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T h e  L isu

The Lisu are one of several ethnic groups living in the hills of Northern 

Thailand, one of the so-called hill tribes. The Lisu number approxi

mately 12,500 in Thailand，1 but total several hundred thousand in all. 

The main part of the Lisu live along the northern part of the Yunnan- 

Burma border, and during the last 70 years there has been a steady 

migration of Lisu from Burma into Northern Thailand.

On a general level the distribution of the ethnic groups in Northern 

Thailand follows the various ecological zones at different altitudes in 

the hills. The Lisu live in the high hills together with the Hmong. 

Their villages are located close to the hill ridges (F ig .1)，and only 

comparatively few of the some eighty Lisu villages in Thailand can be 

reached by car.

The Lisu cultivate the slopes in the vicinity of the village using 

slash and burn techniques, and therefore their villages are not absolutely 

permanent, for they are moved when the soil has been impoverished. 

The only cash crop is opium, which is well adapted to the high altitude. 

As their main source of nutrition the Lisu grow dry mountain rice.2

Like the other hill tribes in Thailand, the Lisu are not Buddhists, 

holding instead their traditional beliefs in spirits and ancestors. Their 

spirit world forms a complicated structure. The village guardian spirit 

and the area spirit of the hill are served by the village priest, or maw 

mong, and each household worships the immediate ancestor spirits of 

the lineage. The Lisu also recognize a certain category of soul-calling 

spirits, which can be persuaded with offerings to bring back runaway 

souls to their owners.3 Offerings and incantations form an important
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F i g . 1 . Lisu village in the hills separating the Phrao and the Chiang Rai 

valleys.

part of the main Lisu festivals of the year, and a religious element is 

also present in the big wedding festivals, which reflect the great im

portance in Lisu social organization of marriage and the economic 

transactions involved with it. The Lisu men buy their brides for a 

substantial sum equalling several years of labour for the father-in-law, 

and Lisu social organization is based on a system of matrilocal rules 

(Dessaint 1972: 43-49; 140-150).

The Lisu are markedly different from the lowland Thai in most 

respects—language, economy, social organization and beliefs. They 

emphasize this difference and have only very limited social intercourse 

with the Thai. They also differ from the other hill tribes—the Hmong, 

Yao, Karen, Lahu, Akha and Lawa—although they share more common 

traits with these people, and they all live under similar ecological con

ditions.

The Lisu language is a Tibeto-Burman language of six tones and 

is linguistically related to the Lahu dialects and Akha, but the three 

languages are mutually unitelligible. Many traits in Lisu social organi

zation and beliefs distinguish them from the surrounding tribes, and 

like most of the tribal peoples the Lisu, especially the women, still 

wear their characteristic colorful dress (Fig. 2).

To these identifying traits~language, dress, specific beliefs and 

social customs—we can add music. The way a person sings and plays 

betrays his Lisu identity as clearly as his language.
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Fig. 2. Two young Lisu dressed up for the New Year festival.

T he M usical T radit ion s  of  N orthern  T h a ilan d  

The conclusion that can be drawn from my preliminary field work4 

and recordings from the hill tribes in Thailand is that each tribe has 

its own distinct vocal and instrumental styles. Musical influences be

tween tribes having good social relationships (as for example the Lahu 

and the Lisu, or the Karen and the Lawa) is probable, but only in one 

single case was I able to demonstrate overlapping styles.6 Even the 

songs and vocal styles of the linguistically related Lahu, Akha and 

Lisu are very different. Further, musical influences between tribes 

which live in the same area but have only infrequent contacts and look 

at each other more or less contemptuously and with distrustfulness (as 

for example the Lisu and the Hmong) must be considered improbable.

Each tribe also has its own types of musical instruments. All 

tribes use bamboo flutes, but these differ in type and construction. 

Even in the few cases in which the same instrument is used by more 

than one tribe (for example the small mouth organ is used by the Lisu, 

the Lahu and the Akha) the musical styles are different.

Music is one of the important cultural traits that constitute tribal
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identity and establish the tribe as a distinct ethnic group among 

others living in the same area. Changes of identity will occur during 

tribal intermarriages or when a tribe resettles in the lowlands, but on 

a general level tribal identity is rigidly maintained. Music making and 

musical behavior are an important part of this identity, but the steadily 

growing literature on the hill tribes has yet to focus upon it.

