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Oceanic 
Songlines

An innovative new 
project brings together 
related cultures across 
the Pacific and Indian 
Oceans. Its founder, 
Tim Cole, speaks to 
Simon Broughton

What Small Island Big Song has done is amazing: it’s 
woven us back together,” says Jerome Kavanagh 
from Aotearoa (New Zealand). “The great migration 

from Taiwan and out into the Pacific wasn’t just one journey, 
it was a multitude back and forth, but then it stopped. So fast 
forward to 2018 and this is weaving us back together. For this 
to happen with these guys is like a dream. This is my best ever 
musical project, it’s like the optimum top.”

I’ve just posed the singer a very mundane question asking 
what the Maori song in Small Island Big Song is about. But 
his enthusiasm and excitement are palpable. The song ‘Manu 
Koroki’ is a weaving song, but for Kavanagh it is also a whole 
metaphor about reuniting an extended family of musicians 
spread over half the Earth’s surface from Taiwan to New 
Zealand, from Hawaii to Madagascar. True, he is still buzzing 
from a stunning performance the dozen-strong band have just 
given at Spain’s Etnosur Festival, but there is indeed something 
quite unique about the whole Small Island Big Song project. 

Conceived by Australian music producer Tim Cole, Small 
Island Big Song takes its inspiration from the relatively recent 
discovery (which is supported by both linguistic and DNA 
evidence) that many of the island peoples of the South Pacific 
and Indian Ocean originated in Taiwan and made astonishing 
seafaring journeys that began some 5,000 years ago, well 
before they built the pyramids in Egypt. They form the world’s 
sixth biggest language group – Austronesian – which means 

oceanic songlines connecting the musicians from 16 countries 
who are participating in this project.

“I think it’s beautiful because in Sarawak the average 
Joe doesn’t know we might have come from Taiwan and 
Austronesia,” says Alena Murang. She is Kelabit from Sarawak, 
Malaysia, and sings and plays the sapé, which she learned from 
Matthew Ngau, the leading protagonist of the instrument (see 
#139). “Having younger people follow me on social media, they 
are blown away by this new but old narrative.”  

Photos by BaoBao C
hen &

 Tim
 Cole



I SSUE  142  › SONGL INES  39WWW.SONGL INES .CO.UK

S M A L L  I S L A N D  B I G  S O N G

Clockwise 
from above: 

Markham Galut 
from Papua 

New Guinea; 
Alena Murang 
from Borneo 
and Charles 
Maimarosia 

from the 
Solomon Islands

Cole selected musicians from across the vast region and 
asked them to suggest a song “which they are proud to 
represent their cultural heritage with” and suggest a location 
to record and film it, “a place which has a meaning to them 
and their culture.” Then with overdubs these soon became 
collaborative songs with musicians from across Austronesia. 
“Over three years we visited 16 island nations, recorded around 
50 sessions, working with well over 100 musicians, which I 
edited and produced into one soundtrack of 18 songs – a living 
album and we plan to keep adding to it and updating it.”

The album begins, appropriately enough with the sound of 
the ocean in Taiwan and a Taiwanese aboriginal song saying 
‘Sing, relax and let’s sing together, I’m happy you are 
with me. I heard your call.’ The following two 
songs come from Rapa Nui (Easter Island) and 
Madagascar marking the furthest reaches of 
the Austronesian travels. Some of the songs are 
stripped down with minimal accompaniment 
or just sounds from the natural environment, 
like the Maori song ‘Manu Koroki’, 
which involves just vocals, birdsong 
and the sound of the indigenous 
Aotearoa forest plus the delicate 
plucking of a sapé from Sarawak. 
Others involve many of the artists 
in a complicated mix, such as 
‘Ka Va’Ai Mai Koe’ (Give Me 
Your Hand), composed by Yoyo 
Tuki, which has become a sort of 
anthemic song for the project. “For 
me it goes beyond the music,” he says. 
“Our ancestors came from somewhere 

and we have all sat together and shared common words in our 
native languages from Taiwan to Easter Island to Madagascar 
to Borneo.” All the musicians around him nod in agreement. 

