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The aesthetic of groove-oriented drumming appeals
to a primal instinct in many people and has made
hand drumming popular around the world. Vast dif-
ferences exist among hand drumming traditions;
styles, performance techniques and the instruments
associated with them are too numerous to mention
in this text. It is important to note that although
drums are found in many different shapes and sizes,
all drums are capable of producing many different
tones. The drum sounds and strokes presented in
this text and the accompanying ensemble composi-
tions can be applied to any hand drum. Each type of
drum has its own unique timbre, but all drums can
produce the variety of tones utilized herein. The
music will simply be characteristic of the drums
employed. The formation of drumming groups has
increased dramatically, and the desire to organize
ensembles in educational and professional settings is
rapidly growing. A drumming ensemble can be
formed with almost any combination of hand drums.

There is little music published for hand drumming
ensemble. A limited number of transcriptions of
African and Afro-Cuban drumming music are avail-
able. I have composed about forty pieces for hand
drumming ensemble during the fourteen years since
founding my own ensemble. This text is designed to
provide fundamental information regarding instru-
ments, performance techniques and exercises to
form and develop a hand drumming ensemble; it rep-
resents one school of thought. The conga drumming
techniques presented reflect a style developed
through the study of West African and Afro-Cuban
drumming. Rhythm Chants, compositions for hand
drumming ensemble, are included at the end of this
text. A supplemental volume of Rhythm Chants,
grouped by level of difficulty, is published separately.  
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chapter  one

Introduction to HIntroduction to Hand Drummingand Drumming

The goals of each ensemble will likely be different.
Ensembles formed for educational purposes will
have different goals and standards for membership
than ensembles that will be performance oriented.
Music and non-music students will get exposure to a
type of music that has non-western roots. In junior
and senior high school settings, hand drumming can
dramatically improve the rhythmic strength, time
keeping ability and cohesiveness of the percussion
section, in addition to providing an exciting new
musical outlet for students. Non-percussion students
have been readily able to achieve basic coordination
and the development of strokes. Participation in a
hand drumming ensemble by music-program stu-
dents will improve ensemble performance in regard

to the development of listening skills, rhythmic train-
ing and accuracy, time keeping, and the forming of
musical bonds between students who are not usually
in the same small ensemble or section. Instructors
can also use a hand drumming ensemble to build
confidence in students regarding improvisation, as
many students are more willing to explore their own
musical voice when using an instrument other than
the one they have been studying for years. Hand
drumming ensemble also offers the opportunity to
explore rote teaching techniques that will improve
memorization and listening skills, and can be an
effective tool for getting students to use their voices
to count and vocalize percussion patterns.

benefits of a hand drumming ensemblebenefits of a hand drumming ensemble





chapter  f ive

DDevelopment of Hevelopment of Hand Drumming and Drumming TTechniqueechnique

The conga exercises on the following pages are cat-
egorized as tone production, warm-up, and dexteri-
ty exercises. These categories indicate which aspect
of hand drumming the exercises will best support.
In each category, exercises are presented in order of
increasing difficulty.  

Tone production and warm-up exercises should
begin each rehearsal. Tone production, as a result of
proper technique, should be given attention every
time a drum is struck. Investing time in improving
tone production is a necessity with inexperienced
players. In addition, performers should always prac-
tice while keeping steady time, no matter which
aspect of hand drumming is the focus of a given

exercise. Developing a strong sense of inner time is
something that can be worked on regardless of what
else is being practiced.

Dexterity exercises develop coordination beyond the
hand patterns students learn from their individual
parts. Dexterity is important to a drummer’s techni-
cal development. It will increase the speed at which
learning occurs and improve consistency of tone
production. Improvisation requires technical ease.
The hands must be able to play what the mind cre-
ates. Practice each exercise with all indicated stick-
ings. Initially, performers will most likely be more
successful when the strong hand is leading.
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