The music of the hill tribes generally is radically different from 

the music of the Thai. Thai vocal styles are not found in the hills, 

and the xylophones, metallophones, drums and oboes of the Thai 

piiphdat-^nstrcAAts are not found among the hill tribes, except among 

the Karen and Lawa people, who are settled in the foothills close to 

Thai communities. Lowland music, Thai or Western, that reaches the 

hill tribes daily via transistor radios, has as yet influenced the hill tribe 

music only a very little, and Lisu music is totally unaffected by lowland 

musical styles.

There exist two distinct categories in Lisu musical culture— 

instrumental music and songs. Only men play instruments, although 

both sexes may sing. Instruments and songs are never used in com

bination, and instrumental music is mainly used for dancing, which 

is not the case for the dominating song styles. In  addition，instrumental 

and vocal Lisu music is extremely different in style.

Lisu I nstrumental M usic

Its role in Lisu life. Among the Lisu there is only a slight division 

of labour except for between the sexes. Everybody fulfills the same 

basic tasks connected with work in the field and animal husbandry. 

Even the few specialists—the blacksmith, the shaman, the priest and 

the village headman—take part in the normal daily routines shared 

by all villagers. Likewise, the Lisu have no professional musicians.

All Lisu musicians are men.6 The young unmarried men are the 

most active, and in every village a few are recognized as being the most 

gifted. This reputation does not depend so much on technical skills, 

so long as the musician upholds the generally accepted standards. 

What is important is the size of his repertoire and his physical ability 

to go on playing for hours and days during festivals.

Instrumental music is used in two different ways: as dance music 

and without dancing, as a pastime in the evening when the working 

day is over.

The dancing takes place during wedding festivities and on a larger 

scale during the annual New Year festivals. The most important 

festival falls in the beginning of February. Its purpose is to provide 

the best possible transition for the Lisu into the new year. During the



THE MUSIC OF THE LISU 45

festival several important offerings to the area spirit and to the village 

guardian spirit are made by the village priest, or maw mong、and the 

head of each household makes offerings to the ancestors at the spirit 

shelf inside his house. At the same time the New Year festival is the 

biggest social event of the year, an opportunity for everybody to have 

a good time, to drink and eat, to meet visiting relatives from other 

villages, to meet new girls, to court. Dancing and music form a central 

part of all this.

The dancing takes place around a spirit tree raised in the village. 

It starts on the last evening of the old year and continues for the fol

lowing three, four, or five nights and part of the daytime too. All 

young people take part, as well as many married people and children. 

A few musicians take turns all through the night, each playing for 

approximately five minutes at a time. They get little or no sleep, 

for in the daytime many religious duties are performed, and there are 

large festival meals of the pork and chicken, which were earlier presented 

as offering gifts to the spirits.

Both dance and music have a religious function in themselves. 

The Lisu say that the sounds of instruments and laughter please the 

spirits and that the dancers stamping on the ground hold back bad 

spirits and prevent them from making the transition into the new year. 

But at the same time the New Year is the biggest get-together and 

entertainment of the year. The overall circle or mill-wing choreo

graphy of the dance emphasizes its function as an unifying collective 

social activity. Everybody uses the same steps, everybody can see 

each other, everybody holds hand, and everybody can participate. 

No special skills are required, and confusing the steps is met with laughter. 

There is normally only one musician at a time, and he dances in the 

middle of the circle close to the spirit tree. As the night goes on, the 

dance gets wilder, though never ecstatic, and by the early morning 

hours the dancers are nearly in a trance. They carry out their steps 

with deep concentration to the repeated sounds of the lute and mouth 

organ; many of them dance with their eyes closed.

I recorded the bulk of the repertoire of Lisu instrumental music 

from a single musician, who played the melodies while he danced around 

the suspended microphone. The close connection between the dance 

steps and their associated music was demonstrated several times during 

the recording sessions, when the musician declared that he was not 

able to play a certain tune without at the same time dancing the steps 

that belonged to it.

