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Abstract 

This thesis investigates interactions between local musical production and the 

political economy in Vancouver from the late 1960s to the late 1980s by focusing on the 

life of composer, community organizer and university professor Martin Bartlett. Bartlett’s 

work brought together cutting-edge musical technologies with Indonesian and Indian 

philosophies and approaches to music making, creating a Pacific Rim-oriented 

European settler musical identity unique to the west coast of Canada. His artistic vision 

was forged in the 1960s Californian counterculture, but by the 1980s it began to parallel 

the priorities of political actors leveraging the musical cultures of the Pacific Rim as part 

of a wider effort to increase transpacific trade and investment. These economic 

developments brought musicians and instruments from Indonesia to the stages of large 

multicultural festivals in Vancouver, creating the conditions necessary for Bartlett to 

establish a community around the study of Javanese, Balinese, and experimental 

electronic musics based on his countercultural values. For this brief but emblematic 

moment in Vancouver’s history, contrasting frameworks for local interactions with musics 

from Southeast Asia laid bare competing visions for how transpacific cultural 

connections could shape the identities and lived realities of both European settler artists 

and of the city itself.  

Keywords:  Vancouver; Music; Transpacific; European Settler; Electronic Music; 

Gamelan 
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Glossary 

Aleatoric In music, a method of composition involving the use of 
chance elements. 

Gamelan A now globally practiced music originating from the 
Indonesian archipelago. Ensembles, instrumentation, and 
musical styles vary greatly but commonly consist of some 
combination of metallophones, gongs, flutes, voices, and 
stringed instruments. The word gamelan can be used to 
refer to the ensemble itself, the collection of instruments 
that make up the ensemble, and the music made on the 
instruments: “The gamelan (ensemble) played gamelan 
(music) on the gamelan (instruments).” 

Gender A type of (most commonly) 10 keyed metallophone used 
in many different Balinese gamelan ensembles. 

Modular Synthesiser A type of electronic music making system wherein users 
route the flow of electricity freely between independent 
sound producing or effecting “modules” using patching 
cables, with each module having an independent function 
or set of functions. The way one module is connected to 
the others is variable based on the users’ desires, and 
determines the overall sound created. 

Timbre Sometimes described as a sound’s “colour.” The distinct 
sound-character of an instrument created by a distribution 
of higher frequencies above the fundamental frequency of 
a given note, differentiating the sound of an instrument, 
such as a piano, from that of another, such as a flute. 
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Prelude 

On April 12, 1982, Martin Bartlett stood amongst tables covered in a tangled 

mess of wires protruding from hand-made synthesizers and small musical instruments 

gathered from his travels in Southeast Asia. Bubbling synthesizers rapidly generated 

notes at seemingly random intervals above which Bartlett sang a poem in his 

characteristic full baritone: 

“This is a concert of electronic and acoustic music played by Dan Scheidt, 
Doug Collinge and Martin Bartlett, and collectively composed by those 
three people. The materials of this music are whatever is at hand, with a 
certain predilection for things that are out of the ordinary. These materials 
accumulate, each with its resonance, acoustic and social…  

Another predilection is towards the homemade, particularly with electronic 
instruments, where the intricacy of handcraftedness softens the 
technological anonymity, creating individual difference, making each 
instrument a topography of uncertainties with which we become acquainted 
through practice… 

Our other instruments reflect our restlessness, gathered from the parts of 
the world and assembled together out of their contexts. Flutes and rattles 
from Indonesia made from the hard black bamboo of the Sundanese 
highlands. Gongs from Burma, bought at the Shwedagon Pagoda in 
Rangoon on a day the paving stones scorched the soles of my feet. A 
Chinese mouth organ Dan found in Vancouver - we use these things to 
make our own music, to which they bring the topography of their tunings 
and timbres, like tales told by travelers from distant places.”1 

 

 
1 Bartlett and Friends: Ethnotechnological Music, performed by Martin Bartlett, Dan Scheidt, and 
Doug Collinge (1982; Vancouver: Western Front Archives, 2019), Film.  
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Introduction 

This thesis investigates interactions between local cultural production and the 

political economy in Vancouver from the late 1960s to the late 1980s. To do so it focuses 

on the life of composer, community organizer and university professor Martin Bartlett, 

whose idiosyncratic and experimental musical work brought together cutting-edge 

technologies, the counterculture of the 1960s, and philosophies and approaches to 

music making inspired by his encounters with Indonesian, Indian, Chinese, and other 

Asian and Southeast Asian cultures. Forged in the Californian experimental music scene 

of the 1960s, by the 1980s his artistic vision came to parallel the priorities of political 

actors leveraging musical cultures of the Pacific Rim in the service of increasing 

transpacific trade and investment. For this brief but emblematic moment in Vancouver’s 

history, contrasting ideas for the role of musics from across the Pacific Ocean in public 

life laid bare competing visions for the role transpacific cultural connections should play 

in the life of the city.  

 Understanding Bartlett’s musical activities provides a unique window into this 

transformative time in Vancouver’s history. His work drew together inspiration from 

seemingly disparate musics, philosophies and cultural practices from around the west 

coast of North America and the greater Pacific Rim, from which he gathered the 

materials needed to fashion an artistic identity opposed to the individualism, 

consumerism, and standardization he saw around him in mainstream North American 

society. He sought to transgress the binaries of ancient and avant-garde, authored and 

aleatoric, academic and folk, and “West” and “East” through the creation of communities 

for the study and performance of musics from South and Southeast Asia alongside his 

bespoke hand-soldered and hand-programmed idiosyncratic electronic instruments. 

Bartlett paid special attention to these musics because they suggested, by their 

very tunings, timbres, and modes of ensemble organization and performance, ways to 

radically reimagine musical production, the role of music in society, and the organization 

of society itself. With his synthesizers and interactive computer software programs he 

explored tuning systems inspired in part by his interactions with Indonesian gamelan and 

the musical traditions of India, as well as the indeterminate Zen Buddhism and Daoism-

inspired compositional styles of the American experimentalists he encountered during 
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his studies in 1960s California. Through his interests in the different social contexts for 

music performance in other cultures, he came to believe in the importance of building 

alternative arts spaces and communities as a means of using music to explore new, 

different, and radical forms of social relations.  

These ideas took many forms throughout his career, including co-founding the 

Vancouver artist-run centre the “Western Front” and creating a long running series of 

intensive workshops for the side-by-side study of Indonesian gamelan and experimental 

electronic musics. Both projects were successful, resulting in artists coming to 

Vancouver from California, across the Pacific, and around the world to teach and share 

their musics. The stanzas transcribed in the epigram above are indicative of the 

particular assemblage of music, cultural, and ideological resources available to him at 

that place and time, brought there via both his travels and the large-scale political and 

economic processes reshaping Vancouver. As a European settler artist on the West 

Coast of North America, the musics and philosophies of Indonesia, India, and beyond 

were readily available to him and, by the 1980s, provided him with the foundation 

needed to create alternative communities and musical projects which contrasted with a 

mainstream culture and political economy which he found objectionable. 

This contrast brings new light to the push by local government and business 

interests in 1980s Vancouver to fundamentally re-imagine Vancouver’s economic 

identity. Bartlett’s artistic concerns became directly connected to the changing political 

economy of the city, which was being reimagined as a globalized center of finance and 

investment on the edge of the Pacific Rim. This shift had prompted a sudden 

reconsideration of the use-value of arts from Asia, which began appearing in large 

multicultural festivals created for the purpose of promoting trade and investment. These 

events were well-calculated cultural diplomacy that straddled the borders of the local and 

the global, helping create a new transpacific cultural and economic identity for the city 

within the eyes of both local and foreign audiences. Yet despite these priorities being at 

odds with Bartlett’s vision for the transformative power of musics from across the Pacific 

Ocean, the festivals provided him with heretofore unforeseen artistic possibilities as they 

brought musicians and instruments from places like Indonesia to Vancouver. As a result, 

his work became intertwined within the shifting relationship between the political 

economy of Vancouver and transpacific flows of culture in the 1980s.  
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What can a close examination of the values held by cultural producers like 

Bartlett reveal about the lived realities of Vancouver’s changing cultural, political, and 

economic realities from the 1960s to the late 1980s? What does a juxtaposition of the 

different ideological priorities driving interactions with musics from Asia reveal about how 

Vancouver’s changing transnational and transpacific realities were experienced in the 

lives of local residents and artists, and what can this tell historians about the different 

ways European settler culture generated meaning and identity from their place on the 

west coast of North America?  

The ways Bartlett and his communities valued musics and other cultural forms 

from across the Pacific was almost prescient, prefiguring their wider display on the large 

stages of the multicultural festivals of the 1980s. And indeed the birth of Bartlett’s long-

standing and globally connected community based around the study and practice of 

experimental electronic music alongside Indonesian gamelan was messily intertwined 

with that effort to instrumentalize multiculturalism in service of bolstering transpacific 

flows of capital, as it was these festivals that, in turn, created the social networks and 

material realities necessary for some of his most impactful countercultural projects. His 

work was not philosophically aligned with, but still remained dependent on, these wider 

economic strategies created by local and provincial decision makers in business and 

government.  

 

Tracing Pacific Rim Pathways: A Brief Outline 

This thesis is divided into two main sections. The first looks to understand how 

and why Bartlett became attracted to experimental electronic music alongside musics 

from across the Pacific Ocean, placing him within a network of artists on the west coast 

of North America who looked, in part, even further to the west for artistic and political 

resources and inspiration. It traces Bartlett’s life from the 1960s through to the early 

1980s, connecting Vancouver to California, travelling across the ocean to Indonesia, to 

Burma, as far as India, and back to Vancouver again, listening for the ways he drew the 

musical cultures of these places together in his idiosyncratic avant-garde and 

countercultural artistic vision. It also looks to understand Bartlett’s life and work by 

specifying and contextualizing the cultural influences, including musics, philosophies, 
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technologies, and modes of social organization from which he curated an identity unique 

to his place on the west coast of Canada.  

The second section proceeds to the mid 1980s, when the transpacific 

countercultural networks Bartlett had been traversing were brought into direct contact 

with the transformation of Vancouver’s political economy. It observes the emerging role 

Indonesian musics began to play as part of a larger political program promoting trade, 

investment, and an ideologically driven multicultural sensibility distinct from Bartlett’s 

artistic concerns and interests. It is in this period that his artistic practice and 

countercultural ideals came to simultaneously reflect, facilitate, critique, and benefit from 

the yoking of multicultural arts to economic development as a part of the creation of 

Vancouver as a Pacific Rim-oriented metropolis. This section evaluates this process, 

observing how his ideological vision clashed with that of local government over the use-

value of arts and culture from Asia, revealing competing visions of why and how 

Vancouver should engage with the artistic cultures of the Pacific Rim. 

 

Orientalism, Counterculture, and Vancouver’s 1980s Economic Restructuring: A 
Theoretical Backdrop  

To weave these seemingly disparate strands together this thesis draws on 

scholarship addressing the construction of west coast musical identities, the 

counterculture, and Vancouver’s economic shift in the 1980s. The work of Mina Yang 

helps locate Bartlett within a wider network of west coast artists by describing a portion 

of the Californian avant-garde musical environment of the mid-20th century as practicing 

a specific kind of orientalism. She argues that these “Californian composers… looked to 

Asia to forge an experimental ideology that was distinct from the musical culture of the 

Atlantic, thereby defining the Pacific Rim as a space for the propagation of alternative 

musical discourses.”2 Focusing on four composers, three of which can be directly 

connected to Bartlett as either influences (John Cage, Harry Partch) or existing within 

overlapping communities (Lou Harrison), Yang shows how these men drew upon ideas 

and sounds from Asia to critique their own culture, believing that they had discovered 

 
2 Mina Yang, California Polyphony: Ethnic Voices, Musical Crossroads, (University of Illinois 
Press, 2008), 33. 
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ancient traditions and ways of knowing which were useful as alternatives to European 

ways of being.  

The musics and ideas of Asia were deeply woven into the identity of the west 

coast avant-garde and counterculture music communities which these composers 

influenced, in which Bartlett came of age and of which he became an exemplar. This 

thesis builds upon and contributes to Yang’s analysis by looking at how Bartlett, as a 

student of these men’s work, connects that experimental musical community with 

Vancouver’s neoliberal economic turn in the 1980s. Doing so scaffolds this framework 

up the west coast to Canada, connecting Vancouver to a broader network of settler 

composers incorporating influences from across the Pacific into their artistic identities 

while also contributing an understanding of musical communities to the already well-

studied transnational west coast artistic movements in visual arts and poetry.  

Bartlett’s particular attraction to the arts and culture of South and Southeast Asia 

was in no small part reflective of his immersion in the counterculture of 1960s California. 

His belief in the similarities between hand-made electronic instruments with the 

instruments of the folk and “traditional” musics of Southeast Asia can be understood as 

being influenced by what Fred Turner has termed the “New Communalist” movement. 

Turner offers a nuanced taxonomy of the 1960s American counterculture, distinguishing 

between the “New Left” and what he calls the “New Communalists”. Whereas the New 

Left was focused on political mobilization and direct action for the purposes of fighting for 

civil liberties, protesting events like the Vietnam war, and other concrete political actions, 

the “New Communalists” looked to small scale media technologies, psychedelic 

experimentation, consciousness transformation, and alternative community structures in 

an effort to transcend the perceived futility of confrontational politics entirely.3 Bartlett’s 

work was deeply informed by this New Communalism, embracing new technologies, 

non-conventional performance styles and spaces, and artist-run centers. Inspired by 

“traditional” cultural practices and alternative education models, he drew on these ideas 

to create spaces within which he believed the logics of Western society could be 

questioned and challenged.  

 
3 Fred Turner, From Counterculture to Cyberculture: Stewart Brand, the Whole Earth Network, 
and the Rise of Digital Utopianism (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2006), 4. 
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As Turner points out, the New Communalist artists’ belief in the liberatory 

potential of technology was built on a seemingly ironic foundation, in that their creations 

and lifestyles were predicated on new technologies and collaborative research 

techniques forged in the cold war military industrial complex.4 Turner’s analysis helps 

reconcile this seeming contradiction by showing them to be interrelated, bridged by a 

common interest in cybernetic philosophies that offered the counterculture “…a vision of 

a world built not around vertical hierarchies and top-down flows of power, but around 

looping circuits of energy and information.”5 Originally created by scientists to model the 

behavior of complex mechanical and biological systems, for the New Communalists this 

“…technological and intellectual output of American research culture held enormous 

appeal… the cybernetic notion of the globe as a single, interlinked pattern of information 

was deeply comforting: in the invisible play of information, many thought they could see 

the possibility of global harmony.”6 Many (including Bartlett) explicitly used the products 

of this culture, building geodesic domes as modular structures suited to the needs of 

their alternative and often rural communities and hand-making synthesizers from 

materials foraged from military surplus stores in Oakland.  

