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Thesis Abstract

Parallelism is a fundamental yet overlooked organizational device in
the composition of Lao literature. This device is used in the creation of style,
developing in complexity and sublety from the spoken language, prose, to
poetic literature. In literature composed in the poetic form of Kawn A:n, the
plot on every level is organized in an intricate and symmetrical layering of
parallel pairs. Narrative is built from a pattern which can be referred to as
AAB, which consists of two initial sections, parallel in meaning and
frequently similar in grammatical structure, followed by a third and final
section which provides a conclusion. AAB patterns, which can be of any
length, have traditionally been used by Lao (and other Tai) poets to narrate a
progression of ideas, time, or events. Typically within a Lao story there are
numeraus layers of overlapping patterns. There is a consistent symmetry in
the placement of smaller patterns inside of larger ones.

The AAB pattern provides a model from which the evolution of a Lao
story can be interpreted. A comparative study reveals that when a story is
copied, the text evolves through the systematic grafting of new AAB patterns
onto older patterns, the enlargement of existing patterns, and the
strengthening of existing parallels between statements, It appears that the
continual recopying of Lao literature is responsible for the incredible
intricacy of its paraliel layers.

This thesis, in its initial chapter, also provides a general description of
Lao literature, including the topics: a) the history of ancient Lao scripts and
literature, b) the relationship between the literature and the Buddhist
religion, ¢) sources of the literature in other sacieties, d) literary works in
the Nitsay, Hayy and Kaun An literary forms: the different roles they play
and the circumstances of their compaosition, transcription, performance, and
preservation, e) the relationship between the literatures of Lanna and Laas,
f) the major plot types, g) the use of formula and themes, h) the rale of
creativity in composition and transcription, and i) a history of the study of
parallelism and a consideration of the role that parallelism plays in
traditional Lao literary narrative.

The inventory in the appendix provides a list of 142 warks of Lao
literature, describing the literary forms in which they are written, their




length, extent of distribution, published equivalents, and possible
relationship with works in other societies.
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Introductory Notes:

1 All of the passages from Lao literature quoted in this thesis, unless
otherwise noted, are taken from palm leaf manuscripts rather than printed

sources. When passages are quoted from the works N"ANINI0N (Thaw
Kam Ka: Dam), #1080012U0 (Thaw Katthana:m), $99N0°09LN6RY (Thaw

Kampha: Kai Kaew), and Q;UZ‘]S‘:U (Khun Baurom), page numbers are

provided both in the manuscript from which they are taken and in a more
readily accessible published transcription. Bear in mind, however, that the
transcription may differ slightly from the manuscript version that has been
quoted'

2: The English transliteration of Lao and Thai words and names follow the
rules explained in the appendix. The major exception consists of words
which are commoniy spelled a certain way in English, for example, Laos, Lan
Xang, etc. This includes names of ethnic groups and Lao and Thai provinces
and large towns? The spelling of the names of authors who write in English,
regardless of nationality, follows the author’s chosen spelling,

3: Published transcriptions, adaptations, etc. of works of Lao literature
referred to in this thesis are listed under their title in the section "Titles of
Published Versions of Lao Works of Literature’ in the bibliography of Thai
and Lao language sources in the appendix.

4: When reference is made to a book written in Lao, the symbol (L) appears
after the name of its author Books in non-western languages lacking this
symbol are exclusively Thai.

' The printed version of Tha:w Kam Ka Dam, transcribed by Suphon Somjitsripanya; was copied
from the identical manuscript that is quoted in this thesis. Further information concerning the printed
versions of Thaw Kam Ka Dam and Thaw Katthana:n can be found under their titles in the section
‘Titles of Published Versions of Works of Lao Literature’ in the Thai bibliography. Information
concerning the published versions of the other two stories can be found in the similar section of the Lao
bibliography.

* However, these words are spelled according to the transcription rules when they occur as part of
the title of a Lao or Thai book or manuscript.
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Chapter One: Lao Literature: An Introduction

Lao literature is a branch of a larger literary tradition that is shared by
several Tai speaking groups of mainland Southeast Asia, including the Yuan,
Kheun, and Leu' Literature within this tradition can be found throughout
Laos, north and northeastern Thailand, northeastern Burma, and parts of
southern China.

A fundamental characteristic of Lao literature, both prose and poetry, is
the consistent use of repetition and parallelism. Upon reading Lao stories, it
is noticeable that after a certain event has occurred or an idea has been stated,
that the same event or idea, expressed in slightly different form, will be
repeated continuously. This element of the literature has led people to
observe, generally in not so favorable terms, that it is repetitive and not
overly original. However, upon examination of exactly how and why Lao
literature repeats itself, one sees that rather than bein g haphazard or the sign
of Jack of skill on the part of a compaoser, the repetition is ordered very
systematically. What has been dismissed as an inconsequential and, if
anything, negative aspect of the literature, is, in fact, its basic structural
principle. The plot of Lao literature on every level is composed of an
intricate and symmetrical layering of paraliel pairs.

My thesis is an examination of parallelism in traditional Lao literature.
The thesis grew out of the realization that the medium in which Lao

" There has been much debate in recent years within Thailand over an appropriate name for the
literature. There is a hesitation about calling the literature Lao because mare of the ethnic Lao (who are
the composers, transcribers, and performers of such works) live at present within the political
boundaries of the Thai state than do in Laos. | myself, however, consider Lao the most appropriate labet
for the literature because the one common bond that links together its practitioners is that they are
either ethnic Lao or appear to have borrowed fundamental elements within the tradition from the Lao.
(Certain ethnic groups with strong cultural links with the Lao, such as the Phuthai and the Tai Aet of
northeastern Laos, also maintain a similar literary tradition.) Many Thai books written on the tapic refer
to the literature as belonging to I'san, Isan being the Thai name for the region of northeastern Thaitand
where the majority of the ethnic Lao live. The literature described in these baoks was traditionally
recorded in Lao scripts by ethnically Lao people both in northeastern Thailand and throughout Laos. To
label it as the literature of Isam, a region of Thailand, is to place modern political boundaries on a
cultural tradition that was in its prime before such boundaries were in existence. Another common label
for the literature is ‘The Literature of the Kingdom of Lan Xang’ Lan Xang was an ancient Lao kingdom
whose territory included both present-day Laos and much of present-day northeastern Thailand. The
Lao literary tradition began and many of its classic works were composed during the time of this
kingdom. However the kingdom disintegrated in the seventeenth century whereas the literary tradition
did not. As explained on pages 16-17, alarge percentage of Lao literature and in particular Lao poetic
works are distributed exclusively outside of the traditional cultural centers of Lan Xang and were
probably composed after its demise. Several warks, such as Tha:w Laa Kham, Fheun Wiangian, etc.
are known to have ariginated considerably after the time of Lan Xang, even centuries afterwards. The
literary tradition was quite active up until the earliest twentieth century, and exists at present. Therefore,
although the tradition had its ongins in the literature of Lan Xang, the label is misleading.
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literature has been recorded and performed is foreign both to contemporary
western and Southeast Asian scholars, and only if this foreignness is taken
into account can a balanced study be made. An understanding of parallelism
is an important step towards the ‘decoding’ of the literature that is necessary
before an appreciation of its contents can truly be gained.

Lao literature has been the topic of little research in the west. The best
work has been produced by the French, the former colonizers of Laos? In
English, there is virtually no published description of the subject. There is a
short chapter on Lao literature by P B. Lafont in Southeast Asia: Languages
And Literature translated from the French. However, ancient literature is
given slightly over a single page of treatment’ There is an article by
Phouvong Phimmasone in Kingdom of Laas which is entertaining but
filled with opinions without supporting evidence.! There are short articles
in Laos: Area Handbook, and Laos: it’s people, its society, it’s culture, both of
which are not only similar in content but in sections identically worded’

¢ Even French works, however, are few. The major works are Recherches Sur La Litterature
Laotienne by Louis Finot and Le Roman Classique Lao by Dr. A Peltier The latter is the more
comprehensive survey of the literature.

* The article includes a wide range of subject matter including the history of ancient and modern
Lao literature, the Lao language, descriptions of the literature of various Tai ethnic groups within Laos,
etc. Laos by P. B. Lafont

* Examples are as follows: a) The author speculates that ‘manuscripts of novels that are in Lao
characters’ are not older than the nineteenth century due to the shape of the letters observed on the
manuscripts.” (p.343) Manuscripts, however, are constantly recopied and there is no reason why the
transcriber would preserve an archaic form of script. b) ‘Poems of the popular tales seem to date back to
before the fourteenth century’ (p.343). Firstly, the ‘poems of the popular tales’ are precisely the works,
mentioned above, that are recorded in Lao characters that he states are no older than the nineteenth
century. Secondly, there is no evidence of the existence of any Lac manuscripts or poetry before the
sixteenth century. c) ‘The first novels written in Tham are Champa Siton, Bouddhasen, and Usaparot’.
(p-343) According to the author, works written in the Tham script are composed in prose form and
consist of the earliest of Lao literary warks. {p.343) The problem with these statements is that firstly, there
is no historical evidence that indicates when the above three works were written, To state that they are
the 'first Lao novels’ is not strictly based on the truth. Secondly, the first of the three works mentioned
(which are described collectively as 'these prose novels’} is written solely in verse, and is more commanly
recorded in Lao than in Tha:m. d) *.(Lao poetry) is fairly rigid in structure and obeys the rules laid down
by Treatises on grammar and versification.’ (p.336) On the contrary, the poetry is very flexible, and there
are no known traditional treatises describing its style of versification. Literature by Phouvong
Phimmasone

*Their source is likely to be the articles on Lao literature and versification in Kingdom of Laos,
edited by Rene De Berval, based upon their wording and content.
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They are unreliable as a source due to their many errors® Lao versification
is treated in an article by Thao Nhouy Abhay in Kingdom of Laos, and in
Courting Foetry of the Lao by Carol Compton.” Finally, there are translations
and commentary on a few individual stories, including Phadaeng Nang
Al by Wajuppa Tossa and Lao tales related to the Indian Ramayana and the
legend of Krishna by Sahai Sachchidanand®

Due to the lack of English source materials, it is necessary to begin this
thesis with an introduction to Lao literature. Included within the
introduction is a general background on the study of parallelism, and the

*In the 1972 version of Laos: Area Handback , on pp.145-148, it states that a) ‘Historical writings
consists of anonymous chronicles in Pali’ (p.147) Historical writing is never written in Pali. The most
famous work, Nithan Khun Bawrom, (which the book on the same page spells incorrectly as Nilam
Khun Burom), is one of the few Lao literary works that is not anonymous. b) ‘Secular literature had its
origins in epics dating from the thirteenth century, but little is known of these works’ (p-146) There is, in
fact, nothing known of these works or even of their existence. c) ‘The greatest known Laotian poem, one
known by every literate Laotian, is the Sin Xay. Taken from the Indic Panna:sa Jataka, it has been
preserved in its entirety...’ (pp.146-147) The work ‘Sin Xay’ is not taken from the Panya:sa Jataka', nor is
the Panyasa Jataka Indic in its origin. Lao literature, such as the work that is mentioned, is commanly
known to Lao people whether or not they are literate, as literary works are not read privately but rather
performed in public. d) ‘The most madern Lao literature i$ derived from prose novels based on
Buddhist writings. The form of the novels, however, was changed to verse in the 19th century’ (p.147) It
is likely that this comment is based upon an erroneous statement originally made by Phouvong
Phimmasaone in his article on Lao literature that have been discussed in point ‘a’ of footnote 4. If Mr.
Phimmasone had considered the spelling of Lao as well as the shape of its characters within certain
manuscripts, we might have wound up with a conclusive statement in Laos: .Area Handbook that the
Lao literary tradition began after the communist party came into power in 1975. There are many other
mistakes within the approximately three pages of text. Mention will anly briefly be made of the other
waork, Laas: its peaple its society its culture, to which many of the previously stated errors also apply. It
concludes its section on literature stating that the ‘prevailing mood of Lao literature’ is ‘unconditional
resignation to life, however unpleasant it may be’, ‘Melanchaly’ is the ‘underlying motif’. (p.93) A major
theme of Lao literature is the struggle of a hero from the under-class to improve the status of himself
and his family and seize the throne from an evil king. This hardly seems to me to be ‘resignation’.
Melancholy is also a strange description of the literature, which more typicaily is the precise Opposite.

" By far the best treatment of Lao versification in a western language is included in the third chapter,
La Versification Et La Langue Des Textes Laos, of Le Raman Classic Laa by Dr. A. Peltter. Of the
English language sources, Carol Compton’s book gives a better general survey. She translates from a
Lao text on versificatian, Santhalaksana, by Maha: Sila: Wirawong, and discusses how it applies to the
Lao oral verse that she studied. The article Versification by Thao Nhouy Abhay also gives a good
general introduction to versification, taking into account the influence that the medium has on the
literature’s form. The author’s praise of the work Sang Sinsai  at the expense of the rest of Lao
literature, and his reasons behindit, however, should be taken with a grain of salt.

® One particularly misleading idea that has been repeated in the majority of previous western works
of scholarship is that Lao stories are identical in their plot. (A notable exception is Dr. A. Peltier 's work,
Le Roman Classic Laa). Phouvang Phimmasone, in his article on Lao literature, gives a list of the ‘most
often to be met’ characters within the literature: the hero, Indra, Kinnaris, Yaks, hermit-magicians, and
the princess.’ (pp.343-34d) A similar list is included in Laos: Area Handbook (p.147) and P.B. Lafont's
article Laos. (p.72) In his article on versification, Thao Nhouy Abhay states that works of Lao literature
‘are all pretty much alike as regards the subject matter and also the form... (p.347) A similar sentiment
Is also echoed in Laos: its people its society its culture, where it states that the cantents of long epics,
with the exception of Sinsai, are all ‘similar and monotonous’ (p91), and in P B. Lafont's article. where a
comment that the literature is ‘not remarkably original’ is followed by a list of the stereotypical
Characters. (p.72) The truth, however, is that the group of characters listed above is included in one of
four major plot types (as described on Pp.59-64 of this chapter), not in the majority of the literature. Even
in the plot type in which they occur, many of the ‘most often to be met’ characters will frequently nat be
found. Lao literary scholarship is similar to Lao literature in that it tends to consist of a chain of
transcribers who copy what others have previously written. The advantage of Lao literature is that the
transcribers are expected to correct mistakes, nat merely copy them.
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forms that parallelism takes within the Lao literary tradition. The

introduction concludes with an outline of the thesis.
The Extent of Lao Literature

The Lao have recorded in writing a wide variety of subject matter. Most
if not all of Lac manuscripts could be considered forms of literature. Similar
to the Malay as described by Dr. Amin Sweeney, the Lao do not appear to
have traditionally distinguished between writing as an art and as a craft’
Regardless of the topic being addressed, the composers have tended to use an
artistic style of expression. Frequently, the texts are recorded in verse, or if in
prose, the prose is filled with alliteration, assonance, and the rhythmic
matching of parallel statements.

Lao writing can be divided into the following categories:

A: Waorks in which a story is told; The majority of writing within the Lao
language falls within this category.

B: Didactic works where moral teachings are composed in verse; They are
commonly written as if the counsel of one relation to another, for example,
the teachings of a father to his son, etc. This type of work includes
Inthinya:n Saun Luk, Pu: Saun Lan, etc

C: Poetic works which make extensive use of Phanya; a type of Lao poetry
that has traditionally been used in the courtship between young men and
women. The most famous work, a romantic poem entitled Sa:n Leupasun,
has been interpreted as a coded ode of resistance to the Thai composed
during the time of the Lao king Jao Anu.”

D: Works that describe the creation of the world and/or predict, in various
stages, the future. Many of the works are based to some degree on Buddhist

* Authors and Audiences by Dr. Amin Sweeney p.14

" For a detailed explanation, see Wannakhadi Law by Bausaengkham et al. pp.269-274. San
Leupasun has served as the inspiration for political works both for and against the present govemment.
FPheuy San Leup Bau Sun by S Desa: (L), a lengthy poem printed in Laos in 1984, interprets the
work as the struggle of Lao for freedom from foreign domination. The musical tape Sa:n Leup Bau:
Sun, available at present at Lao stores throughout the United States, has an anti-communist message.
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doctrine, describing the stages of the world in terms of the evolution of the
Buddhist religion, its disappearance, and ultimate regeneration. Warks
include Ka.ta Nap Meu: Suay, Kaisaun Dauk Bua, Sang Haum That, and
Latsi: Sunthaun. The poetic work Pu: Sangasa: Nya: Sangasi; is one of
several related accounts of the creation of the world common among various
Tai-speaking groups, including the Yuan, Kheun, and Shan."

E: Historical chronicles, in which myth plays an important role; Chronicles
include a) historical accounts of the Kingdom of Lan Xang, such as Khun
Baurom (which also describes the origins of humanity), b} historical
accounts of various regions, such as Phongsawadan Jampha:ssak (Chronicles
of Champhasak), Phongsa:wada:n Attapheu (Chronicles of Attapheu), etc, ¢j
histarical accounts of various religious sites or abjects, such as FPheu:n Fhra
Kae:w, Pheun Fhra Bang etc, and d) historical accounts of Southeast Asian
history, such as Fhra fao Liap Lok and Ulangkhatha:t, which describe the
Buddha's fabled journey throughout Laos and surrounding countries. One
of the more recent historical works is Pheun Wia:ngjan, an account of the
battle between Jao Anu of Vientiane and the Thai during the beginning of
the nineteenth century. While most of the works are composed in prose,
there a few notable exceptions, including Pheun Wiangjan, Tamnan Lan
Sang, and some versions of Khun Baurom.

F: Texts of astrology, incantations, and the calling of the Khwan spirit;”

These texts are often written in verse. A popular poetic form for such texts is
Hay, which is based upon rhyme between poetic lines.

G Medicinal Treatises;

H: Buddhist refigious texts from the Pali canon, and religious commentaries;

For the purpose of this thesis, the discussion of Lao literature will be

" See Pathomamudamulli: by Dr A, Peltier pp.183-184
"# Khwan'’ is a type of guardian spirit, a large number of which are believed to reside in one’s body.
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restricted to the first category, works in which a story is told”

There are approximately one hundred and forty two works that fall into
category A of Lao literature! There is no way to give an exact figure as the
works are scattered throughout Laos and northeastern Thailand, including
many places within Laos that have been inaccessible to researchers for years.
Although there are some stories that occur throughout Laos, or within one
of its major regions (north, central, or south), there are also many works that
have an extremely limited distribution. In the past, surveys of Lao
manuscripts (which have never distinguished with any consistency between
the various categories) have been made specifically of collections within
temple libraries. The surveys have out of necessity been limited in scope,
and filled with error® A sizable percentage of Lao manuscripts also exist in
private hands of which a survey has never been attempted.

The maijority of Lao stories (sixty-eight waorks) are composed solely in a
poetic form known as Kaun A:n which can be performed bath on religious
and secular occasions. There are also a sizable number of works which are
intended exclusively for Buddhist religious use: Thirty-four stories in a
prose form known as Nitsay and thirteen stories in the verse form of Hay.
An additional twenty-three works exist in Nitsay prose (and/or Hay) and

™ There are some works that overlap categories. If a work revolves around a central plot, it is
included in category A whether or not it simultaneously falls in another category. For example, the
didactic work Tha:w Khamsaun is included in the first category because it follows a story-line. Similarly,
there are several literary renditions of Lao history which tell a story, for example, Thaw Hung Tha:w
Jeu'ang Thaw Ba: fewang King Jewang Han, and Thaw Lao Kham , the first three of which
describe the adventures of the historical figure Thaw Jeu'ang Jataka tales, stories of the lives of the
Bodhisattva taken from the Buddhist Tripitaka, are also included in Category A.

'* Alist of Lao works of literature is provided in the appendix.

'* There have been a number of surveys that have been made within the past. by Finot in 1917,
Khem in 1958, and La Font in 1959. The surveys document manuscripts in temples within Luang
Prabang, Vientiane, and Champhasak. The French surveys, particularly those not written in the Lao
script, suffer from frequent misspelling of titles that often render them unrecognizable. There is no
attempt in any of the surveys to indicate whether the contents of the works are religious, histarical,
literary, etc. At the same time, individual works are often repeatedly listed cue to alternate titles. Finally
because of the great changes in Laos since the time of these surveys, a large percentage of the
manuscripts are no longer in the temples where they are listed. In the past several years, an ambitious
inventory of manuscripts has been conducted within northeastern Thailand with the sponsorship of
Toyota. Again, there is no standardization of titles. Approximately twenty volumes have been printed
listing the findings. While useful, only a small percentage of temples within a given province have been
surveyed, and surveys of several important provinces were barely started before the funding ran out.
This is the case, for example, with Naung Kha, a province which should have been given high priority in
the survey due to its historical connection to the ancient Lao capital of Vientiane. More distressing than
the survey's incompleteness, however, is the fact that when 1 attempted to find manuscripts in several
villages in Ubon province based upon the survey, I faund not one of the manuscripts listed, and was
informed that no one had visited the village to make such a survey. The accuracy of the survey
apparently depends upon the region. [ was more successful in making use of the survey in Maha

Sarakham province where the boaks were published. At present, a Toyota funded survey is under-way
in Laos.
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Kaun An poetic versions.® Finally, there are many tales that occur in two
or more Kaun An poetic versions that vary widely.

The length of a story varies. An average work is slightly over one
hundred leaves. There are, however, many stories that are under forty
leaves in length and also many that exceed seven hundred leaves.

Lao Manuscripts

There are several methods of recording Lao texts. The majority of Lao
writing is recorded onto the leaves of a species of palm tree. The leaves are
cut into long strips that serve as pages, after which a metal stylus is used to
inscribe the wards. Rubber oil is applied to the text, darkening the grooves
made by the stylus, and then excess oil is wiped off with rice chaff, sand, or
other available material. Once inscribed, holes are pierced into the leaves,
which are then bound with string inside of two long strips of wood that
serve as covers. Under good conditions, palm leaf texts can last aver a
hundred years. Lao manuscripts are continually recopied both for purposes
of circulation and to preserve the warks as the leaves that they are written on
begin to deteriorate.

Lao literature is also occasionally written on folding books made of
white mulberry paper!” Less commaonly, some stories are recorded on small
strips of bamboo that are tied togetherin bunches.

The History of Lao Scripts and Literature

Lao literature is largely developed from the literary tradition of the
Yuan, a Tai group inhabiting the area that is now northern Thailand. The
two scripts in which the literature is recorded, Tham'" and Lao, are closely
related to and probably derived from their Yuan counterparts, Tua: Meu'aing
and Fak Kham. To understand the linguistic and literary history of Laos, it
is necessary therefore to appreciate the close relationship between the Lao
Kingdom of Lan Xang and the Yuan Kingdom of Lanna. The Thai have

** There are four additional stories of which I am unsure of the form. The figures given here are
based on the inventory of Lao literature in the appendix, and are approximate. Further research will no
doubt uncover the existence of a certain number of additional works.

'" This practice is more common among the Yuan, Kheun and Leu.
*® The name for the Lao script, ‘Tham, ie. dharma, reflects its religious use.
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traditionally considered the people of both kingdoms to be Lao. This belief is
also held by the historian George Coedes, and western missionaries who
have worked within the area” The Yuan and the Lao themselves express in
their chronicies an ancient belief that they were originally one and the same.
According to the Lao chronicle Khun Baurom, the first ruler of Yonok (i.e.
the Yuan) was Khun Kham Phuang, the fourth son of Khun Bawrom, the
tirst Lao king™ In Phongsa:wada:n Chiang Mai (Chronicles of Chiang Mai),
the Mangra:yy dynasty traces its ancestors back to a king referred to as Pu: Jao
Lao Jok in present-day Chiang Saen on the Mekong river? King Mangra:y
was the twenty-fifth king of a lineage in which every king prior to King
Mangray is referred to by the title of Lao. The related origin of the Lao and
the Yuan can also be seen in the similarity in culture and language between
the two societies. The people of both kingdoms speak languages within the
Tai linguistic family. The dialects spoken within the traditional capitals and
cultural centers of both kingdoms, Luang Prabang (of Lan Xang) and Chiang
Mai (of Lanna), are especially closely related. The major poetic forms of the
Lao and the Yuan, Khlong, Ka:p, and Hay, (which exist in oral as well as
written form®) also share close similarities. The style and content of the
poetry that is used by young men and women during courtship is remarkably
similar between the two, as is the poetry that is used in ceremonies to cail the
Khwan spirit?

History of the Kingdom of Lanna, its Scripts and Literature

The Kingdam of Lanna was founded prior to the Kingdom of Lan Xang,

'Y The Indianized States of Southeast Asia by George Coedes p.195 The titles of several books
describing the experiences of westemn missionaries in Chiang Mai retlect this belief, for example, The
Laa of North Siam by LW. Curtis and A Half-Century Among The Siamese and The Lao (an account
of a missionary’s experiences among the Yuan of northern Thailand, the Kheun of northeastern Burma,
and the Leu within the neighboring region of China) by Daniel McGilvary D.D.

*® Nitha:n Khun Baurom Rasathirat Sabap Thi: Neung transcribed by Maha: Sila: Wirawong (L)
p32 In some versions, the son's name 1s Sa:y Phong. ibid. p.23

?' The use of Lao as a title for Yuan kings suggests a relationship between the Yuan and the Lao. Pu:
lao is a title reflecting seniority and high rank. Jok is a type of shovel used for farmmg over which the
kings in this lineage had a moncpoly. (Whether this is the actual origin of the term or invented
afterwards as an explanation 1s uncertain.) fek Pon Law by Sujit Wongthet p.15

* There is evidence that each of the verse forms exist in oral as well as written form with the
exception of the form of Khlong among the Yuan. However as written Lao Khlo:ng appears to have
evolved from Lao oral verse rather than to have been borrowed from the Yuan, logically, written Yuan
Khioing would similarly be descended from an oral form rather than invented independently in writing,

# The close relationship of Lao and Yuan courting poetry 1s the topic of the book Kham U. Baw U:
Sa:w Lae Phanya: Kiaw Isan by Songsak Prangwattanakun.
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At the time of Lan Xang's origin, Lanna had already established a high level
of political organization and culture. Through contact with Haripunchai,
Sukhothai, and Sri Lanka, the Yuan developed a tradition of Buddhist
scholarship from which an extensive literary tradition emerged.

The Yuan became prominent in the area that is now northern Thailand
under the Mangra:y dynasty during the years 1258 to 15562 King Mangra:y
defeated the Mon_Kingdom of Haripunchai, which occupied the
contemporary province of Lamphun, during the year 1281, and established
the city of Chiang Mai as his capital in 1296. Yuan culture owes much to the
Mon. The Mon alphabet was adapted by the Yuan to create the script known
as Tua: Meu'ang,

During the reign of King Keu'na: from 1367 to 1388, Buddhist
scholarship flourished® The neighboring Kingdom of Sukhothai was an
important center of Theravada Buddhism and spread its influence through
its religious teachings® The renowned monk Phra Maha: Sumon Thera
established a religious sect in Sukhothai based upon the reformation of
incorrect practices that were common among Buddhist monks. He was
invited by King Keu'na: to purify the Buddhist clergy within Lanna. Over
eight thousand Yuan monks were re-ordained into the new sect, and an
important temple was built for Phra Maha: Sumon Thera in the city of
Chiang Mai. One result of his mission was the introduction of what became
the Fak Kha:m script (which is similar to and perhaps the source of ancient
Lao), based upon the script of Sukhothai? The first inscription in this script
is found in the year 1370 at Phra Yeun temple in Lamphun® Later on, the

* Dates for the defeat of Haripunchai and the founding of Chiang Mai are taken from Wannakam
La:nna: by Dr Udom Rungrewa’ngsi, Pp-2-3. The dates for the reign of Yuan kings foliow those givenin
the article The Relationship between the Religious and Political Orders in Northern Thailand by
Donald Swearer and Sommai Premchit. Historical dates given n different Yuan chronicles vaty, but
according to the above article, the dates listed in the Yonok Chronicles have generally been accepted as
the most accurate by westemn scholars. (p33 n.2) The dates given in Wannakam Lanna: by Dr. Udom
Rungreu'angsi: and Frawat Lae Wannakadi- La:nna: by Mani: Payaumyong on p5 are similar to those
given in the previously mentioned article with minor discrepancies.

* Statecraft in the Reign of Lu Tai of Sukhodaya by Barbara Watson Andaya  According to this
articie, with the threat of Ayudhaya in the south. the religious missions of Sukhothai ‘filled a critical role
in building up the network of alliances necessary to maintain a viable state’. (p.36) Also described in
the article Laksana Khaung Wannakam Fhak Neu'a: Lae Wannakam lsan Cheu'ng FPriapthiap by
Thawat Punnoithok, p36 Also, in Wannakam I'san by the same author pp.27-31

* Laksana Khaung Wannakam FPhak Neua: Lae Wannakam [san Cheu'ng Fria:pthiap by
Thawat Punnothok p25° Also, Wannakam Isan by the same author pp.27-3t

¥ Pha:sa. Lae Aksaun Lanna: Thaiy by Sommay Phremyit p.117

* Wannakam Thaung Thin by Thawat Punno:thok p41 The initial inscription in this scnpt is

similar in shape and orthography to the script of Sukhothai, It developed characteristics of its own as
time went on.
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Fak Kha:m script came to be used by the Yuan exclusively for recording
matters of a non-religious nature. The first known Yuan poetic work that is
written in the popular Tai verse form of Khlanng, entitled Usa: Barot, is
believed to have been composed during or befare this period”

It is speculated that the Tua: Meu'ang script, based upon the Mon
alphabet, was created by the Yuan at the beginning of the Mangray dynasty.
However, the first inscription that has been found in this script dates from
the year 1376, during the reign of King Keu'na:® The inscription is from a
temple in Sukhothai, rather than Lanna. The first Tua: Meu'ang inscription
within Chiang Mai is not until the year 1465, at Wat Chiang Man® The
Tua: Meuang script, in contrast to Fak Kha:m, was used in Lanna solely for
religious purposes.

The renaissance of Buddhism in Lanna paved the way for further
linguistic and literary development. In 1423, a delegation of Yuan monks
traveled to Sri Lanka, where the Buddhist scriptures were originally
recorded. They studied the Singhalese script and style of Buddhist recitation.
The monks returned to Chiang Mai in the year 1431 and established the
Maha: Wihara order within Lanna during the reign of King Sa:m Fang
Kaen (1411-1442)* During the reign of King Phra Jao Ti Lokarat in the
years 1442 to 1487, the Maha: Wihara sect became exceedingly popular. With
the help both of Yuan monks who had studied in Sri Lanka and Singhalese
monks who had returned with them, the level of Buddhist scholarship and
religious practice within Chiang Mai grew immensely. Yuan monks became
proficient in Pali, the language of the Buddhist scriptures, to the extent that
they could compase original Pali works. The Tua: Meu'aing script was
improved, with the addition of letters so that the alphabet could incorporate
the entire sound range of the Pali language as interpreted by Singhalese
monks.” The high level of Buddhist scholarship in Lanna is illustrated by

** Wannakam Thaung Thin La:nna - by Lamun Janhaum p76 A legal text from the time of King
Keu'na: describes the popularity of this poem. It is written in an early form of Khlo:ng known as Khlong
Dan, of which it forms the sole example.

