
 

 

The Instruments 
 
The following information is presented in a broad sense. There will be 
variations in technique from place to place, and the expensive ornately-carved, 
gold-leafed instruments will have very expensive metal bars honed to 
perfection to create their sound. The generic processes remain fairly similar. 
 

 Gongs 
 
The gongs are the most important aspect of the Gamelan orchestra.  The 
largest gong pitch is fundamental and the rest of the orchestra is tuned in 
context to this one instrument. 
 
The gong is constructed out of a kerawang, a copper/tin mix, which is heated, 
melted and cast. The result is beaten and folded back on itself to create a large 
resonant gong with a protruding boss section in the centre, which is where it 
should be struck when played. Holes are drilled into the gong for rope 
attachments so that it can hang on a wood or metal frame work either 
individually or in a larger construct with other gongs horizontally. 
 
The Gong Gdé or Gong Ageng is that largest of the gongs and is used to mark 
the end of a larger pattern of music. A medium-sized gong called a Kempul 
marks smaller waypoints in the music and the Gong Kethuk smaller still. 

 
 Metallophones 

 
There are many different metallophones found in a Gamelan. Essentially they 
are all wooden constructs with bamboo pipe resonators placed directly under 
suspended metal bars. The bars are cast using the same kerawang as the gong 
and made in a similar manner. Once poured into the mould and cooled the bar 
is hammered into shape and then shaved down to the correct pitch using 
metal lathes. They may be compared against a master set of notes, or 
customised to the new gong when a whole orchestra is created. 
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The metallophones have several names, dependent upon their size and origin, 
and these include Peking, Saron, Demung, Kantilan, Ugal, Jegog, Jublag, 
Pemade and Gender. 

      
 Ceng Ceng 

 
Ceng Ceng are hand cymbals which vary in size. The handles are very 
decorative, usually with some sort of tassel or pom-pom effect. The metal used 
for the cymbals varies on price but can be bronze, iron, kerawang or cut sheet 
metal. 
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 Suling 
 
The Suling is a vertical bamboo flute which has a notch cut into the mouth 
piece and a sliver of thinner bamboo wrapped around and tied in place to 
leave a mouth-hole to control the air-split which produces the sound. Holes 
down the flute are present and lower notes are produced by holding these 
shut. There are several sizes of Suling which allow for a great range to be 
covered by several people. Quite often the Suling will follow the main melody 
of the piece being performed. 

      
 Bonang 

 
Bonang pots are made in a similar manner to the gongs, but hammered 
deeper. Several pots are suspended on a wooden rancak together and are 
played with wooden sticks that have string wrapped around one end. The 
combination of soft string hits and sharp wooden hits can lead to some very 
versatile melodies being created. 
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 Kendhang 
 
The Kendhang is a double-ended drum which utilises goat skin for the heads. 
Leather strapping is woven back and forth between the two heads which also 
makes use of solid rings to tighten and pitch the tuning. The wooden shell is 
nangka, or jackfruit, and is hollowed out on the inside to form a negative 
hourglass. 

 
 Angklung 

 
Anklung are a separate instrument set to Gamelan but are worth mentioning 
as they are found all over Bali and Indonesia. They are made of bamboo and 
consist of a frame and a tube suspended on a strut or arm so that it can move 
freely. When a particular note is required, the arm is shaken to produce a 
continual pitch as the decay of the sound is very short. The pitch produced is 
dependent on the size of the bamboo pipe at the base of the strut. Many 
different configurations exist from full chromatic rigs for one person to 
perform with, down to more traditional single-note hand-held versions which 
require several people to work together to create a melody. 
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 Kecak 
 
The Kecak is a wonderful performance piece that came about in the early 
1900s. In its way it was a response to Victorian tourism to create a dance and 
musical performance piece for part of the Ramayana but it also has links back 
to exorcisms and other aspects of chant work. 
 
The piece itself involves no instruments, it is all male vocal with around 80 or 
so participants, but the number does vary. Each is topless and has a chequered 
black and white sash around their waist. Repetitive rhythms are spoken mainly 
using the word ‘cak’ which is pronounced as ‘chack’. Each group of men has a 
different rhythm to chant but collectively the whole group wave their hands 
and sway in time in response to the leader’s shouts. The idea is that they are 
imitating the monkey army in the Ramayana.  
 
For a focussed, but rambunctious class, this sort of activity could be great fun 
to do! 
 

 

file:///C:/Users/Richard/Desktop/20181017%20-%20In%20progress/Gamelan%20Article/www.drumsforschools.com