The instruments and their music. Six different types of instruments
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are used by the Lisu: three types of mouth organs, a bamboo flute, 

a lute, and a wooden jews harp. The most common instruments are 

the small mouth organ, the lute and the flute. The two types of large 

mouth organs are only seldom heard today and are played mostly by 

older people. The jews harp was formerly considered a woman’s 

instrument, but very few people play it nowadays. Each instrument 

has a musical repertoire of its own.

The lute dsyboo bears witness to the Lisu’s contact with the Chinese 

in Yunnan and resembles the lute san hsien used in Chinese folk and art 

music. It has a little cylindrical sound box covered with lizard skin, 

a long neck, three metal strings and a moveable bridge, and it is plucked 

by a plectrum made from horn. Lisu musicians tune the three strings 

in four different ways (Ex .1 )and each of the four tunings has its own 

repertoire of melodies and melodic figures (Ex. 2a-b and Ex. 3).

E x . 1 : The four tunings of the dsyboo listed according to their 

frequency in the dsyboo repertoire.

Ex. 2a-b: Two dsyboo melodies using the first tuning of E x .1.

益

a

After the lute dsyboo the instrument most often heard among the 

Lisu is the small mouth organ palt foM  (Fig. 3). It has a wind chamber
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made from a calabash and five bamboo pipes tuned to an anhemitonic 

pentatonic scale. Each pipe has one fingerhole and the second lowest 

pipe also has a tuning hole that shortens the pipe acoustically. On 

the part of each pipe that is inside the calabash there is a small wooden 

plate with a free-tongue reed (not a single reed such as is found in 

clarinets). This type of reed is only known in the mouth organs found 

in various forms among the tribal peoples of Southeast Asia and in 

more refined forms in the old court music of China, Korea and Japan. 

The reed vibrates only when the pipe’s fingerhole is closed, and a tone 

is produced when the musician either inhales or exhales—he breathes

Fig. 3. The small Lisu mouth organ pali fdlii.

through the instrument, so to speak. It is possible to play all five 

tones of the pali folu at the same time, and pali folu music is basically 

a simple drone polyphony, as can be seen from Ex. 4. The deep pipe 

sounds throughout the whole tune, and the melody part is played on the 

other four pipes. Occasionally a tone is sustained, and chords of three 

or more tones result. Once or twice in all pali folu melodies, however, 

the drone is abandoned for a moment for a progression in parallel fifths, 

which is part of a fixed cadence pattern in the music. The ornaments 

in pali folu music, which are sketched in Ex. 4, are produced by touching 

the open ends of the pipes, which protrude underneath the calabash, 

with the thumb of the right hand.
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Ex. 4: Pali fd lii melody.

The two types of large Lisu mouth organs, the folu yo> oo and the 

folu ldldat appear very similar at first sight, but they differ in tuning 

and in details of construction (Fig. 4). The fdlu *0*00 is tuned to a

Fig. 4. The large Lisu mouth organ fdlii *o*6o.

four tone scale with octave doubling of one tone. Only two of the pipes 

protrude underneath the calabash, and one is filled with wax, which leaves 

only one end open. This open end is used for a rhythmic ornamenta

tion in the music. Also the folu o> do style is a simple drone polyphony, 

and the drone tone is abandoned only for a few moments (Ex. 5).

Ex. 5: Folu 90*00 melody.
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In contrast with the two other Lisu mouth organ types the fdlu 

lalda is tuned to a hemitonic pentatonic scale which is not often found 

in the music of South East Asia. The lowest pipe of the instrument 

has no fingerhole and therefore sounds throughout the whole melody. 

The tone D notated in Ex. 6 is produced by closing both the fingerhole 

and the open end of pipe no. 3.

Though the two large mouth organs are seldom used now, the 

Lisu flute djylts (Fig. 5) is popular, but more as an instrument for

Fig. 5. The Lisu bamboo flute djylle.

pasttime entertainment than for dancing. The style of playing is the 

same for both. The djylee is a whistle flute and has six fingcrholcs. 

Its music is highly ornamented and uses a pentatonic scale with one
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passing tone and a range of up to one octave plus a fifth (Ex. 7).

