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Cyclical patterning of gong tones is highly schematized in the longest, most complex pieces of traditional music for instrumental ensembles in Central Java. Each of these pieces is called a ‘gendhing.’ Each gendhing comprises at least two sections. Of these, the first is called a ‘merong.’ 

Barry Drummond’s growing online database conveys clearly and consistently the gong-tone cycle for the merong section of 336 such pieces in pelog tuning. (In this regard, the present report is a preliminary follow-up to a study of Central Javanese pelog tuning that I published a couple of months ago in the Analytical Approaches to World Music Journal.) Of immediate relevance to the present report, the following slide displays the 4 gong-tone patterns one encounters among the 336 merong sections in pelog tuning for which Drummond has provided notations.

Slide 1

The repetition signs indicate that a merong section is repeated, at least once, often several times. The largest, lowest-sounding gong of the ensemble is labeled ‘G’ and is heard at the beginning and end of the merong section’s repetitions. 

In this regard, it should be emphasized that a linear, left-to-right display is a potentially misleading way of representing a merong’s cyclical structure. A more appropriate, circular (or helical) display would show that the gong tone labeled G at the end of the cycle is simultaneously the gong tone at the beginning of the cycle’s repetitions. 

In any event, the slide shows that in most of the 336 merong sections, the largest, lowest-sounding gong is heard only at the beginning and end of the repeated section. Nonetheless, in a minority of the merong sections the largest, lowest-sounding gong is heard once, twice, or even three times within a cycle, resulting in 2,3, or 4 segments called ‘gongans,’ rather than just one gongan.

Slide 2

As the next slide shows, a smaller, higher-sounding gong is heard along with the largest, lowest-sounding gong, and on its own between these gong tones: once or, in most merong sections, three times, resulting in two or four segments that are termed ‘nongans.’ Moreover, as the x’s in the following slide indicate, the number of beats between these smaller, higher-sounding gong tones is constant.

Slide 3

Finally, the next slides show that between these smaller, higher-sounding gong tones, one hears two or four tones produced by an even smaller, highest-sounding gong. 

Slides 4, 5, 6, 7, 8

The rhythm produced by this highest-sounding gong is always syncopated relative to the pulsatile rhythm produced by the medium-sized gong. The first and last time-intervals are relatively short, and between them one or three time-intervals are relatively long. More precisely, the short time-intervals span 4 or 8 beats whereas the long time-intervals span, respectively, 8 or 16 beats. As a consequence, there might be 16, 32, or 64 beats between the medium-sized gong tones.

The main question to be addressed in this report is ‘What relationships hold between a merong’s gong cycle and the pitch classes of its main melody, which in Central Java, is termed its ‘balungan’ or “skeletal melody”?’ In this regard, it is important to note that the entire instrumental ensemble plays throughout a merong’s gong cycle and its repetitions, and among the ensemble’s instruments, keyed metallophones, namely, sarons play the merong’s main melody. Also important, the first gong tone of the first rendering of a merong’s gong cycle is the same as the last tone of a solo introduction played by a bowed fiddle, namely a rebab, or for some merongs, a bonang, a metallophone that consists of tuned pots or kettles. 

This solo introduction is termed the piece’s buka, and according to one of the most revered Central Javanese musicians of the past century, namely, Pak Cokro, “the majority of buka are taken from the ending, the tail of the [piece].’ Pak Cokro’s statement leads one to compare the ending of the merongs’ buka introduction with the ending of the ensemble’s main melody. 

Doing so, one finds that for all but 4 of the 336 pelog merongs, that is, for approximately 99% of the merongs, the last pitch class of the solo buka introduction, which is also the first pitch of the main melody for the merong section that is performed repetitively by the entire ensemble, is the same as the last pitch class of the entire ensemble’s main melody.

Slide 9

In the following slide, pitch classes are represented by numerals, rests are represented by dots, and the rhythm of the pitch classes and rests are aligned one beat at a time as in the sort of box notation that has been employed for music featuring drums and percussion instruments. Surrounded by squares are the tones at the very end of the buka and the very end of the merong section, which are identical in pitch class.

