




















12    Balungan

Marga Sari is a gamelan group in Osaka. They play Central 
Javanese instruments, and most of the players have studied 
in Yogyakarta. Marga Sari is fully conversant within the 
traditional repertoire of concert, dance, and wayang, 
especially Yogya style. They play this music with affection 
and great strength. 

While they play both traditional and new music, 
their special mission is the latter—the music of today is 
Marga Sari’s joy. They have played many new works from 
around Europe, America, Japan, and Indonesia, and they 
regularly invite guest composers for residencies. I was 
a guest composer with them from April to June in 2005 
(co-sponsored by Osaka City University and a Fulbright 
Senior Specialist grant). It was one of the finest musical 
experiences of my life.

Marga Sari started in 1997 as an independent group, 
unaffiliated with any institution. Its members work 
cooperatively. There is no single leader. Every aspect of 
their work, large and small, is discussed by all members, 
whose daytime jobs, by the way, include university lecturer, 
gamelan teacher, dance teacher, librarian, acoustic engineer, 
telephone operator, high school teacher, graphic designer, 
handicraftsman, etc. They own two full gamelan and have 

their own rehearsal buildings (with a small performance 
space) set in rustic converted farm buildings nestled among 
peaceful rice fields and mountains, an hour’s drive outside 
of hectic Osaka. They work hard. Their aim is to play at a 
fully professional level. Normal rehearsal schedule is 10 
hours per week spread over 3 meetings. Rehearsals are 
added or extended as needed. Last year they played about 
20 concerts: eight of traditional music, twelve of new. Some 
players are paid small amounts whenever possible.	

Financially, they depend on ticket sales and grants. 
It also turns out that income for concerts of traditional 
music often out performs that from new music events. 
Thus old chestnuts subsidize new adventures! (Is anyone 
really surprised?)

The force behind the group is Shin Nakagawa, 
Professor and Head of Department of Asian Culture and 
Urbanism at Osaka City University, where he teaches 
“Environmental Urbanology” and “Asian Culture.” His 
great interest is sound environments. He advises the city 
government and testifies as an expert witness in legal 
suits on noise pollution. His native language is Japanese, 
but he also speaks English, German, and Indonesian, and 
is presently studying Mongolian. He writes romantic 
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crime novels (wherein sounds are described at length, he 
assured me). He is a trained percussionist. He began to 
play gamelan in 1979 and now teaches gamelan at three 
universities, two in Osaka and one in Kyoto. In addition he 
“takes care of” other gamelan groups in the Kansai area, 
specifically in Kobe, Shiga, and Nara, (a second group 
in Kyoto is soon to be added, and another Marga Sari 
member manages still another group in Gifu.) Nakagawa 
burns rubber in copious amounts as he zips here and there. 
Indeed, in Kansai, gamelan is a growth industry, much 
of it due to his efforts. Some readers may remember him 
from the Japanese group he brought to the International 
Gamelan Festival during the World Exposition of 1986 in 
Vancouver, Canada. 

My own invitation came with a curious request. Very 
curious. Let me present it in story form, as it unfolded (I 
love stories). Nakagawa, speaking for the group, invited 
me but also requested me to write nothing before arrival 
in Japan. Yes, the guest composer, not a note to be jotted 
down beforehand! I muttered that’s not the way I have done 
things for 50 years! That got me nowhere. Moreover, I was 
told, I should not permit myself the luxury of even thinking 
about what I might write! Imagine that. No thinking, no 
planning, no writing permitted prior to arrival in Japan! No 
visa available for ingrained compositional habits. I should 
experience and open my mind first to the ways of Japan and 
Marga Sari. Soak them up, as it were, and then dive in. My 
pre-compositional exercise was simple: to arrive, to feel, and 
to meet Marga Sari. After that, and only then, should I begin 
composing. Upon hearing this request, my old mind did a 
jing-jang-jong. To speak more plainly, I was boggled! 

