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Preface

At an era of globalization, difference and diversity of cultures has been discussed widely and profoundly as an
important component of ethnology. Countries in the Greater Mekong Sub-region possess abundant cultural resources
of ethnic groups and natural resources. Some ethnic cultures in the region are well preserved in their primitive states,
which provides opportunitics to observe arts of these cultures in a natural way, thus bearing great significance in
research.

The Greater Mekong Sub-region includes China, Thatland. Laos. Myanmar, Cambodia, and Vietnam. A great
variety of ethnic groups live in this region with distinctive cultural characteristics. Many of these ethnic groups are
found in different countries in the region and their cultures share common features with variations. So. the concern
on the cultures of these ethnic groups will make the scope and the coverage of study of them more universal and
international. Mr. Chaturon Chaisang. the former Minister of Education of Thailand. once asserted that academic
studies on indigenous cultures in Mekong Region and sharing them with one another will help more people understand
the value of education on ethnic issues and the diversity of human society. and therefore show more respect to cultures
of different ethnic groups.

Yuxi Normal University in Yunnan, China, and Chiangrai Rajabhat University in Thailand, relying on their
advantages in location and variety of cultures, have established cooperation in research of local cultural resources to
realize integration of indigenous cultures and modernity. so that local cultural resources can be applied to curriculum
construction in university education, creating novel arts curriculum systems with distinctive regional characteristics.
The preservation and development of the indigenous cultures will represent a divergence from the trend of
globalization. The cooperation between the two universities in this field will further promote mutual understanding and
expand opportunities for cooperation, which is beneficial to both parties.

It was under this background that Doctor Zhao Yongsheng, Professor Li Qingrong, Mr. Yue Chun, and the author
were sent by Yuxi Normal University to conduct a three-month research on the indigenous cultures of the hill tribes in
Northern Thailand in June 2005. During the period, with help from Thai-language translator Miss Shi Yun. we visited
different tribes to investigate and collect data on the various torms of cultural resources. hoping to find a way tor the
development of ethnic cultures and regional economies. In 2007, the First Forum on Ethnic Cultures in the Mekong
Sub-region was held in Yuxi Normal University, and participating politicians and scholars from countries in the region
proposed the idea of cultural sharing and educational cooperation for regional development. The then Minster of
Education of Thailand attended the forum and delivered a key-note speech. Demonstration and communication on
courses of ethnic cultures in fields of anthropology and arts were carried out at the forum.

This book is a presentation of primitive visual arts and design of the hill tribes in Northern Thailand. [t focuses
on the analysis and interpretation of the relationship between the elements of indigenous cultures and contemporary
design, which may evoke inspiration in terms of the tourism development of the hill tribes in Northern Thailand and the
exploration of arts and design of ethnic minority groups in China’s Yunnan Province.

It has been four years since my expedition to the hill tribes in Northern Thailand in 2005. Due to busy work. the
publishing of this book had been long delayed. When 1 recall every bit of my experience in Northern Thailand. it
seems like a dream. [ still remember riding on a motorbike on the bumpy and muddy roads in mountains of Chiangrai,
traveling a long way on a bike in the rain just for a meal. and lying like goods in the back of a tarmer’s van to get into
the deep mountain. Sometimes, | was unable to return school and had to spend the night with a tribal family or at a
simple bamboo shelter in the mountain with companion ol breeze, stars and noises of mosquitoes and 1nsects.

The publishing of this book received generous support from the Publishing Foundation of Yuxi Normal University.

The book is printed in both Chinese and English, hoping to attract concerns from various angles {rom more scholars
on this field.

My gratitude also goes to Mr. Xiong Shuxin, the President of Yuxi Normal University., School of” Arts. Department
of Research Administration, and Center ol International Cultural Exchange. for their kind support. I also want to extend
my gratitude to Chiangrai Rajabhat University in Thailand for all the help it provided us during our stay and people
of the hill tribes in Northern Thailand for their hospitahity and generous offerings. At last. I'd like to thank Mr. Rao
Zhaoping for translating the book into English.
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I Ethnic Cultures in the Greater
Mekong Sub-region and the Hill Tribes
in Northern Thailand

