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Following an exchange of correspondence with an examiner it was agreed that a future

revision of the thesis would benefit from the corrections / additions listed below:

I. Transcripticii of lLao should be more consistent throughout. The following

recommendations have been adopted.

Tvpe of Word Approach Notes
Place names Gazetted romanisation from Enfield transcription fellows in
Lao PDR Geographic italics and in parentheses on
Department. first occurrence.

Personal names

Subject’s preferred method of
romanisation where one exists,
otherwise LoC romanisation.

No ttalics. Capital letters for
each name. Enfield
transcription in parentheses
and italics following first
occurrence of names.

Lao words within
guotations from
previous authors

Cited source’s preferred
method with Enfield
romanisation in square
brackets and italics if unclear,

Follow cited source’s
preference for italics, word
breaks and capitalisation.

All other Lao words

Always Enfield romanisation.
This includes moo lam (rather
than mohlam), moo kheén

1 (rather than mohkhaen) and

kheen (rather than thaen).

Written in 1talics on all
occurrences. Spaces to be used
in compound words where all
components have an individual
meaning.

Bibliographic citations

Library of Congress (LoC)
romanisation followed by
Enfield romanisation in square
brackets. Lao script to follow
these. If authors are usually
listed with the preferred
romanisation then this is used
with an LoC romanisation
following.

In-text citations of authors to
agree with LoC romanisation,
Bibliographic entries of
authors listed using LoC
romanisation with their
preferred romanisation
following in brackets (where
one exists).

2. The explanation of Lao vowel orthography in the prefatory section (pp. xii-xv) to be

expanded to provide complete descriptions (i.e. long, short, with and without a final
consonants). This includes orthographic symbols for long and short diphthongs and
intermedial /-ia-/. The vowel tables showing the Enfield transcription phonemes to
include short vowels as well as loag, and the pronunciation guide should have a fourth

column showing IPA symbols for each consonant and vowel phoneme.

An external theoretical definition of genre independent of the criterial features of any

given genre is needed, and is given below:

“A genre comprises a class of communicative events, the members of which share
some set of communicative purposes. These purposes are recognized by the expert

members of the parent discourse community, and thereby constitute the rationaie for

the genre. This rationale shapes the schematic structure of the discourse and influences

and constrains the choice of content and style.” (Swales 1990:58).

When this definition is applied to the Lao kiap-lam traditions the hun event can be
seen as an overarching communicative event and purpose which ties the vartous
regional forms of klap and Jam together as a super-genre. This can be equated to the
broad Lao khap-lam tradition I propose in the thesis. However, this should not be seen
as enough to link all Khap-lam forms together as single genre because each.discretely
named khap and lam form (those named after a geographical place or an ethnic group)
has its own unique communicative purposes and processes (with their own musical and
textual structures, thematic content, and performance practices designed for a specitic
audience). Each regional locale forms its own discrete :/iscourse community and there
is little interaction ketween them. The forms which are categorised and named
according to their thematic content and/or their poetic form occur across discrete

genres and are not genres themselves.

Using the above definition of genre, the Lao term phaphéét (pp. 64-65) applied to khap
or lam simply means ‘kind, sort, variety’, not ‘genre’. The salient terms for classifying
Lao vocal music are khap and lam together with other indigenous terms which
discussed in general throughout the thesis and in particular detail in chapters 5 and 7.
Performers ideniify themselves as performers of a specific genre (the one which forms
the core of a regicnal tradition) even if they regularly perform others {(e.g. Duang
Phaeng refers to herself as a moo lam siipkandoon). Thus, while my concept of the
regional tradition 1s an observer-imposed typology it relies on culture-emerging

typologies to inform and shape it.

The definition of Ahap-lam on p. 35 appears in Miller (1985a:35, 142) and Mahoney
(1995:254). At this point it shouid also be made clear that khap and lam song forms,
and singing, are differentiated from songs with a fixed melody (and the singing of
them) by the use of different terminology. A singer will hoong, ‘sing’, a phééng ‘a song
of fixed melody’ while a moo lam will lam a lam or khap a khap (see also p. 200).
Songs with fixed melodies include Western and Westernised popular music and
‘classical’ compositions. Chapter three concludes with a much more restricted

definition of khap-lam on p. 89. This is the preferred definition upon which the

remainder of the thesis is based.
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The treatent of parallelism on (pp. 235-7) is restricted to Koret’s work on Lao
literature and is not intended as a detailed examination of this phenomenon. Readers
should be aware that many scholars of literature prefer a more restricted definition of
parallelism which entails a syntactic frame that is modified by replacing one or two
lexical items (e.g example 7-10) to produce two forms paraliel in meaning and

structure.