% Dates and locations of early examples of Tua: Meu'a:ng are taken from Rabop Kan Khia:n
Aksaun Lanna: by Dr. Udom Rungreu’angsi: pp.13-14

*' According to Dr. Rungreu'angsi, the oldest known use of the Tua: Meu'a:ng script within Lanna is
in a manuscript dated from the year 1399, located-in the province of Phayao.

** The Relationship between the Religious and Poiitical Orders in Northemn Thailand by Donald
Swearer and Sommai Premchit p.28 Also described in: Fha:sa: Lae Aksaun Lanna: Thaiy by Sommazy
Phremjit pp.117-118

* Pha:sa: Lae Aksaun Lanna: Thaiy by Sommay Pre:mijit pp.118-120
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the fact that according to the Yuan chronicles, during the years 1476-1477, the
eighth international conference to create a new recension of the Buddhist
scriptures, the Tripitaka, was held in Chiang Mai.*

Yuan literature reached its highest level under the reign of Phra
Meu'ang Kae:w from 1495 to 1528. Many literary works were composed in
the Pali language. The first Yuan work in the poetic form Khlong Si:
Suphap, entitled Nira:t Haripunchay, was written during his reign.

The Mangray dynasty ended in the year 1556 when the Burmese took
control of Chiang Mai. During the two centuries of Burmese occupation,
Yuan literature and Buddhist scholarship declined greatly.

History of Laos, its Scripts and Literature

Laos has a long history of civilizations predating the Lao. The Kingdom
of Funan, of which southern Laos formed a part, dates back approximately
two thousand years. A later kingdom, Chenla, became prominent within the
same area of Laos in the seventh century. After this time, Khmer influence
grew and became powerful throughout southern, central, and northern Laos.
What each of these kingdoms share in common is an Indian cultural
heritage® The effect of this heritage upon the folklore and eventual
literature of the Lao who later came to control the area is worthy of
speculation.

The known history of the ethnic Lao in the region began in the
fourteenth century. The Lao Kingdom of Lan Xang was first established in
1353 by King Fa: Ngum. His reign corresponds to the time of King Keu'na: of
the Kingdom of Lanna. With the help of Khmer backing, Fa: Ngum
succeeded in joining together Laos and part of present day northeastern
Thailand into a united kingdom. In doing so, he took advantage of the
weakened power of the Kingdom of Sukhothai, which since the end of the
thirteenth century had claimed Vientiane and Luang Prabang to be within its
domain. Fa: Ngum invited Buddhist monks and scriptures from Cambodia

34

ibid. pp.118-119. However it is speculated in the article The Relationship between the Religious
and Political Orders in Northern Thafland by Donald Swearer and Sommai Premchit that the
conference never actually took place. The conference is described in little detail in the Yuan Chronicles
whereas meetings of much less significance are more comprehensively treated. The article further
states that the conference is referred to as the Eighth Official Buddhist Council exclusively among Thai
Buddhists rather than being universally recognized as such.

% The Krsna Saga in Laos by Sahai Sachchidanand, Introduction p.1
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and strengthened the role of Theravada Buddhism within Laos®

According to the Yuan religious chronicle Mun Saisana;, a delegation
of monks from Sukhothai traveled to Luang Prabang at the same time that
Phra Maha: Sumon Thera travelled to Lanna during the reign of King
Keu'na. If this were true, one might expect to find inscriptions recording the
event in ancient Lao script in Luang Prabang during this period. However,
none have been found” The earliest inscription in the Lao script that has
been discovered within the historical area of Lan Xang actually dates a few
years before the time that Phra Maha: Sumon The:ra traveled to Chiang Mai.
The inscription, dated 1350, is located a great distance from Luang Prabang in
the Phangkhomn district of Sakon Nakhon province in northeastern
Thailand.*® The date of the inscription, however, is questionable, as the
second oldest known inscription in the Lao script dates from only 1528,
almost two centuries later™

During the next two centuries, the Kingdom of Lan Xang grew in power
and developed a thriving culture. Many of its kings were ardent supporters
of Buddhism.*® It is not known, however, what if any manuscripts or
literature existed at the time. The earliest known inscription in Tham, the
religious script of Lan Xang, dates from 1490, at Si: Sake:it Temple in
Vientiane* This script is an adaption of the Tua: Meu'ang script of the
Yuan.” The closeness in dates of the earliest inscriptions in both kingdoms
(1465 and 1490} illustrates the close relationship and cultural exchange
between the two kingdoms.

The earliest evidence we have of Laa literature is from the beginning of
the sixteenth century. During this period, Yuan culture was at its height.

% The Indianized States of 5outheast Asia by George Coedes p223

¥ Wannakam Isan pp29-31

® If the date is correct, the existence of this inscription suggests that perhaps the Lao script came
from a different source than Sukhothai. Although the inscription in Sakon Nakhon is from the same
time period as the Sukhothai inscriptions, the letters are considerably different in shape from their
Sukhothai counterparts. Normally if a script were borrowed, it would take a longer time before the
shape of the letters would change to this extent from its original source. Silajareuk Isa:n by Thawat
Punnathok pp.225-227

*? ibid. pp.225-227

“® Phongsawadan La:w (Chronicles of Laos) Arranged by Maha: Sila: Wirawong (L) pp.50-52 It
must be noted that the ‘Chronicles of Laos’ is a modern work. It consists of Maha: Sila: Wirawong’s
interpretation of Lao history based upon various ancient chronicles. Many of his interpretations are
questioned by more recent students of Lao history.

“ Wannakam Isan by Thawat Punnathok pp.79-80

*2 ibid. pp.80-81
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King Wisun reigned from 1496 to 1548* The period of King Wisun,
together with the two kings that followed, marked a religious renaissance
that was to have a strong impact on Lao literature and culture. During King
Wisun's reign, the historical work Khun Baurom was composed, and the
literary work Nang Tantrai was translated and adapted from the Hindu
work Fanchatantra® Both works were authored by monks of high position.
During the reign of King Wisun’s son, Phothisarrarait, from 1516 to 1548,
Yuan influence increased steadily. Many of the important monks in the
capital city of Luang Prabang were either born or educated in Lanna, for
example, the Supreme Patriarch, Maha: Si: Jantho, a native of Phitsanuloke
who was educated in Nan (both provinces in Lanna) and Phra Maha:
Samuthakhot, who completed his religious studies in Chiang Mai. When
the king ordained at Wisun temple (where Khun Bauzom had been
written), both of these monks served as the king's teachers.® In the year 1523,
King Phothisararait sent a delegation asking for Buddhist scriptures and
monks from Chiang Mai to advance the practice of Buddhism in Lan Xang.
The Yuan sent several learned monks as well as sixty texts of the Buddhist
Tripitaka scriptures.* Yuan literature, which is largely composed in religious
form, probably entered Lan Xang both through this delegation and through
the monks residing in Luang Prabang who were born and educated in Lanna.
Considering that the composers of Lao literature during this period are likely
to have primarily been monks of high education within Luang Prabang, it is
not surprising that Yuan literature would have had a great impact. If the
date of the previously mentioned inscription in ancient Lao in the
fourteenth century proves incotrect, the oldest known evidence of the Lao
script dates from the reign of Phothisararat. If so, ancient Lao is probably an
adaption of the Fak Kha:m script of Lanna.#

“Dates of the reigns of Lao kings are taken from Wannakam Isan by Thawat Punnothok pp.32-
35

* Nithan Khun Baurom Rasa:thirat Sabap Thi: Neung transcribed by Maha: Sila: Wirawong (L)
Introduction p1 Khur Baurom was composed in the year 1503, We have no exact date for the
composition of Nang Tantrai.

* Phongsawadan La:zw (Chronicles of Laos) Arranged by Maha: Sila: Wirawang (L) p.54. King
Phorthisararait’s son, Sethathirat, similarly ordained for a period of time during his reign. Lae Laut
Fhongsawadan Law by Jaruwan Thammawat p88

“ Ibid. p54 This religious exchange is also recorded in the Yuan Chronicles. See Khwazm Samphan
Rawang Lanna: Kap Lan Sang Nai Dan Wannakam by Dr. A. Peltier pp.149-150
*" According to Thawat Punnothok, the ancient Lao recorded on inscriptions from this period are
very similar to Fak Kham inscriptions from a similar time period in Lanna.  The writing style chan ges
during the next few centuries. Rayngan Kan Sammana: Thang Wichakan Lanna: edited by
Songsak Pra:ngwatanakun p.54
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When the king of Lanna, Jao Saiy Kham, died in 1543, he left no heir to
the throne. At the time, the major queen of King Phoithisararat of Lan
Xang was a daughter of the deceased king of Lanna. King Phothisararadt’s
son, Seitha:thira:t, was therefore related by blood to the royal line of Lanna.
With the invitation of Yuan ministers, he proceeded to take the throne of
Chiang Mai. Setha:thira:it ruled Chiang Mai during the years 1543 to 1548
When his father died in the year 1548, he returned to Lan Xang, bringing
with him Buddhist scriptures, monks and important Buddha images
including the Phra Kae:w Morakot and Phra Saeck Kham. This is another
important occasion in which Yuan literature is likely to have been brought to
Lan Xang from Chiang Mai**

Although it was the intention of King Se:tha:thira:t to return to Chiang
Mai, this was made impossible when the Burmese took control of Chiang
Mai in the year 1558. It was during the following century, after Lanna’s
decline, that Lao literature is considered to have reached its classical stage.”
Religious literary works within Lanna were largely composed in prose or the
poetic form of Hay. The Lao transformed the majority into the Lao verse
form Kaun Am, and generally adapted them to suit the tastes of a Lao
audience. Many additional works were also created. According to
Phongsa:wada:n La:w (The Chronicles of Laos), Lao literature flourished
under King Suriyawongsa, who reigned from 1633-1690, when works such as
Sang Sinsai are believed to have been written® Unfortunately, it is rare for
a manuscript to tell either the author of the text or the date in which it was
composed. Texts are constantly altered during the process of transcription,
and changed to suit the needs of the time or lacation. It is thus very difficult
to establish a precise chronology for individual works of Lao literature.

Due to internal rivalries, Lan Xang split into three separate kingdoms at
the end of the seventeenth century: Luang Prabang, Vientiane, and
Champhasak. This split and the weakness that followed had a great effect on
the future of Lao literature, language, and culture in general.” Lao fortune

* Wannakam Isan by Thawat Punnothok pp33-34 Also Fhongsawadan Law (Chronicles of
Laos) Arranged by Maha: Sila: Wirawong (L) pp.56-58 According to Maha: Sila: in the ‘Chronicles of
Laos’, Prince Sethathirat succeeded the Yuan King Phra Mew'ang Ket Kao. However, according to the
chronology of Yuan monarchs in Wannakam Lanna: by Dr. Udom Rungreuw’angsi: and Prawat Lae
Wannakadi: Lanna: by Mani: Phanaumyong, the king preceding him is Sa:;y Kham.

“* Khwa:m Samphan Rawang Lanna: Kap Lan Sang Nai Dan Wannakam by Dr. A Peltier p.153
*® Phongsa:wadan Law (Chronicles of Laos) Arranged by Maha: Sila Wirawong (L) p81
' The Lao Language by LN. Morev p4
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vacillated with the power of its two neighbors, Siam to the west and Vietnam
to the east. By the nineteenth century, most of Laos was either a vassal of
Siam or Vieltnam, or both at the same time.

When the Thai army razed Vientiane in 1829 after a revolt by the Lao
king Jao Anu, they destroyed the Buddhist temples and took thousands af
manuscripts from temple libraries. In 1893 the French annexed the territory
that comprises present-day Laos and the Thai retained only the area that is
now northeastern Thailand, a small percentage of what they formerly
controlled. The division of regions inhabited by the Lac based upon political
rather than ethnic considerations has resulted in a situation where over ten
million Lao at present live within the boundaries of Thailand whereas
under two million live inside of Laos.

The ethnic Lao that came under Thai rule received minimal Thai
cultural influence before the middle of the nineteenth century. As long as
the Thai rulers regularly received their taxes or tribute, they were content to
allow the Lao to administer themselves under the traditional Lao system of
government. However in 1892, under the reign of King Chulalongkorn, the
Thai reformed the way in which the various regions within their kingdom,
such as north and northeastern Thailand, were governed. Administrators
from Bangkok were brought in to replace traditional rulers.” In addition,
during the early twentieth century, under King Vajiravudh, primary
education became compulsary by law. The law was not actually enforced,
however, until after 1935 and many of the schools in northeastern Thailand
were built even later, with UNESCO aid® The curriculum of Thai schools
taught exclusively Thai history, literature, and language in an attempt to
integrate the ethnic Lao as members of the Thai state. From this time
onwards, traditional temple education, regional scripts and literature began
ta lose their importance.® The teaching of the history or culture of ethnic
groups other than the Thai has been restricted within Thailand due to the
belief that it would encourage regional separatism. This has resulted in the
fact that the people of northeastern Thailand have been taught to look down
upon their own culture and to have little awareness that they have any
history separate from that of the Thai. In recent years, however, college-level

** A History of South-East Asia by D.G.E. Hall p.673
% "Kaen*Flaying and “Mawlum” Singing in Northeast Thailand, Ph.D. thesis by Terry Miller p.29
* Nae:w Thang Seuksa: Wannakam Pheun Ban Praphet Laylak by Thawat Punnothok p.13
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courses concerned with ‘regional studies’ have begun to be taught and the
subject has attracted increasing interest among the people of the provincial
areas of Thailand.

The Lao who came under the control of the French fared no better in
the preservation of their culture. French, the language of the colonizers, was
established as the official language of Laos. In high schools and colleges in
the major towns, French was the sole language of instruction, and French
history and culture was taught in place of that of the Lao. The Laa elite often
came to look down upon their own culture and language in which they were
largely uneducated. Indeed much of Lao literature that was written by the
Lao elite during the colonial period was composed in the French language in
imitation of French literary styles. Even after independence in 1954,
although Lao officially became the national language, in practice French
remained prominent in the spheres of government and higher education.
The consistent implementation of Lac as a national language began only
with the communist victory in 1975 However, due to the political
orientation of the regime, Lao traditional culture {and literature in
particular) has become subject to Marxist analysis and much has been
rejected due to its emphasis on the rites and values of the monarchy.**

Despite the lack of official sponsorship, the Lao people under Thai and
French control continued to preserve their tradition of transcribing,
performing, and composing works of literature. Naung Lam Jan Temple, for
example, an important center of southern Lao literature in rural
Suwannakhet province, reached its height after the French took control of
the country at the end of the nineteenth century. In contrast to previous
histories of Lao literature, the data from the survey of Lao literary works in
the appendix suggests that the majority of Lao stories, and particularly those
composed by the Lao themselves, originated after the demise of the Kingdom
of Lan Xang. A large percentage of the stories are solely distributed outside of
the traditional cultural centers of Lan Xang in rural areas with extremely

> Dignity, National Identity and Unity by Chagnon, ], Rumpf, R pp.2-9
*¢ With the incentive of foreign capital (such as funding from Toyota} to preserve Lao manuscripts,
however, the Lao government has begun to present itself in the role of preserver of the Lao literary
heritage. See, for example, the introduction to Sammana: Bai La:n Thua: Phathe:t Khang Thi: Neung
edited by Khamphaeng Ke:ttawong (L)
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limited circulation” They are not independent of the Lan Xang tradition,
however, as they are clearly influenced by the conventions that one
commonly finds in works of Yuan or probable Lan Xang origin. Such stories
are likely to have been composed by common people on the village level®

During the past half-century, however, the Lao literary tradition has
increasingly declined. Fewer and fewer Lao men enter the monkhoad and
learn the traditional scripts that are the necessary key to reading the texts. In
northeastern Thailand, even the monks can not generally read the ancient
scripts and rely on printed texis for their sermons.” The art of transcribing
manuscripts is known by few. At the same time, mass communications such
as radio, film, and television have replaced the traditional role of Lao poetic
epics as a source of entertainment. However, the performance of Lao
literature has by no means disappeared within Laos and is very much alive
in many of the rural areas. Mau: Lam, a type of musical entertainment
whose texts and performance styles are based upon Lao literature, remains
popular throughout Laos and northeastern Thailand.”

*" It must be noted that one reason that certain works may no longer be faund within Vientiane or
central Laos is because the Lao capital was razed by the Thai and much of the population of Central
Laos was forcibly resettled in Thailand However, as noted in fn. 136 on p.36, an inventory of manuscripts
compiled by Louis Finot shows that a large variety of Lao literary works existed within Vientiane at the
beginning of the twentieth century, a relatively short period of time after the abandonment of the city
which followed its destruction by the Thai. Surveys of temples both within Vientiane and other areas of
central Laos show the existence of a wide range of titles that occur consistently throughout this area.
One wonders, therefore, whether works that are not found within central Laos at present disappeared as
a result of the war with the Thai (unlike the many other stories that managed to survive) or whether such
works ever existed within the region at all Consider in particular the many Lao stories whase
distribution is limited to a small geographical area. Is it feasible that such works were originally
composed within central Lacs, disappeared from the region, and then reoccurred with great popularity
exclusively in a handful of villages, often at a great distance from where they were created? A maore
plausible explanation is that such works are local compositions. [t is noteworthy that many stories of
limited distribution are found in areas that have important centers of Buddhist scholarship. For
example, two locations in which I discovered a large number of unusual titles are the vicimty of Naung
Lam Jan village in Suwannakhet province and the province of Uban in northeastern Thailand. Both
areas are the site of temples that were important traditional centers of religious education. Naote also
that both locations reached their religious and cultural peak atter the decline of Lan Xang The
prominence of the temple in Nawng Lam Jan as a literary center occurred only after French
colonization at the end of the 19th century (as explained to be me by monks and villagers in Naung
Lam Jan and confirmed in a pamphlet that describes the history of the temple printed in Vietnam).

°® The evolution of Lao literature after the demise of Lan Xang is discussed further in Section b on
pPp.57-58.

*® In recent years, several works of Lac literature have been printed on palm leaves mn the Thai script
and mass-produced at a religious publishing house in Bangkok. They are recommended as a fitting gift
for layman to present to temples. At one important temple in Suwannakhet, I discovered more of these
‘printed palm-leaves’ than actual manuscripts. [ was told that the original works had been given to Thai
people from across the border in.exchange for the modemn printed versions.

*® For a description of the decline of ancient Lao scripts and the literary tradition in northeastemn
Thailand, see Terry Miller’s thesis “Kaen* playing and “Mawium” Singing in Nartheast Thailand

pPp-29-30. For sources on Mau: Lam’s adaptation of the literary tradition, see fn.178 on page 30 of this
chapter.
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Traditional Lao Literature and Religion

The Buddhist religion was a powerful institution that played an
important role within the Kingdom of Lan Xang. According to Thawat
Punnoithok, the power of the temple was comparable to that of the
monarchy*’

Through royal donations, a significant amount of the kingdom'’s land
and work-force came under the control of the temple. The temple was a
great land-owner, controlling farmland and perhaps even villages.” Peopie
whao lived on royally donated land came under the sole administration of
the temple, and were spared the royal tax, paying instead a percentage of their
produce to the temple.”® Slaves were also frequently donated by the
monarchy. The position was passed down hereditarily. Slaves were exempt
from government tax and could not be levied to perform labor for the
government or inducted into the army.** An important sign of the power of
the temple can be seen by the fact that from the time of King Sa:xm Saen Thai
(1373-1416) onwards, under each reign various important temples were
designated as ‘areas of amnesty from royal decrees’ where one guilty of a
disobeying the king could escape punishment by entering the temple and
performing the temple’s work.*

Buddhist monks exercised political power within the kingdom. For
example, when a mission was sent to negotiate the borders between Lan
Xang and Ayudhaya in 1558, the Lao representatives included both important
ministers and monks.” It was customary for kings to ordain for a period of
time during their reigns (as we have previously noted concerning Kings
Phothisararait and Setha:thira:t). During their period of ordination, leading
monks served as the kings’ teachers. The political power and prestige that
the monkhood enjoyed, both in Lanna and Lan Xang, can further be seen by

*! Silaja:reuk Isan by Thawat Punnathok pp132, 167

*ibid. pp.94-95

** ibid. pp.94-95, 150

*‘ibid. p.126 Due to the threat of the Burmese. inscriptions announcing the rayal donation of slaves
in the reign of King Se:thaithira:t were appended with the statement that such slaves could be called
upon by the king in times of war owing to the fact that the country’s enemies were also the enemies of
Buddhism. ibid. p.127

*ibid. pp.131-132, 166-167 Inscriptions recording royal donations of slaves and land can also be
found in the Kingdoms of Lanna and Sukhothai. The temple in Lanna appears to have been an
especially large land-owner. However, as of yet there has been no evidence found in either of the two
kingdoms that temples were similarly designated as areas of amnesty. pp.153-168

ibid. p.126
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the fact that the literary and historical works of both societies, composed
largely by the monkhood, include among their teachings the proper role of
kings and high officials. Kings are praised both for their observance of
Buddhist precepts and their general support of the religion. At the same
time, deviance from acceptable religious behavior presents a primary
legitimization for the forfeit of royal power®” One popular type of literature
describes the unhappy fate of an immoral king at the hands of a righteous
commoner.

Buddhism was beneficial to the monarchy in that it was the guiding
force with which to control the behavior of the country’s people. Maral
instruction as taught by monks was more readily accepted and taken to heart
by the Lao peaple than secular law. Buddhism provides an effective
incentive for following its teachings: The more that one follows its precepts,

the more one will accumulate YU (bun) ‘Bur’, merit, that will help both in
present and future life-times. In contrast, the more that one commits

maorally wraong actions, the more one will accumulate T (kam) ‘Kam,’ the

suffering that is the result of one’s sins. If, as was the case in Lao society,
people have strong religious faith and regularly participate in temple
organized activities, behavior can effectively be regulated® The significance
af Buddhism in establishing standards of behavior can be seen by the fact that
early Lao works of law were based upon codes of religious discipline.
Punishment was similar to that meted out to monks who went against the
rules of the Buddhist order® When a case was being decided in court,
religious works such as Jatakas would be evoked as examples to support the
appropriateness of a particular judgment.”

The Buddhist concept of Kam or ‘fate’ has also traditionally served the
monarchy in teaching the Lao to accept their station in life. The rich and
powerful achieved their rank through past acts of merit, whereas the poor
were in the process of paying for their past sins.” The role of the king as a
supporter of the religion, as could be seen in his publicized charitable
religious acts, also greatly added to his legitimacy in the eyes of the common

* ibid. p.90

® ibid. pp.147-149

“ibid. p149 Also, Lae: Laut Fhongsawadan Law by Jaruwan Thammawat p88
" Lae: Laut Phongsa:wadan Law by Jaruwan Thammawat p88

"' Silajareuk Isan by Thawat Punnothok p.149
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people.

Lao literature was a primary means by which the Lao monkhood
communicated Buddhist religious values to lay people. While some texts
are specifically didactic, all works expound on Buddhist precepts, in
particular the results of performing good deeds or committing sin. A study
of the Fanyasa Jataka (which has served as a major inspiration for Lao
literature) has shown that stories within the collection ‘emphasize precisely
the values deemed most important for the layman: the four noble truths,
the role of Karma and merit-making, dhana, and the precepts’”

In Lao society, the cultural center has traditionally been the temple. In
the past, most Lao men spent a considerable amount of their teenage years as
temple novices, where they gained literacy and received their general
education. The ability to read, perform or compose Lao literature was
entirely based upon skills that were learned in the temple. In the eyes of the
Lao, both literature and the process of learning itself have therefore become
intimately associated with the Buddhist religion. Works of Lao literature,
whatever their origins or contents happen to be, are by and large presented as
religious tales. This both legitimizes them in the eyes of their sponsors and
affords them the high respect with which they are viewed by the Lao pubilic,
not merely as entertainment but as teachings of the Buddha. At the same
time, whereas the stories are given status by their association with
Buddhism, the popularity of the stories makes them a useful vehicle with
which to spread Buddhist teaching among the Lao.

Up until the present, Buddhist religious beliefs within Lao society have
been mixed with Brahman and regional Southeast Asian beliefs in the
supernatural” Lao literature reflects the beliefs of the people who have
created the stories. Works include, for example, the non-Buddhist Lao belief
that rain is caused by Nagas playing in a celestial river,” that the deity Thaen
Lau: has a role in shaping a human’s destiny on earth,” and that one’s lover

"® An Historical and Structural Study of the Panna:sa Jataka by Dorothy Fickle p278

’® Historical chronicles show that kings of Lan Xang from Fa: Ngum onwards, have persistently
attempted with limited success to promote Buddhism as the sole religion of their kingdom and to

b3
eradicate the worship of spirits. In 1547, King Phothisararat went as far as abolishing the worship of (J
(phi) locally revered deities, and attempted to burn down all of the shrines to such deities that had been
established by his predecessors. Belief in ‘Phi’, however, has persisted and is still very common in
present-day Laos.
" For example, in Khun Theung
7® See, for example, Takatae:n Kham
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is predestined and can be determined by the performance of a certain
ceremony.’® Buddhist and non-Buddhist beliefs tend to complement one
another in the telling of a stary. In Thaw Khatthanam, for example,
Buddhist religious tenets are explained in comparison with the steps used in
building a Bang Fai, a Lao bamboo rocket used in a traditional Tai fertility
ritual”” In other examples, Buddhist beliefs are presented side-by-side with
non-Buddhist Tai beliefs in a manner that shows Buddhism’s superiority. In
the work FPhanya: Khankhak the Bodhisattva is depicted as a righteous king
who defeats Phanya: Thaemn, a high-ranking Tai deity, when the latter in
jealously causes a drought. On one level, the story places Buddhism on top
of the hierarchy of beliefs. Whatever meaning, however, is inherent in the
story’s content, its main use has come to be in its performance during a non-
Buddhist ritual to appeal for rain during a dry spell. During this ceremony,
Buddhist monks are invited to chant the story with the purpase of forcing
Phanya: Thaen to release the rain that he is withholding from needy Lao
farmers.

Saurces of Lao Literature
Lao literature can be divided according to its origins as follows:
1) Works of Indian Origin
1.1: Indian Buddhist Works

Canonical [a:taka Tales: Cananical Ja:itaka tales are a collection of over
five hundred stories that describe the Bodhisattva in his various
incarnations. The Bodhisattva, or the one who will become the Buddha,
must perfect himself through the course of many life-times before he can
achieve enlightenment. Jataka tales form a part of the Buddhist religious
canon, the Tripitaka. They are believed to take as their source oral folk tales.
Each story of the Bodhisattva is divided into three sections, as follows:

" See, for example, Khunhu: Na:ng Ua:
"7 Tha:w Khatthanamm, printed version transcribed by Amphaun Namlao pp99-100
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1 The Patjupanna Watthu ‘The Story of the Present’ In this short
introductory section, the Buddha is asked a question by his disciples.

2 The Atit Watthu ‘The Story of the Past’ Prompted by his disciples’
inquiry, the Buddha relates a story of a past life-time to illustrate the answer
to the question that he has been asked. This section forms the main text of
the story.

3 The Samotha:na “The Connection’ In a brief final section, the Buddha
reveals the identity of the characters within his past life-time, each of whom
has a counterpart within his present.

Jaitaka tales, particularly the Mahamnipa:ta, accounts of the last ten lives
of the Bodhisattva, are popular throughout Buddhist Southeast Asia. In
Laos, one encounters primarily versions of the last ten tales. The Vesantara
Jataka, the last of the ten, is the most popular, and is read annually in its
entirety at a major religious festival known as Bun Phawe:t. The Jaitaka tales
largely accur within Laos only in Nitsay prose or Ha:y versions, a few having
been transformed into Kaun A:nn poetry by the Lao scholar Maha: Sila:
Wirawong in the early twentieth century.

12: Indian Hindu Works:
A small minority of Lao literary works are of Hindu origin, including;

a: Stories related to the Ramayana: Fhra Lak Phra Lam, which exists in
prose and poetic form, is based upon the Ramayana. According to the Indian
professor Suniti Kumar Chatterji, the prose version of this work appears to
be ‘the most aberrated and bizarre’ of the non-Indian versions of the epic
tale”™ It is also one of the lengthiest works of Lao literature” Another
related story of Yuan origin, Khwa:y Thauraphi, also describes the life of

" Ramayana In Lacs: A Study in the Gvay Dvorahbj by Sachchidanand Sahai  Introduction pX

’® The entire work, approximately eight hundred pages in length, has been printed in two volumes
by Sahat Sachchidanand.
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Rama®

b: Stories based upon Indian legends of Krishna: Phrakeut Phraphamn, which
occurs in prose and poetic form, is based upon Indian tales of Ba:na:sura or
Usa: Aniruddha® Usa: Baxrot which is probably derived from an equivalent
work in Lanna, is also based upon related Indian mythology:*

c: Stories based on the Panchatantra: The Lao work, Nang Tantrai
believed to be composed during the reign of King Wisun (1496-1548), is a
collection of tales based upon the Sanskrit FPanchatantra.

2) Works of Southeast Asian Origin

Lao literature that was compaosed by the Lao or borrowed from the Yuan
or Mon shares a close relationship with the traditions of oral story-telling
among Tai and non-Tai peoples of mainland Southeast Asia. The
relationship can be seen both in the style in which the stories are told and in
the stories themselves. Themes that occur within Lao literature can be
found, for example, among the oral tales of the Lao, Kheun, Yuan, Tai Dam,
Sarai, and Khammu® The most prevalent poetic form of Lao literature,
Kaun Am, appears to have its origins in orally composed Lao poetry such as

Phanya.™ There is also evidence that the type of parallelism that is described

% This story has been translated into English and discussed in relationship with the Indian
Ramayana in the book The Ramayana in Laos: A Study in the Gvay Dvorahbi by Sachchidanand
Sahai. I hesitate, however, to call the story 1lao, as there appears to be only two copies, one in the Yuan
script in the palace library in Luang Prabang, and the second, also in the palace library, copied into Lao
as recently as 1971 with the unusual comment that nothing has been changed from the earlier Yuan
version. (The Ramayana in Laos p2)

®! The Indian scholar Sahai Sachchidanand has translated Phrakeut Phraphan and studied its
relationship to Indian mythology tn the book The Krsna Saga in Laos. There is a related story;
composed in Kaun Amn, entitled Kambang

% The poetic work Usa: Nithan, of which I have seen a single copy at the National Library in
Vientiane, may be identical ta Usa: Barot or else a varlant. In its opening pages, it describes the
exploits of Phra Keut.

% See Le Roman (Jassique Lao by Dr. A. Peltier pp.35-38, and also the introduction to Sumangala
Fatumamukkha by the same author The relationship between Lao and Kammu literature will be
discussed further in the section on Lao plots an pages 59-64 of this chapter. Collections of oral folk-tales
of various peaples within the region reveal many similar motifs. See, for example, the Chinese work
Dat Folk Legends byYan Wenbian et al (in particular The Cicada-Faced Man, pp.10-24), and the Lao
collections of folk-tales Nithan Fheun Meuang Law by Kidaeng Phaunkaseu'msuk and Homn
Nithan Pheumn Meuw'a:ng by the Sathaban Khon Khwa: Silapa Wannakhadi: Haeng Sat. The
collections of Lao tales include examples from many different ethnic groups throughout Laos.