The second half of this thesis carries these ideas forward in time, integrating 

them into an analysis of Vancouver’s changing political economy influenced by 

Katharyne Mitchell’s scholarship on the disruptive social changes brought about by the 

strategic increase of transpacific investment and migration to in the 1980s. She 

highlights the ways in which multicultural rhetoric had become intimately tied to 

economic development, a connection illuminated further by contrasting Bartlett’s 

intercultural ideals with the use of Asian arts and culture for the development of trade 

relationships.7  It also contributes to Mitchell’s work by supplementing her analysis of 

European settler responses to transpacific investment and migration and the leveraging 

of multicultural rhetoric for strategic economic purposes by looking at a cultural producer 

for who these changes presented both unique challenges and opportunities. In these 

ways I am interested, like Mitchell, in “how the actions of individual agents who negotiate 

 
4 Turner, From Counterculture to Cyberculture, 4. 
5 Turner, From Counterculture to Cyberculture, 38. 
6 Turner, From Counterculture to Cyberculture, 4-5. 
7 Katharyne Mitchell, Crossing the Neoliberal Line: Pacific Rim Migration and the Metropolis 
(Philadelphia, Temple University Press, 2004), 104. 
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the contradictory structures of late modernity consolidate and contest different logics of 

liberalism in space.”8  

Placing Bartlett’s work within these frameworks draws useful connections 

between the counterculture of the 1960s and the multicultural festivals of the 1980s, 

from which he foraged the instruments needed for the creation of a community built 

around the gamelan. He was aided in his efforts by his New Communalist ideals, within 

which “…the key to social change was not politics, but the mind.”9 This apolitical 

understanding allowed him to navigate the new economic realities of the 1980s with a 

detached, strategic ease and few (if any) ethical or political quandaries.  

Understanding Vancouver’s history from the perspective of the transpacific is 

another organizing principle of this thesis. This approach puts Bartlett’s work in 

conversation with the scholarship of Henry Yu, who encourages studying “the ways in 

which the nation [Canada] has been and increasingly will be shaped by its engagement 

with the Pacific rather than the Atlantic world.”10 This call has radical implications for 

European settler histories, decentering their cultural, political, and economic identities 

and geographies, and this thesis should be understood as nesting Bartlett’s story within 

this framework. Doing so is a step toward dismantling the centrality of transatlantic 

(European) cultural influences on European settler culture by understanding the ways 

artistic identities were constructed through interactions with the transpacific flow of 

people, ideas, and wider political economy.  

This study does not fully fit within the objectives of Yu’s “Pacific Canada” in that it 

still privileges the activities of European settlers and their interactions with Asian 

cultures. Yet it has a role in this larger conversation by asking, in the words of scholar 

Eva Mackey, “How… a cultural politics seemingly based on inclusion and tolerance… 

work[s] in the construction of an unmarked and yet dominant national identity?”11 

Bartlett’s work brings in the artistic production of the counterculture as an aspect of this 

 
8 Mitchell, Crossing the Neoliberal Line, 8. 
9 Turner, From Counterculture to Cyberculture, 36. 
10 Henry Yu, “Global migrants and the new Pacific Canada,” International Journal 64, no. 4 
(Autumn 2009): 1013-1014. 
11 Eva Mackey, The House of Difference: Cultural Politics and National Identity in Canada, (New 
York: Routledge, 1999), 3. 
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identity. It provides an entry point for understanding how European settler politics and 

cultural production was (and remains) shaped in no small part by Vancouver’s 

transpacific histories, even when those artists were working to reject mainstream political 

and cultural formations. Further understanding the reasonings behind the diverse ways 

in which European settlers, local and Provincial governments, and institutions such as 

Universities navigated and manipulated these realities, weaving aspects of them into 

their personal, institutional, artistic, cultural, and economic identities, re-emphasizes the 

importance of transpacific connections in the history of Vancouver. 

 

Martin Bartlett and Vancouver’s Experimental Music in Scholarship 

A scholarly examination of Bartlett’s life and work is timely, if not slightly overdue. 

The past few years have seen a minor but not insignificant resurgence of interest in his 

music via the work of documentary filmmaker Luke Fowler12 and a release of collected 

archival works to favorable reviews on the UK experimental electronic music label Arc 

Light Editions. His music has appeared on a playlist assembled by Radiohead’s Thom 

Yorke, and is being digitized by archivists at the Western Front in Vancouver and Simon 

Fraser University. As the 1970s and 1980s move further into the past, a reappraisal of 

the avant-garde music of that era has been taking place, rekindling an interest in the 

kind of microprocessor and interactive electronic music that Bartlett was creating. 

There are sprouts emerging in the academic literature, with scholar Laurent 

Bellemare investigating Bartlett’s electronic and Indonesian music and dance workshops 

of the late 1980s.13 Bellemare’s work traces similar pathways as mine, but this thesis 

draws on the theoretical frameworks provided by Yang, Turner, Mitchell, and Yu to 

understand in greater detail the transnational cultural and economic contexts within 

which these musical events took place. Doing so reveals important aspects of how 

European settler culture in the 1960s-1980s related to the transpacific as a source of 

cultural and economic renewal, and helps make sense of the ideologies driving these 

 
12 Electro Pythagoras (a portrait of Martin Bartlett), directed by Luke Fowler (2017; Canada/UK, 
Lux Distribution) 
13 Laurent Bellemare, “The Shortest Distance Between Gamelan and Electronics: Creating a 
“nexus of understanding” at Martin Bartlett’s Summer Intensives (Vancouver, 1986-1992),” 
Intersections: Canadian Journal of Music 40, no. 2 (2020): 161-183. 
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connections. Henry Spiller also briefly mentions Bartlett in his portraits of four North 

American “Javaphiles” (artists who formed their identities around the music and dance of 

Java), highlighting a specific presentation given by Bartlett on the uses of gamelan in 

North America without having the space necessary to examine the nuances and 

historical contexts of Bartlett’s work and perspectives.14   

Bartlett’s artistic production is mentioned peripherally when discussed at all in 

scholarship on Canadian music. He appears in George Proctor’s 1980 survey of 20th 

century Canadian music as a noteworthy young composer influenced by Indian music 

and the compositional practices of John Cage,15 as well as in a Canadian Music Centre 

publication as a founder of the University of Victoria’s electro-acoustic music studio and 

as a young composer in Vancouver’s burgeoning creative music scene in the 1970s.16 

While Elaine Keillor’s much more recent survey of music in Canada discusses the 

influence of non-Western music from places like India and Indonesia, Californian 

minimalist and electronic music composers like Bartlett’s associate Terry Riley, and the 

arrival of gamelan in Canada (in part shepherded by Bartlett) on Canadian music, 

Bartlett remains conspicuously absent.17  

To date there remains little research on the music of the 1960s-70s 

counterculture in Vancouver in general, despite the relative abundance of material on 

contemporary literary and visual arts communities. The most recent and thorough 

contribution to these latter efforts is Gregory Betts’ in-depth analysis of Vancouver’s 

literary avant-garde from 1955-1975, wherein he describes Vancouver in the early 1970s 

as a city “awash in performance art… art festivals, concrete poetry, sound poetry, 

experimental music.”18 Similarly, in her analysis of the Vancouver (by way of San 

 
14 Henry Spiller, Javaphilia: American Love Affairs with Javanese Music and Dance (University of Hawaiʻi 
Press, 2015), 200. 
15 George Proctor, Canadian Music of the Twentieth Century, (Toronto: University of Toronto 
Press, 1980). 
16 G. Campbell Trowsdale, “The Further West: The Beginnings of Modernism in Vancouver,” in 
Celebration, ed. Godfrey Ridout and Talivaldis Kenins (Toronto: Canadian Music Centre, 1984), 
93. 
17 Elaine Keillor, Music in Canada: Capturing Landscape and Diversity, (Montreal & Kingston: 
McGill-Queen’s University Press, 2006) 255. 
18 Gregory Betts, Finding nothing: being a treatise on absence, neglect, how the avant-garde 
learned to see Vancouver (or found reason to try), writing on the edge/margin/line, feminist birth 
stories (or the birth of feminist stories), the VanGardes 1959-1955, a type of collage, concrete, art 
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Francisco) poet Robin Blaser, scholar Miriam Nichols notes sound art as being among 

the activities being explored by Vancouver’s interdisciplinary arts communities in the late 

1960s.19 Even the impressive online archival project “Ruins in Process: Vancouver Art in 

the Sixties” saves its only in-depth analysis of music in Vancouver for the experimental 

jazz improviser Al Neil, despite featuring photos of Bartlett performing in Vancouver as 

early as 1970.20 This thesis’ analysis of Bartlett’s work begins a much needed view into 

an under-researched aspect of Vancouver’s arts cultures. 

 

Archives, Interviews, and Oral Histories: Brief Notes on Methodology 

This thesis takes, in part, a biographical approach, focusing on the life of Bartlett 

to understand in greater detail the ideological structures through which he created music 

and music communities. As Roderick Barman noted for the Canadian Historical 

Association, “By studying the life of an individual who grew up in or adopted and often 

flourished in an environment substantially at odds with the dominant discourses and 

structures, the historian gains a window into the complexities of a particular era and so 

an appreciation of the realities of thought and action for that individual or the larger 

group of people of whom he or she was part.”21 Writing in this mode therefore 

contributes to understanding how lived realities were shaped by large-scale political and 

cultural processes at important junctures in the city’s history. 

The value of writing history in this way is dependent on, as Labour Historian Nick 

Salvatore argues, an approach in which “biography is rooted in ideas and events larger 

than the individual subject.”22 It is the broader connections to transnational west coast 

and transpacific histories of Vancouver, as well as the negotiations of that city’s Pacific 

 
in unceded territory, Indigenous cultures, foreign incursions, surrealist revolts, & other sundry and 
otherwise subjects (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 2021), 173. 
19 Miriam Nichols, A Literary Biography of Robin Blaser (New York: Springer International 
Publishing, 2019), 6. 
20 Michael de Courcy, Martin Bartlett performance, 1970, Photograph (fibre-based gelatin print), 
12.70 x 10.20 cm, Michael de Courcy Archive, Vancouver, BC, 
https://vancouverartinthesixties.com/archive/628. 
21 Roderick Barman, “Biography as History,” Journal of the Canadian Historical Association 21, 
no. 2 (2010): 70. 
22 Nick Salvatore, “Biography and Social History: An Intimate Relationship,” Labour History 87 
(2004): 189.  
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Rim-focused identity, which keep this thesis grounded in larger historiographical 

concerns rather than a preoccupation with the particularities of Bartlett’s artistic output. 

While significant time is spent understanding the idiosyncratic ideological framework 

underpinning Bartlett’s activities, the main goal of this study is to understand in greater 

detail the complex ways in which the idea of the transpacific was used by cultural and 

political actors to find, create, and shape local lived experiences in Vancouver to 

different ends.  

The main materials for this study are gathered from Bartlett’s fonds housed at 

Simon Fraser University, the same University’s archival collections, the Western Front 

fonds at the University of British Columbia, and Bartlett’s relatively small collection of 

published materials and interviews. Bartlett’s special collections provide a remarkable 

portrait of his life, work, and passions. I draw especially heavily on letters written to 

friends, granting bodies, colleagues, and associates, providing nuance via the different 

perspectives gleaned from how addressed different audiences. The Western Front’s own 

archives also house hours of informative audio and video resources of Bartlett’s 

activities from the early 1970s on. Unfortunately it seems that Mills College left more of 

an impact on him than he left on the institution; material from that time in his life is 

scarce, leaving it to be reconstructed from the few interviews Bartlett gave and the 

studies already undertaken on his wider artistic community.  

I also conducted three interviews with associates of Bartlett’s: two former 

students and a professional colleague, all of whom also had deep personal relationships 

with Bartlett. These interviews ended up being important for the general tone they 

provided to my understanding of Bartlett’s life and work. I have made my best attempt to 

be rigorous and fair in my historical evaluation Bartlett’s general artistic project, but this 

process has been influenced, as all historical projects are, by my personal critical and 

political subjectivity. The interviews I was fortunate to undertake softened my 

perspective by allowing an opportunity to peek behind Bartlett’s written word and self-

representation, to see him as his contemporaries saw him. This process required 

sensitivity, and where my perspectives haven’t aligned with those of those of whom I 

interviewed I have tried to balance the conclusions I have drawn from the documentary 

evidence while allowing the input of the interviewees to temper or recontextualize my 

understandings of Bartlett’s artistic vision.  
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Chapter 1 – West Coast Experimentalism and the 
Vancouver-California Connection. 

“San Francisco, 1966. I would get high and walk the streets in 
amazement. 

Fundamental principles seemed, all at once, clear. (Practical details were 
as confused as ever). 

Somehow I managed to write my thesis (Academic Exercises) putting into 
it everything I knew about. 

The sound was a glorious confusion.  

And I felt I had done with written music.”23 

  

Martin Bartlett’s primary concern as a composer was with the creation and 

performance of experimental electronic musics and musical instruments, using as 

primary tools his handmade synthesizers and, later in his career, bespoke software 

patches built within early computers. His concern with the musics and philosophies of 

Asia emerged in relation to this focus, making a brief overview of his early work in this 

area foundational to the analysis to come later in this thesis. This chapter makes these 

connections explicit by uncovering links between musical communities in Vancouver and 

California. It places Bartlett within a network of artists whose radical approaches to 

music composition and performance reflected the inspiration European settler artists 

took from the realities of their place on the west coast of North America, while also 

examining the countercultural ideologies through which he understood these new 

instruments and compositional techniques to be a challenge to contemporary cultural 

norms. 

Bartlett’s early years as an artist and composer were spent in a Vancouver that 

was deeply integrated in cultural circuits linking the city to avant-garde arts movements 

down the Pacific Coast, and to California in particular. Despite being generally 

dissatisfied with the formality and general conservative nature of the instruction Bartlett 

 
23 Typescript of “A Statement” by Martin Bartlett, 1976. MsC 24-0-2-0-0-2, Box 2, Folder 2, Martin 
Bartlett Fonds, Simon Fraser University Special Collections and Rare Books, Burnaby, British 
Columbia, Canada (hereafter cited as “A Statement,” Martin Bartlett Fonds).   
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had received at UBC, the mid-1960s faculty of music had connections to the west coast 

experimental music community through which he would come to build his compositional 

identity, aesthetic, and career. Lara Halina Tomaszewska has focused on activities 

taking place at UBC during this period, arguing for the existence of a west coast avant-

garde stretching up from California to British Columbia which offered “…a counter-

narrative to both the official narratives of the United States and Canada. Contained 

within both nations, its members… did not act out either national narratives but 

enunciated their own difference.”24 Arts programming at UBC had been strongly 

connected to the avant-garde arts communities in America, specifically with regards to 

the literary community in California, and speaking of key members of UBC’s Fine Arts 

departments she notes that “These individuals and activities not only breathed life into 

Vancouver but also connected Vancouver in a profound and vital way to the west coast 

circuit and in particular, to the cities of San Francisco and Los Angeles.”25 

The existence of such connections helps makes sense of Bartlett’s early 

influences. Though concerned primarily with the works of poets and painters, 

Tomaszewska’s work highlights the importance of composer John Cage to Vancouver’s 

connection to the west coast avant-garde, noting that his “ideas on ‘freedom’ and politics 

were particularly well-adapted to west coast notions of cultural and political alterity as 

well as its imagined affinity to the Asia-pacific region.”26 Cage had been brought to 

Vancouver in 1962 and 1966 under the auspices of UBC’s Festival of the Contemporary 

Arts, an annual multi-disciplinary gathering of international artists, architects, and 

philosophers, and his works had been performed in 1961 and 1965.27 Bartlett likely 

missed seeing Cage in person at these events, but the American composer’s presence 

at the Festival of the Contemporary Arts at UBC places Bartlett’s early education within 

 
24 Lara Halina Tomaszewska, “Borderlines of Poetry and Art: Vancouver, American Modernism, 
and the Formation of the West Coast Avant-Garde, 1961-69,” PhD diss., (University of British 
Columbia, 2007), 23. 
25 Tomaszewska, “Borderlines of Poetry and Art,” 30.  
26 Tomaszewska, “Borderlines of Poetry and Art,” 99. 
27 Tomaszewska, “Borderlines of Poetry and Art,” 98; Pamphlet for Festival of the Contemporary 
Arts 1965, 1965, Exhibition Files, The Medium is the Message Feb 3-5, 1965/Festival of the 
Contemporary Arts Feb 1-10, 1965, Morris and Helen Belkin Art Gallery Archives, Morris and 
Helen Belkin Art Gallery, Vancouver, British Columbia. Accessed via 
https://vancouverartinthesixties.com/archive/25. 
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an arts community engaged with artists inspired by cultural practices and ideas from 

across the Pacific. 

