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MAIN BERANA: ORAK LAWOI FESTIVAL SONGS IN SOUTHWESTERN THAILAND
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Introduction
The Orak Lawoi, whose name is a dialectal pronunciation of orang laut — or Malay for “sea people” — are a strand-dwelling maritime people populating the islands of southwestern Thailand, roughly between Langkawi and Phuket, and sandwiched between Malay and Thai cultures. Usik are their ceremonial occasions held at particular times during the year, whether on regularly fixed dates, or when needs arise. Usik include rituals to pay respect to ancestors and guardian spirits (datuk), and express gratitude for their protection, while often accompanied by some form of music. Usik are also occasions for entertainment, and for gathering as a community of friends and families; and for this they play what are called “enjoyment songs” (or lagu buat seronok). Woven within these two musical contexts are a third type of song – part enjoyment and part ceremonial – whose song texts often convey rich local knowledge of Orak Lawoi history and the environment. 
All three types of music are performed by a percussion ensemble called berana. Berana named for the half-dozen or more, single-headed, frame- or stout-barrel drums that are its principle instruments, and in Malay are known by the cognate rebana. For this paper, I discuss several types of usik music, referred to collectively as main berana (literally, “play berana”) within the context of the biannual festivals known as usik pelacak, the largest and most festive occasions in the Orak Lawoi calendar.
An Inventory of Music for the Usik Pelacak
The pelacak festival takes place for three days during the full moons in May and October, and is held in at least six separate sites along the Andaman Sea Coast. The centerpiece for usik pelacak is a large, elaborately decorated model boat — the pelacak — which is cast to sea, carrying away misfortune, and bearing the souls of the recently departed to a final resting place on Mount Jerai. 
Before my focus turns to particular usik tunes, I’ll give a brief inventory of the various musical activities that take place over the course of the pelacak.
1) A seven-song commencement set (lagu buka bangsai) is played to open the pelacak, and to begin other events within the three day festival. These songs are sung in typical berana fashion, between a lead singer and a chorus, and have fixed texts in idiomatic Orak Lawoi. They are considered didactic to the community as a whole, describing, for example, sea tides and types of wood used in boat building.
2) Ronggeng, an early-twentieth-century arrival to the Andaman from popular Malayan culture. It is performed in a couple of different contexts. One is on the eve of major festivities, during the building of the pelacak boat, which is similar to the Malays’ traditional practice of performing dance and music on the night before a wedding: the malam kenduri. A second time where ronggeng is often performed is during the procession bearing the pelacak boat or other ritual items, though it is often less conspicuous than other processional musics.  
3) For the procession, the boat is escorted by a mixed-instrument (procession) ensemble that includes several Thai single-sided long drums (khlong yao), double-sided Malay barrel drums (gendang panjang), cymbals, gongs, and clappers. These songs vary from community to community, and tend to have repertoires that draw from heterogeneous sources. The typical format for each song is to sing a kepala, or chorus, taken from a well-known Malay or Thai popular or folk tune from decades gone by — which becomes a point of departure for alternating stanzas of sung pantun, the Malay lyrical poetry. In some cases, or at certain points within a procession, the music is wholly instrumental. 
4) Following the procession, berana music is performed again, adjacent to the spot where the procession comes to an end and the pelacak boat is laid to rest for the duration of nighttime activities. This is typically at the village’s principle mooring, on the beach, and just above the high water mark. The types and order of music performed here varies from community to community, but typically begins with the seven buka bangsai tunes, to be followed with songs beseeching the datuk, and then the ‘enjoyment’ tunes that form the greater part of this performance. 
5) Concurrent with the berana performed by the seaside is the much more conspicuous and well-attended ramwong dance that takes place on a specially built community stage or pavillion adjacent to the pelacak’s resting place. Nowadays the ramwong stage rarely features live music, and for the most part has very few traditional ramwong tunes (ramwong being a Central Thai social dance that was popular during the middle twentieth century). It is better seen as a village discotheque, where local DJs play the latest Thai pop songs with much repetition. Ocassionally, this will be accompanied by a few drummers on conga and drum set, or an improvised version of the latter made from an oil drum and a pair of berana (thong sam phrong).  
6) Outside of its sung repertorie, the berana ensemble also provides musical accompaniment to several particular rituals that take place on the beach, and which appear to vary among communities. One is called Lebale, in which the Orak Lawoi playfully scoop water from the sea and splash it upon each other. A second is just prior to the launch of the pelacak, when villagers stand at the high tide mark, vociferating and swaying side-to-side to a percussion accompaniment of drums emphasizing downbeats and gong and cymbals striking upbeats. They then dash halfway toward the sea where they and the music descend into a chaotic disarray before regrouping to repeat the same actions several more times. There is also music that accompanies the boat’s launch, though I have observed this to instrumental as well as sung.