Uncertainly I inquired how much music they wanted. 
The response was 60–70 minutes for top dog Marga Sari 
and 10–15 minutes for young Tirta Kencana (a newer 

community group in Shiga Prefecture whose hall we would 
use for our concert several weeks later). I smirked. I’ve 
been composing professionally for 35 years. In ordinary 
circumstances, 70–85 minutes of music could take me 6–12 
months to compose and write out. But we’d have only 6-–7 
weeks for composing and rehearsal combined! What was I 
to do? Quit this farce? It crossed my rapidly aging mind, 
but in the end, I drew on my deep penchant for the bizarre. 
I sucked wind and took the plunge. (However I admit to a 
cagey ploy—all right, not to mince words, I cheated—but 
just a little! Surreptitiously, just in case, I slipped a couple 
of older pieces in my back pocket. Yes, naughty. But in all 
other ways I agreed to the curious request. I am, after all, 
mostly, an honorable person.) And off I went.

I wandered freely in Osaka for a couple of days taking 
in city sights and temples. And then there was Marga Sari’s 
farmhouse rehearsal room, a wondrous place. Have we 
(Westerners) not read of the special quality of “nature” in 
the Japanese tradition? Well here it is, their farm building, 
a powerful space in a serene location dominated by nature, 
and indeed part and parcel of the Marga Sari experience. 
Next I began to work with the players, who proved focused, 
skilled, imaginative, and ever ready to plant new flowers 
along old paths. They could ably play whatever was 
written. In fact they told me not to worry about technically 
difficult passages, they’d eat them for breakfast. And they 
did! But how they thrived on opportunities to let their own 
creative juices surge!

A different concert with the handicapped
They showed me that in a concert they played 

soon after I arrived in Osaka. It was a fascinating event 
developed by Marga Sari in conjunction with a center for 
people with severe disabilities, Tanpopo-no-ye Foundation 
in the nearby city of Nara. Many of the latter persons 
performed alongside of Marga Sari members, playing, 
singing, speaking, and even dancing. 

The concert was presented in a warehouse with an art 
installation made specifically for the event. There were also 
costumes, video projections, lighting, props, and movement 
of players and audience from one room to another. There 
was no score as such. Rather the players worked within 
guidelines developed in rehearsal that followed an over 
arching design. It was a boisterous event, something 
of a free-for-all. Marga Sari members created their own 
music and theater, drawing on the compositional and 
improvisational skills of all of the performers, both those 
of Marga Sari and those with disabilities. It drew a sizeable 
and enthusiastic audience.

The title of the event (in English) was “Sir 
Thomas.”No one offered to explain the title’s relationship to 
the concert. I was told there was none, said with a Cheshire 
grin. But let us note that the art installer (Yutaka Moriguchi) 
hung giant tea bags from the ceiling. These tea bags had 
an unusual shape, triangular and pyramidal, indeed the 
shape of the Lipton Tea Company’s chief product in Japan. 

Shin Nakagawa playing kendang.
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“Ah ha!” says the sleuth. “We’ve got a connection!” Though 
what tea had to do with the musical-theatrical event 
produced by a gamelan group and a center for the disabled 
remained obscure at best.

 [I visited the show in progress a few weeks before Vincent. 
I was told that the plot, which, like the music, had evolved through 
improvisation, centered on a quest for a treasure. One of the 
children involved was fond of Lipton’s and had suggested that the 
tea bag be the object of the quest. — BB]

Later it was pointed out to me—I have no idea 
whether the speaker, Nakagawa, was trying to be helpful 
or simply wanted to put me out to sea again—that the 
pronunciation of “sir” by a Japanese speaker resembles 
“sah.” And “Sah Thomas” in Japanese means “Let’s 
Thomas,” thus proving to my mind that the Orient is 
maintaining into the modern world its fabled inscrutability.

Yet the message was coming through. I began to 
understand the “curious request.” On one hand, it was 
simple: the performers, Nakagawa among them, simply 
prefer improvisation and accidental music, much as many 
Western groups might. But in Japan, and with Marga Sari, I 
believe it was more. It was, in my interpretation, a matter of 
spontaneity deeply felt inside of long traditions. Perhaps it 
was a matter of Zen.

The Making of Blue Forest
Marga Sari has no staff separate from its performers. 

For each concert, the members select among their own 
someone to manage one or another aspect of the event. 
One will take charge of costume and stage design, another, 
technical matters, another, tickets, food, etc. Prior to my 
arrival in Japan, the person charged with print materials 
(Hiromi Sasaki) needed to start work right away. (In other 
words, the publicity could start, but not the music.) First 
a “concept” was needed. Hiromi proposed “Blue Forest,” 
and I accepted.