# See pp.112-113 of chapter two.
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in this thesis evolved from oral narrative style® Oral story-telling
undoubtedly preceded the literature and has continued to coexist with it as a

separate but related tradition.”

2 1: Works of Yuan or Mon Origin®

211: Panyasa Jataka The Panyassa Jaitaka is a collection of approximately
fifty stories that were written in imitation of the scriptural Jataka tales.
Similar to the Jataka tales, stories in the Panya:sa Jataka are divided into
three sections.® The Panyasa Jataka can be found in various versions
throughout mainland Southeast Asia, among the Burmese, Kheun, Yuan,
Lao, and Khmer. The stories are written in Nitsay prose, and composed both
in Pali and in the language of the society in which they occur®” There is
considerable difference between the varying versions. Dorothy Fickle, in her
thesis on the Panyassa Jaitaka, states that there are a total of 105 stories within
the Yuan, Lao, Khmer, and Burmese collections™®

Because of their style and consistent use of the Pali language, stories in
the Panyassa Jataka are generally believed by their intended audience to be

" See pp.242-246 of chapter six
% Pathomamudamudi : Dr. A. Peltier p.184

®” 1t is important to note that when a Lao work has a Yuan counterpart of similar title, the work may
or may not have been barrowed from the Yuan. Historical evidence of the cultural exchange between
the two societies (as explained in this chapter) suggests that many of the works were brought to Lan
Xang from Lanna during the period in which Chiang Mai was at its cultural and literary peak. However,
it is dangerous to generalize about the direction of literary evolution without looking at the specifics of
individual works. The Lao reached the height of their literary achievements during the period of the
Burmese occupation of Chiang Mai, when Lanna culture was at an ebb. It is not unlikely that during this
time the Yuan would have borrowed works from the Laa. (See, for example, fn.96 on page 26) In certain
cases, works which appear to have originally travelled to Lan Xang from Lanna were several centuries
later reintroduced into Lanna from Laos. An example of this is the Panyasa Jataka collection (and
probably many other works) at Sung Men temple in Phrae province in northern Thailand, which were
transcribed from Lao manuscripts in Luang Prabang. It must also be borne in mind that although the
title of a Lao and Yuan work may be similar one must examine the contents of each before one can
determine the relationship between the two.

Literary works of Mon origin, if any, are likely to have entered Laos through the Kingdom of Lanna.
Much more research is needed to distinguish between works of Yuan and Mon origin.

L -
* In Lao the sections are known as UE’%}UUQ’]O (Pajupan Sait) ‘The Present Life’, 9<00€°10

(Adit Sait) ‘The Past Life; and UOUEM) (Muan Sat) 'The Assembling. Not every story in the
collection includes all three sections.

® The Pali text is apparently considerably flawed grammatically with ‘many deviations from
classical Pali’, as noted in studies by Terral, Martini, and Coedes. An Historical and Structural Study of
the Pannasa Jataka by Dorothy H. Fickle p258  Also noted in Kamn Seuksa: Rew'ang Panyasa
Cha:dok by Niyada: Sarikaphuti p.554

% An Historical and Structural Study of the Fannasa Jataka by Dorothy H. Fickle p.15 The
collection that she refers to as the Thai version is the Thai National Library’s transcription of the Lanna
text. She does not include the Kheun version in her study.

24




translations trom South Asian Buddhist works rather than of Southeast
Asian origin Contemporary scholars, however, have concluded that the
Panyassa Jataka was originally composed by Southeast Asian Buddhist clergy
wha rewarked regional oral stories and to a lesser extent tales from various
Buddhist sources to serve a religious purpose.” Thai writers, starting with
the historian Prince Damrong, have generally attributed the work to Yuan
monks (or novices) between the mid fourteenth to sixteenth centuries. It is
believed that only during this period would the Yuan have possessed a
sufficient level of scholarship to have been able to compose extensive texts in
Pali” However several recent scholars such as Anatole Peltier, Niyada:
Sarikaphuti, and Prakhaung Nimmanhe:min have presented evidence
that the text was composed eatlier by the Mon, and borrowed by the Yuan
after they defeated the Mon Kingdom of Haripunchai and established their
capital in Chiang Mai” There has also been some disagreement among
scholars as to whether individual stories within the collection originally
existed in oral or in written form. In some cases, there is evidence that the
oral versions are much older”

The Panyasa Jataka tales probably entered Laos from Chiang Mai
during the sixteenth century, when there was close contact between the two

2 O
°' The Lao often make the distinction between the J1OAUS( (Ha: Sip Sat) ‘Tifty Lives' (ie. the

(o]
Panyasa Jataka) and the UL (Sip Sait) ‘Ten Lives’ (ie. the last ten stories of the Canonical Jataka

that are popular within Laos), but do not distinguish the former as being apocryphal and Southeast
Asian in origin and the latter as being from the Buddhist scriptures.

*® Dorothy Fickle, in An Historical and Structural Study of the Panna:sa jataka, has found a total of
six stories in the Thai National Library (ie. Yuan) Panyassa collection that have parallels in other
Buddhist works. “Most are from Buddhist Sanskrit collections (and) a few tare) in Chinese or Khotanese
texts” p49 The Thai scholar Niyada: Sarikaphu:ti writes that several stories borrow themes from works
in the Canonical Ja:taka tales or from non-canonical warks of Indian and passibly Tibetan origin. Kan
Seuksa: Revang Fanvasa Chadok pp.554, 564

% ibid. p.554

*Dr. Peltier states as evidence, for example, that according to the Yonok (ie. Yuan) Chronicles, King
Mangra:y, who defeated the Mon and founded Chiang Mai, listened to a sermon in 1288 which consisted
of one of the stories in the Panya:sa Jataka collection. This places the composition of at least one of the
stories as being considerably befare the height of Yuan culture and literature. At the same time, he
credits Prakauing Nimmanhe:min with the observation that many of the names of the stories’ heroes
correspond to the names of historical Mon kings. Le Roman Classique Lac by Dr A. Peltier p29
Niyada: Sarikaphuti, in her article Kamn Seuksa: Reuang Fanvasa Chadok, provides additional
reasons why works within the Panyasa [ataka are likely to have been written befare the nud-fourteenth
century and similarly suggests that the Mon Kingdom of Haripunchai, which had a flourishing Buddhist
culture, was the source of the work. pp554-556

% For example, a) There are reliefs from the story Sudhana Manora on the Javanese monument
Borobodur dating from the early ninth century (following the details of the Panya:sa [ataka rather than
the Sanskrit versions), and b) The hero of the story Suphanuttha is referred to in an inscription from the
year 1266 on the Thawkuthathamutti pagoda near Pagan, Burma. An Historical and Structural Study of

the Pannasa jataka by Dorothy H. Fickle p8
25




kingdoms. Approximately seventeen works of Lao literature appear to have
been based upon stories from this collection. Stories that were taken from
the Panyasa Jataka were enlarged upon and often transformed by the Lao
into poetry.  Some warks, however, were originally enlarged upon by the
Yuan, and Lao versions may well be adaptations of the enlarged Yuan
renditions rather than taken directly from the Panya:sa Jataka™ Important
prose works that are likely to have been derived from the Panyassa Ja:taka
include Thaw Khatthanam and Tha:w Hua:. Important poetic warks
include Nok Kajauk, Nang Auraphim, and Thaw Sithon. There are also
twenty-four stories in the Lao version of the Panya:sa Ja:taka that appear to
have no counterparts in other versions, and can perhaps be viewed as Lao
additions.” The Lao version of the entire Panya:sa collection, known as Ha:
Sip Sat or ‘fifty lives’, is rare to find in its entirety inside of Laos. One more
frequently comes across a few individual stories taken from the collection.”

The significance of the Panya:sa Jaitaka on Laa literature goes far beyond
the number of stories actually borrowed. Above all, the Panya:sa collection is
important in its idea of composing stories, however their origin, in the guise
of scriptural Ja:taka tales.

21.2. Stories outside of the Panvasa Collection: In Lanna, there are

approximately 200 stories outside of the Panyasa collection, the majority of

* In certain cases, it 15 also possible that the Lao onginally enlarged on works in the Panyasa
collection and that later on the Yuan borrowed the expanded works from the Lao. The popular Lao story
Tha:w Katthana:m and Yuan story Kathana Kumman (both of approximately two hundred leaves in
tengthy share a similar plot to the story Sihanat (approximately forty leaves in length} in the Panyasa
collection. Dr. Harold Hundius in personal conversation suggested that the use of language in the Yuan
version of the story (Kathana Kumman) indicates that it may have been adapted from the Lao.

" An Historical and Structural Study of the Panna:sa Jataka by Dorothy H. Fickle pp20-23 More
research is needed to determine the nature of these stories. Eleven of the titles are similar to titles in the
canonical collection (ibid, p.55) and may or may not be related. Also, some tales may only differ from
stones in other Panya:sa collections in their title.

* No doubt a major reason far the collection’s ranity 1s its immense size.
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which are composed in the form of apocryphal Jataka tales” Indeed, the
great majority of Yuan literature falls in this category' One of the principal
differences between these stories and the tales in the Panyasa collection is in
their use of the Pali language. In stories outside of the Panyasa Jataka, the
Pali language tends to occur inconsistently throughout the text, and generally
consists of small phrases rather than lengthy passages. A second difference is
that many of the stories are composed at least partially in the verse form Hay
as compared to the Panya:sa Jataka, which is written entirely in Nitsay prose.
Yuan tales of this category are likely to have entered Lan Xan g at the same
time as the stories in the Panya:sa collection. There are approximately thirty-
six Lao tales with similar titles to Yuan works of this type. Important Lao
prose works with Yuan counterparts in this category include Sia:w Sawa:t
and Suphom Maokkha. Poetic tales include Thaw Kam Ka: Dam, Nang
Fhom Haum and Thaw Sowat  Lao woarks with Nitsay and Kaun An
poetic versions include Sang Sinsai, Phanya: Khankhak, and Bua: Haung
Bua: Hia:w.  Several of the Lao versions of the stories, such as Thaw Kam
Ka: Dam, have significant differences from their Yuan equivalents.

2 2. Works of Lao Origin

Approximately seventy-one Lao stories (slightly under fifty percent of
the total) do not appear to have counterparts in Yuan, Thai, or Indian works.
It is likely that these tales have ariginated in written farm inside of Laos.™
The themes and motifs in the majority of these stories are similar to those

*Dr. Harold Hundius, in a paper entitled Ka:n Seuksa: Cha:dok Lanna: Nai Ngae: Sangkhom
Witthaya;, states that there are between two hundred to two hundred and thirty independent Yuan
Jataka tales. Ihave not yet seen this paper. However, one hundred of the works from the list in Dr
Hundius's study are reprinted in Wannakam La:nna: by Dr. Udom Rungreu'angsi. (pp.141-143)
Another study, Khwa:m Samphan Rawang Wannakam Lanna: Kap Wannakam Prajam Chat by
E:xmaun Chittaso:phon includes a list of two hundred and twelve titles originally compiled by the
Institute of Social Science m Chiang Mai. (pp24-26) The actual number of works may be somewhat
less. This is due to the fact that several identical staries appear to be repeatedly listed because of their
alternate titles. Further research is needed to determme the exact nature of the stories. Some are
simply expanded versions of stories in the Panyassa Jataka. Certamn others do not claim the Badhisattva
as their hero. The stories all appear to be used as sermons and accordingly the story-line is always
manipulated for religious purposes. In Hua: La:n Bew'a: Het, for exampie, which 1s not a life-story of the
Bodhisattva, a humorous tale (which is popular in aral form) is used as an illustration of how peaple
suffer for evil deeds in past life- times.

' Despite their great number, there is a scarcity of scholarly work on Yuan tales of this type.
Published works and theses on Lanna literature devote most of their attention to the small minority of
works compesed in poetic form.

'*' At least three of these stories, Thaw Bae;, Ninyay Hauy Hay, and Tha:w Ma: Yuy, have Kheun
equivalents, as can be seen in 7ai Khoeun Literature by Dr. A Peltier (respectively listed as numbers 2.
134, and 154) and may be of Kheun origin.
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that occur in the literature of the Yuan, Kheun, and Leu. This similarity is
not neccesarily the resuit of one society’s literary influence upon another, but
rather the fact that the stories originate from a common source: the oral folk
tradition of story-telling that has been shared between the different but
closely related cultures. The majority of such works are composed in poetry
and claim their hero to be the Bodhisattva.'”” Important apocryphal Ja:taka
tales in this category include the prose works Tha:w Kampha: Pa:daek
Fasamau: and Khun Theung  Poetic works include Kalake:t, Thaw
Kampha: Kai Kae:w, Khunlu: Nang Ua, and Singado:. There are also a
minority of Lao stories that cannot be classified as apocryphal Jatakas. Many
of these are literary accounts of Lao history. For example, several tales
describe the life and battles of an historical figure, King Jeu'ang'® The
lengthy poetic work Tha:w Hung Thaw [eu'ang is considered to be one of
the finest examples of Lao literature.

2.3: Works Borrowed from the Thai

A small number of Lao stories share Thai equivalents, including;
Innao, Aphaimani, FPa FPu: Thaung Thaw Kai Thaung, Janthakhorop,
and Kaew Na: Ma. These tales appear to be adaptations based upon the
Thai works.™ Such stories are likely to have been composed at a much later
time than literature taken from other sources. During the period in which
Lao literature was at its peak in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, the
Kingdom of Lan Xang had little contact with the Thai. Significant Thai
cultural influence began within the last century. None of the works are
commonly found within Laos or northeastern Thailand.

"% There is not necessarily a strong demarcation between poetic works in which the hero is or is not
claimed to be the Bodhisattva. In some works, the story is clearly set in the context of a Jataka, including
many references to the hero as the Bodhisativa and a conclusion that defines the identity of each
character in relationship to the Buddha. In other warks, however, there is only a single reference to the
hero as the Bodhisattva, usually at the beginning of the tale. [t would be possible for this type of
statement either to be omitted from or added to a story depending upon the motivation of its particular
transcriber.

" Jew'ang can refer both to a historical figure and a mythical figure revered by many Tai and non-
Tai ethnic groups in Laos.
"% According to Dr. A Peltier in Le Roman Classique Lao, an examination of the language of Pa:

Fu: Thaung Tha:w Kai Thaung and Kaew Na: Ma: indicates that the stories are adaptations of the
Thai works of simiar title. (pp.336, 458, 463)
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Prose and Poetic Forms of Lao Literature

There are two basic types of Lao literature which serve two different
roles in Lao society. The two types of are differentiated bath by their style of
writing and the script in which they are written. Texts that are intended to
serve as religious teaching in a temple are recorded in the Tham script in a
form of prose.”™ Texts that are used as entertainment outside of the temple
(in which the religious role is weakened but still present) are written in the
ancient Lao script in poetic form. The distinctions between the two types of
literature stated here are intended only as a general guide, and as shall be
seen, there is a considerable degree of intermingling between the two.

Nitsay Prose Literature (U0gy)

The prose form in which Lao literature is recorded is known as Nitsay'"
Although it is considered prose, it passesses many poetic characteristics,
including alliteration, assonance, and a high level of parallelism at all

levels.!?’

Dr. Amin Sweeney, describing classical Malay prose literature,
explains that the ‘poetic nature’ of the narrative is the resuit of the fact that it
was intended to be heard. It was therefore composed with ‘auditory
imaginings’.™ The same explanation holds true for Lao prose.

Nitsay is written in the Tham script, which has traditionally been used

solely for religious texts.

™ A minority of works are also written in Hazy verse, a form which generally fills a similar function to
the prose literature.

'%® A similar word, ‘Nissaya', is used by the Burmese for prose literature that translates Pali into the
vernacular. The Pali word ‘Nissaya’ means ‘foundation, reliance on, or support.’ People who do not
understand the original Pali text can ‘rely upon’ the translation. A Guide to Mon Studies by Christian
Bauer p38 Although the label of ‘Nitsay’ is widely known within Laos, it is not commonly used among
the ethnic Laao of northeastern Thailand.

" Lao literary scholars commonly dismiss this form as prose and devote no attention to its
characteristics. The one exception that ] have found is Dr. A Peltier's work, Le Roman (Jassique Lao.
in which a description of Nitsay is given on p.74,

'°® Authors and Audiences p32  '.the reciting of prose works was no less an art form than the
singing of sya'ir (ie. a type of poetic work), so that in traditional Malay literature there is little distinction
between the concepts of “prosaic” and “poetic”. On one hand, prose was written with a maximum of
auditory imaginings to be presented in a thythmic, stylized manner, and on the other, society’s insistence
on conformity militated against personal expression in poetry no less than in prose, resulting in an
absence of the “spontaneous overflow of powerful feelings” which, in the west, has become the hallmark
of “paetic” expression. The result is that, with some minor exceptions, well-nigh any topic could be
presented in either prose or sy'ir form, ranging from subjects such as an exposition of Sufi belief to
“romantic” tales of the Panji type..” ibid. pp.32-33
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The Origins and Evolution of Lao Nitsay

Lao Nitsay literature, and the script in which it is written, is derived
from the Yuan. The script, language and style of Nitsay literature in Lanna
and Laos are very similar.

The style of Nitsay literature is generally based upon the Panya:sa
Jaitaka, and imitates the style of the Canonical Jataka tales. Phrases of Pali
are included in the text with varying frequency followed by explanations in
Lao, giving the story the appearance of being a translation from the Buddhist
scriptures. Frequently the use of Pali is incorrect to the point of being
incomprehensible to thase familiar with the language'” Similar to Yuan
works, Lao Nitsay often includes short sections written in the poetic form of
Hay. This type of poetry is generally used in scenes of courtship and
descriptions of nature.

The practice of composing in Nitsay, although less common than
poetic composition, appears to be prevalent throughout all of the major
regions inhabited by the ethnic Lao: north, central, and southern Laos, and
northeastern Thailand. However, a greater number of Lao stories that exist
in Nitsay form have Yuan counterparts {(and are thus likely to be of Yuan
origin) than tales that are found exclusively in Laos: twenty-six as compared

to seventeen.!'’

Considering the different number of Lao waorks with or
without Yuan counterparts, there are Nitsay versions of approximately forty
percent of the titles that occur both in Lanna and Laos whereas there are
Nitsay versions of only twenty-three percent of works that occur solely
within Laos. When a Lao story, regardiess of origin, exists both in Nitsay and
Kaun An versions, the latter form is almost always the more popular
among the Lao.™ At the same time, there are a few works of Lao origin that
are composed solely in Nitsay that are quite popular within Laos, for
example, Tha:w Kampha: Pa:daek Pasamau,™ Takataen Kham, and Siang

Nauwy Jorato:

"5 This is not solely the fault of the original composer. The text is continually transcribed, frequently
by those with far from perfect knowledge of Pali. Errors originate or are amplified by such transcription.

"1° This figure includes works that exist in both Nitsay prose and Kaun A:n poetic versions.

""" Two notabte exceptions are Thaw Khatthanam and Thaw Hua; both similar in plot to stories

from the Panyasa Jataka, where the prose versions are popular and the poetic versions have a very
limited circutation.

' A story with a similar theme as Thaw Kampha: Padaek Fa: Samau: (but greatly different in
detail) exists in Southern Thailand, but what connection there is between the two remains unclear.
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In the majority of stories where there is a Nitsay and Kaun An
version, the evolution appears to have been from prose into poetry.'*
However, there are exceptions. I have observed, for example, only a single
Nitsay text of the stories Thaw Kapau:m Kham, Phanya: Khankhak, and
Thaw Kampha: Kai Kae:w, which are popular in poetic form. In each case
the Nitsay version was located in Luang Prabang. It can be speculated that
the Nitsay versions were adapted from the poetic works to facilitate their use
as religious sermons. It is not surprising that such a transformation would
occur in Luang Prabang, the cultural and religious center of Laos, which has
traditionally shared a close cultural relationship with Chiang Mai. An
additional work, Khunlu: Nang Ua;, which is popular in Kau:n A:n form,
exists in Luang Prabang in Hay, a verse with a similar function to Nitsay'"

There are a few works of Nitsay that deserve special attention because
they show greater evolution from the Yuan style than do the other stories.
They will be referred to in this thesis as Poetic Nitsay. Although written in
Nitsay form, they are heavily influenced by the conventions of Kau:n An.
The few stories within this category emphasize the telling of the story and
minimize its religious message. Their role as entertainment can be seen in
their increased use of poetic descriptions of nature, and the detailed
descriptions of the romantic exploits of the hero, including courting Phanya:
and obscene humor. Their use of parallel pairs and doubled pairs is four to
five times greater than ordinary Nitsay.™® The two stories that I have found
in this category are Thaw Kampha: Pa:daek Pasamau: and Khun Theung.
Both are very popular works and both appear to have been composed in
Laos, with no Yuan equivalent*

" The majority of such works have Yuan Nitsay equivalents from which they are likely to have
originated.

" Hay is discussed in greater detail on bages 39-41. The Hay version of Khuniu: Nang Ua: is
known as Ua: Khia:m.

'"® See pp.167-168 of chapter four

" According to the Chronicles of Chiang Mai and Phayao, Khun Theung was a king of the Yuan.
However, there appears to be no literary account of the story. The story of Khun Theung is commonly
found in central and particularly southern Laos and Isan, but rare in northern Laos which has the
closest connection to Lanna. Another probable example of a work of Poetic Nitsay is the Lao apocryphal
Jataka Thaw Khu: Nang Tham, again without a Yuan equivalent. This story, popular in southern Laos,
is filled with Phanya: and obscene humor. I have not yet examined its use of language, such as the
prevalence of parallelism, in any detail.
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Storage

Nitsay manuscripts are generally stored in Buddhist temples. Temples
have traditionally maintained a library where texts are kept. The library is

known as 3IL0 (Hau: Tai) ‘Room of the Buddhist Scriptures’, and literary

manuscripts are not distinguished from other religious works.
Manuscripts that are kept in temple libraries are usually divided into

bundles known as (N (phuk), each bundle consisting of roughly 20 to 25

leaves. They are generally wrapped in silk or other cloth donated by laymen
as a sign of the respect with which they are held as sacred texts.” Itisa
common tradition that a manuscript must be held above one’s shoulders
when carried, befitting its religious status.

Transcription

Lao Nitsay is transcribed by monks, novices, and laymen who have
been educated in the temple An insightful picture of the transcribers is
given by the exiraneous comments that commonly occur at the end of
individual bundles in a manuscript."” In a version of FPhadaeng Nang Ai
from Sakheun Neu'a: village in Suwannakhet province, for example, the
transcriber explains that his heart is not in the work:

uontaucean OLh2negugau
Juann ascoazdnan  dgagenotiey

[€td) WSU2S VO

" Manuscripts are frequently wrapped in cloth that would normally be used for FPha:sin, women's
skirts. Although a skirt has very low connotations in Lao culture, the cloth that is donated has never been
worn. It seems doubtful that any disrespect was intended in the placement of religious manuscripts in
Phasin, as opposed to any other kind of cloth. Nonetheless it has given rise to interesting speculation. 1
have heard various explanations from maonks respected for their high religious education, including one
who taught literature at Ong Teu College of Buddhist Monks in Vientiane. He stated that the wrapping
of a holy text in a woman’s skirt was to remind people of the fact that even the Buddha was bom out of a
woman's womb,

'"® Although the copying of manuscripts is almost exclusively the work of males (as described
further on pp.46-47), 1 have seen a nun in rural Suwannakhet transcribing palm leaves with great
expertise.

" Unfortunately these comments are almost always excluded from printed versions of the
literature.

32




‘I have been a monk since I was young but I have not written much. My

mind is not with my body (i.e. not interested in what I am doing). [ am not

diligent in writing or reading'”

The majority of extraneous comments describe the monk’s (or novice’s)
longing for women. For example, one of the opening phrases of the Naung
Lam Jan version of Som Thi: Kheut consists of the following lament:

g040CSU 0RO UEMONUNUEEED

‘Wonderful young woman, 1 watch you pass from the corner of my eye;
Alas, watch and nothing more...

It is also not uncommon for transcribers to express their desire to leave
the monkhood. For example, the story Usa: Nithan is concluded by the
following passage:

Sunans .  seutnanSau  Loldleritanananceuceucsy

WM BT

VousgdisSelovtolou  Snwunanéau
gnocleungn  dangintadnuldiaegBuctieio  avdien

Unceroluaangonuieus)  Talieudnuiignso o

[ want desperately to leave the monkhood! 1 want desperately to leave the
monkhood! O: O: O: Nau: Nau: Nauw:  La: La: La:  Heu'y Heu'y Heu'y
(The previous syllables are the playful expansion of a common exclamation,
‘Oh young womar', in which each of its four syllables is repeated three
times) Oy Heuw Heu: Heu: Heu: Heuw: Heuw Oy Oy Oy (exclamatory
syllables) I want desperately to leave the monkhood! Young woman of
beautiful skin, If you wish to know my heart, come and take a taste of it
together with jaew (Lao pepper sauce). With jae:w, it will be delicious. That
is how my heart is.’

The fundamental incentive for the transcription of manuscripts is
religious. It is believed that acts involved in the creation of a Buddhist text
will bring one great Bun, or merit, which will help to improve one’s position
in a future life-time. The acts that bring about the greatest amount of merit

*"leaf 76 side b (final page of text) The initial two lines of this sequence conform to the conventions
of Kaun An verse. Note that the spaces between phrases in this and other quoted passages do not
occur within the original texts but are included to show their poetic farm,

'#' On the final page of the manuscript in the Lao National Library in Vientiane.
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are the transcription of a manuscript and the donation of money to finance
such a work. Merit can also be achieved through the donation of material
needed for the transcription, such as palm leaves, rubber oil, rice chaff, and
the string used in tying the palm leaves tagether A text known as Salaung
Nangseu: describes the amount of merit received for the transcription or
the financing of the transcription of the Buddhist Tripitaka.® The performer
of such an act will benefit in the following manner: He will become an
emperor for eighty-four thousand Buddhist eras. He will be a wealthy man,
a Lord, and Brahma, each for a period of nine Asongkhai'” He will also
reign for a similar amount of time as the Lord of celestial beings in various
levels of heaven. After his stay in heaven is completed, he will be born
again as a king on earth and perform many meritorious acts. Although such
a fate is specifically stated for those who copy the Buddhist Scriptures, the Lao
are ambivalent in their distinction between what is and is not of scriptural
origin. The popular story Thaw Khatthana:m illustrates the belief that the
transcription of works of Lao literature similarly results in the attainment of
great merit. The tale explains in detail the rewards that one will receive for
various acts, as shown in the fate of different characters according to their
deeds in past life-times:

In a past life, the (emperor) Phanya: Jak had been a merchant who sold palm
leaves and (at one time had) donated palm leaves ta a navice. When the
novice received the palm leaves from the merchant, he inscribed a book of
the Buddha'’s teachings. The Bun that was received from these acts helped
the two men to achieve happiness for many life-times. The man who
donated the palm leaves to the novice became Phanya: Jak, an emperor, and
the novice who created (the book of Buddhist teaching) became the celestial
deity Wisukam'* .. Whoever donates palm leaves to one who will write a
book of the teachings of the Buddha will gain three kinds of happiness. (He
will gain) happiness in the human world, where he will become an emperor
of greatest power in Jambudipa.™ As for happiness in the heavenly world,
he will become the Lord Indra who rules over two levels of the sky. (He will
achieve) happiness as fitting for {one who passessed) the wisdom to give a
palm leaf as charity to monks and novices to write what they wish to.

“?Salaung Thia:n Lae Salaung Nangseu, transcribed by Yubon Thonsilangkaun and So:pha:
Tisawymew'ang Salaung texts are short works describing the amount of Bun that is received for
various religious acts. They are generally read aloud by monks upon the completion of a specific act of
merit by laymen. Salaung Thian Salaung Nangseur, introduction, p.i

#? An Asongkhar is the highest of Lao (and Thai) numbers. According to The Nation Thai-Enghsh
Dictionary, it is the number one followed by one hundred and forty zeros.

'#* Also known as Wisawakam; a deity skilled in architecture
"** In Buddhist cosmology, Jambu:di:pa is the southern continent, where India is located.
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The person who donated palm leaves.. will gain the power of (his) Bun for
nine Buddhist eras.... Whoever through great faith donates soot and rubber
oil and rice chaff to clear the text and wipes the text with a cloth in order that
it become clean, clear, and beautiful will receive Bun for six Buddhist eras...
Whoever through great faith writes the teachings of the Buddha.... receives
the power of his charitable act for one hundred Buddhist eras..."™

The end of each bundle of a manuscript frequently includes the names
of both the family of the layman who commissioned the work and the monk
or novice who {ranscribed the text, followed by exhortations that they will
receive Bun as a result of their actions.”” Similar to other types of statements
that have become a fixed part of the literature, the style of requests for Bun
has developed artistically. Whereas many requests ask simply for metit in
straight-forward prose, the request in Nang Awraphim from Meu'ang
Khaing is in the form of a witty couplet:’™

e

Sloilh eclug  Sgou o

(khau: hai dai mia: phu:hu:  su:phu:ngam theu'n)™
Please giveme  an obedient™ wife,  a beautiful laver

Typically, the ariginal religious intent has evolved into a more ramantic

one.'™

Customarily, Lao men were required to spend at least one three-month
period of Khao Phansa, or Buddhist Lent, as a novice in a temple. Many

spent most or all of their teenage years in the temple, where a free education
could be obtained. It would require approximately one or two years as a
novice to gain proficiency in the transcription of manuscripts!® Novices

"*® Tha:w Khatthanam transcribed by Amphaun Namlao pp.155-156

¥ Maha: Kae:w, a former monk with extensive experience transcribing manuscripts in rural
southern Laos, described to me the fervor in which the diligent novices at his temple in Suwannakhet
would transcribe great amounts of text in the hopes of achieving merit. He told me that one particular
work, Wisuthi, eight leaves in length, promised that whoever copied the text or paid for its copying
would be absolved of all previous sins, including the five major sins of Buddhism. (This includes, for
exampile, the killing of one’s mother or father; the shedding of a Buddha's blood, etc) He was deluged
with requests to copy this work. According to Maha: Kaew, Wisuthi was composed by a Thai-born
monk in Champhasak province wha flaunted his disregard of Buddhist precepts. It enjoyed immense
popularity in southern Laos until it was eventually banned by Buddhist authorities in Vientiane.

"® This request is printed on the final leaf of the manuscript

"* Rhyming syllables are underlined in this and future examples.

"% ‘Obedient’ can also be translated as’ knowledgeable’.

"' The mixture of artistic and religious sentiments is also reflected in the text in which this couplet
occurs. Although the story is written in the Tham script and stored in a temple library, it is composed
entirely in Kau:n A verse,

2 As stated by Maha: Kaew:
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who spent several years in a temple were looked upon poorly if they failed to
copy at least one work before completing their term. Along with the prospect
of great merit that was to be gained, both the threat of discipline by superiors
and retribution in hell if one neglected one’s transcribing duties also served
as a strong incentive.”™  Another less frequently used device to inspire
navices to copy manuscripts was to have different groups compete as to
whom could complete the greatest numbers of leaves in the shortest amount
of time "

While religious belief and temple discipline were strong traditional
incentives for the transcription of the literature, one must not under-value
the artistic and intellectual motivation. There are many Lao, including
monks, novices, and laymen, whose dedication in transcribing Nitsay works
is due to their appreciation of the content. This high regard can be seen, for
example, in the great care that is taken in whittling beautiful styluses at
certain temples,' in the elaborate carvings on the wooden covers of many
manuscripts, and the beautiful script filled with artistic flourishes that one
often finds painstakingly inscribed upon the palm leaves.