The Berana Ensemble
Orak Lawoi berana music, like other aspects of their culture, draws from that of its Malay and Thai neighbors, yet comprises a thoroughly distinctive repertoire in comparison with other musical cultures within the region. The ensemble resembles — in form if not repertoire — several other Andaman Coast genres for which group singing and rebana playing are key elements including hadrah Islamic praise songs; beduan, a wedding music idiomatic to Perlis in northwestern Malaysia; and music accompanying local rural forms of likay and manora folk theaters. 
Berana instruments vary from place to place, but generally include wooden frame drums of roughly the same size (and are not typically differentiated by names according to their musical role, as elsewhere in Malay and Thai music), Malay barrel drums, a suspended gong, and wooden or bamboo clappers. Musicians perform seated on the ground or a cement floor covered in mats. They form a loose circle facing the group’s lead singer. Often seated together with them is the village shaman (tok moh), and placed around them are ritual offerings found commonly in the region: bowls of puffed rice (bertih), quid of betel leaf and areca nut, flowers, incense, tobacco, candles, alcoholic drinks, pillows, and money. 
Berana performers may be male or female. They are mostly older adults, though nowadays they are mostly the former. There is one surviving all-female ensemble, which is found on Lanta Island where it performs ritual repertoires. In the past, these are said to have been more common, but they and their repertoire have either disappeared or have been replaced by male-led ensembles. Within an ensemble, male or female, its lead- and second singers are village elders who are acknowledged specialists for their ability to recall berana songs and improvise poetic stanzas (pantun). 
The leader often begins with a simple drum rhythm that is most commonly in a four-beat meter. He or she sings an introductory verse or refrain, which a second singer or full chorus of all participants repeats. The other instruments enter soon after the leader begins with no set order to how they enter; it could take place gradually over the course of a stanza, or all at once following a declamatory line of song text. Tempi range — depending upon place and time — from the plodding datuk songs, commonly around 70-80 beats-per-minute (BPM), to a livelier 100-110 BPM for enjoyment songs, with a little fluctuation in performance. The texture gradually thickens, particularly where the barrel drums enter. The gong introduces a strong pulse, often in a syncopated counterpoint to the lead drum strokes. Each song lasts at least several minutes, with some lasting up to twenty minutes or more. 
The accompaniment is a combination of loose unison playing with the leader, with a few other players playing contrasting patterns. The latter is taken seriously by some who have special knowledge of how to play, and sometimes may be seen guiding others, like teachers within the drum circle. But there is a wide range of musical dispositions—from the playful, to the quiet introverts participating on the fringes—a large degree of spontaneity, and all infused with a good deal of drunkenness.  This inebriation may disrupt the music program, especially deep into the night when singers can no longer remember their pantun.
These descriptions are generalizations that attempt to portray common features of berana. In practice, some songs are faster, some involve syncopation in the fundamental rhythm pattern, in some cases only the leader sings — but the overall gestalt of berana music is much like one would expect from a community of non-professional performers, who perform rather infrequently, and are typically inebriated when doing so. 
For all berana songs, as soon as the music begins, dancers gravitate to the sacred objects and begin circumambulating in a counterclockwise direction, or what they call pusing berana. For the usik pelacak these objects include — at different places and times — the pelacak boat, guardian posts called padak (that occupy the same location as the boat for the third festival day), and vats of “medicinal” blessed water (aya’ ubai), but for other usik may be ancestor/spirit shrines, or the group of musicians themselves. It is an informal affair that sees the participation of old and young alike, and in which anyone—non-Orak Lawoi included—may take part. Dancers might number in the dozens, or late into the night, see only a few stragglers remain. Everyone dances as they please within a basic format: ambling around with feet stepping lightly forward in time with the music, raising and lowering their arms in alternation with elbows bent or straight, pointing downward or to the side. Hands are held out in front of the chest with fingers spreading in and out like flower petals, and rotating at the wrists to display their palms or dorsal sides. Not everyone moves like this; many just saunter around the circle with arms hanging loosely at their sides. Some gesticulate wildly like figures in a shadow puppet play. The circular procession continues until the singer yells “finished” (job in Thai), and musicians stop playing. The dancers then depart the circle and stand at the side awaiting another song, or wander to other areas within the festival grounds.
Berana Repertoire
I will now give several examples of berana songs. As I mentioned at the outset, the larger berana repertoire may be classified as datuk songs (lagu datuk), “enjoyment” songs (lagu buat seronok), and songs that convey Orak Lawoi knowledge of their history and environment. This latter category may be broken down into general usik songs such as the lagu buka bangsai, and pelacak-specific songs (lagu pelacak). These are informal, yet native categories as explained to me by my informants. For the outside observer, they help in identifying a song’s place and function within a performance context.
