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Abstract

The research aims to explain music culture of the upper northeastern Isan region of
Thailand in relation to the history, transmission and belief, performance methods, and the process
of instrument making and its quality. The scope of the research encompasses the upper part of
northeastern region which includes fifteen provinces.

The research findings show that the development of northeastern Isan music is part of the
“Hed 12 Klong 14” tradition, which has been the way of life of Isan people. The major change
influencing the development of northeastern Isan music was caused by National Economic and
Social Development Plans, which aimed to expand the basic structure and communication. The
advancement of transportation and communication had made way for other values to be introduced
and integrated into Isan communities. The development of northeastern Isan music is an ongoing
process as long as the entertainment business constantly incorporates and appropriates Isan music,
and the government sectors continue to promote the “Hed 12 Klong 14” tradition as part of Isan
tradition.

With regard to Isan’s music transmission and its belief, Isan music has been transmitted
from generation to generation by memorization. Lessons always took place at the teacher’s home.
Thus, teachers and students develop close relationships. The artists also pass down the revered
tradition of paying homage to teachers as a significant ritual to the younger generations of students.
At present, this ritual is still crucial to the beginning of initiating teacher-and-student relationships
prior to accepting students as members of the teachers’ schools. The typical offerings in this ritual
reflect the beliefs of the people whom are involved. There are also some myths about spirits and
gods involved with the ceremony, which are vital in ensuring a successful performance.

In analysis of performance styles and methods, the data collected from research fieldwork
shows that the music culture of the upper northeastern Isan region is characterized by moh lum (a
vocal performance) and wong pong lang (an ensemble consisting of ponglang, khean, pin, whote,
drum, and gubgap). A moh lum singer is normally accompanied by a khean player. Moh Lum can
be classified into eight categories, and there are three major musical genres for wong pong lang.
Furthermore, the performance methods are continuously developed and practiced. The musicians
use harmonization by extending the primary pitches of the melody to counterpart the main melody.
It was also common to find that this type of harmonization also concurs with transposition of
melodies from one scale to another. Musicians also use improvisation as a vehicle of self-

expression in contrast to their musical inherence. Maw lum singers used a wide range of pitches to



elaborate on the lyrics. Though given different names, it was also not uncommon to find the same
songs and same instruments among many groups of musicians and singers.

In conclusion, the process of constructing Isan Iutes and Isan long drums among
instrument makers is found to be varied dependent upon the objectives, inspirations, and personal
interests: varieties reflect cultural identities of each community. While some makers emphasize the
quality of sound, the others focus on the shape and physical appearance. According to the
professional artist opinions on comparing the quality of sound, it is agreed that the idealistic tone
quality of acoustic Isan lutes should be mellow and clear. The idealistic tone of Isan long drum
should be loud enough to be heard from a long distance to ensure the transmission of sound in

outdoor procession.



