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Tuning Systems 
 
The tuning and scales of a Gamelan are important and essential to the very 
nature of the music. There are two main tuning systems used, called Slendro 
and Pelog. The Slendro system uses a five note (pentatonic) scale and the 
Pelog system use a seven-note scale. Whilst Pelog is numbered ‘1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, 
7’, Slendro is labelled ‘1, 2, 3, 5, 6’ with larger gaps for the missing notes of 4 
and 7. A Slendro can be created from a Pelog, but it doesn’t follow that it must 
be. 
 
The instruments of a Gamelan are tuned as a set and are unique to each 
individual orchestra. This being the case it is not usually possible to transfer an 
instrument from one Gamelan to another, as the tunings will not match. It is 
also the case that there are no standard notes that are used within the five-
note scale and so the pitch of each note and intervals between each note will 
also differ between different Gamelans. 
 
That said, the music itself will structurally be fixed in place, so a composition 
on one orchestra will sound slightly different when played on another, but the 
shape of the melody and general feel will remain intact, even with more drastic 
alteration such as a perceived alteration from major to minor. 
 
The Balinese do not tend to write down their compositions, and as such the 
movements are learned by rote in an apprenticeship fashion. With the 
patterns learned, the performer can play it on any gamelan. 
 
There is a methodology of writing down gamelan music that tactfully avoids 
pitching and this is called cipher system. Each note is assigned a number 
instead of an absolute pitch reference. This way the number patterns are 
learned and documented without having to worry about the actual tuning of 
the melody. 
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