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Preface “The gamelan ensemble can be cha-
racterized as music based on commu-
nal expression. The melody of a single 
instrument cannot be conceived as 
separable from the whole sound of the 
ensemble. In identifying what they 
find to be the main melody of a com-
position, many theorists have been 
puzzled by the different limitations 
of the melodic ranges of the instru-
ments. Actually, the feeling of unity, 
communality, or totality is based on 
the interactions or interrelationships 
among the instruments in the ensem-
ble. This is the most important con-
cept of the gamelan ensemble."

- Sumarsam 
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Latent Sonorities is a project 
that proposes a transcultural 
template to making music 
together with others, both 
inside and outside of institu-
tions and convention.

Cultivated in between 2020-
2023, Latent Sonorities would 
not have come to its current 
form outside a particular 
southeast Asian cultural milieu 
of Berlin. Notably, meLê ya-
momo's Decolonial Frequen-
cies festival and Soy&Synth's 
2022 concert series brought 
together artists from Southe-
ast Asian and South American 
diasporas during this period. 
Additionally, the multi-year 
Nusasonic initiative (2018-
2022) strengthened connec-
tions between experimental 
music scenes in various Sout-
heast Asian countries and 
beyond. It also served as the 
first point of contact between 
some of the artists and orga-
nizers of this project.

Bilawa Ade Respati (who I 
met while working with Soy-
division) was instrumental in 
developing the resources for 
Latent Sonorities and liaising 
with Haus der Indonesischen 

Kulturen - Rumah Budaya 
Indonesia Berlin (House of 
Indonesian Cultures, RBI) 
With a research background 
in music information retrieval 
and Javanese gamelan musi-
cology, Bilawa was a perfect 
partner with Khyam Allami for 
our project.  Khyam’s doctoral 
research  - which I learned of 
through CTM Festival and Nu-
sasonic - revolves around de-
veloping tools to allow music-
makers from any culture to 
integrate transcultural tunings 
and their subsets (scales/mo-
des) into their compositions.

Within the constraints of 
time and budget, Bilawa and 
I selected seven instruments 
from RBI's Javanese gamelan 
instrument collection. While 
RBI also has Sundanese and 
Balinese gamelan sets, the Ja-
vanese set was chosen as this 
is the set for which we know 
the most about.

Instruments were also cho-
sen for their percussive, tonal 
qualities, resonance/disso-
nances, and ‘timbral potential’ 
in computer/electronic music 
contexts.  
 

These instruments were then 
transported and recorded 
at Morphine Raum over five 
days  under the care of Bila-
wa, who also struck each sin-
gle note for the sample pack, 
recorded by Rabih Beaini with 
acoustic consultation from 
Rashad Becker.  

Multiple microphones, pla-
cements and mixes of these 
were used to develop the final 
samples for the project.  

Through consulting with 
Bilawa, Khyam meticulously 
recreated ‘snapshots’ of the 
tuning scales from these sam-
ples in the Scala file format, 
to be used in different MIDI-
enabled synthesizers, digital 
audio workstations and com-
puter music software.

A common thread throug-
hout this project was a deep 
desire to make the musicality 
and approaches of Javanese 
gamelan - and more broad-
ly, southeast asian tonality 
- more widely accessible for 
the musicians worldwide.  It 
is from this base that I wor-
ked with Taïca Replansky 
(from CTM and Nusasonic) 

to invite some of the artists 
to work with the materials 
and resources developed for 
Latent Sonorities.  

Alongside Khyam and Bila-
wa, artists in this project all 
actively engage the space 
between ‘convention’ and 
and ‘experimentation’ and 
brought their own questions 
and approaches to working 
with the material.  From clas-
sical musical training to pu-
rely digital abstractions, there 
were a range of approaches 
that hopefully only scratch 
the surface of what is possib-
le with the material of Latent 
Sonorities.

Included with this booklet is a 
live recorded album of music 
created by artists involved in 
the project, an open-source 
sample pack of instruments 
useable in any software, plus 
a derivation for Ableton Live 
users, and a few other t and 
resources you can read about 
in our bibliography.  Each of 
these resources can expand 
your understanding of not 
just Javanese musicology, but 
your understanding of how 
music can be made - which I 
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hope goes a little beyond what 
you may be comfortable with. 

Of course, the best way to 
deepen your knowledge of Ja-
vanese gamelan is to play the 
instruments themselves. 

Special thanks: 
There is a really long list of 
people to thank here: Soydi-
vison and Ariel William Orah 
for the initial catalyzation 
and multiple opportunities to 
work with Bilawa long before 
Latent Sonorities.  Kasimyn 
from Gabber Modus Operandi 
for our lengthy conversations 
about slendro/pelog appro-
ximations in Ableton and 
eventually refining these with 
Oddsound's MTS-ESP. Khyam 
Allami for not only elucidating 
bias in contemporary tools, 
but also co-developing and 
proposing practical, non-co-
mercial and easily accessible 
tools for transcultural tuning 
(this cannot be overstated).  
Ibu Wawang and Birgit Stef-
fan, who’ve long stewarded 
the educational resources 
and activities of RBI for which 
so much knowledge has been 
shared and community built, 
such as with Lindhu Raras.  

Rabih Beaini of Morphine 
Raum for being a real cham-
pion for the quality of recor-
dings and project itself, and 
Marcel for helping delicately 
receive the instruments at 
Morphine.  Ghaliz for deftly 
and carefully transporting 
the instruments and making 
sure they are safe and cared 
for between locations.  The 
artists – Cheryl Ong, Pinky 
Htut Aung, Wanton Witch,  
Tusa Montes, Mo'ong Santoso 
Pribadi, Khyam Allami, Bila-
wa Ade Respati – for sharing 
their experimentation, input 
and recordings with each 
other and the public.  Emma 
Lo for her careful, thoughtful 
research and support for hos-
ting our artists. Tina Lehn-
hardt, Cindy Putri and Eunice 
Maurice for the graphical and 
photographic support. Ma-
ximilian Kupi for his careful 
German translation of our 
project, and Karen Grzemba 
and Valeria Baudo for their 
advice on project administra-
tion. Our institutional part-
ners, Musikfonds, National 
Arts Council of Singapore and 
media partners L-KW, Refuge 
Worldwide and CDM.  
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Lastly, my team with Taïca 
Replansky and Jan Thedja for 
seeing this project through to-
gether through thick and thin.

Morgan Sully
Berlin, DE
December 10th, 2023



Instrument History  
About the Gamelan Instruments in Berlin
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There are three gamelan sets at 
Rumah Budaya Indonesia Berlin 
(House of Indonesian Cultures, RBI). 
These consist of a Javanese set, a 
Sundanese set, and a Balinese one. 
Thanks to one of RBI’s gamelan 
group instructors, Trinawangwulan 
aka Ibu Wawang, sharing what she 
knew of the history of the various 
gamelan sets with Bilawa Ade Re-
spati, we have been able to docu-
ment a brief history of the instru-
ments outlined below.

The Javanese set consists of two ins-
trument sets. The older one  – used 
for Latent Sonorities – is painted 
bright red, and the newer one with 
stained brown wood. The red one 
was initially part of the collection of 
the Embassy of the Republic of In-
donesia for West Germany in Bonn 
and was already there when Ibu Wa-
wang came to Germany. The brown 
one was added later in Berlin, as the 
Embassy was moved from Bonn to 
Berlin. The brown set includes the 
gambang and the celempung. 

The red instrument was, in the 
beginning, taught by Ki Maharsi, a 
retired gamelan maestro now living 
in Hamburg, and was at the service 
of the General Consulate of Republic 
of Indonesia there. Afterward, under 
the direction of the late Ki Sri Joko, a 
gamelan group was initiated around 
2007 or 2008, one that was known 
as Lindhu Raras. Currently, Anthony 
Plekhov is leading the group and is 
an excellent Gamelan musician who 
studied under I.M. Harjito in the 
States.

The gamelan Degung (Sunda) was 
a gift from the West Java Provincial 
Government Office to the Embassy 
of the Republic of Indonesia, either 
in 2008 or 2009.  