This title did not come off the wall like “Sir 
Thomas.” Instead it correlated to the name of the hall in 
which we would perform. If ever the starting gun sounded 
for actual composing, my mind was free to roam. It also 
struck me as a nice gesture to our host hall. Still there was 
the problem, the big problem. Only 7 weeks remained for 
composition and rehearsals.

Bang, the gun sounded. I was off. First I made a 
scenario in and around the idea of adventures in a blue 
forest, broke the whole into three movements (or acts) 
performed without break, and provided a set of moods 
for each. I then composed set pieces in traditional and 
new styles, also free-form pieces and transitions to be 
improvised inside of guidelines I set for each. I also took 
those two older pieces out of my back pocket. Indeed, they 
came in very useful. Then I incorporated dance into the 
second movement and wayang kulit into the third. 

There were two dancers, one Javanese, one Japanese: 
Wiantari and Shin Sakuma. They mixed traditional modern 
dance, including a touch of butoh, to a scenario that I had 
described. Also there was a new addition to Marga Sari, 
a young Javanese musician and dhalang named Rofit 
Ibrahim. Together we sketched out a mini-wayang kulit 
using traditional wayang organization.

I wrote music for the start and end of the wayang, 
but asked Marga Sari to compose the srepegan and sampak 
type pieces, which they did beautifully. The score also 
called for a six person chorus (women and men, students 
from a university of the arts) and four solo voices using 
four vocal styles: Javanese, Buddhist chant, Japanese folk, 

Marga Sari performing in costume under their barn roof.

Poster for Blue Forest.
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Tetsuro Koyano is a Balinese dancer and gamelan leader based in 
Tokyo. His primary ensemble there is Sanggar Urotsutenoyako, 
which meets and performs at Studio Amrita in Kichijoji district of 
Tokyo. The group performs Kebyar, Semar Pegulingan and topeng 
dance. Although we were unable to meet with him during our 
2005 visit to Japan, we did meet him in New York in May 2006 
and were able to have a visit and interview. Reviews of Teater 
Cahaya can be found online.—BB

Koyano was on a three month visit to America under the 
sponsorship of Asian Cultural Council to research Asian-
influenced performing arts in America. He had just come to 
New York after a month’s stay in California to work with 
Larry Reed’s ShadowLight Productions and Gamelan Sekar 
Jaya, and to observe the Oakland group One People Voice, 
which specializes in Balinese kecak. 

Koyano encountered Balinese arts at Tokai University, 
where he received his B.A. and M.F.A. in musicology, 
specializing in ethnomusicology and soundscape. His 
professor in soundscape was the one who invited him 
to Bali. There he began gamelan study, but was told he 
had the right body and face for Balinese dance and was 
encouraged to study dance as well as music. He found it felt 
very natural for him. Today Koyano is one of very few male 
practitioners of Balinese dance in Japan, the vast majority of 
dancers being female.

Studio Amrita was the project of a successful 
businessman and afficionado of Balinese culture 
named Nagata Toshiaki. He wanted to make a studio 
and a restaurant with the theme “a Thai restaurant in 
Ubud, Bali.” Koyano located an unused set of gamelan 
instruments belonging to the Ethno Arts Council in Tokyo, 
and offered to find them a home where they would be 
played. Studio Amrita is now located in the basement 
of the building, and a Cafe Amrita, furnished with 
decorations from Bali, is housed above it. There is room 
in the studio for performers and audience both, and the 
gamelan performs in both locations.

Koyano would like to make his gamelan a profitable 
group. It is not yet, but he believes it will become so. He 
himself is one of a very few Japanese to make a living 
through performing Balinese arts.

