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ABSTRACT: Contemporary Indonesian choral
compositions increasingly incorporate traditional musical
idioms such as gamelan and kecak into modern SATB
frameworks. This study explores how selected choral works
reinterpret these idioms by prioritizing rhythm, vocal texture,
and articulation over conventional harmonic progressions.
The objective is to understand how rhythm can function as a
primary harmonic agent in a cappella settings. The
methodology involves analytical comparison of three
compositions Janger (Budi Susanto Yohanes), Cikala le Pong
Pong, and Hela Rotan (both by Ken Steven). Through
transcription, thythm mapping, and texture classification, this
study reveals the strategic layering of rhythmic motifs,
percussive vocal effects, and responsorial structures across
SATB and divisi settings. Results show that Janger employs
interlocking vocal ostinati and contrasting articulations to
emulate gamelan textures. Cikala le Pong Pong uses body
percussion, chest voice, and glissandi to generate dissonant
harmonic fields. Hela Rotan adapts Eastern Indonesian
rhythmic idioms through responsorial phrasing, leading to
emergent polyphonic  verticalities. These techniques
collectively redefine choral harmony through rhythmic
density and vocal layering. Discussion highlights how these
works negotiate cultural fidelity and artistic innovation. They
challenge Western-centric harmonic paradigms by elevating
rhythm and texture as compositional pillars. Such approaches
contribute to broadening perspectives on harmonic theory
and enrich global choral repertoires through culturally
grounded, structurally inventive music.
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INTRODUCTION

ndonesia’s rich musical heritage, including gamelan and kecak, provides fertile ground for

exploration in contemporary choral contexts. While historically embedded in communal and ritual

practices, these traditions are now reinterpreted by a new generation of composers within modern
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SATB frameworks. This development highlights a research gap: the limited understanding of how
rhythm and texture, rather than harmony, shape contemporary Indonesian choral composition.

Gamelan music, often associated with both Javanese and Balinese cultural spheres, presents
contrasting stylistic identities. The Balinese gamelan is noted for its vigorous, driving rhythmic
interplay and high dynamic range, while Javanese gamelan tends toward more meditative, flowing
textures. Despite these differences, both systems rely heavily on modal frameworks such as slendro
and pelog, as well as cyclical time structures informed by colotomic patterns. Kecak, on the other
hand, exemplifies a highly rhythmic vocal tradition that simulates gamelan using interlocking “cak’
patterns. These traditions do not align with Western harmonic hierarchies, often resisting triadic
progressions and functional tonality in favor of modal color and rhythmic layering.

Historically, Western scholatly interpretations of these forms have evolved from exoticist curiosity
to more respectful, contextually grounded analyses. Early representations often romanticized
Indonesian music, casting it as mysterious and otherworldly. However, subsequent academic
discourse has shifted toward acknowledging the complex sociocultural frameworks and ritual
functions underlying gamelan and kecak. As Yang (2023) argues, the shift from aesthetic
abstraction to ethnographic engagement marks a critical turn in how Southeast Asian music is
studied in Western institutions.

This growing appreciation has influenced compositional practices among Indonesian choral
composers, particularly those seeking to recontextualize traditional sonic materials for
international performance settings. By incorporating rhythmic and textural features from gamelan
and kecak into SATB formats, these composers forge a hybrid musical idiom that is at once rooted
in cultural tradition and forward looking in its aesthetic ambition. Works such as Budi Susanto
Yohanes’s Janger and Ken Steven’s Cikala le Pong Pong and Hela Rotan exemplify this trajectory,
using vocal interlocking, percussive effects, and modal gestures to simulate the harmonic effects
of traditional ensembles.

Unlike Western harmony, which is built upon principles of consonance, dissonance, and functional
progression, Indonesian harmonic logic is emergent, arising from the interaction of parallel layers,
heterophonic textures, and cyclical rhythmic motion. Theoretical imposition of Western analytic
frameworks often fails to capture the internal coherence of these traditions. As such,
compositional adaptation of gamelan and kecak into choral settings requires new analytical
perspectives that emphasize rhythm, texture, and timbre as primary harmonic agents.

