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12 her seminal 1980 article, Judith Becker convincingly demonstrated that
Thai and Javanese gong-chime traditions share a “Southeast Asian
musical process” of “expansion and/or contraction allowing a single piece
to assume different lengths, instrumentation, different styles and degrees of
improvisation, and consequently, different meanings and ethos” (1980: 454).
The pieces chosen for comparison contained three levels of expansion and
contraction played in sequence (ibid.: 457-58). More recently, Alan Thrasher
posed the question: “Is there ... a shared ... structural ideal in the
instrumental genres, one that is based on melodies of fixed length and
performed in suite-like variations at slow, moderate and fast tempos?”
(1995: 111). Unlike the process described by Becker, the latter “structural
ideal” is as an “East Asian” one, illustrated by a comparison of the
repertories for the Chinese zheng and Japanese koto.

Cross-cultural comparison of apparently similar phenomena or concepts
is fraught with danger, even between countries sharing as much culturally
and musically as Indonesia and Thailand or Japan and China: nevertheless,
in the present paper I will venture to suggest that these “Southeast Asian”
and “East Asian” processes clearly share a great deal with each other. José
Maceda, among others, has been pursuing intra-Asian musical continuities
for years. most recently with an examination of structural similarities
among Asian court music traditions (1998). In the present paper, I suggest a
somewhat different focus, namely the striking similarities between certain
processes and structures in the gong-chime court traditions of Indonesia
and the secular instrumental traditions of China.

For the present purposes, I will limit the discussion to two tradition: the
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string and wind ensemble music from the Shanghai area known as Jiangnan
sizhu, and the gamelan music of Central Java, but the possibilities for
broadening the scope of this topic are vast. In China, there are obvious
parallels between [iangnan sizhu, other ensemble traditions such as
Chaozhou music, certain styles of zheng music, and the many forms of
Chinese opera such as Jingju (Peking opera) which belong to the bangiang
family. Javanese gamelan music, in turn, shares many principles with the
gong-chime traditions of other parts of Indonesia, and as the opening
quotations have already shown, Thailand and Japan may be brought into
the discussion as well. The examination of other countries in the region may
well suggest other variations on similar themes of musical organization: the
sanjo traditions of Korea, for example, immediately come to mind.

Jiangnan Sizhu

At the heart of the principles of expansion and contraction in Chinese
music is the concept of “ban”. The word is simultaneously one of the most
pervasive and one of the least-easily-translated terms in Chinese music. At
times it could be called “beat”; in other contexts its meaning is closer to
“meter” or “tempo”, and some scholars of Chinese opera have even
translated it as “aria type”. In Jiangnan sizhu, pieces or sections of pieces
which share expanded or contracted versions of the same qupai (“labelled
tune”) are distinguished as being in “slow”, “medium”, or “fast” ban.

The process by which compact units become expanded is described by
scholars as “making slow and adding flowers”(fangman jiahua), and by some
folk performers simply as “expanding”(kuochong). “Adding flowers” means
to ornament; as the notes of the original qupai become further apart, other
notes are added to fill in the resultant spaces; because of this, the melodic
density — number of notes per unit of time — may remain relatively
constant between the expanded or contracted pieces or sections.

What actually gets slower or faster is most conveniently described as the
strong beats of a clapper (also called ban!), but since Jiangna sizhu is often
performed without any percussion, these beats may actually only be
“heard” in the minds of performers or knowledgeable listeners.

In Jiangnan sizhu, these expanded or contracted qupai may exist as
independent pieces (“Medium Ornamented Six Beats” and “ Slow Six
Beats,” “Three Six” and “Slow Three Six”) or be played in sequence within a
piece. “Song of Joy” consists of slow, medium, and fast versions of the same
qupai, while “Street Procession” and “Four Together, As You Please” contain
slow, medium, and fast versions of one qupai.
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As in many types of Chinese instrumental music, when pieces or
segments based on the same qupai are played in sequence, the progression is
almost inevitably from slow/expanded to fast/compact. Given the
pervasiveness of these structures, I am aware of surprisingly little
discussion of their aesthetic, philosophical, or cosmological basis, a situation
undoubtedly related to the long-term preference of scholars for literati
traditions and the neglect of “folk” or orally-transmitted aesthetic concepts.