Within the UBC music faculty itself, composer Jean Coulthard’s husband Don 

Adams had spent time in California and had introduced her to, among others, work of 

Henry Cowell and John Cage.28 Cowell was born in San Francisco and had been 

immersed and professionally interested in the musics of Asia since childhood, to the 

extent of having heard Chinese opera before that of Europe.29 Coulthard had also been 

among those artists looking to build an aesthetic identity based in part from their place 

on the Pacific Coast, drawing inspiration from Emily Carr’s landscape-based paintings as 

a method of integrating her relationship to her geography into her musical work.30 Even 

the more conservative professor Barbara Pentland had begun incorporating chance-

based elements into her work at the request of a Californian musician in 1966, although 

she justified the compositional device by connecting it to the Western classical 

tradition.31 But by 1968, just a few years after Bartlett’s interactions with her, she had 

also begun integrating translations of Chinese poems into her work – a strategy Bartlett 

also later employed.32  

But though the broader UBC faculty was engaged in some significant ways with 

the west coast experimental arts movement, Bartlett felt that his own understanding of 

the liberatory potential of music remained unsatisfied in his musical training. He later 

described the mentorship he received at the University by saying “…’we know what the 

music is about, fit in with these schemes and these ideas and you’ll progress up the 

various steps of a career and become like us,’ sort of dried-up old professors talking 

about harmony in the classroom. There really did seem something wrong with that to 

me, and especially since this period of the early sixties was one of great intellectual 

 
28 William Bruneau and David Gordon Duke, Jean Coulthard: A Life in Music (Vancouver: 
Ronsdale Press, 2005), 15. 
29 Joel Sachs, Henry Cowell: a Man Made of Music (New York: Oxford University Press, 2012), 
25. 
30 Bruneau and Duke, Jean Coulthard, 115-116.  
31 Sheila Eastman and Timothy J. McGee, Barbara Pentland (Toronto: University of Toronto 
Press, 1983), 90.  
32 Eastman and McGee, Barbara Pentland, 96.  
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ferment, drug taking and all of these kinds of things, and one really felt that there must 

be something outside of that or beyond it.”33  

He was able to first touch upon that something else, if only briefly, through a 

unique opportunity to study personally with John Cage at the Emma Lake Artist’s 

Workshops 200 kilometers north of Saskatoon. Organized by the University of 

Saskatchewan, the 1965 edition of the workshops brought Cage to the prairies where 

Bartlett experienced his open-minded Zen-inspired mentorship and non-attachment to 

the production of his students as “liberatory and empowering,” making him feel more 

confident to explore the types of composition that suited his own desires. He returned 

from these workshops hungry for more radical mentorship and experimentation with 

electronic instruments and was subsequently advised by a professor at UBC that the 

music program at Mills College in Oakland, California would likely be the logical next 

step for him as a composer.34  

In 1966 Bartlett left Vancouver to continue his studies at Mills College where he 

quickly became embedded within a community of experimental composers exploring the 

outer limits of what was possible with emerging electronic sound-making technologies. 

His arrival in the Bay Area also coincided with the explosion of the 1960s counterculture 

into the mainstream, placing him in the “hippie capital” of America just before 1967’s 

infamous Summer of Love.35 It was within this context that Bartlett began exploring the 

musical and social possibilities provided by these new technologies, developing an 

idiosyncratic approach to electronic music composition which was as focused on the 

social context of music creation and performance as it was technical exploration of non-

traditional musical materials. 

Though Bartlett’s supervisor was the French modernist composer Darius 

Milhaud, the professor seems to have imparted little of his own style. Instead, Bartlett’s 

education came from relationships he built within the community at and around Mills 

college. Chief amongst these was with members of the San Francisco Tape Music 

Center, a loose collection of composers and instrument builders who shared an affinity 

 
33 Rick Sacks, “Bartlett Interview,” https://vimeo.com/433465408. 
34 Rick Sacks, “Bartlett Interview,” https://vimeo.com/433465408. 
35 Christopher Gair, The American Counterculture (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 2007), 
8. 
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for both the production of new kinds of sounds as well as new ways of integrating music 

creation and performance into society. The SFTMC was structured to be largely 

independent and open to the community, eschewing traditional and academic music 

performance culture in favor of participating in alternative and experimental events such 

as the iconic psychedelic 1966 Trips Festival.36 Their studio brought together 

technologies not yet easily available to the average consumer: tape machines and other 

scientific instruments foraged from the “mid-century material surpluses of telephone 

companies, junk yards, and World War II bombers...”37  

In 1966 the composer and key Bartlett mentor Pauline Oliveros followed the 

migration of the SFTMC to Mills College, where the resources and compositional 

methods of that community found a more stable place within that institution. His 

interactions with Oliveros and the SFTMC community would become foundational to his 

practice of handmaking electronic systems for the creation of new music, questioning the 

socially constructed distinctions between composer, performer, and audience. This work 

would transgress the boundaries separating musician and machine by building ever 

more complicated and intricate systems for exploring improvised interactions between 

the two, wherein both elements would feed information back to one another to create 

constantly evolving improvised and interactive musics. 

Oliveros’ practice had involved pushing sound-generating technologies such as 

tape machines and sine wave generators far beyond their intended technical limitations, 

exploring the porous boundaries between composition, improvisation, and listening, as 

well as those between the body and the instruments themselves.38 Theodore Gordon 

describes this period of her work as being deeply influenced by cybernetics, a 

conceptual framework influential in both the arts and scientific research worlds which 

proposed that the world at large, including human society and machines, could be 

modeled “as dynamic, collaborating elements in a single, highly fluid, socio-technical 

 
36 David W. Bernstein, The San Francisco Tape Music Center: 1960s Counterculture and the 
Avant-Garde (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2008), 34-36. 
37 Theodore Gordon, “Bay Area Experimentalism: Music and Technology in the Long 1960s,” PhD 
diss., (University of Chicago, 2005), 5. 
38 Theodore Gordon, “’Androgynous Music’: Pauline Oliveros’s Early Cybernetic Improvisation,” 
Contemporary Music Review 40, no. 4 (2021): 390.  
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system.”39 She “began to think about the performance of music as the output of an 

instrumentalized system, with organic, machinic, electronic, and sonic members—each 

of which exhibited behaviours that could be observed, modelled, and controlled,” 

creating pieces in which the slightest movements of her body would interact with the 

overloading circuits of her instruments to create ever shifting interrelated musical 

feedback loops.40  

Bartlett himself also began creating his own electronic instruments in earnest 

after studying with David Tudor, a pianist and composer associated with John Cage who 

was a pioneer in building bespoke handmade modular electronic synthesizers. Tudor’s 

instruments were small boxes containing handmade circuits connected to knobs and 

jacks designed for new and novel manipulations of electrical audio signals. They were 

modular, enabling the performer to have each unit interact with the others in a vast 

variety of ways difficult to replicate. That their unpredictability challenged the boundaries 

between composer, performer, and listener was a part of their appeal, but so was their 

simplicity; anyone with sufficient motivation could teach themselves the relatively basic 

soldering and engineering skills needed to create boxes like Tudor’s.41  

 

 
39 Turner, From Counterculture to Cyberculture, 21. 
40 Gordon, “’Androgynous Music’”, 395. 
41 Nicolas Collins, “Composers inside Electronics: Music after David Tudor,” Leonardo Music 
Journal 14 (2004), 1. 
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Figure 1.  Martin Bartlett (left) and an unknown associate building modular 

synthesizers, ca. 1960s.  
Photographer unknown. Reproduced from MsC 24 box 28 folder 14, Martin Bartlett funds, Simon 
Fraser University Special Collections and Rare Books, Burnaby, British Columbia, Canada. 

For Bartlett this “handcraftedness” was a democratic, anti-consumerist approach 

to making music and later took on added significance as a contemporary analog to the 

handmade instruments of folk traditions around the world. To this end he began working 

on building his first synthesizers using skills picked up from his time with Tudor as well 

as from a brief stint working for Don Buchla, an engineer whose influential modular 

synthesis systems had been developed for use at the Tape Music Center.42 As Bartlett 

described it, “In the late ‘60s, when I left Mills, I didn’t have the money to go and buy 

synthesizers; there was hardly anything that you could buy no matter how much money 

you had. And so, taking David [Tudor] as a model, I and some friends got our soldering 

 
42 Matt Rogalsky in discussion with the author, Sept. 21, 2022. 
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irons hot and, not knowing much about electronics initially, fumbled our way into building 

what we needed or what we thought we needed.”43  

After creating a series of small instruments for use in live performance this work 

culminated in the creation of his appropriately named “Black Box” synthesizer, an 

instrument which he would play throughout his career.44 The Black Box was a 

heterogenous collection of modules in individual metal housings, each with their own 

function, their own knobs and switches to control parameters of audio signal 

manipulations, and their own brightly colored input and output jacks for wires which 

would pass the audio signal from one box to another.  The instrument’s name directly 

alludes to the cybernetic concept of an object which receives, transforms, and then 

outputs a signal without the user knowing exactly how it functions; a concept which Ted 

Gordon has also ascribed to Don Buchla’s creations.45  

 

 
43 Martin Bartlett, “Music from the Black Box: Conversations with Martin Bartlett,” by Christopher 
Butterfield, Donna Zapf and Claude Schryer, Musicworks 69, December 1997, 5.  
44 Perhaps the best (relatively) readily available example of the Black Box’s sound is the 1979 
recording of Bartlett’s composition Burning Water, released posthumously on an album of the 
same name in 1998.  
45 Gordon, “Bay Area Experimentalism,” 22.  
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Figure 2. Martin Bartlett and his Black Box synthesizer, ca. early 1970s.  
Photographer unknown. Reproduced from Michael S. Kaye, The Teacher was the Sea: The Story 
of Pacific High School, (New York; Links Books, 1972), 247. 

These instruments were thus, as Ted Gordon notes, representative of a 

“fundamental epistemological break with enlightenment ideals,” being unopenable 

objects, unknowable to anyone other than their creator, representing a radical break 

from liberal norms of transparency and openness.46 Elaborating on Fred Turner’s 

analysis of the influence of cybernetics theory on the New Communalist counterculture 

movement, instruments such as these provided a means to explore that “…vision of a 

world built not around vertical hierarchies and top-down flows of power, but around 

looping circuits of energy and information.”47 Building these instruments allowed Bartlett 

to experiment with new ways of being and knowing, drawing him towards non-Western 

philosophies. As he described his thinking in the early 1970s, “Occasionally there are 

 
46 Gordon, “Bay Area Experimentalism,” 23. 
47 Turner, From Counterculture to Cyberculture, 38. 
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thoughts about the buddha-nature of the machine or of liberating the technology from its 

servile roles of reproducing merely human conscious thought processes. Interest in the 

psychophysiological properties of sounds—sabda and nadam, the sounds occurring 

spontaneously in the mind.”48 

The devices he built emphasized “live performance, portability, quick set-up, and 

control of many parameters through electronic feedback systems.”49 No longer burdened 

by the need to corral instrumentalists and arrange for a concert hall in which to perform, 

Bartlett teamed up with fellow Bay Area instrument builder and composer Alden Jenks to 

create “Deus ex Machina”, described by Jenks as “a touring performance ensemble 

utilizing home-made electronics in a variety of eccentric and sometimes noisy 

compositions.”50 Speaking about his performances during this time Bartlett noted “Some 

of them were incredible. Others were fiascos when all the equipment would break down 

simultaneously. We recorded nothing. Let it go, we said. (We’d been reading the 

Taoists).”51 And according to Jenks, “We wound up in some weird places… We would 

show up at those things and play square waves at them… we had a central table up in 

front with a lot of our homemade electronics… instead of having big loudspeakers in 

front I had little loudspeakers – cheap ones – on long, long, long wires… and I’d go out 

and just pass the loudspeakers out to the audience.”52 

 The Black Box and other assorted handmade modules thus became Bartlett’s 

primary artistic tools through the 1970s, idiosyncratic instruments born from the Bay 

Area community of composers and instrument builders from which his sensibility 

emerged. And while the ways they generated sound satisfied Bartlett’s desire to 

challenge Western compositional practice by integrating unpredictability and 

unknowability into his work, the portability of such handmade instruments allowed him to 

 
48 “Some notes from a Canadian abroad” by Martin Bartlett, 1970. MsC 24-0-1-0-0-4, Box 1, 
Folder 4, Martin Bartlett Fonds, Simon Fraser University Special Collections and Rare Books, 
Burnaby, British Columbia, Canada.  
49 Ibid. 
50 Alden Jenks, “Bio,” Alden Jenks’ Personal website, accessed on July 26, 2023. 
https://www.aldenjenks.com/bio. 
51 “A Statement,” Martin Bartlett Fonds.  
52 Alden Jenks, interview by MaryClare Bryztwa and Tessa Updike, November 11, 12 and 18, 
2013, Transcript, San Francisco Conservatory of Music Library and Archives, San Francisco, 13.  



22 

challenge norms around the integration of music into society by performing music in 

unconventional contexts.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



23 

Chapter 2 – “Surprisingly Easy Bedfellows”: Indian 
and Indonesian Musics in Bartlett’s Electronic 
Practice. 

“…these Asian musics are a region that seems remote from explorations 
in computer music; yet it is by ‘taking bearings’ of these diverse ways of 
articulating the musician’s relationship to his culture that one determines 
one’s own position as an artist.”53  

 

Inseparable from his interest in experimental electronic musics was Bartlett’s 

fascination with philosophies and musical cultures from across the Pacific Ocean. He 

was deeply interested in religious and mythological texts from across the world and 

listened widely to musics from Southeast and South Asia. This chapter explores how he 

first encountered these musics and seeks to understand the confluence of ideological 

concerns which drew him toward the appreciation and study of Asian musical cultures. It 

contends that his principal attraction to these musical practices was an outgrowth of the 

perception that they offered alternatives to conventional Western Classical modes of 

music composition, performance, and social roles for music, and that the similarities he 

found between his own interests in electronic musics and those of Asian musical 

cultures seemed to him to provide authoritative justifications for his desire to explore new 

compositional techniques and social contexts for the creation and performance of new 

music.  

