The Artistic Intelligence of the Highlanders in Northern Thailand
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|ﬂ J[he h|gh mOumalﬂS, amidst all the problems affecting the human dignity of the

highlanders, their beauty challengingly lives.

The highlanders’ eye for the aesthetic is the reason for this journey. Their expressions of the world they
see and believe to be through types of art; drawing, craving, molding, printing, threading, weaving and
embroidering of materials from available natural materials; seeds, roots, vines, trunks, resing, leaves,
threads, bones, fangs, skins, and feathers are, perhaps, one of their struggles.to proclaim to the world
their existence and identity.

The journey did not aim to gather all the achievements of.all etmic groups. Rather, it was a random visit
to 21 communities around Chiang Mai, Mae Hong Son, Chiang Rai, Nan and Lamphun provinces, reach-
ing the ten ethnic highlanders described below.

The Kachin are six ethnic groups who call themselves the name, which is also the name of their home
state in Burma. The Kachin's lingua franca is Jingpo, which is fhe most widely spoken, among others.
This journey collected the arts and crafts of the Jingpos, and the Rawangs who are another distinct
ethnic group. Other groups of the Kachin are the Maru, Lashi, Zaiwa and the Lisu in Kachin state. Some
Jingpo people migrated to Thailand around 50 years ago, and a big group that led war arrived in or
after 1974. Currently there is only one Kachin community in Chiang Mai. The rest of the people live in
other ethnic communitiesin the province and Mae Hong Son.

The Karen are understood as a group that comprises different groups such as S'gaw, Pwo, Kayah, etc.
Karen language is in the Tibeto-Burman family, despite significant differences from the Burmese
language. It is believed that the Karen's original home was in Mongolia, but nowadays their
communitfies can be found only in Thailand and Burma. Evidence shows that the Karen had settled in
the area which is now Burma before the Burman, and also lived in Thailand even before the Thai
arrived. This book introduces the S'gaw Karen's or Pga Kn'yaw's art. The term 'Pga Kn'yaw', which the
people call themselves, means "human'. 'Karen' in fact has no meaning but is acceptable for
identifying the different groups that see themselves as "brothers and sisters’.



The Dara-ang, as they call themselves instead of 'Palaung’, means 'the people on the mountains’.
The Dara-ang speak a branch of Mon-Khmer language and were one of the first groups fo seftle in
Burma, even before the Burman. Nowadays, different sub-groups of Dara-ang live in China, Burma and
Chiang Mai. The Dara-ang in Thailand mostly are the Red Dara-ang who have been fleeing the brutal-
ity of warin Burma since 1968 and came as a big group in or after 1984,

The Lawa are believed fo be the same nationality who ruled an ancient kingdom covering the area
from Suvarnnabhumi to southern China, and are ancestors to a large number of the Northern Thai
today. The Lawa speak a branch of Mon-Khmer language and are divided into various sub-groups. The
journey visited a Lawa community who are said fo be the same sub-group as fthe Wa in Burma.

The Phay or Htin Merng Nan are an ethnic group that mostly live in Laos, with some communities
originally in Nan province. The Phay speak a branch of Mon-Khmer language, the same as the Lawa
do,andthe lowland Thais in Nan usually call them "Lawa’. Yet, the fwo groups are in fact culturally and
linguistically very different.

The Hmong are recorded in ancient history before Christ. They were known fo have lived and waged
wars against the Chinese emperors and rulers until a group of people who defied the Chinese
authorities led fo Laos, Vietnam, Burma and moved into Thailand over a hundred or two hundred years
ago. Hmong refugees from Laos have also arrived in Thailand over the last 30 years. The Hmong speak
a branch of Sino-Tibetan language. There was no agreed explanation of the term '"Hmong', yet it is a
desirable name for the people rather than 'Maew' in Thai, or '"Miew', which is a Chinese word that
indirectly means a wild tribe.

The Mien speak a branch of Sino-Tibetan language, the same as the Hmong do. They also have a
historical empire close to the Chinese. It was said that "Mien' might mean ‘human’ or the descendants
of a king, according fo a legend that they were children of a king's daughter and a magical
dragon-dog. The word 'Yao', which is used by the Chinese, means wild people. A group of Mien fled
China for Vietnam, Laos and Thailand in the last fwo hundred years. In Thailand, Mien communifies are
mostly in northern provinces close to the Lao border.

The Lahu are recorded in Chinese history as the owners of an empire in Yunnan province. A group of
Lahu fled Chinese authorities to Laos, Vietnam and Burma, and crossed info Thailand about 200 years

al

1a

u

[@yav]



ago. In addition, during the past 50 years, more new arrivals fled from wars inside Burma. There are
arguments aboutf the actual meaning of word 'Lahu’, but it is quite clear that '"Muser’, as the Thai call
them, is a distortion from a Burmese word, which means "hunter’. Lahu language is one of the Tibeto-
Burman family. Most Lahu communities in Thailand are of the Lahu Nyi, Lahu Shehleh and Lahu Na
sub-groups.

The Lisu means a group of people who share a pride in their customs, traditions, and culture. The
people speak a branch of Tibeto-Burman language the same as the Lahu do, but their culture and
fraditions are closer fo those of the Hmong and Mien. The Lisu migrated from China to Laos, Burma and
Thailand over a hundred years ago. Most Lisu communities in Thailand moved from the Shan state of
Burma, and therefore do not see themselves as 'Kachin'.

The Akha, which is the name the people prefer to call themselves, are explained in various ways,
including as a group of people who live far away from the damp or the mountain people. The Chinese
call the Akha "Hani'. The Shan in Burma call them 'Kaw', which has become the disrespectful term 'Ei
Kaw'in Thai. The Akha speak a branch of Tibeto-Burman language. They movedto southern China after
their ancient empire further north was overrun. Over a hundred years ago, the people migrated fo
Thailand, Laos, Burma and Vietnam. The journey visited a community of the Lomi Akha, one of the eight
sub-groups that inhabit Thailand.

The journey took us to witness the highlanders™ artistic inteligence; the creation of art, inspired by nature and
their legends and beliefs, torserve.every. step of lives. The examples of artistic craft introduced in this book
are clearly neither all nor the maost beautiful of each groups work. The descriptions given by the owner cannot
be compared with academic details, but are more their expression of pride in aspects of their lives and their
peoples beauty.

Such beauty, perhaps, has nourished the peoples' spirits and kept them strong in the face of all the powers that
tried to crush and assimilate them, a process which continues to this day.

Friends Without Borders
15 September 2012
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The silver necklace
garlandis matched to
the embroidered
Job's tears seeds on
the Karen woman's
dark blouse.
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Costume designs by ethnic female artists are based on the suitability of the climate and
convenience of wear for daily life and work. The cufting patterns are mostly simple, but
elegance is shown in the weaving and embroidery, including silver and other mefalwork
decoration patterns. The imagination of the artists is driven by legends, nature, life stories and
love for the ones who will wear the clothes.

Each ethnic culture has its fraditional colors to put in the costumes. These colors, as well as the
simplicity or luxuriance of the decorations reflect the cultural characteristics of the group.