The significance of this structural principle can at least be glimpsed in the
title of the longest sequence in the repertoire, the often-mentioned though
rarely — if ever — performed suite consisting of the qupai “Old Six Beats”
(Lao Liuban) played at five levels of expansion. The five-part suite is called
“Five Generations in the Same Hall” (Wudia Tongtang), and one can hardly
imagine a more auspicious title in traditional Chinese culture. The word
“tang” traditionally referred to an “ancestral hall,” and the gathering
together of a multi-generation family is always an illustrious occasion.

Although I have never heard this five-part piece played in either a live or
recorded performance, the qupai “Old Six Beats” is played in several
different levels of expansion and contraction in the core repertory of the
“Eight Great Famous Pieces.” “Medium Ornamented Six Beats” and “Slow
Six Beats” are independent pieces. In addition, a more compact version,
corresponding to “Ornamented Six Beats,” is frequently played as an
untitled third section to “Medium Ornamented Six Beats,” and abbreviated
version of the most compact form, “Old Six Beats,” is an optional but
common addition near the end of two of the other “Eight Great Famous
Pieces.”

Figure 1 shows the original qupai and a suggested skeletal melody for
“Medium Ornamented Six Beats.” Obviously, even in this skeletal form, the
melody has acquired an identity far removed from the source. “Slow Six
Beats” (Figure 2), in turn, has its own character, and none of these pieces
could be identified as variants of each other based on listening alone.

Having given a rather skeletal introduction to the Chinese process, I will
now turn to its Indonesian counterpart.

Javanese Gamelan

In Central Javanese gamelan music, the versions of a similar melody with
different degrees of expansion or contraction are referred to as being in
different irama, a term sometimes transiated as “level” which is also used in
this sense to describe different levels of language (Becker 1980: 460).

In gamelan music, the punctuating instruments clearly mark the level of
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Figure 1. a) “Lao Liuban” and b) “Zhonghua Liuban” (skeleton melody)
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Figure 1. continued
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expansion or contraction. That is, the largest gong occurs at the beginning
and end of the melodic unit, however contracted or expanded, and the other
subdividing instruments will be correspondingly closer together or further
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Figrue 2. “Man Liuban”
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apart, as will the notes of the balungan or skeleton melody. In a typical large
piece, additional notes fill in the spaces in the balungan in the third level of
expansion, so that there is a shorter version for the compact irama seseg, one,
and two and a longer version for irama three and four.

As the notes of the balungan get further apart, the elaborating instruments
fill in the spaces with two, four, eight, sixteen, or thirty-two notes per
balungan pulse, and the melodic density of the fastest parts stays roughly
the same. However, the change in the tempo for the occurrence of the
balungan and punctuating instruments clearly distinguishes the overall
texture of each level of expansion. These textural contrasts may be even
sharper when, as in many pieces, the softer-sounding elaborating
instruments only enter in the “higher” or more-expanded irama levels.

A large piece such as “Ladrang Pangkur” typically expands. The typical
progression is from irama one through two, three, and four, then returning
to three.

Figure 3 gives the compact and expanded versions of one version of the
balungan for “Ladrang Pangkur.” Note that the mulur section is clearly
derived from the standard balungan, while the ngelik section is melodically
very different. Also note that the basic arrangement of punctuating
instruments — the large gong marking the beginning and end of the section,
the kenong marking off four equal subdivisions — is identical in both the
compact and expanded versions.

Comparison

Despite the many differences in musical texture, instrumentation, and
organization, there are also obvious parallels between these seemingly
unrelated traditions, and I want to state unequivocally that I have no basis
for suggesting any transmission of musical or other principles in either
direction. Nevertheless, further discussion of how these principles are
applied in the two cultures may give us new insights into how they work in
their own right: for example, which of the many possible sequences or
combinations are developed and which are avoided?