The six countries in the Greater Meckong Sub-
region (GMS) refer to the People’s Republic of China.
Myanmar, the Lao People’s Democratic Republic,
Thailand, Cambodia, and Vietnam, who have long
mteractions and communications in history, geography.
economy, and culture. Thailand, Laos, and Myanmar
adjoin Yunnan Province of China. A great variety of
ethnic groups live in this region and many of them
are cross-boundary ethnic groups. This region. greatly
populated and abundant in natural resources. has
tremendous potential for development. Ethnic cultures
in this region exist in different historical and social
environments with distinctive characteristics of their
own, but they can also be integrated into one another.
Study ot commonness and individuality of these cultures,
and integrations and changes of them under cultural
backgrounds of different nations can help preserve and
develop these world heritages of great value. And study
on the ethnic folk arts of the countries in this region
can arouse awareness of local culture, maintain local
traditions, develop interdisciplinary studies, and promote
the growth of local societies, economies and cultures. Mr.
Chaturon Chaisang, the former minister of education in
Thailand, once asserted that, academic studies on ethnic
cultures along Mekong River and sharing them with one
another will help more people realize the value of cthnic
education, understand the diversity of human society.
and therefore show more respect to cultures ol different
ethnic groups.

The hill tribes in Thailand mainly scatter in the
mountains in the North and the Northeast. When tracing
their origins, it can be seen that almost all of them are
immigrants trom other countries. Thai government call
them “mountaineers™ while the academic circle in China
name them “hill tribes”. Many of the tribes keep their
primitive and traditional cultures and live by slash-and-
burn farming. The tribes comprise Hmong, Yao, Lahu,
Lisu. Lawa, Akha, Karen. Khum, Mlabri (Yellow Leaf
People). Khmer, Bisu, Lao, and other peoples. Some

Northeastern Thai people also live in mountains and
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they have many common characteristics with Tai people.
According to data in anthropology. these hill tribes
moved from China, Myanmar, Cambodia, Laos, and
Vietnam. The earliest arrivals were Lao and Karen, and
in the middle 19th century. Hmong, Yao, Lahu, Akha,
Lisu, Lawa, and other ethnic groups moved to the North
and Northeast i large numbers and the migration lasted
into the 1950s. the hill tribes in Northern Thailand are
seen mainly in Chiangmai. Chiangrai, Nan. Lampang,
Lamphun. Mae Hong Son, Tak, Sukhothai. and
Phitsanulok. with a population of about 500,000, making
up the majority ot the hill tribes in the country. The hill
tribes in the Northeast mainly dwell in Ubon Ratchathani.
Udon Thani. Surin, and Khon Kaen.

The hill tribes keep primitive and simple life styles
with preservation of their traditional and rich folk
customs and arts. When observing and studying their folk
customs and arts, [ couldn’t help making comparisons
with those of ethnic minorities in China’s Yunnan. lor
most of the hill tribes in Thailand have the same ancestral
origins with the ethnic minority groups in Yunnan. There
arc 26 cthnic minority groups in Yunnan. of which Hani.
Miao, Yao. Lahu, Lisu. and Dai have special links with
Akha. Hmong, Yao. Lahu. Lisu. and Tai in Northern
Thailand. Also. the geographic significance ot the two
areas in their own countries determines the existence of
commonness among the ethnic peoples in the (wo arcas
despite the tact that they live in different countries and
have ditterent cultural backgrounds. It also makes it
possible to study the integration and exchange of the two
arcas in the field of culture and arts. During the research
of the hill tribes in Northern Thailand, | found many
similarities in folk customs, religions, and arts between
ethnic groups of the two areas, and of course, with
certain variations that are caused by difference in social
development, cultural background, and change ot natural
environment, presented in the change of costumes.
architectural styles. and religious practices. The study
of the primitive visual arts and design of the hill tribes
will help promote their cultures and arts. mtegrate their
culture into tourism market. and integrate cthnic cultures
of the Greater Mekong Sub-region into art education
in higher education institutes in the region. making the
education more diverse and international with richer
characteristics. From the commonness we learn about
the integrity of the traditions of ethnic groups. and from
variations we understand the change and the development

of ethnic cultures.
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The hill tribes in Northern Thailand demonstrate
various patterns in their life styles., customs, and
primitive arts. Each tribe has its own architectural styles,
costumes, customs, festivals, and religions. However,
one common feature prevails in all tribes due to the
similarity of their living environment: primitive living
environment preserves intact original folk customs. For
example, houses of most tribes are built with bamboo
in stilt styless and their religions remain primitive with
worship of the nature in domination. The climate of
Northern Thailand belongs to tropical rainforest climate,
featured by high temperature, flourishing vegetation
and sufficient dampness. The region is bestowed with
abundant resources in wood, bamboo. rattan, grass, hemp.
and other plants. Together with extensive open land. the
region provides sufficient materials for survival of the
tribes. Most tribal peoples still keep their traditional way
of dressing. Many women of the tribes still spin, weave
and embroider by themselves. In addition, construction
materials of houses, living necessities, drinking water,
and grains are all taken from the mountains or planted
by themselves. Changes, however, have been happening.
With the support from the government, the hill tribes
arc slowly integrating themselves into modern socicty.
For example, the tribes now have schools and younger
generations have left the villages to work or study in
cities. Those who remain in the villages are mostly
seniors and children. Some tribes ever planted opium,
but with intervention of the government, the planting
was stopped. The major sources of income for tribal
peoples include planting of grains, fruits, and vegetables,
engaging in businesses, and taking temporary jobs in
cities.