Studying in California situated Bartlett within one of North America’s most active 

communities of European settler composers fascinated with the arts and culture of Asia, 

with a particular focus on the musics of India and Indonesia. Scholar Mina Yang has 

explored the rationale behind the work of these composers, focusing specifically on 

Henry Cowell, Lou Harrison, John Cage and Harry Partch, (the latter two being 

extremely influential on Bartlett) by describing them as looking “…to Asia to forge an 

experimental ideology that was distinct from the musical culture of the Atlantic, thereby 

 
53 Typescript of “Study Leave Report 1980/81” by Martin Bartlett. MsC 24-0-7-0-0-1 Box 14 Folder 
1, Martin Bartlett Fonds, Simon Fraser University Special Collections and Rare Books, Burnaby, 
British Columbia, Canada (hereafter cited as “Study Leave Report 1980/81,” Martin Bartlett 
Fonds).  
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defining the Pacific Rim as a space for the propagation of alternative musical 

discourses.”54 Bartlett inherited from these inspirational figures a mindset that “found in 

their imagined Orient a rich trove of alternative and subversive ideas… and a colorful 

banner to flag their exceptionalism vis-à-vis Atlantic culture.”55 

After returning to California from a trip to perform at the 1969 edition of the UBC 

Festival of the Contemporary Arts, Bartlett was given the opportunity to study with the 

Indian singer Pandit Pranh Nath. Bartlett’s associate Terry Riley, himself also affiliated 

with the San Francisco Tape Music Center, had arranged a stay for the practitioner of 

the North Indian Kirana school of singing who would soon become famous for mentoring 

a generation of influential experimental composers and musicians.56 For Bartlett in 1970, 

the timing of Pran Nath’s first visit to America was serendipitous, as Bartlett’s electronic 

music practice was beginning to focus on exploring the pitches of the harmonic series 

just as his vocal lessons with Pran Nath led him to focus on the specific tunings of the 

just intonation scale.57 The overlap he found between the teachings of Pran Nath and his 

own work gestured toward the possibility of rejecting Western cultural traditions while 

maintaining artistic legitimacy by associating this new work with the seemingly ancient 

and authoritative cultural practices of Indian culture.  

Bartlett’s interest in musics from Indonesia and India was rooted in no small part 

in the more technical musicological interests of tuning and pitch. The pitch materials of 

conventional Western music are most commonly organized under a tuning scheme 

called “equal temperament” which offers twelve pitches spaced evenly within every 

octave. This system is versatile in particular ways, but it is far from the only system of 

tuning in the Western tradition let alone the world. “Just Intonation” is one such other 

system, with intervals between notes derived from whole number ratios rather than an 

equal division of the octave into twelve evenly spaced notes (which is produced by 

irrational number ratios). Other traditions use yet other tuning systems, many of which 

 
54 Yang, California Polyphony, 33. 
55 Yang, California Polyphony, 38. 
56 Typescript of “Project Completion Report, September 19, 1972” by Martin Bartlett. MsC 24-0-7-
0-0-1 Box 14 Folder 1, Martin Bartlett Fonds, Simon Fraser University Special Collections and 
Rare Books, Burnaby, British Columbia, Canada (hereafter cited as “Project Completion Report, 
September 19, 1972,” Martin Bartlett Fonds). 
57 Martin Bartlett, “Interview with Martin Bartlett,” interview by Andrew Timar, Musicworks, no. 7 
(Spring 1979): 4.  
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are not standardized; in the gamelan musics of the Indonesian archipelago, for example, 

many ensembles have tuning structures unique to themselves wherein the intervals 

between each note are neither equal nor bound by specific ratio relationships.  

In describing the relationship between his electronic experimentation and his time 

with Pranh Nath, Bartlett stated “…I discovered in the electronic work the overtone 

series, the harmonic series, and even the sub-harmonic series, and became fascinated 

with pitch relationships that were different from equal temperament… I heard in his [Pran 

Nath’s] music an attention to pitch detail that was new to me and corresponded perfectly 

with ideas from electronic music.”58 His encounter with non-Western tuning systems was 

both inspirational and liberatory, pointing toward other cultures that also valued the notes 

between the notes, different tuning systems, and intervals with non-equal relationships.  

It was also in the early 1970s that he attended a summer workshop at Mills 

College which featured the Indian flautist and vocalist T. Viswanathan, which occurred 

alongside Javanese gamelan classes. He found the latter particularly interesting as a 

contrast to Western classical ensembles that he saw as prioritizing virtuosity, finding in 

the musical practice of the gamelan a tendency to emphasize simpler structural parts 

playable by less skilled performers.59 Later reflecting on his interest in the gamelan, he 

noted that it was “…partly because of its wonderful sound, but also because of kind of 

community structure and its ability to be an orchestra without and conductor, to be an 

ensemble in which people play by listening rather than reading, and stuff like that.”60 Like 

the portability of his home-made electronics, for Bartlett the nature of the social 

organization of the gamelan ensemble represented alternatives to both the Western 

focus on individuality and the Western musical tradition more generally. And along 

similar lines, Bartlett himself described his time with Pran Nath by saying “Not only was 

the music extremely interesting, but also the pedagogical method, the emphasis on the 

oral tradition rather than notation, and the sense of being in the immediate presence of 

an ancient, intricate tradition.”61 

 
58 Martin Bartlett, “Music from the Black Box: Conversations with Martin Bartlett,” 8. 
59 “Project Completion Report, September 19, 1972,” Martin Bartlett Fonds. 
60 Rick Sacks, “Bartlett Interview,” https://vimeo.com/433465408. 
61 “Project Completion Report, September 19, 1972,” Martin Bartlett Fonds. 
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Mina Yang’s scholarship makes clear that such ideas had been circulating on the 

west coast of North America since the mid 20th century, noting that the community of 

Californian composers Bartlett so greatly admired privileged “…the East, imagined as a 

site of ancient wisdom, over the West, weighed down by the burden of outworn 

traditions.”62 Bartlett was directly influenced by John Cage, well known for his 

association with Zen philosophy and his use of the Daoist chance operations of the I 

Ching, and Bartlett would similarly draw on Daoist texts in his early compositions. Also 

important was Harry Partch, whose handmade acoustic instruments used elaborate 

Pythagorean tuning systems inspired partly by the work of ancient Chinese 

mathematicians.63 Indeed, Bartlett would later develop elaborate tables of interval ratios 

for his own bespoke instruments and software patches, elaborating on the work of 

Partch to find new ways of organizing musical materials based on extending groupings 

of pure ratios to relationships between pitches.64 And by 1972 his mentor Pauline 

Oliveros was also writing about gamelan, considering the role of Confucianism in the act 

of listening, and admiring the seminars of Pandit Pran Nath.65 

In this west coast cultural atmosphere it was both reasonable and encouraged for 

Bartlett to look across the Pacific for answers to his musical needs, stating that “The 

sustaining qualities of electronic sounds have led several contemporary musicians into 

an exploration of the extended, drone-centered musics of India or the cyclic patterns of 

Japanese Gagaku or Indonesian Gamelan.”66 He made these connections explicit, 

linking the influence of his cybernetic-informed mentors and Asian musics on his 

ensemble Deus ex Machina by saying “…our mutual interest in oriental musics led us to 

discover precedents more immediate than in our own tradition for music which rather 

than imitating drama in terms of tension and release, climax, opposition and resolution of 

 
62 Yang, California Polyphony, 34.  
63 Harry Partch, Genesis of a Music (New York: De Capo Press, 1974): 361. 
64 Martin Bartlett, “Relative Ratio Tuning: An Intonational Strategy for Performance Systems,” 
Leonardo Music Journal 1, no. 8 (1991): 72. 
65 Pauline Oliveros, “Many Strands,” in Software for People: collected writings, 1963-80, 
(Baltimore: Smith Publications, 1984): 84-90. 
66 “Project Completion Report, September 19, 1972,” Martin Bartlett Fonds. 
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motivic ideas and so on, evoked a state of mind, a psycho-acoustic ambience, a 

feedback loop between sound and performer.”67  

Yet in his own early works he shied away from directly using the instruments or 

compositional materials he found in the musics of Asia. He instead preferred to apply the 

concepts behind the music, whether technical or social, to inform his practice. He 

described this approach by saying “I’ve hardly ever used a direct quotation of that 

Eastern music or Western music or whatever, but it was very interesting as a kind of 

source of ideas, of musical ideology….”68 Similarly, in a later interview discussing this 

period he touched upon the importance of those lessons, saying “Well…. I think the… 

interest in pitch… and in precise pitch… which was already surfacing at the same time 

through the sort of work with electronics… that sort of became confirmed.”69 And directly 

addressing the transpacific influence on the music scene on the west coast of Canada, 

he stated that though it was possible to overplay its local significance given international 

interest in Asian musics, “there’s… a sort of an Oceanic consciousness of… something 

that looks Westwards from there, and a lot of people are interested in… Eastern thought 

or ideas….. or sounds or whatever. A lot of that has surfaced in a lot of people’s work. 

Including mine.”70  

An example of how these interests obliquely translated into his musical practice 

can be found in his 1975 performance in Vancouver of “One Piece for Everyone” in 

which he processed sounds generated by preparing a cauliflower curry, including 

chopping the vegetable, frying it in a large wok, and occasionally stirring it, through his 

synthesizers live in front of an audience.71 During the performance he took breaks from 

cooking the meal to adjust his instruments, manipulating a drone generated by his 

synthesizers and reading selections of South American Indigenous mythologies. The 

stories were drawn from French anthropologist Claude Levi-Strauss’ book on the 

relationship between mythology and food preparation titled “The Raw and the Cooked,” 

a section of Levi-Strauss’ influential four volume “Mythologiques” which developed a 
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structuralist approach to anthropology described as a “key to a global vision of the world 

in which the profound unity of the human mind, nature, and symbolic languages is 

affirmed.”72 

That performance broke the boundaries between composer, audience, and 

performer, but especially those between experimental North American electronic musics 

and the “folk” or “traditional” musical traditions of the world. Though there is no direct 

quotation or reformulation of non-Western musics in his performance of “One Piece for 

Everyone” his droning synthesizers subtly referenced his interactions with Indian musical 

traditions, and his cybernetics-influenced desire to experience a “feedback loop between 

sound and performer” was accomplished through his use of Cage-inspired chance 

elements (oil popping in the pan) and environmental sounds (chopping the cauliflower). 

All of this existed in conversation with Levi-Strauss’ re-tellings of South American 

Indigenous mythologies, drawing together the ancient and the experimental while 

rejecting the conventions of Western musical practice, composition, and performance. 

The outcome of the performance was not a masterwork of notated and organized sound 

to be admired in perpetuity for its ingenuity, but instead was an impermanent social 

event: a meal to be shared by all present, with one piece for everyone.  
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Chapter 3 – Ideology in Action: Influences of Musics 
of the Pacific Rim in Practice 

“It seemed that gamelan, Indian music, and – to a lesser extent – 
Chinese, Japanese, and Tibetan music, presented models not only of 
musical styles, but of different integrations of music into society. John 
Cage said in the early ‘60s that what’s necessary for artists and 
musicians to do is to build communities – not to have this sort of 
egotistical music that showed how clever you were, but to try to find ways 
that music could be significant in the social framework.”73 

 

 In the early 1970s Bartlett began enacting the ideas he picked up and developed 

during his time studying in California by building and working within alternative arts and 

education communities. This chapter explores how he refined and deepened his practice 

as a composer, performer, and curator of musics in those contexts to understand in 

greater detail the contours of his artistic values, expanding at the end to also include an 

examination of his time spent travelling in South and Southeast Asia. Doing so reveals 

that his respect for and interactions with non-Western cultures, and specifically those 

from across the Pacific, was filtered through a set of ideological priorities which also 

essentialized those cultures in complex ways that suited his artistic needs.  

  After finishing his schooling at Mills College Bartlett began teaching at Pacific 

High School, an informal institution set up in the Northern California countryside along 

New Communalist principles. There he spent three years experimenting with and 

expanding on his community-based music making practices, building synthesizer 

modules while creating collaborative musical works with students which sought to break 

the barriers between amateur and professional, student and teacher, and audience and 

performer. The school itself reflected many aspects of the New Communalist lifestyle: 

the community grew its own food, children lived together in geodesic domes and 

attended things like “Whole Earth Class”, nudity was common and acceptable, and all 

members of the community were involved in democratic decision-making.74 School 

members and students had attended important New Communalist events bringing 
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together the emerging technologies with the “neotribal ethos of the communes”,75 and 

even the legendary proselytizer of the geodesic dome and hero of the New Communalist 

movement Buckminster Fuller himself once visited Pacific High School.76 

For Bartlett this was a natural fit and he quickly found himself an informal 

“chairman” who directed the meetings of the collective with a light touch, closing a 

particularly contentious gathering with a collective vocal drone on the word “Aum.”77 His 

musical approaches were uniquely suited to the school, noting later in his life that “If 

music was to flourish there, it would have to flourish as a community activity. Few 

students had the interest or perseverance to actually learn the complex processes of 

electronic music, and in my classes I tried to make activities in which anyone could join, 

talent and training notwithstanding.”78 The music they made included instrumental 

improvisations, making “nonsense syllables in the manner of Balinese Ketjak79…” and a 

large scale performance in which the audience was drawn into group chants with the 

students.80 For him these were opportunities to enact his values, creating music which 

drew upon his understanding of non-Western traditions to defy conventional North 

American compositional and social practices in the service of creating both new ways of 

making music in community and new ways of living in community more generally. 

One characteristically chaotic example of the atmosphere at Pacific High School 

was the way one school year was inaugurated: “Everybody moved their mattresses to 

the edges of the main hall and Martin brought his synthesizers… Marijuana, beer and 

wine… People were not quite sure of themselves or their surroundings. Everybody 

testing the limits. Kids reeling around more and more stoned. Martin, the eye of the 

hurricane, sitting calmly, cross-legged on the floor, focused on a fantastic maze of 

switches, knobs, and wires.”81 Pacific High School was a perfect petri dish for his 

practice, allowing him the freedom, income, and open-minded community needed to 
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experiment freely with the musical and philosophical materials he had gathered during 

his education at Mills College. 

In 1972 he left his post at Pacific High School and returned to Vancouver, where 

on a casual walk he happened across an abandoned hall formerly used by a branch of a 

secretive society named Knights of Pythias. Banding together with a multidisciplinary 

group of local artists Bartlett and his associates purchased the building and inhabited it, 

turning it in to a collective live-work space which hosted the production and performance 

of experimental arts. He immediately began applying for funds from the Canada Council 

for the Arts to furnish the Western Front with the necessary accoutrements for the 

production of experimental music in the 1970s; tape machines, speakers, as well as 

equipment for the purposes of documentation.  

He and his collaborators Glenn Lewis and Michael Morris were successful in that 

endeavor, arguing eloquently for the need to explore avant-garde electronic music, “non-

Western” musics, and music that looked to forge new relationships between performers 

and audiences – by now themes deeply entrenched in Bartlett’s artistic practice.82  He 

further refined this institutional sensibility as the first curator of the Western Front’s New 

Music program, shaping the landscape of Vancouver’s experimental music scene by 

curating both the Vancouver-based Balbir Singh Banghu’s work in an evening of ragas 

as the Western Front’s first public performance and bringing in the Californian 

composers Alden Jenks and Pauline Oliveros within six months of the opening of the 

Western Front’s doors. These priorities continued throughout his tenure at the Western 

Front, where he made space for performances of experimental electronic music from 

around the world with a particular focus on his local and Californian communities. 