Ex. 7. Djylss melody

All Lisu dance melodies are played over and over again with only 

minor alterations that do not affect the overall melody or formal structure 

of the melodies. Similarly the same combination of dance steps is 

repeated. Each tune corresponds to one specific series of dance steps. 

The general rule is one melody to one dance, but a few melodies are 

used for more than one series of steps and vice versa.

All Lisu dance music is dominated by a regular beat, which can 

adequately be transcribed in 4/4 time. One measure in the transcrip

tions corresponds to two steps in the dance. On the strong first beat 

the left foot is put to the ground; on the weaker second beat there is 

a slight flexing of the left knee; on the strong third beat the right foot 

is put to the ground; on the weaker fourth beat there is a slight flexing 

oi the right knee, and so on. All dances are composed of various com

binations of steps performed in this manner in different directions— 

forwards, backwards, and diagonally backwards—within the overall 

direction of movement, which is counter-clockwise around the spirit tree.

The seven transcriptions of dance melodies (Ex. 2-7) cannot 

adequately represent the total of 125 different Lisu dance melodies 

recorded. But the repertoires of the single instruments (and tunings 

of the dsyboo) show a high degree of uniformity, and the tunes given 

show the characteristic features of both the various categories of Lisu 

instrumental music and of the instrumental music as a whole. First 

they show the Lisu dance music as basically pentatonic. A hemitonic 

pentatonic scale is found in the fdlu lalda music, while the other in

strumental repertoires use various modes of anhemitonic pentatonic 

scales. Falling melodic curves are found in Ex. 2b, 3 and 7, in certain 

sections of the melodies, as well as in the overall melodic profile. The 

highest pitches of the scale are used at the beginning of the tunes, and 

the lowest pitches come at the end in the cadence patterns. This is 

true for most djylss and dsyboo music, and falling melodic curves also 

dominate Lisu song formulas.

The melodic building blocks of Lisu instrumental music are a 

number of small melodic figures. These are specific to each instrument
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and constitute the stylistic uniformity within each of the instrumental 

repertoires. The figures are linked together in a variety of different 

combinations similar to the way the various sequences of dance steps 

are combined. The number of melodic figures is larger than the number 

of step sequences, however, and the figures are specific to the different 

instrumental repertoires, while the same step sequences are used for 

all instrumental music. The melodic figures are organized into what 

analytically can be described as segments from one to three measures 

in length. One melodic figure can fill a whole segment, or the segment 

can consist of a combination of two or three small melodic figures. 

Segments of two measures (corresponding to four dance steps) are 

the most common, but occasionally also segments of one or three meas

ures are used as seen in the transcriptions of examples 2a and 7 (2+ 

2+2+2); Ex. 3 (2+2+2+2+2); Ex. 2b (2+2+2+3); Ex. 5 (2+ 

2+1+2); Ex. 4 (2+2+1 + 1 + 1+2+1+2+1). and Ex. 6 (2+2+2+ 

1+3). Many Lisu dance tunes have a regular segmental structure of 

4, 6, 8 or 10 times two measures (as in Ex. 2a，3 and 7)，but as often 

this regularity is broken by segments of one or three measures (as in 

Ex. 2b, 4, 5，6)，and often the result is melodies of an uneven number 

of measures (as in Ex. 2b, 4 and 5). The entire corpus of dance melodies 

varies in length between 7 and 22 measures.

The additive way by which the melodic figures and segments are 

put together in the Lisu dance melodies produces open melodic struc

tures. Closed symmetrical forms are very seldom found. The small 

number of melodic figures in each instrumental repertoire are freely 

combined in the individual melodies. It is not a unique melodic profile 

that constitutes the identity of each Lisu dance melody, for many tunes 

are very much alike, due to the common material or the melodic figures 

in each repertoire. The identity of melodies~which is clearly acknow

ledged by the musicians—is created rather by the specific combination 

of common melodic figures within a specific segmental structure that 

corresponds closely to the dance steps belonging to the melody.

Lisu S ongs

Their role in Lisu life. Although only men play instruments, both 

men and women sing. Only four song formulas are commonly used 

by the Lisu7 (see Ex. 8)，one preferably by the young unmarried people, 

two by the elders mostly during marriage and New Year festivals, and 

the last exclusively for soul-calling ceremonies.