Every track has its natural sound: of forest, beach, river, 
volcano, baobabs, mangrove swamp. The latter is the 
background for ‘Alie Sike’ (the track on the covermount CD) 
on Bougainville, the main island of Papua New Guinea. 
Composed by Koyawa, the son of a tribal chief, with Ben 
Hakalitz, the drummer with Yothu Yindi, the song is backed by 
the slapping bass bamboo tubes of the Yumi Yet Bamboo Band, 
plus the intricate plucked lines of the Malagasy valiha – a feast 
of bamboo music. Cole vetoed guitars as they are not native 
to the Austronesian people, so the valiha, ukulele and other 

plucked instruments take that role on the album.
What’s interesting to hear from the musicians is how the 

indigenous populations are regarded in different locations. 
The word maori actually means ‘natural’ or ‘ordinary’ as 
opposed to pakeha, which denotes non-Maori, European 
people. In New Zealand they comprise about 15% of the 

population and these days there’s a pride in the 
indigenous culture and the language is widely 

taught in schools, even to non-Maori. The Maori 
haka (war-chant) has become an iconic symbol of 

pride, sung before All Blacks’ international rugby 
matches since 1905. The half-Maori musician, 

Jerome Kavanagh sings a haka, ‘Stand Strong! 
Stand True!’ on the Taiwanese song ‘Uyas 
Gerakun’ (Welcome to Join My Family), 
backed by massed percussion and drums.

But in Taiwan the singer Ado Kaliting 
Pacidal (of the Amis, or Pangcah, people) tells 

how as a child she wanted to hide her identity and  
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learned Mandarin so she could avoid 
discrimination and pass as Chinese. In 
Taiwan, the aboriginal population is 
only around two per cent and for years 
were described as gaoshan (mountain 
people), although now they are officially 
named yuanzhumin (indigenous 
people). In 1984 an indigenous 
movement started and in 2016, Taiwan’s 
President Tsai, the first female president, 
formally apologised for centuries of 
“pain and mistreatment” of the aboriginal population. 

In Taiwan, Ado Kaliting Pacidal is not just a singer, but 
a TV presenter and actress. For her, Small Island Big Song 
raises a different narrative to the dominant political story of 
Taiwan and China. “Taiwan isn’t just connected to China, but 
is connected to the rest of the world in another way and this is 
important to tell. Austronesian culture is a gift to the world.”

The project manager and Cole’s partner, BaoBao Chen, is 
also Taiwanese but grew up unaware of the island’s indigenous 
culture. She only became aware of it after moving to Australia 
and working with Cole with aboriginal communities there.  

The album’s title Small Island Big Song has overtones of 
Australia’s anthemic song for aboriginal land rights and 
recognition ‘From Little Things Big Things Grow’ by Kev 
Carmody and Paul Kelly. I’m sure that’s intentional as this 
project is also about more than reuniting the Austronesian 
family. For one thing, the album is organised with Fair Trade 

principles in mind, with 50% of profits 
going to the artists and NGOs. There’s 
also a strong ecological agenda to the 
project. “Our relationship to the natural 
environment is the single biggest issue 
we face as a planet,” says Cole. “We are 
clearly out of harmony, all the signs are 
there. The scientists are doing their job 
and as a music producer what can I do? 
Produce music for those who speak for 
the trees and the seas.”

One of the tracks was recorded in Vanuatu where climate 
change is affecting crops, fishing and tourism; another in the 
Solomon Islands where some villages have been swept away by 
rising sea levels and many of the songs – in Madagascar, Hawaii 
and Papua New Guinea – are about protecting the environment. 

“Australia is in the heart of one of the great civilisations of 
the world – the Austronesian one,” says Cole. “And as we face 
an uncertain future – environmentally, racially and culturally 
– we need to face that together. Besides taking away some 
incredible music from a region of the world which most of 
the world feels distant from, we hope, through the album, the 
videos and live performance, to bring more understanding of 
our relationship to these environments and cultures.”  

+  ALBUM Small Island Big Song is a Top of the World review in 
this issue, see p81 or track 8 on the covermount CD 

+  ONLINE www.smallislandbigsong.com 

“As a music 
producer, what 

can I do? Produce 
music for those 

who speak for the 
trees and the seas”

Producer of the project, 
Tim Cole, recording in 
Ankiveo in Madagascar