The original teacher was Dr. phil. 
Yudi Sukmayadi who taught during 
his stay in Germany to finish his 
doctorate study at Martin-Lut-
her-Universitaet Halle-Witten-
berg. Afterward, there were several 
teachers who came from Indonesia, 
affiliated with the former Institute 
of Teaching and Education (IKIP). 
These teachers were invited for a 
period of time to teach the local 
group in Germany. 

Currently, the Sundanese Degung 
group is inactive. One notable 
figure who had played on this set 
is the composer Iwan Gunawan 
who performed in Berghain in 2017 
with his group. Iwan is a master of 
the Sundanese gamelan and pro-
lific new music composer for the 
gamelan.

The Balinese set was brought on 
a cultural mission from Bali by a 
group from the Academy of Karawi-
tan (ASTI) in Denpasar, Bali, in the 
late 1990s. When the cultural mis-
sion was finished, the instruments 
were left in the care of the Embas-
sy. Ibu Wawang recalls the builder 
as Pak Barata, supposedly a known 
builder. The group at RBI began 
practicing under the guidance of 
various invited teachers and musi-
cians, mostly from the academy. A 
musician who was often invited was 

Pak Padang, who also maintained 
the instruments during his time in 
Berlin. 

Bilawa’s last meeting with Pak 
Padang was the year 2018 during 
the gamelan festival in Munich. Pak 
Padang was invited to coach the 
Balinese gamelan group Puspa Ken-
cana of RBI. The group is led by Ibu 
Wawang and her son Art Janik. 

Closeup of the gayor (gong stand) showing whe-
re the red Javanese gamelan was built by Parno 
- in Kidal, Karangrejo District, Magetan Regency, 
East Java. Photo: Morgan Sully
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Connecting Across Cultures through Music & Art
Ibu Wawang in conversation with Emma Lo and Jan Thedja 
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Ibu Wawang has been organizing cultural acti-
vities at the Indonesian Culture House in Berlin 
(RBI) for over two decades. Originally from Java 
and trained in painting, dance, and music, since 
arriving in Berlin she has, among other, stewar-
ded the multiple gamelan sets at RBI, taught a 
variety of gamelan workshops and hosted the 
gamelan ensemble that meets weekly to learn 
and rehearse together. This three-way con-
versation took place between Ibu Wawang, Jan 
Thedja, and Emma Lo over video call. Jan pro-
vided simultaneous English-Bahasa Indonesia 
translation so that Emma and Ibu Wawang could 
converse. Here, the whole interview is transla-
ted into English.

Jan Thedja Let‘s start with the first 
question, can you introduce your-
self a little bit, ma’am?

Ibu Wawang: My name is Trina-
wangwulan but I‘m usually called 
Wawang. In Indonesia there are 
many without a family name, so I 
also only have one name. I was born 
in 1957… this is a bit of a curricu-
lum vitae or what? From childhood 
until high school I was in Jakarta 
and I continued my studies at the 
fine arts college in Yogyakarta. I 
majored in painting, then after I 
finished I lived in Bali; painting and 
dancing and so on. Then I joined a 
dance group which went to Europe 
and there was an exchange from a 
sponsor in Germany so I could stay 
longer in Europe. I did a lot of pain-
ting, for example there were work-
shops and so on. Then I got married 
and we lived in Bonn because my 
husband worked as a local staff 
member at the Indonesian Embassy 
in Bonn. When Germany united we 
moved to Berlin. At the end of my 
stay in Bonn I was already actively 
involved in the cultural programme 
of the education and culture de-
partment, for example taking care 
of a small library and costumes, 
which were still there at that time, 
and when there were various art 
events, which are also still conti-
nuing in Berlin. At that time there 
was also the beginning of a gamelan 
group and it continues in Berlin 
until now.

Emma Lo  Can I ask then how you 
became involved with the gamelan 

group? Was it through dancing,  
or how did you start?

IW It was actually already there 
at that time, but I didn‘t join the 
gamelan group. I saw that there was 
also a Javanese gamelan activity at 
the Indonesian Embassy in Bonn. 
But I didn‘t join the group at that 
time because I didn‘t find it too 
interesting. What made me interes-
ted later, was because I also worked 
part time in the field of cultural 
education, so I inevitably also had 
to get involved. But I was also in-
terested because that was the first 
time the Attaché for Education and 
Culture invited a gamelan teacher 
from Bali to come to Bonn and te-
ach us, two people at a time. At that 
time the Attaché for Education and 
Culture in Bonn really promoted 
the education exchange that exis-
ted between Germany and Indo-
nesia. He really wanted to see how 
we could get teachers in Indonesia 
from vocational schools to come to 
Germany. In Germany, vocational 
schools are very advanced. So how 
can we make vocational schools in 
Indonesia as well, such as nursing 
schools and so on? But here, what 
he wanted to propose is also how 
the vocational schools in the field of 
arts can also come to Germany to 
teach, so not only from high schools, 
not from universities. That was his 
wish. And the first time two Balinese 
teachers came from Indonesia, to 
teach Balinese gamelan, Balinese 
dance, and so on, was the first time 
I joined a Balinese gamelan group. 
After moving to Berlin, I continued.
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In Berlin of course there was a new 
program also bringing in gamelan 
teachers. In one year we can bring 
in two teachers for about two to 
three months and there are some 
karawitan teachers who are visiting 
Europe that can stop by the Indo-
nesian Embassy in Berlin to teach 
or just do workshops, even if not 
for long. There are many things like 
that that are done. And for example, 
there’s also a variety of teachers, 
not just gamelan teachers, not just 
karawitan and Balinese, but also 
Javanese and Sundanese, Minang, 
and Lombok. In the program struc-
ture, for example, teacher A comes 
and then they go home, and maybe 
in 2 years we will invite them again 
to finish things up. After all, the 
teachers come to us for only three 
months, we learn so quickly, and it 
takes time to go back to deepen or 
mature. So it is nice if for example, 
after a few  years we can continue 
with the same teacher. 

The last time we did this was before 
the pandemic in 2019, at that time 
with a teacher from Lombok. Usu-
ally the teachers come invited by 
the Indonesian Embassy in Berlin, 
or by the cultural education depart-
ment of the Indonesian Embassy 
in Berlin, and sometimes they are 
also sponsored by the cultural 
education department in Indone-
sia. They often also send teachers 
at the same time as an event for 
example: “oh, we want to have a big 
event, a big performance where we 
bring the teacher.” So at the same 
time the teacher also guides the big 

performance, they don‘t just train 
and go home, they will also per-
form together and the big event is 
usually successful. For example, at 
the beginning of the year, a Sun-
danese teacher will visit, then later 
in the year, for example, Balinese 
teacher…there are also Javanese 
gamelan musicians who are brought 
in from Indonesia too, from Solo or 
from Jogja. 

EL Okay, I see. You still manage the 
group, you‘re dancing and you‘re 
playing in it in Berlin as well?

IW Yeah. But now I don‘t dance 
anymore because I‘m not young an-
ymore. But I still make workshops, 
gamelan workshops for school chil-
dren. I mainly do beginner courses, 
or if someone wants to learn Mi-
nang and Sunda style gamelan.

EL What are your experiences 
like teaching these workshops or 
presenting Javanese, Sundanese, 
Minangese music for the German 
audience? Do you have some fee-
lings or reflections?

JT paraphrasing for IW Regarding 
teaching or doing workshops, it’s 
different depending on the stu-
dents. With non-Indonesians you 
need a different way to teach, a 
different logic, maybe using diffe-
rent color-coding or alphabetical 
notation. But Bu Wawang always 
feels happy as an Indonesian to 
see so much interest in Indone-
sian art, even though it might not 
be understood fully. She thinks it’s 

important to understand arts from 
different cultures. 

She mainly does workshops for Ja-
vanese and Balinese gamelan since 
they consist of many instruments 
and because of this it’s possible to 
accommodate a bigger number of 
participants. And also, Javanese and 
Balinese gamelan are probably the 
most well known. 

