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THE ORIGIN OF THE KEMANAK.

As regards the well-known if not notorious controversy
"Entlehnung oder Volkergedanke" (diffusion vs. independent

invention), it is unavoidable that the ethnomusicologist in many
cases should side with those who accept a first and single creation with
subsequent diffusion, on grounds of parallel or even identical features.
The musicologist Curt Sachs formulated that viewpoint in the Preface
to his monumental "Geist und Werden der Musikinstrumente". He
wrote: "To those who, during many years of work, have observed time
and again how the rarest cultural forms — often with totally incidental
structural features at that — occur in widely scattered parts of the
world and, however, in all these places the symbolic and functional
aspects have been preserved, it seems almost irrelevant to emphasize
and defend the kinship of these cultural forms. He has gradually
formed a great picture of a world-circling cultural kinship, created over
thousands of years by man himself, through migrations and sea-voyages,
despite all natural obstacles."

In many instances, I myself was led to accept, on good grounds,
that certain instrumental forms, musical scales, instrument-names, and
melodies, now found in widely scattered areas, originated at the same
cultural birthground.

Thus I felt justified in suggesting that the gong, now found
principally in Southeast Asia, but also in India and, in the Near East,
amongst the Yemenite Jews and the Ethiopian Falasha, must have
originated somewhere in Asia Minor or perhaps in Ancient Hellas.1

The Chinese plucked lute p'i-p'a seems to have been borrowed shortly
before the 2nd century A.D. from the Western barbarians (read: the
Gandhara Empire of the Kushana dynasty).2 Henry George Farmer 3

and Shigeo Kishibe4 have tried to prove that also the name p'i-p'a

1 A hypothesis about the origin of the gong ("Ethnos" 1947, p. 79 ff. and 147).
2 Lawrence Picken, The origin of the short lute ("The Galpin Journal" 1955).
3 In: Reciprocal influences in music 'twixt the Far and Middle East ("Studies in

Oriental musical instruments", 2nd series), Glasgow, 1939.
4 In: On the origin of the p'i-p'a ("Transactions of the Asiatic Society of

Japan", 2nd series, vol. XII, p. 259 ff.), 1940.
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264 JAAP KUNST.

comes from the same region, although somewhat later. P'i-p'a is said
to be a "sinicised" form of the Sassanid word barbhat, itself a
corruption of the ancient Greek instrumental name barbiton.

The scales of many African marimbas (xylophones) are the same as
those known to us from Java. In the south of the Belgian Congo they
mainly belong to the pelog-group. In the north of that area they belong
to the slendro-group,5 whereas the scales of the marimbas or m'bilas
of the Chopi tribe in Portuguese East-Africa and the closely related
Karanga in Southern Rhodesia show, as do the Siamese and Burmese
xylophones, an equidistant heptatonic scale.6

The Indian instrument name bin (in the Dekhan sanskritised to vina;
Ancient Javanese also vina;1 Siamese phin,s) has been shown by Sachs9

to be no other than the one found in the 3rd millennium B.C. in Ancient
Egypt (4th dynasty), which is bj. nt, vini in Ancient Koptic.

The Hindu and Ancient Javanese name of kinnara for the bar zither
is the same as the Ancient Hebrew string-instrument name of kinnor,
Ancient Arabic kinnare and kannare, Ancient Greek kinyra.10

Further, absolute identity exists between phrases of at least one
of the hieratic musical formulas (suluk) sung bij the dalang during
wayang performances in Central Java and a magic melody intended to
deter the wolves from the flock, noted down by Dr. Yury Arbatsky
among the nomadic Arumani tribe in Southernmost Yugoslavia10*
(%• 1).

Again and again there is that striking identity of instrumental shape,
scale, name or melodic phrases neither demanded by the materials used
nor by psychological or physical requirements.

5 / . Kunst, A musical argument for cultural relationship between Indonesia —
probably the Isle of Java — and Central Africa ("Proceedings of the Musical
Association", Session LXII), 1936.

8 Hugh T. Tracey, The Chopi (London/New York/Toronto, 1948), p. 121 ff.
7 / . Kunst, with the collaboration of R. Goris, Hindoe-Javaansche muziekinstru-

menten (Weltevreden, 1927), p. IS ff.
8 id. Een overwalsche bloedverwant van den Javaanschen gamelan ("Neder-

landsch-Indie" Oud & Nieuw" XIV, pp. 95 and 96), 1929.
9 Die Musikinstrumente Birmas und Assams ("Sitzungsber. d. Kgl. Bayerischen

Akad. d. Wissensch., Phil.-phil. und hist. Klasse), Miinchen, 1917 (p. 29); id.
Die altagyptischen Namen der Harfe ("Festschrift-Hermann Kretschmar",
p. 127), Leipzig, 1918.

