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Established in 1997, the Indonesian gamelan program at the University 
of Pittsburgh has introduced thousands of students to new ways of 
thinking about, practicing, performing, and composing music. Under 
the direction of Andrew Weintraub, students at Pitt can learn about 
Indonesian music and culture by participating in the gamelan, a set of 
predominantly percussion instruments including tuned gongs, metal-
keyed instruments, and drums (as well as bowed lute, voice, and 
zither). The gamelan class, currently under the instruction of Jay Arms, 
has been offered every semester at Pitt since 1997. 

Students in the gamelan class are encouraged to explore cross-cultural 
processes of learning as much as possible. Oral transmission of musical 
parts is preferred over written notation and working together as an 
ensemble is more important than developing individual talent. Students 
are also encouraged to play more than one instrument and to learn the 
relationships among them. Therefore, in our concerts, the musicians 
move from one instrument to another to put into practice what they 
have learned during the semester.

This evening’s concert features two outstanding guest artists from 
Bandung, Indonesia—composer/multi-instrumentalist Ismet Ruchimat 
and vocalist/dancer Maya Caturistayu—who are presently artists-
in-residence at Pitt.  During the past 24 years, over 50 guest artists 
from Indonesia have been invited to the university to teach, present 
workshops and lecture-demonstrations, and perform in concerts for 
the larger Pittsburgh community. This program offers Pitt students 
a rare opportunity to study music, dance, and theater with some 
of Indonesia’s finest artists. The concerts not only demonstrate 
traditional forms of music, dance, and theater, but they also provide 
an opportunity for musical and theatrical experimentation. This 
year’s program features several new compositions and arrangements 
specifically composed for the University of Pittsburgh Gamelan. 

Indonesia

The modern nation of Indonesia consists of about 17,000 islands (of 
which a few thousand are populated), the fourth largest population 
in the world, hundreds of ethnic groups, and about 700 languages. 
The cultural and musical diversity of this modern island community 
is staggering. The University of Pittsburgh gamelan ensemble plays 
primarily Sundanese music of West Java.  Sunda is a geographical 



location as well as a cultural symbol that signifies “home” for the 
Sundanese people. Sunda comprises the majority of the western third 
of the island of Java. 

The approximately 42 million Sundanese make up the second largest 
ethnic group in Indonesia. While most of the population live in rural 
or semi-rural settings, large cities have become increasingly central 
to the creation of new artistic genres such as those presented today. 
Bandung, the fourth largest city in Indonesia, is home to many 
prominent Sundanese musicians and professional groups. The national 
radio and television station, as well as many local radio stations, 
publishing houses, and the most active Sundanese music recording 
studios make Bandung the center for the mass mediation of Sundanese 
music. 

Gamelan

In Indonesia, gamelan music is played to accompany dance, drama, 
puppet theater, and martial arts, as well as for concerts of listening 
music. Gamelan is performed for special occasions and to mark 
important life cycle events. Members of the ensemble sit cross-legged 
on the stage floor and strike the instruments with padded mallets. 

The University of Pittsburgh owns two gamelan sets. Each gamelan has 
a name that sets it apart from other ensembles. Gamelan “Kyai Tirta 
Rukmi,” the “Venerable Rivers of Gold,” was named after the rivers of 
Pittsburgh and the gold paint on the instrument stands; of course, we’re 
proud of the black and gold too!  This gamelan is tuned to salendro, a 
five-tone tuning system made up of approximately equidistant intervals. 
Each instrument in the ensemble plays one of four primary musical 
functions or roles, which contribute to the rich polyphonic layering or 
strata of sound. The “structural melody,” usually played on the metal-
keyed instruments, constitutes the basic underlying melodic foundation 
for each piece. “Elaboration,” played on the gambang (xylophone), and 
bonang (small gongs suspended on a rack), refers to melodic variation 
and ornamentation based on the structural melody. “Punctuation,” 
played on the large and small hanging gongs and kenong (large kettle 
gongs on a rack), refers to the temporal marking of important points in 
the rhythmic cycle. Finally, the “time-keeping” function is realized by 
the drummer, who signals the beginning and ending of pieces, directs 
tempo changes, and controls the dynamics of the music.



Gamelan “Ligar Pasundan” or “The Fragrance of Pasundan” suggests 
that the gamelan, like the fragrance of a flower, spreads its influence 
far from its place of origin in the Sundanese highlands of West Java.  
This gamelan is tuned to degung, a five-tone tuning system made up of 
large and small intervals.  A typical gamelan degung comprises seven 
instruments: bonang (small gongs suspended on a rack); jengglong (six 
medium-size hanging gongs); goong/kempul (two large hanging gongs); 
panerus and peking (metal-keyed instruments); kendang (set of 3 
drums); and suling (bamboo flute). A gambang (xylophone) and kacapi 
(zither) are also common nowadays. Most instruments are played in 
a heterophonic manner around a central melody. The jengglong and 
goong/kempul are used to punctuate the melody, and the kendang 
functions as a time-keeping instrument. The suling weaves intricate 
melodies and improvisations around the main melody. Modern 
post-independence compositions emphasize the vocal part, sung 
exclusively by female singers.  Song texts center around male-female 
relationships and the beauty of the natural environment.

Tembang Sunda

Tembang Sunda (lit., “Sundanese songs”) is a genre of Sundanese vocal 
music accompanied by a core ensemble of two kacapi-s (zithers) and 
a suling (bamboo flute). Tembang means “song” or “poem.” The music 
and poetry of tembang Sunda are closely connected to the Priangan 
(literally “the abode of the gods”), the highland plateau that traverses 
the central and southern parts of West Java. The natural beauty of 
Priangan, a lush agricultural region surrounded by mountains and 
volcanoes, is reflected in many songs of tembang Sunda.
 