Her methods are based on the way 
she was taught at the beginning, 
which is a very different approach 
since she didn’t learn gamelan in 
Indonesia and it’s not possible to 
implement the same teaching met-
hods as in Indonesia. That formed 
the basis of her workshop teaching 
methods and from there she de-
veloped her own way of teaching 
gamelan. 

EL You talked about feeling proud 
to present and educate Germans 
about Indonesian culture in the 
workshops you teach. Why do you 
think music or art are important 
vehicles for cultural exchange?

IW Yes, that‘s one difference that 
needs to be bridged. The exchange 
is very, very meaningful. So for tra-
ditional Indonesian music players, 
for example how they are very inte-
rested in Western music, it will be 
different. Likewise, for foreigners 
who are used to learning or playing 
Western music, learning Indonesi-
an music will be very different. Not 
only with the notation, instruments 
and so on that are so foreign, but 

also with the feeling. So how do 
they enter one flavor, another fla-
vor, so it‘s not just playing, but the 
flavor and soul, another soul – the 
Asian or Indonesian soul which is 
so different? That‘s very important. 
To get to know one nation, how to 
get to know one nation‘s culture, 
of course not only from the physi-
cal, for example the instruments, 
the shape, and so on, but how to 
understand the soul, the soul of the 
different people. So that way it is 
very beautiful, yes, how we give a 
beautiful feeling, which is peaceful 
and there is no violence and so on. 
That‘s where I think the importance 
of art is. Understanding and then 
love and finally between nations is 
what is needed.

JT paraphrasing for IW It‘s like this 
beautiful feeling that can be trans-
lated between cultures. She put 
forth an example, how in ballet you 
have to dance “en pointe.” It‘s like 
you‘re tiptoeing, you know, you‘re 
standing on your toes and you have 
this high form, whereas in Asia or 
Indonesia in particular, you have 
to be closer to mother earth. So 
you have this lower form that’s not 
about making yourself high, but it‘s 
more, more about making yourself 
low and closer to the ground. And 
this is something that might help 
people to understand the difference 
of perspective between the cultu-
res. And if people could understand 
each other, this would only lead to 
good. And it‘s also very enriching.
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EL I totally agree. So this is kind of 
a theoretical question, but thinking 
about the gamelan sets at Rumah 
Budaya Indonesia, do you feel that 
these instruments belong to an-
yone? Do they belong to Rumah 
Budaya Indonesia? Do they belong 
to Indonesia? Do they belong to 
someone at all? 

IW The instrument is of course 
physically the property of the state. 
So it is a state inventory in the 
Indonesian embassy that must be 
maintained by all of us. That‘s phy-
sically of course. But because those 
who play are so many people from 
small to large, so many nations and 
also so many interests, not just to 
playing as a hobby or wanting to 
know or try it out. There are others 
who want to also display or present 
the instruments for other interests. 
So there are so many things that 
can be done, and it can be said that 
it certainly belongs to all who play 
it, who have an interest in gamelan, 
and of course it belongs to anyone 
who loves gamelan. I think it can be 
said like that, even though physi-
cally it belongs to the Indonesian 
Embassy.

EL  And speaking of the instru-
ments, this is a silly question. Do 
you have a favorite instrument 
from any of the gamelan sets? Or 
one that you like to play the most, 
maybe?

IW If the Javanese gamelan has 
bonang instruments, I like it, but 
if it‘s Balinese gamelan, I also like 

pemade. Because I am Javanese, 
of course since I was a child I have 
always heard Javanese gamelan. 
But Balinese gamelan is so dynamic 
and always very interesting to me 
too, and indeed there are also some 
instruments in my house too.

EL My last question is about this 
project Latent Sonorities. What do 
you think is the potential of this 
digitalization project? 

JT paraphrasing for IW So she 
thinks what we are doing with the 
project is amazing and she thinks 
this would potentially lead to so-
mething new. Of course there will 
be different opinions. There will 
be people who are against it, but 
this is the case for every develop-
ment in the arts. But the main thing 
to remember is you still need to 
understand gamelan and you still 
need to understand the basics so 
you can utilize the new technology 
in the right way, meaning like in the 
context of gamelan. To do it proper-
ly, you need to have the good basics, 
and she‘s curious to see where this 
will go.

Emma Lo (she/her) is a writer, resear-
cher, and artist based in Berlin. She 
is currently a doctoral researcher at 
the Freie Universität Berlin, and her 
practice focuses on the intersections 
of sound, technology, and diaspora.
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Rasa Memiliki: A Sense of Belonging or Owning
Bilawa Ade Respati in conversation with Emma Lo
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Bilawa Ade Respati is an Indonesian musician 
and artist based in Berlin. He performs on the 
Javanese Gamelan and the guitar, composing 
music for both instruments, and experiments 
with electronic and algorithmic music. Formally 
trained in Engineering Physics, he specializes 
in acoustic signal processing and music infor-
mation retrieval, with a focus on the analysis of 
Javanese gamelan music. His current artistic in-
terest lies in the dialectic between tradition and 
innovation, as well as the re-evaluation of tradi-
tions in contemporary life. Bilawa took on many 
roles at Latent Sonorities, as an invaluable con-
sultant, performer with Mo’ong Santoso Pribadi, 
and as the instrumentalist whose hand skillfully 
played each sampled instrument, note by note. 
Emma Lo caught up with him shortly after the 
Latent Sonorities concerts online to explore 
some of the many processes, discussions, and 
ethical considerations of such a project, and the 
potential benefits and dangers Bilawa foresees 
in digitizing the gamelan and traditional music 
forms.

Emma Lo Today I just want to talk 
about Latent Sonorities a little bit, 
and maybe I‘ll start by just asking 
you to introduce yourself. 

Bilawa Ade Respati I‘m Bilawa. I 
joined this project, Latent Sono-
rities, through the invitation of 
Morgan. Because it started with, I 
think, even a couple of years ago 
during the lockdown, that Morgan 
introduced me to Khyam Allami. At 
that time Khyam was still writing 
his dissertation, and we talked a lot 
about music, musical tunings, and 
how different cultures have diffe-
rent approaches to these. These 
various cultural approaches are 
also reflected in different music 
practices in general, and especially 
in relation to Khyam‘s work at that 
time that he focused on the fact 
that digital audio workstations have 
a specific way of working, and this 
specific way of working is motiva-
ted by what is common in Western 
approach to music, if I could say so. 
So, from there I joined this project, 
because within our circles, pro-
bably I‘m more knowledgeable in 
Javanese music, especially in the 
gamelan. So this is also my entry 
point. I perform on the gamelan. 
I’ve performed with several groups 
also here in Germany, such as the 
Sekar Kenanga ensemble at the 
Elbphilharmonie Hamburg, and  the 
ensemble Arum Sih at Bremen’s 
Überseemuseum, but that group is 
now disbanded. Until recent years, 
I still played with the Lindhu Raras 
group at the Haus der Indonesi-
schen Kulturen in Berlin, although 

I‘m not very active anymore there, 
but these are the three groups I 
perform with mostly. 

EL Lindhu Raras uses the Javanese 
gamelan that was recorded for the 
Latent Sonorities sample pack. So 
you really have a personal history 
with this set of instruments.

BR Yeah, I mean, I have even [had a 
connection with these instruments] 
before I moved to Berlin, when I was 
still doing my Masters thesis. I came 
especially, I think, two weeks to Ber-
lin to work on that gamelan for my 
Masters thesis. The thesis was about 
automatic note recognition for 
Javanese gamelan music. So for that, 
I needed some samples of sound. So 
even then I already recorded sam-
ples as a way to test the algorithm 
I was writing for my thesis project. 
That was, I think, in 2015. That was 
my first time encountering this set 
of instruments. 

EL Could you tell me a little bit 
more about after you became 
acquainted and involved with the 
project, what your role was and, 
and what the recording process 
was like?

