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Reach Back 

Reach Deep 

Reach Out: 
A Case History of the Songs of Memory   
Project in the Community

The Songs of Memory project documents the traditional music and ceremonies 

of the highland peoples of Southeast Asia, with the aim of preserving this rapidly 

vanishing musical legacy, and educating and inspiring others with the beauty, 

integrity, and wisdom of the peoples who create it. 

-

-

-

the general public. 

 Tribal Music, Ceremonies, Preservation, Cultural Understanding, Multi-media 
Exhibition

+

email: vvorreiter@yahoo.com. website: www.TribalMusicAsia.com.



 

The question is not what you look at, but what you see”
Henry David Thoreau

One blacksmith alone cannot forge ten irons
One speaker himself cannot recite ten lines at the same time

Ten blacksmiths forging one iron
Ten Pima reciting together at one time

Working to keep the people’s culture never to be lost
Even if the Dragon dies, the footprint will never disappear

– An Akha Saying

The Songs of Memory project originally grew from a desire to preserve, through 

By capturing age-old ceremonies that trace the arc of life, from birth to death, a 

-

strumental music, as it shapes and supports those communities that continue to 

practice oral tradition, live close to the earth, and believe in animism.

 

-

tional cycles of a society, it is impossible to isolate it from other aspects of people’s 

media that, when woven together, form an interdisciplinary whole. In this way, it 

is hoped that the Songs of Memory archival project provides a deeper, truer, more 

 

compelled me to document all that I witnessed, in as many forms as possible. 

 

materials. It was rewarding to watch a complementary range of media emerge – 

multi-media display which presents comprehensive collections of musical instru-

-

performing a healing ceremony in trance, travels to the spirit world. Guests can 



-

scriptive labels, and photos further highlight each culture’s customs and identity.

-

panying presentations, demonstrations, and concerts, not only feel the music and 

ceremonies come alive, but also tap into the integrity and sophistication of the 

peoples who live them. Truly, the Golden Triangle is one of the most culturally – 

and sonically – dynamic places on the planet. 

ceremony.

A critical role of the humanities is to illuminate and interpret the function that 

-

that unfolds over time, and is able to transform human consciousness in multi-

minds, and hearts.



 

-

tially. For indigenous, pre-literate societies, the oral arts have functioned through-

out the millennia as the primary channel for sustaining history, myths, customs, 

However, with the encroachment of advanced technology and global homogeny, 

-

tionable. The Songs of Memory archives has as its principal aim to help record and 

preserve the musical legacy of the highland peoples of Southeast Asia, before it 

disappears. 

Secondly, informing and engaging viewers through a variety of portals – visual, 

majesty and triumph of the traditional peoples of Southeast Asia. The multiplicity 

any of these and we lose a part of our humanity.

Finally, this documentary project hopes to give voice to smaller cultures, which 

-

a life in nature and honed over centuries, which can contribute to the greater good 

of our world. An appreciation of our reliance on others, who share our planet, en-

courages in us a sense of responsibility to human dignity that transcends borders 

and prejudices.

By creating a comparative collection of artifacts and media, showcasing music, 

anthropologists, and Southeast Asian scholars. Additionally, educators in such 

inform students, from grade school to the university level, about the diversity of 

For descendants of the ethnic groups portrayed, whether they continue to live 

in their ancestral villages or have relocated, possibly to another country as im-

migrants or refugees, the materials will serve as a touchstone to their identity, a 

reminder of the physical, communal, and spiritual source of their forebears. 

-

lighten a wide audience with varied interests. Visitors can enter into the world of 



the foothills of the Himalayas. These highlands have become home to a variety of 

ethnic groups, who, over millennia, have migrated in a southerly trajectory from 

in the region.

In an international museum setting, a collection of ancestral artifacts from 

-

are displayed in situ where the people themselves reside, history and a possible 

majority or, indeed, before national boundaries were created, for a variety of 

reasons – migrating for better land and opportunities, joining family members, or 

give rise to a sense of otherness or alienation, which is often compounded by a 



-

in showcasing tribal culture is to build a connection for mutual understanding 

among all peoples.

to establish a dynamic outreach program to engage, educate, and instill an ap-

preciation for the highland groups in this region – as fellow neighbors, classmates, 

was accompanied by the “Tribal Wisdom School: Sharing and Preserving Tradition-

-



to students, researchers, and the general public, were presented by learned tribal 

-

ture?” Hundreds of people, of all ages and many nationalities, were touched by the 

ideas shared by such respected presenters. 

Figure 4. High school students attend the seminar “Living History of the Traditional Peoples.”

huts constructed on the museum grounds, where tribal craftsmen and -women 

from each group demonstrated the masterful artistry of their forebears: Lisu 

weaving.

to school children, university students, and teachers from the following institu-



them learn about their own culture.” 

and right, a Lisu woman demonstrates the art of weaving.



Without doubt, one of the highlights of the symposium was a public concert 

-

audience listened, entranced. 

 

School symposium and events, created a bridge, allowing visitors an opportu-

-

ence also gave the traditional peoples themselves a means to be heard and under-

stood and valued. 

During one event, television, radio, and print journalists surrounded Aju Jupoh, an 

-

tional broadcast. As he told me personally afterwards, “If I had come alone to this 

-



and the public. 

Honolulu, Hawaii.

It is hoped that, wherever the Songs of Memory collections and activities may be 

our fellow man lives and creates, in all the varied splendor of humanity. 
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