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For example, in the course of a performance he might play the 
same way he had previously, or he might invent a new one. In 
general, musicians don’t make specific plans on how they are 
going to realize or execute the céngkok in a given composition 
in a given performance. Perhaps it is analogous to a pianist in 
a popular music idiom who does not predetermine how he is 
going to realize a chord progression as he plays it. 

There is no Javanese word that exactly translates as 
“improvisation.” There is kembangan or sekaran, which mean 
“flowery elaboration.” There is the term isèn-isèn, which 
means “appropriate filler.” Ngambang, literally “floating,” 
refers to filling in without knowing where the music is 
going, while sambang rapet means “reacting to,” i.e. keeping 
a tight ensemble, covering up, or recovering from mistakes. 
Ngawur is filling in with incongruous or unrelated material; 
in other words, “to blunder.” A musician’s “improvisation” 
preferably is of the sekaran, kembangan or isèn-isèn type; 
he should know ngambang or sambang rapet if necessary, 
but never play ngawur! 

Most serious students of Javanese music today use 
prescribed céngkok as the basis of their kembangan or 
isèn-isèn. They memorize and internalize these céngkok so 
that they can recall these musical patterns, alter them, or 
elaborate them in the course of a performance. Unlike in 
some other musical traditions, Javanese musicians playing 
elaborating instruments may be required to play, regardless 
of whether they are inspired or not. This repertoire of 
memorized patterns comes in handy during uninspired 
moments or when the musician is half asleep, as when 
playing in an all-night wayang kulit show. 

To facilitate learning, many drum céngkok are given 
the names of the dance motives for which they are played. 
Thus we have céngkok lampah tiga, pilesan, ngaplak, magak, 
kicat, etc. In gendèran the names of the patterns often refer 
to the parts of a well known lyric for which the céngkok 
would be used; for example: kascaryan, tumurun; or vocal 
interjection such as dua lolo, ayu kuning, éla-élo. They may be 
onomatopoeic, such as thunak-thuning; or they may be an 
off-the-wall term, such as puthut gelut (“wrestling disciple”). 
It seems that the céngkok of kendhangan32 and gendèran33 
have received a greater degree prescription and codification 
than the céngkok of other instruments such as gambang,34 
celempung,35 and rebab.36 

There were other innovations in the early 1950s. 
One that was considered quite challenging was a gamelan 
composition by R.C. Hardjosubroto (no relation to Hardja 
Susilo!). In July 1952, he introduced, for the first time, 
triple meter into a Javanese gamelan piece, an “operetta” 
entitled “Langen Sekar: Gendhing—Gendhing Lampah tiga” 
(Langen Sekar: Pieces in triple meter). The work was 
performed in January 1954. Ki Hardjosubroto was not 
a practicing performer, and so, while he composed the 
songs and the lyrics, the instrumental realization, the 
“orchestration,” was entirely left to the creativity of the 
accompanying musicians. Like most of his compositions, 
this “operetta” was intended for children. To date, this 
piece still presents a serious challenge to professional 
musicians; only a few of them are capable of providing 
a decent instrumental realization of Ki Hardjosubroto’s 
“gamelan waltz.”

Susilo assisting Mantle Hood (standing) with a Balinese gamelan rehearsal.
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Ki Hardjosoebroto was a devout Catholic. To express 
pride in his Javanese heritage and his religious devotion, 
he composed a Catholic Mass: Sanctus, Agnus Dei, Gloria, 
etc., using the pélog37 tuning system of Central Javanese 
gamelan. Javanese has its own style of vocal polyphony, 
such as when the pesindhèn (female soloist), gérong (male 
chorus) and the dhalang (puppeteer-narrator of traditional 
theater) are singing simultaneously. But in his compositions 
Ki Hardjosubroto went outside this tradition, using a style, 
closer, I think, to European Renaissance polyphony. 

 Uyon-Uyon or Klenèngan
In Java the presentation of gamelan music for 

listening pleasure is called uyon-uyon or klenèngan. Taking 
four to five hours, the event is sponsored by an individual, 
a family, an organization, or an institution. The sponsor is 
responsible for supplying the gamelan, hiring of musicians, 
providing refreshments and everything else connected 
with the presentation. Guests are invited free of charge. 
Usually the event is an adjunct to an auspicious occasion, 
a circumcision, for example, or a wedding, or other 
celebratory event. There are no program notes, since the 
pieces and the order in which they will be played are not 
normally predetermined.38

Javanese musicians, unlike Western musicians, do not 
bring their own instruments to the site of the performance; 
they expect the sponsor of the event to provide them. Since 

there is no standard tuning between sets of gamelan,39 
musicians bringing their own instruments would certainly 
guarantee chaos, not to mention the great hardship for 
gong players, most of whom could never afford their own 
vehicles with which to transport such large instruments. 

