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Cipher System 
 
Western score notation is a convention that we accept as normal to us and we 
can appreciate its accuracy and versatility. Western music, however, is 
extremely well planned out overall, and is usually performed in exactly the 
same manner each time so as to remain accurate to the intentions of the 
composer. 
 
Music in other areas around the world does not necessarily follow the same 
performance conventions as we do. Add in the fact that some of that music is 
learned by rote or via apprenticeship instead of documented and the whole 
process becomes muddy. 
 
Gamelan has an added constant contradiction in its music in that each 
orchestra is tuned slightly differently dependent on their Gong Ageng. No two 
traditional orchestras sound the same but the music performed will maintain 
the same shape. 
 
Colin McPhee has transcribed the music and concepts that he observed using 
Western score notation with regards to the specific Gamelan orchestras that 
he was observing. In places he gives tonal drift charts to indicate how far the 
notes are from a Western discrete diatonic pitch. Whilst useful for transferring 
across to Western instruments (piano especially as it has a similar versatility 
required of such music) it is less useful for easy reading to play on another 
Gamelan orchestra. 
 
Cipher system is used in many countries with some variations, but essentially 
they all translate the same information in the same way. The basic premise is 
that the discrete note names are replaced with numbers. The advantage here 
is that the shape of the melody is retained, but the actual specific pitches are 
not written. An example of such a system that you may be familiar with is 
guitar tab. The numbers represent the frets that are pressed down, but by 
putting a capo on a guitar you can change the key of the music and still count 
up the correct frets from this new ‘zero’ fret that the capo has created. The 
shape of the melody is retained as everything has moved relative. 
 

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


 
 

 
© Drums for Schools Ltd. Teaching support and resources available from www.drumsforschools.com 

 
 

 

Numbers are relative. Unaffected numbers are used to represent the normal 
range, or middle pitches of a piece of music. By adding a dot above a number 
you can indicate that it is the next octave up. Two dots would be two octaves 
and so forth. The same is true for dots below representing octaves below. The 
process is quite intuitive. 
 
Other symbols can be used for ease – placing a dot above a number in a 
document such as this is not the easiest thing to engineer, but a substitution 
for demonstrating cipher would be to use commas and apostrophes after the 
numbers. 
 

 
 
Within Andy Gleadhill’s Indonesian Gamelan Book he uses arrows pointing 
upwards and arrows pointing downwards to indicate a higher or lower octave. 
All methods represent the same core concept. 
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Note that we have only used numbers 1 2 3 5 and 6 here. Gamelan has two 
possible scales available. One is called Pelog which has seven notes (1 2 3 4 5 6 
7) and the other is Slendro which contains five notes. There tends to be a 
larger gap between two areas of notes similar to the omission of notes 4 and 7 
in a Pelog scale. A Pelog can be played on a Slendro scale, but it does not have 
to derive from one. 
 
The notes of a seven key metallophone tend to be; 
 

 
 
Chinese music has an additional system involving lines, which indicate the 
length of a note played. Multiple shorter lines represent shorter notes. This 
does have the advantage that the music can be written as a continuous stream 
of digits, but with music such as Gamelan where it is given that notes last as 
long as possible (Gong) or are naturally short (Kendhang) or until another note 
is played (metallophones) it isn’t the most efficient way of showing rhythm. 
 
For Gamelan we fall onto a hybrid system that uses grid notation to show the 
note lengths and timings of the notes. 
 
Grid notation is straightforward to follow. In our case we create a grid that has 
two rows and sixteen columns. The top row contains the number of beats (1 to 
16). 
 

 
 
The bottom row tells us which note number we should play. 
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This rhythm could also be notated in Western score notation as this, but to 
highlight the versatility of cipher system, the Western score notation has fixed 
pitches and would require entirely re-writing for any key changes; 
 

 
 
The beat numbers 1 to 16 act as a unifying guide to ensure that all performers 
are in time with one another. 
 
