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Voices from within
Women of the Golden Triangle

Inc[igenius \\le‘\\ field recordings made in Northern Thailand




Akha singer

	Track
	1
	Welcome Song (Akha)

	Track
	2
	Courting Song (Palaung)

	Track
	3
	The Errant Husband (Hmong)

	Track
	4
	Friendship (Lahu)

	Track
	5
	Orphans Song (Lisu)

	Track
	6
	Jilted Lover (Kayaw)

	Track
	7
	Surrounded By Strangers (Kokang)

	Track
	8
	It's A Hard Life (Akha)

	Track
	9
	New Year Celebrations (Lisu)

	Track
	10
	Disappointments Of Married Life (Akha)

	Track
	11
	Love Song (Lisu)

	Track
	12
	Love Song: We Met At The Waterfall  (Karen Sgaw)

	Track
	13
	Courting Song (Pa O)

	Track
	14
	Life Is A Struggle (Khamu)

	Track
	15
	Ballad (Mien)

	Track
	16
	Working In The Orchard (Palaung)

	Track
	17
	Homesick: Courting Song (Padaung)

	Track
	18
	Love Song (Karen Pwo)

	Track
	19
	Courting Song (Lahu)

	Track
	20
	Weaving Song (Kayah)

	Track
	21
	Lament Of The Newly Married Wife (Hmong)

	Track
	22
	Welcome Song; My Beautiful Country (Kachin)


“When we sing what is inside comes out” Lisu woman quoted in Otome Klein Hutheesing “Emerging Sexual Inequality Among the Lisu  of Northern Thailand”
The life of women in hill tribe communities has never been easy. As well as working in the fields and raising pigs or chicken, the women tend to the sick, look after the household  and the needs of an often demanding and wayward husband. Perhaps their most important contribution to the societies is the care of children as the mother child contact was the way in which so much of the traditional knowledge and values of the community was handed down from one generation to another.
Most musical instruments were the domain of the men but women had a free rein when it came to song. Singing was the only way in which emotions and themes which custom demanded should remain private could be openly expressed, By singing the women unburden themselves of the cares and troubles of their lives. One Lisu woman, when asked why so many songs were sad, replied “What’s the point of singing if you are happy?” Although not all the songs in this collection are sad, most  are expressions of the feelings and concerns that women from all societies share.  

This collection highlights the rich variety in musical styles of the different tribes. They also illustrate some of the many themes that recur. Themes often deal with personal problems such as love unrequited or which cannot be declared, the sad life of an orphan, not having enough money for food (‘I wish I could turn the rain and the sun into money’), asking for help in fields or in preparing a ceremony, advice on getting married, problems of a daughter in law.

They express feelings such as missing family or loved ones, loneliness when abandoned by spouse, disappointment after marriage, being apprehensive before getting married, sorrow at having to move to another village.  One young Padong woman confined to a tourist village sang “wanting to leave this place is like wanting to touch a star.”\4
+
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	Track
	1
	Welcome Song (Akha)


The Akha people have migrated from Tibet to China, Laos, Burma and Thailand, where they live in Chiang Mai and Chiang Rai provinces. Many ceremonies are marked by singing, especially by groups of women. In this track the singers beat hollow bamboo tubes on wooden troughs to pound the rhythm of the song. Children join in with small cymbals, gong and drums while a man play free reed pipes. The song is sung to welcome visitors to the village.
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	Track
	2
	Courting Song (Palaung)


The Palaung originate from the Shan states of Burma, where most still live, and are particularly associated with tea-growing. There are several small communities in Chiang Mai province. This unaccompanied song is typical of many that appear extremely repetitive but on closer listening reveal numerous subtle differences sometimes following  the rhythms of the syllables, sometimes with ornamentation or shades of timbre.  
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Track

3
The Errant Husband (Hmong)

The Hmong  people probably originated in Tibet, Siberia or Mongolia, spread into China and from there to Vietnam, Laos and Northern Thailand.  They have a vibrant tradition of “sung poetry,” with many songs sung by young women expressing the trials of their lives. In this track the singer, who is unaccompanied, laments the fact that her husband went into town to buy goods and found another woman there. 
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	Track
	4
	Friendship (Lahu)