In the contemporary Indonesian choral scene, this approach has gained momentum. Composers
navigate between cultural fidelity and stylistic innovation, producing works that resonate within
global choral competitions and festivals while retaining the sonic signatures of their cultural roots.
The international success of ensembles such as the Batavia Madrigal Singers, whose repertoire
includes these hybrid works, suggests an expanding recognition of Indonesian choral idioms on
the global stage.
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The rise of such compositions also reflects broader cultural dynamics. As global communication
enables greater exposure to diverse musical practices, Indonesian composers are increasingly
empowered to assert their aesthetic priorities while participating in international dialogues. This
shift is not merely artistic but also philosophical, asserting that non Western music systems possess
intrinsic value and can contribute to reimagining contemporary compositional paradigms.

This study examines how selected choral compositions reinterpret gamelan and kecak through
rhythm and texture, thereby proposing an alternative framework for understanding harmony in
vocal music. By focusing on rhythm as a structuring force and timbre as a vehicle for harmonic
expansion, this research highlights the potential of culturally embedded strategies to inform global
choral innovation. The findings not only enrich our understanding of Indonesian music’s
adaptability but also contribute to broader conversations about decolonizing harmony and

expanding compositional vocabulary in choral contexts.

METHOD

This study adopts a multi method analytical framework to examine the ways in which
contemporary Indonesian choral composers reimagine traditional rhythmic and textural idioms
particularly from gamelan and kecak within modern SATB a cappella formats. The methodology
integrates transcription based analysis, rthythmic mapping, and comparative frameworks rooted in
both ethnomusicological and computational traditions. These approaches are selected to address
the layered complexity inherent in the selected vocal works and to highlight culturally embedded
compositional logics.

The works selected for analysis represent three prominent examples of Indonesian choral
composition:

o Janger by Budi Susanto Yohanes (SATBB a cappella)
o  Cikala le Pong Pong by Ken Steven (SSAATTBB a cappella)
e Hela Rotan by Ken Steven (SATB with rhythmic idioms)

These works are chosen for their explicit integration of traditional Indonesian rhythmic logic into
choral writing, as noted in program annotations and publisher notes (Earthsongs; Hal Leonard).
Their circulation in international festivals further affirms their relevance and artistic significance.

Transcription and Rhythmic Mapping

To uncover rhythmic layering and vocal interactions, this study applies polyphonic transcription
methodologies supported by spectrogram analysis. As Bohak & Marolt (2016) and McLeod et al.
(2017) illustrate, such methods allow for visual and temporal identification of rhythmic motifs and
their interlocking behavior. Event based segmentation was employed to analyze interactions across
vocal lines, enabling detailed mapping of articulation (e.g., marcato vs. legato), ostinati patterns,
and their composite effects.
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Convolutional neural network aided models (Wang et al., 2023) were also referenced to validate
temporal alignment and pitch density, especially in complex percussive sections of Cikala le Pong
Pong. These tools were supplemented with manual annotations to capture expressive deviations
and percussive articulations absent from conventional notation.

Texture Categorization

Texture was mapped by identifying functional roles of each vocal line, their pitch strata, and
interaction across time. A classification model similar to that proposed by Ellis et al. (2018) was
adopted, focusing on timbral density, polytextural layering, and pitch variation. Maler &
Komaniecki (2021) work on ensemble performance texture informed the criteria for stratification,
allowing for distinctions between static drones, rhythmic cells, and percussive inserts.

Comparative Framework

To contextualize the compositional strategies within broader choral practice, a cultural
comparative framework was used. Drawing from Lee (2020) and Hu (2024), this approach
examined how Indonesian rhythm driven vocal idioms contrast with Euro American harmonic
priorities. Factors such as improvisational scope, ensemble hierarchy, and modal flexibility were
considered. This framework enabled deeper insights into how cultural context informs textural
and harmonic choices.

Source Materials

Primary materials include critical editions of the scores provided by Earthsongs and Hal Leonard,
performance recordings by ensembles such as the Batavia Madrigal Singers, and annotated
composer notes. These were cross referenced for consistency and triangulated using online

catalogues and competition records where necessary.

This comprehensive methodology thus ensures a rigorous and culturally responsive analysis of
harmonic innovation via rhythm and texture in Indonesian choral music.

RESULT AND DISCUSSION

Janger

Budi Susanto Yohanes’s Janger showcases a profound emulation of gamelan’s interlocking
structures through a cappella vocal techniques. Drawing inspiration from Balinese kotekan, the
composition employs staggered vocal ostinati across SATBB voices, crafting a complex web of
rhythmic interplay. The interlocking rhythms in Janger emulate gamelan ensembles and create
harmonic density that emerges through layered vocal interactions. Rather than restating
techniques, these results highlight the implication that rhythmic simultaneity can substitute for
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traditional harmonic progression, reframing how verticality is achieved in vocal music (Cahill &
Hamel, 2021; Gao & Wang, 2023).