The various types of motivation, as described above, ensured the

preservation and expansion of Lao literature from one generation to the
TIEXt 136

Performance
A) Times of Performance:

Lao Nitsay literature is intended to be read by monks on religious
accasions. Depending upon the temple, the stories that are read are either

™% The late Phra Ariyanuwat Khemmaja:i: of Maha Sarakham, a monk with considerable
knowledge and expertise in Lao literature, stated that the majar inspiration was the fear of hell.

"** I was informed of this particular practice at Naung Lam Jan Temple in Suwannakhet province.
'* For example, the beautiful stylus whittied from ivory that I saw at Naung Lam Jan Temple.

" An example of this is the following In the year 1829, the Thai army razed Vientiane and
destroyed, with a single exception, all of its temples, reputedly transporting three elephant loads of
manuscripts to Thailand and removing its people. Subsequently the city was abandoned and avergrown
by forest for many years. As late as 1873 a European traveler found the city abandoned. The Lao,
however, were able to replenish the stock of manuscripts that had been taken by the Thai. When the
French scholar Louis Finot made an inventory of palm leaves in Lao temples during the years 1900-1917
(less than fifty years after the city had been observed to be abandoned), there were enough manuscripts
in Vientiane that he was able to compile a fourteen page list. (This observation was originally stated to
me by Mr. Khamphaeng Kettawong)
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chosen by the abbot or monks at the temple, or according to requests made by
laymen. In many places, a wide choice of tales is available. If a temple does
not have a particular story, it is a common practice for monks to borrow the
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desired manuscript from other temples in the vicinity.” The literature is

read on the following accasions:

1) During the three months of 5usT (Khao Phansa:); Traditionally, one

or a number of stories are chosen to be completed within this three month
term. Every day during this period a certain time is allotted to read the text,
either by a single monk (or novice), or by several reading consecutively. A
typical reading lasts between twenty minutes to an hour. Long stories, such
as the Nitsay version of Sang Sinsai which consists of approximately five
hundred palm leaves, can be finished during this time. At present, this
tradition is still commonly followed throughout Lacs, particularly in the
countryside. In Vientiane, although some temples attract only a meager
audience, some are regularly filled. In contemporary northeastern Thailand,
reading literature is much less commaon, especially in the larger towns. The
percentage of monks and novices who can read the Tham script is
considerably less, and when stories are read, printed versions are often
substituted for original manuscripts. It is also frequent that a general
Buddhist text is substituted for an apocryphal Jataka tale. For example, Thai
printed versions of the last ten Canonical Jataka tales are commonly read.

2) During religious holidays; Traditionally, the Lao have abserved a holiday
for every month of their lunar calendar While not required, it is a frequent
practice for an entire story to be read during the holiday, which may last as
long as three days in length. Several monks and/or novices take part in
reading the tale. Other than the holiday of Bun Phawe:t {as described on page
41), such a tradition is not a common practice in the larger towns, where
many of the holidays are minimally observed.

3) Suwse (Wan Phra), weekly religious days; Certain temples will also read

portions of a story during weekly religious holidays that are based upon the

" In Vientiane, monks occasionally borrow texts from the National Library to use for their sermons.
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lunar calendar.

4) In times of drought, there are two ceremonies that may be organized to
bring about rain. Although the ceremonies are based upon non-Buddhist
beliefs, both involve the reading of apocryphal Jatakas by monks. In one
ceremony, monks are invited for three days to read from the work Phanya:
Khankhak. '" The preparations for the reading are very involved, including
thedigging of a well in which must be placed figures in the shapes of the
various animals that occur in the story. If the preparations are not
vigorously followed, it is feared that the reading may bring about ill results™
In another ceremony, similarly three days in length, monks are invited to
read a Pali incantation from the story Pa: Khau: (rather than the story
itself)."" In this tale, the Bodhisattva is a fish in a pond that has evaporated.
To save the inhabitants of the pond, the Bodhisattva wishes for rain, basing
his request on the integrity in which he has followed the Buddhist precepts
throughout his life.'"

B) Aspects of Performance

Monks frequently read Laa literature (or give sermons) to an audience
of laymen while sitting in a tall ornamental chair. The reader is thus placed
in a position high above the audience, indicating the respect that is given to
the performance. Lao literature is not actually read, but rather chanted in a
number of different styles which vary with the geographical region. The
skill of the monk in perfarming the text is very important. There is an art to
-:éuagj (len siaing) ‘playing with sound’ in one’s reading. According to Terry
Miller in Traditional Music of the Lao, the style of performance is ‘but one
step removed’ from the singing that one finds in musical Mau: Lam
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performances. In recent years, a form of stylized chanting known as

" The story is briefly described on p.21.

"% As explained to me by villagers in Naung Lam [an village, Suwannakhet Province.

"“° The palm leaf text of the story la: Khau: is relatively uncommon within Laos and northeastern
Thailand, occurnng more frequently among the Yuan. (I have seen only a single manuscript of the story,
wntten in the Leu script, at Na: Sai Termple in Vientiane.

" Both ceremonies are still practiced during imes of drought. [n early 1991, for example, [ went to
awvillage in Maha Sarakham province in northeastern Thailand where the Pa: Khau: ceremony had only
recently been performed.

'“? “Kaen” Playing and “Mawlum” Singing in Northeast Thailand by Terry Miller p.108
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£Q (laey), of probable Thai origin, has become popular among Lao monks '

The desire for religious merit serves not only as an incentive for monks
to transcribe manuscripts, but also for laymen to listen to them. The primary

reason of many laymen in attending readings is to Gaﬁqw (ao bun) receive

merit”. The merit is received as a result of taking part in a religious service,
of which the reading of the story is an integral, but not sole part
Occasionally the texts of the stories themselves promise rewards of great
merit if one pays close attention and alternatively great punishment if one
does not® In readings that I have attended within Vientiane and rural Laos,
the audience consisted largely of peaple of middle age or older, with a higher
percentage of women than men. During extended readings on important
religious occasions, other groups were more evenly represented.

The audience of a reading does not necessarily understand the entire
content of the story that is being chanted. At some performances, the monk
whao reads the tale will pause several times during his reading to explain the
narrative in ordinary Lao, followed by questions asked by the audience.®
The language of Nitsay literature is considerably different from spoken Lao
which makes it somewhat difficult to follow.

Although people listen to stories largely for religious reasons, from
personal observation, however, there seems no doubt that much of the
audience is genuinely interested in the progress of the tale, and anticipates
the daily installments. The stories chanted in the temples often find their
way into the household, as those who attend services relate the tales to their
immediate family in the course of conversation.

Poetic Versions in Hay Verse 5ad)

Hay verse is common to many Tai-speaking groups. Its fundamental
rule is that the last syllable of the first poetic line (or phrase) must rhyme

" ibid. pp.87-88

¢ For example, the Naung Lam Jan version of the story Tha:w Ba: Ling states that ‘whoever listens
to this tale of myself, the Buddha, will receive merit so great that it cannot be counted and will be
successful in all that they wish’. (second side of the last leaf of the fourth bundle) In contrast, the
composer of Phuan Lom from Luang Prabang threatens that if one does not pay attention to his story
that one’s sin will be so great that one may become deaf, blind or ugly. (first leaf, side two.)

' I have abserved this, for example, at Na: Sai Temple in Vientiane.
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with one of the initial three syllables of the second. Hay is a less popular
form of literature in Laos than it is in Lanna*® In Lanna, Hay was
traditionally used almost exclusively for religious works, which were
composed either in Nitsay, Hayy or a combination of the two!” Hay
literature that exists within Laos maintains an equally strong religious
orientation. Similar to Nitsay, Ha:y literature is generally recorded in the
Tham script and its use appears to be confined to the temple® The primary
difference between Nitsay and Hay within Laos is in its length. Stories
composed in Hay rarely extend over forty leaves'” Another important
difference is that works composed in Haiy may or may not include the use of
Pali, but typically, presumably for the sake of the rhyme, the amount of Pali
words is nat as great as in Nitsay.

There is an approximate total of eighteen Lao stories written in Hay.
Out of these works, nine have Yuan counterparts, five of which are included
in the Panya:sa Ja:taka collection. An additional two are renditions of
canonical Ja:taka tales, also possibly borrowed from Lanna. Five works, or
under thirty percent of the total, appear to have been composed within Laos.
It is noteworthy that all of the eighteen warks can be found in Luang Prabang
and with the exception of one or possibly two, none exist outside of northern
Laos™ As previously observed, northern Laos, and Luang Prabang in
particular, have a closer cultural relationship with Lanna than the rest of the
country.

The only wide-spread Hay work of literature within Laas is the
canonical Vesantara Jataka, known to the Lao as Pha Weitsandaun. This
story is an account of the last life of the Badhisattva before he became the
Buddha. There are many different Lao versions of the tale, composed in the

"% T am referring here specifically to literature in Category A as described on p4.

" According to Yuan custom, Jataka tales (canonical or otherwise) that were related by the Buddha
to his disciple Sariputta are composed in Hayy whereas Ja:taka tales related to the disciple Ananda are
composed in prose. Wannakam Thaung Thin Lanna: by Lamun Janhaum p.107

"% There are exceptions. Hay versions of the various sections of the Vesantara Jataka are
commonly written in the Lao script and stored in private homes. Non-Buddhist religious works such as
chants to call the Khwan spirit and even collections of Phanya: may alsc be recorded in the Lao script
and composed largely or exclusively in Hay. The latter works, however, do not fall in Category A of Lao
literature and therefore are outside the range of this discussion.

'*# There are notable exceptions, however, including; a) several different Hayy versions (among both
the Lao and Yuan) of the Ve:isantara Jataka, andb)the Yuan counterpart of Thaw Khatthanam, known
as Kathana Kumman, which is partially or entirely composed in Hay. In both cases, the works are
several hundred leaves in length.

" One is found both in Luang Prabang and the National Library in Vientiane. A manuscript's
being stored at the National Library, however, gives no indication of its origin or circulation. Many works
inthe National Library were specifically collected by the library from northem Laos.

40




forms of Nitsay, Kaun A:n, and Hayy. The most popular of the Lao monthly
holidays, Bun Phawet, celebrates the life of the Bodhisattva depicted in this
Jataka tale. During the festival, the entire work is customarily read in a
single day. Those fortunate enough to have listened to the story from its
beginning to end within this time are believed to be rewarded by being given
the opportunity to see Phra Maitreya, the future Buddha, in a succeeding life-
time.”™ It is estimated that to perform the entire Ha:y version of this tale one
would have to start at approximately four in the morning and continue
reading until midnight. Therefore, most temples prefer to read versions
which include a mixture of both Hay and Nitsay, which is typically more
concise!” The Vesantara Ja:taka also occupies an important place in the
literary tradition of the Yuan, and there appear to be great similarities
between versions of the wark within the two societies™

Poetic Versions in Kaun Ann Verse (ngug'ﬂm

Poetic versions of Lao literature are generally written in the Lao script,
which was traditionally used for non-religious texts, for example, historical
chronicles, medicinal treatises, etc.

Sources of Poetic Literature

a) Approximately fifty-three stories (roughly fifty percent of Lac poetic
works) appear to be of Lao origin.

b) Approximately twenty-eight stories (roughly thirty-one percent of Lao
poetic works) are derived from stories originally written in Nitsay, which
were likely ta have been brought to Laos from Lanna.

™1 1 have heard from people in Isan that in the past, there was a choice of stories that were
permitted to be read during this holiday, and that the Lao tale Singa:Jo, (which is composed in Kaun
Am), was frequently read in substitution

%2 Temples often choose to read the most popular sections of the story in their Hay versions, for
example, Matri, Nakhaun, and most commonly, Kasat. (Related in correspondence by Professor
Suphon Somjitstipanya: of the I'sa:n Cultural Center at the Teacher’s College in Maha Sarakham)

'®The close relationship between the Lao and Yuan versions of We:santara Ja:taka was described to
me by Kidaemg Phaunkaseu"msuk, a literary scholar at the former Committee of Social Sciences in
Vientiane who has specialized in the study of comparative versions of this tale.

41




e — e

c) Approximately six stories (roughly six percent of the total) are taken from
Thai poetic works.

d) Approximately five stories (roughly five percent of the total) are derived
from Canonical Ja:itaka tales.

e) A smaller percent, included in the first two categories, have their origins

in Indian Hindu works.

Poetic works are performed both by layman ouiside of the temple
grounds and by monks during religious services. Although the emphasis of
the stories as religious instruction is less pronounced than in Nitsay texts,
poetic literature still plays an important role in the teaching of Buddhist
precepts. There is no reason to believe that the majority of such works were
not written by monks. Monks would have the leisure time necessary to
compilete the stories, not hindered by the rigors of supporting a family. At
the same time they would have the necessary equipment for transcribing
texts, such as stylus, palm leaves, and rubber oil, that were donated by
laymen. Even a layman who composed such a work, however, would
necessarily have spent a considerable time studying in the temple to gain his
skill.

Lao Poetic Forms

It is not the intention of this thesis to provide a detailed summary of
the various poetic forms of the Lao. This information has already been
summarized elsewhere™ The most prominent Lao verse, in which the
great majority of Lao literature is composed, is known as Kaun An, or
Kaun An Thammada; which is described in greater detail on pages 95-99 of
chapter two. Its basic characteristics are as follows: A poetic line is divided
into two sections, respectively of three and four syllables, with possible
additions of initial and final phrases which are generally two or three
syllables in length. A stanza is made up of two verses, each of which consists
of two poetic lines. The number of syllables in a line are not rigidly adhered

! As described on page 3.
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to, and verse is not typically composed in full stanzas. The most
fundamental and consistently followed feature of Kaun Am is the
assignment of words pronounced with two different tones, low and falling,
to designated positions in each line. The use of alliteration and assonance is
highly developed, whereas the rhyming of vowels and final consonants in or
between lines is relatively rare.

Although Kaun Amn is similar in many aspects to the early Yuan poetic
form of Khlong, it does not appear that this is its derivation.” 1t is more
likely that Lac poetry, in particular Kaun A:mn, has its origins in Lao oral
poetry, known as Phanya:. As we shall see in chapter two, Phanya: often
conform to the rules of Kaun Am, including the number of syllables in a
line and the placement of words of various tones.

Basic Characteristics of Lao Poetic Literature

The Lao believe that Kaun An is more pleasing to the ear than Nitsay.
Because of its structure, it provides a greater opportunity than prose to
creatively manipulate language to create auditory effects™ Therefore, there
is an important difference in how a story is told in prose and poetic versions.
The use of parallel pairs, for example, is considerably higher in poetic than in
prose texts.” The importance of how a narrative sounds is illustrated, for
example, by the popularity of a scene from Sang Sinsai  known as Taun
Som Dong ‘Sinsai Admiring the Forest’, which is frequently included in the
repertoire of Mau: Lam performers. This passage is commaonly used in
general performances outside the context of the story in which it was written.
The high esteem given to this piece is due to its skillful use of various poetic
devices such as alliteration, rather than its story-line."® Poetic literature also
differs from Nitsay in its content. Its role as a teacher of religious precepts is
generally lessened and a greater emphasis is placed on entertainment. This

' The two verse forms are similar in a) their use of tonal rhyme based upon low and falling tones,
and b) the number of syllables in a poetic line. However, the designated position of words of rising and
falling tones is different. The earliest example of Yuan Khlong, Usa: Baxot, is also similar to Lao Kaun
Am in that there is no consistent use of rhyme (as analyzed in the thesis Mahakap Reu'ang Thaw Ba:
Jev'ang, by Prakhaung Nimmanhemin p.233).

1% For a description of the structure of Kaun Amn and how it influences its content, see pp.174-178 of
chapter four.

**7 See pp.166-168 of chapter four and pp.242-246 of chapter six.

'*® See Nae:w Thang Seuksa: Wannakam Thaung Thin Fraphet Laylak by Thawat Punnoithok
p.42

43




can be seen, for example, in how the stories are organized. Although Lao
poetic works commonly refer to their hero as the Bodhisattva, the trappings
of a Jataka tale which are frequently used in Nitsay texts, such as the
inclusion of the three different sections, have been abandoned. Words ar
phrases in Pali are not normally present. Common characteristics of poetic
literature that are less developed in Nitsay include:

1) Emphasis on romance and sexual content-- Both prose and poetic works
include frequent scenes of romance among the hero and various princesses.
In poetic works, however, the romance in the scenes tends to be expanded.
This involves the exchange of Phanya: between the characters. The Phanya:
often include strong sexual connotations.

2) Poetic descriptions of nature-- Lao composers have frequent occasion to
describe journeys of the hero through the forest and along rivers. Poetic
accounts tend to go to great lengths to describe the beauty of nature. Often
scenes from nature are used as metaphors to describe the hero’s separation
from his lover'”

Lao poetic works generally begin with an opening section of invocation
known as ﬁu.u::’qflh (Nammathu Pan). This section frequently starts with

praise of the Triple Gems of Buddhism: the Buddha, the Dharma, and the
monkhood. After the initial invocation, the composer invokes various
celestial beings, such as Indra and Brahma, with the request that they look
after the welfare of the composer and aid him in the composition of his
work. If the author and date of composition is to be mentioned, it is in this
section, or at the end of the story. In some works, such as Sang Sinsaj
Tha:w Teme; etc, a fairly fixed format has been established for the
invocation, with the use of similar phrases and poetic lines."

Comments outside the context of the story are frequently added both in

"1t is noteworthy that even in Nitsay. courting exchanges between young men and descriptions of
nature are precisely the type of scenes that are most developed artistically in a given work. They are
often composed in Hay poetic style, immediately distinguishing them from other scenes. See, for
example, Tha:w Pa: daek Pa: Samaw and Khun Theung

1% Khamphaeng Ke:ttawong's unpublished study of Lao literature, Wa:vakaun Lae Wannakhadi:
Law, provides several examples of formulaic invocations in works of Lao literature. (In my version, the
pages are not consistently numbered.)
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the initial section and at the end of the text. The requests frequently describe
how a manuscript should be handled. For example, the story fampha: Si:
Ton from Tha: Meu'anng village in Suwannakhet province includes a long
list of warnings and complaints.'” Although the comments are of a purely
utilitarian nature, they are consistently composed in Kaun An verse form:

Ly Tuldeedt ticsmsuciongm 1ued

ooty o=l Segtianal el
s el uantdls Lulaliponsany Ve TR
SRg Yhouandeu  Syptacinouey

o 1oen e QR IRT05atd 0 g T
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‘Whoever borrows (this manuscript), use a candle (to give yourself) light in
which to read. Do not take a Lao torch' and light it near (the text). .. Some
people let drippings from the torch fall on i, a fire starts, and it is burnt ......
Some people (let the) juice of the betel-nut drip (on the text) so that it
becomes tainted. (They) are truly not afraid or respectful and will do
anything. ... Sometimes there is a tear (spreading from) the hole where (the
leaves) are bound; The palm leaves turn and fall down and are stepped
upon ../

Manuscripts also typically describe the conditions under which they can be
botrowed, and how the audience should behave during a performance. The
great majority of extraneous comments are addressed exclusively to young
women. For example, although it would be unlikely for a female to borrow a
manuscript, it is not uncommon for the text to warn that if the story is
barrowed and not returned within three days, the owner will come and
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squeeze the breasts of the offender.’® Other texts similarly caution young

women not to be in too great a hurry to borrow the manuscript* and not to

**'On the manuscript’s final page.

%2 A tradiitional Lao torch consists of a rotted stick of wood with rubber oil.

1% For example, the final page of Thaw Kampha: Kai Kaew from Naung Lam Jan village. To a
lesser extent, older people in the audience are also addressed and teased. This has also been observed

within Khaw Sau: poetry, a comparable form of entertainment performed by the Yuan in northern
Thailand. See Jarit Nivom Nai Kan1 Taeng Wannakam Khaw Sau: by Dr Udom Rungrew’angsi: p.35

'°* Initial page of Usa: Nithan, National Library, Vientiane.
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‘burn or taint the text during a reading’’® It should be noted that the
performers of such texts are exclusively male and that the audience is often
largely comprised of females.

In some works, for example, Sang Sinsai the story is divided into

sections, referred to as U (pan), each of which is given a title. Although

not an uncommon practice, the majority of tales are without such divisions.

The Storage and Use of Poetic Literature

Poetic texts are largely kept in private homes. From personal
observation, the amount of private manuscripts varies widely from region to
region. In many areas, much has been destroyed through years of warfare,'*

Poetic texts are frequently hung from a wall, or kept upon a shelf that is
reserved for objects of religious adoration. Unlike their counterparts in a
temple, poetic works inscribed in the Lao script are not generally divided into
bundies, but rather consist of one large bundle bound together inside of two
wooden covers. Frequently the covers are carefully decorated with carvings.
Also, unlike manuscripts that are found inside of temples, palm leaf texts
that are privately owned are not normally wrapped in silk or cloth.

Poetic Lao literature, similar to prose literature, is generally exclusively
handled, transcribed, read, and performed by males'” The education
necessary to read, transcribe or perform the works has traditionally been
attainable only inside of the temple. The stories, despite their role as
entertainment, remain associated with Buddhism and are therefore seen as a
specifically male area of active involvement. It is often considered improper
for women to handle such texts or play any role other than that of a

¥ ibid. final page
1% Because past and present inventories of manuscripts focus almost entirely on collections stored
in temples, the extent and variety of titles kept in private hands has largely gone unrecorded.

%" There are exceptions. Khamphaemng Kettawong described to me how his mother educated
herself in the ancient Lao script and used to read manuscripts in her house to her children.
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respectful audience.'®

The extent of manuscripts that are privately owned in a village and
their present location is frequently known among the village's older males.
When a festival is organized, people are aware of which works of literature
are available as entertainment.

Although privately-owned manuscripts may be less religious in content
than prose texts written in Tham, they are regarded with high value by their
owners.'” Many Lao works warn that they must be treated with proper
respect. Before reading one should raise the text up to the level of one’s
head as a sign of its honor'™ One should also warship the text by placing in
front of it an offering bowl with either the following five items: popped rice,
a tarch, flowers, incense, and candies, or mare commonly the latter three.”
This is an offering that is typically given in respect to the Buddha, his
teachings, and the monkhood. The manuscript should be placed in a tray
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during the reading,

17

and afterwards stored in a place of suitable height

befitting its value.™ If one does not pay praper respect in reading, one will

Tt is noteworthy that although there are both male and female academics within Thailand and
Laos that have made studies of Lao literature, it is almost exclusively the males who read from the
original manuscripts. I can not think of a single Thai male scholar on the subject who cannot read the
ancient scripts. In contrast, the majority of female academics use as their sources printed

L
transliterations. The idea of GACUAT (en bai lan) ‘to collect or make a hobby of manuscripts” for

L o
laymen is a male oriented pastime, as is (AUWSCCESA]) (len phra khrewang) ‘to collect religious
amulets’,

'** An example of this is the following: The people of Hat Lao village on the Saeng river in northern
Luang Prabang province originally inhabited an area in Sam Neua province several day’s walk from
their present village. During the war, they were forced out of their previous village by the American
sponsored Hmong army. They could only keep what they carried by hand. They brought with them
several palm leaf manuscripts including a very bulky five hundred page version of the story
Fanthamat. When they arrived in the area they that currently occupy; for the first few years they could
not live inside of the village for fear of being bombed. Although forced to live precariously in the forest,
they again brought with them and took care of their palm leaf manuscripts.

" For example, Ka:ake:, final page, transcribed by Phra Ariyanuwat Khemmajari, Taeng
Hau:m, Vientiane National Library, last leaf, and Phanya: Khankhax, final leaf of third bundie.

" In the work Sammathi, transcribed by Niyom Suphawut (p.5), the narrator asks for all five
offerings, whereas on the last page of KaJaked{ transcribed by Phra Ariyanuwat Khemmajari, and on

P. £l of the newly composed version of Tha:w Khatthana:m, written by Khamphun Philawong (L) the
narrators ask specifically far the latter three. In practice, I have observed only the latter three offerings
being given,

"2 On other occasions than performances, for example, when one wishes to borrow a manuscript
from its owner, an offering of this kind may be presented as a sign of respect.

'”° Stated in Phanya: Khankhax from Sakheun Neu'a, Suwannakhet province, on the final leaf of
third bundle, and in Sammaths; transcribed by Niyom Suphawut, leaf two, side a.

"¢ Lao manuscripts commonly advise the reader that they be stored in a high place, for example,
Sammathi: (as in the previous footnote) leaf two, side a, and the final leaf of Tae:ng Haum at the
Vientiane National Library.
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be committing a grave sin!” Lao works frequently state that such respect is
deserved due to the religious origins of the literature. At the beginning of
the poetic version of the popular story Sang Sinsai, for example, the author

claims the work to be teachings of the Buddha taken from Ha: Sip Sa:t ‘Fifty

Lives’, the Lao version of the Panyassa Jaitaka. However, the tale is not
included in Ha: Sip Sa:t, nor, as we have seen, is Ha: Sip Sat of scriptural
origin.

Outside of religious considerations, the respect given to Lao poetic
manuscripts performed outside of the temple is to no small degree due to the
following characteristics:

1) The stories are considered to be a collection of wisdom and artistic beauty.
It is a source of pride that the works are the collective effort of many
generations of people within the community.

2) The transcription of a manuscript involves a great amount of time and
effort. Often the tale was transcribed by its owner or a relation of the owner.

3) During important occasions in the village, the stories play a significant
role as entertainment.

A skilled performer or one well versed in the manuscripts is similarly
highly regarded by his fellow villagers. This no doubt is due at least partially
to the fact that one who has such skills is known to possess a considerable
religious education. At the same time, many Lao poetic works are not
commonly known in their entirety, and thus people familiar with them
have privileged access to what the Lao consider important traditional
wisdom.

Performance of Poetic Literature

There are many occasions on which poetic works have traditionally
been read, including:

'® For example, the final page of Kadaket, transcribed by Phra Ariyanuwat Khesmmajari-
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1: 'ngC%QUa (Ngan Heuan Di: Lao funerals; Lao funerals last for

several days, during which members of the community gather at the house
of the deceased. In the evening, after religious services are completed, a
customary entertainment is the reading of Lao stories. At present. it is rare
to find texts read on this occasion, as this form of entertainment has largely
been replaced by taped music or playing cards.”™

2: t270°W (Khao Kam):  After a woman gave birth, traditionally she

would spend time recuperating in her home in bed by a fire. With the birth
of a first child, this resting period could last up to a month. During this
period, people would commonly gather at the woman’s home and Lao
literature would be read as entertainment. Khao Kam has largely if not
entirely disappeared.

3: General Religious Holidays: As previously mentioned, the Lao have
traditionally aobserved holidays for each month of their lunar calendar. One

of the monthly festivals, known as q‘uﬁjlu (Bun Bangtfai), is commaonly

observed throughout Laos and northeastern Thailand. On this occasion,
sections of Lao stories such as Fha:daeng Nang Ai and a type of verse

known as 137 (jiang ) are frequently read aloud during a procession. Bun

Bangfai is a fertility festival which includes many events filled with sexual
connotations. The poetic versions of the literature that are perfarmed
accordingly include much sexual humor and are frequently used specificaily
during this occasion.'”

During the monthly lunar festivals, poetic works of Lao literature have
traditionally been read in the evenings as entertainment. Frequently
different villages within a certain area would take turns being the sponsor of

'® The practice, however, still exists. [ have attended a funeral reading in Naung Lam Jan in
Suwannakhet province. | have also heard of similar readings in northeastern Thailand, for example, in
the capital of Mukdahan province and a village in Maha Sarakham.

""" For a description of works read during this holiday and a list of many examples, see Kha/ Pha:sit
Boran Isan by Pricha: Phinthaung pp.486-489. It is notewarthy that Pali words, which are normally
used only in a religious context, occur in these passages as rhyming counterparts for Lao obscenities.
One work that is popular on this occasion is an obscene version of one of the well-known chapters of the
story Sang Sinsar
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these events. In organizing the festival, the sponsoring village would search
for people who were skilled at performing works of literature. A good
reader, besides being enjoyable, would add ta the village’s reputation as a
host. Often such readers would be paid for their services.” 1t was common
during festivals for several stories to be read simultaneously by different
performers, and groups of people would gather by the readers, depending on
personal taste in the story or performer.

4 Informally; It is also not uncommon for Lao stories to be read
informally at home by their owners.

It will be observed that whereas prose works in a temple are generally
read with the intention of finishing a complete story in a given period of
time, poetic texts outside of the temple are commaonly read in sections rather
than as complete stories. Many of the most frequently performed poetic tales
are exceptionally long, averaging about five hundred palm leaves in length,
for example, Sinsai, Tha:w Suriwong Jampha: Si: Ton, Singaio., and Tha:w
Kampha: Kai Kaeww.'” Individual scenes, such as battle scenes, love
scenes, ot accounts of journeys through the forest, have a completeness in
themselves and can be enjoyed outside the context of the tale in which they
occur. Many people, therefore, are familiar with sections of the stories, but
not the stories as a whole.

During a performance, the manuscript is generally placed on a tray in
front of the performer. It is not uncommon for the reader to drink some
whiskey to facilitate the smoothness of his performance. Similar to prose
works of Lao literature, poetic works are not actually read but rather chanted.

""® The contemporary musical entertainment, Mau: Lam, owes its origins to such performances. The
musical form is based upon the performance styles of reading ancient literature. One musical style is

still referred to as @TJTUIA (An Nangseu) ‘Teading a book’. An early form of Mau: Lam, knawn as

s <
dWY  (Lam Pheun), consisted of a performer who ‘sang’ the literature to the accompaniment of a

musician who played the khaen, a Lao wind instrument. In the past half century, the form has evolved
considerably. For a description of the musical style ‘An Nangseu! and its refationship to the Lao literary
tradition, see pp.103-108 (especially p.108) of the thesis “Kaen” Playing and “Mawium” Singing in
Northeast Thafland, and pp25-27 of The Traditional Music of the Lao, both works by Terry Miller. For a
descriphion of the form of Mau: Lam known as ‘Lam Pheun’, see pp.132-136 of Terry Miller’s thesis and
pp-40-42 of his baok A general description of Mau: Lam's evolution from Lao literature can be found on
Pp.77-97 of Terry Miiller's thesis.