Uyon-uyon is a concept quite different from the 
Western idea of a concert. At the American universities 
where I have had the pleasure of being a visiting instructor, 
gamelan organizations present concerts rather than uyon-
uyon.40 There is something exciting about a concert: the 
house lights go down, stage lights come up, a moment of 
waiting, of tension, the adrenaline is pumping, the conductor 
enters, the audience bursts into applause. Presented in this 
way, a routine gamelan performance becomes a very special 
event. It is like a hamburger served on a silver platter. It 
tastes the same, but it looks more elegant!

There are other niceties Western musicians experience 
in a concert that are absent in a Javanese uyon-uyon, namely 
that the audience shows its appreciation by applauding at 
the end of every piece and at the end of the concert. When 
I returned to Java and played with a professional wayang 
wong company, the audience began to trickle out as soon 
as they knew that the end was coming. By the conclusion of 
the show, at the last stroke of the gong, there was literally 
not one person left in the house to show their appreciation. 
Even the gong player began to stand up before the music 
was finished, and hit the last stroke as he stepped out of 

A newspaper article about the gamelan group at the University of Hawai’i, Manoa. Susilo is playing rebab.
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the workspace. Having got used to hearing applause over 
the last quarter century, not having an audible audience 
response at the end of the show was quite a letdown! I had 
not realized how westernized I had become. 

The introduction of gamelan in America has led to a 
new kind of gamelan concert, which is different from uyon-
uyon in several ways. My first experience of a westernized 
gamelan concert was at UCLA under the direction of 
Professor Mantle Hood. That night the gamelan was 
arranged in tiers showing the shapes of the instruments more 
distinctly. The curtain was open when the audience arrived, 
and the house lights dim. Golden lighting gently illuminated 
the shiny bronze keys and gongs mounted on elegant frames, 
making them look like King Solomon’s mines. The audience 
gasped as they entered the house. The student musicians, 
ready in the wings, had donned formal Yogyanese palace 
official dress—batik wrap—around, a blue high collar, a long 
sleeve pranakan41 top, a samir neck-cloth with golden fringes 
at the ends, and the Yogyanese blankon, a ready-made batik 
headband. The ladies wore batik skirts, a long batik cloth was 
wrapped around their chest, with a samir neck-cloth. I made 
sure that each costume fitted well. They looked elegant. The 
lights of the house were gradually faded out, synchronized 
with the brightening of the stage lights. How we entered the 
stage was carefully choreographed, so that when signaled, 
we were all in place in less than a minute. The audience 
applauded wildly. We began. It didn’t matter what we played 
or how we played it; we had already won over the audience. 

I was very impressed. What was strange to me, 
however, was that during and after the concert not one 
pot of tea was available to the performers. In Java, when 
we played gamelan, even during the rehearsal, there was 
always tea, and sometimes a snack. At traditional uyon-uyon 
the musicians were always provided with dinner or supper. 
But here I was in the richest country in the world; we played 
gamelan, but there was not even one cup of tea! It seemed 
so uncivilized to me. Perhaps my expectation was due to 
the fact that gamelan performances in Java were usually 
associated with celebrations. Of course in that context there 
was always plenty of food and beverage for all.

Today student gamelan concerts in America, and 
perhaps elsewhere, often follow the same practice as at 
UCLA, where musicians usually shift to another instrument 
after each piece. The rationale for this is to give everyone 
the opportunity to play various instruments—after all, 
don’t Javanese musicians traditionally play more than 
one instrument? Yes they do. However, unless there is an 
emergency, they don’t perform on different instruments 
during the same night. This westernized practice seemed 
rather harmless, so I let it be, until a couple of years ago, 
when it became impractical in a lengthy dance drama and an 
all-night wayang kulit—obviously one cannot stop the drama 
to give the opportunity for the musicians to swap places. 
Now, as much as possible, I try to keep the same person on 
the same instrument at least until an intermission.

There is tacit agreement among gamelan teachers 

that students should learn particular instruments before 
moving on to learn another, to play a certain class of 
compositions before trying to tackle another. The rules are 
not fixed, but are voluntary. For example, students should 
learn to play saron before learning to play bonang, to play 
kenong before learning to play rebab, and to play Pangkur, 
before learning such pieces as Bondhan Kinanthi. Abroad, 
however, a teacher is often expected to present a concert 
after only teaching the students for a semester. Sometimes 
the pressure comes from the teachers themselves who 
are anxious to show the result of their work. Javanese 
institutions do not expect students to perform after only 
learning instruments for a semester. The presumed ability 
of the gamelan students in the West to give a concert after 
such a short acquaintance with the tradition often leads to 
the belief that there is not much to learn in Javanese music. 
Nothing could be further from the truth.