Originally from Tibet, the Lahu migrated into China, the Shan states of Burma and  Northern Thailand. In some ways Lahu society is more egalitarian than the others and women are not discouraged from playing musical instruments. There are considerable differences in the music of the two main subgroups, Red and Black. In this track the Red Lahu singer is accompanied by another woman with a six string guitar which is placed on the lap and played with open strings like a zither. The song expresses the pleasure of going to the stream to meet friends.
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	Track
	5
	Orphans Song (Lisu)


The  Lisu also originated in Tibet from where they migrated to the  highlands of Burma’s Shan State and Yunnan Province in China, eventually spreading into Thailand and India.    The free meter of Lisu vocal music allows for long, extended notes with elaborate ornamentation - rising, falling, and glissando - emphasizing certain words in the text. Singers draw on a corpus of stock verses and themes around which they improvise to fit the occasion. In this song the singer describes the hard life of an orphan. Most songs, like this one, are unaccompanied.
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	Track
	6
	Jilted Lover (Kayaw)


The Kayaw are a branch of the Karen people originating in Burma where most live today. A small number, however, can be found in the Thai provinces of Chiang Rai and Mae Hong Son. The women are distinguished by their elongated ear lobes and the brass coils they wear around their legs. In this track the singer accompanies herself on a bamboo tube zither, the strings being strips cut from the tube itself. She sings “Once you used to tell me I was beautiful. Now you say she is more beautiful than me.”
	Track
	7
	Surrounded By Strangers (Kokang)


The Kokang ethnic group live in the north of the Shan state of Burma and there is a small community in Chiang Mai province. The music is similar in many ways to that of Chinese minority peoples  such as the Pumi.  In this track the unaccompanied woman singer tells of her unhappiness at moving from her village to a new home far away and finding herself surrounded by strangers. 
	Track
	8
	It's A Hard Life (Akha)



Akha women have a rich solo vocal repertoire. Songs, mostly unaccompanied, are sung with passion in a free meter. Singers’ virtuosity is highlighted by impressively long notes embellished with a rich vibrato, which culminate in a melodic vocal phrase patterned on speech.  The songs address all aspects of life – traditional customs, daily life, nature, rice cultivation, work, hardships of life and often express intimate feelings in stylized words. In this track there are two singers, one following the other, each lamenting the rigours of their lives. One singer  wishes she could turn the sun and rain into money.  
	Track
	9
	New Year Celebrations (Lisu)

	
	
	


In this Black Lisu village the women gather together every evening and sing throughout the night- for fourteen nights. One singer  takes the lead and the others respond in chorus. 
	Track
	10
	Disappointments Of Married Life (Akha)


In this track the lead singer is joined by a second singer who tries to keep up with her partner who sings with a mixture of familiar phrases and improvisation. The song tells of the disappointments of married life- she thought that once she was married life would be good with no work but she’s found out that it's harder than living with her parents.
	Track
	11
	Love Song (Lisu)


Different Lisu subgroups have different styles of singing just as they have different dialects. This song is from a small group who until recently lived in isolated communities in Burma away from other Lisu peoples. The unaccompanied singer expresses her feeling that lovers are like the skin attached to the body- they can never forget each other.
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Track 
12
Love Song: We Met At The Waterfall  (Karen Sgaw)
The Karen peoples have since time immemorial resided in Burma and for several hundred years in North West Thailand. Traditional songs tend to be restricted tonarrow intervals as melodies are conceived as vehicles for the poems. Common themes are lessons to be learned from traditions and  from nature. In this unaccompanied song the singer tells of meeting a young man at a waterfall who made  a great impression on her. There was a bird singing at the time and every time she hears that bird she thinks of the man she met at the waterfall. 
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	Track
	13
	Courting Song (Pa O)


The Pa O are probably some of the original inhabitants of Burma and most still live there in the Shan state. There are also a few small communities in North West Thailand. This song is an example of a group courting song. Two pairs of singers (men and women) take it in turns in a mostly stylized courting ritual which also leaves room for some improvisation.
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	Track
	14
	Life Is A Struggle (Khamu)


