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MUSIC IN CENTRAL JAVA 
Text by Benjamin Brinner 

Instructional Materials by J. Bryan Burton 
 

Activities are keyed as follows: 
AA = all ages   
E = elementary students (particularly grade 3-6)  
 S = secondary (middle school and high school, grades 7-12) 
C/U = College and university 
 

 
Chapter 1 

First Hearings 
 
 

Vocabulary 
 
As you encounter Javanese words and phrases, enter them into the vocabulary list for the chapter and write 
a definition based on discussion within the chapter or the glossary for the main text. A model is provided 
for Chapter 1 in the Supplementary Materials section of this manual. In the model, the words have been 
entered, but neither definitions nor explanations are provided. For the remaining chapters, a blank 
vocabulary chart is provided in the supplementary section for that chapter. 
 
Map Skills 
 
AA 
 

• On a world map, locate Indonesia. 
• On a map of Southeast Asia or Indonesia, locate the islands of Java and Bali. 
• On a map of Java, locate the cities of Jakarta, Surakarta, and Yogyakarta. 

 
Gamelan Performance Contexts (pages 3-6) 
 
AA 
 

1. Briefly describe a gamelan. (Use of specific instrument names is not required at this stage.) 
2. In which settings is gamelan music played? 
3. Briefly describe, compare, and contrast the two examples of the use of gamelan music in life-

passage celebrations presented on pages 4-6. 
4. Listen to CD track  4 and use Handout 1.1 (Supplementary Materials) to identify major events in 

the selection (use timer on playback device) and record descriptions, observations, and comments. 
NOTE: This chart, to be used for generic listening, is given as example here and will not be 
repeated for each CD track. More detailed listening assignments will employ a chart specific to the 
track.) 
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HANDOUT 1.1 
Generic Listening 
CD TRACK #____ 

TITLE_______________ 
 

SECTION DESCRIPTION, COMMENTS, OBSERVATIONS 
  

 
 

  
 
 

  
 
 

  
 
 

  
 
 

 
 
 
From Hindu-Buddhist Java to the Advent of Islam  
 
The mix of Hindu-Buddhist and Muslim elements is but one of the many complexities of Javanese history. 
The Hindu-Buddhist influences date back over a thousand years and impact not only religious beliefs, but 
language, music, and architecture. Islam came to Java through trade and other peaceful connections.  After 
students read pages 6-9, the following questions and activities may serve to guide class learning 
experiences. 
 
AA = 2-5    S/CU = 1 
 

1. Give a brief overview of arrival and influences of Hindu-Buddhist and Islamic elements. 
2. What symbolism is attached to a court gamelan? 
3. Where are weekly rehearsals and performances played in the Istana Mangkunagaran palace?  
4. Where else are such structures found? 
5. Listen to CD track 5 and use Handout 1.1 (Supplementary Materials) to identify major events in 

the selection (use timer on playback device) and record descriptions, observations, and comments. 
Younger students should be asked to use non technical terms. 

 
Colonial Rule  
 
The arrival of European trade companies began with the Portuguese who were quickly replaced by the 
Dutch. Autonomous Javanese rule was effectively ended by the end of the eighteenth century. 
After students  read pages 9-17, the following questions and activities may serve to guide class learning 
experiences. 
 
AA = 1-2, 4-8, 10     S, C/U  = 3, 9, 11 
 

1. Why were there two competing royal courts in Surakarta? How did the courts divide the royal 
court gamelan? 

2. Listen to CD track 6 and use Handout 1.1 (Supplementary Materials) to identify major events in 
the selection (use timer on playback device) and record descriptions, observations, and comments. 
Specifically listen for the use of large, loud, low-pitched instruments. 
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3. Briefly discuss the importance of cyclicity and coincidence and the role of each in gamelan music. 
4. Give examples of cycles in Javanese culture and events marking cycles. 
5. Listen to CD track 4 and identify gong cycles. Teachers may choose between having students 

record these by timing or by simply raising hand to indicate when these events occur. 
6. Identify some less prosaic purposes in which gamelan music is played. 
7. Listen to CD track 7 and use Handout 1.1 (Supplementary Materials) to identify major events in 

the selection (use timer on playback device) and record descriptions, observations, and comments. 
8. Identify types of groups and individuals serving as patrons of gamelans. 
9. Discuss how the layering of social structure in Javanese society is reflected in music. 
10. Give several examples of words conveying a sense of relationship between a person and another 

who is being addressed. Are there similar words in English? 
11. Advanced students may wish to prepare a presentation comparing and contrasting the social 

stratification in Javanese society with the caste system of India. 
 
Independence  
 
Periodic revolts against colonial rule occurred throughout the colonial period, but independence did not 
come until after the end of World War II. Indonesia declared independence in 1945, and a struggle against 
the Dutch continued until 1949. Among many factors influencing musical life was the creation of a network 
of radio stations by the new government. After students read pages17-19, the following questions and 
activities may serve to guide class learning experiences. 
 
AA = 1-4   S,C/U = 5 
 

1. What event, in effect, accomplished the independence of Indonesia? When did Indonesia declare 
itself independent? When did formal independence occur? 

2. Discuss the impact of Radio Republik Indonesia Surakarta and other stations in the new radio 
network had upon music and musical style after independence. 

3. Describe some of the differences between traditional performances and radio performances. 
4. Why were listeners able to imagine the performances of shadow plays over the radio? 
5. Advanced students may wish to trace the history of various reform efforts during the first half-

century of Indonesian independence. Include a brief discussion of separatist movements.  
 
Returning to Java  
 
Many changes in previous practices in Javanese musical life were noted by the author when he returned to 
Java after an absence of seven years. After students read pages 19-22, the following questions and activities 
may serve to guide class learning experiences. 
 
AA = 1-7  S,C/U = 8 
 

1. Describe the campursari style of music. 
2. Describe the instruments in an ensemble that plays campursari music. 
3. What are the reasons for the increase in popularity of this genre and the ensembles that perform it? 
4. Listen to CD track 3 and use Handout 1.1 (Supplementary Materials) to identify major events in 

the selection (use timer on playback device) and record descriptions, observations, and comments. 
5. After discussing the similarities and differences among Javanese musical performances (pages 19-

21), use the following charts and handouts 1,2, 1.3, and 1,4, to record brief explanations and 
observations. The first item for each chart is provided, but students should be encouraged to 
expand this simple statement to demonstrate a broader understanding of the item. The depth of 
response will, of course, be tempered by the age and grade level of the student. 

6. From which language is the Javanese word musik derived? 
7. What is the current term for gamelan music?  
8. Do any of the terms for music in this discussion fully describe the scope of Javanese musical 

culture? Why or why not?  
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HANDOUT 1.2 
Recurring Characteristics 

 
All events are open to the public with no admission fee. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

HANDOUT 1.3 
Striking Differences from One Performance to the Next 

 
Some venues and occasions tend to draw exclusively male audiences. 
 
 
 
 

 
HANDOUT 1.4 

Specific Musical Characteristics 
 
Pieces tend to be long. 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Three Themes 
 
After students read pages 22-24, use Handout 1.5 in the Supplementary Materials section of this manual to 
identify the three themes that serve to unify this study of Javanese music. The depth of response will be 
tempered by the age and grade level of the student.  

 
HANDOUT 1.5 
Three Themes 

 
THEME EXPLANATION AND COMMENTS 

Flexibility of frameworks and 
processes 
 

 

Interconnectedness 
 

 

Appropriateness 
 

 

 
 