In 1975 Bartlett had been hired on at the University of Victoria as a Professor of 

composition, theory, world music, and the first head of the University’s new electronic 

music studio, a position from which he was able to take a sabbatical from June of 1980 

to August of 1981. Over the course of that year Bartlett ran two projects simultaneously, 

one focused creating computer software and hardware to allow for the then new 

microprocessor computers to communicate with older analog external devices like his 
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Black Box synthesizer, and the other with the purpose of traveling to Southeast Asia. In 

his typical absurdist (and New Communalist) fashion he called the hardware which 

performed the digital to analog conversion the “Apogee Motor”, named after the Hughes 

Aircraft Corporation box it lived inside which had the words “Thermal Blankets for 

Apogee Motor” stenciled on the side.83 This part of his sabbatical was a part of his 

greater project of creating electronic music systems which could be used for the 

performance of live music in a manner similar to any other instrument, with the goal of 

bringing electronic musics further into the arena of live performance, reflecting the 

cybernetic-influenced tendencies of his mentor Pauline Oliveros and the greater 

Californian community in which he came of age. 

 The second part of his sabbatical ran from December of 1980 to May of 1981 

and consisted of a trip to Southeast Asia for the purpose of gaining firsthand knowledge 

of the musics he had admired from afar for so long. The stated purpose was to explore 

the contemporary status of “traditional” musical arts in India, Indonesia, Burma and 

Thailand to further his ability to teach about these musics in the University.84 Armed with 

a camera and a portable cassette recorder he flew across the ocean to attend 

performances of “traditional” musics, visit state conservatories, look at instruments, 

study and converse with eminent practitioners of local musical forms, and collect 

cassettes of local musics. In India he spent a month studying Carnatic vocal music daily 

with the teacher K. Lakshminarayan, and in Indonesia he was able to play Balinese 

gender with I Wayan Loceng.85 

Anticipating that there may have been confusion around why his sabbatical was 

divided into two seemingly quite different areas of study, he explained:  

The common ground between them is the concept that music is produced 
in a particular social context and that performance is a socially relevant 
gesture. Thus computer music as live performance is an “ethnic” music 
emerging from and relevant to technological North American society in a 
manner that parallels the production of gamelan music in the local-crafts 
oriented cultures of Java and Bali. This consideration of social context as 
part of the musical experience on the one hand and as something 
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manipulated by musical performance on the other, is a central concern of 
both my research and my composition.86 

Yet in his travels he was rigidly concerned with the cultural practices he regarded 

as legitimate objects of his inquiry, rather than experiencing the social contexts of local 

musical cultures as they were in the early 1980s. His stated priority was to encounter 

“traditional” musics, and the hundreds of photographs he took on his trip confirm his 

near-complete focus on these musics and musical instruments to the exclusion of 

others. He paid very little if any attention to how the introduction of electronic instruments 

and amplification might have affected other local musical performance, composition, or 

recording practices. Instead, new developments in local performance practices that 

didn’t align with his interests were a cultural corruption to be avoided or ignored. This 

attitude appeared in his writing from the period wherein he lamented the fact that 

Western-style pop music was popular in places like Thailand and, recounting attending a 

festival in India celebrating “the saint-composer Tyagaraja”, complained about the 

presence of an “exceedingly vile” amplification system. Speculating on why the local 

participants at that festival didn’t seem to mind the altered sound quality of the 

loudspeakers, he posited that their attitude toward it was a function of the fact that their 

presence at the festival was as much for the sake of piety as for having a musical 

experience.87  

He also often found himself connected to people whose communities extended 

back to the interests of the North America University system, especially to those in 

California, that provided Bartlett with his earliest encounters with Indian and Indonesian 

musics. I Wayan Loceng would soon after become a noted teacher of foreign students 

whose style was chosen for several ethnographic recordings and studies, K. 

Lakshimarayan’s son was a teacher at the University of California Los Angeles, his 

Balinese connection I Wayan Wija was the husband of his friend, the American 

ethnomusicologist Kristina Melcher, and many of the contacts he made in all four 

countries were through the formal institutions of local Universities and Conservatories.  

That his artistic practice as it related to the non-Western musics was deeply 

rooted in the countercultural communities and New Communalist ideas Bartlett picked 
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up in California and which subsequently found fertile ground for in Vancouver is no 

better exemplified than through his co-curated event “Music from New Wilderness.” The 

festival drew heavily on concepts espoused by the poet Jerome Rothenberg whose 1968 

anthology “Technicians of the Sacred” placed “traditional” and “folk” poetries from 

around the world alongside modern works with the intention of revealing similarities in 

complexity between the two.88 Translating this concept to the world of music, Bartlett and 

his co-curators brought the San Francisco Bay Area synth maker Don Buchla, Mexican 

musician and ethnomusicologist Antonio Zepeda, the soundscape compositions of 

Hildegard Westerkamp, Kwakwa̱ka̱ʼwakw songs and dances organized by Chief James 

Sewid of Alert Bay, and Rothenberg himself to the Western Front for a series of 

performances.89 

Though international and intercultural in scope, the curators described the 

specifically local relevance of their artistic vision by stating:  

We are conscious of the fact that musically, the Canadian West Coast is a 
wilderness, and is apparently viewed as such from Ottawa and Toronto. In 
this sometimes hostile environment, certain tenacious explorers who have 
discarded the guidance of fixed European points of view as to the nature 
of the musical experience, are seeking starting points for new musical 
directions. They find these in improvisation, environmental sound, the 
nature of electronics, different situations for performance and 
participation.90  

For Bartlett this event shattered the boundaries between ancient and 

contemporary, “traditional” and technological, and was an opportunity to explore the 

transcultural possibilities provided by Vancouver’s specific geographic location on the 

Pacific Coast of Canada. In their curatorial selection of avant-garde electronic musics 

and performances of Indigenous musics from the west coast of North America and 

Mexico, the organizers of the “Music for New Wilderness” festival asserted an alternative 

vision for non-Western and experimental musical practices commingling as a radical 

 
88 Jerome Rothenberg, “Pre-face” in Technicians of the Sacred, ed. Jerome Rothenberg (New 
York: Anchor Books, 1969), xxii-xxiii 
89 Typescript of “Music From the New Wilderness Programme,” 1980. Box 1, Folder 9, UBC Rare 
Books and Special Collections, Vancouver, British Columbia, Canada; “Music from the New 
Wilderness,” Western Front, accessed November 7, 2023, 
https://legacywebsite.front.bc.ca/events/music-from-the-new-wilderness/. 
90 Typescript of “Music From the New Wilderness Grant Application,” Martin Bartlett, 1979. Box 
17, Folder 33, Western Front Society Fonds, UBC Rare Books and Special Collections, 
Vancouver, British Columbia. 



35 

reimagining of the role musical cultures could play in society. Placing these musics side-

by-side in the unconventional performance space of the Western Front was intended to 

challenge Western notions of progress and civilization. 

Yet, adapting Mina Yang’s analysis of the mid 20th c. Asia-inspired Californian 

composers, events such as the Music from New Wilderness revealed “more about their 

own individual sensibilities than any specific Asian cultures.”91 Following in this vein the 

event showed two sides of Bartlett’s ideology in practice, simultaneously valorizing non-

Western cultural forms for their difference while representing them through lenses 

prioritizing countercultural values and the projects of the experimental composers. His 

curatorial decisions reflected the New Communalist desire to reconcile the “ancient” and 

the technological, perceiving in those musics parallels to contemporary west coast 

experimentalism while valuing them for providing an authority based on “tradition” 

supposedly absent for European setters on the west coast of Canada. Bartlett 

recognized this contradiction and would wrestle with it when the opportunity arose to 

create a community around the study and performance of gamelan in Vancouver, but as 

the following sections will show, this tension remained even as his musical projects 

became intertwined with the changing political economy of Vancouver in the 1980s. 
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Interlude 

…this certainly doesn’t seem like 

the time to indulge in  

narrow nationalism 

again i say 

canada has no national 

musical identity 

nor does it need one 

 

we have much to learn 

from american, european, 

african, asian musicians, 

they should come here 

and we should go there 

as freely as possible 

no customs tariffs in music…92 

 

By the 1980s Bartlett’s musical practice had become relatively well established in 

Vancouver. In 1982 he continued teaching music history, world music, and electronic 

music courses from his new position at Simon Fraser University while also developing 

compositional systems which used new microprocessor computer technology to further 

explore the relationship between performer and machine in improvised music. But this 

work was now taking place within the context of a recession in Vancouver’s economy 

during which local, provincial, and federal governments began looking to the Asia Pacific 

region in hopes of repositioning Vancouver as a Pacific Rim-oriented hub of finance and 
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investment. These changes in the political economy would deeply shape Bartlett’s 

artistic practice as cultural displays featuring the musics and other arts of Asian nations 

began to be marshalled as part of a strategy to increase economic connections around 

the Pacific Rim. Large multicultural arts festivals were created to promote these efforts 

as both a social and economic strategy, bringing large public displays of Asian arts and 

culture, including gamelan performances, to the city.  

As scholar Katharyne Mitchell argues, Vancouver in the 1980s was “…rapidly 

and unceremoniously swept into a ‘progressive process of planetary integration’ or, if not 

that, certainly into a new form of global currency,” becoming a “…gateway between West 

and East…”93 This development was reflected in changes in government policy toward 

the arts which prioritized multicultural presentations of music and other performing arts 

as both a social and economic strategy, and it was these priorities that brought about the 

first mainstream presentations of gamelan on the large stages of multicultural festivals in 

Vancouver. The context in which the gamelan, amongst other musics from Asia, was 

presented in Vancouver therefore stood in contrast with Bartlett’s belief in those musics 

as liberatory alternatives to the Western social and cultural norms. This was an 

uncomfortable yet generative development, bringing about opportunities unforeseen by 

both the political actors and artists who valued these musics for different reasons. 

Specifically, the processes reshaping Vancouver’s economy created the social 

networks and material realities necessary for the establishment of a community focused 

on the study and performance of Indonesian arts to thrive for the first time in Vancouver. 

These developments were especially important for the Summer Institutes, a series of 

workshops initiated by Bartlett in 1986 for the study of Javanese and Balinese gamelan 

alongside experimental electronic music. These workshops linked state and non-state 

actors, drawing connections across the Pacific Ocean between Vancouver and Jakarta, 

between governments and local institutions, and between local and foreign artists, 

folding Bartlett’s transpacific cultural connections back to Vancouver in new, novel, and 

unforeseen ways.  

At the closing of Expo 86 representatives from the Indonesian government gifted 

a full Javanese gamelan of over 60 handmade metallophones, gongs, and other 
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instruments to Simon Fraser University. Though he had viewed Expo 86 as a gaudy 

spectacle, Bartlett had been keenly aware that it created a unique opportunity to expand 

his artistic practice and community. He acted on this by making conscientious efforts to 

build connections with the Indonesian artists brought to Vancouver via Expo and by 

leveraging every institutional force now at his disposal as a university professor to 

ensure that a gamelan would be given a home in Vancouver, directly connecting his 

artistic efforts to the leveraging of arts in the service of increasing transpacific trade and 

investment.  

The eventual acquisition of the gamelan was a high point of Bartlett’s career and 

brought about the conditions for the creation of a local community focused on the study 

of both electronic and Indonesian musics, but it was also the product of a regional 

economic restructuring focused on building transpacific connections through cultural 

diplomacy. Examining these two historical events as interrelated reveals an ideological 

clash over the use-value of culture in general and Asian musical cultures in particular in 

1980s Vancouver. Whereas local political and business interests envisioned a 

“spaceless, free flowing” economic zone for the purposes of increased investment, 

Bartlett had previously imagined a network wherein the intercultural exchange of ideas 

and sounds between artists would serve the purposes of imagining radical new social 

and musical formations.94 Echoing how Bartlett had salvaged materials from the cold war 

military industrial complex to build his experimental synthesizers, he took advantage of 

his contemporary economic circumstances to acquire instruments and build communities 

aligned with his artistic and social vision.  
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Chapter 4 – Music, Multicultural Festivals, and 
Transpacific Shifts in Vancouver’s Political Economy 

“Canadians who have cultural links to other parts of the globe, who have 
business contacts elsewhere are of the utmost importance to our trade 
and investment strategy.”95 

“I believe that we are only now beginning to understand the true 
consequences of the pluralistic and multi-cultural society that Canada is 
becoming, and in particular the essential role of the arts in the 
development. Until recently, the arts were considered by most Canadians 
as spare-time activities, nice but not particularly important. We are now, I 
hope, realizing what older cultures have long known, that the arts are the 
essential embodiment of cultural values and the most legible book in 
which those values may be read and understood.”96 
 

To understand the changing role of the arts in Vancouver’s political economy and 

its effects on cultural production it will be useful to briefly trace the history of gamelan 

performance in Vancouver from the 1960s to the 1980s. For a brief window in the mid 

1980s gamelan exploded out beyond the confines of specialized niches within the local 

arts community and onto the stages of large multicultural festivals, giving the music 

wider exposure than ever before in the city’s history. This chapter shows how many of 

the very same people Bartlett had forged connections with through his schooling, travels, 

and arts work reappeared in Vancouver for these festivals, recast as the accoutrements 

of a city looking to strengthen its image as a globally connected Pacific Rim metropolis.  

 Until the mid 1980s gamelan in Vancouver had mostly been an underground 

affair. It was a music with an audience largely limited to the avant-garde art consumer, 

and most of the appearances of gamelan were connected to Bartlett or his extended 

community. The first time the sounds of the gamelan were heard live in Vancouver was 

a performance by the touring production “Dancers of Bali”, assembled by the New York 

based impresario of theatre and dance Paul Szilard. The ensemble was made up of 
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Balinese artists who performed for two nights in 1962 at the Queen Elizabeth theatre.97 

This could perhaps be considered the prehistory of gamelan in Vancouver; no members 

of what would later become the gamelan community in Vancouver were involved in the 

presentation and there is no record that anyone relevant to this study attended or 

recalled the performance. 