The hill tribes are getting increasing attentions from
Thai government and the world with advancement
of modern civilization. Some scholars and research
institutes have begun studying their living conditions and
their customs. So far, papers and books of the tribes from
anthropological views can be found, but studies of their
arts are still scarce. At present, ecological and cultural
tourism of the hill tribes has become an important tourism
resource. Many tourists visit the tribes to experience their
life and culture. Tribal peoples have started to sell some
simple handicrafts and ornaments made by themselves.
Some tribes even have built museums and exhibition
rooms, of which the designs tollow the primitive styles
of the tribes with distinctive characteristics, bearing high

value from the view of design arts.
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Primitive visual arts and design of the hill tribes
are the focuses of the book. Their primitive visual arts
comprise rich ethnic art forms, such as embroideries,
tattoos. weaving, knitting, wood carvings, ornaments, and
dances, which share the features of being natural, genial,
ecological, and simple. Their design arts are mainly seen
in their handicrafts, architectures, and decorations that
also contain elements of their primitive visual arts. These
visual elements originate in primitivity of folk arts of the
ethnic groups and the ethnic styles of their design arts,
and either forms or contents can not be separated from
this feature. Primitive folk arts of the ethnic groups stress
connections with their origins, and the presentations of
their arts demonstrate memories and inspirations of their
past and their cultures are historical inheritance of older
generations. “Primitivity™ is a concept behind which
lies the historical accumulation of ethnic groups over
several thousands of years. With increasing impact of
globalization and modernization on cultural concepts and
socio-cultural life and growing cultural homogenization,
traditional culture and folk arts of ethnic groups have
undergone remarkable changes in transition from
generation of ideas to practice and from circulation to
public consumption. The significance of individuality,
originality, and localness of culture has become more
evident. What is worth noting is that culture bears
temporal characteristics. So the ethnic cultures in the
Greater Mekong Sub-region, in addition to dynamic
inheritance of traditions, must employ a sustainable
method to develop and promote their primitive visual
arts. The opportunity of studying the primitive visual
arts and design of the hill tribes in Northern Thailand
therefore relies on this trend.

The design arts of the hill tribes are also presented
in simple and natural forms. which is achieved by
integrating design techniques into objects in primitive
styles and transforming primitive art forms into unique
art forms. The design arts share ethnic as well as modern
features and the visual elements of indigenous cultures
are well-preserved in them. Globalization and diversity
of modern society require design arts to develop
internationally while keeping local identity. The visual
arts and design of the hill tribes in Northern Thailand.
which have distinctive characteristics and vitality, arc
based on local ethnic cultures, and they share certain
similarities with other ethnic groups in the Greater
Mekong Sub-region while bearing unique characteristics
of their own.
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II Indigenous Aesthetic Views of the
Hill Tribes in Northern Thailand

The primitive folk arts and customs of the hill tribes
in Northern Thailand are valuable intangible cultural
heritages. These dynamic cultures carry rich historical
messages of the ethnic groups in the Greater Mekong
Sub-region. These folk cultures and customs were created
in both artificial and natural ways out of human needs for
survival, and they are bound to evolve with the change
of times. The uniqueness of aesthetic views played
a decisive role in their recreation, and it also made it
possible to commercialize and marketize ethnic cultures
at a later time. So it is very meaningful to discover and
develop the primitive visual arts and design.

A visual language that is simple, straightforward,
natural, and vivid is presented in the primitive visual
arts and design and elements of this language include
totem signs, ornament patterns, space arrangements,
natural materials, and bright colors. The space structures
of this language are dominated by two-dimensional
and three-dimensional forms, as seen in patterns and
architectural styles. As to colors. folk arts of different
ethnic groups have different color systems. but generally
speaking, their fondness can be generalized from their
arts. For example, the application of contrast between
colors with high purity based on black is an outstanding
characteristic of the color systems seen in the costumes
of many hill tribes. Materials used in their daily life and
art creation are mostly natural, such as paints and cloth
made of natural materials, and bamboo. wood and grass
used in architecture construction, which demonstrate
rusticity and charm. The visual elements of the folk
arts of the ethnic groups serve different tunctions. For
example, symbolized visual images include concrete
patterns such as figures of humans, animals and plants,
and abstract patterns made up of dots, lines and planes.
Though these symbolized images are presented in folk
arts, they form important spiritual symbolic systems in
the cultural traditions of ethnic groups and make up the
cssence of their folk cultures. For example. the image
of gourds is presented in various forms in the folk arts
of the hill tribes, and all the forms are full of life and