7 Although the commonly found version of Thaw Kampha: Kai Kaew is approximately two
hundred leaves in length, the length of the Champhasak version 1s approximately five hundred leaves.
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A performer’s skill is especially important in breathing life into the poetic
version of a story. As mentioned, poetry (whether Kaun A:n or Hayy) allows
the composer a greater opportunity to manipulate sound for effect, and its
intended effect relies on the interpretation of the reader During Bun
Phawet, the performer’s skill at chanting, and specifically alternating high
and low sounds, is important in keeping the audience aftentive to a
performance that lasts the length of a day'™ The Vesantara Jataka is chanted
by many different monks during this festival. Those gifted in their
performance have traditionally been presented with offerings, frequently
money, by appreciative members of the audience. The money is generally
utilized by the temple rather than being the property of individual monks."
In Luang Prabang, in the past, a monk with a good voice who gave a skilled
performance would often receive gifts from the audience, particularly from
female admirers. Some monks have been known to leave the temple after
receiving a substantial amount of donations, using their gifts to establish a
comfortable life outside of the monkhood™

Interchangeability between the Two Types of Literature

The distinction between the two types of literature is flexible. When a
text ariginally written in the Lao script and stored in a private home is
recopied in Tham for the purpose of being used at a temple, the
transformation is referred to as U:anﬁjjcé (buat nangseu:) ‘Ordaining a book’.

Alternatively, when a text that is written in Tham script is transcribed in Lao

in order to be stored in a private home, the process is known as &nal 3§ (sik

nangseu:) ‘Defrocking a book'™
One frequently finds poetic stories recorded in Tham and preserved in
temple libraries side-by-side with Nitsay texts'™ There are extensive

" There are several different styles of chanting especially for this story. (Related in correspondence
by Professor Suphan Somyjitsripanya)

'8! Hit Sip Saung Khaung Sip Si: by San Sarathasananan pp.20-21

'® From conversation with Ajan Thaungkhan at the Provincial Library in Luang Prabang,

1% I heard this expression in Naung Lam Jan, Suwannakhet. The extent of its distribution is
uncertain.

'®* In such a case, there is no way to be certain that the story was ‘ordained’ or actually composed in
the temple. It is my opinion, as stated earlier, that many poetic stories were ariginally composed inside
of the temple, and therefore in the Tham script.
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collections of poetic literature in temple libraries such as Wat Naung Lam
Jan in Suwannakhet Province, Wat Na: Sai in Vientiane, etc. There is no
restriction that limits monks to chanting Nitsay texts during religious
services. The type of works in a temple library depends upon the inclination
of the temple’s abbot at the time that the manuscripts were being collected.
Certain temples, such as Naung Lam Jan, have specifically sought out poetic
and literary works to fill their libraries.'” In a small minority of temples that
I have visited, due to the insistence of a par‘ticu]ar abbot, an attempt has been
made to exclude non-canonical literature. Such a goal, however, is not easily
successful due to the difficulty in distinguishing what is actually of canonical
origin and what is only posing as such. Apocryphai Jataka tales, particularly
in Nitsay form, often manage to avoid detection. It is also not uncommon to
find poetic works cleverly disguised, as if to avoid being recognized. For
example, some manuscripts inscribed in Tham begin with the typical
‘Patjupanna Watthu' section (‘The Story of the Present’), written in Nitsay,
where the Buddha is asked a question by his disciples. What immediately
follows is a poetic rendition of the tale. Once the story is finished, the final
leaves of the text revert back to Nitsay in a rendition of the ‘Samothana’
section ('The Connection’) in imitation of the Canonical Jataka tales.”
Apocryphal Jaitaka tales that are written in Nitsay are believed to be
direction translations from the Tripitaka. They are therefore not transcribed
into Lao and kept in private homes, which would be considered sacrilegious.
‘Defrocking’ a book, therefore, refers either to copying into Lao for private
use a) texts from the temple that are not apocryphal Jaitakas, for example,
astrological works, medicinal treatises, or religious incantations, or b) poetic
versions of apoctyphal Jatakas. It is also not uncommon to find manuscripts
written in the Tham script stored outside of the temple. There is not a
generally held taboo against keeping Tham texts in private homes."”
However, there appear to be reservations at least among some communities.
Far example, people in the Tai Aet village of Ha:t Lao in northeastern Luang
Prabang province explained that it could bring about the appearance of

At the end of the nineteenth century, Naung Lam Jan temple attracted students from southemn
Laos and many provinces in northeastern Thailand. Its abbot at the time was a monk educated in
Bangkok who actively sought literary warks to be caopied and kept in his temple library.

**Examples at the National Library in Vientiane include Tha:w Ba: Ling and one version of Thaw
Kam Ka: Dam.

'*” Based upon personal observation, and from conversation with Prof. Suphon Somjitsri:panya: at
the Isan Cultural Center at the Teacher’s College in Maha Sarakham.
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malevolent spirits in the household that could be dangerous to small
children'® Privately owned works that are recorded in Tham are generally
concerned with religion and the supernatural. They include astrological
texts, incantations, and spells to call the Khwan spirit.

Evolution of Lao Literature from the Yuan Literary Tradition

The inventory of Lao stories in the appendix helps to answer the
question: What, if any, are the Lao contributions to the literary tradition that
they inherited from the Yuan? Previous scholarship has by and large given
the impression that most if not all of Lao literature was merely borrowed or
at best adapted from the Yuan. As shown in this chapter, Lao literature does
owe much to Lanna, including one or both of its scripts, a large number of its
stoﬁes; and many of its major conventions. However, the inventory
indicates a more complex evolution of Lao literature than has been suggested
in the past. This can be seen by a) the extent to which the Lao have adapted
the Yuan literary tradition, and b) the extent of works of Lao origin. Let us
examine these two points separately.

a) Extent of Lao adaptation of the Yuan literary tradition

Previous comparisons of Lac and Lanna literatures have tended to
emphasize the similarities between the two traditions. There is, however, an
important difference between the form that the literature takes in Lanna and
Laos that has been neglected in past works. Whereas the Yuan traditionally
recorded their stories, with a minimal number of exceptions, purely in prose
or the simple poetic form of Ha:y, the Lao recorded the majority of their tales
in the more complex poetic form of Kaun An. Besides composing original
stories in Kaun Am, the Lao appear to have converted into this form the
majority of the Nitsay and Ha:y works that they borrowed from the Yuan.
Lao stories which share similar titles with Yuan Nitsay and Hay tales occur
in the following forms:

" The Tai Aet are a small Tai-speaking group from northeastern Laos that share a similar literary

()
tradition with the Lowland Lao, and are said to have a strong beliefin (J (phi?) ‘Tai spirits’. as well as the
Buddhist religion
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Nitsay Prose: seventeen warks
Ha:y: eight works
Kaun A:n Poetry: seventeen works

Kaun Amn and Nitsay: eleven works

The popularity of Kaun A:n among the Lao can be seen from the fact that
not only do twenty-eight of the above works exist in Kaun An versions, but
seventeen at present exist in Laos solely in Kaun An form.

An equivalent poetic form also existed among the Yuan. Similar to
Kaun Amn, it was a form of Khiong, a type of poetry based upon the
placement of words of minor and falling tones that is popular among Tai-
speaking groups. The earliest known Yuan Khlong work, Usa: Barot, was
written during or before the reign of King Keu'na: (1367-1388) and the form
continued to be popular until the Burmese occupation in 1558 In scholarly
works on the literature of Lanna, the tradition of composing in Khlang has
been given great importance as it believed to be the forerunner of the Thai
poetic tradition. However, despite their significance in modern-day
scholarship, the actual number of works that were written in this poetic form
are few. There is a total of nine or ten Khlong works that are known at
present whereas there are approximately two hundred stories written either
in Nitsay ar in Hay.""

Why did the various forms have differing levels of popularity within
Lanna and Lan Xang? This can partially be explained by the difference
between the two societies in the nature of the composers of their literature
and the circumstances of its performance.

Dr. Udom Rungreu’a:ngsi: in his book Wannakam Lanna: suggests
that the high level of education needed to compose works in Khlong
restricted its practitioners to members of the Lanna elite who were connected
to the palace. Lanna Khlong during the peak of Yuan civilization was more
complex than the Lao form of Kaun A:n due to its required rhyme scheme.
Early Yuan Khlomng, however, was without consistent rhyme, and as such

" Wannakam Lanna: by Dr Udom Rungreuangsi. p.245. The last work composed in Khlong,
Khlong Hong Fha: Kham however, was written as late as 1853. ibid. p.366

"*® There are nine Yuan works composed in Khlong, according to Thawat Punnothok in Naew
Thang Seuksa: Wannakam FPheun Ban Praphet Laylak pp94-95 (A list of titles is included.) There
are at least ten, according to Prakhaung Nimmamnhemin in her thesis Maha:kap Thaw Ba: Jeuang
p-231

54




was no more difficult than Kaun Amn, which did not require a high level of

' Why the Yuan verse form

education as a prerequisite to its composition.”
developed in the way that it did so that it was monopaolized by a small elite,
and why a more popular written verse form did not develop at the time are
questions that are worthy of consideration by thase with more knowledge of
Yuan culture and history!” The Lao form of Khlong Kaun Amn, as we shall
see, possessed a much wider range of composers than did its Yuan
equivalent.

The second important difference between Lao and Yuan literature was
in the nature of its performance. The great majority of Yuan works, written
either in Nitsay, Hawy, or both, were intended solely to be chanted by monks.
Both the script of the texts (Tua: Meu'ang) and the style of the narrative had
religious connotations. Nitsay (as in Laos) was used exclusively to compose
works of a religious nature. Ha:y, which is known to the Yuan as Kaun
Tham (poetry of the Dharma), similarly was not commonly used by secular

poets because of its association with sacred texts.'”

The majority of Lao
works, in contrast, were written in Kaun Amn, a form which aillowed a
greater range of performers and performances. By merely changing its script,
an identical text in Kaun An could be performed either as a temple sermon
an religious occasions or as village entertainment during secular events.
This added flexibility gave the literature a greater role within Lao society
than it had in Lanna. This is no doubt an important reason why the Lao
literary tradition has remained strong in Lao ethnic areas, and has given
birth to the musical tradition of Mau: Lam, which is perhaps the strongest
regional cultural entertainment in existence in contemporary Thailand.
Yuan literature, on the other hand, has largely died out as an active cultural

tradition.

' According to the Lao scholar Khamphaenng Kettawong, many skilled composers of Kaun An
are illiterate.

' There are a variety of oral verse forms known as § (sau) that have traditionally enjoyed

popularity among the common people of Lanna. Sau: verses were meant to be sung in accompaniment
to a violin-like instrument of a similar name, and were frequently used in courtship. Many of these
verses are more complex than Hay, including a more detailed rhyme scheme and a greater intricacy in
the rules of placement of words of certain tones in designated positions. However, extended works of
Sau: poetry that tell stories (for example, renditions of apocryphal Jataka tales) only began during the
reign of King Chulalongkom in the years 1868-1910.  Rauy Kraung Thaung Thin by Pratheu’ang
Khlazysuban pp.34-56

%* Wannakam Thaung Thin Lanna: by Lamun Janhaum pp.106-111 There is a single known
exception, a poem entitled Kham Jom, an introspective work written by a poet serving time in prison.
ibid. p.111
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The difference between the social uses of Lao and Yuan literature is
further illustrated in the conventions of a type of Yuan poetry known as

8108 (Khaw Sau). Khaw Sau; originated several centuries after the peak of

Lanna culture, in the year 1881. It had simpler rules of composition than the
earlier Khlong form and was produced by a wider range of Lanna society.
The number of works composed in Kha:w Sau: was approximately thirty, a
significantly greater number than the works that had previously been
composed 1n Khiong'® In many ways, Kha:w Sau: bears more similarities

% However,

with Lao Kaun Amn than does the earlier form of Yuan Khlong,
outside of the fact that they were initially composed in different historical
periods, there are two essential differences between the Yuan form of Khaw
Sau: and Lao Kaun A:n that help to reveal one of the reasons why poetic
adaptations of religious works became more developed in Laos than they did
in Lanna. Firstly, Khaw Sau: was performed exclusively outside of the
temple, occupying a role that did not overlap that of the Yuan works
composed in either Nitsay or Hay™ The Yuan, therefore, consistently
maintained a greater separation than the Lao between works that were to be
performed as religious sermons and works that served as entertainment.
Secondly, when setting apocryphal Ja:takas into the poetic Kha:w Sau: style to
be performed outside of the temple, Yuan composers feared that they might
bear guilt for demeaning religious texts. A popular convention of Khao Sau:
is to ask for forgiveness at the beginning of a story for any possible

197

impropriety.” If one studies the similar invocation sections of Lao poetic

"% Wannakam Lanna: by Dr Udom Rungreu'angsk: includes a list on pp.368-369. The work
Thaumg Thin Lanna: by Lamun Janhaum states that there are a total of sixty works, but does nat
provide their names. p.98

% For example, the primary source of Khaw Sau: (as opposed to the Khlong) consisted of
apocryphal Jataka tales (both inside and outside of the Panya:sa collection). Khaw Sau: poetry was
composed to be performed as entertainment with the accompaniment of 2 musical instrument known
as Sau: that is similar to a violin. (Kaun A:n similarly developed into Mau: Lam, where Lao poetry was
performed to the music of the khaen) it was also performed on occasions comparable to those in which
Kauwn An was read, such as funerals, celebrations marking the ordination of a son, etc. The decline in
popularity of Khaw Sau, similar to Kaun Am, coincided with the increased cultural and political
influence of the Thai, who annexed Lanna after freeing it from the Burmese.

'% It should be noted that Khaw Sau: is distinguished from the category of literature referred ta by

the Yuan as 0176110 (Tham Khaw) ‘Khaw of the Dharma’, which is performed in Buddhist temples.

‘Khaw of the Dharma'’ is the general name given to works that are performed on religious occasions,
including compositions of Nitsay and Hay, Rawy Kraung Thaung Thin by Prathew'ang Khlaysuba:n
pp24-25

'’ Janit Niyom Nai Kan Taeng Wannakam Kha:w Sau: by Dr Udom Rungrewangsi: pp.13-20.
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Jaitakas, this tradition of asking forgiveness is absent’” I have never
similarly heard of a Lao concept that a religious text might be demeaned
when it is composed in poetry and performed as entertainment. It is worthy
of speculation, therefore, that the reason that the Yuan did not develop a
stronger tradition of adapting apocryphal Jatakas into poetic form more
complex than Hay is that the Yuan placed stricter limits as to the styles in
which religious texts could be composed and under what circumstances they
could be utilized. The Lao Kaun Amn, with its greater flexibility, accordingly
developed to an extent that the Yuan poetic forms did not.

b) Percentage of literary works of Lao origin, their types of composer and
places of composition

The inventory of Lao literary works in the appendix gives a contrary
picture to the generally accepted view that Lao literature is largely if not
entirely based upon works of Yuan origin. Out of 142 stories, only 54 have
Yuan counterparts and may be of Yuan origin (with the possible addition of
ten Canonical Jataka tale, the Nitsay versions of which might have been
brought to Lan Xang from Chiang Mai)."” The greatest single grouping of
stories consists of works without Yuan, Indian, or Thai counterparts,
totalling 71. |

The inventory of Lao literature reveals some important insights into
the nature of Lao composition. The great majority of works of Lao origin are
composed in Kawn An poetic form:

o ——— s s s

the Khmes, and the scriptural Jataka tales were probabl}‘/' orig'inally brought to Lan Xang.;t this tn;e
See Phongsa:wadan Law (Chronicles of Laos), arranged by Maha: Sila: Wirawong (L) pp28-29
~ mHé:y: " five stories
Kaun An: forty-five stories
Kaun An and Nitsay

or Hay: eight stories™

1WCOmposers (or transcribers) of Lao works typically ask forgiveness for their limited artistic
abilities, but not for religious impropriety in their use of Buddhist stories.
.~ Lomposers (or transcribers) of Lao works typically ask forgiveness for their limited artistic
abilities, but not for religious impropriety in their use of Buddhist stories.

"% It must be remembered, however that the Lao originally received the Buddhist scriptures from
the Khmer, and the scriptural Jataka tales were probably originally brought to Lan Xang at this time.
See Phongsawadan Law (Chronicles of Laos), arranged by Maha: Sila: Wirawong (L) pp.28-29

**° There are three additional works of which I am uncertain the form.
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This shows the emphasis on a more secuilar, or at least multi-purposed, form
of literature than was prevalent in Lanna. Contrary to Yuan Khlong, Lao-
composed works, by and large, were not the creations of a highly-educated
elite connected to the royal court. It is likely that some of the classic wide-
spread Lao works (and especially Lac adaptations of Yuan works) were
originally compaosed by such an elite, but this is a small minority of the total.
The inventory shows that the great majority of Lao tales have a very small
range of distribution. Most of the stories, and in particular the tales written
in Kaun Amn, are distributed exclusively in small rural areas far from major
centers of power. Whether created by laymen or monks, the stories were the
products of the common people on the village level. It is interesting that the
evolution of the poetic literature of Lanna largely came to a halt when the
kingdom fell under the political control of the Burmese. Yuan Khlomng,
whose composition was dependent upon the support of the monarchy,
withered when its patron kingdom collapsed. The evolution of Lao
literature took a different route. Lao literature appears to have enjoyed royal
patronage for a period of at least two hundred years, from the end of the
fifteenth to the end of the seventeenth century. The literature of Lan Xang
created during this period provided the groundwork from which future Lao
literature was to evolve. At the end of seventeenth century, the Kingdom of
Lan Xang split into three separate entities, followed by political turmoil and
foreign domination. Lao literature, rather than ceasing to exist, became
entirely a product of village culture and in this way survived® The
literature still remains primarily a village phenamenon, and is more vital in
rural Laos than in any of the larger towns.

In conclusion, Lao literature evolved from the Yuan in:

a) Its development of a popular Khlong poetic form which was more flexible
in its type of composer; This afforded the creation of a greater quantity of
works and allowed for the literature’s survival with the disintegration of the
kingdom that gave it birth.

“'Tt may be speculated that many of the approximately two hundred works of Yuan literature
composed in Nitsay (the large majority of which do not have Lao equivalents) were similarly composed
after the Kingdom of Lanna lost its independence.
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b) Its development of a literary style more flexible in its type of performers
and circumstances of performance. Perhaps due to a stricter sense of
religious acceptability, the Yuan had more rigid divisions between religious
and secular literature. The Lao flexibility gave individual works greater
circulation and a wider role within the society.

The Plot of Lao Literature

Lao fiction can be divided according to plot into four basic types. These
types are not peculiar to Lao literature but also exist in other literatures of
mainland Southeast Asia. They include:

1) The story of a prince who departs from his home, encounters great
hardship and acquires supernatural powers, often gained through studies
with a hermit in the forest or by his victories with various mostly non-
human enemies, such as ghosts, mythical serpents known as Naga or
mythical giants known as Yak. The hero is watched over and continuously
aided by the god Indra. In the course of his journeys, he meets and courts
various princesses. Many warks conclude when the hero brings the
princesses back to his own kingdom and inherits the throne. Stories of this
type are often very long and cover the adventures of two or three
generations within the same family. Prominent examples are Sang Sinsai,
Ka:laked, Sun'wong, and Thaw Sowat.  Similar Yuan and Kheun tales
include Hong Pha: Kham and Wongsawan, ™ This type of story is also
popular among the Thai, who refer to it as Jak Jak Wong Wong. Similar
Thai stories include Iaksanawong, Janthakoxrop (of which there is a Lao
equivalent), etc,

One variant is the story of a strong man who goes on a journey with his
friends and encounters various adventures along the way. Popular tales of
this type include Tha:w Khatthanam and Ay Jet Hay. Thaw Katthana:m
is popular, both in written and oral form, among the Lao and Yuan. Ay Jet
Hay exists in written form among the Lao but is more commonly found as
an oral tale. It also occurs in aral form among the Yuan, and the written

B Plots of Kheun stories are listed in Ta/ Khoeun Literature by Dr. A Peltier. Kheun literature is

very closely related to Yuan literature and many of the stories have Yuan equivalents. Tai Khoeun
Literature pp.7-8
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work Bua: Nawy Kin Kwan describes a similar story. Az Jet Ha:y is also a
‘highly appreciated tale’ among the Kammu and exists in many different oral
variations”

2) The story of a man bom in a poor family with a grotesque outward
appearance™ Generally he is confined to his ugly outer ‘shell’ until he has
served the proper time to pay for sins that he has committed in previous

lives.®™

The hero is shunned but at the same time amazes peaople through
his performance of various miraculous acts. When he becomes a young
man, he successfully courts the princess and is given her hand in marriage.
Frequently his successful courtship is the result of his fulfillment of a
seemingly impossibie task that is assigned to him by the king. Typically, he
must build a bridge of gold and silver from his shack to the royal palace. At
some point within the story, he emerges from his ugly outer ‘shell’ with the
body of a beautiful prince. He continues, however, to step back into his shell
at will, and eventually the shell is destroyed by the princess who is disgusted
and embarrassed by its ugliness. After his marriage, the hero inevitably
inherits the throne. Stories of this type include Tha:w Kam Ka: Dam, Thaw
Bae:;, Thaw Tao Kham (Kaun An version), and Tha:w Kapaum Kham
(Kaun A:nn version). The stories are often humorous. Yuan and Kheun
examples of this type include Tha:w Khang Kham and Sumphu: Taeng
Khia:w,  Similar stories also exist among the Kammu, for example, The
Story of the Tortoise and The Coconut Orphan, both of which have been
translated in the Scandinavian Institute of Asian Studies’ series of
monographs on Kammu folklore®

There are also many variations to this type of tale. Several stories

“** Folk Tales From Kammu 1I: A Story-Teller’s Tales by Kristina Lindell et al p.139 A translation of
one version is provided under the title Aay Cef Reey on pp.84-88. It is interesting that certain elements
of the story Tha:w Khatthana.m, such as the killing of a giant insect, are interwoven into the Kammu
version ot this tale,

#* In some stones of this type, such as Thaw Bae: and Thaw Kam Ka: Dam, the hero is abandoned
by his parents due to his ugliness and set adrift on a raft. He is raised by an old woman who is the royal
garden keeper. In a minority of stories, such as the poetic version of Tha:w Hua: from Tha: Khaek and
the Yuan version of Thaw Kam Ka: Dam, he is the abandoned child of royalty The motive for this
appears to be hesitance to give a great destiny to one of such humble origins.

#° There are exceptions. For example, in Tha:w Hua; the Bodhisattva decides to be born as a head
without a body so that he will be less of a burden for his poverty-stricken mother to feed.

¢ Two variations of The Story of the Tortoise have been translated, in Kammu Story-Listener's
Tales p56 and Folk Tales from Kammu II: A Story Teller’s Tales pp.103-107. Both works are by Kristina
Lindell el al. They are similar m many ways to the Lao story Thaw Tao Kham, ‘The Golden Tortoise’
‘The Caconut Orphan’ is translated in Folk Tales From Kammu JV: A Master Teller’s Tales, also by the
same authors. pp.122-143
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describe in great detail the problems that the hera faces in being accepted by
the royalty due to his initially grotesque appearance. In Thaw Tup Taung,
Thaw Seu’a: Nao, and Suwanna Hen Kham, the youngest princess is
ostracized by the king for her association with the hero. In numerous stories,
the older siblings (and siblings-in-law) despise or are envious of the youngest
princess and her husband. In Thaw Bae: and Thaw Hua: (Kaun An
version), the princess’s older sisters try to kill either her or her husband. In
Suwanna Hauy 5ang Suwanna Hen Kham and Thaw Fiang the hero,
rejected by his brother-in-laws, proves his ability through a series of
competitions set up by the king, and is given the throne. In Suwanna
Hauy Sang Thaw Hua: (Nitsay version), and Tha:w Seu'a: Nao, the king is
forced to relinquish his throne to the hero in order to save himself from the
wrath of Indra or foreign enemies.

Previous scholars of folklore have commented on the wide-spread
existence of stories within East and Southeast Asia where the hero is born
inside of a hard shell. Stories of this type have been found, for example, in
India, Sri Lanka, Burma, Thailand, Indonesia, and Japan?” Based on the
evidence of Lao literature, I would like to widen the definition of such
stories to that of heroes who are born with an outer layer, hard or soft, from
which they eventually emerge. Less than half of the Lao stories of this type
describe a hero born within a specifically hard shell. In Thaw Tao Kham,
the hero is born within a tortoise shell, and in Suwanna Hau:y Sang in a
conch® In two other stories, the hero’s outer-layer might also be interpreted
as a hard shell. In Thaw Hua: the hero is born with a head detached from a
body (inside of which his real body eventually emerges) and in Tha:w Seu'a:
Nao he is born with a ‘leprous coating’ in which a healthy body is
disguised™ In most Lao stories of this type, however, the hero is simply
born as an animal. For exampile, he is born as two different types of lizard, a

“" Kammu IV: A Master Teller's Tales by Kristina Lindell et al. pp.24-27 Also, Sang Thong: A
Dance Drama from Thailand by Femn S. Ingersall pp.21-23

% The story Tha:w 2o Kham, in which the hero is born as a tortoise, exists in Lao and Kammu
versions. Suwanna Hawy Sang where the hero is bom in a conch, is derived from the story Suwanna
Sangkha in the Panyasa Jataka. This is also the origin of the Thai drama Sang Thau:ng which is
mentioned in the discussion on ‘hard-shell’ stories in Kammu IV: A Master Teller’s Tales by Kristina
Lindell et al p.25, and translated in Sang Thong: A Dance Drama from Thailand by Fern S. Ingersoll.

®° Thaw Hua; literally ‘Sir Head' is based upon the story Stuwanna Sian, ‘The Golden Head', in the
Panya:sa Jataka. Thaw Sew'a: Nag, literally ‘Sir Rotten Shirt’, appears to exist exclusively in the area of
Ubon province in northeastern Thailand.
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goat, a toad, or with a monkey-like appearance®’  Although the outer-
coating is not a hard shell, the stories otherwise conform to typical plots
attributed to ‘hard-shell stories’.

3) The story of a hero born as a poor orphan who receives a beautiful wife
through supernatural means, usually with the aid of the god Indra. The
orphan suffers various injustices at the hands of an evil king who desires the
orphan’s wife. The king loses his legitimacy in the eyes of his subjects as they
watch him bully the poor orphan. The king is eventually defeated and the
orphan is presented the throne. In some stories such as Thaw Kampha:
FPhi: Nauy, Suphom Mokkha and Tha:w Kampha: Padaek Pasamau;, the
king challenges the orphan to various competitions or assigns him
impossible tasks under threat of death. The orphan is usually assisted in his
victory by the god Indra, but in some stories, such as Tha:w Kampha:
FPadaek Pa: Samau;, he defeats the king through his superior wit. In other
stories, such as Suwanna Sangkhan and Khaung Khau: Kun, the hero,
when threatened by the king, escapes to the forest. He eventually returns to
defeat the king with the aid of supernatural powers that he has gained
during his journey. In Thaw Ngua: Thaung a variation of this type of plot,
the king forces a poor boy to complete impossible tasks due to his jealousy at
the boy’s superior talents. The boy succeeds in each task and eventually
defeats the king through the assistance of the spirit of his dead brother
Similar Yuan and Kheun stories include Sang Sa:m Nga: Fla: Sam Ngiang
The Yuan and Kheun stories Sang Jet Hua: jet Hang and Jantha Suriya
describe a similar conflict between a poor boy and an evil king The conflict
is not, however, the result of the king’s envy over the boy’s wife.

In many stories of this type, the woman who will marry the hero is
initially sent to the hero’s house inside of a ‘shell. For example, she is placed
inside of a pair of elephant tusks, a drum, the skull of the hero's father, or a
giant clam that has fallen from the sky*"

“"The hero is a type of lizard in Thaw Kapaumm Kham and Thaw Lin, a goatin Thaw Bae; atoad
in Fhanya: Khankhak and a small monkey-like creature in Tha:w Kam Ka: Dam. (The first two stories
are apparently of Lao origin whereas the latter three also occur among the Yuan.)

' The hero’s wife is placed inside of a pair of elephant tusks in Tha.w Kampha: Pa:daek Pasamau,
inside a drum in Khaung Khau: Kun, inside the hero’s father’s skull in Suphorn Mokkha, and inside a
sheil in Suwanna Sangkha:n. However, unlike the ‘hard-shell’ heroes, the heroine is not born inside of
the shell and can come and go as she pleases, This motif has been commented on in Folk Tales From
Kammu IV by Kristina Lindell et al p.25. Although it typically occurs in this category of tale, it can also
occur in other categories.
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In a common variation of this piot, the king is attracted by a fragrant
smell that he traces to a hole in the ground. Only the hero, a poor orphan, is
able to descend the hole and follow the smell to its source. The fragrant
smell belongs to a princess from the underworld, whom the orphan courts
and marries, inheriting her father’s throne. During the course of the story,
the two lovers are separated. The princess finds herself alone in the boy’s
kingdom and is taken forcibly as the king’s wife. However, through the
magical assistance of the Lord Incira, the heroine’s body becomes excessively
hot and the king is not able to touch her When the orphan eventually
returns to his kingdom, aided with supernatural powers that he has attained
along his journey, he defeats the king and takes the throne of his own
kingdom. Stories of this sub-type include Thaw Kampha: Kai Kaew, Thaw
Kai Haum Hu: (a variant of the former story), and fantha Samut. Yuan
and Kheun equivalents include Rattana Rangsi: and Jantha Samut (which
is considerably different from the Lao version). Variants occur in oral form
as historical legends in several places throughout Laos and northeastern
Thailand.*?

Stories involving a struggle between an orphan and an immoral king
are commonly found both in oral and written tales of many Tai speaking
groups throughout mainland Southeast Asia. They also occur among
several hill-dwelling minaorities such as the Sarai in the high plateaus of
central Vietham. It can be speculated that their origins are in regional oral
tales®  Stories of orphans who are given the princess’s hand in marriage
after a series of competitions can also be found among the faolk-tales of the
Kammu**

% For example, the history of an old village, Ban Somm, on the Saeng river in Luang Prabang
province, was described in the following manner: There is a cavern (which 1 was shown) where a princess
was lured by the king of Nagas, who sent a crab to steal her sewing spool. Attempting to retrieve it, she
fell through a hole in the cavern into the land of the Nagas where she was taken as the king Naga’s wife.
Later she was retumed to her home through the hale from which she originally descended in the form of
a fragrant white chicken at a place now known as ‘Fragrant White Chicken Beach’. While the vilfagers
could not explain the significance of why she returned as a chicken, this detail and several others are
similar to Tha:w Kampha: Kai Kaew, a story which is neither familiar to the villagers nar common to
theirregion. There are several other locations, for example, in Korat on the southern tip of northeastern
Thailand (a far distance from Luang Prabang), where there are holes or caverns that are considered by
villagers to be the spot where the orphan in the story Tha:w Kampha: Kai Kaew descended into the
underworld

*® Sumangala, Patumamukha transcribed by Dr: A. Peltier Introduction p.4

*'* See, for example, ‘The fatherless boy works in the field’ in A Kammu Story-Listener’s Tales by
Kristina Lindell et al pp.29-31
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In several Lao works, the second or third category of plot makes up a
single theme within a larger story. After approximately one hundred leaves
(and sometimes much less), the hero defeats the king or sheds his ugly ‘shell’
and the tale continues, frequently for several hundred pages. The remaining
story often conforms to the plot described in category number one. Examples
include: Tha.w Kampha: Kai Kaew, Tha:w Ngua: Thaung Thaw Bae,
Tha:w Lin, Phanya: Khankhaxk, etc.