The most active singers are the young unmarried people. Nearly 

every night one can hear them singing as they sit on the rocks at the 

outskirts of the village or in the rest houses along the path leading to the



52 HANS PETER LARSEN

village. They prefer places some distance from the adults，where they 

can have a good time singing together for hours, talking and making 

contact in the dark. Often several young men and women alternate 

within the same song, and an experienced male singer usually whispers 

the new text to the lead singer of the group before each stanza. The 

young men try to get the girls they are interested in to sing with them, 

and these songs form an important part of Lisu courting. Many things 

can be said in them which would not be allowed in spoken language. 

The song texts are improvised, but the young singers draw from a 

stock of known and accepted textual motifs: love, longing and jealousy, 

or the pain of separation; they also praise their parents and stress the 

importance of tradition. The young people’s song texts as a whole 

affirm the basic values and rules in Lisu society ana thus the songs play 

an important part in the socializing of the young. Although the texts 

abound in strong and poetic love expressions, they are not personal 

love songs. The motifs and poetic pictures of the texts are well known 

and thus are rather predictable to the beloved one as well as to the 

listeners gathered around the singers. The courting lies as much in 

the very song situation—getting the beloved one to sing along—as it 

lies in the words themselves.

The following translation8 is an extract from a courting song of 

an apparently very personal character. However, the motifs and poetic 

pictures of this text are common in other Lisu courting songs and the 

young man whispers the girl’s words to her before each of her stanzas. 

Nor was the song situation very intimate, as at least twenty young 

people were gathered around the two singers in a deserted house at 

the rim of the village. Again, the very situation of singing with the 

beloved one and demonstrating one’s excellent ability to use the tra

ditional melodic and textual formulas seems to be the actual expression 

of love more than what is literally said and promised in the words.

Boy: Oh dear! Consider very carefully. Will you ask for my pro
tection ? Think again and again. Will you give your heart 
to me?

Girl: My dear! I have thought enough. Thinking this much is 
enough.

Boy: My dear! Do not look only at my clothes. Do not look only 
at my ordinary daily life.

Girl: Whatever you say, I will still love you. I will still love you.
Boy: My dear! You are so kind. You have already plucked my 

heart. My heart is my own, but it is yours too.
Girl: I will not give my heart to other men, either at the front house 

of the village or at the end house of the village.
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Boy: What did you say? You said “ I will not give my heart to other 
men.” Just that promise you cannot keep.

Girl: No matter how good the others may be, I will not be interested 
in them.

Boy: I am afraid that you will be like a beautiful flower, which the 
insects like to fly around all the time.

Girl: I will not at all be like the flower which you said the insects 
like to fly around.

Boy: Look over there. A lot of white turbans all over. Also a lot 
of small shoulder bags have already come.9

Girl: Whether they are white or yellow, I will not be interested.
Boy: Oh girl from the MU family, you certainly have to think it over 

very carefully.
Girl: I have already thought three times, already thought three times.
Boy: My dear! Please remember that flowers have their sweet scent 

only once. Flowers will not bloom twice.
Girl: I have never thought that flowers have their sweet scent twice. 

I have never thought that flowers will bloom twice.
Boy: Father brought me up to be a wandering man. Mother brought 

me up to be a wandering man.
Girl: I will not worry about that. I still have the same stable heart.
Boy: I am like a bira in a new place. I am only a stranger who has 

passed seven towns.
Boy: I traveled through seven villages to come to you. I traveled 

through nine towns to come to you.
Girl: Even if you have been through seven women, even if you have 

passed nine women, I will still love you.
Boy: If that is so, your father is my father, your mother is my mother.
Girl: No matter what you think,1 do hope to ask for your protection. 

Think thoroughly. I only hope to ask for your protection.

Young people’s courting songs often go through all of the long and 

complicated marriage negotiations, and the marriage ceremony itself is 

related, often with strong and imaginative poetic pictures and transitions 

from realism to traditional fantasy. The rules of good conduct for men 

and women in the marriage process and the importance of adherence 

to tradition is stressed, and in tms way the young people’s courting 

songs function as practice for the much longer real marriage songs sung 

by the elders.

