Songs of Memory

Gallery Layout

Songs of Memory Exhibition – Gallery Layout
The Songs of Memory multi-media exhibition has been designed to showcase the six major indigenous groups of the Golden Triangle – the Hmong, Mien, Lahu, Akha, Lisu, and Karen – through collections of their musical instruments and clothing, and through photographs recordings, and documentary films that reveal their music and ceremonies. Large panels divide the hall into six well-defined spaces, which are charged with color, objects, and images.  A continuous recording of a nature soundscape (wind and rain, birds and insects, villagers working and harvesting) envelops the ears of visitors throughout the exhibition.  The impact altogether is meant to inspire many senses, as if the visitor were in the midst of a tribal village.  

Sacred Structures: Visitors to Songs of Memory enter the exhibition through an Akha Spirit Gate, a portal found on paths to every Akha village that delineates the world of nature spirits from the world of humankind.  In this way, it is hoped that guests feel they are moving into an extraordinary realm as they pass through the Spirit Gate  At the gallery midpoint, a 12-foot high Akha Swing appears, on which is perched a model of an Akha girl swinging, as an Akha boy pushes her.  This structure is situated next to the Akha display, whose film documents the Women’s New Year, when the Akha Swing is annually constructed and blessed.

Text (bilingual text available): Introductory text and a map at the entrance of the exhibit give an overview of the people, land, traditions, and music that exist in the foothills of the Himalayas where Laos, Myanmar/Burma, and Laos converge. Each tribal station includes: Text to describe the rituals seen in the documentary films and text that highlights their musical heritage. 

A complete collection of musical instruments is represented in this exhibit for each group.  Instruments are showcased on stands especially crafted to make them appear as if they are floating.  These are displayed on mid-level pedestals that are not closed behind glass or Plexiglas.  Open to visitor in this way, all instruments can be viewed up close and from any angle.  This allows for a more intimate connection to these pieces that are functional, sacred, and aesthetically sculptural. (To safeguard the collections a resident guide was present at all times.) 

The traditional clothing of each tribal group is presented as a family (father, mother, little boy and girl) to make their unique culture and rituals come alive.  Freestanding mannequins are adorned with traditional textiles, jewelry, and accessories that reveal rich ancestral customs of identity, beauty, and status. These age-old garments and adornments are complete, from headdress to leggings, and represent the highest quality of tribal craftsmanship.  They have been especially collected to represent an integrated whole.  

Labels and Descriptive Photos: Musical instruments are displayed with detailed labels, including: the instrument’s tribal name, type of instrument, tribal group, location, date crafted, materials of construction, and function. A photograph accompanies each description, depicting a tribal musician playing the instrument.  Every item of clothing is listed by type of clothing, subgroup, location, date, and materials.

Photographs are integrated into each tribal display: 1. Images of people engaging in musical rituals accompany the informational texts that describe the musical heritage and documentary films.  2. Portraits of the many subgroups that compose each major group are located on the panels behind the mannequins.  In this way the visitor can experience the incomparable variety of peoples that populate the Golden Triangle.          3. Large portraits and landscapes hang at strategic points throughout the gallery to give a sense of tribal community and place.

Six Documentary Films based on each tribal group accompany the exhibition, each capturing a single ceremony in its entirety (40- to 50-minutes duration, running in a continual loop). Traditional peoples of Southeast Asia honor their ancestors and spirits with complex, highly organized rituals that last many hours, often many days. Each educational film offers the essence of these celebrations in a condensed format, featuring extended footage of music, rituals, and other aspects of traditional daily village life.  (Two high quality headsets and two stools are arranged at each screening station.)

The Music of the Golden Triangle and the Cycles of Life Preview Film (10-minutes duration) plays continuously and at full volume at the end of the exhibition for viewers to witness a collage of the ancestral music of many of the 130 different tribal groups that inhabit the Golden Triangle.  Filmed over three years in remote mountain villages of Laos, Myanmar/Burma, Thailand, and China, the film follows cycles of the earth and passages of life to illustrate a remarkable spectrum of traditional rites that infuse daily and sacred experiences. (Documentary Film will be completed in 2012) 