I remember the time at UCLA when we were 
preparing to give a concert of Balinese music and we 
only knew two pieces. Some of the students did not even 
remember the names of the pieces. They just knew that one 
was Baris,42 and the other one wasn’t! Of course we were 
not ready to give a public performance. The concert was 
postponed for one year. 

I can understand the need of a different modus 
operandi for teaching gamelan and preparing concerts in 
America vis-à-vis performances in Java. In the context of 
gamelan study at the university, if students began their 
gamelan lessons when they were sophomores, they should 
have their first concert just before their graduation, if we 
followed the normal university schedule. I plead guilty of 
transgression myself—in my attempt to attract students 
I would whip up a concert after students had only been 
playing the music for three weeks. I once taught a student 
bonang (an instrument that should be taught in the second 
year) in the first semester, because he had a long pair of 
hands to reach all the gongs. I taught another student to 
play rebab, because she played violin. Although technically 
violin is a great deal more challenging, musically it does 
not prepare a student to play a leading role in a gamelan 
ensemble, anymore than the ability to play drum-set 
would prepare a student to play Javanese drum and direct 
a gamelan “orchestra.” But even in Indonesia these old 
unwritten rules are broken these days, because music is 
becoming more and more commoditized. One can learn 
practically any piece on any instrument if one is willing to 
pay the teacher to teach it. 

Conclusion
At this point I have taught gamelan in America for 

more than 45 years. Throughout this time I have been 
enriched by my experiences and I hope my students have 
also benefited from learning the music of another culture. 
My two-year ethnomusicology training, which began in 
1958, has been extended forty plus years. My knowledge of 
gamelan gave me a good job at the University of Hawaii, 
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a job that has allowed me to develop my musical curiosity, 
to study and teach World Music, and to have the most 
rewarding cross-cultural experiences. But even more than 
that, my acquaintance with the West had helped me find my 
kindred spirits worldwide, a pleasure impossible to imagine 
in my childhood fantasies.

Let me conclude with this. As an outsider, I could 
not have entered American culture without someone from 
the inside letting me in. I think it is only proper to close 
with an expression of eternal gratitude to Professor Mantle 
Hood, to Professor Barbara Smith,43 and Professor Ricardo 
Trimillos,44 who have allowed me to come in to their 
culture, and have enriched my life in more ways than they 
could ever imagine. w

Notes
1. Pak Hardja Susilo was invited to present the 

opening address for the BEAT Gamelan Festival in 
recognition of his important role as a teacher and performer 
of in gamelan and dance in the West. He was the first 
professional practitioner of Indonesian performing arts 
to take up residence in the United States. Susilo was born 
in 1934 in Yogyakarta, Indonesia. Mantle Hood invited 
him to California in 1958 to study and teach at UCLA; 
he graduated with an M.A. in Ethnomusicology in 1967. 
Susilo was appointed to the music staff of the University 
of Hawaii in 1970, and taught there until his retirement 
in 2000.  He received an Hadiah Seni in 1993, an award 
from the Indonesian Ministry of Education and Culture 
for “extraordinary achievement” in the field of karawitan 
(traditional music and its related arts). [—ed.]

2. American Ki Mantle Hood (1918–2005) 
established a program in Ethnomusicology at UCLA in 
1961 in which students were encouraged to develop “bi-
musicality,” or competence in the performance of more 
than one musical tradition. 

3. An independent Indonesia was proclaimed by 
Sukarno on 17 August 1945. The Dutch relinquished 
sovereignty to the new Indonesian Republic in December 1949.

4. The city-state of Yogyakarta is a leading center 
of Javanese culture. The court was established there in 
1755 by Prince Mankgumbumi, who adopted the title of 
Hamengku Buwono.

5. A raised platform supporting a roof, open on all 
sides, used for cultural performances, and ceremonies, such 
as receiving important guests.

6. Shadow puppets, carved from buffalo hide and 
intricately painted. The term wayang kulit applies both to the 
puppets and to the performance genre.

7. Readings from the Koran, the Holy Book of Islam. 
Although to non-Moslem ears these recitations sound superbly 
“musical”, Moslems regard them neither as music nor as 
singing. Rather, the vocalization of the sacred texts is considered 
an act of devotion, both for the reciter and the listener.