After the wedding ceremony is over and the wedding meal has 

been eaten in the house of the bride’s parents, the wedding song is 

sung throughout the night. A song formula different from the young 

people’s courting formula is used, but the elderly singer sings the roles 

of both the young man and woman throughout the long process from
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the first courtship until the bride is instructed in her household duties 

by the young man. The song deals with the complicated negotiations 

carried out by go-betweens, and the payment of the bride prize to her 

parents and relatives, who all put forward unrealistic claims; it describes 

both the girl’s happiness and the grief she feels at the same time because 

she has to leave her parents. In short the song outlines in poetic form 

the fundamental Lisu rules of good behavior connected with courtship 

and marriage and the respect which should be paid to the in-laws.

Fig. 6. Two Lisu women singing.

The two song formulas used primarily by the elders during mar

riage and New Year festivals may also be heard on other occasions. 

The texts will then often have an admonishing character stressing the 

importance of tradition, the necessity of rcspect for parents and good 

rules of conduct toward family and fellow tribesmen. The following 

translation is an extract of a song sung by two middle-aged women 

(photo 6). A group of young people and children gathered around 

them, and the song is representative of these songs in general, and of 

Lisu self-understanding.
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Today everybody has come together. I feel very happy.
Oh, brothers and sisters! Though you do not want to listen, please 

be quiet and listen to what I am going to say.
Even if something is as small as your little finger, you must think very 

carefully. Everything is fundamental.
Whatever one does, one must think three times back and forth before 

doing it.
Whatever you do, you have to try your best, my young children.
When you have tried your best, we are satisfied, even if you do not 

succeed.
Everybody who listens to this song, please keep it and reflect upon it. 

I do not intend to teach, but the song goes like this.
Oh, young children [ The sky is still over the top of the mountain. 

The valley is still deep down by the stream.
Oh, young children 1 Even if you are rich, do not forget to behave 

yourselves.
Oh, young children! Look at the people in the towns. We have to 

compete with them.
They who stay in towns are happy. People who have paddy-fields to 

cultivate should be happy.
Oh, young children! People who have fields to plant, they should love 

the rice in the fields, too.
Oh, young children! Rich people always are rich people. Whatever 

they do, they still are rich people.
People talk a great deal about the big towns, so everybody remembers 

them very easily. The small group of hill tribe people is always 
forgotten.

Oh, young children! There is only one happy day in a year: That 

is New Year’s Day.
Oh, young children! Play instruments and enjoy yourselves together 

with all your heart.
Young children! Listen to your parents’ teaching.
If we are strong and unafraid of obstacles, we will always provide security 

for our relatives.
To have an older brother to assist in talk, to have a younger brother 

to assist in work is support and help for your friends and relatives.
The happiness and satisfaction of our friends is our happiness.
When our relatives and friends feel satisfied, we also feel happy.
It is a good thing not to gossip about friends and relatives.
It is the best happiness in life to see that our brothers and sisters are 

happy.
If there is something wrong in what I have said, I hope that you will 

forgive me. All you people are not just anybody, you are my relatives.
You have listened to my advice. Do not get angry. It was all good 

wishes.
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The last of the four common Lisu song formulas (see Ex. 8) is used 

by the elders in soul-calling ceremonies, which are addressed to the 

soul-calling spirits when somebody in the household is ill or weak. 

The Lisu say that women have seven souls and men nine, and the absence 

of one or more souls can cause sickness. By way of sung invocations 

and offerings the soul-calling spirits are persuaded to go out and look 

for the runaway soul.

The only person in the village who has his own songs is the ni phd9 

or the shaman. His expertise is required when people get sick or need 

to have their fortune told before important decisions. In curing cere

monies10 the ni pha becomes possessed by his lineage and helping spirits, 

and at the instant he is possessed he begins to whistle a special spirit 

tune. He is now the medium between the people and the spirit world, 

and he is able to answer questions from the relatives of the sick person 

about diagnosis and advisable curing methods. He does this in the 

form of song, using two special spirit song formulas which are not like 

anything else sung by the Lisu.11 He stamps his bare feet in the embers 

of the fire and eats the burning ends of magic joss sticks, and he then 

touches the sick person with his foot and exhales “ burning air ” and 

spits spirit water from the spirit shelf onto the afflicted part of the 

patient’s body. He only sings while he is possessed—the song and 

whistling are the very sounds of the spirits.