10 Curt Sachs, Die Musikinstrumente Indiens und Indonesiens (Berlin, 1915,
2/1923), p. 90.

10*For the supposed common source see / . Ktmst, Cultural relations between the
Balkans and Indonesia (Comm. CVII of the R. Tnppical Institute), Amsterdam,
1954.
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Fig. 1. Comparison between a Javanese and a Yugoslav magic melody

Fig. 2. Pointed flute (feku) of the Atoni
(Central Timor)
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Fig. 3. Pointed flute (dunda) from the province of Sokoto, Nigeria
(after Harris)

Fig. 4. Pointed flute of the Bari
(Upper Nile)

(after Ankermann)

Fig. 5. Bullroarer from the palaeolithic
Magdalenien (Dordogne)

(after Peyrony)
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Fig. 6 Couple of kemanak from East Java Fig. 7. Couple of kemanak from Central Java

Fig. 8. Double-bells of the Pangwe (Westcoast
of Central Afrika)

(after Tessmann)
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Fig. 9. Youth with ,,kemanak" on a rock painting from the Brandberg
(Southwest Africa)

(after Breuil)
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THE ORIGIN OF THE KEMANAK. 2 6 5

Often it is the secondary aspects, the non-essential pecularities of
shape and function of instruments, not relevant for their sound
production, that provide the strongest argument for diffusion and
interdependence.

Here is an example: wherever it is found, a flute has to comply
with certain structural demands if it is to sound at all. The principal
condition in this particular instance is that a stream of air is directed
against a sharp edge. Palaeolithic man possibly observed this first in a
bamboo tube, struck by the wind in a certain way, or perhaps while
sucking the marrow out of a bone. However, that acoustic phenomenon
is likely to have been observed repeatedly, everywhere. Therefore, to
speak of "borrowing, adoption or diffusion" in this case would be
pointless. But, if in different parts of the world we find flutes, identical
in their particular shape that is not essential for the production of
sound, the thought arises that these flutes did not come into being
independently of each other. Possibly the ingenious invention of the
finger-holes — these date back to palaeolithic times — has taken
place only once. That, of course, is hard to prove. However, if we
find so-called pointed flutes in Central Timor amongst the Atoni tribe
(fig. 2) , 1 1 as well as in Northwest Nigeria (fig. 3) 1 2 and with some
tribes on the Upper Nile (fig. 4) 13, it is reasonable to assume that the
element of chance is negligible, as this pointed flute has a remarkable
shape, not the product of necessity, and, besides, is equipped in all three
cases with a rather rare doubly notched mouth piece.

So much for this example of presumed kinship on grounds of
identical shape.

As an example of presumed common origin on grounds of identical
use (although no less of shape also) the well-known bull-roarer may
serve. This is a usually lentil-shaped piece of wood or bone attached to
a string. It is swung around by the string and produces a whirring
sound. Since prehistoric times (fig. 5 ) 1 4 man has used this device
for initiation rites, in which it is said to represent the voices of the
ancestors. At the same time it was the symbol of fecundity and rebirth.
11 /. Kunst, Muziek en dans in de Buitengewesten (Communication LXVTI of

the R. Tropical Institute, pi. XVII fig. 39), Amsterdam, 1946.
12 P. G. Harris, Notes on Drums and Musical Instruments seen in Sokoto

Province, Nigeria ("Journal of the R. Anthropological Institute of Great
Britain and Ireland" LXII, p. 121, fig. 30), 1932.

13 B. Ankermam, Die Afrikanische Musikinstrumente (diss.), p. 36, fig. 70,
(Berlin, n.d.).

14 Cf. Otto Seewald, Beitrage zur Kenntnis der steinzeitlichen Musikinstrumente
Europas (Vienna, 1934), p. 13 ff.
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266 JAAP KUNST.

Hence it has been found, already in the palaeolithic Magdalenien,15

coloured with red ochre (symbolic for blood and vitality).16

At the present day, the bull-roarer still performs these functions
amongst many tribes in Australia17, South- and East-New-Guinea,18

Melanesia, Africa 19 and among some Central Brazilian Indian tribes.20

For a more specified list of areas where it occurs, I may refer to Sachs'
"Geist und Werden der Musikinstrumente".21

The adult men manipulate the instrument; the youths to be initiated
will only see it after their acceptance amongst the men (after having
been "reborn"). Women are never allowed to see the instrument, often
on pain of immediate death.