 Dancers of Bali was followed by two decades of a slow trickle of North American 

ensembles and artists inspired by gamelan performing by invitation at artist-run centres 

including the Western Front. The first such instance was a performance by the 

handmade Berkeley Gamelan in collaboration with the Nancy Karp Dancers in 1978 at 

the Western Front, followed by the Seattle based ensemble Gamelan Pacifica 

performing at the behest of the local non-profit Vancouver New Music. Gamelan Pacifica 

performed two pieces by the Californian composer Lou Harrison, further illustrating the 

depth of the gamelan community’s connections within the west coast; as their 

instruments and repertoire attest, these ensembles were a part of and traversed the 

same artistic networks that brought Bartlett from California to Vancouver.98  

The first radical split from those relatively quiet affairs was the 1985 Asia-Pacific 

Festival, an event which perhaps most clearly illustrates the ways in which Indonesian 

arts specifically and musical cultures from across the Pacific more generally were 

increasingly being leveraged by state and business actors to solidify economic ties 

between Vancouver and the greater Asia Pacific region. The event was a project of the 

City of Vancouver with support from the newly created Asia Pacific Foundation, a 

Vancouver-based coalition of federal, provincial, and private sector interests dedicated 

to building knowledge of and participation in cultural and economic connections 

throughout the Asia Pacific region.99 This was no secret: as contemporaneous 

columnists noted, “The festival idea originated three years ago with the city of Vancouver 

and the Asia Pacific Foundation… as a way of expanding trade with the Pacific Rim by 
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getting to know the different cultures.”100 To advance these ends the 1985 Asia Pacific 

Festival brought “music, dance, theatre, art, food, sports, fashion, and craft” from 

countries around the Pacific Rim together for a single event, perhaps best summed up 

by the event’s logo: the Chinese character for “marketplace.”101  

The festival featured the Balinese musician and shadow-puppeteer I Wayan 

Wija, with whom Bartlett had spent time on his 1981 trip to Indonesia, performing a 

Balinese shadow play. Evidently Wija’s ensemble was enough of an attraction at the 

Asia Pacific Festival that a photo of a member of his ensemble earned pride of place in a 

Vancouver Sun column previewing the event, describing Wija’s group as “Bali’s premiere 

shadow puppet theatre company.”102 He performed a number of pieces, some including 

masked dances, although the format of the festival required him to make significant cuts 

to his music in order to fit what would normally be a multi-hour performance into his 

ninety minute festival slot.103 The performance also included a demonstration of how the 

music was composed and performed, which festival reviewer Paris Simons described as 

“simple in and of its components, but all combined the sound is dizzying.”104 

The festival itself reflected many of the artistic connections and priorities found in 

Bartlett’s work to that point, drawing sometimes on the very same people and 

communities in service of a very different ideological program. Like the 1980 “Music from 

the New Wilderness” festival the Asia Pacific Festival featured a Kwakwa̱ka̱ʼwakw 

touring dance ensemble, called “Atlakim”, whose artistic director Simon Dick stated that 

“The Pacific Rim has always been a neighbourhood for our people… It’s only right that 

we, as the aboriginal people of this coast, should host the opening of the festival.”105 Yet 

despite this strong statement, the dance troupe’s presence was also re-framed within the 

Asia Pacific Festival’s larger economic agenda; one observer noted that they were 
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referred to by the festival, deeply problematically, as “Canada’s first Asians.”106 Also 

performing was an ensemble called “Bima” which echoed Bartlett’s earlier work by 

combining “…non-western musical instruments with computer technology and rock 

music…”107 And the inclusion of I Wayan Wija is also noteworthy given that Bartlett had 

met with him on his travels to Bali, spending time with him and his wife as he studied 

music there.108 The overlap is striking, with these events and meetings having taken 

place only a few years apart. The networks created by Bartlett’s earlier countercultural 

artistic work were being re-framed by actors shaping Vancouver’s political economy as 

arts from around the Pacific Rim began to become useful to the interests of the state and 

business. 

Katharyne Mitchell has noted that the early 1990s were marked by state actors 

using multicultural festivals featuring Asian foods and arts to smooth over economic and 

racial antagonisms created by Vancouver’s drive to increase foreign investment.109 The 

Asia Pacific Festival indicates that already a half decade prior, the gamelan, alongside 

other musics from across the Pacific, was a part of a wider effort to use such events in 

service of that economic and cultural agenda. Media campaigns in the months preceding 

the festival revealed these intentions, with a feature on the Asia Pacific Foundation in 

Maclean’s magazine stating that the founder John Bruk “…realizes exactly what is 

involved in winning a worthwhile share of this Asian market. ‘We must understand their 

philosophies, religions, and cultures to grasp the value systems that propel their 

achievements.’”110 As a strategy of cultural diplomacy, events like the 1985 Asia Pacific 

Festival were targeted at both local and international audiences in the service of clearing 

a cultural path for increased trade and cooperation between nations around the Pacific 

Rim.  

Geographer David Ley similarly points out that though festivals such as these 

had begun as hippie-oriented community events across Canada, by the 1980s they had 

become tools used by government in the service of increasing tourism or economic 
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activity.111 Though they had slightly different audiences, displays of gamelan in 

Vancouver tracked alongside this development as they emerged from the artist-run 

centers and small theatres of Vancouver to take a new place on the large outdoor stages 

of urban, business-oriented multicultural festivals. These events incorporated the 

instruments, music, and musicians of the gamelan as one of many representations of 

Canada’s openness to and appreciation of Asian cultures in service of a larger strategy 

of leveraging Canada’s multicultural image in the service of trade. American theatre critic 

Eileen Blumenthal, present to observe her Balinese friend and festival performer I 

Wayan Wija’s shadow plays in 1985, noted critically the Asia Pacific Festival’s insistence 

on “multiculturalism” and its executive director introducing “some of the greatest artists in 

the world by describing ‘culture’ as a ‘precursor to augmented trade relations.’”112 

The use of the multicultural festival both as a strategy serving the integration of 

Vancouver into Pacific Rim economic networks as well being the catalyst for 

Vancouver’s dramatic growth of gamelan-related activities is nowhere exemplified better 

than by Expo 86. An important theme of Expo 86, aside from its focus on transportation 

and communication technologies, was Vancouver’s self-declared emergence as an 

important player in the economic network of the Pacific Rim.113 While much focus has 

been paid to the post-Expo sale of the Expo lands to Li Ka Shing and the increased 

exposure of Vancouver’s real estate market to foreign capital, Expo 86 also provided an 

opportunity for Canada and Indonesia to expand their economic relationship. The 

presence of the performing arts of Indonesia, and more specifically the permanent arrival 

of gamelan in Vancouver, was intimately related to the ongoing maintenance of that 

relationship.  

For over five months Expo 86 was home to over 70 Indonesian gamelan 

musicians who took up residence and performed hundreds of times in their nation’s 

pavilion, performing music from across the nation for thousands of visitors.114 

Contemporaneous accounts of their performances were almost unanimously positive, 

with columnists noting “…this was as authentic and joyful an experience of Bali’s rich 
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communal ceremonial culture as you could hope for without visiting that magical 

island”115 and that the Indonesian dance program was “likely, in fact, to be one of this 

column’s finest memories of the Royal Bank/Expo 86 world festival.”116  

 

 
Figure 3.  Javanese Gamelan being performed at the Indonesian Pavilion 

during Expo 86, 1986.  
Photographer Unknown. Reproduced from MsC 24 box 31 folder 4, Martin Bartlett fonds, Simon 
Fraser University Special Collections and Rare Books, Burnaby, British Columbia, Canada. 

Expo 86 also hosted the “First International Gamelan Festival and Symposium”, 

an event which gathered both Indonesian and non-Indonesian gamelan enthusiasts. 

Composers, academics, leaders of community ensembles, and instrument builders were 

in attendance, and the event featured performances from both the Indonesian pavilion 

musicians as well as at least 10 ensembles from places as far as Berlin and Japan.117 As 

scholars Jonathan Goldman and Jeremy Strachan have noted, the Festival and 

Symposium had more to do with cultural diplomacy than it did a simple intercultural 
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exchange of ideas. Instead, its purpose was to “leverage gamelan’s potential as an 

instrument of cultural diplomacy and became a means for exporting and presenting 

Indonesian sovereignty on a global stage.”118 Though he was a part of no performing 

group, Bartlett had been asked to present at the symposium, delivering a paper titled 

“Growing Orchids in Greenhouses: Traditional Indonesian Music in Contemporary North 

America”.119 

Bartlett himself remained distant from the nuts and bolts of the event, saying in a 

letter that “...I want everyone to know that I have absolutely nothing to do with organizing 

any of that and am not repeat not responsible for fuckups.”120 Speaking more generally 

in a private letter about Expo 86, he described it as “utter madness… a vision of the 

future, the regimented masses consuming entertainment and junk food. The terrifying 

thing is that so many people loved it.”121 Yet he certainly seized the opportunities 

provided to him by Expo 86 and the 1985 Asia Pacific Festival, despite his personal and 

political distaste for them. Bartlett noted that while he thought Expo 86 was going to be 

terrible, he hoped to be able to “spirit away some of them [Expo 86 Indonesian gamelan 

musicians] away from the Expo grounds for music, talk, and nasi campur at my house or 

wherever.”122  

This did in fact happen, and below the froth of political and economic activity long 

lasting bonds were formed through the festivals which would go on to shape the arts in 

Vancouver through the late 1980s and into the early 1990s. The Asia Pacific Festival 

brought the gamelan performer and educator I Wayan Wenten from California to 

Vancouver and SFU for the first time as a member of I Wayan Wija’s ensemble and the 
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leader of a dance workshop at the University.123 He and his wife Nanik Wenten would 

return the following year alongside K.R.T. Wasitodipuro as the initial Indonesian 

instructors at what would become the SFU Summer Institute workshops, and they 

remained enduring presences throughout the Institute’s existence. Hardja Susilo, who 

had presented a paper on cross-cultural gamelan experiences at the Expo 86 Gamelan 

Festival and Symposium, would later also join as an instructor.124 Additionally the 

English composer and gamelan enthusiast Alec Roth gave a talk on the state of the 

gamelan community in his home country.125 He would later return to co-produce an 

adaptation of Shakespeare’s “Tempest” for the Vancouver gamelan in 1989.126 The 

connections made between artists through the festivals of the 1980s were not 

insignificant, creating more opportunities than just the increased pace of economic 

activity between Pacific Rim nations. 
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Chapter 5 – “Masterminding the Coup”: 
Counterculture, Cultural Diplomacy, and the 
Acquisition of the Simon Fraser University Gamelan. 

“On Tuesday there was a call from the Indonesian pavilion at Expo--
would I come down immediately. When I got there it was to be told that 
they have decided to give SFU the Javanese gamelan, a beautiful set of 
sixty or more instruments in ornately carved and gilded wooden frames, a 
score indeed. Saturday there was a ceremony at the pavilion, the 
ambassador (Indonesian) came and there was lots of grovelling and 
handshaking as the gamelan was officially presented. I had to write a 
speech for the ambassador and also one for the president of SFU, then 
sat back and blended into the furniture as the high panjandrums 
complimented each other with my words. Such is the life of a courtier.”127 

“The government of the Republic of Indonesia is pleased to present the 
Javanese Gamelan from the Indonesian pavilion at Expo 86 to Simon 
Fraser University, for use in teaching, research, and cultural 
presentations in the community… May the ringing sounds of these 
instruments long be heard on your mountain-top campus as a 
harmonious example of the importance of culture and the arts as vehicles 
for international understanding.”128 

 

By August 1, 1986, more than halfway through Expo 86, Bartlett knew three 

things: the gamelans being used at the Indonesian Pavilion were not going to return to 

Indonesia, that the University of Montreal and other American institutions were 

interested in them, and that the decision was going to be made in Jakarta.129 What was 

unknown was whether they would be given or sold and when the decision would be 

made, with Bartlett himself recalling that “...up to the last minute there was no definite 

word on the status of the gamelan.”130 But by then the groundwork had already been 
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laid, as Bartlett had been pulling every conceivable thread leading to anyone who could 

possibly whisper in the right official’s ear, convincing every institution he had contacts 

with to create opportunities for the Indonesian Expo 86 musicians in Vancouver and 

beyond, and tirelessly working to ensure that the acquisition of the instruments remained 

on the radar of SFU’s administration at the highest levels. These actions showed a deep 

awareness of the concurrent changes happening in Vancouver’s political economy, and 

that knowledge was leveraged unrelentingly in service of the creation of a community for 

the study and performance of gamelan in Vancouver. 

One of the key strategies Bartlett used to convince the Indonesian decision 

makers to leave the gamelan in Vancouver was the creation of the SFU Summer 

Institute.  Running during Expo 86 from May to June, the Summer Institute featured 

three Indonesian instructors brought to SFU from their posts in California to teach 

Javanese and Balinese music and dance. Planning had begun by late 1985 when 

Bartlett drafted a proposal ghost-written for Grant Strate, then Director of the School for 

Contemporary Arts at SFU, to create a “four to six week intensive workshop in Javanese 

and Balinese music and dance” between May and June of the following summer.131 The 

document outlined which teachers would be selected, the rationale for such a workshop, 

and a request for the “cooperation and assistance of the Consulate of Indonesia in the 

development of this proposal.”132  

The first thing SFU needed to run the workshops was a gamelan housed at the 

Indonesian Consulate, as the workshops would be impossible without instruments on 

which to play and there was no other such ensemble in Vancouver. This provided an 

initial connection between the two institutions, but the document went further by 

suggesting to the Consulate that Expo 86 musicians could be requested to make 

appearances at the workshops, that the director of the Indonesian pavilion be apprised 

of SFU’s plans, and that “In the future, we will consider the purchase of a gamelan of our 
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own…”133 This was laying the groundwork with an eye to the future; at the very least, 

Bartlett was looking to build solid connections to the Indonesian consulate and was 

hoping to signal to them that SFU was taking initiative to be a center for the study and 

performance of Indonesian arts in Canada.  

Certainly he was aware that this idea, if implemented, would be a first for any 

Canadian institution and did not shy away from using that fact as leverage for his 

cause.134 A letter was eventually sent to the Indonesian consulate on December 15 

which connected the workshops to Expo 86, highlighting the University’s initiative in 

arranging for its own instruction from outside the Expo 86 group and indicating that SFU 

intended for the success of the program to be translated into a yearly event.135 Framed 

as an opportunity for participants to come into greater contact with Indonesian culture 

and hence intensify the overall connections between Indonesia and Canada, the 

planning for the workshops proactively established a positive relationship with the 

Indonesian Consulate and explicitly communicated that the goals of the workshop were  

aligned with their broader diplomatic agenda. 

Early communications with the Indonesian Consulate were shrouded in delicately 

composed bureaucratic generalities, alluding to intentions beyond the subjects at hand 

without stating them explicitly. Instead, Bartlett seemed more comfortable to speak 

openly of his ambitions to acquire the gamelan from the Indonesian pavilion when 

communicating with the Indonesian teachers of the workshops. In a letter sent in early 

March to apprise the teachers of the general contours of the workshops, Bartlett made it 

clear that by that point he had become very clearly aware that the Indonesian Pavilion’s 

gamelan was up for grabs. And given that knowledge he expected the teachers to help 

facilitate, saying “I’m counting on you to help negotiate with the Expo people.”136 In a sea 

of polite and political communications, his request to them tied with unusual certainty 
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and clarity the Summer Institute to the goal of acquiring the gamelan from the 

Indonesian Pavilion at Expo 86.  

By early March of 1986 the Summer Institute was ready to go, the instruments 

had been secured from the Indonesian Consulate, and the dates were settled. The 

workshops featured the renowned and K.R.T. Wasitodipuro (affectionately known as Pak 

Cokro), I Nyoman Wenten (who first came to Vancouver via the 1985 Asia Pacific 

Festival), and Nanik Wenten, all of whom would become mainstays at later iterations of 

the Summer Institute. Students of the University were able to take the courses for credit, 

and for $350 community members had the option of attending the intensive four-day-per-

week courses in either Javanese and Balinese music or dance. A less involved evening 

program was also offered, allowing for more casual engagement at a lower price.137 In 

the end twenty musicians and ten dancers studied with the guest teachers for nine to ten 

hours a day, and enough was accomplished that Pak Cokro eventually would describe 

the group as “Almost good!”.138 

The proceedings of the Workshops themselves could hardly have been better 

designed to catch the attention of the Indonesian Consulate and Pavilion. Indeed, the 

workshops connected the Indonesian Consulate and pavilion to SFU specifically and 

wove the institution into the lives of visiting Indonesian artists and government officials. 