BR So, Morgan asked me to help 
during the recording process. And 
actually the first and the most 
important point, even before  [we 
started recording], I think Mor-
gan asked my opinion about what 
to record, of course. I gave him a 
list of instruments, and after that 
Morgan took some liberties ab-
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out which instruments to choose 
based on what would be artistically 
interesting, for example, in terms of 
timbre, in terms of tuning systems, 
and also in terms of what is making 
sense in terms of resources. That 
means time to record and also how 
easy it is to transport them, etc, etc. 

So this is how we came to the set of 
instruments [in the sample pack]. It 
might be a little eccentric, I would 
say, because first, usually you either 
go to one specific tuning, the slen-
dro or the pelog, or you take some 
instruments that you think have a 
specific role in the music, because 
in Javanese music, each instrument 
has specific roles, either to keep 
the time or rhythm, to play what I 
call the frame melody, or to do the 
garap, [which means] to cultiva-
te on that melody. So it‘s also this 
consideration, but for this artistic 
project, I think Morgan took a bit 
more liberty because you cannot 
record the complete set anyway. So 
I think [this sample pack reflects] 
an artistic freedom in the choosing. 

So I recorded all of the selected 
instruments, and the process was 
the following: Rabih Beaini from 
Morphine Records/Raum gave 
some ideas about what he can do 
and what he would recommend to 
do [for the recording setup]. And 
also with Khyam and Morgan, we 
agreed upon, for example, recor-
ding based also in terms of velocity 
or how hard I will hit it. Because, 
because it‘s a metallophones, it‘s 
a metal instrument that you hit. It 

makes a big difference in terms of 
frequency components that you will 
hear. either when you hit it softly or 
you hit it hard. If you hit hard, you 
tend to have more bright sounds. 
This is part of the aesthetics of the 
sound, right? On top of that, we 
also experimented with the type of 
mallets that we used to hit. 

Sometimes we used hard mallets 
on an instrument that is supposed 
to be played with a soft mallet. And 
by mallets, I mean there‘s a pad-
ded cloth that when one hits it, it 
has this a bit of a dull sound, but it 
makes a rounder and softer sound. 
But for this instrument experiment, 
what happens if we hit that same 
instrument with harder mallets, 
which are made of wood? Of course 
they will create a more bright and 
noisy sound. 

So we experimented with this. 
Also, I think when we recorded the 
gongs, one of Rabih‘s colleagues 
came. I think it was Rashad Becker, 
an artist and sound engineer. And 
Rashad, he even experimented with 
how we recorded the instruments. 
I mean, it‘s not only the micing po-
sitions. He realized that the instru-
ment has some directivity patterns 
that simply depend on where you 
put your microphone, [so that in 
moving the mic position] you would 
hear more or hear less. 

In terms of controlling what is 
recorded, we also experimented, 
because usually the way that we 
do it is that we record key per key 

or one gong at a time, but in reali-
ty, of course, the instruments are 
hanging together. So in terms of 
the gong, we experiment by as-
king, “Okay, what happens if we 
just record one gong at a time? 
And what happens when we record 
everything hanging together?” That 
means some of them [will ring even 
when not directly hit], because of 
the resonance caused by one sound 
[of another gong in the set]. I think 
it adds to the richness of it. So this 
was the recording process. 

EL How were you feeling during re-
cording or did you have any parti-
cular emotions or kind of reactions 
during these processes?

BR: I think what‘s interesting is that 
first is, of course, this [approach] is 
very analytical. For me, it feels very 
analytical. What I mean by this is 
that usually you perform the music 
together with everyone in an en-
semble, so there are some details of 
the sound that you basically accept 
as is, like what you said, the noise 
is part of it. You cannot isolate the 
individual notes unless you create 
a system like what we did, impro-
visingly putting cloths in between 
those gaps [between notes to dam-
pen the vibrations of neighbouring 
notes for example]. But this doesn’t 
happen in the real performing of 
the music. So this is what makes 
me realize, “Oh, this is very ste-
rile.” That means sometimes very 
clean. And I had a long conversation 
about this with Mas Mo’ong, when 
we worked [together on our duo 

commission], because he realized, 
“Your recording is good, sometimes 
too clean,” meaning there are some 
aspects of dirtiness that you would 
expect when performing.
But then again, this is also somet-
hing that we can think about when 
sampling musics. Because that’s ac-
tually already an aesthetic decision, 
whether you want it clean, or you 

want to capture the real, the whole 
sonic experience of the instrument. 
It becomes a  philosophical deci-
sion as well, because what do you 
want to capture? What do you want 
to sample? And I think it is import-
ant to at least be aware of what 
happens as we‘re doing it the way 
that we did. 

Bilawa assembling a slenthem. 
Photo: Morgan Sully, 2023
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EL Yeah, absolutely. Okay, this is 
now kind of the biggest question 
in my mind in two parts. Thinking 
about the project and output on the 
whole, what do you think is the po-
tential of Latent Sonorities and what 
do you think are its limitations?

BR  Yes, I also contemplate a lot 
about this. The first one, of course, 
the latent possibilities, as it deals 
with making musical traditions even 
more known to wider audience. 
And also in a very specific context. 
What I mean by this is that I really 
appreciate the effort to accompany 
these recordings with a lot of cul-
tural backgrounds. I think it‘s very 
important because otherwise, at 
least in my feeling when observing 
electronic music production, if you 
have a sample, then you just use it. 
But the way that you approach the 
music is still actually informed by 
your own habit. So there‘s a habitus 
in that.  

What I mean by this, is for example 
if you‘re coming from a Western 
perspective, you‘re more accusto-
med to Western harmony. You can 
take the gamelan samples, but then 
you will operate in that [Western] 
habitus. But [by providing cultural 
information on the samples], at 
least, we also try to introduce the 
possibility that there is another way 
to approach music other than pu-
rely from our own habitus. This is 
what I like about the project, that it 
accompanies it with a lot of cultural 
background.  
At the other side, I also encourage 

people to experiment with this. Be-
cause at the end, for me, if Western 
classical music has become a “world 
culture” culture, then the gamelan 
should also be able to be positioned 
in that sense. That means it should 
also encourage experimentation, 
assimilations, acculturation, syn-
cretism, whatever. Because this is 
also what happened in Java. People 
there synthesize what‘s coming 
from India, what‘s coming from 
Southeast Asia in general, even 
from West European cultures, 
and then try to and try to make it 
uniquely them. I think this is also 
the way that [sounds and traditi-
ons are] also brought back into the 
more global context. I see it as a 
possibility. 

I think [projects like Latent Sonori-
ties] need to be accompanied with 
a very ethical approach, of course, 
because otherwise, if the power 
relation is between the conquering 
and the conquer, then we don‘t 
change the status quo, but yeah, 
with projects like this we can try 
spread it and at the same time still 
stay very respectful to the original 
tradition. 

About the challenges and limitati-
ons. Of course we need to think 
further also about how and what is 
ethical in this context. I think we 
had conversations last time1 about 
digization of instruments and what 
are being lost.
 

EL Yeah, I‘m glad that you brought 
up the term ethics, too, because I 
met with Tusa Montes while she 
was here, and she also asked me 
a question about the project. She 
said: What were the ethical consi-
derations in designing the recor-
ding process? And I did want to 
word her question to you because I 
said, “Yes, this is something I want 
to ask Bilawa.” Was there a conver-
sation about ethics when develo-
ping methods for the project?

BR Yeah. So in that sense, I’ll speak 
for myself because we didn’t really 
discuss things using the term et-
hics, but this project is more like 
a first step towards archiving. We 
capture a snapshot of sounds of the 
instruments, and that way we can 
somehow archive it. And like I said 
we are aware of what is being lost 
in how we record it. And the second 
thing is that I simply approached 
this as an artistic project in which 
experimentation becomes the main 
methodology, that means,, we open 
up the possibility for everyone to 
use the sounds with whatever way 
they [connect with them]. 

And what we can do is simply to 
accompany this with guidelines 
and information. This guide is our 
effort, at least, to make people awa-
re that the central Javanese music 

tradition comes with very different 
musical logics that one is maybe 
not used to. 

