 

regarding what they fill the space with. And at this point, they have the opportunity to question and 

understand what it is they as individuals want to fill it with – instead of just filling it with what other 

people have told or taught them to do. 

Emptiness can also be seen as the ‘unchoreographed’ or ‘non-directed’ parts of taiko –  the creative 

space where the individual is free to add their personal interpretation. (Different teachers will have 

different degrees of freedom/non-directed parts). These parts can be filled with movement (of body, 

bachi, between drums etc.), sound (vocals, bachi strikes, body percussion etc.) or energy (direction, 

intention and distance of projection/intention etc.). 

Does taiko create more open space for self-expression? if so, in what way? 

I think this depends on the group. Some are very open to self-expression, and some are more rigid 

and about conforming to the group/leader. In general though, I think there is a huge opportunity for 

self-expression within the realm of taiko: 
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The availability of different styles and teachers – choosing the style and group that fits your 

personality allows more room for self-expression (whether your prefered direction is complex 

rhythms, large movements, theatrical aspects or more technical aspects etc.) 

The development of body awareness – regardless of style, people learn how to move and connect to 

their bodies. This is the first step to being able to move in a self-expressive way. 

The musicality – each person can interpret and express the same musical phrase differently. There is 

often also space for improvisation and soloing. 

The creation of a safe space – being in a group with trust and connection allows a safe space for 

expression without the fear of judgement. 