Such a correspondence between individual tones in a cyclical rhythm can be considered analogous to the correspondence between individual syllables in poetry and song; that is, such a correspondence is analogous to ‘rhyme.’ However, if one works one’s way ‘backward,’ as it were, through the solo buka introduction and the main melody of the merong section as a whole, one finds that pitch-class correspondences generally extend even further.

In this regard, I considered tones at the end of the buka and at the end of an entire, repeated merong section it introduces to be the same only if their pitch classes were the same, and more precisely, if the rhythm of these pitch classes was the same. In a sense, I considered the 5 to 7 pitch classes possible in a pelog merong as analogous to 5 to 7 distinct drum tones in another idiom and I compared the endings of the soloist’s buka and the ensemble’s main melody in a manner similar to the way in which an edit distance is calculated. 

Slide 10

In the following slide, a rectangle surrounds the 7 beats at the end of a buka whose pitch classes and rhythm are the same as the 7 beats at the end of the merong. Whereas correspondences involving a single pitch class can be considered analogous to instances of rhyme in poetry or song, correspondences that extend for more than a single tone can be regarded as analogous to ‘refrains.’

Slide 11

As the following slide shows, the end of the buka and the end of the merong’s main melody are the same for as many as 23 consecutive beats. In general, the number of pieces in which a particular number of tones is repeated tends to be smaller as the number of tones that are repeated decreases. Within this general tendency, the time at which a refrain begins tends to a multiple of 2 beats before the end of the buka and merong. Moreover, within this more detailed tendency, refrains tend to begin 4 or 8 beats before the end, exceptions occurring around 12 and 16 beats before the end. 

Notwithstanding this exceptional span of time, the latter tendency is of consequence insofar as indigenous theory identifies 4-beat segments as relatively privileged, namely, a ‘gatra.’ In particular, the cipher notation system employed increasingly in Central Javanese music and its pedagogy arranges tones in such 4-beat units. Moreover, the gong, kenong, and kethuk tones of the rhythmic cycles outlined previously coincide with the 4th beats of such units. 

Just as rhymes and refrains might occur not only at the beginning and end of a poem or song, so too can one hear such correspondences in the middle of a merong’s cycle. In the limited amount of time available, I shall illustrate this point with regard to the most frequently encountered cycle. As one might guess from the preceding account of gong cycles, the most frequently encountered cycle spans 64 beats: more precisely, a cycle of 4 nongans each comprising 16 beats occurs in 133 of the 336 merongs, i.e., ca. 40%. 

Slide 12

The next slide displays a buka and its 4-nongan/16-beat merong that share a refrain of 6 tones. Among the 133 merongs whose cycles comprise 4 nongans of 16 beats each, the number of tones that correspond precisely ranges from 1 to 16. 

Slide 13

The next slide highlights an internal refrain that occurs at the end of first nongan in the merong just displayed, much as one encounters analogously in rondeaux of 15th-century poetry and song. 

In a majority of the merongs, specifically, 93 of 133, i.e., 70%, there is at least one internal rhyme or refrain, and in 81 of these, i.e., 87%, such an internal refrain occurs, as in the present instance, at the end of the first nongan, there being fewer at the end of the second nongan, and fewer still at the end of the third nongan. 



Slide 14

The next slide highlights another, less extensive refrain at the end of the third nongan.

Slide 15

And the next slide shows that the internal refrain at the end of the first nongan matches the end of the merong more extensively than it matches the end of the buka.

By way of conclusion, one can note that whereas the merongs’ gong structure is temporally symmetrical, rhythmically identical repetitions of pitch classes in the main melodies of these merongs overlay this temporal symmetry in a temporally asymmetrical manner. Specifically, they tend to render passages just before, rather than just after, the most prominent gong tones even more salient than they would be otherwise. Further, they tend to begin at times within a cycle that coincide with the second of a pair of beats and the last of four beats.  And finally, at the end of the first nongan, they tend to ‘echo,’ as it were, the passage that immediately precedes the modular gong tone, i.e., the recurring climax of the merong’s cyclical structure. 
 