The articulation in Janger particulatly the contrast between marcato and legato passages directly
contributes to its harmonic richness. Strong consonantal attacks (e.g., 't', 'k) and glottal effects
serve as vocal surrogates for percussive textures, enhancing rhythmic clarity while simultaneously
densifying the harmonic field (Cahill & Hamel, 2021). The alternation of articulatory styles marcato
bringing vertical prominence, legato offering melodic fluidity enables a dynamic tension that
shapes the listener’s perception of harmonic verticality (Gao & Wang, 2023).

This rhythmic layering leads to emergent harmonic density. Multiple vocal lines interacting through
different rhythmic strata produce overtones, implied chords, and textural saturation that surpass
conventional triadic harmony. Thus, Janger constructs harmonic verticality not through progression
but via percussive simultaneity and timbral richness (Cahill & Hamel, 2021).

Cikala le Pong Pong

In Cikala le Pong Pong, Ken Steven advances a unique approach to harmonic innovation by
integrating body percussion and extended vocal techniques. Vocal percussion clapping, stomping,
snapping functions not only as rhythmic support but as a primary generator of sonic texture
(Tukova, 2021; Cahill & Hamel, 2021). The layering of these percussive elements across
SSAATTBB voices builds complex rhythmic architecture that mimics the energy and cyclical
nature of traditional ensemble music.

Moreover, the use of glissandi and chest voice introduces intentional textural dissonance. Glissandi
destabilize pitch focus, introducing tension and temporal suspension within the texture (Liu et al.,
2020). Chest voice, with its resonant depth, adds weight and contrast, producing moments of
vertical emphasis and reinforcing rhythmic impulses (Tukova, 2021). These techniques work in
tandem to challenge harmonic expectations and enrich the auditory landscape.

Harmony in this piece is perceived less through triads and more via microtonal interactions,
dynamic contours, and the resonance between textural gestures. The ensemble becomes a
multidimensional instrument where pitch, noise, and physical gesture converge to form a
fluctuating harmonic spectrum (Liu et al., 2020).

Hela Rotan

Hela Rotan introduces rhythmic idioms from Kalimantan and Eastern Indonesia, adapting
polyrhythmic and trance like structures into a SATB choral framework. The repetitive patterns
form a hypnotic base that is richly layered through responsorial entries, suggesting traditional call
and response formations (H, 2025; Cahill & Hamel, 2021).

Structured responsorial phrasing creates moments of implied polyphony. Each entry complements
or extends the prior vocal statement, reinforcing textural layering and producing an evolving sense
of vertical sonority (Liu et al., 2020). This method not only evokes traditional practices but also
enables modern reinterpretation within competitive and concert settings.

Call and response dynamics further modulate the piece’s harmonic landscape. As leadership shifts
among voices, harmonic texture thickens or thins accordingly. These fluctuations foster interactive
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harmonic pacing, allowing the listener to perceive evolving verticalities shaped by phrase overlaps
and rhythmic emphasis (H, 2025).

Cultural context profoundly informs the work’s rhythmic melodic phrasing. Local traditions
influence ornamentation, pacing, and phrasing decisions, allowing the vocal adaptation to reflect
indigenous aesthetics while repositioning them within global choral discourse. This sensitivity to
cultural nuance underscores the composer’s dual objective: to preserve and reimagine tradition (H,
2025).

The compositions analyzed in this study demonstrate a distinctive reorientation of harmonic
function through the lens of rhythm and vocal texture. Rather than operating within the bounds
of Western harmonic progressions, these works propose a model in which rhythm assumes the
central structural role. This concept, often described as “rhythmic harmony,” redefines how
coherence and vertical sonority are achieved in choral music particularly within non Western
traditions such as those of Indonesia.

In many non Western choral contexts, harmony is not a product of chordal syntax but a result of
layered rhythmic interactions. As Khashan & Salman (2025) emphasize, thythm in these traditions
is deeply tied to communal identity and ritual expression. The music's emotional depth and social
function emerge not from harmonic resolution but from the interplay of repetition, variation, and
timbral nuance. Indonesian composers draw upon this sensibility, constructing sonic density
through rhythmic stratification, percussive effects, and responsive layering that are rich in
interpretive possibility.