Looking ahead, he also hopes Balinese music and 
dance will become integrated into the creative development 
of Japanese arts in the same way as so many of the traditional 
art forms developed centuries ago. A thousand to five 
hundred years ago, some cities were quite international, 
and outside arts from China, Korea and further away were 
imported and transformed by Japanese artists into traditional 

Japanese forms such as Noh and Gagaku.
To this end he is open to radical experimentation. A 

number of performance projects he has done with his group 
include some very diverse outside musical influences. One 
such project was a collaboration with the Japanese digeridoo 
player GOMA. A more recent program combined gamelan 
with a jazz quartet and a singer of traditional Japanese 
folk songs. The composer of the new repertoire was the 
drummer of the jazz group, Niida Kozo, who had played 
with the popular rock group “RC Succession.” All in all, 
Sanggar Urotsutenoyako may be the most experimental and 
contemporary of the many Balinese gamelan groups in Japan.

Asked how the Japanese audience received the 
group’s new repertoire, Koyano says that in general 
they do not appear to know the difference. “I try to do 
something not ordinary, but they come expecting Balinese 
music because of the instruments... I don’t feel the need to 
explain the difference, because pieces in Bali are often new 
creations too... Not only because Balinese pieces are often 
new creations, but also even the classical pieces we found 

Conversation with Tetsuro Koyano: “Good 
music is always good. There is no difference.”
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are quite aggressive and are comparable with jazz or rock 
music... We feel very excited too when we listen to Balinese 
classical pieces. Actually our members [and I] do not really 
like Balinese new creation pieces. Only a few pieces are 
good, remarkable work, as much as when we listen to other 
kind of music like rock, jazz, punk, Latin, etc. This why I 
feel I don’t need to separately explain Balinese traditional 
pieces and our contemporary pieces. Good music is always 
good. There’s no difference.”

Koyano’s deep interest in creating cross-cultural and 
cross-categorical art forms has led him to involvement with 
several other groups. A smaller ensemble he performs with 
is Potalaka. Its name means “heavenly island” or “mountain 
on the South Seas,” a Buddhist belief. Potalaka works 
on more theatrical presentations with dance, mask and 
theatre, and very few gamelan instruments.

Koyano also became involved with a separate project 
to revive the art from gigaku, an ancient dance theatre genre 
using large wooden masks, similar to gagaku with its roots 
in Korea and China. The art form was near extinction with 
masks only to be seen in museums, when a kyogen player 

named Mannojo Nomura initiated a revival. He made 
new masks and recreated the performance with his group 
“Ethonos,” using multicultural instrumentation, including 
gamelan and even African instruments. The aim was 
to bring gigaku back to the countries from which it had 
developed, which included China, Tibet, India and even 
Iran. Some touring took place in Korea and China, but 
unfortunately Nomura died suddenly a few years ago, and 
the project has since slowed down.

Yet another involvement is a multi-cultural 
collaborative theatre called Teater Cahaya (Theatre of the 
(both Javanese and Balinese) and Malaysian artists. The 
group produced a performance of “Siddharta,” based 
on the Hesse novel, co-directed by Koyano and Richard 
Emmert. “This project is still going on and we plan to 
perform it in Indonesia,Japan, or Europe and the USA.” w

Composing for Gamelan
by Teruo Yamasaki

The purpose of this essay is to express my personal feeling 
about Gamelan. But before I go into that, I want to explain 
the background of music in Japan.

Japan had closed the country from the rest of the 
world for 250 years (17–19th centuries) with the exception 
of a few countries. When we consider Gagaku, which is the 
oldest remaining music in Japan, that music originally came 
from China, and likewise a lot of music could have come 
to Japan from other countries. While the music in Europe 
was going through its big transitions from Renaissance to 
Baroque to Classical and Romantic, Japan had nothing to do 
with it. But then a tremendous amount of European culture 
rushed into Japan like a waterfall, starting in the middle of 
19th century with the Meiji-Ishin (the Japanese renewal and 
revolutionary events that lead the government to re-open 
the country to the rest of the world). 

As a result, Japan came to focus on absorbing 
Western culture. The Japanese government took the 
western education system as a model and made western 
music its main musical focus. Over the course of 150 years 
this educational system changed the musicality of the 
Japanese to one based on western music. I can’t say that 
there’s no difference between European music as practiced 
in the West and in Japan, but I can say that Japan is one of 

the countries most deeply influenced by European music. 
One proof is that so many Japanese musicians are making 
tremendous success in the Western world. And western 
music of all styles has become familiar and popular in 
Japan, including J-Pop, which is western style music that 
has been adjusted to Japanese culture.