Thirdly, [within the scope of a small 
project] it is enough that it makes 
Javanese music more accessible to 
a wider audience in the sense that, 
my approach probably is very syn-
cretic and that means I‘m not loo-
king for a pure or the correct way 
of playing the music. Rather, there 
is freedom that one can use, but at 
the same time, at least one is aware 
of what the traditional approach 
to the music is. So at least when 
we have a good balance between 
these aspects, for me as an artistic 
project, it would be enough. 

EL Yeah, it‘s interesting to think 
about this as compared to other 
digital instruments, Western digi-
tized instruments, or the Western 
musical context where there‘s al-
most not this burden of the history 
of exploitation in experimentation.
There‘s a freedom in the way that 
those instruments can be used, in a 
way, because there is not a history 
of appropriation and orientalization 
and exploitation. But in this case, 
the history and the context does 
feel so important.

BR Although, yeah, I think if I may 
share with you also my ongoing 

1 Here Bilawa refers to a correspondence between himself and Emma in January, 2021, in the context of 
Emma’s research project about the extractivism of digitized East and Southeast Asian instruments, which was 
presented as a part of CTM’s Research Networking Day 2021. During this exchange, Bilawa outlined what 
is lost in certain digitization projects, including social aspects, and musical ‘rules’ and idioms, additionally 
highlighting the potential endangerment of gamelan-making and playing communities and rituals.
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contemplations on this...the other 
direction is also important to think 
about. Because, like I said, I‘m not 
a purist. That means, I think it‘s 
also a very utopian thing to try to 
find the pure or authentic Javanese 
music. I have tried not to go in that 
direction because if we go in that 
direction, at least to my opinion, 
then it, again, doesn‘t challenge the 
status quo of how gamelan is being 
portrayed in a very colonial con-
text. Like, this romantic, pure, and 
very “close to nature-like music. If 
one reads ethnographic descripti-
ons of gamelan, it‘s described in a 
very romantic way, because of the 
romanticism that flourished in the 
18th, 19th century Europe. 

So, there is this longing for an idea-
lized and romanticized music, so 
distant from modernized Europe, 
but if we don‘t challenge this status 
quo by again, trying to be authentic 
and pure, I think it‘s also a danger 
in itself because then we somehow 
deny that the music has actually 
evolved from time to time. Even if 
one goes to Java, you will find how 
gamelan is experimented upon and 
yes, it has a lot of rooms. So there 
are corridors: corridors for tradi-
tion, corridors for new musics, and 
even this term “kreasi baru” or “new 

creations”  somehow fits something 
that’s outside experiments, acade-
mics, and tradition. So that‘s a lot 
of complex…I think as much as we 
are aware about this, then I think 
we‘re still on a good track in terms 
of ethics. 

EL Yeah, interesting. It seems that 
this project is kind of trying to 
position itself in between these two 
things of not longing to reinforce 
a narrative of the traditional that 
is not dynamic. It wants to open 
up experimentation, but it doesn‘t 
want to completely decontextualize 
in the service of experimentation. 
Somehow it‘s trying to be in the 
middle of these two things.

BR Yeah. I think it‘s of course a very 
difficult task. If I can be honest, I 
haven‘t found what is the good prac-
tice or the good compromise, but at 
least, this is the effort towards that.

EL This is the effort, yes.

BR Yeah, I think it‘s a very collective 
effort, even. Like we can simply put 
it out there and then we will have 
improvement from feedback from 
others. It‘s not an individual project. 
I would say it‘s impossible to take it 
as a [standalone] project.

EL This is something I asked Bu 
Wawang as well, the question of 
belonging. Because I asked her who 
she feels the instruments of Ru-
mah Budaya Indonesia belong to, 
and she said, well, technically, they 
belong to the Indonesian state, they 
belong to the embassy, but that she 
felt that the instruments actually 
belong to everyone who has played 
them, which I thought was an inte-
resting answer. So I also wanted to 
ask you, because this is an archival 
project in a sense, who do you think 
these digital sounds belong to? Is 
there any kind of ownership?

BR Thank you for asking that be-
cause this is also what I’ve contem-
plated a lot. It comes from questi-
ons from a friend that asked, “what 
do you think, Mas, if you record 
this, if you release it open source, 
then you have to let go of owner-
ship, whereas–” I think it‘s jokingly 
meant, of course, “–whereas you 
can get rich from doing something 
like this!” But that joke actually left 
a good mark in my mind because 
then to connect to your question, 
I don‘t consider this as my instru-
ment in the sense that, technically 
it belongs to the government. And 
on every gamelan instruments that 
I performed on, also in Indonesia, 
usually I practice in what we call 
paguyuban or sanggar, it‘s simply a 
community-owned instrument. So 
someone who is rich, who is able 
to buy the complete set, will then 
open the house or an institution 
like a company, and usually they 
buy the set so that people who 

work there or the community who 
happens to be around can use the 
instruments and practice on them. 
So there is always this sense that 
the instrument is not ours perso-
nally. It belongs to either a person 
who is able to buy it or to an insti-
tution, be it a company, university, 
etc. But there is an Indonesian 
word “to have,” memiliki, and the 
context—rasa memiliki,— so the 
feeling of owning, this is how I can 
translate it. This sense of belonging 
or owning, rasa memiliki, is I think, 
for everyone who already played 
the gamelan, and especially when 
they have played it for so long, of 
course you have this sense of be-
longing that that means simply that 
you want to take care of it. This is 
the first thing. 
Even when I use, I borrow, this 
instrument, of course, I try to take 
care of it and try to make sure that 
it‘s not damaged, it‘s not impro-
perly put away or something like 
this. Why? Because I have this 
sense of owning it, even though it‘s 
not mine. You try to take care of 
it. And of course, it‘s a good ge-
sture to show gratefulness. That 
means, okay, you‘re able to use it. 
The owner lent it to you with trust, 
because all of this is of course ba-
sed on trust. If I don‘t have a good 
connection with the embassy, then 
they won‘t lend it because usually 
it‘s not an instrument that they will 
lend out of the house. 

So it‘s of course there‘s a trust 
in that and I have to respect that 
trust. And this is what also what I 

“This sense of belonging or owning, rasa memiliki, is a sense 
of belonging that means simply that you want to take care of 
the instrument. This is the first thing.” 
 
 – Bilawa Ade Respati
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told Morgan as well, as a part of the 
cultural background, that this is a 
project which is based on trust, so 
we have to build and keep that trust.  

And as far of belonging, when we 
get into the sample level it adds an-
other level to it. I think this is why 
providing guides and background 
information is important. Also, tra-
cking the recording source. Where 
does it come from? Who records it? 
Who are the people who are invol-
ved in the project? Because I think 
this is the way to at least, I mean, 
you cannot control it, but at least 
you try to show that when you use 
samples, there are people who are 
involved and there is a history no 
matter how small involved in that. 
If we try to educate the general 
users, I think we can at least hope 
to have a different kind of relation-
ship, even with intangible items like 
digital materials. 

Because it‘s different if you buy a 
sample pack. You pay 500 euro and 
then you get all of these sounds, 
but usually there are specific limit-
ations and everything is based on 
law, or contractual agreements. But 
in this sense, if you have an open 
source project, and this is not new, 
if you have a creative commons 
license or any type of open source 
projects in software developments, 
it‘s actually based on respect and 
based on trust. This already defines 
an ethical guideline in itself.
EL It’s really interesting to me, be-
cause I‘m doing this project about 
the post-colonial potential of digital 

audio archives, what you say about 
rasa memiliki like, the desire to take 
care of something, as kind of a de-
finition or an alternative way of loo-
king at owning and belonging, that’s 
very profound to me. So thank you 
so much for that.

BR That‘s why I gave the Indonesi-
an word rasa memiliki, it‘s a kind of 
feeling. And I think such feeling is 
nurtured. And I think we can teach 
people to also nurture this feeling.