The origins of the Khamu people are uncertain but they have lived in Yunnan, Vietnam and Laos for centuries and there are some communities in North and North East Thailand. This song is typical of those sung at a teum (communal music-making) where a number of dingers may join in antiphonally accompanied by free reed pipes and percussion. This solo unaccompanied singer begins typically by apologizing for her lack of ability- she is worried people will laugh at her but  she explains she has no money and no family to help her.
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	Track
	15
	Ballad (Mien)


Originally from China, where many still live, the Mien (or Yao) are also found in Vietnam and Laos and in Northern Thailand, especially Chiang Rai  province. The songs include a rich store of ballads recounting tales and legends from the past. These songs are mostly solo and unaccompanied, as in this track, and use free rhythm, highlighted by sustained notes that display the quality of the singers voice.  They normally consist of the repetition of short similar musical phrases, which have slight variations based on the singer’s improvisational abilities.In this song, the singer tells her husband she is lonely going to work on her own; she doesn't have any friends and she's afraid of tigers.
	Track
	16
	Working In The Orchard (Palaung)


In this song, sung especially when groups of women are going to work in the fields, the singer is accompanied by a three string guitar which improvises a melodic line in juxtaposition with the main song.
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	Track
	17
	Homesick: Courting Song (Padaung)


The Padaung people originate from Western Burma where most of them live to this day. Some have been brought to Thailand to live in tourist villages- the women are an attraction because of the coils which lengthen their neck. Others have settled in small numbers in Thai villages in Mae Hong Son province. The Padaung have readily adapted much of their music to suit the ears of tourists but these two songs are examples of the older style which has much more in common with Karen ballads. In the first, the young woman sings of her sadness at being separated from her parents. In the second two singers sing a traditional courting song (an improvised football match can just be heard in the background).
	Track
	18
	Love Song (Karen Pwo)


The Karen Pwo share common roots with the other main Karen group (Sgaw) and also a common musical heritage. Singers tend to improvise primarily on the words of songs; they slightly vary repeated melodic phrases to accommodate textual changes. The unaccompanied song heard in this track, which the elderly woman singer remembers singing in her youth, typically follows very much the rhythm and pitch of the words (apart from the surprising ending).
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	Track
	19
	Courting Song (Lahu)


This unaccompanied solo song is representative of the Black Lahu singing style. The song alternates strongly sung passages with almost whispered interjections. The eighty four year old singer has to call up all her reserves of energy to do it justice, something that was commented on by her ninety five year old husband who was listening.
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	Track
	20
	Weaving Song (Kayah)


The Kayah people are a branch of the Karen with whom they share a common origin. Living mostly in the state of that name in Burma, small numbers have recently settled in Mae Hong Son province in Thailand. The women bind their knees with coils of black lacquered cane rings and are noted for their weaving and other crafts. The style of unaccompanied singing is similar to that of the Karen Pwo.
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Track

21
Lament Of The Newly Married Wife (Hmong)
This song is inspired by a very familiar situation- that of a young girl who has recently married (not always according to her wishes) and has been obliged to go and live with her new husband and sometimes his parents. She misses her  home and her own parents. In this unaccompanied singing style  word tones are transferred to a set of musical notes, but not entirely consistently; rhythm is marked and regular. Verses are  characterised at the end by a low falling syllable and there are occasional vocal glides and frequent long drawn out notes.
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Track

22
Welcome Song; My Beautiful Country (Kachin)
Kachin people probably originate from Tibet and almost all live in the Kachin state in north Burma. There is one Kachin village in Chiang Mai province in Thailand and individuals are scattered in small numbers in Thai villages. In this track a group of women singers, accompanied by percussion and flute, perform two songs for the manau festival, originally a ceremony to honour the supreme spirits and now a major social event used as a time to reunite with relatives, maintain traditions and reinforce cultural identity.  The first welcomes visitors to the festival, the second extols the beauties of their native land. 

Recordings by Sunthorn Yipa  and John Moore.

Production by John Moore
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