On the other hand, how about traditional Japanese 
music? There are far fewer people who are experienced 
in playing traditional Japanese instruments such as 
shamisen, koto or shakuhachi, compared with piano and 
guitar. Probably there are few people who would listen to 
traditional Japanese music these days. But more indirectly, 
we still have the opportunity to be exposed to it, since our 
music has developed in conjunction with its culture.

Our main and most significant events in social life 
are birth, marriage, and death. Most cultures in the world 
conduct ritual ceremonies regarding these events, and 
Japan is no exception. Since Japan is basically a country 
of polytheism, people are open to multiple religions. 
Most people conduct the birth ceremony in a Shinto style, 
the wedding ceremony in Shinto or Christian style (or 
both) and a funeral in Buddhist style. The chants used in 
these ceremonies bear a lot of similarity to other genres 
of traditional Japanese music. Traditional festivals that 
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are commonly held by various communities also involve 
traditional Japanese instruments such as the Taiko drum. 
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to other genres of traditional Japanese music. Traditional 
festivals that are commonly held by various communities 
also involve traditional Japanese instruments such as the 
Taiko drum. Furthermore, you can find the type of music 
called Enka which is preferred by older generations; this is a 
blend of western music and Japanese folk music.

Then how can you play gamelan music when your 
background in music is not based on that? One way is to 
consider the place where gamelan music comes from, and 
play instruments and compose music according to that 
style. In Gamelan Dharma Budaya, to which I belong, 
we’ve been learning gamelan of Java with that attitude. 
But it will take time for Japan to be fully influenced 
by gamelan music, including both performance and 
composing, as it took more than 100 years for western 
music to settle in Japan.

On the other hand, when I compose music, what I am 
aiming at is rather the opposite. In short, my aim is simply 
to create sounds that give comfortable feeling and joy. When 
I compose for gamelan, I do not necessarily follow the 
original Javanese ways, but pursue my personal feeling of 
what will result in pleasantness and appeal.

Canadian psychologist and aesthetics theoretician 
Daniel Berlyne proposed the theory of “arousal potential.” 
According to this theory, as arousal potential towards 
some objects increases, the preference for the objects also 
increases. But after the preference reaches its peak, it starts 

decreasing even if arousal potential keeps increasing. If you 
draw a graph with arousal potential in a horizontal line, and 
preference in vertical line, it creates an upside down “U” 
shape. Arousal potential is high in new and unique objects, 
and preference is highest in the “middle degree” of arousal 
potential. Consequently, in music you feel most comfortable 
when you hear a piece that is not too familiar, but also 
not very new. In other words, you feel attraction towards 
the music that you are just getting to know. However, the 
relationship between preference and objects is not settled 
but it changes according to the cognitive factors.

 For example, if you listen to same music repeatedly, 
novelty decreases and excitement and attraction changes, 
how you feel comfort and joy changes depending on 
whether you hear analytically or not, because your 
judgment towards the object complexity changes by your 
listening attitude. If I may say something based on this 
idea, what I’m trying to do in creating music is to make 
the music a little different from the one that most Japanese 
people feel familiar with.

Of course “familiar” music doesn’t mean just one kind 
of music, given the dual music backgrounds in Japan, because 
various characteristics of music influence familiarity. Even if I try 
to describe the characteristics of familiar music and unfamiliar 
music, it may be hard to understand in real sense. I will try to 
explain by giving some examples from my compositions.

One is Mukyuka [“Eternal Flower”, or “The 
Inexhaustible Flowers”; recorded on Dharma Budaya’s CD 
Overflow]. In this piece, the two scales, slendro and pelog, are 
combined. The harmony is composed for saron, bonang 
and gender. Kempul is added towards the end of the piece. 
For those of us familiar with gamelan, the harmony gives 
us a secure and comfortable feeling. On the other hand, the 
middle part of the piece may give us a little strange feeling, 
because the melody is not played by the same instrument 
continuously but is relayed by different instruments, note 
by note. In this I would like to express the image that the 
flowers bloom one after another without stopping.