The following factual errors corrected:

p. 9 & 220. The Lao term nuan has other meanings which include ‘pleasing, smooth,

harmonious, gentle’ and other things depending upon context.

p. 41. Here I noted that “Three major language families are present in Laos: Tai,
Tibeto-Burman/Hmong-Yao, and Mon-Khmer.” This should read four not three and a
comma instead of a forward slash should appear between ‘Tibeto-Burman® and

‘Hmong-Yao’ to make clear that they are discrete language families.

p- 45. In the 1995 census the Tai Dam and Tai Daeng were included in the Phu Tai

category not Lao.

p- 88. The phrase containing “largely arbitrary ethnolinguistic groupings™ should be
replaced by “the cuiture area concept allows us to explore diverse musics from a micro
or macro perspective without being himited to ethno-linguistic boundaries”.

p- 200. The characterisation of the Lao language should read:

“The tone languages of Southeast and East Asia are commonly categorised as mono-
syllabic and isolating. Monosyllabic languages are those in which the core vocabulary
is comprised of single syllable forms, although loan words from other languages may
be polysyllabic. An isolating language is one without derivational morphology,
meaning that the form of individual words does not alter to mark grammatical
categories like plural, case, tense, mode and aspect. Instead other devices are employed
to mark grammatical categories {.....] Most monosyllabic languages in Asia have

phenemic tones which serve to distinguish otherwise identical items from one another.”
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TRANSCRIPTION OF LAO

Background

Unlike Chinese and Japanese there is no generally agreed method for the
transcription of Lao into an easily readable, and pronounceable, form for English speakers
(see Enfield and Evans 1998). A system for the romanisation of Lao was devised during
the year$ of French rule, but because this was modelled upon French pronunciation it is
often difficult for English speakers to appreciate the intended pronunciation. Although the
French system is not ideal it remains in use today, largely through place names which have
become conventionalised (eg. Vientiane, Xieng Khouang, Mekong etc.) and is also used by
Lao people when romanising their names. More recently, the French romanisation system
has become further complicated due to many Lao people choosing to incorporate Thai
methods of romanisation (which likewise lack a standard) for names which contain words
derived from Sanskrit or Pali (Enfield 1999:273). This is an interesting development given
that the modern Lao orthography, unlike Thai, has not retained the spelling distinctions for
these Indic loan-words. For the most part, these transcription methods reduce the chances
that the average English speaker has of reading and pronouncing Lao words correctly. For
example, a name with a final ‘n’ nasal sound may be transcribed as ‘I’ to reflect the

original Sanskrit pronunciation but always remains an ‘n’ nasal sound when spoken.

Academics and other writers working with languages such as Lao, Thai and
Burmese, which lack a standardised system of romanisation must deal with these problems
of transcription if they are to convey to their readers a reasonable approximation of the
spoken sound. This is especially difficuit when the language has sounds not found in the
reader’s native tongue, and which are not easily rendered into another orthographic system.
Apart from the differences in vowel and consonant sounds, a decision must be made
whether to include other essential features such as tone and vowel length in the

transcription sysiem.

Recent works on Laos have produced considerable variations in the transcription of
the language. Stuart-Fox (1997:4) provides a page outlining a somewhat inconsistent, as he
admits, approach to transcription. In turn, Stuart-Fox’s system was modelled upon a
system employed by Koret (1994a). The numerous works of Evans (1990; 1995; 1998)

contain brief transcriptions of Lao words but offer no explanation of the transcription

xil

method used. None of the authors mentioned above has atlempied to represent the

phonemic tone distinctions which are integral to the language in their transcriptions.

Another shorticoming of many Lao transcniptions is the failure to adequately
distinguish vowel sounds and length. Linguistic work, such as that of Enfield (1994; 1999,
Chapman (1996} and Compton (1979) have either used the International Phonetic Alphabet
(IPA), or a modified version of it, in order to account for all the phonemic nuances found
in the language, including lexical tones. However, the need to provide journals and other
publications with an easily typeset copy means that the use of IPA symbols can be
problematic. Consequently, authors are often obliged to redraft and resubmit their work in
typeset-friendly format. In order to avoid these problems, Enfield (2001} has developed a
simplified transcription system for Lao that can be typed using a standard font. Bec..se the
sound system of Lao requires only a few IPA specific symbols, Enfield’s system is not so

much a case of re-inventing the wheel, but rather one of making it turn more smoothly.

In these pages I have chosen to employ a combination of the above approaches. The
reader will find, however, that each approach is used for specific purposes.
Conventionahsed forms, place names like Vientiane, Xieng Khouang etc., that normally
follow the French-designed system are relained because 1o use new {orms, as Stuart-Fox
has done (1997), only {urther confuses the issue. The majority of musical terminology and
other Lao words that appear in the main text follow Enfield’s system (outlined below)
except that numerals denoting tone contour are omitted (although they are included in the
extended transcriptions at the end of the thesis). However, tones are included in any
transcriptions where it is relevant to do so, such as in chapters 6 and 7 in which aspects of

song text structure and meaning are discussed.

