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History and Cultural Background 
 
The origin story behind the Gamelan strips the orchestra right back to the most 
fundamental of its instruments – the Gong Gdé, or Gong Ageng. This is the 
largest of the gongs in a Gamelan orchestra and first appeared in Javanese 
mythology in roughly 167AD when Sang Hyang Guru needed to contact the 
gods. He constructed the gong in order to send messages, and created two 
smaller gongs with different pitches in order to send more complex messages. 
This formed the first Gamelan and to this day the gongs are fundamentally 
integral to the Gamelan orchestra. The hammers that are used to play a 
majority of the instruments are called ‘gamel’ and the suffix ‘-an’ implies 
‘many’. Essentially, Gamelan means lots of hammering beats. 
 
Bali is a captivating place full of wonder and intrigue. Music is respected and 
entertainment in general, whilst having structure, is largely timeless. Musicians 
will take their cues from the dancers instead of dancers learning their pieces to 
the music; shadow puppet shows will be performed of well-known histories or 
legends, but may dwell on one idea for hours, and then wrap up the remaining 
story inside ten minutes if it starts to rain; celebrations may go on for several 
days; trees and bushes are respected and prayed for before they are cut down. 
The Balinese respect every living concept as part of the influence of Animism in 
their culture and this in turn leads to a great respect for existence. 
 
From a musical standpoint, each street or district (banjar) traditionally had a 
gamelan that would play against others in competitions. Members would have 
presidents and secretaries. They would pay subscriptions and the money 
would go to maintaining the instruments, decoration and transportation, as 
well as on occasion hiring a musical master to come and teach a particularly 
old or unique piece for a competition. Competition could be quite fierce. Aside 
from competitions, Gamelan music can be heard accompanying Wayang Kulit 
(shadow puppet plays) and religious ceremonies. 
 
The music itself is ostinato-based, although the ostinati may last for many 
beats before unperceivable looping around again. Melodic decorations are 
mathematically derived from the main melody in a number of ways and the 
supporting ‘bass line’ of the music is created conversely in an opposite way. 
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Gongs mark specific sections of the melody in a similar concept to bar lines, 
although it is more complex than this simplification. The largest gong tends to 
be played on the very final beat of a cell, or loop. 
 
The Dutch East India Company had a significant hold over Bali and other local 
areas by 1602 and in the 18th Century Dutch force took over large areas of Bali 
by force, including some notable massacres and suicidal defensive moves by 
the native citizens. They moved into the palaces, but with some good grace 
allowed the locals to take the palace Gamelan instruments away instead of 
destroying them outright. By assisting some local principalities they managed 
to weaken others and expand their own influence. 
 
By the Victorian era, tourism was beginning to become a strong concept and 
many wealthy Europeans would take extended sailing trips all the way to Bali. 
The local performers and musicians soon made a link to the amount of money 
they could make playing ‘pleasant’ music that Westerners could tolerate 
against the lack of income playing traditional pieces, and as a consequence 
many traditional pieces died out within a generation, having lasted for 
hundreds of years. Whilst the instruments and ceremonies are well 
documented in art, the music was never written down as everything is learned 
by rote via a mentor/mentee scenario. 
 
The island has had its share of reasonably famous visitors. Two in particular 
that I am fond of are the talented German Primitivist artist, Walter Spies, 
whose influence steered art in Bali at the time; and the wonderful composer 
Colin McPhee, who also wrote an excellent insight into his time on the island 
called A House In Bali which is a first-hand account of his experiences both 
musically and societally. It is one of the best books I’ve had the good fortune to 
read and thoroughly recommend it as an excellent starting point for further 
research in true bedtime-reading style. 
 
Modern day life sees many of the older traditions from the last two hundred 
years survive, but it is also a holiday destination with wonderful beaches and 
surfing. Gamelan orchestras can be found everywhere and many hotels have a 
small band to entertain the guests. 
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 Spiritual links 
 
Bali is a Hindu island with a clear and present Animism influence. This means 
that all things contain a spirit and should be respected. Colin McPhee details an 
aspect of this in his book A House In Bali when he digs up a bush on his 
property that everyone dislikes. Given it bordered the cemetery, mild uproar 
was created leading to a full-blown ceremony to be negotiated to apologize 
and purify the area ready for a new border to be established. This involved 
sacrifice, a feast, guests and more importantly a Gamelan orchestra with 
music. 
 
Funerals, especially a state funeral, are huge affairs. With a Hindu belief in 
rebirth, they do not see death as the end. The extravagance of a funeral is in 
direct correlation to the importance or caste of the person who has died. 
Larger and larger portable pagodas may be constructed and carried through 
the street with the body inside before it is set alight and then the ashes 
distributed. 
 
To be cremated in the same ceremony as a person of major importance is 
considered fortuitous and it has been known for lesser royals and many 
commoners to hold off cremating bodies in order to do it at the same time as 
an auspicious event. When Tjokorda Istri Niyang Muter, the sister of the last 
king of Ubud, was cremated in 2004 over 50,000 people attended the 
ceremony and well over 50 other bodies were cremated also. 
 
