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Where do you come from?
I am from West Africa, Guinea to be exact on the West 
coast of Africa. I was born in the Capital city of Conakry 
and grew up in a village called Buramaya. I’m a country 
boy and then moved to the city.
When did you start playing?
I was 5 years old when I started to play...
Was this your choice or was this your family’s choice?
I was born in a family of Griot.  It is Griot tradition to play 
music, tell stories and teach people music and history.  A 
Griot is also like a story teller, a bringer of news through 
music, song and dance. A Griot is a west African symbol 
of the past, present and future.  
As a Griot you are able to tell the truth and also 
criticise?
Through the music we can say or sing about the truth - we 
are like historians.  My mum was a singer and my dad a 
musician - a Balaphon player. That is how they met.  The 
word Griot originally comes from the ancient empire of the 
Mandeng. The Mandeng use the word “JELI” to describe 
“GRIOT’’. The Mandeng empire was what is now covering 
the countries of Guinea, Mali, parts of Senegal,  Burkina 
Faso and Ivory Coast 
Many people in the western world i.e.; Australia see you 
just as a drummer, but there is more to it isn’t there.
Anybody can be a drummer, but to be a master drummer 
you have to be born into it, then you know the basis 
of drumming - the secret of Djembe.  Djembe has 
a secret, but I know that a lot of drummers don’t 
know the secret. There is a certain way to do, 
before Djembe will open himself to you, that is 
why there is a Master drummer.
What is the correct definition of a Master 
Drummer?
It’s the way you begin with drumming. I’m a master 
drummer, I was born into it and I began to play this 
when I was 5.  Some people start to play when they 
are 10 or 15, but I am born into it. There is no other 
way to go through. Just over 2 years ago I got initiated 
as a Master Drummer so it takes a long time to really 
earn that title!
As a master drummer are you supposed to know all 
rhythms? 
A master drummer knows every rhythm including the 
story for each rhythm, where they come from and why 
they play that rhythm. There is a lot of things you need to 
know to be a master drummer.  You must also know all 
the names of all the rhythms, if you don’t know all of this 
you can’t be a master drummer.
I noticed in Africa nobody reads or writes music 
whereas in the western world we write everything 
down and use that as our memory bank. You have it all 
in your head don’t you?
I don’t write music, I compose music in my head and I 
play it, it’s within me, in my soul. When I sit behind my 
Djembe my mind is totally open and in that moment 
everything I want to do is all there.
People in Australia hear you and say you are a great 
drummer, but people here in Guinea say you are more 
than just that, you are providing for all your family. Is 
that also part of your responsibility as a Griot?
Yes that’s all part of it. I like that question very much 

because Australian people don’t know my background 
- how lucky they are to have me in Australia. That’s 
why I like to share my customs with all people. It is very 
important for me to show my life to them and for them to 
learn from me.  That’s why I try to give something positive 
to the Australian people, my music and traditions, so they 
understand who I am and where I’m coming from.
I did notice a good and healthy rivalry amongst all the 
drummers. Can you tell me something about that.
We play every day here in Guinea, that’s our daily job 
7 days a week Monday to Friday. You practise with the 
ballets then Saturday and Sunday you play on ceremonies 
and that’s how we make money.  That is why you see 10 
year olds play so wonderfully - it’s a long long way to grow 
yet and only the best drummers get to play!
What about the hard strong warm ups. Are they 
necessary? 
They are very important.  It helps you with your speed - to 
get there fast you need this warm 
up.  Your b o d y 

needs to 
feel you have done 
something, you have to be fit. I 
recommend the following warm up; 
sit down for 20 minutes with your 
Djembe and push as hard as you 
can by gradually speeding up 
and when you reach your peak 
everything becomes easier.
Guinean Master drummers like 
yourself are very particular about 
other African Djembe drummers 
in the west calling themselves 
master drummers, how do you feel 
about this?
I can show people all that I know and 
my traditions will speak for themselves. 
It’s a statement about yourself. You have to 
be honest with yourself!
I noticed a strong relationship between drum 
and dance, can you explain this?

We call this ceremony, where drummers and dancers 
come together, dounounba. This is the name of a big 
bass drum. It’s like... come and play a dounounba at a 
party, that’s how you relate to dance and drum. A soloist 
must watch the timing and steps of the dancers, so when 
they dance they dance in a solo phrase. To be a master 
drummer you have to know all this. When they dance 
and you don’t watch them they get so angry with you 
- you don’t look at me? There is not just one rhythm at 
a dounounba there are many that have also their own 
special dances, steps and solo phrases.
As a master drummer are you allowed to change 
traditional rhythms?
Yes, I can create new rhythms from old rhythms. 
There are too many rhythms to choose from but as a 
Griot if something happens which is important for the 
community I can change/rename and dedicate an existing 
rhythm with new lyrics and therefore a new meaning.  
That makes a Griot a very important figure.
Is it true that the music for the ballets is not always 

traditional?
It can be traditional but you bring something into 
it that makes it different. For ballet style you have 
do it to impress people. That’s why when you 
see ballets it’s different than pure percussion 
groups.
What do YOU feel when you play your drum?
As soon as I touch a drum I feel so happy 

Story by Freddy Poncin

“I am going to tell you the secret of becoming a great 
drummer” says Master Drummer and Percussionist 
Bangouraké with a big smile on his face at the  
Back to the Roots 2005 drum camp in Perth, 
Australia. Everybody sits quietly behind 
their Djembe drums, eager to hear the 
secret. Magic potions? Spells? What will 
it be? “It’s called PRACTICE!” he says 
with a bigger grin!
February 15 2006 - Conakry airport 
and I am waiting for my luggage. 
It’s hot, busy and I am tired from 
the flight from Perth to Paris and 
then onto Conakry, Guinea, West 
Africa. I am looking forward to 
seeing Bangouraké and his family. 
I am looking forward to lots of… 
PRACTICE! 
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                  “Born into it”
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