For the inauguration of the workshop Indonesian consular officials, government officials, 

and SFU faculty and staff were treated to a performance on the Consulate’s gamelan by 

musicians from the Expo 86 Pavilion. The event also featured the naming of the 

consulate’s new gong, with Pak Cokro choosing “Udan Laras”, meaning “the tune of the 

rain”, in honour of the fact that the sun had just broken out after three days of rain.139 

Student enthusiasm was strong and lasted beyond the workshops themselves, and for 

the remainder of the summer some participants continued playing together with 
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assistance from three musicians from the Expo 86 ensemble.140 The Summer Institute 

was therefore successful in physically bringing Indonesian Consular officials, Indonesian 

Pavilion administrators, Expo ensemble musicians, University administrators, and 

community members together to the same space. It was, as Bartlett had hoped, a well-

executed argument for the fitness of Vancouver as the most appropriate destination for 

the Expo instruments. 

Other activities also drew the Indonesian Pavilion closer to the Vancouver arts 

community. Bartlett arranged for twelve musicians and one dalang 

(puppeteer/storyteller) from the Indonesian Pavilion’s Expo 86 ensemble to perform a 

Javanese shadow play titled “Dewa Ruci” at the Western Front, the local artist-run center 

he had helped found 13 years earlier. In an echo of I Wayan Wija’s issues at the 1985 

Asia Pacific Festival, performing a full version of the shadow play was not possible within 

the confines of Expo 86 as such events would typically last from around 9 pm until dawn 

when performed in Indonesia. To provide an opportunity for a more fulsome encounter 

with the shadow play, a performance lasting many hours into the night was arranged in 

collaboration with the Indonesian Pavilion.141 Such events engaged the Indonesian 

Pavilion and members of the Expo 86 ensemble with the local community, making clear 

that there was a place for their music in Vancouver. To what degree this was persuasive 

is unknown, but records indicate that Bartlett believed that what worked in his 

negotiations was “continued, gentle presence and pressure, along with careful cultivation 

of personal contacts,” and this event certainly functioned within that rubric.142 

Bartlett had also worked hard to secure performances, events, and exhibitions for 

the visiting Indonesian artists, leveraging every connection he had within the arts 

community of Vancouver and the surrounding areas. He made attempts to arrange 

another performance for the Expo ensemble’s shadow play at the University of 

Victoria143 and had also been in contact with the SFU art gallery to arrange an exhibition 
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for the shadow puppets of the renowned and visiting Expo 86 artist Sukasman (whose 

puppets had been used at the Western Front performance), but it appears that neither 

event came to fruition.144 Despite that, these efforts remain further evidence of the 

lengths to which Bartlett went to impress the Indonesian officials in his campaign to 

make Vancouver a prospective home for their instruments, weaving together the 

Indonesian Consulate, the Indonesian Pavilion, the Expo 86 ensemble, Simon Fraser 

University, and parts of the arts community outside of Expo 86.  

Beyond planning cultural events linking institutions and communities, Bartlett also 

worked to channel the political and economic contexts undergirding events like Expo 86. 

Perhaps the most salient connection was one being developed by Simon Fraser 

University through a program funded by the Canadian International Development 

Agency to help with the design of University programs in Indonesia.145 He readily 

exploited that program to his ends, as evidenced in a letter very likely to have been 

ghostwritten by Bartlett146 from SFU’s President to the Commissioner-General of the 

Expo Pavilion that explicitly connected the objectives of the CIDA program 

“strengthen[ing] our cultural and artistic relationship with Indonesia” with giving the Expo 

Javanese gamelan a permanent home at SFU.147  

Additionally, In June of 1986 SFU Professor Bruce Clayman was sent on an 

exploratory trip related to the CIDA project which took him, among other countries, to 

Indonesia.148 He requested the names of individuals with whom he should meet, to 

which Bartlett responded with a suggestion to name drop the Summer Institute and its 

teachers in talks with high level bureaucrats connected to international development 
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projects.149 Bartlett explicitly linked these efforts to the acquisition of the gamelan, stating 

to Clayman that “...our summer Institute, [Rector of Jogjakarta’s Indonesian Institute of 

the Arts] Muchtar’s visit to SFU, the president’s letter to the Consul, your visit to Muchtar, 

my follow-up letter to him… quite a lot of visits to the Indonesian pavilion--all this added 

up to… us firmly on the Indonesian map of the world.”150  

At the end of Expo 86 the Indonesian government gifted the gamelans used at 

their pavilion to two Canadian Universities: the two Balinese gamelans went to the 

Université de Montréal while the Javanese instruments went to Simon Fraser University. 

It is not a coincidence that both institutions were in cities with historically significant 

diplomatic relationships with Indonesia. Just a one hour walk from the Université de 

Montréal was McGill University’s Institute of Islamic Studies, which had since the late 

1950s hosted Indonesian Islamic scholars who would go on to be termed the “McGill 

Mafia” and play a major role in shaping policy in the Indonesian government.151 And as 

discussed above, Simon Fraser University had recently signed a multi-million dollar 

agreement with the Indonesian government and the Canadian International 

Development Agency to develop Indonesia’s post-secondary system and increase 

enrolment of Indonesian students at SFU.152  
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Figure 4.  “Indonesian ambassador Adiwoso Abubakar and SFU 

representatives, vice-president, Tom Calvert, and Martin Bartlett 
(left) await the beginning of the gamelan performance marking the 
gift of instruments to SFU and the University of Montreal.”  

Photographer unknown. Reproduced from Simon Fraser Week vol. 36 no. 6, October 16, 1986, 
used with the permission of the Simon Fraser University Archives and Records Management. 

The Indonesian government itself had interests in strategically leveraging the 

performing arts to further its political and economic ambitions in Canada. It is no 

coincidence that the Expo ensemble’s performances were of the highest quality, as the 

musicians present were some of the nation’s most respected composers and 

performers. But as Goldman and Strachan note in their analysis of the events 

surrounding Expo, the selection process had also accounted for their ability to 

demonstrate the values that Indonesian President Sukarno wished to broadcast to the 

world, including modernity and the willingness to experiment within.153 The musicians 

also joined community initiatives outside of Expo, demonstrated by their willingness to 

perform at the Western Front and to help keen local gamelan enthusiasts perform 

repertoire after the conclusion of the first Summer Institute.154  
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Indonesia’s Foreign Minister during Expo, Mochtar Kusumaatmadja, was known 

as a major proponent of using cultural diplomacy to enhance “the credibility and trust in 

Indonesia specifically for the sake of attracting overseas investment in physical 

infrastructure and industry, tourism, and export goods.”155 The institutions and cities 

chosen to receive the gamelans certainly had lucrative and prestigious connections with 

the Indonesian government, but contemporary diplomatic maneuvering between Canada 

and Indonesia may have also incentivized the gifting of the gamelans. Less than a year 

after they were given to the Canadian institutions, External Affairs Minister Joe Clark 

permitted the Canadian Ambassador Jack Whittleton to join Kusumaatmadja in a tour 

the of East Timor region, a territory controversially claimed by Indonesia, during an 

Indonesian election campaign. Shortly thereafter the Canadian government proceeded 

to support Indonesia’s controversial claim to the territory and by 1991 trade between the 

nations had reached a yearly total of $563 million.156 Though it is unlikely that the gift of 

the gamelan to SFU was what swayed the Canadian government to make this decision, 

the instruments were almost certainly given a home in Canada for reasons beyond 

simple intercultural goodwill. 

Bartlett clearly understood his actions as being central to making the gift of the 

gamelan happen, and this opinion would have been bolstered by an internal SFU memo 

Bartlett received only four days later, addressed to the President of the University and 

which stated that “Professor Martin Bartlett… deserves credit for masterminding this 

coup.”157 Yet even if Bartlett’s actions did nothing, if the gift of the gamelan was a fait 

accompli, his efforts remain significant as evidence of the complex ways global 

economic processes deeply shaped the opportunities available to local cultural 

producers as well as the contrasting visions local actors held during the mid-1980s 

reimagining of Vancouver’s transpacific identity.  

 

 
155 Matthew Cohen, “Three Eras of Indonesian Arts Diplomacy,” Bijdragen Tot de Taal-, Land-, en 
Volkenkunde 175 (2019): 263-264. 
156 Webster, Fire and the Full Moon, 172-173. 
157 Memo from Thomas Calvert to W.G. Saywell, MsC 24-0-1-0-0-2, box 1, folder 2, Martin 
Bartlett fonds, Simon Fraser University Special Collection and Rare Books, Simon Fraser 
University, Burnaby. 
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Chapter 6 – Alternative Encounters with Indonesian 
Arts: SFU’s Summer Institute Music Workshops  

“The most profound developments in recent musical thought and practice 
include the rapidly changing technologies concerned with sound and an 
increasing interaction between musics of diverse cultures. The 1989 
Music Intensive offers musicians and composers a unique opportunity to 
gain practical experience in two musical worlds: Indonesian gamelan and 
contemporary Electronics…. The horizons of Western music performance 
are therefore enriched through technology and as well through this unique 
encounter with the concepts of timbre, tonality, structure, and ensemble 
of the Indonesian gamelan.”158 

 

While the previous chapters’ forays into the strategic use of multicultural arts 

presentations for economic ends and cultural diplomacy are necessary components to 

understanding the context within which the Summer Institutes were born, the workshops 

also illustrate how the presence of gamelan at the festivals of 1985-1986 in Vancouver 

extends in significance beyond politics and economic development. Though the Summer 

Institutes happened within a moment of deepening integration within Pacific Rim 

networks that provided the materials, relationships, and even justifications for the first 

Summer Institute, it is important not to overstate the primacy of Vancouver’s political 

economy to the detriment of local actors seizing on these large cultural and economic 

flows to build cultural formations that met their own needs, desires, and political 

objectives.  

The Summer Institute music programs that Bartlett and his associates initiated in 

1986 to secure the gifting of the gamelan became a consistent presence in Vancouver’s 

cultural landscape, providing opportunities for unique intercultural interactions which in 

many ways went beyond and challenged their origins in the shifting local political 

economy.159 Following Geographer David Ley’s objection to the idea that the 

 
158 Typescript of brochure copy for 1989 Summer Institute Music Intensive, F-109-6-5-0-12, 
Container 109-33, School for the Contemporary Arts Fonds, Simon Fraser University Archives 
and Records Management Department, Simon Fraser University, Burnaby, BC. 
159 This chapter provides a brief overview of the activities of the Summer Institutes. For a more in-
depth description, see: Laurent Bellemare, “The Shortest Distance Between Gamelan and 
Electronics: Creating a “nexus of understanding” at Martin Bartlett’s Summer Intensives 
(Vancouver, 1986-1992),” Intersections: Canadian Journal of Music 40, no. 2 (2020): 161-183. 
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machinations of neoliberal capitalism are sufficient to explain the existence of local 

cultural formations built upon global connections, the Summer Institutes demonstrate 

that “…it is only the thinnest of descriptions that contains cultural forms and processes 

within reductionist categories.”160 Workshop organizers and facilitators were aware of the 

larger economic processes taking place which enabled their gatherings and worked to 

channel these forces to their advantage, but they also used the Summer Institutes to 

create spaces that attempted to differ in substance from the instrumentalized 

multiculturalism found in the 1985 Asia Pacific Festival or Expo 86. Instead, the 

workshops connected the counterculture of the sixties and the legacies of radical 

thought therein to 1980s Vancouver, building programs which sought to make genuine 

connections across idiomatic and cultural divides.  

Open to both students of the University and community members, the Institute’s 

programming offered a chance to work with a more or less stable ensemble of some of 

the world’s leading minds in their respective fields. Their idiosyncratic combination of the 

seemingly disparate musical idioms of gamelan and experimental electronics 

consistently featured a reputable cast of facilitators from around the world, first taking 

place up at Simon Fraser University in Burnaby before descending the mountain to take 

up residence in East Vancouver at The Western Front’s gallery and performance hall. 

Indonesian composer and ensemble leader K.R.T. Wasitodipuro and the Balinese 

musicians and dancers I Nyoman Wenten and Nanik Wenten became mainstays of the 

program, later joined by the interactive computer music pioneers and improvisers 

George Lewis and David Rosenboom, with respected guest teachers and later additions 

including Hardja Susilo and Bartlett’s mentor Pauline Oliveros. 

 

 
160 David Ley, “Transnational Spaces and Everyday Lives,” Transactions of the Institute of British 
Geographers, New Series 29, no. 2 (2004): 153-154. 
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Figure 5.  Gamelan Kyai Madu Sari outdoors at Simon Fraser University’s 

Convocation Mall, ca. late 1980s. Photographer unknown.  
Reproduced from MsC 24 box 30 folder 3, Martin Bartlett fonds, Simon Fraser University Special 
Collections and Rare Books, Burnaby, British Columbia, Canada. 

The 1988 edition of the Summer Institutes was the first of what would become a 

yearly juxtaposition of gamelan and interactive electronic music at the workshops. That 

year’s proceedings featured the pioneering electronic avant-garde composer and 

improviser George Lewis, who had made his name as a free jazz trombonist playing with 

the likes of Count Basie and Anthony Braxton as well as for his affiliation with the highly 

respected Association for the Advancement of Creative Musicians, before turning his 

creative energies to the exploration of how computers could be integrated into 

improvisation.161 Though not designed for direct and sustained interaction between the 

gamelan workshops and those focused on electronic composition, the Institute’s final 

performance featured a new work for gamelan and contemporary dance with music 

 
161 Deborah A. Ring, “George Lewis 1952-,“ in Contemporary Black Biography Vol. 104, ed. 
Derek Jacques, Janice Jorgenson, and Paula Kepos. (Detroit: Gale, 2013): 112. 
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directed by gamelan instructor I Nyoman Wenten and participant Kenneth Newby 

alongside a more typical repertoire of Indonesian music.162  

In 1989 Bartlett reached back to his Mills College connections, bringing 

experimental electronic musician, accordionist, and deep listening practitioner Pauline 

Oliveros to Vancouver as a facilitator. That year, Summer Institute participants were 

automatically enrolled in both gamelan and electronic components and participated in 

the series’ first truly integrated performance of the two.163 In initial communications 

Oliveros had mentioned wanting to create an “expanded gamelan” piece involving 

computer controlled electroacoustic elements throughout the performance space, but 

also mentioned that an already extant piece, the aforementioned “Lion’s Eye”, would be 

available.164 Lion’s Eye was eventually chosen, a piece that combined pre-recorded 

samples of the Berkeley gamelan with live musical elements performed by the SFU 

intensive participants.165 The program remained split in two for the final presentations, 

with two nights dedicated to new and old works for gamelan followed a week later by two 

nights of experimental, non-gamelan sound pieces by Oliveros.166 The initial week’s 

performances drew the attention of local press but received an unfavorable review, with 

one writer praising the gamelan’s instrumental pieces but noting that the workshop 

musicians seemed to have difficulty keeping up.167  

In 1990 the Summer Institute relocated to the Western Front, where the gamelan 

workshops took place within its modest performance hall while those studying 

 
162 Typescript of brochure for “Dance and Music of Two Worlds Performance 1988,” F-109-6-5-0-
12, Container 109-33, School for the Contemporary Arts Fonds, Simon Fraser University Archives 
and Records Management Department, Simon Fraser University, Burnaby, BC. 
163 “1989 Summer Institute Final Report,” F-109-6-5-0-17, Container 109-33, School for the 
Contemporary Arts Fonds, Simon Fraser University Archives and Records Management 
Department, Simon Fraser University, Burnaby, BC. 
164 Correspondence from Pauline Oliveros to Martin Bartlett, March 6, 1988, F-109-6-5-0-21, 
Container 109-34, School for the Contemporary Arts Fonds, Simon Fraser University Archives 
and Records Management Department, Simon Fraser University, Burnaby, BC. 
165 Typescript of performance notes for “Pauline Oliveros and Participants of the Music Intensive 
in Concert, July 14 and 15, 1989.” School for the Contemporary Arts Fonds, Simon Fraser 
University Archives and Records Management Department, Simon Fraser University, Burnaby, 
BC (hereafter cited as “Typescript of performance notes for “Pauline Oliveros and Participants of 
the Music Intensive in Concert July 14 and 15, 1989.” School for the Contemporary Arts Fonds). 
166 Max Wyman, “Theatres Turn on Heat,” The Province (Vancouver, BC), July 6. 1989. 
167 Scott Michael, “Indonesian music, dance fails in hands of North Americans,” The Vancouver 
Sun (Vancouver, BC), July 10, 1989. 
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electronics worked in cramped office spaces to the side. Bartlett affectionately described 

the conditions as ramshackle, stating that “There the gap between art and life is crossed 

many times a day, usually without knowing it.”168 That was the year Hardja Susilo arrived 

from the University of Hawai`i at Manoa to relieve Pak Cokro of his teaching duties, 

bringing with him decades of experience as perhaps the first Indonesian artist to teach 

gamelan in America.169 David Rosenboom also joined George Lewis as a computer 

music specialist, bringing with him his experiences as the Coordinator of the Center for 