Each Gamelan orchestra has a large gong as its central and most important 
part. It is believed that a spirit or dragon lives inside the gong and guards the 
orchestra at night. Offerings must be made to the gong before rehearsals and 
performances and this can include flowers and food. Traditionally you should 
only enter the orchestra from the sides, not the front, and should never step 
over an instrument in fear of breaking the strings that extend invisibly up to 
the heavens. Footwear should also be removed before a performance. 
 
When a new Gamelan is delivered, it is tradition to give it a naming ceremony. 
For a smaller Gamelan a name such as ‘Bright Lotus’ may well be suitable, 
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whereas a grander Gamelan may have a name such as ‘The Venerable Spirit of 
Perfection’ such as that held at the Southbank Centre, London. 
 
Many of these traditions are easy to adopt in a classroom setting and for 
regular after-school clubs these idiosyncrasies are well worth engaging with to 
give the students are real sense of respect and ownership over the orchestra. 
 

 Context and delivery 
 
Gamelan music is inseparable from daily life in Bali. Traditionally street districts 
(banjar) or small villages would have their own Gamelan orchestra in their 
community centres or designated canopied area, the temples would have their 
own orchestra (some with revered instruments that will only be set up and 
played on specific occasions of merit), dance competitions and dramas will be 
accompanied by a Gamelan orchestra, Wayang Kulit shadow puppet plays will 
have a Gamelan orchestra accompanying them, hotels and larger restaurants 
will have a Gamelan orchestra… absolutely everywhere the haunting music will 
be present. 
 
Historically men would play the instruments, although this is more relaxed 
nowadays. Conversely, dance and drama are not restricted to the women. The 
instruments used are mainly struck tuned percussion in the form of gongs, 
pans and metallophones, but there are also cymbals, drums and wooden flutes 
called Suling. 
 
A performance piece called Kecak has also developed which is based on the 
monkey chant from the Ramayana and is mainly voice based. 
 
Gamelan music does not have to be the centre of attention in a performance 
and it is perfectly acceptable for it to be present at background music and to 
have players wander in and out of the orchestra in more informal 
performances or at lunchtime in a hotel! 
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 Tourism influences 
 
The advent of tourism affected Balinese music greatly. It is documented that 
the traditional pieces that were played pre-1900 or so were aggressive or 
erratic and difficult for Westerners to follow. Quite astutely the local Balinese 
performers recognised that more paid commissions would be forthcoming 
from the visitors if they were to write and perform music that was more 
palatable. With music being learned by rote or through an apprenticeship 
system, the older pieces died off with the older players. Even master teachers 
who retained vast amounts of music in their heads could not re-teach it all for 
posterity as less and less groups were interested in commissioning them to do 
so. 
 
The Kecak monkey chant also became a favourite. It requires a huge cast of 
male performers, but is effectively cheap to run and can last around an hour. 
 
With the advent of Westerners visiting for pleasure, documentation of events 
began and people started to notate the music that they heard using a cipher 
system. Whilst useful, it is a little amusing to know that each particular 
orchestra is tuned to its own Gong Ageng, meaning the tuning and the 
performance of any Gamelan is usually unique to that set. As a consequence it 
makes more sense to document the music using numbers and relative pitch 
rather than absolute named pitches. 
 

 Reasons for performing 
 
It cannot be stressed enough how embedded Gamelan music is to Balinese 
culture. The community groups will rehearse at least weekly for the enjoyment 
of it all. In turn they will prepare for competitions against other groups. These 
competitions may well be part of a bigger event that will require music for 
plays and dances. In the evenings the shadow puppet theatres will have a 
Gamelan orchestra providing all of the incidental music to the show. 
 
In the larger hotel foyers, or even outside under dedicated canopies a Gamelan 
may be played at least at lunchtime and possibly for many hours to entertain 
the guests or possibly to accompany people eating nearby. 
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Religious ceremonies will likely involve gamelan in some respect and will be 
played throughout the whole of the festival, maybe for two or three days 
straight with different performers, down to possibly a single performer playing 
a reserved slow melody throughout the night time hours. Music is used to 
communicate and pay tribute to the spirits. 
 

 Influences on other cultures (Minimalism, Spies, Reich) 
 
Across the islands and surrounding areas of Indonesia and Malaysia several 
similar types of music with some similar instruments are found, but nothing as 
unique as that of Bali. Several composers in the West have been heavily 
influenced by Gamelan music, notable; 
 
Walter Spies lived on the island for a significant period and documented life 
there as well as writing an authoritative guide to the music entitled Music in 
Bali. He wrote several pieces of piano music that were heavily inspired by the 
structures and melodies of the island, whilst retaining a Western touch. 
 
Benjamin Britten encountered McPhee in 1939 and played a few of his 
transcripts with him at the time on piano. In the 1950s Britten came across 
more Gamelan and Japanese influences leading to his composition of several 
clearly authentically influenced works. 
 
Steve Reich studied Gamelan and West African drumming and was intrigued by 
the loops and rhythms involved. It had a structural influence upon his 
approach to what is now known as Minimalism. 
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