A decision also had to made in the case of a number of words pertaining to music
that have made frequent appearances in previous works. Two terms in particular brought
this problem to the fore; 1. mohlam (Compton 1974; 1979) the word denoting the singers
of song texts, which has also been transcribed as mawlum (Miller 1985a) and molam
(Choron-Baix 1985; Miller 1998a); and 2. khaen (Picker et al. 1984), the free-reed mouth
organ, which has appeared as kaen (Miller 1985a), khene (Kham-Ouane 1970), khén
(Brengues 1904), kiene (Choron-Baix 1985), and khene (Miller 1998a; Mahoney 1998;
Guillemet 1923). The most recenf publications by Miller and Mahoney have adopled the
French romanisation system, a feature of which is the incorporation of final ‘¢’ after ‘n’ to

show that the nasal consonant is realised. The choice I faced for these commonly used
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wao.ds was whether to continue with one of the forms already in use or to render these

terrns using Enfield’s transcription, giving moolam and khéén. 1 have chosen to use the
spellings mohlam and khaen since 1 am writing in English and so these are more likely to
result in an English speaker managing a reasonably accurate pronunciation of these two
words. My linguistic sensibilities have also pursnaded me to go against the more recent
treud to use molam because this form does not make the important phonemic distinction

between the two back vowels (see ‘vowels’ below and appendix 1).

-

Consonants
Nk no aspiration, similar to the k in ) no aspiration, like p in
‘skill’ P ‘sport’
. . . . i 1k in ‘pill’
kh asprrated, like the k in ‘kiss’ ph aspirated, like p in “pill’,

never an f sound
kh as above

like the end of ‘sing’ but occurs

o 3 h same as ph above
word initially in Lao P 2

ng
¢ stmilar to § in ‘ajar’

s as in ‘soup’

b e N G L - B G A L
(<]
] 2 o .z g g [l O+

$ as above } like y in ‘you’
i palatal nasal, like f in Spanish ; seldom heard in Lao,
‘mafiana’ limited to orthography.
d !
o . . , v word initial, w word
t no aspiration, like ( in ‘stand yw L Wword inilial, w wo

final.
aspirated, like t in ‘tick’ never

§ like th in ‘think’ moh
lottal stop, like the t
I g - Ps L}
nom 4 above ® English Cockney ‘butter’
n g h
u b

The 27 written consonants of Lao are divided into three classes: mid, kaang (n"9);

high, suang (]9); and low, tam (L';ﬁ) (see appendix 1). The consonants are listed above

according to the order in which they appear in the Lao alphabet. 1 have included brief notes
for those consonants whose sound may not be immediately obvious to a speaker of
English. Five consonant sounds /kh, s, th, ph, {; }/ are each represented by two different

‘letters’ (one is a high class consonant, the other low), the choice of which determines the

X1V

tone produced (in conjunction with vowel length, tone markers and f{inal consonants).

However, this distinction is nol important for transcriptions in general text,

Vowels
. . R a o, _ .
x¢ aa liketheain *bath G x ee like theur in ‘fur
X ) like the ¢ in ‘eat’ txg 1 like eerin ‘beer’
2 . . . . . 2] . . . .
X alt  similar to 00 in broad Australian | (x9 Ua 0o English equivalent.

English ‘school’

Ll

X uu  like the o in “fool’ xa ua like erin ‘newer’
tx & liketheein ‘bet’ Tx aj  sounds lie ‘eye’
ttx ¢¢  liketheeain ‘bear’ ‘Ux aj  asabove
Ix oo like oc¢ in ‘toe’ tx9 aw like ough in ‘plough’
but of sherter duration
X 00/  like aw ‘saw’ x9 am like the um in ‘drum’
oh

Lao has contrastive vowel length. That 1s, there is a phonemic difference between
long and short vowel sot nds. The single vowel sounds shown above are all long, hence
they are transcribed using a repeated vowel e.g /ii/. A short vowel is represented by a
single occurrence of the vowel letter ¢.g. i/, However, because the diphthongs /ia/ /va/ and
/a/ only rarely occur as short phonemes, no distinction between long and short diphtiiongs
is made in this transcription. Short vowels in final posifion are followed by a glottal stop
/q/ which is considered to be a discreet phoneme in Lao, however, to facilitate easier

reading I have not included it in the transcriptions of this thcsis.

Combination Forms

X 19 aaw xQ8  ua)
x 0f) aaj s w
o uj (X0  éw
Ixg 00) kxg  eew
x 9¢ 00j X§9  iaw
9] ‘ ¢l N e
Lx& €| tx8Y ual

The above table shows how combinations of vowel and glide consonants are

transcribed.
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Plate 3: Som Sii dances to Duang Phaeng during a lam siphandon performance at Ban

Niw, Muang Pakse, Champassak 13/11/1999 (photo: Adam Chapman)

Plate 4: Chindavan sings lam siphandon during the opening rounds of a bun for a new
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Chapman)
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Chapter 1
FIELDWORK IN THE LAO PDR.

