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In December of 2017, I was invited to by Dr. Michiyo Yoneno Reyes of the University of Tokyo to present 

a lecture on Philippine bamboo instruments from the Cordillera in Northern Luzon. The lecture was held 

at the Institute for Advanced Studies in Asia with the support of the Institute of Creativity in Music 

Research. To my surprise, I found out that there is a thriving group of bamboo music enthusiasts in 

Japan, many of whom are educators. I am delighted that this publication partly comes as a result of that 

pleasant encounter. 

 

Philippine bamboo music presents rich applications in music education for students of all ages and in 

varieties learning environments. Firstly, it represents a kind of music culture that is democratic and 

participatory. Because bamboo instruments are for the most part employed in non-ritual contexts in the 

Cordillera, their use entails no restrictions as compared to gongs (gangsa) which are considered sacred. 

While bamboo percussion applies the same interlocking principles as those used for gongs, it may be 

played anywhere, anytime, particularly for leisure or entertainment. Unlike gongs which are expensive 

and considered as heirloom possessions, bamboo is cheap and readily available. Damaged bamboo 

instruments can be easily replaced, unlike the precious gongs which are brought out only for special 

occasions.   

 

Many of the rhythmic patterns range from the simple examples that can be learned easily by beginning 

students, while others may be quite challenging and require more concentration. It is however the 

interlocking principle that gives these rhythms their distinctive character.  The patterns are comprised of 

4 to 6 individual parts performed by applying the principle of hocket or rhythmic displacement which 

take a while to be understood by the beginner. The precise execution produces “resultant melodies” by 

which the players know they are performing correctly are always a source of pleasure.  

The music gives the learning an alternative concept of meter and melody vastly different from western 

theories. These rhythmic patterns present a kind of music practice that is not hinged on hierarchies – 

��������� ���

Cordillera Bamboo Instruments 
� � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � Adviser      La Verne David de la Peña, PhD�  

� � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � �                    Dean 

� � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � (University of the Philippines,  College of Music)� �
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each member contributes equally to the ensemble. There are no “stars” who play the most important 

role and no section is merely for support. The music presents little opportunity for exhibition of 

individual virtuosity.  Instead, group cohesiveness and individual proficiency become the keys to a 

successful execution. Each member is a soloist, at the same time an accompanist.  

 

Cordillera bamboo music is a fine example of a communal, participatory yet highly fulfilling activity. It is 

also flexible and adaptable to various situations. The number of members may be doubled, tripled or 

even bigger. Members need no specialized training in music to participate. When authentic bamboo 

instruments are not available, these may be easily replaced with any set of materials that produce 

different pitches. These may be found objects or reproduced substitutes – the possibilities are endless.  

 

Finally, Cordillera bamboo music can inspire creativity. It may be used as the basis for composing new 

rhythms using the interlocking rhythmic principle. These rhythms can be used in combination with other 

musical elements such as voice, other instruments or even movement. All manners of presentation are 

possible – from formal stages to theater in-the-round style where there is no demarcation between 

performer and audience. The performance can be as simple as a children’s game, or as elaborate as a 

theater piece.  

 

I am delighted that the Japanese Society for Music Education has taken this initiative to propagate 

Cordillera bamboo music among Japanese school children.  May this dedication to the understanding of 

world music cultures contribute to better societies and citizens everywhere. 
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