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General Note 

 
 The following study materials are being made available to attendees of the educational series, Music of 
the Whole World, presented by the Vancouver Inter-Cultural Orchestra (VICO) at the Vancouver Public 
Library. The presentation, Gamelan Music and the West, took place on December 5, 2006. 
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Intercultural Orchestration Materials 
 

 These materials form part of a larger work in progress (as of 2006) entitled Orchestrating the World - a 
Manual of Intercultural Music Making by Moshe Denburg. Portions of this work are available for 
downloading on the VICO website. To download this study guide, go to: 
 

www.vi-co.org 
 

and click on 'VICO Instruments'. 
------------------------------------------------------- 

 
 

Comments, feedback, or suggestions?   
Please let us know at:   moshe@vi-co.org 

 
 
 
 
 

Copyright and Fair Use Notification 
 

 The author does not object to the use of these materials for personal educational purposes or for any fair use, 
such as quoting or citing these materials, as long as his authorship is credited by the user. Making copies of 
these materials as part of any commercial venture, or for any monetary reward, requires the written consent of 
the author.  
 

© Moshe Denburg,  2006. 
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Scope and Considerations 

Geography 
 
 Southeast Asia is home to many traditions of music which utilize struck instruments  – idiophones, in 
musicological parlance. These traditions are found in Malaysia, the Philippines, and in Indonesia, and in many 
other South Asian counries, in various forms. Though we are not putting forward a thesis here of common 
origin, it is interesting to note the geographical context of the emphasis on idiophonic music. Of these musics, 
the Gamelan traditions of Indonesia are a prime example. 
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Gamelan Traditions 
 
 There are 2 main gamelan traditions in Indonesia, the Javanese, indigenous to the island of Java, and the 
Balinese, indigenous to Bali. Other variants and practices exist as well, notably that of Bali’s neighbor island to 
the east, Lombok. 
 Very roughly speaking, a gamelan is an orchestra, a large ensemble of instruments, most of them 
metallophones (struck metal bars) and gongs. The ensemble is utilized in a variety of cultural contexts - 
ceremonies, rituals, theatrical performances depicting religious narratives, and as a social event and an esthetic 
experience.  
 The word Gamelan is derived from ‘gamel’ meaning “to strike or hammer”. This of course refers to the 
manner in which the music is produced, by striking and hammering upon sonorous materials. 
 
Gamelan and the West 
 
 From a western perspective one is struck (pardon the pun) by how truly well developed is the 
‘orchestral’ concept of gamelan. Needless to say, this is not at all due to contact with the West, but is a 
completely original art form, developed over centuries on the islands of present day Indonesia.  
 However, the sense of size and complexity of ensemble is pretty well where the similarity between 
Western and Gamelan music ends. Gamelan music is fundamentally an aural tradition – it does not rely upon 
written music as in the West. As well, the music of the gamelan dos not rely upon great melodic variation. It is 
rhythmically complex and its tuning systems, and resulting ‘harmonies’, are unique. Gamelan is normally an 
outdoor activity, played for the most part by non-professionals (however artful), in a communal setting, unlike 
the west where music making is an art form presented in the concert hall, for the most part by performers who 
expect to earn their livelihood from their musical activities. 
  Still, the attraction of the gamelan, to western musicians and composers, has a long history, beginning in 
the early 20th century. Thus it has lent itself to much intercultural work, and continues to do so. In a sense, like 
many other world music traditions nowadays, the practice has become bi-partite - the indigenous  traditions 
(Java and Bali) on the one hand, and the non-indigenous (North America, Europe, and other foreign countiries) 
on the other. There has been much cross-fertilization between Western music and gamelan music over the past 
decades, and more and more compositions have been created, both by Indonesian and Western composers, 
which combine concepts and instruments of the gamelan with those of the West. (See the bibliography and 
discography below). 
 
Balinese and Javanese Gamelan compared 
 
 Though both Javanese and Balinese gamelan traditions have many common roots, they differ in certain 
important respects. The Javanese gamelan developed in the courts, and as such it is a large ensemble tradition 
with a more stately musical presence. By contrast, Balinese gamelan is typified by faster and more complex 
rhythms, and is asociated strongly with communal and religious ritual. The Balinese gamelan places an 
emphasis on different instrument types and techniques of performance than the Javanese. 
  