4) The tragic story of a love affair that ends in the suicide or death of the two
lavers. Such stories include Khunlu: Nang Ua: and Phadaeng Nang Ai
There are fewer examples of this type of story than there are of the previous
types. The story Khuniu: Nang Ua: exists among several Tai groups,
including the Yuan, Tai Dam, Tai Daeng, Phuthai and Shan®® A Kammu
version, with the similar title of Bua: Nauw:y Khuniu, is ‘the most highly
esteemed love story of the Kammu'*® The Thai story, Lilit Phralau, of Yuan
origin, shares basic similarities as does the Yuan story Alaung Jao Samilau,
and the Kheun story Nang Hung Hay.”"

Lao Literature and the use of Formula and Themes

The Singer of Tales by Milman Parry and Albert Lord provides a
madel for oral poetry and its composition that can be applied to traditional
Lao literature. The authors attempted to solve the problem of how poets of
heroic oral epics in Yugosiavia could give quickly paced performances of
thousands of lines of narrative without having to consult a text. It was
impossible to attribute such a feat cither to total memorization or
impromptu composition. They concluded that the poet’s composition was
facilitated by a generation’s old tradition that provided formulas and themes
that helped the poet compase phrases, poetic lines, and in general facilitated
the creation of a story. A formula according to their definition is a group of
words that express a particular idea that fit the metrical scheme of a ppem. A
formula can consist of a phrase, a poetic line, or group of lines. It can be used

" Le Roman Classique Lao by Dr A. Peltier pp.328-329

#°Folk Tales From Kammu 1V by Kristina Lindell et al p.160 The story Bua: Nauy Khunlu
(which is spelled ‘Bua Noi Khuniu’ ) is translated on pp.160-171.

27 The Yuan love tragedy Alaung Jao Sainlau: has been transcribed in the Thai script and
published by Dr. A Peitier.
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repeatedly, often with minor variation, whenever it suits the poet’s needs.
On a higher level than formula are themes, repeated incidents and
descriptions that occur regularly bath within a single work and between
works within a poetic tradition. Such devices are a necessity for a performer
who must compose during performance and cannot afford time to think
between lines. But the formulas are not merely cliches. A talented
performer creatively makes use of formulas, juggling, adapﬁng, and
changing them to fit the needs of his particular story and audience. Milman
Parry and Albert Lord used their model as evidence that the Iliad and
Odyssey were the result of oral composition. Albert Lord also developed a
theory that the composition of a given work, oral or written, could be
determined by the percentage of formula that it contained.

More recent writers have shown how themes and formula are also a
prominent characteristic of certain types of written literature. Dt Amin
Sweeney in his work Authors and Audiences explains how they can be
utilized to solve a number of problems presented by works that a) must
continually be recopied, and b) are intended for a listening audience?® In
the case of Lao literature (which is recorded in a medium that is similar in
many aspects to classical Malay literature as studied by Dr. Sweeney), there
are many obstacles that hinder an audience’s ability to comprehend a text, a
performer’s ability to perform fluently, and a transcriber’s ability to copy a
text with accuracy. The consistent use of themes and formulas is helpful in
all of these areas” One important reason for the recurrence of formula and
themes within Lao literature is the expectation of the audience that the
stories will be told following traditional conventions that are likely to have
originated in the telling of oral tales. Each work of Lao literature exists as an
integral part of a larger tradition, and it is the audience’s familiarity and
understanding of the tradition that gives the particular story much of its
meaning,

We have already noted that the majority of Lao works are structured
according to three or four major plots, which one might view as large
themes. There are also many stock scenes that commonly occur in Lao
stories, such as courting scenes, scenes of battle, journeys through the forest,

“'® Authars And Audiences pp.17-24, 34-40

“' A description of these problems and the various ways in which they are deait with is given on
PPp-78-82 of this chapter.
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etc. There are conventions in the composition of such scenes, which can be
seen by the similar forms that they take throughout the literature. On a
smaller level, there are recurring formulaic phrases, lines, and groups of
lines that are used both in individual stories and in different stories
throughout the tradition*

The tendency for writers to make use of formulaic themes in their
composition is illustrated, for example, by the difference between the prose
and poetic -ersions of the story Tha:w Hua. Prose and poetic works of an
identical story are generally similar in their overall plot, but this story is one
of the few exceptions™ The major distinction between the two versions is
simply in which formulaic theme that they follow. In the prase version, the
king ill-treats the Bodhisattva but is forced to give him the throne to save
himself from the wrath of Indra, in a similar manner to the story Suwanna
Hauy Sang (as described on page 61). In the poetic version, however, the
princess’s older sisters attempt to murder her several times and are thwarted
in doing so in a very similar fashion to the story Thaw Bae: (also described
on page 61).

The great majority of Lao composers do not include their name in the
work that they create. Previous scholars have interpreted this as a sign of
humbleness that was appropriate in the presentation of a story as a religious
offering” This explanation, however, immediately sounds suspicious.
When a Lao manuscript is transcribed within a tempile, it is common practice
at the end of every bundle to include the name of both the transcriber and
the lay benefactor and his family, with the request that great merit will be
achieved as a result of their wark® If these people, who play only a
secondary role in the creation of the text, are to include their names, why is
ane to believe that the original composer will be any different? A probable
answer is that the one who puts the story into writing, whether in Lao, Yuan,
Kheun or Leu society, does not consider himself to be the story’s original

% Examples of formula that involve the use of paralielism can be found throughout this thesis.

' The comparison here is between the popular Nitsay version, which can be found in the Lao
National Library, and the poetic version from Tha: Khaek, of which I have found only a single
manuscript, also in the National Library. (There also exists an additional poetic version in the National
Library which appears to be of recent origin. It closely follows the plot-line of the Nitsay text.)

**2 For example, in the introduction by Jarubut Rewangsuwan to Sang Sin Sai, transcribed by
Pri:cha: Phinthau:ng, pp7-8, and in Wannakam Isan by Thawat Punnothok pp.443-444

*2? Other types of religious donations in Laos. for example, the building of temples or religious
artifacts, also generally include the name of the benefactor.
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creator. After all, the tales generally existed in oral form long before they
were written down. Oral versions do not disappear simply because the story
has been committed to writing, and therefore the origins of the story are not
unknown to many that read the text. At the same time, the various formula,
themes, parallel pairs, and Phanya: that are used by the composer to
embellish the tale cannot be considered the author’s exclusive property, but
merely conventions that he has adapted more or less successfully' from an
age-ald poetic tradition. Every time that a story is re-copied it is to some
extent changed, again using conventions that have existed for ages within
Lao society. Lao stories are therefore considered to be the collective effort of
many generations, and one would be presumptuous to consider oneself a
story's author**

Convention and Creativity within Lao Literature

Creativity within the context of Lao literature is very different from
the creativity associated with contemparary western literature. In the
modern western sense of the word, creativity involves the breaking away
from established conventions and the avoidance of the use of cliched or
formulaic expression. However, as long as the conventions of Lao literature
remained useful in the recording and consumption of the literature, there
was no reason for them to be abandoned in favor of something new. By
being original, a Lao composer would risk making his work difficult for a
reader to perform, difficult for an audience to comprehend, and difficult for a
transcriber to copy. Creativity in Lao literature, therefore, is not in the
abandoning of convention, but rather in its skillful adaptation to fit the
needs of a particular story’s content. Frequently creativity involves the
playful manipulation of a particular convention within the literature. If the
audience has not been exposed to other works within the tradition, the
intent of the author is likely to be misconstrued. The following examples
illustrate the relationship between convention and creativity:

1) The Manipulation of Theme: In a standard Lao courting scene, the hero

4 In Naung Lam Jan, for example, I was told by villagers that one individual could not compose a
complete piece of literature, but that stories must be the collective work of many generations. According
to Dr. Amin Sweeney in A Full Hearing traditional Malay literary manuscripts were also anonymous for
a similar reason. p27
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initially meets his lover after a long journey through the forest. He tells her
of his great difficulties in travelling and implores her for her love. He insists
that he shall die if she is not compassionate. It is the duty of the woman both
to ask him about the difficulties of his journey and to deny his requests for
love before marriage. She refuses until she is no longer able to do so.
In Thaw Kampha: Kai Kae:w, the hero reaches the princess, thirsty, after a
long journey. He notices that she has a bowl of water in which she is
washing s« wing spools. He picks up a ladle and approaches her, asking to dip
his ladle into her bowl of water She continually insists upon asking him
about his journey even after he has already given her a satisfactory account,
as if she is mimicking the role that she is supposed to be playing At the
same time, she continues to ignore his increasingly desperate demands to fill
his scooper with water. When she states that her water is unclean and has
been used to wash her hands, he insists that even if it were used to wash her
feet, he would be willing to drink it. She denies him, howeves, saying that
because of the water’s uncleanliness, it would bring great sin upon the two.
In such a way, the composer takes the traditional convention that the hero
asks the princess for sex, and that she refuses him in fear of sin, and develops
it creatively. The effect of such a scene is greatly enhanced by the fact that the
audience perceives it in comparison with the countless other similar scenes
which it has heard in the past. '

2) The Manipulation of Parallels: A Lao audience is accustomed to the
pairing of parallel statements, a major characteristic of spoken and
particularly literary Lao. The Lao work Phuan Lom twists this convention
by joining together statements of contradictory meaning. For example:

1 SUALCON ggqfienuony

(He) whispered the noise resounding throughout the forest
2 Lun Lwaedn RN

He spoke loudly (loud) enough so that (his voice) could be

heard if one held one’s ear up closely

p32b
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Notice that each hemistich in this couplet matches in meaning the opposing
hemistich in the opposite line. The manipulation of parallels in Phuan
Lom has two majar purposes. Firstly, it is used to create humaor by playing
with the expectations of the audience. Secondly, it is used to separate
expressions that are considered to contain important, usually religious
wisdom from ordinary discourse. To one unfamiliar with Lao parallelism,
however, the text of Phuan Lom is easily misunderstood ™

Formula, as we have seen, is an important aspect in the creation of Lao
literature. It is worthy of note that even the ‘creative’ twisting of pairs in the
story Phuan Lom is used in formulaic fashion. The majority of the
mismatched phrases do not occur a single time but rather are repeated, with
minor changes, throughout the course of the story?*

Creativity, however, is not merely restricted to the story’s original
composer. An important characteristic of Lao literature is that each time that
it is transcribed, it is changed to some degree. Transcribers are encouraged
and to no small extent forced by the medium to expand or alter existing text.

A well-known proverb refers to Lao literature as Uﬁjamjjmﬁ (hangseu:

nangha:) which can be interpreted as ‘books of search’. On one level, this
refers to the fact that one cannot expect to immediately understand what one
reads, but should be prepared to ‘search’ for meaning, As described in greater
detail on pages 78-80, manuscripts include frequent mistakes and difficult to
interpret portions of narrative. This can not be avoided due to the

ZThe mismatching of pairs, while not exclusive to Phuan Lom, is more developed in this work than
in other stories.

®% Several such phrases occur ten or more times. The following are a few examples of the
occurrence of a mismatched pair which contrasts distances of near and far Notice that the first two
examples are similar in their phrasing as well as meaning

C‘: L @ E:" L] 'l"*
100 A3 WaSILINN
( du:thi jonjam i phaw: siang sua: kuk) p20a
They looked as if they were right next to one another {they were) separated by a distance of as far as
the cry ‘kuk' travels

(=3 L3l o ‘G‘. i s o
2 Q) AANA aQUCOIUFNN
{ duthi jonjam ji: khauy hen sut thong) p23b
They looked as if they were right next to one another {the opposing group) could be seen faintly at
the other end of the ﬁeldu

o & 2 o
3 QUWY deunuccnecdnenou
du: mau: phon paman thae: paet deu'an) p26a
They looked as if they were exceedingly near (they were) a distance of approximately eight

months away (from one another).
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impreciseness of the written language, and the nature of the transcribers and
their motivation for performing the task. Transcribers, therefore, are
continually forced to revise a text simply to maintain its meaning. A
standard request found at the beginning or end of manuscripts apologizes for
possible errors and reminds the present transcriber {(or reader) of his
responsibility to make corrections. Such requests have become an integral
convention within the literature, and are often expressed artistically. For
example, the following phrase from FPha:daeng Namng Ai is composed in
the form of a rhyming parallel couplet:**

ML L0 molnwtomata

(tua: dai tok hai nyau: tua: dai bau: phau: hai ha: sai)

Whichever letters have fallen (i.e. have not been included), lift (i.e. add)
them

Whichever letters are hot sufficient, find and add them

In the following passage from Namng Ingday in Luang Prabang words

within the text are compared with rice that is being sifted™

o Tunemy rinsogrioege 10
non Zuunn goqooual e’

In the tray for winnowing rice paddy, if some (paddy) falls through or some
is left over, it is not beyond (one of) good intelligence to consider the matter
clearly

Other than errors in the inclusion or exclusion of words, sound is also
an important consideration that leads transcribers to make changes
throughout a text. Lao literature is composed to be read aloud, and owing to
the medium in which it is written, even the transcribers must necessarily
pay close attention to the sound of the narrative as they copy it. This is due

7 On the final page of the version from Sakheun Neu'a; Suwannakhet province.
?2% In the initial invocation of the manuscript from the Luang Prabang provincial library.

Lal
% In the manuscript, the word 11C0) (kadong) ‘tray for winnowing rice paddy’ is written as

NE0AY) (kadang), but in context the meaning is clearly the same. (The words do not include tone
markers.)
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to the fact that a proper appreciation of the poetry’s sound is not only
necessary for its enjoyment, but also for the comprehension of many of its
individual words or phrases. [ have observed many times that when a Lao is
initially puzzled by a word or phrase within a text, his first instinct is to read
the passage aloud. One major reason for this is because tone markers are
very rarely provided in a Lao text. Therefore, a written word could
conceivably have as many as five or six different meanings depending upon
its context. One of the most useful clues in helping to understand a word'’s
proper meaning is to hear it pronounced in accordance with the required
tone of the position in which it occurs. Lao manuscripts, however, are filled
with poetic lines that do not strictly follow the rules of tone, for the poetry is
composed by a feeling of what sounds right rather than the rigid adherence
to a specific form. Transcribers, therefore, who are necessarily alert to the
sound of a piece of text, tend to change individual words or phrases to
‘correct’ what they consider, consciously or unconsciously, to be an incorrect
tone. A good copyist, therefore, must make alterations not merely to
maintain the meaning of a manuscript, but also to revise its sound.

On a higher level than mere corrections in sound or meaning,
transcribers are asked to improve on a story as far as they have the ability.
Frequently composers will offer an apology for their poar literary skills and
request that those of greater intelligence add to the tale. For example, the
final leaf of Nang Ingday includes the following passage:™

Unfgsg  goeclngauen  cuecan

LN oSdh chusrEgR e
fuon Tnoancdn  cencefmen
9o et () Ldwnonn

500 mrwuznontien Huutdsenesy

The greatest (?) is finished. (I} have only this much information (for the
story). It is a brief version of (this) teaching of the Dharma. If you are of great
wisdom, (you are invited to) add good words .. (?) for the future. This work

% Similar requests can be found, for exampie, on leaf 319 of Sinsai Deu'n (a version of Sang
Sinsai ) from Sakheun Neu'a;, Suwannakhet, and the final page of Taeng Hau:m at the National Library
in Vientiane.
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is the result of my poor intelligence, my intelligence is not fitting,.”

The importance of this type of request as a conventian within the literature
is illustrated by its inclusion in recently compaosed works that are intended to
be published rather than hand-copied. For example, in the published
version of Khuniu: Nang Ua: composed by K. Kingkae:w, the author
devotes two final pages to a rhyming passage where he asks a young woman
(an unlikely composer of Lao literature) to send a letter, complete with
stamp, advising him on possible errors in his composition.*

Whereas a transcriber is free to make changes throughout a story, there

are specific sections where major changes commonly occur:
1) Descriptions of travel through a forest or along a river

2) Phanya: in Courting Scenes In Lao society, Phanya: played an important
role in the courtship between young men and women. Earlier in this
century, Phanya: were also popularly used in the creation of courting letters
where the writers would compare themselves to literary herces. Skilled
composers were highly valued and often earned money composing messages
for other people. Young men and women have traditionally listened to Lao
stories with an ear open for Phanya: that they can integrate into their own
conversations. Phanya;, therefore, have become an important means by
which a Lao poet can show off his ability. Phanya: within Lao literature are
often especially witty and composed to be memorable™

3) One type of theme that is commanly found throughout Lao works of
literature consists of a humorous description of the awkward acts of Lao
villagers when facing something that is beyond their common range of
experience. For example, the reactions of Lao villagers are described upon

' The two question marks in the passage refer to 1) the phrase Slﬂgbtﬂ {sut sako), the meaning

of which is not clear to me, and 2) a word that | cannot read due to the handwriting. However, the overall
meaning of the passage is clear.

®% Khuiu: Nang Ua: pp.338-340. (This story is the author ‘s rendition of a popular work of ancient
literature.) Another example is the recently composed version of Tha:w Khatthana:m by Khamphun
Philawong (L). At the beginning of the book, the author expresses his great gratitude to those of
intelligence who might correct his composition. (p.3)

3 See, for example, Pri:cha; Phinthaung’s printed versions of Pha:.dae:ng Na:ng Ai, Khunlu: Nang
Ua: and Tha:w Kam Ka: Dam. Many of the Phanya: in these works appear to have been added by Mr.
Phinthaumng.
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seeing the dazzling beauty of a member of the rayalty, or hearing the
spectacular khaen playing of the Bodhisattva, or coming across the great
horrors of war. This type of theme frequently occurs several times in a given
work.

A noticeable characteristic of creativity in Lao literature, whether by the
composer or transcriber, is its predominantly formulaic nature. The phrases
that transcribers use in adding to or changing the above three sections are
frequently not original, but rather stock phrases that one finds throughout

the literature ™

The creativity, therefore, is often not in the invention of a
phrase but rather in the knowledge of where it might most profitably be
placed. It is interesting that some of the most ‘original’ and non-formulaic
passages are those that are the most sexually explicit®®

A discussion of creativity in Lao literature is not complete without
mention given to the extraneous comments included in the manuscripts.
We have seen in this chapter how traditional requests to receive Bun, correct
acomposer’s error, or to be careful in the handling of a manuscript can be
artistically stated using conventions typical of the literature. Such comments
are often compaosed in the form of Kaun Amn verse or rhyming parallel
couplets similar to Phanya. In many instances, the content of the request
itself has become less important than its artistic expression. Other than
requests, manuscripts often include lengthy Phanya; frequently addressed to
young women, that are outside the context of the story. An impressive
example of Phanya: occurs at the end of Usa: Nithan where the transcriber
in great detail bids farewell to the monkhoaod, saying lengthy goodbyes to the
abbot, fellow monks and novices, his robe and bowl], etc. Typical of such
creativity, this passage is successful in its adaptation of a convention for the
expression of farewells that is observable in many works of Lao literature ®

®%This is particularly noticeable in the third type of section. Although there are a wide variety of
phrases that describe the clumsy behavior of commoners, such phrases will become familiar to a reader
after encountering several such scenes in the course of a single story. It would likely be less noticeabile,
however, to a listening audience who heard the story at intervals and had no chance to look back over
such scenes and compare them.

5 This is particularly noticeable, for example, in many passages from the version of the story Thaw
Kampha: Faxdaek Fa: Samau, at the Isan Cultural Center at the Teacher’s College in Maha Sarakham.
including a scene of category number three on page 36 of the manuscript that is quite unlike any ather

#% A similar style is used, for example, to describe Nang Ua’s final farewell before her suicide in
Khuniu: Na:ng Ua, and Thaw Sowat's first wife’s farewell to her home when she leaves with her
husband in Thaw Sawat.
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The Study of Parallelism

The study of parallelism as a rhetorical device in literature began in the
eighteenth century. Professor Lowth of Oxford University observed that a
fundamental characteristic of the poetry of the Old Testament was a ‘carefully
contrived pairing of line, phrase, and verse’” In 1778, in an introduction to
a translation of Isaiah, he wrote:

The correspondence of ane verse or line with another, I call parallelism.
When a proposition is delivered, and a second is subjoined to it, or drawn
under it, equivalent, or contrasted with it in sense, or similar to it in the
form of grammatical construction, these I call parallel lines; and the words or
phrases, answering one to anaother in the corresponding lines, parailel
terms?®®

Parallelism, in contrast to simple repetition, includes both an element of
similarity and an element of change. Parallel phrases, lines, or groups of
lines are analogous to one another, but they are not identical. Parallels
within Lao narrative can be comprised of two (or more) corresponding
words, phrases, lines, groups of lines, or sections of narrative. They can be
divided into the following general groups: a} pairs of synonymous meaning,
b) pairs of opposing meaning and c) pairs of comparative meaning or
grammatical structure. Regardless of type, pairs that are matched together
frequently show a correspondence not only in their meaning, but also in
their grammatical structure and phrasing”

Lowth’s study of parallelism in the Old Testament proved useful in the
nineteenth century to linguists and literary scholars who discovered that it
was a similarly significant characteristic in oral and written narrative
traditions throughout the world. According to Roman Jakobson, parallelism
may be considered ‘canonical’ in traditions in which ‘certain similarities
between successive verbal sequences are compulsory or enjoy a high

7240

preference.™ Canonical parallelism has been observed in narrative

traditions within the Austronesian, Polynesian, Mongolian, Dravidian,

*" Roman Jakobson and The Comparative Study of Farallelism by James ]. Fox p.60
#%ibid. p. 61 Quoted from Jsaiah [translation of Isaiah X-XI(1778)] (Boston 1834) p.IX

#9 Although within Lao narrative, parallels most frequently occur in pairs, it is also not uncommon
to find three or mare consecutive phrases, lines, etc, that are parallel to one ancther.

% Roman Jakobson and The Comparative Study of Farallelism by James J. Fox p.77
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241 In

Turkic, Finnic-Ugraic, and several Central American Indian languages.
Southeast Asia, parallelism has been studied in the literature of the
Vietnamese and the oral poetic traditions of various ethnic groups

242

throughout Indonesia.®® It has also been the subject of comment in studies

of the Garo, Shan, Burmese, and Thai languages*®

Schirmunski, in a study of Turkic and Finno-Ugraic verse, has
suggested that parallelism is an important feature of poetry at an early stage
of its development. Poetry initially makes use of simple repetition, which
later develops into the linking of syntactically matched pairs. Once other
elements such as rhyme and meter are suificiently developed, the
significance of parallelism as an organizing feature in poetry tends ta
decline**

Many scholars have concluded that repetition and parallelism is a
primary characteristic of narrative that is composed orally** For example,
The Danish folklorist Olrik describes repetition as a primary ‘epic (oral) law’.
Accarding to Olrik, repetition is used to add emphasis to a character or event
in an oral tale. Whereas a written text can add significance to its subject
matter through the degree of detail provided in its description, the oral
composet, whose use of detail is relatively scarce, is bound to create the eifect
through the less subtle means of repetition’® Several scholars have
contended that the extensive use of parallelism defines a work as being of
aral rather than written composition.™

It can not be doubted that parallelism and repetition are important
devices in the creation of orally composed works. Similar to formulas and
themes, they help a performer to spontaneously create lengthy narratives
without great feats of memorization. At the same time, they facilitate easy
comprehension of a work by a listening audience, which unlike a reading
audience has no chance to review a section of narrative once that it has been
stated.

However, more recent scholars such as Ruth Finnegan, James Fox and

%7 bid. pp.63-65, 68-69

22 ibid. pp. 63-65, 68-69

23 jhid p.63

24 jbid. p.71

*° Including ]. Gonda, E Boas, and B. Gray. Oral Postry by Ruth Finnegan pp.127-128
*¢ Epic Laws Of Folk Narrative by Axel Olrik pp.132-133

7 Including W. Whallon and D. Buchan. Oral Poetry by Ruth Finnegan p.128
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Amin Sweeney have pointed out that parallelism is not restricted to orally
composed narrative or traditions at an eatly stage of development, but is
also a significant feature of sophisticated written literary traditions. James |.
Fox describes the important role of parallelism in several written poetic
traditions including the Hebrew, Canaanite, Chinese, and Viethamese®® He
also shows that it is a favored device of several western poets including
Blake, Baudelaire, and Poe? One important reason for the prevalence of
parallelism in written works is the fact that its use is not merely intended to
serve a utilitarian purpose in the composition and consumption of a poem.
The matching of parallels is valued for its poetic effect and is developed ‘for
its own impressive elegance™ At the same time, parallelism also continues
to serve a useful purpose in certain types of written literature. Dr Amin
Sweeney, in his study of Malay classical literature, Authors and Audiences,
states that what narrative traditions in which parallelism is a fundamental
feature tend to share in common is not their method of composition, but
rather their method of consumption®' Parallelism is prominent in works
that are intended for a listening audience. The extensive use of parallelism
in traditional Malay and Lao literature can be explained to no small degree by
the problems inherent in the medium, including the nature of audiences
and performances, and the method of recording, copying, and storing a text.
In this context, parallelism (as we shall see) served definite purposes and was
therefore unlikely to have been eliminated. Also, whereas the use of writing
provides possibilities in the shaping of narrative (such as the eliminating of
redundancy) that are unavailable to oral poets, this does not mean that once
people within a given society have started to write that they will
automatically utilize all of the previously unexploited possibilities. If a
composer wrote within a society with a strong tradition of folk narrative, it is
uniikely that he would immediately abandon poetic conventions that have
successfully turned out stories for countless years before the creation of
writing, Fox suggests that a possible distinction between parallelism in oral

5 Roman Jakobson and The Camparative Study of Farallelism by James ]. Fox pp.70, 62-63

#? ibid. pp.66-67

% Formula, Character;, and Context: Studies in Homeric, Old English, and OId Testament Poetry
W. Whallon p153 (as quoted in Oral Foefry by Ruth Finnegan p.130).

' This idea and the ones that follow in this paragraph, unless otherwise stated, are paraphrased
from Authors And Audiences by Amin Sweeney pp35-37
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and written traditions may be in its varying levels of complexity.” My study
of parallelism in Lao literature indicates that this is true.

The Role of Parallelism within Laco Literature

To understand the reasons behind the extensive use of parallelism in
Lao written narrative, it is necessary to concentrate on a) its aesthetic value,
and b) the solutions that it provides to the difficulties that the medium
imposes in the presentation and preservation of the literature.

The Aesthetic Value of Parallelism

Parallelism is a stylistic device in the Lao language. The higher the
level of the language’s style, the greater the amount and complexity of its
parallels. There are many different layers of parallelism in Lao spoken
expression, including parallel pairs, doubled pairs, and of most complexity,
the parallels employed in Phanya;, Lao oral poetry.

Parallels are useful in building style for the following reasons. Most
basically, parallel pairs are considered pleasant-sounding whereas the use of
single monosyllabic words is often considered harsh and abrupt. Secondly,
the words or phrases joined together in a parallel pair are related rather than
identical, and pairing them adds a depth of meaning that would be lacking if
either of the words were used individually. Finally, the matching of parallel
pairs serves to enhance the language in that it provides it with a rhythm and
sense of symmetry that a single phrase would be lacking. The importance
that is given to rhythm in the language can be seen by the fact that when
there is not an actual word to serve as a paralle], an invented alliterated word
will often be created by the speaker to take its place?® Parallelism, in its
creation of symmetry, is a particularly effective stylistic device in literary Lao,
which is not compased merely ta be read aloud, but rather to conform to the
rhythm of a chant*

=2 Raman Jakobson and The Comparative Study of Farallelism by James ]. Fox p77
3 The use of invented syllables is described in detail in chapter three.

2% Amin Sweeney, in Authors and Audiences, discusses the role of parallelism in the organization of
narrative that is intended to be chanted. He states that parallelism insures that ‘the length of each
utterance is geared to the phrase of the melody or the rhythm of the chant’.  pp.16-20
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The Utilitarian Value of Parallelism

Outside of artistic considerations, parallelism serves a practical
purpose in helping to resclve a number of problems presented by the
medium in which the literature is recorded.

1) Problems Faced by Performers and Transcribers of Lao Literature

For the reader and transcriber, Lao manuscripts present many
difficulties due to the method in which the literature is recorded, as follows:

1.1) Impreciseness of the Scripts:

The impreciseness of the Tham and Lao scripts that were traditionally
used to record Lao literature is largely responsible for the frequency of
mistakes and points of incomprehension that one finds in Lao manuscripts.

11.1: Words in Lao manuscripts (as in contemporary Lao) are not
separated from one another, but rather run together continuously. Typically
a Lao manuscript is divided into three or four lines of text. Often words will
be continued from the end of one line to the next.

1.1.2: The Lao language is largely composed of monosyllabic words.
Words often have a variety of different meanings depending upon their
tone. Contemporary Lao makes use of tone markers to indicate the sound of
a word. However, in Lao manuscripts the use of tone markers is minimal.
When they are used, they are employed inconsistently, sprinkled throughout
the text as if their major purpose were ornamentation. The meaning of a
word therefore must be interpreted by its context.

1.1.3: There is no consistent spelling system utilized for Lao words
written in the ancient scripts. The problems that this presents are
compounded by the fact that there are many dialects of Lao and transcribers
invariably spell according to how the words sound in their local region.
There are many Lao words (or variants of words) of limited geographical
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distribution that are often confusing or incomprehensible to Lao not from
the immediate area.

1.2) Types of Transcribers and their Mativation in Transcribing:

Manuscripts are copied by monks, teenage novices, and laymen who
possess a religious education. One aspect that makes the reading of
manuscripts particularly troublesome is the fact that many of the transcribers
are Buddhist monks or novices of a young age who copy the texts less out of
personal motivation than through fear both of hell and a beating at the
hands of senior monks. Transcribing is painstaking work, and the
transcribers often face the daunting task of copying hundreds of leaves. The
result is that there is frequently a degree of carelessness in the transcription
of texts. This carelessness can be seen in the following:

1.21: The transcriber’s style of inscription is often difficult to read?®
Frequently one must familiarize oneself with the ‘handwriting’ of a
particular copyist to read the text effectively. Unfartunately, manuscripts are
commonly the collective work of several different transcribers.

12.2: Manuscripts are generally filled with mistakes, including: 1:
misspellings (i.e. not accurately rendering a word according to its sound), 2:
the omitting of various scenes or parts of scenes which may be the result of
the transcriber unknowingly skipping over a leaf or the side of a leaf that he
is copying, and 3: The placing of scenes in incorrect order.

The effect of a Lao story largely depends upon its delivery by a
performer. However, without an aid in overcoming the difficulties described
above, a fluent performance of a text would prove problematic if not
impossible. It must be noted that there are several obstacles that a reader
faces in performance above and beyond the inconsistencies or impreciseness
of a manuscript. Often a performer is an older male, respected both for his
seniarity in age and his experience with manuscripts. The eye-sight of such a
reader is frequently poor. Performances outside of the temple generally accur

=A typical convention of the literature is for the transcriber to apologize for his poor writing,
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at night. Without the aid of electricity, the Lao have traditionally made use
of a torch known as MZU9Y) (tabaung), which consists of a rotted wooden

stick doused with rubber oil. This is a poor source of light that further
impedes the reader’s ability. It would appear, therefore, that a reading of Lao
literature would be a slow and tortured performance, but this is not the case.