No ethnomusicologist, I think, would stand for plurigenesis as regards
the bull-roarers, which even in decorative detail are often alike and are
used for the same purpose wherever and whenever found (that is,
where it has not become a toy for children through lapse of time
or change of faith). And it is not only musicologists, but many
ethnologists, such as Lowie and Loeb, as well, who assume that the
bull-roarer and its magic function has spread over the world from
one single centre. Lowie says, in this connexion: "I know of no
psychological principle that would urge the (African) Ekoi and
the (Brazilian) Bororo mind to bar women from knowledge about
bull-roarers and until such a principle is brought to light I do not
hesitate to accept diffusion from a common center as the more probable
assumption." 22 And Loeb: "The case for diffusion is even stronger
than stated by Lowie. Not only is the bull-roarer tabooed to women
when used in connection with male initiation rites, but it is also almost
invariably represented as the voice of spirits. Nor does the bull-roarer
travel alone in connection with male initiation rites. This paper has
demonstrated the fact that a form of tribal marking, a death and

15 id. o.c. p. 14; / . Maringer, L'Homme pr6historique et ses dieux (Arthaud, 1938),
p. 120/121.

16 A general survey of the diffusion and the use of the bullroarer is given also by
Otto Zerries in his book "Das Schwirrholz" (Stuttgart, 1942).

17 Otto Zerries, o.c, p. 82 ff. and pi. IX-XII; / . Maringer, o.c, p. 121, fig. 12b.
18 / . Kunst, De inheemsche muziek in Westelijk Nieuw-Guinea (Comm. XCIII of

the R. Tropical Institute, p. 76 ff.), Amsterdam, 19S0.
19 See, for instance, Amdre Schaeffner, Les Kissi, une societe noire et ses

instruments de musique (Paris, 1951), p. 74 ff.
20 Karl Gustav Izikowitz, Musical and other sound instruments of the South

American Indians (Goteborg, 1933), p. 208 ff.
2 1 Geist und Werden der Musikinstrumente (Berlin, 1929), p. 10.
22 Robert H. Lowie, Primitive Society (New York, 1920), p. 297 ff.
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THE ORIGIN OF THE KEMANAK. 2 6 7

resurrection ceremony, and an impersonation of ghosts or spirits is
found among male tribal initiation rites as the usual concomitants of
the bull-roarer. There is no psychological principle involved which
would necessarily group these elements together, and they therefore
must be regarded as having been fortuitously grouped in one locality
of the world, and then disseminated as a complex." 23

• *

One single original "birth" must, to my opinion — and now I have
come to the subject of my paper—also be accepted for the metal cymbal,
in Java called kemanak.2i They are played by alternatively beating the
"back" of one of them against the "belly" of the other.25 There, in Java,
it is in the first place the indispensable instrument for marking the
rhythm of the hieratic dances of the bedayas, court dancers of noble
birth. During some of their dances — to mention only the famous
bedaya ketawang dance — it is believed that envoys of the pre-Hindu
Goddess of the South Sea (i.e. the Indian Ocean), Ratu Kidul, are
amongst the dancers.26

As figures 6 and 7 show, the instrument has a most conspicuous
shape. This shape is definitely not imposed by acoustical requirements.

Nowadays, this same instrument is found in western Central Africa
amongst the Fang or Pangwe people, and again as an accompanying
instrument in religious dances (fig. 8).27 There is the same dual playing
technique, the somewhat differing sizes of the two instruments, the
slight warp in the back, a shape comparable to a banana slit open
lengthwise. According to Andre Schaeffner,28 shape and function, as
well as the use of the instrument in pairs, also applies to the kende of
the West-African Kissi. It seems very hard indeed to assume that this
most specific instrumental form was invented twice, identical in all
respects — also in function —, in Java as well as in Africa.

The question now is: where are we to look for the birthground of
the instrument? As far as Java is concerned, the oldest, but relatively

2 3 Edwin M. Loeb, Tribal initiations and sacred societies ("Publications of the
Association for Anthropology and Ethnology" X X V No. 3, p. 249 ff.), 1929.

