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Before COVID-19, Donna Miller Kassman, left, and Dara Collins started a business out of their passion for the game of Mahjong. The ancient game 

of tiles has origins in ancient China. Today, the game is experiencing a resurgence among millennials and celebrities. (Scott Luxor / Contributor) 

 

Dara Collins and Donna Miller Kassman speak with one voice when it comes to their favorite pastime, 
mahjong. The hobby turned into a passion to learn more about the ancient game. And just in the last year, 
their passion turned into a successful online business. Mahjong gets its name from the sound of a bird, 
according to the etymology of the word. It is said that the clacking of the game tiles during shuffling 
resembles the chattering of sparrows. 
Mahjong has a reputation of being a game for an older crowd. But in the last couple of years, the game has 
started trending among younger people as well as celebrities, the likes of Julia Roberts, Sarah Jessica 
Parker and Maria Shriver. 
Kassman started an online business called Modern Mahjong with Collins, her friend and partner. Both of 
them live in Hollywood. When it comes to mahjong, the two are inseparable. 
“It’s not just your grandmother’s game anymore,” Kassman said. 



 
The game of Mahjong is usually played with four people. The tiles are the equivalent of cards in a game, like poker, that get exchanged to create 

a certain combination of numbers and symbols in order to win. (Scott Luxor / Contributor) 

 
Their new enterprise is not just about making money, they said. It’s about fun, community and raising money 
to help Alzheimer’s research. One dollar for each pair of two different styles of purple mahjong dice that are 
sold is donated to the Alzheimer’s Association by their company. 
 
The start of a beautiful friendship 
Collins and Kassman had been friends for years before joining together in their mahjong passion. Their kids 
went to the same school and found that they had a lot in common. 
“We both used to be attorneys,” Collins said. “Donna was still working while she had her kids. I stopped 
when my kids were born. My husband laughs about the stay-at-home mom thing because I was never at 
home. I was always taking our kids to activities and was busy with family stuff. 
“So this kind of came at a great time for us now. Donna’s son is learning how to drive. One of my daughters 
is in California, and the other one drives now. Donna’s older one is in college. So it was just a natural fit that 
we make our game into more of a business. 
“We started playing mahjong a little over 10 years ago. It was just something I never thought I would play 
because I always thought it was for older women. I remember pairing up with people who knew how to play, 
and then they would explain the rules and explain the strategy as we were playing. Then about a year ago, 
Donna got this set from her mom after she passed away.” 



 

A classic bone and bamboo set of tiles is set in a small wood cabinet. (Scott Luxor / Contributor) 

Kassman said she started enjoying the game more than she expected. 
“Donna bought a set after her mother passed,” Collins said. “But it came with these small dice that were in 
what is commonly called a ‘dice coffin.’ And we just thought that was such a morbid name for it. We both 
decided that the tiles are so beautiful, and people don’t want to play with those little dice.” 
So the friends decided they would create their own full-sized dice based on the ancient designs.  
“We just thought if you’re spending the money on these beautiful mahjong sets that your dice roll should be 
beautiful. So our slogan became ‘Begin with a Beautiful Roll,’” Collins said. 
Now they sell their designed dice sets and other mahjong paraphernalia through their site and Facebook 
around the country. 
 
A business is born 
Kassman’s law career got disrupted by a family crisis. 
“I worked most of my life until my mother got very sick. I quit my practice to take care of her. That life 
change gave me time to learn and play mahjong,” she said. “Once Dara and I started making prettier dice. 
We ended up making 10 of them, and suddenly everybody wanted them from us.” 



 
The game of mahjong is usually played with four people. Today, the game is experiencing a resurgence among millennials and celebrities. (Scott 

Luxor / Contributor) 

 
The women decided this could be a business pursuit that would be spurred on by their passion for the game. 
“This all started in April of 2019,” Collins said. “We put the dice up for sale on a website. They all sold, so 
then we came out with more. People started asking if we were going to come out with other colors, with 
other designs. It just kind of naturally grew into other aspects of the game.” 
 