8. An acculturated musical genre, using an ensemble 
of western instruments—ideally a guitar, two ukuleles, 

violoncello, flute, violin—to accompany a singer, singing in 
a style that to Western ears is unabashedly sentimental.

9. Gamelan performances for listening pleasure. 
10. A form of Javanese theatre in which the 

performers are required to both sing and dance. The style 
of physical movement is based on that of wayang kulit 
puppets, hence the term which means “human puppets.”

11. American ethnographer (1901–1970) who visited 
Indonesia in the 1930s. Author of Art in Indonesia. 

12. Javanese court dance defines two types of male 
characters: alus, meaning refined, and gagah meaning 
forceful and strong. Although they share the same basic 
repertoire of movements, they are distinguished by different 
performance dynamics. 

13. Known today as Bahasa Indonesia, it is closest to 
the Malay spoken in Riau Province, Sumatra.

14. Later in life, I learned that Taman Siswa, a non-
governmental school that provided excellent education 
to commoners, was only four kilometers away. It had 
been founded by the great nationalist educator, Ki Hadjar 
Dewantara, in 1922. The curriculum included traditional 
music and dance, but my parents could not have afforded to 
send me to that school. Instead, they sent me to a Sultanate 
school where the fee was only a dime a month, a nickel for 
the second child.

15. Royal palace.
16. A “quasi-village” unit in a town, demarcated by 

streets or natural boundaries. 
17. Academy of Dance.
18. Academy of Performing Arts.
19. Puppet master of wayang kulit, or, sometimes, the 

narrator in other traditional theatre forms. 
20. An American composer (1917–2003) who, with 

his partner Bill Colvig, designed and built an “American 
gamelan.” Harrison also composed many works for 
gamelan, including concertos for Western soloists with 
gamelan accompaniment.

21. Founder of the American Society for Eastern Arts, 
an important center for world music studies in California in 
the 1960s and 1970s.

22. Hood’s doctoral thesis, published in 1954.
23. From the Hindu epic, the Ramayana.
24. Ibid.
25. In the early 1950s the House UnAmerican Activity 

Committee (HUAC) victimized and black-listed many 
public figures, including actors, musicians and playwrights, 
for their alleged left-wing views.

26. Dutch ethnomusicologist (1883–1965), author of 
Music of Java (2 Vols., 1949).

27. American composer (1900–1964), author of Music 
in Bali. 1966.

28. Music conservatory for traditional music for high 
school aged students.

29. Melodic patterns, played by the elaborating 
instruments of the gamelan, to elaborate upon and link together 
the notes of the slower moving basic melody, the balungan.
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30. Including the rebab (spiked fiddle), the gambang 
(xylophone) and the gènder (metallophone).

31. American musicologist (1886–1979) who worked 
at UCLA 1957–61. A collection of his writings, Studies in 
Musicology 1935–1975, was published in 1984.

32. Double-headed drum that is laid horizontally on a 
wooden frame strung with leather straps. 

33. Metallophone with metal slabs (bronze or iron) 
suspended horizontally over vertical tube resonators.

34. Xylophone with wooden keys resting on a box 
resonator.

35. Plucked zither.
36. Two-stringed spiked fiddle.
37. A seven tone system of intonation. A second 

system, of five tones, is called slèndro. A Javanese gamelan 
generally comprises two sets of instruments, one set tuned 
to pélog, and the other to slèndro.

38. Uyon-uyon for radio broadcast are, of necessity, 
planned, since they must fit within a given time slot.

39. One might have expected that the court gamelan 
tuning would be a logical standard. But in the old days, 
tradition discouraged, if not prohibited, the copying of the 
tuning of the royal court gamelan by commoners—doing so 
would have been regarded as elevating oneself to the same 
level as the royal court.

40. Under my direction, the University of Hawaii 
students presented the first public gamelan concert 
performed by non-Javanese at the princely house of 
Purwodiningratan, in Yogyakarta, in August of 1973. It was 
an exceptional event.

41. The Yogyanese royal court cotton jacket, in dark 
blue or other dark color, with long sleeves, and high collar.

42. A classical warrior dance of Bali, sometimes 
performed by a solo dancer, sometimes by massed dancers.

43. The founder of the Ethnomusicology program at 
the University of Hawaii at Manoa. Many of her former 
students have become prominent scholars in the field. 

44. Professor in Ethnomusicology at the University of 
Hawaii at Manoa, a specialist in Hawaiian music and dance, 
and the music of Moslem groups in the Southern Philippines.

Photographs contributed by Ken Susilo.