Tuning of the Gamelan 
 
 Each gamelan ensemble is unique – the instruments are fashioned by a master maker, and it is he who 
fixes their precise tuning. What we know in the West as ‘standard pitch’, does not exist in the same way in the 
gamelan tradition. Even so, specific compositions can be played on different gamelans, since they are close 
enough in tuning to render the music as intended by the composer.  
 There are two basic scales upon which all gamelan tunings are based – a five tone scale called slendro,  
and a seven tone one called pelog.  These scales are collections of notes, from which specific gamelan modes 
are drawn. For example,  specific  gamelans may be  based upon  the pelog scale,  but  have only  5 notes to the 
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octave, these 5 being chosen from the 7 available in the mother scale. For slendro tunings usually all 5 tones of 
the slendro scale are utilized for the instruments, but  there are also 4 tone tunings. This 5 tone slendro scale, 
also known as a pentatonic scale, is one in which the five pitches are roughly equally spaced within the octave. 
The watchword here is ‘roughly’ since there are variations in the pitches chosen for the slendro scale, in certain 
parts of Java and Bali, so that different slendro gamelans will have slight, but significant, tuning differences. 
 Two very widely known gamelans, but by far not the only ones, are the Javanese Gamelan Gong Ageng, 
and the Balinese Gamelan Gong Kebyar. 
 
Instruments of the Gamelan 
 
 There are many instruments in the gamelan, orgaized into categories which reflect their place in the 
layering of musical elements of the composition. Here is the Javanese gamelan configuration. 
 
Colotomic Layer – the gongs which serve to punctuate the musical phrases. Smaller gongs mark inner divisions 
(‘commas’), larger gongs the larger statements (‘sentences’), and the very largest, the gong ageng, marks the 
end of  a complete section of music (‘paragraphs’). 
Drum Layer – the drum that leads the ensemble, keeps time, gives signals for changing the tempo or starting a 
new section of music. (Note: The drummer is the musical leader of the ensemble.) 
Fixed-melody Layer – these metallophone instruments play the basic unadorned melody.  
Elaborating Layer (loud style) – for loud style music, instruments made of rows of button gongs, play variations 
on the basic melody.  
Elaborating Layer (soft style) – for soft style music, these instruments – metallophones and plucked stringed 
instruments – play variations of the melody. 
Vocal-tone Layer – the vocal tone layer includes bothe male and female voice, a bowed fiddle called the rebab, 
and a bamboo flute called the suling. 
 

 
 

Javanese Gamelan Instruments 
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 Kotekan is quite pervasive, and some pieces utilize them all the way through. There are kotekans which 
call for playing on one, two, three, or four instrument bars. 
 
 A common technique is for the right hand to play a quick and energetic upper register pattern, while the 
left hand plays a slower moving melody in the lower register. Thus one instrument can render a very effective 
polyphonic texture. 
 
 There is also a certain intervallic playing style, where the interval is a physical diapason more than a 
musical number ratio. The parallelism of keeping the physical interval constant and moving up and down the 
instrument, is idiomatic, and could be thought of as a harmonic device. All sorts of harmonic combinations, 
especially when playing with several instruments, are definitely performable, though they may not be 
traditional. 
 
 Dynamics – Both hard playing and soft playing is utilized, and effective.  
 
 Timbres – Timbral variation can be created by varying the type of mallet – a softer mallet will render a 
softer tone. In softer, slower playing styles, for example for love scenes, often the instruments will play phrases 
that land on the same pitch, and since the instruments are constructed to be slightly out of tune with each other, 
a shimmering effect (‘interference beats’ in acoustic terminology) is achieved and very audible. 
 
 Speed of execution – By playing adjacent notes, and varying 16ths and 8ths, a virtuoso can play around 
160 mm for the quarter note. 4 consecutive 16ths at this tempo is probably not possible while utilizing a 
damping technique. One ought to check great speeds of execution with a performer. 
 
 Tremolos - one note, two note etc.,  are possible, but are not normally part of the Balinese tradition, 
again mainly because of the widespread undesirability of hearing an unchanging wash of sound. Some 
experimentation here may be possible, especially wih softer mallets, and with partial damping.  
 
Composing for Gamelan 
 
 The best way to begin composing for the gender wayang, or gamelan in general, is to have access to the 
instruments themselves. In this way one can ascertain the pitches one is utilizing, and learn something about the 
technical parameters of the instruments first hand. 
 
 The Vancouver composer Michael O’Neill told the author of a very useful method. When writing for 
larger gamelan, he will take an electronic keyboard and program the slendro tuning on the black notes and the 
pelog on the white. This works well for Javanese music, since every gamelan has 2 sets of instruments, one 
slendro and one pelog. So all the notes are available all the time. 
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Selected Bibliography and Discography 

compiled by Michael O’Neill with contributions by Sutrisno Hartana, 
Michael Tenzer, I. Wayan Sudirana, and Kenneth Newby 
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----------------------------------------- 
 
 

For more information on intercultural events, music, and study 

The Vancouver Inter-Cultural Orchestra (VICO),   
#12 - 719 East 31st Avenue  Vancouver, BC  V5V 2W9 

Tel. 604-879-8415    Fax 604-873-0501    
mailto: info@vi-co.org   web: www.vi-co.org 
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