Ancient game inspires new culture 
Some people claim the game’s origins stretch back to the days of Chinese philosopher and politician 
Confucious. But there’s nothing old-fashioned about the trend that has captured the imagination of 
millennials and celebrities around the United States. 
“I think lately there’s been such an uptick of seeing people playing the game in movies and newspapers,” 
Kassman said. “It’s probably over the last two years. It’s become cooler to play mahjong.” 
  
“We actually got a message from a rap music star,” she said. “He wanted our dice with his name on them. He 
made a video with one of his rapper friends, playing mahjong with his grandmother and two other ladies in a 
rap video. He said that when we come out to L.A. he wants to meet us.” 
 



 
The ancient game of tiles has origins in ancient China. (Scott Luxor / Contributor) 

Collins remembers another brush with a celebrity. 

 
“We met Candy Spelling, the wife of Aaron Spelling,” she said. “We’ve spoken with her on the phone. She 
had a huge manor in Beverly Hills. She actually had a room for mahjong. Then she moved to Century City in 
a condo and still has a mahjong room. She and her friends travel and play. Candy has bought several pairs of 
our dice. 
“We just recently were in touch with a man in Colorado Springs. We did a video on him. He has over 300 
mahjong sets. He never sold one. He just collects them. He has tattoos of mahjong on him. He told us to 
come visit anytime.” 
 
COVID-19 comes along 
The women said when the news of the coronavirus first came out, many were skeptical of playing mahjong 
and having to clean the mahjong tiles, dice and racks. In-person mahjong play came to a screeching halt. 
Mahjong tournaments in Las Vegas and other tournaments across the country were canceled, they said. 
But they also said over 3,100 mahjong players continue to share, discuss and read about mahjong on 
their Facebook group. 



They also said COVID-19 has created a new generation of computer-savvy mahjong players. Some players 
that have never logged into a video game are now racking up screen time and points on their favorite online 
mahjong game. 
 

 

Donna Miller Kassman and Dara Collins started a business out of their passion for the game of mahjong. Modern Mahjong has gone online during 

the COVID-19 era. (Scott Luxor / Contributor) 

 
To make it more personal, players meet up on their favorite mahjong app on their computer while connecting 
over Facetime, Zoom or Houseparty. When they play, they turn off the sound on the app and call out their 
tiles. 
The following are links and information on websites and apps that allow players to either play against robots 
(bots), play with random online players, or arrange a table for their regular 
group: Mahjongtime.com. RealMahjongg.com, American Mah Jong Practice app and MyJongg.net, a 
website that typically allows four free games per day but has upgraded to eight during this period of social 
isolation. 
 
The tiles that bind 
Community-building is one of the most common denominators of what they talk about when it comes to the 
benefits of mahjong. The basic play pieces are tiles. And when the players get together, these tiles bind them 
in a stronger sense of community. 
“What’s amazing is how many people we’re meeting online because of our involvement through the game,” 
Collins said. “Through the mahjong community, we have gone to New York. Next, we’re going to California, 



and then we’re going back to New York. We have a very good friend that we’re traveling with who we would 
have never met if it wasn’t for mahjong. It’s creating connections to people and situations that just wouldn’t 
have happened otherwise.” 

 
A set of tiles made of Chinese Bakelite are popular among some mahjong players. (Scott Luxor / Contributor) 

 

Kassman agreed, saying “People are very lonely, especially as you get older. So we’ve tried to develop 
community through our Facebook page. We ask people which city they want to play in, and we match them 
up where they are. It’s a great opportunity for people to meet others with a common interest.” 
 
“If you said to somebody, I’m going to go over to Donna’s house and sit for three hours and have coffee and 
talk, you wouldn’t do it. But to go and play mahjong, it’s time that you set aside. I won’t make an 
appointment on Tuesday, because that’s my game day,” Collins said. 
Visit ModernMahjong.com, https://www.facebook.com/modernmahjong and 
youtube.com/channel/UC01juXFxrBq2A8nFeFTD5MQ. 
 
Registration is now open for their inaugural Mahjong goes Modern! Tournament. Players are 
invited to join a virtual online weekend Mahjong goes Modern! Tournament Aug. 7-9. 
Visit modernmahjong.com/collections/mahjong-goes-modern-tournament. 
 