Contemporary Music at Mills College in Oakland and his work integrating computers into 

live performances alongside the use of biofeedback as a compositional technique.170  

The faculty remained consistent through 1991, creating new works, rehearsing, 

delivering talks and generally living amongst a cacophonous material space full of wires, 

gongs, and computers. The computer music and gamelan workshops operated largely 

separate in practice, but there was also opportunity for collaboration – participants built 

instruments which allowed for a computer to play the gamelan, for instance.171 I Nyoman 

Wenten had also worked with Lewis to create a new dance piece using a glove which 

controlled a synthesizer, mirroring in some ways how a Balinese dancer would direct a 

gamelan ensemble. The glove earned the Summer Institute a feature in the Indonesian 

magazine “Tempo”, highlighting the fact that this technology was apparently the first of 

its kind in the world.172 This era of the Summer Institute music intensives drew to a close 

in 1992 with a move back up the hill to Simon Fraser University and the loss of David 

Rosenboom as a facilitator. In the ensuing years SFU would continue offering other 

Summer Institutes including maintaining George Lewis as a teacher of “Computer Arts,”  

 
168 Typescript of “Surprisingly Easy Bedfellows: Gamelan and computers in the Vancouver 
Summer Institute,” Martin Bartlett. MsC 24-0-7-0-0-6, box 14, folder 6, Martin Bartlett fonds, 
Simon Fraser University Special Collection and Rare Books, Simon Fraser University, Burnaby 
BC. 
169 Garrett Kam, “Hardja Susilo (1934-2015),” Malaysian Journal of Performing and Visual Arts 1, 
no. 1 (2015): 71. 
170 Larry Polansky, “Interview with David Rosenboom,” Computer Music Journal 7, no. 4 (Winter 
1983): 40. 
171 Video of Music of Two Worlds – as seen by George Lewis, 1990. F-109-14-5-0-0-20, OBJ-
2355, School for the Contemporary Arts Fonds, Simon Fraser University Archives and Records 
Management Department, Simon Fraser University, Burnaby, BC. 
172 “Menabuh Dan Menari Lewat Sarung,” Tempo Magazine, August 17, 1991. 
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but the Music of Two Worlds workshops which placed gamelan and electronics side by 

side were no longer a part of the programming.173  

Bartlett had created a unique and idiosyncratic space in which two seemingly 

disconnected musical worlds were brought together by leading teachers in their 

respective fields. The workshops thus became one of the fullest expressions of his 

lifelong artistic pursuit, exploring technical musicological considerations of tuning, timbre, 

and pitch alongside alternative roles and structures for music in society through the 

juxtaposition of the technological and “traditional” in a community setting. Heavily 

shaped by his New Communalist ideals, they recalled his statement from the early 

1980s that “Thus, computer music in live performance is an “ethnic” music emerging 

from and relevant to technological North American society in a manner that parallels the 

production of gamelan music in the local-crafts oriented cultures of Java and Bali.”174  

Such statements indicate a perspective in which the use-value of gamelan was to 

justify and inspire the creation of the type of experimental electronic musics Bartlett was 

interested in, yet the facilitators of the workshops clearly expressed their belief that the 

Summer Institutes were unique intercultural spaces. In a later write-up on the history of 

the Western Front, Lewis would express that they “…constituted an important and 

particularly prescient early embrace of the realities of the changing demographics of 

British Columbia.”175 He spoke powerfully to this in 1990 during a presentation at the 

Western Front focused on the global history of electronic music and improvisation. After 

noting that the microcomputer music scene had from its inception been more aware of 

non-Western societies, cultures, and musics than other parts of the electronic music 

community, Lewis pointed out the Summer Institute music workshops were the only 

course he had been a part of in which white instructors were in the minority. Himself 

African American, he declared this as being part of a new world order in which non-

 
173 George Lewis, “Teaching Improvised Music,” in Arcana: Musicians on Music, ed. John Zorn, 
(New York: Hips Road and Granary Books, 2000): 92. 
174 “Study Leave Report 1980/81,” Martin Bartlett Fonds. 
175 George Lewis, “Noise on the Western Front: Music and Sound around Mount Pleasant,” 
(unpublished manuscript, February 1, 2007), typescript. 
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Europeans would demand empowerment and self-determination, rendering “inclusion” 

no longer sufficient.176  

George Lewis’ perspectives on the Summer Institutes are indicative of the ways 

they contrasted with the festivals which gave birth to them, challenging the instrumental 

use of multiculturalism by the state which sought to yoke intercultural understanding to 

the maintenance of “the unrestricted flow of capital into and out of the landscape.”177 

Challenging and constructive dialogues took place at the Summer Institutes. Lewis, 

himself no stranger to music workshops and residencies the world over, expressed that 

Summer Institutes afforded the opportunity to have truly exceptional conversations 

across cultures.178 Oliveros similarly described them as having a “rare… integrated cross 

cultural approach.”179 An example of this can be found in the comfortable interchange 

Susilo and Lewis shared with one another, having philosophical conversations about one 

another’s artistic practices which went beyond the superficial. In one poignant moment of 

open and frank intercultural dialogue, Susilo found himself alone with Lewis who sat 

behind a video camera in a small room in the Western Front. Susilo asked, “Here you 

have an awesome instrument, a musical instrument called… the computer. But if there’s 

no musical instinct in you, could anything good come out of it?” Lewis responded: “No, 

no, of course not.” “But is it easy to fake?” asked Susilo. Lewis paused for thought 

before breaking out into laughter: “Yeah man, I think it is.”180  

Though the Summer Institutes were certainly partially built on a foundation 

foraged from the remnants of transactional cultural diplomacy, utilitarian multiculturalism, 

 
176 Video of SFU Music Intensive – George Lewis Discussion, 18 July 1990. F-109-14-5-0-0-26, 
OBJ 2364, School for the Contemporary Arts Fonds, Simon Fraser University Archives and 
Records Management Department, Simon Fraser University, Burnaby, BC (hereafter cited as 
“Video of SFU Music Intensive – George Lewis Discussion, 18 July 1990, School for the 
Contemporary Arts Fonds.”) 
177 Mitchell, Crossing the Neoliberal Line, 124. 
178 Video of SFU Music Intensive – George Lewis Discussion, 18 July 1990, School for the 
Contemporary Arts Fonds. 
179 Correspondence from Pauline Oliveros to Grant Strate, July 19, 1989, F-109-6-5-0-20, 
Container 109-33, School for the Contemporary Arts Fonds, Simon Fraser University Archives 
and Records Management Department, Simon Fraser University, Burnaby, BC.  
180 Video of SFU Summer Intensive – Pak Harosa Susko, visiting artist – support material; 
Javanese Gamelan – final performance, 1990. F-109-14-5-0-0-22, OBJ-2357-dgt.mov, School for 
the Contemporary Arts Fonds, Simon Fraser University Archives and Records Management 
Department, Simon Fraser University, Burnaby, BC.  
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and the economy-focused festivals of the 1980s, they also provided a space wherein 

those logics could be questioned. And while they structurally exemplified many of the 

same essentializing tropes Mina Yang discusses in relation to Bartlett’s mentors, the 

workshops were also uniquely formatted to provide the possibility of opportunities for 

genuine contact between participants and facilitators both because of and despite these 

inheritances. There is no immediately accessible vantage point from which one could 

evaluate the overall effectiveness of the workshops on their own terms, but it seems that 

those involved found them to be worthwhile, challenging, and unique.  
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Epilogue 

“The almost limitless diversity of the great traditions of Asia is here 
[Singapore] reduced to pastiche and advertising. These traditions have 
now gone out from their homelands in the great diaspora of ideas of the 
late twentieth century. No longer do Noh, Kathakali, gamelan, the great 
music systems of India, China, and Japan, the ritual theatre of Tibet have 
purely local meaning. They have gone out with a purpose—to show the 
world that there is creative experience that rings with fundamental truth, 
embodied in the most intricately crafted and aesthetically just forms. 
These forms are not to be imitated, though they can be preserved and 
nourished. It is when we understand the essence and the spirit of that 
work that we receive the lesson: that we must find ways to make our own 
forms for that essence, because that is how we image underlying 
meaning, that is how we make art worthy of the name. This is the kind of 
art that has some use in the world, that will save us from turning the world 
into Singapore.”181 
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“Growing Orchids in Greenhouses”: A Brief 
Conclusion. 

Martin Bartlett passed away in 1993 from complications due to AIDS. In his will, 

written in 1986, he noted that after the disbursement of funds related to his property and 

pension was taken care of, the remainder of his estate was to be given to Simon Fraser 

University to help fund a continuing engagement with Javanese gamelan with a focus on 

bringing teachers from Indonesia to Vancouver.182 This was of primary importance to 

him, as his project to build a community around the study of gamelan in Vancouver 

would be severely impoverished without the presence of a teacher with the cultural 

background and authority to help students navigate and understand the differences 

Indonesian musical practice offered. 

Yet how to go about integrating the music of the gamelan into Vancouver’s 

cultural fabric remained an open question for him, and his artistic practice remained in 

conversation with the contradiction inherent in the simultaneous valorization and 

essentialization of difference in non-Western cultures. In 1986 Martin Bartlett had 

presented a paper titled “Growing Orchids in Greenhouses: Traditional Indonesian Music 

in Contemporary North America” at the First International Gamelan Festival and 

Symposium at Expo 86. In this paper he identified and problematized three different 

reasons North Americans were attracted to the gamelan: a desire for novelty, a search 

for “archaic” or “pure” examples of traditions outside their own, and to use the music, for 

him very understandably, as a form of social critique.183 His talk discussed examples in 

the Western art music tradition, singling out composers who were inspired by the 

gamelan to use foreign percussion instruments, new timbres, and repetition in 

compositional form, describing them as examples of Americans furnishing “their living 

rooms and their minds with choice artifacts from other cultures, chosen to reinforce the 

 
182 Typescript of Martin Bartlett’s will, 19 December 1986, MsC 24-0-2-0-0-2, box 2, folder 2, 
Martin Bartlett fonds, Simon Fraser University Special Collection and Rare Books, Simon Fraser 
University, Burnaby BC. 
183 Typescript of “Growing Orchids in Greenhouses: Traditional Indonesian Music in 
Contemporary North America” by Martin Bartlett, MsC 24-0-5-0-0-9, box 7, folder 19, Martin 
Bartlett fonds, Simon Fraser University Special Collection and Rare Books, Simon Fraser 
University, Burnaby BC (hereafter cited as “Growing Orchids in Greenhouses,” Martin Bartlett 
fonds). 
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taste of the moment whether that be lush exoticism or minimalism depouille.”184 The way 

out of such problematic “intellectual magpie-ism”, suggested Bartlett, was instead the 

careful and patient study of “traditional” gamelan musics. 

 His critique was that too many North American composers and artists weren’t 

encountering and appreciating the full difference of the gamelan, which was what he saw 

as the most important reason to engage with it as an art form. This difference was more 

than just musical, as it defied marketability and the professionalization of music 

performance while being deeply uneconomical due to the costs associated with 

acquiring, maintaining, and housing the instruments. Yet he expressed being himself 

susceptible to these very same issues, saying: 

So one of the most important aspects of gamelan for me is as a paradigm 
of a different kind of sociomusical entity. Like other Westerners, I “use” 
gamelan to criticize aspects of my own culture that I find undesirable. I do 
not find much urge to imitate the outer features of gamelan style in my own 
compositions, nor to compose for gamelan… But I do think there is a great 
need in Western music for the kind of ensemble concept that gamelan 
represents, the way in which individuals work together, the way material is 
invented and varied, the giving up of the vulgar egoism of the composer, 
the ability to play with the ears more than the eyes.185 

Bartlett’s understanding was that problematic pitfalls arose for North American 

composers interested in the gamelan, but that one way of addressing this was to 

emphasize participation in gamelan as an encounter with different cultural forms and 

modes of organization rather than “as an example of what their current preoccupation 

is.”186 This was a concern he addressed in many forums, advocating frequently for more 

subtle understandings of non-Western musics through direct contact with local 

practitioners and criticizing scholars who sought to reduce the difficulties of intercultural 

knowledge sharing by lazily translating concepts from one culture to another.187 And this 

is also why, as noted above, he prized the presence of authoritative practitioners from 

Indonesia at the Summer Institutes. This approach itself contained a double-edged 
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sword, in part reflective of that earlier generation of Californian composers who 

perpetuated orientalist tropes which “…manifest[ed], in varying degrees, the tensions 

between Western ideologies and Eastern essences, binary oppositions that refuse to 

break down completely.”188 In these ways Bartlett’s work with and around the musical 

cultures of Asia remained deeply shaped by his ideological background and concerns.  

Contextualized next to the 1985 Asia Pacific Festival and Expo 86, his activities 

as a composer, curator, University professor, and organizer of the Summer Institute 

workshops reveal the complexity of local European settler responses to the ways 

Vancouver’s transpacific realities could be and were being encountered and integrated 

into the city’s cultural fabric, as well as the complicated and intricate networks already 

extant between arts communities in Vancouver and around the Pacific Ocean. This 

process of making sense of contemporary Pacific Rim and transpacific circulations 

created the conditions for events like the 1986 shadow play performance at the Western 

Front and the Summer Institute workshops; events which took place in communities 

formed around the opportunities created by changes in the local political economy. 

Those events in turn reflected alternative perspectives on the ways in which 

European settler artists should interact with and be influenced by musical cultures from 

across the Pacific Ocean. Though centered on the artistic and philosophical needs and 

desires of those local artists, probing the nuances of their responses to the transpacific 

historical realities shaping their experiences and opportunities reveals the ways in which 

European settler identities were constructed in relation to Vancouver’s place on the west 

coast of Canada. As such, the musics, events, ideas, communities, and networks 

uncovered by evaluating Bartlett’s life and work through the lens of the transpacific 

further affirm the need to understand in greater detail the importance and impacts of 

Vancouver’s Pacific Rim embeddedness on the musical identities, lived realities, and 

cultural and economic histories of Vancouver.  
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