With this basic system in place you can add or remove whichever instruments 
you require. Should you need a longer melody then you can alter the guide 
rhythm to contain as many or as few beats as you need. An entire new section 
can be written on a separate page and so forth. If you need to have smaller 
notes briefly played in the space of a beat then you can fill the box with two 
numbers in order. This method of notation is extremely versatile. 
 

 Generalised musical structures 
 
The music is largely cyclic in nature meaning that a melody or cell is repeated 
over and over. The nature of this music means that these cells can develop 
over time, mainly through the use of layering and variations before moving to 
another cell and so on. The performances are not strictly dictated in their 
performance like Western music, but are more reactive to what is going on and 
the feel of the piece. When accompanied by a dance for instance, whoever is 
leading the orchestra will be intently watching the dancer ready to change the 
music when the dancer moves on to the next section. 
 
Compositions normally start with an introduction called a Buka which is played 
by the metallophones and the drums. 
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 This leads into the main core melody called a Balungan. The medium pitched 
metallophones will play the main melody throughout and the lower 
metallophones will play a reduced part that generally reinforces every second 
beat. The high metallophones will play Sekoran, which are decorative melodies 
played above. This can be as simple as double-tapping each of the melody 
notes or be a complex interlocking counter-melody known as a Kotekan. 
 

 

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


 
 

 
© Drums for Schools Ltd. Teaching support and resources available from www.drumsforschools.com 

 
 

 

 
The Gong Ageng tends to be played on the final note of the sequence and the 
other gongs mark other end sections within (for example the medium gong, 
the Kempul, could signify the middle of a sequence and the small gong, the 
Kenong, could indicate the fourth beat of each group of four beats. For 
example; 
 

 
 
Other developments can be added in at this point including tempo variations 
bringing the music up to a faster pace and later suddenly down to a crawl. As 
the music draws to a close the final section is played, the Suwak. This is based 
upon the main melody and usually has all of the metallophones playing in 
synchronisation with each other, followed by a final gong hit and a final 
metallophone note. 
 

 
 

 Leading a gamelan group 
 
Whilst it can seem daunting to have all these new instruments in front of you, 
the two most important things when you are just beginning your Gamelan 
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group is firstly to practise ahead of teaching any particular technique or skill, 
and secondly to admit your short comings. Demonstrating good technique and 
fluency is the best way forward, but when you are at your current limitation it 
is useful to explain to a group what you are trying to achieve and how you are 
making progress to get there. It is possibly that the students will overtake you, 
and that is fine; with their performance skills at a high you can concentrate on 
structure, direction and composition. 
 
You can lay out the Gamelan orchestra as you see fit, but it does make sense to 
have the gongs at the rear furthest from you and the Kendhang in the middle 
so that all of the performers can hear the under-pinning rhythm. Group similar-
sized metallophones together so unify the separate sounds and to allow 
performers to look sideways at each other if the need assistance. It is 
acceptable to group them to the left or right, or in rows; however you choose 
the uniformity will look impressive and help the sounds to blend coherently. If 
you have a set of Bonang it may be worth considering either having them to 
one side, or across the entire front row as they are visually impressive. 
 
As for your part as leader, it is often the case that in Western music the 
conductor will sit at the front. This is acceptable, and also useful for giving 
signals with direct eye contact to each performer, but when the group become 
competent you may wish to consider sitting off to one side. 
 
With a fledgling group then you may wish to pick a mid-range metallophone to 
have as your guide instrument and can use this to assist anyone who requires 
guidance mid-performance. It is fairly common to have an Ugal, a low, ten key 
metallophone as a guide instrument, or alternatively you may choose to plant 
yourself in the middle with a Kendhang. It is important to find out what works 
for you and your group. You have a lot more freedom with this style of music 
than you probably realise. 
 
From the start, try to get the students to learn in the traditional fashion of by 
ear and memory alone. This will set them up better in the long term. 

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