Emma Lo (she/her) is a writer, resear-
cher, and artist based in Berlin. She 
is currently a doctoral researcher at 
the Freie Universität Berlin, and her 
practice focuses on the intersections 
of sound, technology, and diaspora.
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Instruments
About the Tuning Files,  
Samples and Instruments  

The instruments from RBI’s gamelan collection 
were selected by Morgan Sully and Bilawa Ade 
Respati for their tonal qualities and potential 
for manipulation in computer-based compo-
sitions. From this, a set of tuning files with the 
laras of the various instruments, alongside a 
tuning chart and samples were created. 

RBI Berlin Javanese Gamêlan Agêng Tumbuk Nêm 
Tuning Chart: tuning chart of RBI’s instruments 
selected for this project along with cent va-
lues, Hz, and solmization.

The 7 instruments selected are part of the 
Javanese gamelan set and consist of: Saron 
(pelog), kempyang & kethuk, slenthem (pelog), 
slenthem (slendro), bonang barung (slendro) , 
kempul (pelog) & gong ageng. The instruments 
are all detailed below.

When played in an actual ensemble with other 
players, instruments within a Javanese gamelan 
ensemble have a particular way of working in 
harmony with the other instruments and players.

Web browser interface of Leimma showing tuning of RBI's Javanese saron in pelog 
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KEMPUL (pelog)  
& GONG AGENG

KEMPYANG & KETHUK
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BONANG BARUNG 
(slendro)

SLENTHEM (slendro)
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SARON (pelog) SLENTHEM (pelog)
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New Music from Traditional Sounds
Cheryl Ong in Conversation with Emma Lo
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Cheryl Ong is a Singapore-based percussionist 
who is active in music performance and edu-
cation and regularly performs with avant rock 
group, The Observatory. Though classically trai-
ned, she has gone on to explore improvisatio-
nal and experimental practices in recent years, 
hunting down new ideas and sounds. At Latent 
Sonorities, she performed with Khyam Allami, 
in an exploration of the more abstract and im-
provisatory potentials of gamelan, fusing the 
sample pack with live (non-tonal) percussion 
and Allami’s digital tuning software Apotome. 
Emma Lo met up with Cheryl online to discuss 
her approach to percussion, Southeast Asian 
tonalities, and the potentials and pitfalls of digi-
tizing musical instruments and traditions.

Emma Lo So to start, could I ask 
you to introduce yourself and your 
practices?

Cheryl Ong  I‘m Cheryl Ong. I play 
mainly percussion and drums. 
Recently I‘ve also been trying to 
mix that with more electronics. 
That‘s about it. I play mainly with 
The Observatory. It‘s a band from 
Singapore, and through all the 
different releases and albums, we 
have progressed to playing diffe-
rent types of music. It started out 
as sort of like a rock band, and now 
it‘s more electronic in nature.

EL Can I ask how your journey with 
percussion began, or what instru-
ments you have a relationship with? 

CO So my background is actual-
ly I started out playing traditional 
Chinese music. I started from high 
school and then I went on to study 
it and then do it as a profession, but 
now I have moved on to more expe-
rimental practices, extended techni-
ques, and moving on to drum kit and 
just a fuse of different percussion 
instruments.

EL How cool! And did you have ex-
periences with the gamelan before 
Latent Sonorities? 

BR Yeah, actually, because growing 
up and living in Singapore, we are 
pretty exposed to different types 
of musics from Southeast Asia, 
especially those from the Malay 
archipelago. Because a lot of us are 
immigrants and then, obviously 

from China, but it has also kind of 
developed in its own way here. So 
the instruments might be the same, 
but the repertoire is slightly diffe-
rent from what you hear in China 
as well.

And then obviously there‘s a large 
Javanese and Sundanese commu-
nity here and so gamelan is heard 
very frequently. When I was young, 
we would encounter weddings 
under the block, and they would 
be playing gamelan for days. And 
so, and also a few years back, The 
Observatory made a gamelan album 
of sorts, because a group of them 
started learning about gamelan and 
they went to Bali and they had a 
few lessons under Dewa Alit, who‘s 
from Gamelan Salukat. And then 
based on his advice and recommen-
dations, they made a gamelan set. 
At that time I wasn‘t in the band 
yet but when we performed the 
album live, we sort of had to learn 
how to play certain things, just to 
understand how it all worked. And 
the gamelan set is still in the studio 
right now, so we will use it.

EL So could you talk a little bit 
about your experience, your trip to 
Berlin, and interacting with these 
particular instruments and in your 
performance with Khyam? 

CO Because every single set is quite 
unique in nature, it‘s almost like 
working with a new set of tools. 
When Taïca first asked me if I was 
interested in doing this, I was a bit 
hesitant because I was like, “Oh, 
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but I don‘t really play gamelan,” as 
in my background is not in gamelan, 
so I don‘t play it traditionally. I don‘t 
know the techniques or the tunings 
or as much about the gamelan as 
Mo’ong or Bilawa, you know?

So the understanding of the inst-
rument might not be [as deep], as 
compared to them, and what they 
know. But for me, it has always 
been interesting because I guess I 
don‘t really have that kind of cultu-
ral baggage to deal with. Although, 
as I play more, I also get more 
interested to find out more about it, 
how to play it properly.

I guess when you start out more on 
an experimental level, the approach 
is slightly different. In terms of my 
performance with Khyam, I guess 
it was more about taking this as a 
basis and seeing what we can do 
and making new music out of it. We 
were more focused on working with 
the software that Khyam uses, like 
Apotome, Leimma, and also then 
trying to see how to fit other types 
of instruments with this.

EL Have you worked much with the 
sample packs and the tunings yet 
from Latent Sonorities or were they 
used in your performance?

CO Yeah, they were used in the 
performance. I‘m hoping to use it a 
little bit more. I‘m using some of it 
for an upcoming performance. So, 
yeah, it‘s just good to have access 
to. I think the whole project is also 
about accessibility. Because very 

often we talk about, “why do people 
only use certain types of sounds?” 
and the sounds are always more or 
less the same. When we are talking 
about tuning systems and all that, 
it is also because when you talk 
about tuning systems that are not 
the standard tuning, it is also not so 
accessible. 

So it takes quite a bit to act, to gain 
access to it first, and then to put it 
into software and blah, blah, blah. I 
think a lot of us are trying to make 
all these things a little bit more 
accessible to the general public. So 
it was great that they managed to 
record it and then made it an open 
source thing. 
I‘m really for that idea of ever-
ybody then taking this idea and just 
making sample packs out of their 
instruments. Because yeah, as we 
talked about just now, I think every 
single set is quite unique. Every sin-
gle instrument is also quite unique, 
but it‘s more about accessibility. 
Like you get kick drums. It‘s so easy 
to download a kick drum sample 
pack or snare sample pack or just a 
normal keyboard piano…

EL Infinite options, right? Like so 
many different variations.

CO Yeah but let‘s say you would like 
to make a piece using an erhu sample. 
You‘ll have to do a lot of digging.

EL True, true. So I think you‘ve 
already answered my last question, 
which was about what‘s the poten-
tial. My very last question would be, 

do you think there are any kinds of 
risks associated with the project, or 
limitations? Or not necessarily with 
the project, but with instrument 
digitalization in general.

CO I think, like what I mentioned 
earlier, that in terms of technology 
or if you make a sample pack, there 
are certain nuances that cannot 
be replicated via a recording. For 
example, especially for gamelan, ba-
sed on my understanding is that you 
get beats when you play. So usually 
when the gamelan comes in a pair, 
or if you play two notes together, it 
kind of creates this resonance. And 
that only comes from the frequen-

cies when you play them…certain 
frequencies, when they play toge-
ther, create another sort of sound or 
frequency in combination. 

Those are the things that, when you 
play them electronically, you might 
not be able to get. Including, for 
example, using mallets, right, like 
muting. So nuances like that, you 
can‘t get it. But I think it‘s also based 
on using this as a tool. You then get 
people to be more curious about 
how it‘s played, or how it sounds like 
traditionally. 
 
When we talk about traditional mu-
sic, a gripe that I have is that some-
times the music stays in the past. 