With the inevitable mistakes, illegible style of writing, and general
lacunae throughout the text, the consistent use of parallel pairs at all levels
of the narrative helps a reader to interpret words or phrases that would
otherwise be incomprehensible. Parallel statements give context to the text.
In performance, such an aid is invaluable. The tale evolves slowly and the
reader is thus able to anticipate what is immediately to follow There is a
certain degree to which the performer does not strictly follow the text but
improvises. Due to the problems stated above, it would be impaossible to
entirely follow a manuscript without some improvisation. It is not
uncommaon for performers to drink Lao whiskey at the beginning of a
performance®™ This practice is not likely to help an old man with bad eye-
sight in poor lighting to accurately render a text. However, it may serve to
improve his skills at improvisation.

Parallelism is naot merely useful in the reading of a manuscript but
also insures that the essential content of a story will be understood by the
transcriber, and therefore preserved as it is re-copied from one generation to
the next.

2) Problems Faced by Audiences of Lao Literature

Audiences of Lao literature can be divided into two types: Audiences
inside and outside of the temple.

2.1) Audiences in the temple face the following obstacles in their
comprehension of a text:

2.1.1: The language of Lao written narrative, whether prose or poetry, is
quite different from spoken Lao. To some degree it shares a similarity with

“ ™ Based both on personal observation and Traditional Music of the Lao by Terry Miller p.25
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the language of the Yuan, from which the prose literary tradition owes its
arigins. The interspersed use of Pali words in Nitsay increases the difficulty
of the text.

2.1.2: A primary purpose of many of the members of the audience in
attending the performance is to make merit through taking part in a service
at the temple. Satisfied with their attendance, the extent to which they are
interested in and pay constant attention to the performance may vary.

2.1.3: Although monks generally intend to read an entire story, the
attendance of the audience may or may not be regular. They may miss out
on important sections of the narrative and, therefore, must be able to
understand individual passages taken out of context.

22) The difficulties facing audiences outside of the temple in their
comprehension of a story are greater than those of audiences within the
temple:

2.2.1: Similar to performances in temples, there can be difficulty in
understanding the language. Although the use of Pali tends to be absent in
stories composed in verse, Lao poetic language is generally maore difficult to
follow than the style of writing used in Nitsay.

2.2.2: The problem of members of the audience not hearing a
narrative in its entirety is more acute outside of the temple. First of all,
performances often consist of only a small portion of the entire story.
Individual scenes, therefore, must be comprehensible and entertaining when
read out of context. Secandly, readings of Lao literature generally occur
during large informal gatherings where peaple are constantly coming and
going. Therefore, people must be able to make sense of the portion of the
text being read regardless of the point at which they start listening

2.2.3: There are typically a lot of extraneous noises and distractions
that make it difficult for the audience to catch every word of a performance.
Often members of an audience intermittently listen to a story and take part
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in a personal canversation, ar take care of their children.

Parallelism-- or repetition-- serves a useful function in allowing a
narrative to unfold slowly, an important device in aiding comprehension.

The Form of Parallelism within Lao Literature

Considering the significance of parallelism in narrative traditions
throughout the world, it should not be surprising that it plays a fundamental
role within Lao literature. Lao parallelism is unusual, however, in the
complexity of the form that it takes. The symmetry of the placement of
parallels in Lao poetry does not appear to have an equivalent in previously
studied narrative traditions. This thesis traces the evolution of Lao
parallelism, beginning with its origins within the spoken language, and then
continuing step by step from its smallest to largest manifestations in Lao
poetic literature. A description of parallelism in Lao literature and previous
related scholarship can be seen from the following outline of this study:

Chapter One: Lao Literature: An Introduction
Chapter Two: The Study of Lao Versification

In traditional Lao society, literature was not a subject to be taught or
studied. Its composers have understood its conventions not thraugh a
formal training and break-down of its components, but rather through
consistent exposure to performances of the art which formed an important
part of every-day life. Therefore, it has been the task of modern scholars to
analyze the contents of the literature and establish its rules and conventions.
A major weakness of contemporary analysis of Lao versification has been its
heavily reliance on previous Thai literary scholarship. Such scholarship
applies to a very different type of literature than Lao poetry and as such is not
an appropriate model. Thai literature was traditionally composed,
transcribed, and performed by and for a small circle of nobles in the royal
court. In contrast, the majority of Lao literature was intended for all levels of
Lao society and was centered around the village temple. As a result, there
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are important differences between the two literatures’ form and content. A
few scholars, such as Jit Phumisak and Prakhaung Nimmamnhemin, have
begun to question the standards of Thai literary scholarship that have
formed the basis behind the classification of Lao versification. However, up
until the present, the perspective from which Lao poetry has been studied
has essentially remained the same. Versification rules that were ariginally
written half a century ago are examined and re-examined, while
fundamental aspects of the literature remain unexplored.

At present, the major weakness of Lao literary scholarship is not in
what has been analyzed, but rather in what has been ignored. It is the aim of
this thesis to provide a study parallelism, a major yet over-looked principle
in the composition of Lao literature.

Chapter Three: Parallelism in Spoken Lao Expression

Parallelism in Lao literature has its origins in the spoken language. A
common characteristic of spoken Lao is the use of parallel pairs, the pairing
of two words of analogous meaning. In Lao spoken and written expression,
parallel structures, no matter how complicated their form, are generated
from the parallel pair Parallel pairs join together to form the doubled pair,
two phrases that are parallel in meaning and equal in length. The majority
of doubled pairs consist of two phrases, each of two syllables. The parallel in
a simple doubled pair is between the two phrases but not between the words
in the individual pairs. In more complex doubled pairs, however, as many
as all four of the individual words are parallel. Phanya, the oral poetry of
the Lao, is generally composed in the form of a doubled pair. Phanya:
commonly consist of two parallel phrases, generally ranging from two to
seven syllables in length. The individual phrases in Phanya: are frequently
not only parallel in meaning, but also linked together by rhyme.

Chapter Four: Small Forms of Parallelism in Nitsay and Kaun An
Literature

The amount and complexity of parallels steadily increases from spoken
Lao to Nitsay prose to Kaun An poetry. [t is interesting to note, however,
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that upon reading the prose and poetic forms of literature, the prose appears
to be the more repetitive. This is due to the fact that poetic style involves
both raising the level of parallelism and at the same time making the
parallels less noticeable by increasing their subtlety.

Whereas the extensive use of parallelism in Nitsay distinguishes the
form from the spoken language, it is particularly in Kaun An that the use of
parallels has been developed into an art form. An important characteristic of
this type of Lao poetry (in contrast to Nitsay or spoken Lao) is the
symmetrical placement of parallels. Consider the structure of Kaun A:n and
the effect that it has on the form of its parallels?®

1. Kaun A:n is made up of poetic lines which are divided into two
hemistichs of respectively three and four syllables™*

OO0 000C

As analogous words are commonly joined together in a parallel pair,
analogous hemistichs are frequently paired in a poetic line.

Al > A2
000 000C

2. As one line is formed of two hemistichs, one verse is formed of two lines.
The two lines \in a verse are frequently statements of parallel meaning;

Al
000 0000
>

A2
000 0000

3) As one verse is consists of two lines, one quatrain is formed of two verses
of two lines. Frequently quatrains are composed of two parallel verses:

%7t should be noted that the visual structure of Kaun An is only a recent invention. Traditionally,
Lao poetry was written with no separation between hemistichs, lines, or verses. However, one must bear
in mind that the structure of Laoc poetry set forth by modern scholars reflects traditional divisions in the
literature whether or not such divisions were visible in wnting,

¥ There are also optionai initial and final phrases which are each generally of two syilables in length,
but may be longer.
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Al
000 0000
000 0000

A2
000 0000
000 0000

One could speculate that Kau:n An was originally created to enhance
parallels, both of sound and meaning, that already existed within the spoken
language. However, regardless of origin, the structure of Kaun An gives
poets a multitude of opportunities to create symmetrical parallels, and in so
doing encourages the use of parallelism as a poetic tool.

Chapters Five through Nine: Large Forms of Parallelism in Lao Literature:
The AAB Pattern

Small parallels such as the pairing of words and phrases and the
matching of poetic hemistiches, lines, and verses are significant not merely
in and of themselves, but in that they form an impartant part of a larger
parallel unit, a pattern that is fundamental in the building of a story’s plot.
Before describing this pattern, howeves; there is one point that should be
taken into consideration. To appreciate the form that paralielism takes in
Lao literature, one must first understand the significance of the number
three both in Lao literature and culture in general. The number three is held
to be auspicious by the Lao. When asked the reason behind its
auspiciousness, most Lao point to the Buddhist religion. In Buddhism, the
greatest significance of the number three is that it represents the sacred
trinity, the Triple Gems: the Buddha, the Dharma, and the Priesthood. The
number three plays a similarly important role in the Hindu religion, another
important influence on the Lao. Whether or not these are the reasons
behind the number’s literary significance, however, is debatable, for the
number three is also a common characteristic in folk traditions throughout
the world, and is particularly predominant in folk tales. Whatever its
origins, it is immediately noticeable in Lao literature that lead characters,
events, and beautiful princesses tend to occur in threes or in multiples of
three. Similarly, journeys frequently last for three days, three months, ar
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three years.

The basic building block of Lao literature is a pattern of three which will
be referred to as an AAB pattern. Stated in simplest terms, an AAB pattern
consists of two parallel statements (Al and A2), followed by a third statement
(B) that is a conclusion or result of the previous statements. This pattern, of
no fixed length, has been traditionally used by Lao (and other Tai) poets to
narrate a progression of ideas, time, or events. It is represented as follows:

Al)
A2)
B)

There is evidence that the AAB pattern has its origins within oral
narrative. The pattern is observable both in Phanya: and oral folk-tales. In
written literature, it is a significant characteristic of both Nitsay and Kaun
Amn. This thesis, however, is limited to a study of the AAB pattern as it
occurs in Kaun An poetic literature. Due to the structure of Kaun A, the
AAB pattern attains levels of complexity and subtlety in this type of
literature that is greater than in other Lao forms of narrative.

The Placement of Smaller Parallels within an AAB Pattern

A significant characteristic of AAB patterns is the symmetrical
placement of smaller parallels in the individual sections, Al, AZ, and B.
This occurs as follows:

1) The first type of parallel that occurs with frequency in a pattern is a
parallel pair, i.e. the pairing together of two words, phrases, lines, or larger
sections of analogous meaning. Parallel pairs have a tendency to be placed in
patterns as follows:

1.1: Smaller parallel pairs have a tendency to occur inside of larger pairs.
The largest parallel pair in an AAB pattern consists of Sections Al and A2.
One frequently observes that Sections Al and A2 of a pattern each
individually replicate into two smaller parallel halves.
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Al} ai
a2

A2y al
a2

B)

1.2: When a portion of narrative is divided into two sections (parallel or
otherwise), smaller pairs are mare likely to occur in the second half than in
the first. For exampie, parallel pairs occur with more frequency in Section
A2 than in Section Al. When parallel pairs do occur in both sections, the
pair in the second section is usually of greater complexity than the pair in the
first.

Al

A2) al
a2

B)

1.3: Following the same tendency, when the second half of a pair divides
into two parallel halves, its second half will frequently further divide into
two even smaller parallel halves.

Al)
A2) al
az al
a2
B)

It is also not uncommon to find further layers of paraliel pairs that
follow the same general rules of placement as AAB patterns break down into
smaller and smaller parallel units.

2) The second type of replication that one commonly finds in a pattern is a
smaller pattern. As with parallel pairs, there are strong tendencies
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influencing its placement.

2.1: Whereas Sections Al and A2 (and particularly the latter) tend to
replicate into two parallel halves, the third section of the pattern tends to
divide into three smaller sections. The three smaller sections share, on a
smaller level, the identical structure of the pattern in which they occur.

Al)
A2)
B) al

a2
b  Conclusion

The conclusion of the larger pattern generally coincides with the third and
final section of the smaller pattern.

22: We have previously observed in 13 that there are often several layers of
parallel pairs placed symmetrically in the second halves of larger parallel
pairs. In a similar fashion one frequently finds several layers of AAB
patterns, each placed in the third section of the pattern that precedes it, as
follows:

Al)
A2)
B) al
a2
b al
az
b

The Building of Plot through the Layering of Patterns

To understand how plot is structured in Lao literature, one must realize
that AAB patterns, rather than occurring singly, tend ta be organized in
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groups. Three small patterns join together to form larger patterns which in
turn join together to form larger patterns, and so on. An example in chapter
eight shows the existence of as many as five layers of AAB patterns that occur
in a sequence of forty-five lines. There are countless more layers in the text
of an entire story, which can stretch for hundreds of pages in length.

Chapter Ten: Replication and the Evolution of Lao Literature

When a transcriber copies a manuscript, there is no restriction onthe
extent to which he can change and expand upon the existing text. A
comparison of six manuscripts of a popular Lao story, Thaw Kam Ka: Dam,
shows that in a story’s evolution, the expansion of text, rather than
depending upon the whims of individual transcribers, conforms to
conventions that become clear with an appreciation of the AAB pattern. A
story evolves through a) the creation or expansion of patterns, b) the
creation or expansion of replications of two, and c¢) the creation of additional
layers of replication that are placed onto already-existing parallels. As a story
is cantinually re-copied, therefore, one can expect to find increasing layers of
replication and stronger parallels. This sheds some light on the original
formation of such patterns. As we have seen, several writers in the past
have suggested that the use of parallelism is a defining style of orally
composed poetry. My study, however, offers contradicting information. It
would appear that whereas the AAB pattern is used as an organizational
device in the compaosition of Phanya: and Lao oral folk-tales, it is the
continual copying and re-copying of the written literature that is responsible
for the incredible intricacy of its parallel layers.

The comparative study of manuscripts of Tha:w Kam Ka: Dam also
shows that the ingrained tendency to compase in layers of parallels is so
strong that it is not uncommon to find transcribers who sacrifice clarity or
consistency of meaning in a passage purely in order to create a well-placed
parallel. As with any art, the smoothness in the placement of parallels
depends upon the compaoser’s skill.
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Conclusion

Apart from its artistic value, Lao literature is worthy of study both for
the important cultural role that it played (and continues to play) within Lac
saciety, and for the insights that it provides into traditional Lao life and
thought. It is the intention of this thesis to suggest a new direction in its
study.

This work provides a general description of a system of parallelism that
is a fundamental convention in the composition of Lao literature. It is
haped that an understanding of this convention will help future scholars to
appreciate both the content of Lao literature and the role that the literature
plays within Lao society.

Although my study of the AAB pattern is limited to Kaun A:n, there
is evidence that an appreciation of parallelism would also increase the depth
of our understan'ding of other types of Lao narrative, including Nitsay
literature, historical chronicles, and religious texts. It can also be speculated
that our knowledge of the poetic forms of other Tai-speaking people such as
the Yuan, Kheun, and Leu would similarly benefit from a consideration of
the role that parallelism plays as an organizational device. A comparative
study of parallelism would be likely to shed further light on the relationship
between the various literatures within the larger Tai tradition.

Parallelism in Lao literature is also of interest in comparison with
similar traditions throughout the world. Although complex systems of
parallels exist in the poetry of other cultures, as far as I have seen, the
complexity and intricacy of Lao replication has no parallel among previously
studied traditions.

90




Chapter Two:  The Study Of Lao Versification

The most commanly used word for poetry in Laa is N9V (kau:n).

Literally, it means a latch. In traditional Lao society, a Kau:n was a movable
bar, usually made of wood, whose ends fitted into place on either side of a
door or window to prevent them from being moved. Poetry, by this analogy,
consists of words inserted into a fixed framework that locks them tagether
and prevents them from becoming loose.! This is, in fact, a good analogy of
modern interpretations by writers such as Albert Lord, Eric Havelock, etc. on
the rale that poetry played in ancient societies. Poetry, they argue, is
essentially a structure in which to hold together knowledge that a society
wishes ta preserve in easily memorable forms to prevent it from becoming
lost. Without the possibility of storing information in written form or wide
access to such a form, knowledge that was not easily memarable was not
possible to be retained?

In Lao verse what is the framework that brings words together to make
a cohesive whole? It is the contention of this thesis that the major ‘locking
device' within Lao poetry has been overlooked. In order to understand why
a pervasive and obvious element of the poetry has become invisible, it is
necessary to investigate the question: What exactly is it that makes Laa poetry
‘poetry”? Before the secand quarter of this century, when Lao people were
still actively writing ar copying the literature, such a question would have
been thought of as inappropriate and unnecessary. In more recent years,
when the literature has stopped being actively copied and has begun to be
analyzed, the appropriate questions, by and large, have not been asked. The
answers that have been given have not merely been unfaithful to their topic
but have unintentionally changed it. Rather than adapting the analysis to
better conform to the subject, the subject has been restructured to prove its
worthiness according to the rules set forth in the analysis. By reconsidering
the question of what holds Kaun together as poetry and showing its
relevance, this chapter will also show the current state of knowledge on the
subject and the evolution that has led to that knowledge.

"It is not at all certain that the word for poetry was originally created with this meaning in mind.
However, whether or not the two meanings of Kaun were ariginally interconnected, later generations of
Lao (and Thai) have observed the relevance of defining poetry as a ‘latch’.

* While many Lao mates are literate and thus capable of reading Lao texts, the majority of Lao,
whether male or female, are familiar with Lao works solely through oral performance,
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1) Knowledge of Versification within Traditional Lao Society

During my two years of research in Laos and northeastern Thailand, 1
have asked many people and searched through many manuscripts, but have
never heard of nor found any traditional text teaching the rules for
composing Lao poetry. | have asked at many temples and have similarly
never heard of the rules of poetry traditionally being taught® [ have talked
to many people who have transcribed and written Lao literature. [ have
found that often they themselves could not tell me the rules of the poetry
that they were engaged in writing.

There is a simple reason why the rules of composing Lao literature were
not taught inside of Lao temples. They were not taught because the Lao did
not consider that the literature was being written there. The great majority
of Lao stories, wherever they were written, were composed in the form of
Jaitaka tales, life-stories of the Bodhisattva. Lao people commonly believe
that what modern scholars refer to as Lao literature are merely translations
or at best adaptations of such texts. The stories are thus afforded a sacred
status that literature in and of itself would not have be given. At the same
time the question of art in such stories is viewed as an irrelevant and even
sacrilegious one. To whom does one teach poetic rules? The origin of most
Lao works is impossible to pin-point. Few of the stories include the name of
a composer and most if not all originated beyond the memory of any living
Lao. These facts reinforce the commonly-held Lao belief that works of such
sacredness could not be traceable to an author of mere flesh and blood.
Khamphaeng Kettawong, a French-educated Lao scholar, explained to me
the resistance that he faced from Lao monks when he discussed the artistic as
opposed to religious merit of individual Lao stories. His analytical approach
to the literature was viewed suspiciously as if he were violating sacred texts.

The monks at the temples are not expected to write literature but they
are expected to copy it. Classes are taught in the ancient script used to record
the stories. The process of transcribing is learned by observing one who is
experienced in the skill. It is in the transcribing, where the only preparation
deemed necessaty is to learn how to write the alphabet and haold the stylus,

* The Abbot at Naung Lam lan Temple, for exarnple, insisted that his temple had never taught
such rules. This was confirmed by several old men in the village who had spent years studying at the
temple and had copied many manuscripts of Lao literature. This temple was a famous center of learning
and literature in southern Laos with one of the greatest collections of Lao literature in the country.
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that the creative process goes on. My research reveals that the transcribers, in
their revision of manuscripts, show an astute awareness and skill at the rules
of Lao poetry in which they have neither been formally trained nor express
any knowledge. This knowledge is the result not of a classroom education in
poetic rules but rather years of informal exposure to the poetry, which was
traditionally a part of every-day life. While the conventions of Lao poetry
were traditionally, on one level, known to the Lao as evidenced by their
composition, such a knowledge was not one that was formally taught nor
verbally expressed.

2) Knowledge Of Versification Among Contemporary Schaolars Of Lao
Literature

The idea of analyzing Lao poetry is a fairly recent one, brought in from
outside of Laas. It has been applied to a subject where, as we have seen, such
a process was traditionally unknown.

2.1) Maha: Sila: Wirawong And The Study Of Lao Versification
21.1: Background

The most influential scholar of Lao literature is Maha: Sila: Wi:rawong,
Maha: Sila: was an ethnic Lao from northeastern Thailand whose scholarly
warks have been instrumental in making Lao people aware of the
importance of their own historical and cultural heritage. One of his most
well-known works is a book on Lao versification, published originally in
Thailand in 1942, and revised and published in 1960 by the Ministry of
Education in Laos. This study is of importance in how it has shaped the
madern concept of Lao poetry. It has been taught in schools throughout Laos.
It has also been the source from which most Thai researchers on the topic
have taken, first or second-hand, their infarmation on Lao verse forms.

Maha: Sila: Wirawong was born in the province of Roi Et, where the
peaple are ethnically Lao and Lao literature is an established tradition. He
entered the mankhood at a young age, and received his education at the
temple. The title before his name, ‘Maha, indicates a high level of religious
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education’ After an interval as a monk in Bangkok, conscious of his roots
as an ethnic Lao he made the decision to settle in Vientiane, the capital of
Laos. In Laos, he produced scholarly warks on a wide range of subjects, from
Pali grammar to Lao astrological texts. He is, however, best known for his
literary research. His study of Lao versification, entitled Baep Taeng Kiaun
Thaiy Wianngjan Lae Baep Taeng Kap San Wilassiniz 'Methods Of
Composition Of The Poetry Of The Thai Vientiane® And Kap San Wila:sini:’
represents the first attempt to make a compilation of the poetic rules of Lao
verse. The rules of Lao poetry that Maha: Sila: set forth in his guide to
versification were based upon his personal analysis of the structure of Lao
poetry. His research, spanning over ten years, was conducted both in Laos
and at the Thai National Library, where there is an extensive collection of
Lao manuscripts. In the introduction to his first book on Lao versification,
Maha: Sila: writes:

I have not put together the various rules of composition included in this
book without (relying upon proper) sources. | have arranged the rules based
upon observations that I have made from the following books: Baeb Kap
San Wilasind, Thaw Hung Sang Sinsai, We:tsasantra Sa:«dok, Nopasun,
Kap FPramuni, Kap Thaw Saen Meuang and many other works...This is
the first time that (such a study) has been written. Its existence is due solely
to the interest of the one who has compiled it, without a teacher or one to
give advice. I expect, therefore, for it to be filled with errars. [ hope to be
forgiven and given advice from those who are knowledgeable.

The books from which Maha: Sila: bases his observations, with one
exception, are specific works of Lao literature. The exception is the first book

‘ Maha is a title for one who has passed third level religious studies exams,

® Maha: Silar’s first book on versification was printed in the Thai language in Bangkok in the 1940s.
Although he was writing about the poetry of the Lao, because of the political climate of the time he was
compelled to use the phrase ‘Thai Vientiane’ rather than ‘Lao Vientiane’ in his title. According to the

Nation Thai-English dictionary printed in Bangkok, the word L?ﬂU (Thaiy) ‘Thai’ can mean a) any

ethnic group that speaks a language within the Tai family, or b) any person regardless of nationality. To
call the peaple of Vientiane Thai rather than Lac is thus not inaccurate (at least not in countries that
print Thai dictionaries), but to be compelied to do so is to deny them any status opposed from being

Thal. {Note the difference between the above-mentioned word \LZﬂU (Thaiy), which is commonly used

both in the Thai and Lao languages specifically to refer to the Thai people, and ]L?ﬂ (Thai) which is
used (especially among the Lao) to mean people in general, regardless of nationality:}

*from the introduction to Baep Taeng Klaun Thaiy Wiangjan Lae Bae:p Taeng Kap San
Wilassini’ 'Methods of Composition of the Poetry of the Thai Vientiane and Kap Wilasini', as quoted
in Maha: Sila: Wirawong-- Siwit lae Phon Ngan by Khana Kammakan Withaya:sa:t Sangkhom (L)
p128
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that he has mentioned, The Compasition Style of Ka:p Sa:n Wila:sini; which
is a study of Pali verse forms.

21.2: The Rules Of Kau:n A:n According To Maha: Sila: Wirawong

For the purpose of this chapter, what is of interest in Maha: Sila’'s work
on versification are his rules for Kaun An. Kaun Amn is the verse form
almost exclusively used for story-length Lao literature. An understanding of
these fundamental rules is a necessary background to any study of Lao poetry.
Similarly, an understanding of Maha: Sila:’s understanding of Kaun An is a
necessary background to any study of the study of Lao poetry. The description
of Kaun An which follows is taken from Maha: Sila’s second study of Lao

poetry, Santhalaksana ‘Versification’, printed by the Lao Ministry of

Education’

2121 Line And Stanza Length

A poetic line in Kaun Anis known as 31 (wak). One Wak is made up

of seven syllables. It is divided into two hemistichs, or half-lines. The
hemistichs consist, respectively, of three and four syllables. They are
commonly represented as follows:

000 0000

The length of a poetic line may be increased by the addition of initial and
final words or phrases.

1) Initial Phrases, known as Y ua (buphabot), are included to clarify the

meaning of the lines. They are usually two syllables in length, and can be as
many as four Common examples are:

TPP.68,12-14, 2021
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a) WOV (tae: nan)- ‘Then’
b) V197 (thaw kau)- ‘He.. (referring traditionally to a noble or great man)

C) \I'lqr.ﬁa (pang meua)-- ‘At the time when...

pv

2) Final Words or Phrases, known as @194 (kham sauwty), are two syllables

in length. They are added to give stress to a particular line, and are aften

made up of meaningless particles such as w2t (lae: yeu”) or waw1 (lae: na).

Other phrases are made of actual words, for example: R (thae: laew),

which means: ‘truly’ and CARSY {jao heu"y), which addresses the listener.

A poetic line thus frequently consists of eleven syllables, as follows:
00 000 0000 00

If the Initial Phrase is made up of four syllables, a poetic line may have as
many as thirteen syllables.

A stanza in Kaun An is known as uQ (bot). One Bot consists of four

Wak, or poetic lines. The lines are named as follows:

First Line: Snsau (wak sadap) ‘the listening line’
Second Line: 5ngy (wak hap) ‘the receiving line’
Third Line: 5nssq (wak haung) ‘the supporting line’
Fourth Line: 5}13‘1“3 (wak song) 'the sending-off line’

21.22: Flacement Of Waords Of Different Tones

The rules of Kaun An dictate the placement of words pronounced with
falling and rising tones in the various lines’ The low tone, known as

¢ Note that this indicates the tone in which the words are pronounced, not the inclusion of falling
and nising tone markers.
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Wwisn (mai ek), is represented as 0. The falling tone, known as 11w (mai

thoy), is represented as 0. The following chart illustrates the rules of tone

placement:

first line: (Wak Sadap) 0 6 6 0000
second line: (Wak Hap) 000 0000
third line: (Wak Haung) 000 0000
fourth line: (Wak Song) 0 6 6 0 6 6 0

The syllables without tone markers have no requirements in their
placement of tones,

2123 Types Of Rhyme

There is no obligatory rhyme within Kau:n An. A highly crafted poem,
however, makes use of a variety of different sound matches. There are two
categories of rhyme that one commonly finds within Kaun Amn, both of

which fit into the category that the Lao would call SN&0 (samphat nai),

‘internal rhyme within a poetic line’. They are as follows?’

A) SudnsE (samphat sara)-- ‘Assonance or Vowel Rhyme’

Maha: Sila: lists two types of assonant thyme in Lao poetry:

1: é'i'uﬁmmfjug (samphat thiam khu:)- ‘Paired-Word Rhyme™

This type of rhyme refers to two words paired together that share
the same vowel. Far example:

° A more detailed treatment of alliteration and assonance appears in the book Lak Kan Taeng
Wannakam Thaiy Isa:n' Fundamentals of Composition of Thai Isan Literature’ by Phra Ra:chaphrom
Jirayakhun,

“Translation of the titles of the different types of alliteration and assonance are taken from
Courting Foetry in Lacs by Carol Compton, p.137
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ﬁué’w (ban san), neunsy (kaun taun), etc

2: BuTOWJUUSN (samphat thiam aek)-- "Yoked-Word Rhyme’

This type of rhyme refers to two words that share the same vowel

that are separated by another word. For example:

1113'1;; (kai leu kai), or sgjéqmﬁ'f_] (salang hung lang).

B) Suvnuwguziue (samphat phanyansanaj-- ‘Alliteration or Consonant

Rhyme’

Mabha: Sila: describes two types of alliteration as follows:

1: SUPNHJNSNEOW (samphat lia:n aksaun)- ‘Continuous Consonant
Rhyme’

This type of rhyme refers to two or more words paired together that
share the same initial consonants. For example:

wse f Moy ¥Y o8 (DM M MDY
(phra kau:  haum phon pha:y weha: lazy 1an)

2: FuPnZNSNTOU (samphat khan aksaun)-- ‘Separated Consonant
Rhyme’

This type of rhyme refers either ta a) two words that share the same
initial consonants and vowels, or b) two words that are identical except
for their tones. The paired words are separated by a word that differs
either in its initial consanant or its vowel. For example:

OSh 9N UZN 2O

(dau:k saun sae:n sau:n)
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nau nag U717 11E
(ka:n ka:y nang ka:y)"

21.3) Maha: Sila: Wirawong’s Study In Context

Maha: Sila’s study on versification was a pioneering work. It provides a
basic framework from which to understand the structure of Lao poetry.
Traditionaily, words within Lao manuscripts were written together without
separation. There were no divisions marking different hemistichs, lines, or
verse. It was Maha: Sila: who first analyzed the various types of Lao verse,
set down their rules, and organized them visually according to those rules. It
was Maha: Sila, for example, who first divided Lao verse on a printed page
into two separate hemistichs.”

Maha: Sila’s work, however, is not without flaw. My maijor criticism of
his study is its lack of consideration of the medium in which Lao literature
was recorded and performed, and the effect that this particular medium, with
its opportunities and limitations, had on how it was organized.

Maha: Sila’s study of Lao poetry is based upon his knowledge of
previous schalarship on the structure of Thai and Indian verse forms.
When he wrote what are the first written rules of Lao versification, Thai
literary scholarship had been in existence for several centuries. According to
Prakhau:ng Nimma:nhe:min in her doctoral thesis Mahakap Rewang
Tha:w Ba: Jeuanng Maha: Sila’'s work bears striking similarities to Lak
FPhassa: Thaiy 'Fundamentals Of The Thai Language’ by the Thai scholar

' It will be noticed that this example is a rhyme of three, rather than two words, although Maha: Sila:
states in his introduction that only two words are involved in Separated Consonant Rhyme. If one
compares Maha: Sila’s examples (p.14 in his book) with the examples listed on page 3 of Lak Kan
Taeng Wannakam Thaiyv Isan ‘Fundamentals of Composition of Thai Isan Literature’ by Pra
Rachaphrom [irayakhun, one will find that they are identical. (Within the latter book, however, they are
listed as examples of "Yoked-Word Rhyme,” a form of assonance.) In Fundamentals of Compasition of
Thai I'san Literature, Maha: Sila’'s example of three words has been shortened to two. The author does

not consider the first word of the example, MV (kan). to be part of the rhvme and therefore does not
place it in boid print.

' This thesis deals specifically with Kaun Amn, a relatively simple style of verse. To appreciate the
extent of classification work invalved in a study of Lao versification, however, one must realize that many
of the other forms of Lao poetry are much maore compilicated.
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Phraya Upakitsilapasan.”