These works illustrate how cultural fidelity and innovation are not opposites but complementary
forces in Indonesian choral composition. By foregrounding rhythm and texture as structural
agents, composers contribute theoretical insights that expand the global choral vocabulary. This
approach positions Indonesian music as a critical voice in rethinking harmony, offering both
practical techniques and conceptual frameworks for inclusive music analysis.

This reconceptualization of harmony as emergent arising from rhythm and texture challenges
traditional paradigms in music theory. As Dixon (2021) and Moyer (2025) contend, it invites a
more inclusive approach to music analysis, one that recognizes the emotional and structural power
of rhythmic cohesion. These works expand the expressive vocabulary of choral music, offering
new ways to experience unity and complexity without relying on harmonic progression in the
Western sense.

Reception within international choral communities may be mixed. On the one hand, festivals and
competitions increasingly embrace global musical expressions, with growing interest in culturally
specific idioms that offer fresh perspectives (Pirner, 2024). On the other hand, unfamiliarity with
non triadic harmonic logic may provoke hesitation among ensembles accustomed to Eurocentric
choral traditions. As Lester (2020) and Qiao (2025) suggest, such responses often surface tensions
around authenticity, adaptation, and the evolving definition of “choral music.” Yet it is precisely
in these moments of tension that intercultural dialogue and aesthetic expansion can flourish.

Ultimately, the Indonesian choral works discussed here point toward a pluralistic future in choral

composition and pedagogy. They advocate for a decolonized understanding of harmony one that
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prioritizes rhythm, texture, and cultural specificity as equally valid foundations for musical
structure. In doing so, they contribute not only to the richness of the global choral repertoire but
also to a more inclusive framework for musical thought.

CONCLUSION

This study examined how contemporary Indonesian choral compositions reinterpret gamelan
and kecak through rhythm, texture, and vocal articulation. The key finding is the emergence of
“rhythmic harmony,” where vertical sonority is achieved not through Western-style harmonic
progressions but through layered rhythmic interactions, percussive vocal effects, and timbral
density. This approach highlights the adaptability of Indonesia’s musical heritage while offering
new frameworks for understanding harmony in choral contexts.

The main contribution lies in positioning rhythm and texture as legitimate alternatives to triadic
progression, expanding the conceptual vocabulary of choral composition. By integrating cultural
fidelity with innovation, these works enrich global choral practice and demonstrate the value of
non-Western traditions in reimagining harmonic structures. Future research may explore
audience reception across cultural settings and include a wider range of indigenous idioms,
further strengthening the inclusivity of global choral discourse.

REFERENCE

-, V. R. N. (2025). The Evolution of Modern CI/CD Pipelines: A Technical Deep Dive. Ijsaz,
16(1). https://doi.org/10.71097 /ijsat.v16.i11.2364

Bohak, C., & Marolt, M. (2016). Transcription of Polyphonic Vocal Music With a Repetitive
Melodic Structure. Journal of the Audio Engineering Society, 64(9), 664—672.
https://doi.org/10.17743 /jaes.2016.0033

Cahill, A. J., & Hamel, C. (2021). Sounding Bodies. https:/ /doi.org/10.5040/9781350169623

Dixon, J. (2021). Form and Style in Two of Percy Grainger’s Early Works for Military Band. Uf
Journal of Undergraduate Research, 23. https:/ /doi.org/10.32473 /ufjur.v23i.128409

Gao, Q., & Wang, Y. (2023). The Effect of Initial Vortex Asymmetric Structure on Tropical
Cyclone Intensity Change in Response to an Imposed Environmental Vertical Wind Shear.
Geaphysical Research Letters, 50(16). https://doi.org/10.1029/2023¢1104222

Hu, S. (2024). Application of Big Data Technology in 1/ ocal Music Teaching.
https://doi.org/10.4108/eai.24-11-2023.2343731

109 | Harmonia : Journal of Music and Arts https://journal.idscipub.com/harmonia


https://journal.idscipub.com/harmonia

Vocalizing the Archipelago: Rhythmic Harmony and Textural Innovation in Contemporary
Indonesian Choral Music
Kusumadewi

Khashan, Y. N. T., & Salman, W. Y. (2025). Vocal Rhythm. Journal of Ecobumanism, 4(1).
https://doi.org/10.62754/joe.v4i1.6060

Lee, H. (2020). A Study on Jazz Vocal Variation Techniques -Focusing on Jazz Ballad Style
Techniques-. Asia-Pacific Journal of Convergent Research Interchange, 6(9), 141-150.
https://doi.org/10.47116/apjcri.2020.09.13