And so it‘s the type of music that 
comes about because all the pieces 
come about because they are used 
in practical forms, for example, in 
ceremonies, in temples, in rituals. 
When all these things modernize 
and sort of die out because people 
don‘t find a need to practice them 
anymore because we don‘t farm, 
we don‘t harvest, we don‘t pray 
for rain anymore, things like that, 
you know, then the music also dies 
out with the ritual because it‘s not 
really relevant. So when you play 
it now, it doesn‘t have that kind of 
significance because we play it in 
a concert hall, for example, and it 
doesn‘t come with that context.

I think it is also important to then 
still use the sounds and the instru-
ments, but make new music out of 
it. Because the sounds are still re-
levant, but maybe the pieces might 
not be. And it‘s always good to have 
them there still, it‘s always good to 
have them as an archive, it‘s always 
good to be curious about them, but 
we can‘t keep playing them for the 
next 50 to 100 years because they 
will deem irrelevant. So there needs 
to be a combination.  
 

It‘s very difficult, for example, for 
anybody to own a gamelan set. I 
mean, some people do own a set, 

“It was more about taking this as a basis and seeing what we 
can do and making new music out of it.”  

– Cheryl Ong
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but I don‘t think there are many 
people who own a full set. So let‘s 
say if the instrument itself is not so 
accessible already in terms of buy-
ing, you don‘t really get to practice, 
and if you don‘t really get to prac-
tice and play with it all the time, 
the interest level definitely drops. 
Just imagine that if you are interes-
ted in an Erhu, but you don‘t have 
access to the instrument. How are 
you going to learn it or play it? It‘s 
almost impossible. So maybe having 
it in a digital format would encoura-
ge people to at least have a go at it, 
you know, listen to it, see what they 
can do with it. And then if they have 
interest in the actual instrument and 
they have access to it at some point 
of time, somewhere, yeah, then that 
interest carries on.

EL Like it can serve as an introduc-
tion in a way.

CO Exactly. Or even if they want to 
use it to then make something else 
like, you know, electronic music or 
something that can be played in dif-
ferent venues like clubs or whatever. 
I think that‘s actually a good thing.

Emma Lo (she/her) is a writer, resear-
cher, and artist based in Berlin. She 
is currently a doctoral researcher at 
the Freie Universität Berlin, and her 
practice focuses on the intersections 
of sound, technology, and diaspora. C
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Bringing Instruments Together, Bringing People Together
Tusa Montes in conversation with Emma Lo
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Tusa Montes is a percussionist, ethnomusicolo-
gist, and educator who specializes in the musics 
of the Philippines, Asia, West Africa, and Latin 
America. She is currently Senior Lecturer at the 
University College of Music. An expert instru-
mentalist and  improviser on the kulintang – a 
gong and drum ensemble indigenous to the Sulu 
and Mindanao islands in the southern Philippi-
nes and northern Borneo – she has performed 
and recorded on numerous locations in the Phi-
lippines and abroad. Over lunch in Berlin, Tusa 
spoke with Emma Lo about her personal music 
trajectory, how she got connected to the expe-
rimental music scene, and what she’d like to see 
developed with initiatives like Latent Sonorities.

Emma Lo Okay, maybe just to begin 
I’ll just ask you to introduce yourself.

Tusa Montes: Oh okay, hi! My name 
is Tusa Montes. I’m a senior lectu-
rer at the University of the Phil-
ippines College of Music with the 
Department of Musicology. I teach 
Philippine music and some Afro- 
Latin percussion, some African 
drumming. I‘m an ethnomusico-
logist and I‘m a percussionist that 
specializes in these kinds of musics, 
mainly the gong instrument that 
you‘ve been seeing these past few 
days at Latent Sonorities called the 
kulintang. 

EL I‘m curious about how you  
became a percussionist. 

TM So my first instrument was the 
piano. I came from a family who 
love music and the arts. For most 
of us there‘s a kind of culture in the 
Philippines of learning piano. At first 
I didn‘t like it but eventually it was 
just something that I kind of enjoyed 
playing and that I think awakened 
my love for music.

EL How old were you when you 
started playing?

TM Seven years old. And then I 
stopped for a while because it also 
became a bit stressful. I mean, it 
was really forced on us. I think it‘s, I 
don‘t know if it‘s an Asian thing or…

EL Same with me and violin. Yeah, 
like Western classical violin  
obviously. I hated practicing, I  

hated going to lessons as a kid,  
like the regime of it…

TM Plus you have to practice 
and yeah, I mean my mom would 
remind us, “you need to practice!” 
but I think she also realized how, 
you know, that‘s not a good way 
to encourage us to love this thing. 
Eventually I did enjoy it. And then 
one time while watching TV, I just 
saw something with people playing 
kulintang and I‘m like, “Hey, I love 
that!” And so I was telling my mom, 
“Hey, I‘m gonna learn this.” Lucky 
for me, [my aunt is] a well establis-
hed musicologist. Her name is Feli-
cidad Prudente, she studied at the 
University of Michigan. So anyway, 
back in the day, she was the chair of 
the Musicology Department at Uni-
versity of the Philippines and she 
would organize summer workshops 
for kids.

EL How nice!

TM It was a good opportunity 
for anyone and everyone to learn 
kulintang. So I attended those, but 
for me it was really just something 
fun to do over the summer. But I 
never thought that it was gonna be 
something that I ended up doing in 
a more serious capacity. I realized I 
wanted to pursue music. And then 
I was encouraged, like “you know 
you should do musicology because I 
think you know that to be a concert 
pianist would be unrealistic,” stuff 
like that and I think that kind of 
made sense. And in UP (University 
of the Philippines), the musicology 
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program is such that we‘re all really 
focused on Philippine and Asian 
music studies, music culture.

For recitals for example, our stu-
dents are expected to play kulin-
tang. It‘s kind of embedded in our 
environment, even if you‘re study-
ing voice or studying violin, we‘re 
kind of used to having kulintang 
around. Or to sort of dabble into it 
or to perform experimental pieces 
that have these weird combinati-
ons.

EL I know you were involved in 
Nusasonic, [a project that connec-
ted experimental musicians across 
Southeast Asia]. How did you beco-
me involved in Latent Sonorities? 
And what was your interest in the 
project?

TM Yeah, I probably would not 
have ended up here if it weren’t 
for Nusasonic. Because that was 
me suddenly connecting with this 
group of people who are into these 
kinds of things. It opened a whole 
new direction for me in that sense.

 

EL How did you get involved in 
Nusasonic?

TM Merv Espina is a curator in the 
Philippines and I think, mid-2015 
onwards, he would invite me to do 
some gigs at Green Papaya, a venue 
in Manila, as well as experimen-
tal music festivals and events plus 
improv jams with different kinds of 
people, and with the kulintang. 

During that time I was beginning 
this little kulintang project of mine, 
of basically just putting it out there, 
collaborating, exploring the pos-
sibilities of what I could do with 
it. Even if it‘s experimental music, 
which I don‘t like so much, but sure, 
why not! I mean it‘s a way for me to 
meet people, connect with interes-
ting musicians.

EL It‘s cool that you open yourself 
to it even so.

TM Yes. So I think it was more hel-
ping reinforce my quote-unquote 
solo passion project. I would say I‘m 
still in the process of finding myself 
in that sense. Like I don‘t think I‘m 
ready to put out a solo album be-
cause I don‘t know yet what that is 
gonna be like. I guess that was why 

I was dabbling into these things, ex-
perimental gigs, improv jams.

EL Kind of get to know yourself in 
that way.

TM In that sense, discovering 
things. And then the pandemic hap-
pened and suddenly Merv mess-
aged and said, “Do you want to be 
part of Nusasonic?” And it turned 
out to be such a mind-blowing ex-
perience. I don‘t know if you were 
aware of how it worked. The pro-
ject I took part in was with Khyam 
Allami, who basically guided us into 
the common tonalities of sound. 
He guided us into a long, two-hour 
improv jam with other Southeast 
Asian artists and I was really inspi-
red by what was happening. Like 
me, I was bringing my gongs there 
and then you have some Singapo-
rean musicians who were doing 
electronics and gamelan traditional 
kendang.