Of all the Lisu song formulas only those of the shaman are used 

exclusively by one pe rson . Ihe  soul-calling formula can be used by 

all heads of households, and the courting formula and the festive formulas 

are only preferably used by the young and the elders respectively. 

There is no set rule against a young person trying his way through one 

of the festival formulas, and occasionally married people use the courting 

formula.

The musical structure of Lisu songs. Except for the shaman’s songs 

and dance songs (see notes 7 and 11)，all Lisu songs follow one of four 

standard formulas. No change of formula ever occurs in the course 

of a song. But it must be stressed that the formulas are not fixed 

melodies—no two singers sing them exactly the same w a y . "1 hey 

exist in the singers’ minds as basic melodic structures—intervals and 

relative tone durations that must be utilized in the melodic flow of 

each stanza. Within these rather narrow limits each singer uses the 

formula as he likes. An analytical comparison of the same formulas 

used by a number of singers will yield the common denominators shown 

in Ex. 8.

The formulas are divided by rests into sections. Each section
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is sung in one breath and most sections start in the upper or middle 

part of the melodic range of the formula and end, when the singer 

has used up the rest of his air, at the deepest tones of the scale used 

in the formula. The interval of a perfect fourth formed by the long

Ex. 8. Basic structure of Lisu song formulas, a: courting for

mula; b and c: festival and admonition; formulas d: soul-call

ing formula.

sustained tones is of great structural importance in all formulas, and 

in contrast to the pentatonic instrumental music, scales of six or seven 

tones are used when the formulas are sung. Any given formula can 

be varied according to the number of words that go with the different 

stanzas. Most of the text is deliverd in the A section of the formulas, 

and that is where greatest variations between single stanzas and be

tween singers are found.

1 he formulas are sung in free rhythm, but are regulated by a slow 

unstable organic pulse, which also varies from singer to singer. This 

absence of a dominating strict meter sets the songs in sharp contrast 

to Lisu dance music. The adherence to fixed tone patterns, further

more, is of a very different nature in instrumental music and in songs. 

Instrumental melodies are formed by a free and variable combination of
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Ex. 9: Courting song, six stanzas.

Boy:



THE MUSIC OF THE LISU 59

a number of short melodic figures, while the songs use only one of four 

long standard formulas, which can be varied within well-defined limits. 

An impression of how the formulas actually sound when not analytically 

reduced to their basic structure can be gained from the transcriptions 

in Ex. 9 and 10. Ex. 9 gives six stanzas of the courting song which 

was given in partial translation above. E x .10 gives four stanzas of a 

song using formula b of Ex. 8; it was also presented in translation above.

E x . 10. Admonition song, four stanzas. The symbol 

marks the entry of second singer.

C on clu sion

It should again be stressed that musically the Lisu express themselves 

in two sharply contrasting media—■the exclusively male instrumental 

music, which has a strict meter, and the long formula songs in free 

rhythm sung by both sexes. The two repertoires are never directly 

combined, but on the other hand they are sometimes used side by side 

at the same occasions. When the young people sing courting songs, 
somebody will often pluck his lute or blow his flute or mouth organ 

not far away, and during marriage and New Year celebrations festival



60 HANS PETER LARSEN

songs can be heard from the houses while the dancing goes on around 

the spirit tree close by. Singers and musicians do not seem disturbed 

by each other’s music.

Lisu songs and instrumental music do share some common func

tional traits. The soul-calling songs and the shaman’s songs clearly 

fulfill magical functions, but the cultic element is also obvious in the 

New Year dancing and music making. The Lisu explicitly say that 

‘‘ the spirits like the sweet and beautiful sound of the mouth organ，’ 

and that the stamping feet of the dancers keep bad spirits in the old 

abandoned year and out of the new year. Both Lisu musical categories 

also clearly function to unite collective activities: the young people in 

the dark gathered around the singers; the whole village dancing around 

the spirit tree. In these situations music and dance traditions are 

passed from the more experienced to the younger and inexperienced 

without any formal teacher-pupil relationships, aharing the same 

music—the Lisu’s own and only music—stimulates a sense of belonging, 

of Lisu identity. And explicitly many song texts stress the values 

and rules of Lisu society and thus take an active part in the formation 

of Lisu personality. By hearing a Lisu play or sing you know he is a 

Lisu. His music, like his language, is part of his Lisu identity and 

cannot be mistaken for the music of any other hill tribe.