A second example is Air Naga. This music is 
composed with the pelog scale. It consists of a light 
melody that is easy to relate to. However, a considerably 
irregular rhythm is used: the main melody is in 4+5+5. 
In my opinion this familiar melody and unusual rhythm 
would make it more attractive. In the middle of the piece 
a little trick is used to make it different from the previous 
music by putting in a section like traditional gamelan. 
Actually this is the part the audience in a gamelan concert 
is waiting for. The sense of uniqueness in the piece comes 
from the flow of the music up to that point and the 
contrast in the new section. [The instrumentation list is at 
the end of the score. —Ed.]

I have explained how I’m trying to create my music 
to be comfortable and joyful for regular Japanese people in 
this age. Of course you will be the judge of whether I was 
successful in my attempt or not. I hope to share this with as 
many people as possible. w 
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What materials are available for the gamelan student or afficionado 
in Japan? There are of course the international imports, such as CDs 
and foreign language books in English and Indonesian. But one of 
our questions was what has been written and recorded by Japanese 
scholars and musicians in Japan. These are some of the materials we 
found. —BB

Discography
Recordings fall into two categories: traditional recordings 
made in Japan documenting Indonesian artists during their 
residencies or tours to Japan, and recordings of new music by 
Japanese gamelan groups. 

The traditional category includes both visiting 
gamelan musicians and Japanese gamelan groups 
supporting the Indonesian star artists. The following is a 
list of CDs and DVDs shared with us by the musicians we 
visited. There may of course be more.

Traditional music/dance CDs and DVDs produced in Japan
Bulan Tumanggal. Tembang Sunda performed by Euis 

Komariah (vocal), Rukruk Rukmana (kecapi), Uloh 
Abdullah (rebab) and Iwan Mulyana (suling). Recorded 
in Tokyo following a tour in 2003. Includes a booklet of 
song texts in Sundanese with translations in Japanese and 
English. 2003.

Kuwung-Kuwung. Sundanese kacapi-rebab performed by Uloh 
Abdullah (rebab), Rukruk Rukmana and Ade Suandi 
(kacapi). Insert in Japanese. Bulan Records1001, 2003. CD.

Saptobudoyo: Javanese Gamelan. Concert performance by 
Saptobudoyo, a Javanese group touring in Japan under 
the leadership of Saptono. Four pieces. 1999. CD.

Bayamurti [Meditating Gamelan]. Four traditional pieces by 
Saptobudoyo, directed by Saptono. Produced in Japan by 
Fumi Tamura. BYMRT-001. CD.

Kaleidoscope. Javanese dance performance by Didik Nini 
Thowok with Gamelan Lambangsari. Booklet in Japanese 
with photos. Ohari Movies JMVK, 2002. DVD.

New Gamelan Music by Japanese Composers
The second category is the recordings of new music by 
Japanese gamelan groups of Japanese and Indonesian 
composers. The two Osaka gamelan groups have been most 
dedicated to producing these.

Marga Sari, Contemporary Gamelan Volume I. Four pieces, 
including “Bagaskara” by Johanes Subowo, “Pelangi” 
by Michael Asmara, and “Pepelo-pelog” by Nomura 
Makoto. 2003. CD.

Semi. Three realizations of Semi (“cricket”) a piece by Nomura 
Makoto. The first of the three tracks is Marga Sari’s 
performance. 2002. CD.

Dharma Budaya: Overflow. Six compositions by Hamakawa 
Hirotoshi and Yamasaki Teruo. 2000. CD.
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about Javanese performing arts and her experience at 
the local traditional theater group in Java. It includes the 
typical music educational stituations in Japan. ISBN4-
8396-0085-6.

Wayang Kulit
Matsumoto, Tooru. A Javanese style dalang based in Tokyo, 

Matsumoto has been presenting Javanese wayang kulit 
for decades and has also written several books about 
Javanese Wayang Kulit and it’s stories in Japanese. Links 
to his material are on his websites CGI Wayang: http://
www.kt.rim.or.jp/~banuwati/pro2.html, http://www.
harapan.co.jp/english/indon_e/cgi_wayang.htm
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Professor of ethnomusicology at Okinawa Prefectural 
University of Arts, and a student of Nyoman Sumandi. 
Some of his writings on wayang are published in Journal 
of Musicology, Okinawa Prefectural University of Arts, in 
Kikanminzokuga, as well as on line.

Resources