2 4 / . Kunst, Music in Java (The Hague, 1949), vol. I p. 180 ff.
2 5 At the Central-Javanese courts only, nowadays, they are separately played by

beating each of them with a padded stick.
3 6 / . Kunst o.c, vol. I p. 280.
2 7 E. von Hornbostel in G. Tessmmn, Die Pangwe (19141, vol. I I p. 21, fig. 121.
2 8 Andre Schaeffner, Les Kissi, p. 23.
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268 JAAP KUNST.

fairly recent, report comes from Kadiri (East-Java) 29 at the middle
of the 12th century A.D.30 However, it can safely be assumed that
it is much older. It wouldn't surprise me, especially as the instrument
is related to the prehistoric cult of the South Sea Goddess, if the
kemanak, together with so many other material and immaterial cultural
goods — including metal instruments 31 — appeared in the archipelago
already before the beginning of the Christian era, under the influence
of what is generally referred to as the Dong-son culture.32 If this
assumption is correct, the Russian/West Asiatic steppe area, the
northern slopes of the Caucasus, or one of the countries around the
eastern Mediterranean would become eligible as birthground.

If my readers should now entertain the thought that I have here
lost myself in rather unfounded speculations, I could not blame them,
and had it not been for more substantial proof, I would not have
ventured into these seemingly vague suppositions.

However, in 1955, the famous prehistorian the Abbe Henri Breuil
published a book entitled "The White Lady of the Brandberg".33 In it
he gives a richly illustrated report of what he has found in the way of
prehistoric rock-drawings and paintings in the interior of Southwest
Africa. Amongst these drawings, dating from different periods, is a
kind of religious procession of figures centring around a female chief
figure (the White Lady), supposed by him to represent a Goddess or a
priestess, who as regards stature, features and dress seems altogether
Mediterranean. They suggest in detail a kinship with that what has
been learned from the Cretan Knossos (3rd and 2nd millenium B.C.)
and from Henri Lhote's recent Lybian discoveries. For instance,
compare the White Lady with one of the figures found by Evans in
one of the Knossos palace murals,34 or with one of the rock paintings,
shown by Lhote in his fascinating book "A la decouverte des fresques
du Tassili".35

29 / . Kunst, with the collaboration of R. Goris, Hindoe-Javaansche muziekinstru-
menten (Weltevreden, 1927), p. 126.

30 Bharata Yuddha L 5 (A.D. 1157).
81 See: Robert Heine-Geldern, Prehistoric Research in the Netherlands Indies

("Science and Scientists in the Netherlands Indies"), New York 1945 (p. 145 ff.).
32 id. Das Tocharerproblem und die Pontische Wanderung ("Saeculum" I I p. 225

ff.), 1951; / . Kimst, Cultural relations between the Balkans and Indonesia
(Comm. CVII of the R. Tropical Institute), Amsterdam, 1954.

s s Henri Breuil, with the collaboration of Mary Boyle and Dr. E. R. Scherz, The
White Lady of the Brandberg (London, 1955).

34 Arthur Evans, The Palace of Minos at Knossos (London, 1935).
85 Heinri Lhote, A la decouverte des fresques du Tassili (Paris, 1958).

i
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THE ORIGIN OF THE KEMANAK. 2 6 9

Breuil says that on the grounds of prehistoric data gathered in other
parts of Africa, the exponents of this Mediterranean Brandberg-culture
are supposed to have penetrated into Southwest Africa along the land
route via Uganda and Northern Rhodesia. (By the way, this route was
in later centuries also followed by the ancestors of the Hamitic Watutsi
in Ruanda-Urundi and only four centuries ago by the Bantus.)

Radio carbon tests by Dr. Libby make it plausible that these
Mediterranean-like Brandberg paintings are about 3300 years old with
a factor of doubt of 200 years in either direction, making it a period
between 1600 and 1200 B.C.36

Now, one of the youths in the party of the White Lady is carrying
objects in his hand which are unmistakably "kemanak" (fig. 9).37

Here again we find all the elements characteristic of the Javanese
kemanak: the religious function, the combination of two instruments,
the very special form, the unequal size and even the little curl at the top
of the handle. Breuil who, I may assume, was not acquainted with these
Javanese instruments and those of the Pangwe and Kissi, nevertheless
voices the suggestion that they might be musical instruments.38

(Incidentally, there are other musical instruments in the Brandberg
paintings, namely musical bows and, if my interpretation is correct,
flutes). Breuil, however, suggests that the objects carried by the youth
are castanets, but this certainly they are not.

It becomes clearer now why instruments of this shape are found
today in Central and West-Africa. And for their place of origin I
venture to believe now more precisely that it must be somewhere in the
countries in or around the eastern Mediterranean, the area where once
the first Great Cultures flourished, the cradle of so many other cultural
goods (amongst which many musical instruments), goods which have
found their way to the West and Southwest, as well as to the Far East,
in the course of some thousands of years.

JAAP KUNST

3 6 Henri Breuil, o.c., p. 13, column 2.
3 7 id. o.c, pi. I l l central figure.
3 8 id. o.c, p. 20, column 1.

Dl. 116 18
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