The musical landscape of Northern Thailand is varied and fascinat

ing, and the many ethnic groups living close together provide a rich 

field for research into the role of music in the process of cultural interac

tion. There is little risk that Lisu music or any other single tribal music 

will disappear by way or inter-tribal acculturation. What can be feared 

is that the tribal cultures as a whole will disintegrate under the pressure 

of the heavy economic, social and political proolems that haunt the 

area. When hill tribe families or villages give up living in the hills 

and settle in the lowlands they normally are assimilated in less than 

one generation and change their dress, language and music. To date 

the Lisu and most other hill tribes have shown a strong disinclination 

against settling among the Thai. But as population in the hills in

creases, the hill tribes will have to adjust their traditional production 

methods, and in the long run the survival of the Lisu and other tribal 

cultures depends on the solving of the demographic and social problems 

of Northern Thailand, in which opium production and traffic play a 
very serious part.

N O T E S

1 . Ihey make up only 3.8% of the hill tribe population in Thailand according
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to a recent estimate by Peter Kunstadter (1983).

2. For a thorough description of Lisu economy and agriculture see Alain Yvon 

Dessaint 1972.

3. A detailed analysis of the Lisu spirit world and its importance for the under

standing of Lisu curing practices is found in Durrenberger 1971.

4. The field work that forms the basis of this paper was carried out in Northern 

Thailand from January to September 19フ3, thanks to a grant from the Scandinavian 

Institute of Asian Studies. The field study concentrated on the musical culture of 

the Lisu, but I also did field work among the Northern Thai, the Hmong, the Lahu 

Nyk，the Lahu Nyi, the Pwo Karen, the Akha and the Lawa. The results, some 

one hundred hours of recorded material, are accessible at the Danish Folklore Archives, 

Copenhagen. The material has been analyzed and presented in Larsen 1981.

5. The Lisu probably borrowed one of their big mouth organ types and the 

style that goes with it from the Lahu Nyi. The instrument is tuned to a hemitonic 

pentatonic scale otherwise not used by the Lisu, but also represented in some vocal 

styles of the Lahu Nyi.

6. The same is the case with several other hill tribes, but it is not a rule without 

exception in the highlands. Among the Lahu Nyi women are active musicians playing 

the lute (Thai-Burmese type), the notched flute, and the small mouth organ. This 

corresponds to a higher degree of equality between the sexes in Lahu society.

フ. There exists, however, a repertoire of dance songs, but these songs are seldom 

heard. Only when there is no acceptable musician on hand do people sing for dancing. 

Most of these songs are clearly sung versions oi instrumental melodies, but some of 

them might be original independent dance songs, since they are now found in idio

matically different instrumental versions.

8. The Lisu song texts were translated into Thai directly from the tapes by 

Mr. Boontan Khamkhio, one of the few Lisu who reads and writes Thai fluently. 

Later the Thai texts were translated into English. Errors and inaccuracies may have 

resulted from this process, but even if the translations are not accurate from a linguist’s 

point of view, they give a good feeling for the contents of the texts. My fifteen hours 

of recorded Lisu song are accessible at the Danish Folklore Archives for any linguist 

who might take an interest in them. Attention is drawn to the fact that Lisu is a tonal 

language, and therefore it would be very interesting to study how the tones in the 

Lisu language are used or transformed when the language is sung on rather fixed melodic 

formulas.

9. “ White turbans’，and u small shoulder bags’，are metaphores for “ young 

men.”

10. I witnessed several curing ceremonies, but unfortunately was never allowed 

to bring in my tape recorder.

1 1 . The shaman’s formulas are in a sort of 3/4 and 3/8 time very unlike the free 

rhythmic song formulas or the strict 4/4 time of the dance music.
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