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Kenong
Jody Diamond
1990/ revised for Gamelan L.O.U. (Love of Universe) 2025

Background

In many gamelan ensembles, there are instruments with many pitches that are played by
one person, playing only one note at a time. But what if there were enough people to play
all the notes at the same time? This piece is an exploration of that idea.

Kenong was first composed for a Javanese instrument called £enong, a set of large
horizontally-supported gongs, with one gong for each note in the gamelan. (This includes
the notes of two pitch sets: slendro, with five pitches, and pelog, with seven pitches. The
two tuning systems are not usually played at the same time, so this piece is an exploration
of that as well.) Later versions were arranged for other instruments, like the smaller set of

gongs called bonang that is played tonight.

The composition was inspired by the work of the Indonesian composer Pande Made
Sukerta, one of the artists in the late 20th century who pioneered an experimental
approach to traditional instruments. He taught composition at ISI Surakarta, a national
university of the arts in Central Java, and wrote the first book in Indonesian on
experimental techniques for gamelan and other sound sources. That book was translated
and published in the journal Ba/ungan, Volume 12, 2017, and can be read in the issue at
https://www.gamelan.org/balungan/issues/balungan12/balungan(12)complete.pdf

Kenong (for bonang) for Gamelan L.O.U.
Our History

Earlier this year, I was contacted by Shun Okazaki of Gamelan L..O.U. (Love Of
Universe), looking for a score to the performance of Kenong that they had seen on
YouTube.

In that initial contact, they gave me a link to a performance they had arranged of Lou
Harrison’s Ia Koro Sutro, which was composed for large chorus and a unique set of
instruments that has been built and tuned by Harrison and his partner William Colvig.
Because of their resonance, that set was nicknamed “The American Gamelan,” although
it had virtually no relationship to the gamelan of Indonesia.

Nevertheless, Gamelan L..O.U. arranged that work for voices, original instruments they
built, and instruments from their West Javanese gamelan, a Sundanese gamelan degung. I
would not have thought this was possible! I was very impressed with this group’s
creativity, skill, and obvious love of the music and the instruments. When they asked to
perform Kenong, I was thrilled to say yes.

We began meeting on Zoom, allowing me to attend and comment on rehearsals. We
worked together to adapt the piece for their group. I think we all enjoyed these meetings!
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I want to say how much I respect and love the members of this group; they were so
communicative and patient with me, even when, from my zoom window in the computer,
I would shout, “Stop! That’s too loud.” Or “Wait! Everyone must hold their mallets in
exactly the same way!” I even attended their rehearsal of other pieces, fascinated observe
their interaction and creative musicianship.

Over several meetings, I changed the piece to fit the character of this group of players.
The rehearsals revealed the importance of some essential qualities of gamelan playing.
Gamelan is not at all a music of “parts,” where each musician has a sole responsibility for
a piece of the puzzle that is put together by the conductor. As we learn from playing
Javanese music, gamelan is a music of relationships, where each musician plays in
response to the others. There is no conductor, rather direction is conveyed musically,
with sound and gesture, and leadership is shared among the members of the ensemble.

Kenong is an example of what might be called “process music composition.” The score
does not specity specific notes, and there is not a separate score for each instrument.
Instead, the musicians follow a process—a set of interactions for the entire group that
represent and create the composition. This means that each time the piece is played, the
process will be the same, while the instruments, and the players, and the actual sound will

be different.

In our last couple of rehearsals, I feel we have grown from trying to get the process of
each section right to listening and responding to each other, finding the best way to
connect with the musicality of this particular group of people, and breathing life into the
music itself.

Working with Gamelan L..O.U. has been a highlight of my life as a composer. I had
planned to attend the performance, but health concerns prevented my travel. I will watch
from a distance, not with sadness, but with the joy of knowing that we have forged a
musical connection that will certainly last far beyond this moment. Together, we will
explore the musical possibilities of the gamelan when it is played by a group as
remarkable as Gamelan L.O.U.

Bio of Jody Diamond

Jody Diamond is a composer, performer and scholar known for her research on
contemporary music Indonesian and international gamelan. She first studied Javanese
and Balinese gamelan in 1970 at the California Institute of the Arts in Los Angeles.
Diamond founded the American Gamelan Institute (www.gamelan.org) in 1981, and is
the editor and publisher of BALUNGAN, an international journal on Indonesian
performing arts since 1984. Diamond has taught Indonesian music and culture at U.C.
Berkeley, Dartmouth College, Harvard University, MIT, and SUNY New Paltz, where
she currently teaches gamelan, composition, and cultural anthropology.
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