The combination was, for me, spec-
tacular. It‘s the kind of thing that I 
had never experienced so far. And 
I think that changed my mind in so 
many ways and I was really telling, 
Khyam, “you know, whatever hap-
pened here you were inspiring. It 
really meant that much.” That was 
why I gifted him that instrument 
that he played [at the Latent Sono-
rities concerts].

For me that project was really 
something. I think it struck so-
mething deep within me. I guess I 
would say I‘m still processing that. 

At this point in my life, I would say 
that I would already have had a very 
interesting performing experience, 
but there was just something about 
Nusasonic last October that I would 
say I would never forget. 

So it was all these things that were 
slowly building up and then sud-
denly I had the opportunity to come 
to Germany and perform in Ham-
burg, which opened more doors. 
And then I met Morgan Sully briefly 
last November. After that I think 
it was really just how everything 
was falling into place. Like now, 
there are people who know me 
who, you know, keep me in mind. 
Suddenly I just got an email from 
Taïca Replansky, “Hey, we have this 
little project, are you interested? 
It‘s connected to what you did with 
Common Tonalities and Khyam, it’s 
kind of similar to that.” I‘m like, “oh 
man, if it‘s something like that, then 
I‘m down for it.” 

Okay, I still have a kind of slight 
resistance to being into these 
experimental things but I think it‘s 
really more about good company, 
good people, and I‘m having fun so 
far with the music that has been 
happening, it just works out.

EL When these [digital instrument] 
samples are produced, there comes 
a question, and I’ve spoken with ot-
her people in the community here 
who were saying, “Who is this for? 
Or who uses this resource?”

“It‘s funny because you have expectations of the world like, 
“Hey, you have to be culturally sensitive.” But how can they be 
if they do not have an awareness of how these things sound 
like? Or how this music looks like, and how it’s played?”

– Tusa Montes
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TM That‘s a good question. A few 
days ago I was telling Morgan, and 
actually he was already on track 
with it, was, „You know, this should 
be used in educational platforms.“

For example, I just started teaching 
part-time at this school which has 
a very, very new music produc-
tion program. I don‘t even do so 
much music production, I came 
on board to teach Asian music and 
then I started to realize, “Hey, the 
gamelan sample pack, they should 
be able to experience this.” Especi-
ally as this is a school that doesn‘t 
have a gamelan. I think this is a 
good way to introduce these kinds 
of musics to them so there‘s that 
huge advantage that allows people 
to have more access to these kinds 
of things even if they don‘t actually 
have a gamelan. Because it‘s expen-
sive.

EL And big and heavy!

TM And it‘s funny because you 
have expectations of the world like, 
“Hey, you have to be culturally sen-
sitive.” But how can they be if they 
do not have an awareness of how 
these things sound like? Or how 
this music looks like, and how it’s 
played? So I think this helps facili-
tate that access.

Emma Lo (she/her) is a writer, resear-
cher, and artist based in Berlin. She 
is currently a doctoral researcher at 
the Freie Universität Berlin, and her 
practice focuses on the intersections 
of sound, technology, and diaspora. Ph
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Resources &  
Bibliography
Below you’ll find some additional 
resources related to the project, 
tuning, and gamelan. 

→ RBI Berlin Javanese Gamêlan 
Agêng Tumbuk Nêm Tuning Chart
  
this chart contains tunings from 
selected instruments represented in 
cent values, Hz, and solmization. The 
resultant .scl files can be used in many 
of the paid and free plugins in this 
following list.

Software 

→ Apotome 
A browser-based generative music 
environment based on octave-re-
peating microtonal tuning systems 
and their subsets (scales/modes). 

→ Microtuner by Ableton 
Ableton Live MIDI effect for reading 
Scala files inthe Ableton Live en-
vironment. 

→ MTS-ESP Mini 
Scala interpreter by ODDsound for 
any DAW 
 
 
 

→ Leimma 
a transcultural browser-based tool 
for exploring tuning systems from 
different cultures with features to 
build your own 

→ List of Microtonal Software Plugins

Hardware 

→ Hpi Microtonal Tuning Machine 
Stand-alone MIDI hardware that 
converts incoming MIDI to  
uploaded microtonal scales. 

→ tubbutec SH1oh1 uTune 
Microtonal hardware mod for the 
Roland SH101. Get pelog and slen-
dro scales in your electro tracks!

→ tubbutec µTune 
Modular Eurorack multi-tool  
for loading .scl files into your  
modular hardware. 

→ Expert Sleepers Disting 4 
Eurorack module that supports 
uploading .scl files (among many 
other features)

 

 
 

Reading & Theory

→ Introduction, Theory, and Analysis:  
Javanese Gamelan
This is one of the core references 
we used in the development of 
Latent Sonorities. It’s a great (and 
easy) primer for anyone interested 
in Javanese gamelan theory. 
 

→ Échos-monde: Towards a hybrid reper-
toire of contemporary and experimental 
acoustic, electroacoustic and electronic 
Arabic music
Apotome – the software that has 
found a home in different commu-
nities of artists working with non-
western temperament – was born 
from this dissertation by Khyam 
Allami.

→ Inherent Possibilities: Contemplation 
on audio samples and Karawitan from 
Latent Sonorities
Presentation from Bilawa Ade 
Respati on the expression of ka-
rawitan, and approaching a better 
understanding of Laras, Swaranta-
ra, Pathet and Embat through the 
samples and analysis of the mate-
rials of Latent Sonorities.

→ Intercultural Transfer and Balinese 
Gamelan Preservation
Research paper outlining different 
modes of cultural transfer and 
preservation with explicit attention 
to power dynamics and multi-way 
flows of influence. Fantastic read 
from Latent Sonorities’ Embedded 
Researcher, Emma Lo

Listening 

→ Youtube Playlist
A playlist Morgan Sully made of 
tracks recommended from friends

→ Album Latent Sonorities Concert 
Recording
Here, you can download this entire 
PDF, live recorded concert album, 
samples, tuning files and DAW tools 
for Native Instruments and Ableton 
Live.
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https://docs.google.com/spreadsheets/d/1Npf3ja_-01zEpX5SpphbnGuPgQZ8Ov_6ltejOQT7geI/edit#gid=0
https://docs.google.com/spreadsheets/d/1Npf3ja_-01zEpX5SpphbnGuPgQZ8Ov_6ltejOQT7geI/edit#gid=0
https://isartum.net/apotome
https://www.ableton.com/en/packs/microtuner/
https://oddsound.com/mtsespmini.php
https://isartum.net/leimma/
https://en.xen.wiki/w/List_of_microtonal_software_plugins
https://hpi.zentral.zone/tbx2b
https://tubbutec.de/sh-1oh1-utune-edition/
https://tubbutec.de/%c2%b5tune/
https://www.expert-sleepers.co.uk/disting.html
https://latentsonorities.org/wp-content/uploads/2023/10/Introduction-Theory-Analysis-Javanese-Gamelan.pdf
https://latentsonorities.org/wp-content/uploads/2023/10/Introduction-Theory-Analysis-Javanese-Gamelan.pdf
https://www.open-access.bcu.ac.uk/14036/
https://www.open-access.bcu.ac.uk/14036/
https://www.open-access.bcu.ac.uk/14036/
https://www.open-access.bcu.ac.uk/14036/
https://slides.com/bilawarespati/inherent-possibilities/fullscreen
https://slides.com/bilawarespati/inherent-possibilities/fullscreen
https://slides.com/bilawarespati/inherent-possibilities/fullscreen
https://latentsonorities.org/wp-content/uploads/2023/10/682-Article-Text-1113-2-10-20200620.pdf
https://latentsonorities.org/wp-content/uploads/2023/10/682-Article-Text-1113-2-10-20200620.pdf
https://www.youtube.com/playlist?list=PLuUSM-caVPIeFC-FdeJvyg2nfszIBso5j&themeRefresh=1
https://l-kw.bandcamp.com/album/latent-sonorities
https://l-kw.bandcamp.com/album/latent-sonorities
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