Lagu Datuk
Datuk songs are brief and simple entreaties for forgiveness and protection from the supernatural world, sung as strophic melodies with a narrow melodic compass and generally at slow tempi. “Datuk Gunung Jerai” for example — the text and music which is partially transcribed here —addresses the guardian spirit of that mountain. 
Its texts read:
	O Datuk, Datuk Gunung Jerai
	O guardian spirit of Mount Jerai

	Minta maaf, minta ampun
	[we] request forgiveness, request [your] pardon

	Tolong jaga, tolong bela
	Please guard [us], please defend [us]

	Anak cucu, semua rata
	Your children and grandchildren, all equally
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“Enjoyment” tunes account for the greater part of berana performances repertoire and, like those played in procession, originate in a hodgepodge of old and new Malayan or Thai sources interpolated with local pantun by the Orak Lawoi. These tunes do not need to follow a specific order or be connected to particular events within the festival context. They are often upbeat, rowdy, spontaneous, and full of vociferations, but in terms of ensemble texture are very similar to the non-datuk, ritual-type songs.
Usik Songs: General and Specific 
Finally, for the pelacak-specific songs I choose to highlight two for their interesting pantun text forms, “Tok Pek” and “Long-pong.” “Tok Pek” is a story of an eponymous protagonist’s circumnavigatory journey by boat around Lanta Island. I will explain why this is significant in a second. For “Tok Pek,”  each four-line quatrain consists of two parts. In the first part, he travels around the island, shipwrecked (line 1) and forced to swim to safety (line 2). The second part—lines 3 and 4— offer insights into Orak Lawoi lifestyle, culture, and personal details about Tok Pek. As illustrated below, the quatrains are “linked” at two points: (1) by borrowing the place name of line 2, where Tok Pek swims to safety, as the place where he is shipwrecked in the subsequent quatrain; and (2) by a similar arrangement of line 4 becoming line 3 in the subsequent quatrain. Thus, in the first part we follow Tok Pek around the coast of Lanta, and as he journeys counterclockwise around the island, to learn the indigenous Orak Lawoi names for each station along the way: names that are increasingly forgotten by the community themselves and mostly unknown to local Thai-speakers and outsiders. As Lanta Island is of profound importance to the Orak Lawoi—being the physical center of their community, and because of its long settled history, a second ancestral home, after Gunung Jerai—Tok Pek’s journey around the island (and abode of many of their spirits) may also be seen in the analog of circle dancing around sacred objects. According to Mawi Thalaeluek, one of three surviving community members who can recite “Tok Pek,” it is also symbolic of the traditional annual migration of the Orak Lawoi between seasonal east and west winds: the song begins on the east coast and heads west, and later returns, literally full-circle.
Melodically, “Tok Pek” is sung as a strophic series of quatrains, in which each quatrain is divided into two, four-measure phrases of four beats apiece (see Figure 5). Each phrase is repeated once by the second singer (indicated at letter b). Additional pauses of a measure or more may be taken by the first singer when collecting his thoughts. The melody of the first half rises from its lowest to highest pitch in the first measure—a perfect fifth in compass—and subsequently makes a descending return to the first “fundamental” pitch. Among its five-pitch set, the three that occur most frequently outline intervals roughly equivalent to the minor triad in Western musical theory (ACE in the given transcription, though these are not intended as exact pitches or interval relationships). The second half has a narrower compass of four pitches, with the highest a perfect fourth above the fundamental pitch to which it ultimately descends. Overall, through the pitch selection and contour, each strophic melody returns “full circle” to end at its starting pitch. 
The second song I wish to mention is “Long-pong,” the first lagu buka bangsai, and therefore the first song played in any ceremonial or festive event. It is a song that is ostensibly about the rising and falling tides, according to my informants, but in its texts are references that show overlaps between Malay and Orak Lawoi societies. Some notes on its construction: (1) new lines end “detam rangai timang e-daya”; (2) lines that are repeats end in “delang delang delang ke longpong.” There are more texts that remain to be analyzed for their forms, so this area is still very much a work-in-progress. I hope that some of you who are familiar with pantun forms elsewhere might have some comments or suggestions.
Conclusions
Main berana reveals much about the tangible and intangible in the Orak Lawoi worldview. It is a source of practical knowledge about the environment, their cosmology and understanding of the unseen realm that guides and protects them. Ultimately, music in the pelacak remains important to the community because it aims to obtain successful outcomes and meaning to their daily lives: by expeling malevolent elements from the village, helping souls of the departed return “home,” healing illness, bringing bountiful harvests from land and sea, and connecting them to their history and identity.  
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