Pieces are grouped together in suites, progressing from unmetered 
pieces to metered pieces.  Improvisation has a prominent role in the 
music. Tembang Sunda is best suited to intimate gatherings of friends, 
fellow artists, and music aficionados. Most of these gatherings take 
place in the evening and sometimes last until early the next morning. 
These occasions provide the opportunity to express feelings in music, 
away from the hustle and bustle of everyday life. 

Sundanese Dance

In Indonesia, dance has developed in conjunction with ceremonial 



and religious rituals, popular entertainment, court culture, modern 
drama, and avant-garde artistic expression. Classical dance forms are 
part of elaborate dance drama productions in which dance functions 
to distinguish different types of characters, ranging from refined to 
course characterizations. Dancers use elaborate costumes and masks 
to portray different character types. Dance may appear rather abstract, 
but the movement patterns are all designed to contribute to the 
portrayal of characters. 

Sundanese classical dance has its own unique style and repertoire. All 
Sundanese dance genres share certain traits including the prominent 
drumming, manner of stepping, and graceful arm gestures. In dance 
music, the drummer accompanies the movements of the dance by 
playing corresponding sound patterns for each movement. Through 
an intricate system of movement and sound, the drummer follows the 
dancer and the dancer follows the drummer. 

One of the most widely known and important modern dance forms in 
Indonesia is called jaipongan. Created in the 1970s in the urban capital 
of Bandung, West Java, jaipongan took the Indonesian dance world 
by storm.  It was based on folk dance movements and music from the 
rural areas around Bandung, but it had a modern aesthetic compared 
to older forms. Some thought jaipongan was too Western because 
some of the dance movements resembled modern dance (a la Martha 
Graham) as well as the then-popular genre of disco. Others thought 
the dance was too eroticized because of the hip and chest movements, 
as well as the revealing costumes (by Indonesian standards). However, 
people began to appreciate the beauty of the dance, and they 
prevailed over more conservative voices. Its popularity continued 
to grow in the 1990s and jaipongan is now considered one of the 
“classical” dances of Indonesia. Characteristics of jaipongan include 
set choreographies, dramatic poses, bright costumes, jagged melodic 
lines, and elaborate musical arrangements.  Most of the dances were 
created for women, and they highlight the beauty of the female body, 
as interpreted by male choreographers.

Kroncong

From its inception, Indonesian kroncong (pronounced “krawn-
chong”) has always been a music of hybridity and cultural exchange.  
Kroncong began on Portuguese ships heading towards Indonesia, then 



known as “the spice islands,” in the early 16th century. The music of 
European servants and freemen mixed with the refined rhythms of 
indentured maritime laborers from India and Africa on the cello, guitar, 
and instruments similar to ukuleles. The status of the music evolved 
throughout the following centuries in dialogue with socio-political 
changes in the archipelago. For example, many of the best-known 
songs of revolution, patriotism, and love of country in the 1940s and 
50s were set in the kroncong genre. A modern kroncong ensemble 
typically consists of one or more singers, a violin, a flute, a “melody 
guitar,” a cello, a string bass, and two small plucked lutes (ukulele and 
banjo or mandolin, or two ukuleles).  Kroncong reached the peak of 
its popularity in the 1960s. It is now primarily a nostalgic form, still 
popular among veteran musicians but past its halcyon days. However, 
there are still some places in Indonesia where kroncong is not only 
surviving, but flourishing.

Guest Artists

Ismet Ruchimat (b. 1969) belongs to a musical family deeply rooted in 
traditional Sundanese music of West Java.  He received his bachelor’s 
degree at ASTI (now ISBI), the college-level music conservatory in 
Bandung, and his master’s and doctoral degrees at Gadjah Mada 
University in Yogyakarta. In the early 1990s, Ismet became the 
musical director for Jugala, the leading Sundanese music and dance 
performance group in West Java led by Gugum Gumbira, the main 
creative force behind jaipongan. In 1995, Ismet founded Sambasunda, 
a 17-member group of experimental performing artists. Sambasunda 
has collaborated on recordings with international “world music” artists 
including 3 Mustaphas 3, Tarika, and Hariprasad Chaurasia, among 
others. Today, he is considered one of Bandung’s leading composers, 
musicians, and teachers of Sundanese performing arts.  

Maya Caturistayu (b. 1999) began studying Sundanese traditional 
music and dance in elementary school. In junior high school, she won 
awards as a vocalist in tembang Sunda competitions. In 2017, Maya 
matriculated as a dance major at ISBI Bandung (Institut Seni Budaya 
Indonesia), where she received her bachelor’s degree in 2021.  She is a 
multi-talented artist who moves in many artistic circles. 



Program

 1. Tembang Sunda
   a. Kepati-pati—Eros–Panineungan
   b. Kingkilaban—Sekar Manis

 2. Gamelan Degung
   a. Bubuka
   b. Jemplang
   c. Walangsungsang–Bungur
   d. Tari Kandagan

 intermission 

 3. Kroncong
   a. Kroncong Moritsko
   b. Ali-ali
   c. Bulan Sapasi

 4. Gamelan Salendro/Jaipongan
   a. Gonjing 
   b. Jaleuleu
   c. Tari Sonteng 
   d. Rampak Kendang



Acknowledgements

Department of Music; Asian Studies Center; Philip Thompson; 
Robert Frankenberry; Adriana Helbig; Tong Soon Lee; Hannah 
Standiford; Nenah Hayati; and Yamoussa Camara. 

For more information about Music at Pitt visit us on the Web at
www.music.pitt.edu