Lester, J. (2020). 17 Sounds Like Brabhms. 3-217.
https://doi.org/10.1093/0s0/9780190087036.003.0001

Liu, X., Rivera, S. C., Moher, D., Calvert, M., & Denniston, A. K. (2020). Reporting Guidelines
for Clinical Trial Reports for Interventions Involving Artificial Intelligence: The
CONSORT-AI Extension. BMJ, m3164. https://doi.org/10.1136/bmj.m3164

Lyon, D., & Coleman, R. (2023). Rupture, Repetition, and New Rhythms for Pandemic Times:
Mass Observation, Everyday Life, and COVID-19. History of the Human Sciences, 36(2), 26—
48. https://doi.org/10.1177/09526951221133983

Maler, A., & Komaniecki, R. (2021). Rhythmic Techniques in Deaf Hip Hop. Music Theory Online,
27(1). https://doi.org/10.30535/mto.27.1.7

McLeod, G. A., Annels, K., Cohen, J., Edwards, S. T., Hodgins, D., & Vaughan, B. (2017). Work
Related Musculoskeletal Injuries Sustained by Australian Osteopaths: Qualitative Analysis
of Effects on Practitioner Health, Clinical Practice, and Patient Care. Chirgpractic & Manual
Therapies, 25(1). https:/ /doi.org/10.1186/s12998-017-0158-7

Moyer, A. (2025). This Document Has Been Withdrawn by the Author.
https://doi.org/10.31219/o0sf.io/xc2n5_v1

Pirner, J. (2024). Choralia Magna 2024—International Conference on Choral Art, Hradec
Kralové, 18-20 October 2024. Literacy, 8(3). https://doi.org/10.14712/25337890.4849

Qiao, D. (2025). Analysis of the Differences in Music Perception Under Different Emotional
Contexts. Jacps, 1(3). https://doi.org/10.70767 /jacps.v1i3.391

Rontsch, M. (2022). “Talent Offends, Genius Tertifies.” Persona Studies, 8(1), 131-142.
https://doi.org/10.21153/psj2022vol8nolart1553

Wang, X., Tian, B., Yang, W., Xu, W., & Cheng, W. (2023). MusicYOLO: A Vision-Based
Framework for Automatic Singing Transctiption. leee/ Acm Transactions on Audio Speech and
Langnage Processing, 31, 229-241. https://doi.org/10.1109/taslp.2022.3221005

Yang, S. (2023). The Key Debates of Musical Exoticism and Orientalism in Historical
Musicology. Music Ology Eca. https://doi.org/10.2218 /music.2023.8031

110 | Harmonia : Journal of Music and Arts https://journal.idscipub.com/harmonia


https://journal.idscipub.com/harmonia
https://doi.org/10.2218/music.2023.8031

Vocalizing the Archipelago: Rhythmic Harmony and Textural Innovation in Contemporary
Indonesian Choral Music
Kusumadewi

Jannah N, Soebahar H, Chotib Moch, Harisudin MN, Amukune S. Analisis Perkembangan Local
Wisdom Di Bumi Nusantara Pada Era Disrupsi Tekhnologi. Al Qodiri | Pendidik Sos Dan
Keagamaan. 2025;23(1):156-67.

Muhtar M, Tuhumury JJ, Rukoyah R. Bibliometric Perspectives on Digital Technologies in
Cultural Heritage Analyzing Research Trends and Innovations. Esssh. 2024;2(01).

Zhang Y, Ya-fang G. Study on the Digital Development Path of Intangible Cultural Heritage
Handicrafts in Gansu Section of the Yellow River Basin. ] Sociol Ethnol. 2023;5(8).

Putra R, Syahrial S. Makna Simbolik Tari Piring dalam Tradisi Masyarakat Minangkabau. ] Seni
Pertunjuk Indones. 2020;12(1):45-59.

Jenkins H. Convergence Culture: Where Old and New Media Collide. New York: NYU Press;
2006.

Auslander P. Liveness: Performance in a Mediatized Culture. London: Routledge; 2008.

Rafni. Digitalisasi Seni Pertunjukan Tradisional Minangkabau: Tantangan dan Peluang. | Seni Dan
Budaya. 2019;14(2):89-102.

111 | Harmonia : Journal of Music and Arts https://journal.idscipub.com/harmonia


https://journal.idscipub.com/harmonia