Two significant differences between the structural principles of the two
traditions are obvious: firstly, in Javanese gamelan, the expanded versions
maintain the original skeleton melody or a slightly expanded version of it,
resulting in the stratified polyphony which characterizes gamelan music. In
Jiangnan sizhu, when the melody is expanded, all instruments play at
approximately the same density: the original melody, or even a slightly less
expanded version of it, has become a source rather than a part of the music.



102

Secondly, the typical sequence in Jiangnan sizhu, and in many other types
of Chinese music, moves from expanded to compact, while the typical large
Javanese multi-irama piece begins in the most compact form and progresses
through successive levels of expansion.

However, in Java, there is also the form of the talu sequence, a suite-like
overture used before a wayang kulit shadow puppet performance which
consists of a sequence of seven pieces progressing from the most expanded
to the most compact.

René Lysloff and Deborah Wong have elicited a great deal of symbolism
and meaning from the suite structures used in overtures in Thailand and
Java. The information on the latter is particularly suggestive, given its
structural similarity to the Jiangnan sizhu form exemplified by “Five
Generations in the Same Hall” and the dearth of comparable information in
China. The Javanese suite is called the talu, an overture of seven pieces
played before and all-night wayang kulit shadow play. The talu “moves from
large to small forms, from sparse to dense punctuation, and from relatively
calm to violently agitated” (Wong and Lysloff 1991: 323), and “the
increasingly closer occurrences of the gong stroke [add] to a sense of
intensifying focus and direction” (ibid.: 324).

Performers also attach various layers of significance to the falu, with the
various pieces representing the various stages in the cycle of human life, or
even, since it is performed before the play begins, “the manifestations of
existence determined [even] before man is born into worldy being” (ibid.:
320).

What are we to make of the absence of comparable discussion of meaning
and symbolism in the structures or individual pieces found in Jiangnan
sizhu? Traditional written scholarship on Chinese music rarely included folk
music: this trend has been reversed in the 20th century, especially since
1949, but modern scholarship has also been heavily influenced by ideology.
Traditional Chinese instrumental music has been largely treated as
secularized music, and ritual associations, legends, or mysticism have been
down played. It is only in the 1980s that religious music itself has become an
acceptable field of study, and in the case of Jiangnan sizhu, any direct
associations with religion or ritual can only be glimpsed in the titles
referring to events such as wedding processions and celebration of the
coming of rain. Given the extensive discussions of aesthetics and extra-
musical content in the literature on instruments such as the gin, the evidence
of a significant body of Chinese “folk” aesthetics on aspects such as the
nuances of performance and ensemble playing, and the attention scholars
and performers in Java have given to the meaning of the structural
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principles in their music, perhaps I and other researchers on Chinese folk
music have not yet asked the right questions which will lead to insights on
the aesthetics and symbolism of analogous principles in Chinese music —
questions which may in turn lead to some truly meaningful inter-regional
comparison of Asian musics.
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Glossary

ba da ming qu JAKZH  “eight great famous pieces”

ban W beat, meter; wooden clapper
fangman jiahu B2 iniE  “making slow and adding flowers”
Hua Liuban TE75HR “Ornamented Six Beats”

Huanle Ge R4 “Song of Joy”

Jiangnan sizhu TEkk4T  “silk and bamboo” music from the lower Yangtze
Kuai Liuban At “Fast Six Beats”

kuochong i i to expand (a melody)

Lao Liuban F7HR “Qld Six Beats”

Man Liuban 7SR “Slow Six Beats”

Man Sanliu B=x “Slow Three Six”

qupai HHAE a tune or tune type

Sanliu =~ “Three Six”

Sihe Ruyi U4%n7E  “Four Together, As You Please”
Wudai Tongtang ~ fif{FE%  “Five Generations in the Same Hall”
Xingjie 7t “Street Procession”

Zhonghua Liuban {E758K  “Medium Ornamented Six Beats”
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