beauty. Gourds symbolize luck and peace in many ethnic
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FOLK ARTS
. AND DESIGN OF THE HILL TRIBES
- - IN NORTHERN THAILAND

cultures, which is related to an ancient tale that describes
how gourds saved human beings at a time of floods, and
therefore gourds were bestowed with spiritual meaning
and became a positive graphic language. The pattern
of triangle is seen in costumes of many ethnic groups.
Visually, the triangle is abstract, but when tracing the
cultural origins, its symbolism becomes clear, because
many ethnic groups transform their worship towards
mountains into worship of the mountain-shaped triangle.
In addition, the presentation of decorative visual elements
focuses on functions of decoration and beautification in
a simple way, as seen in architectures and costumes, and
the signifiers behind these visual images have become
vague or unidentifiable. The goal of application of them
is to make things look beautiful, which reflects the simple
aesthetic views of the ethnic groups. So, one of the major
characteristics of the folk arts of ethnic groups is their
profound uses of the natural materials. The symbols of
folk arts or folk arts itself contain abundant images that
are primitive and simple, without which the folk arts and
design of the ethnic groups cannot be defined. Visual
presentation of the nature based on ethnic cultures should
go in line with their conceptions of the nature and show
more concern on the sources of the presentation, such
as primitive life styles, unspoiled natural environment
and indigenous arts. Only by doing so can we achieve
design with primitive styles of ethnic groups in terms of
art sentiments, visual presentations, and materials and
techniques of art works. The design arts of the hill tribes
in Northern Thailand are rich in visual presentation of
the nature, and their styles that are simple, primitive, and

refreshing demonstrate strong visual impact.

1. Modern aesthetic appreciation of the
visual arts of the hill tribes

The primitive visual arts and design of the hill tribes
involve the forms and contents of folk customs, festivals,
costumes, architectures, religious rituals, and daily
articles. These visual elements originate in the daily
life of the ethnic groups and are part of their daily life
as well, which is determined by the livelihood and the
ethnic nature of the elements. This feature is reflected
specifically in costume patterns, space arrangements,
use of natural materials, and manual techniques.
These elements show art styles different from modern

mainstream culture and have a natural and refreshing
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sense in contrast to industrial civilization of modern
society. which shares similarity with the ethnic minority
groups in China’s Yunnan Province. In general, the
culture of the people with dominating population in a
country will become the mainstream and it also applies
to the tolk arts of ethnic groups. But the mainstream
culture cannot fully represent the greater cultural system
that consists of multiple ethnic groups. The cultures of
ethnic minority groups are accumulations of several
thousands of years, and they are strong reinforcement to
the mainstream culture. The images of the folk arts of
the hill tribes present strong characters and primitivity,
which reflect simple. naive. mysterious. and primitive
features of their arts. Significant regional characteristics,
rich ethnic flavors and unique cultural psychology are
presented in the primitive visual arts and design of the
hill tribes. Furthermore, in the integration of mainstrecam
culture and the cultures of the hill tribes. interpenetration
of the folk arts of various ethnic groups has become a
major feature of the visual arts and design of the hill
tribes.

The visual presentations of the primitive folk arts
of the hill tribes are seen in believes and worships of
gods. spirits, and ancestors; architectural arrangements,
such as civilian houses, religious architectures, furniture
arrangements, and tolk custom museums; apparels, such
as clothes. shoes, hats. dyed homespun labrics, and
accessories; household wares, such as tea scts, liquor
sets. smoking sets. lighting equipments. tood wares, and
toiletry utensils; production equipments, such as farming
tools and fishing tools; primitive commercial environment
and tourism product design. such as handicrafts shops
in the villages and souvenirs; games, such as spinning
tops and swings. These visual presentations contain elite
arts and cultures of the hill tribes, and the inheritance
and study of these cultural heritages are significant in
strengthening development of ethnic cultures and socio-
economy 1n Thailand and ¢ven in the whole Greater
Mekong Sub-region.

The visual presentation of the folk arts of the hill tribes
contains simple, unsophisticated, and distinctive styles
that express the inner feelings of human beings towards
life, of which the presentation of feelings and forms are
interconnected, direct, and congruous. Primitive thinking
patterns and simple world views impose direct impact on
the growth of ethnic arts, because arts come from life and
the tformation of the world view of a people is closely

linked to their living environment and their understanding