In writing the book that has served as a guideline for Lao versification,
Maha: Sila: Wirawong has relied on scholarship of Thai verse forms to
decide what is and is not worthy of being studied in making up those rules.
Though the specifics of certain Lao verse forms in his book necessarily differ
from that of the Thai, the types of poetic rules under discussion are always
the same. Lao poetry, for example, is examined for tone placement, rthyme
within and between poetic lines, alliteration and assonance, etc, all of which
one would find similarly in Thai scholarship on Thai poetry. On one level,
taking Thai poetic rules as a background from which to study and make
comparisons with Lao literature is very natural Laos and Thailand have
related languages, cultures, and literature, and the poetic forms of the two
can appropriately be examined for the same type of characteristics. It should,
however, be asked whether Thai literary scholarship, as oppaosed to Thai
poetry, is an appropriate model from which to base a study of Lao literature.
Traditionally, literary scholarship in Thailand has studied the poetry of the
royal court, a type of poetry that had a different method of transcription, a
different style and location of performance, and a different intended
audience than did Lao literature. If Thai scholarship had concentrated on
poetry of the common people, it would have served as a more relevant
model from which to compare Lao verse. Jit Phumisak’s study on Lao poetic
forms shows a greater insight into the nature of Lao poetry precisely for the
reason that it was written in comparison with the oral poetry of Thai
villagers.

In the book Ongka:n Chaeng Nam by Jit Phumisak, the author
describes the difference between poetry that was intended to be heard and
poetry that was intended to be read:

“*Similarities include the following Maha: Sila’s book on versification was published as one of four
books in a series on Lao grammar, each of which bears an identical title to a section devoted to a similar
topic in the book by the Thai scholar. Several explanations in Maha: Sila’s work are identically worded
to similar sections in the same study. The names of the specific poetic lines, as stated on page 96 of this
chapter, were also apparently taken from this study rather than being indigenous to the Lao literary

o Q
tradition. Most importantly, the division of Lao verse inta various complex types such as 23 g 3+

o Q =
(Wissumaili), MUNBUUUIY (Mahasinthumaili) and 6 29MY (Knhlong Ha:) (which are not
specifically the tapic of this thesis), were influenced to no small degree by the division of Thai poetry into

similar verse forms in the same book Mahakapp Reuwang Thaw Ba: Jewang by Trakhaung
Nimmanhemin pp.202-205
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Poetry that is strictly composed according to a forced plan, that imposes fixed
rules to control the meanin g and emotion of an artist’s creation, belongs to a
later generation of poets....These poets wanted the poetry seen, wanted a
proper and orderly structure that was graceful to the eyes. They were not
interested in how (the poetry) sounded, or if they were, they must have only
wanted (the sound) to fit into an orderly framework, not to have small
sounds popping up to trouble the ears...”"

Thai literary scholarship focuses on the latter type of poetry whereas Lao
literature fits into the former. The difference between the two different types
of narrative is largely the difference between two mediums. In contrast to
Lao literature, the composers and audiences of Thai court literature were
largely restricted to an elite of nobles connected to the palace. Their level of
education was higher than that of their Lao counterparts, who came from all
levels of Lao saciety. The transcribers of Thai literature similarly appear to
have been connected with the court, and thus mistakes in the copying of
texts, although existent, were likely to be less frequent than those made by
the copyists of Lao works, who were commonly Buddhist novices of a very
young age. At the same time, performances of Thai works within the royal
court did not present the same distractions as did the large and often
informal gatherings where Lao literature was read. There would therefore be
less concern that the audience would not grasp the stary’s meaning.”
Owing to the differences in the circumstances involved in the production,
preservation, and consumption of Thai and Lao literature, the form and
content of the two was quite distinct. Thai court literature had less need for
redundancy. It favored more esoteric writing which displayed the education
of the composer. This can be seen, for example, in the greater frequency in
which Thai poets employed complex poetic forms, their use of erudite
Khmer and Pali vocabulary, and their invention of literary words. At the
same time, the contents of Thai court literature conformed to very different
standards of acceptability than that of Lao literature, which was largely
written, transcribed, and performed on the village level. Characteristics of
Lao stories such as obscene humar, the degree of playfulness in the depiction
of the life of the Buddha, and the allowable mixture of non-Buddhist
religious elements, such as belief in Tai spirits or deities, within religious

™ pp.191-192

** Descriptions of the nature of the composers, transcribers, performance, and audience of Thai
court literature are taken from personal conversation with Dr. Manas Chitakasem.
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tales would all be greatly restricted by the tastes of the Thai court.

As Thai literary works reflected the taste of the monarchy, so did Thai
literary scholarship, which was traditionally the exclusive domain of Thai
nobles. An example of this can be seen in the importance given in
traditional Thai literary scholarship to the study of Pali and Sanskrit verse
forms and their relationship to Thai verse. In many cases it is in fact
debatable whether such verse forms actually had Indian rather than Tai
origins. Similar to labelling Southeast Asian falklore as Indian Jaitaka tales,
attributing Indian origins to Thai or Lao verse forms had the effect of raising
their status.”

Basing his research on Thai scholarship, Maha: Sila: failed to adequately
recognize the distinction between the two different types of literature. In his
study, he attempted to ‘impose’ on Lao poetry the ‘fixed rules’ of a ‘proper
and orderly structure’ that is ‘graceful ta the eye’. In other words, what he
did in effect was to force the characteristics of one type of medium onto
poetry that belonged to another.

In the introduction to Maha: Sila’s first book on Lao versification, he

wrote:

I have the utmost belief that in the past a textbook must certainly have
existed (that taught) composition rules of our poetry. Later on, hawever, it
was lost, or is still hiding,"

In consideration of the importance of tone placement within Lao poetry, the
existence of such a textbook appears, however, to be an impossibility. Mast
Lao people have trouble explaining the nature of tones. Similar to the use of
grammar rules in English, placing tones on words is automatic rather than
the result of conscious thought. Although tone markers have, in fact, existed
for several centuries within the Lao language, they have only been used with
any degree of consistency since the middle of this century’® In traditional
Lao literature, they are found infrequently. Even in the works in which they
oceur, they are included only occasionally, and comparabile to the scattering of

"“See Ongkan Chaeng Nam by Jit Phumisak, pp222-223

"from the introduction to Baep Taeng Kiaun Thaiy Wiangjan Lae Bae:p Taeng Kap San
Wilasini’ Methods of Composition of the Poetry of the Thai Vientiane and Ka:p Wilasini', as quoted
in Maha: Sila: Wirawong-- Siwit Jae Phon Ngan by Khana Kammakan Withaya:satt Sangkhom (L)
p.127

'® Although a Christian bible wntten in Lao at the beginning of the century makes consistent use of
tone markers, the use of tone markers 1s erratic in Lao books through the 1930s.
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Pali words within Laa Nitsay, are added more for their decorative effect than
for any other purpose. If there were no tone markers in common usage
within the language, and the use of tones was intuitive rather than based on
a concept of tones which at the time had yet to be standardized, how likely is
one to have found ancient classes being held or textbooks being written in
versification based upon the placement of words of low and falling tones?

In his book on Lao versification published by the Lao Ministry of
Education, Maha: Sila: writes further abgut the rules of Kaun Amn:

One must compose it correctly according to (the rules governing the number
of) lines and verses and the placement of tones. ... One verse of Kaun An
must have four lines and each line must have seven words, excepting initial
and additive phrases. Outside of that, one must place (syllables of) low and
falling tone according to their correct position.”

In rea]ﬂ:y, however, the rules of Kaun An are much more flexible.
Previously, we have listed the rules of Kaun A:n according to Maha: Sila’'s
study. Now let us reconsider each rule that he states that the poetry ‘must’
follow, weighed against the actuality of Lao literature:

1) The Length of the Verse-- There is no fixed number of lines within Kaun
An. Although Maha: Sila: states that Lao poetry must consist of complete
four-line stanzas, Kaun A:mn is more frequently composed of two-line verses.
Verses can also consist of one ar three lines. The most frequently occurring
verse consists of the third and fourth lines of Maha: Sila’s verse pattern,
which repeats over and aver throughout the course of a story?®

2) Number of Syllables Within a Poetic Line- While the majority of lines
within Kaun A:n consist of seven syllables (excluding initial and additive
phrases), it is not uncommon to find a line that adds one, two, or even three
extra syllables”

" Santhalaksana (L) p.20

# This can be seen from the following works: 1) Jit Phumisak's study of Kaun A, as discussed on
pages 113-114, 2) Khamphaeng Ke:ttawong’s unpublished analysis of the text of Khun Theung (L) and
3) Carol Compton’s work on Maw: Lam, Courting Foetry In Laos pp134-152. My own observations alsa
confirm this.

?' See the description of ‘Inserted Wards' 67t&n (kham saek) in the section on Jit Phurmisak on
pages 114-115,

103




3) Position of Tones Within a Poetic Line-- While the position of tones
frequently conform to the rules that Maha: Sila: states, it is also common to
find lines where they do not.”

In conclusion, the rules of Kaun A:mn that ‘must’ be adhered to according to
Maha: Sila: are not nearly as definite as he would like us to believe. As
observations of Lao poetry they serve best as flexible guidelines rather than as
rules to be enforced. Maha: Sila;, widely-read in Lao literature, did not fail to
observe that his ‘rules’ were not in fact rules. In the following quote, he
introduces an example of Kaun An that serves as an illustration of his
concept of Lao versification. It appears in his text shortly after the
previously-quated passage, and shows the strictness of his rules to be a result
of wishful-thinking rather than analysis:

Examples of this style of poetry (can be found in) the verse of palm leaf
manuscripts. But the majority of the poetry recorded on palm leaf
manuscripts are composed not quite correctly according to the form. There
is only one story, Sinsai, that is correct. Therefore, 1 will quote from Sinsai
as my example?®

When the entire corpus of Lao literature (with the single exception of
Sinsai) is composed not quite correctly’ according to Maha: Sila’s standards,
one wonders whether it is a deficiency within the literature or rather within
the applicability of the standards themselves. If Maha: Sila: had appreciated
the medium of his subject matter, and distinguished it from the subject of
Thai literary scholarship, he would have known that it was impaossible to
have fixed rules in composition. Composers of Kau:n A:n, as we have seen,
traditionally did not know, on an analytical level, the rules of the verse in
which they were compuosing. The verse form was learned not by memorizing
written rules, which Maha: Sila;, in several decades of research could never
find, but rather by consistent life-long exposure to oral performances. Rigid
rules of composition, that may appear orderly on a printed page, were nat
necessarily practical or even effective within poetry recorded on palm leaves
intended for a listening audience. In a Laoc manuscript, in which there is no

“2 This can be seen, for example, in Khamphae:nng Kettawong’s unpublished transcription of Khun
Theung (L) and my own transcription of Fhuan Lom. In the course of reading many works of Lao
literature, I have frequently corme across poetic lines that do not exactly follow tone placement ‘rules’.

® Santhalaksana (L) p.20
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separation between individual words, there is ho way to distinguish visually
between the beginnings or ends of lines or verses. At the same time, there is
no consistent use of tone markers to make clear the position of syllables of
low and falling tones. Following Maha: Sila:'s rules, therefore, would have
no visual effect of neatness on a manuscript. At the same time, it would not
be easy to notice whether the text that one was transcribing was correct or
incorrect according to such rules. Lao literature must be constantly recopied
in order to survive. Each time that it is recopied it is changed in small details
throughout the text. When a story is consistently copied and changed in
detail, line by line, for hundreds of years, by transcribers who are frequently
novices of under sixteen years of age, from manuscripts in which poetic form
is not easily discernible, how is it possible for a text to remain consistent in
the following of precise poetic rules? At the same time, what would be the
benefit in keeping the poetry of the texts precise? Would the subtle
difference between flexible and rigid adherence to such rules even be
noticeable to a listening audience?

One of Maha: Sila’s major achievements was to lay the foundations for
analytical studies of the various aspects of Lao culture. These foundations
can be seen in his pioneering works on Lao history, literature, grammar;
customs, and many other topics. The birth of contemporary Lao scholarship
can be attributed both to Maha: Sila’s intelligence and the conditions
prevailing at the time. Maha: Sila’s intellectual curiosity, combined with his
literary background and analytical nature, made him fitting for such an
undertaking, If he had possessed only traditional Lao knowledge and
traditional approaches to that knowledge, he never would have asked the
questions that were necessary to attempt such studies. At the same time, the
printing of books in Laos paved the way for studies of a more analytical
nature than would have been possible in the past when knowledge was
storable at best on hand-copied manuscripts scattered in various temples.

It has previously been stated that the major flaw in Maha: Sila’'s work was
his attempt to force the characteristics of one type of medium onto poetry
that belonged to another. On anather level, however, his treatment of the
rules of Lao verse may be seen at an attempt at improvement. Maha: Sila's
desire in writing his handbook was not merely that the presentation of poetic
rules would be precise, but also that the rules themselves would be. At the
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time that Maha: Sila: made his study, the transcribing of manuscripts had
grown increasingly infrequent whereas the new generation of Lac poets had
their works recorded in printed books for an audience of readers. Although it
was never his stated intention, in making Lao verse more systematic than it
had been in the past he took a verse form applicable to an out-dated medium
and attempted to make it viable in a more relevant one. Contemporary Lao
printed verse owes almost as great a debt to Maha: Sila’s rules as it does to
the tradition itself. Without his scholarship, it is possible that a greater
percentage of contemporary Lao poetry would appear in Russian or western
poetic forms. One can see the result of his efforts both in the ‘correction’ of
ancient texts and in the compaosition of new ones. Before the revoiution, the
Lao National Library published many works of ancient Lao literature. One
frequently finds discrepancies in such works due to mistakes that remain
uncorrected from the original manuscripts. For example, in many printed
works sections appear out of order, making it difficult if not impossible to
follow the narrative® At first glance one might assume that printed texts
with this type of error are faithful transcriptions from the original. However,
such texts have often been touched up considerably, if not to make them
more meaningful at least to make sure that that they meet Maha: Sila’s
requirements of four lines in every verse’® Examples of Maha: Sila’s
influence on modern Lao poetry can be seen in the neat and orderly Kaun
An verse written by young Vientiane poets, displayed on the pages of the
literary magazine Wannasin, with length of hemistichs, lines and verse, and
position of tones all clearly marked.

Maha: Sila’s work with Lao poetry is comparable to his work with Lao
grammar. When he wrote his study Wajyakaun Law ‘Lac Grammar’, of
which versification forms a part, he organized its rules based upon previous
Thai scholarship. He did, however, more than simply organize the rules. He
invented several new letters to add to the Lao alphabet. The purpose of these
new letters was to make possible the accurate spelling of Pali words and Lao
words of Pali origin. Similar to his tightening of Lao versification rules, his

** See, for example, Wannaphaim pp.21-24 and try to make sense out of it.

2 Printed versions of Lao poetry appear to have a greater tendency to follow rules of tone placement
and to consist of complete four line stanzas than do the older versions recarded on palm leaves. This
observation is based upon compansons of several sections of the works Tha.w Kam Ka: Dam, Thaw
Kampha  Kai Kae'w and other stories. Even the printed versions, however, are far from being consistent
in their conformity.
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creation of new letters was an attempt to make the Lao language more
precise. Maha: Sila’s work with Lao poetic rules took place at a time when
Lao literature appeared to be a dying art. Similarly, his work with the Lao
script was undertaken during a period when many people argued that the
Lao script should be abandoned in favor of the Roman alphabet? His
improvement of Lao, on one level, was ta increase its viability as a script in
arder ta prevent it from being replaced. As Maha: Sila: claimed that in the
past poetic rules had once existed, he similarly refused to take entire credit
for his invention of new letters in the alphabet. He had a greater desire to
impress upon people the height of ancient Lao civilization than to show his
own analytical skills”

Whatever the reason for Maha: Sila's belief in the fixed nature of
traditional Lao poetry, it has created a misunderstanding of Lao poetry on the
part of many contemporary Lao. His book on versification, published by the
Lao Ministry of Education and taught in schools throughout Laos, has in
effect been given the stamp of approval as the authorized authentic rules of
the composition of Lao verse. Few of the people that I talked to in Laos that
were interested, or even involved in research in Lao literature, were aware
of the fact that Maha: Sila’s book of versification consists of his own
interpretation of poetic structure rather than traditional rules set down by
ancient Lao poets.

Dr. Amin Sweeney in his book A Full Hearing discusses the effect that
increased literacy had on Malay proverbs. The proverbs were originally a
method of storing information orally by preserving it in memorable form.
With the increase of literacy and the wide circulation of books, there was no
longer a need for preserving information in such a manner. Ironically,
however, the same medium that made such proverbs irrelevant also
preserved them, as if frozen in their death. With the help of the printing
press, Malay proverbs were collected alphabetically in books and taught to
Malay schoolchildren throughout the country. They were thus preserved in
far more efficient form than they ever could have been before they lost their

*® In Search Of Southeast Asian History edited by David Joel Steinberg p.342

¥ He had better evidence, however, to claim the past existence of the ‘missing’ letters within the
Lao alphabet than he did ‘missing’ poetic rules. Although he did create the new letters (or rather adapt
them from old ones), he could point to ancient inscriptions as evidence that at one time the Lao did
possess a more advanced system of spelling that adequately covered the inclusion of Pali words.
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reason for existence™ On one level, this can also be seen as the case with
Kaun An. It is largely the coming of the printing press that has rendered
the traditional Lao style of writing obsolete. At the same time, it has greatly
increased the efficiency of both its storage and the organization of its rules.
Countless editions of traditional Lao literature have been printed within the
past half-century throughout Thailand and Laos. However, a poetic tale was
never meant to be read silently to oneself and to most of the new generation
of Lao it would not be a pleasant task to actually sit down and read one. Lao
literature, typical of orally-oriented poetry, has always been flexible and ever-
changing as a living tradition. With the coming of printed books, however,
the literature, as if fossilized, has gained a rigid standardized form. As we
have seen, earlier generations did not study Lao poetry, but rather learned it
through informal exposure. The present generation of educated lLao,
however, have little or no exposure to the tradition other than being forced
to learn its codified rules within the classroom® The analogy of modern
Kaunn A being ‘dead’ as comparead with ‘a living tradition’ in the past also
holds true for its circulation. The readership of contemporary Kaun An is
limited to a small educated class, largely in Vientiane. It is interesting to note
that despite the advantage of technology, modern Lao poetry has a far smaller
audience than did the traditional literature that was transcribed
painstakingly by hand onto palm leaves.

22) The Study Of Lao Versification By Thai Scholars

Maha: Sila: Wirawong intended for his work to be a beginning that
would lay the groundwork for future scholars. He once spoke of his efforts
in the following manner:

Whatever (I have written) that is incorrect, (it is up to) my children and
grandchildren to correct it. Whatever is correct, make use of it

A Full Hearing pp.70-71

** This also applies to northeastern Thailand. At present ‘regional literature’ is largely if not solely
taught at the college level. For economic reasons, a large percentage of college students are from
district and province centers, i.e. towns and cities rather than villages. Therefore, the students most
likely to learn about Lao literature in the classroom are those with the least contact with the literary
tradition in their daily life.

*quoted in Maha: Sila: Wirawong-- Siwit lae Fhon Ngan by Khana Kammakan Withayasa:t
Sangkhom {L} p.16
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Due to the extensive problems that Laos has faced within the past hali-
century, subsequent scholarship of Lao literature has largely been the work of
the Thai.

2.2 1) The Work Of Phaithun Maliwan

Phaithun Maliwan is one of the first Thai scholars to make an
investigation of Lao poetry. Later Thai writers on the subject owe much to
his description of Kaun A:n (or Khlong Sa:n as he calls it"'), published in
1968 in the introduction to Wannakam Thaiy Isa:n: Khun Theung a
transcription of an ancient work of Lao poetry.

There is no specific evidence to show that Phaithu:n adapted his study
from the work of Maha: Sila: It is, of course, not uniikely that he would be
familiar with Maha: Silar's work. Prakhaung Nimmamnhe:min writes that
whereas Maha: Sila: was the first person to arganize Lao verse on a printed
page in the shape of a Thai Khiaing, Phaithu:n was first to divide Kaun An
into two hemistichs of respectively three and four syllables, as it is
commonly divided today* Phaithu:n is quoted as saying that he made the
division according to the rhythm of the verse as it was read. However, if one
looks at Maha: Sila’s work on versification that was published seven years
(and quite possibly twenty-six years) before Phaithun’s study, one will see
that the same division was already being made. When Maha: Sila: made
charts illustrating rules of tone and rhyme there was no distinction between
hemistichs, but when he wrote actual Kaun A:n verse it was neatly divided
by the same hemistichs that Phaithun invented several years later® It is, of

course, possible that the same division was invented twice, for it is the

** Khloing San (or Khlong) is a term used by the Thai for a prominent Tai form of poetry in which
words of low and falling tones are assigned designated positions within a poetic line. Kaun Aumn fits
within this category. Although there is evidence that the term ‘Khiong San’ was also used by the Lao.
{see Prakhaung Nimmamnhe:min’s thesis Adahakap Thaw Ba: Jewang p.246) it is unclear whether the
term meant a specific type of verse or simply poetry in general,

#A poetic line in an equivalent Thai Khiong of seven syllables is divided into two sections of
respectively five and two syllables in length.

¥ Santhalaksana (L) See, for example, pp.20-219,13-18, etc.
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logical result of observations based upon the verse’s sound*

Whatever its origins, Phaithu:n’s description of Kaun Amn improves
upon the original observations of Maha: Sila:. The improvements can be
stated as follows:

A) Whereas Maha: Sila: insisted that proper Kaun A:n must be comprised of
four line stanzas, Phaithun has divided it into two verses, each consisting of
two lines. The verses correspond respectively to the first and second halves

of Maha: Sila’s four-line stanza. The first verse is labelled ?focgn (Bot EX)

and the second Unld1 (Bot Thay) according to the name of the tone that is

initially required according to the tone placement rules. According fo
Phaithun, on some occasions Bot Ek is consistently followed by Bot Tho:
Frequently, hawever, one type of verse, commonly the second, is repeated.

B) Phaithu:n describes the types of rhyme that occur within and between
lines within Kaun An. He prefaces his observations by stating that rhyme is
not a rule of composition but, if added, increases the beauty of the poetry.

B1) The rhyme within a poetic line, as described by Phaithun, is simifar to
the ‘Separated Consonant Rhyme’' in Maha: Sila:'s book of versification.®
The rhyming words must be identical except for their tone. Phaithun
specifies that the rhyme is between the fifth and seventh syllables within a
poetic line. It occurs within two consecutive lines of a verse (either Bot Ek

**In Prakhau:ng’s study, Phaithu:n states in an interview that the rules for Kaun An were given to
him by an old man in the province of Udon in northeastem Thailand. (Mahakap Thaw Ba: Jeuang

p247) If this is, in fact, true, it would seem strange that:

&) One of the major rules of Kaun Amn 1n his study, the division of poetic lines into hemistichs of three
and four syllables, has been described by Phaithun in another interview as being the product of his own
observation on the verse's sound.

b) A large part of his study on Kaun An is devoted to rhyme between poetic lines. The rhyme scheme
that he mentions occurs with frequency m only a few works of Lao literature, of which Khun Theung, the
story that he has transcribed, is one. (Mahakap Tha:w Ba: Jewanng p.248) Phaithu:n makes use of
examples from Khun Theung to illustrate his points about rhyme. One wonders whether these rules
were provided by an old man in Udon speaking about Kaun Am in general where the phenomenon of
rhyme between lines 1s relatively rare, or whether it is the result of his own observations of an
outstanding characteristic of the particular work that he was engaged in franscribing,

% As noted earlier in footnote 11 on page 99, Maha: Sila:'s explanation of the Separated Consonant
Rhyme is unclear for it is not consistent with his use of examples. His definition of this type of rhyme
shghtly differs from the rhyme stated by Phaithun in that it can either be between a) words that are
spelled the same (except for their tone marker) or b) words simply sharing the same vowels. However,
with the exception of the puzzling first word in the second example (as mentioned in footnote number
11}, all of his examples are of the former kind, simifar to the rthyme described by Phaithun.
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or Bat Thay), as follows:

Al A2
O O O @ O O O

B1 B2
O O O O @) O O

This type aof rhyme is referred to as twui1oe (the:pha:wa).

B2) The rhyme between poetic lines is as fallows:

a) The last syllable af the first line (B1) rhymes with ane of the first three
syllables of the second (B2).

b) The last syllable of the first hemistich of the second line (C1) rhymes with
the second syllable of the second hemistich of the secand (C2).

Bl
o o0 0 o O O O
B2 B2 B2
Oa Oo O 0O O O O

1 V.

2 22) The Work of Jit Phuimisak

The chapter Laksana Khaung Kap Klaun Haeng Chon Chat Thaiy
Law ‘Characteristics of the Poetry of the Thai-Lao People’, in the book
Ongkan Chae:atg Nam by Jit Phumisak is an insightful account that brings
a needed perspective to the study of Lao poetry* The book was written in
1962, many years before other Thai scholars became interested in Lao poetry
and its relationship to Thai verse forms. It was, however, first published
only in 1981 and therefore has had little influence on Thai scholarship on

% Ongkan Chaeng Nam pp.161-209
111




the subject. In writing his section on the characteristics of Lao poetry, Jit
acknowledges Maha: Sila: Wirawong as a major influence on his work® He
makes several references to a Lao poetic textbook which appears to be one of
the works of Maha: Sila.*

Jit Phumisak was interested in the poetry of the common people.
Much of his book is an attack an what he calls the narrow scope’ of Thai
literary scholarship, which focuses on poetic forms of the elite while
ignoring and belittling poetry not connected with the palace® It is not
surprising, in light of his attitude, that his study was written whiie he was
serving time in jail. What is surprising, however, is the extent of the sources
that were available to him. In looking at the development of different poetic
forms, Jit compares oral poetry of Thai villagers and Tai ethnic groups such
as the Leu, Yuan, Lao, etc. It is Jit's comparisan of Lac literature with Tai oral
poetry, as opposed to Thai royal poetry, that makes his analysis of particular
interest. His work consistently stresses the effect that the oral medium has
on the poetry’'s organization.

Whereas other scholars (Thai and Lao} generally describe Kaun An
strictly as a literary form, Jit introduces the poetic form by stating examples of
Phanya;, Lao oral poetry. Maha: Sila, in his book Santhalaksana, writes that:

Because Phanya: are words that are spoken spontaneously according to one’s
wit at a particular moment, Phanya: are without definite rules of
composition.”

Jit, however, provides a contrasting view:

With the ear of a Central Thai (as opposed to an ethnically Lao Thai), upon a
superficial hearing (of Phanya:) one might naot understand in what manner it
is (considered) poetry... But if one does a simple analysis it is not hard to
find the rules, because, in reality, Phanya: is a type of composition similar to

Central Thai Ta::ﬂ] ALY (Khlo:ng dan), which is referred to in a Lao textbook as
Klaun An Wissuma:li."

¥ Maha: Sila: is mentioned several times and quoted in reference to his transcription of a Lao work
of literature, Tha:w Hung Tha:w Jeuang

* Jit's book was written shortly after the publication of Maha: Sila’s book Santhalaksana. 1am not
sure whether he had access to this book or the earlier version, Baep Taeng Klaun Thaly Wiangjan
Lae Bae:p Taeng Kap San Wilasini’, printed in Thailand in 1942.

¥ especially pp.158-160
*® Santhalaksana (L) pp.34-35
“' Ongka:n Chae:ng Nam p.i82
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Jit's observation is significant in showing the relationship between oral and
written poetry. However, there is, in fact, some truth in the statement of
Maha: Sila. While many Phanya: conform to the rules of Kau:n Aum, it is
not accurate to say that all Phanya: conform to these rules.” Jit writes
further:

The Khlong of the people of Iisain and Laos was not written to be read
quietly, with one’s eyes. It was written to be read loudly for a listening
audience in various drawn-out styles. It was a custom at various events such
as funerals. It was also spoken as proverbs and during courtship between
young men and women. Its use was significant within Lam (ie. a style of
Lao singing in accompaniment with the khae:n, a reed instrument).”®

Because Jit realizes the importance of the medium on the text, he
consistently recognizes its inherent flexibility and the reasons behind that
flexibility. He writes:

Gaaod poetry is not poetry that strictly follows enforced rules. (Syllables may)
have to be added in front, inside, or at the end of a line, or words may have
to be cut in order to..satisfy ar push forward the rhythm... to help build up
the imaginative effect and mood for the listener Therefore, one does not
find a framework of narrow enfarced rules brought in to control a poet’s
building up of mood....*

A specific look at Jit's interpretation of the various aspects of Kaun An
will help increase our understanding of the nature of Lao verse:

A) Length Of Verse

Maha: Sila: Wirawong wrote within his text on versification that:

One verse of Lao poetry consists of four lines. A verse that is not compased
of all four lines is lacking and not pleasing to the ear, and goes against the
rhythm when (the verse) is (used for) Lam and read..”

2 Also, it is puzzling why Jit writes that a Lao textbook refers to this type of poetry as Klaun An
Wissumaili. This category of Kaun Amn is only a minor type, and one that does not apply to Jit's
examples of Phanya;, which do not have the proper thyme. (For a description of Kaun An Wissumaii,
see Maha: Sila: Wirawong's study Santhalaksana p.a0) Later in the text Jit writes specifically that Lao
Kaun An Wissumali: is lacking in thyme, and what is important is the placement of tones. It would be

of interest to find out the exact Lao textbook to which Jit refers.
* Ongka:n Chaeng Nam p.189
“ ibid. p.190
*® Santhalaksana p4
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Jit, on the contrary, writes that:

The people of the region of I'san and the country of Laos do not favar using
all four lines of a Khlong because it is not concise. They prefer using only
two lines, either the first two (of the complete verse} or the latter two..
Usually they favor the latter two. Even within a lengthy story, they
consistently use two lines (within a verse)...*

Jit's observation corresponds with Phaithun Maliwan's description of the
length of Lac verse. However Jit goes a step further in showing its flexibility.
He gives examples of Lao poetry that consist of every possible length from
one to four lines. He continues on to show flexibility even in the order of

the lines.”

B) Length Of Poetic Lines

Kham Saek (§1uzn) ‘Inserted Words The number of syllables within a

poetic line can be increased through the addition of what Jit refers to as

Kham Saek @1tzn) ‘Inserted Words' within the left and right hemistichs *

Inserted Words are usually a single syllable in length and therefore do not
seriously interfere with the rhythm. They can, however, be longer. The
purpose of Inserted Words, according ta Jit, is to give a poet license to adapt
the verse to fit the desired rhythm, melody and mood that the poet wishes to
create. At the same time, they can be used to increase the emphasis of a

T it does g0 on to say that within lengthy Lao narrative and Kaun Lam (a type of poetry used for

Lam), one frequently finds verses that are compaosed entirely of four lines. He states that ancient
literature is almost always composed in complete four-line stanzas. {I am not clear about his

<
distinction between (887} (rew'ang) ‘long stories or accounts’, which according to Jit are consistently

L) [=}
composed of two-line verses, and JUIJCEIC)  (wannakhadi) Titerature’, which is almost always
comprised of quatrains.) This comment seems consistent with the words of Maha: Sila, who considers
Kaun An only in its literary form. It does nat, however, con<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>