Opening with what 1 hope is a vivid description of a lam_siphandon performance,

this chapter introduces the reader to this study of Lao Ahap-lam vocal music. The purpose
of the description is 1o give the reader a preliminary insight into the clements of a
traditional Lao vocal music performance. Four primary components of the khap-lam
tradition, each apparent in the description, emerge as central topics of interest. Following
the description is a summary and discussion of the major theoretical concepts and
methodologies around which the project design has been shaped. To complete the chapter
there is a brief account of my field research activitics followed by biographics of the

performers who participated in the project.

A Lam Siphandon Performance

Background

This description is of a single khap-lam performance | attended at a village near
Pakse, Champassak in Southern Laos on November 13% 1999. The main musical genre
performed throughout the night was lam siphandon, a genre closely identified with the
southcrnimost region of Laos. It was just one of many performances in which I was an
observer/participant in locations around Laos during 1998-99. Leading up to this particular

occasion, | spent several days working with Duang Phaeng, one of Laos® best known

female mohlam (cf. Compton 1979). A mohlam (UIR9) is a singer of a traditional form of
song that is primarily based upon a poctic form called koon_aan (ngueny). It is the

performances of this sung poetry by mofifam that are the subject of examination in this
thests. During the course of our conversations 1 had asked Duang Phaeng if | could
accompany her to observe the next performance in which she was engaged to perform.
Having agreed to my request Duang Phaeng informed me that she was to pertorm that

Saturday night in the village of Ban Niw (Uaw10) th the north of Pakse, and invited mc to

accompany her.'

The performance had been arranged by the village as part of their celebrations for

the Buddhist festival of ben_kathin (qunzﬁu). Unlike many other Buddhist festivals in

r
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Laos, such as songkhaan (§9870), ‘Lac New Year’,” and khaw phansaa (2939}, the

start of the Buddhist rains retreat,” bun karhin does not fall on a specific day but may be
observed at any time between the full moons of the eleventh and twelifih Iunar months of
the Lao calendar; a period which usually coincides with most of October and ecarly

November. The main activity of bun kathin is the presentation of new robes and assorted

utility items such as soap, toothbrushes. buckets etc. o the monks, Al bea (UN), who

reside in the local temples, called vaz (50). These donations are made in recognition of the

merit obtained by the monks during the three month rains retreat of plansaa, and also as a

means for the alms-givers to gain merit for themselves.

Getting There

At four o’clock in the afternoon of November 13" 1999, I left my Pakse guest
house and set off to meet mohlam Duang Phaeng. Just before leaving the guesthouse a
deluge of rain descended on the town. Fortunately, the rain stopped in time to enable me to
keep my appointment without getting soaked. 1 hailed a passing jumbo (a three-wheeled

vehicle similar to a wk-rek but larger and quieter) and made the short journey across the

narrow, single-lane bridge that crosses the Sedone (¢209u), a tributary river to the
Mekong, to Duang Phaeng’s house in Ban Tha Hin Kang aumatunag) where Duang

Phaeng greeted me and invited me inside. 1 waited for over half an hour, sipping tea and
resting on a reed mat until Som Sii, Duang Phaeng’s singing partner, finally armived. Som
Sii was dressed neatly in Western-style shirt, trousers and polished shoes; the outfit worn
by most male mohlam to a performance. All three of us then waited for a w!ile longer unfil
a villager arrived in a jumbo to escort us to Ban Niw where the performance was (o take

place.

The four of us climbed aboard the vehicle, the villager sitting in the front with the
driver. { carmed my backpack of recording and photographic equipment, while Duang
Phaeng shouldered a bag containing a change of clothes and her bete! kit basket.” Som Sii
brought only himself and a packet of cigarettes, needing neither a change of cloihes nor
betel to tide him through the performance ahead. Qur destination was Ban Niw, a village

located on the banks of the Mekong about twenty kilometres north of Pakse, near the

weaving and tourist town of Ban Saphay (Uauazuat). We travelled north out of Pakse,

past the airport where a Chinese construction company had half compic.ed the new

terminal, just one of many highly visible infrastructure projects that are a constant

reminder of the incessant, mostly foreign-funded, development under-way in Laos.”

On the outskirts of Pakse the vehicle stopped and three more people climbed

aboard:; a young female mohlam named Chindavan and two molkhaen (thuew), ‘khaen

players’, Bunsu and Leuang. The latter two were readily ideatifiable by the cloth bags

containing their khaen’ (Le) which they carried, slung across their backs. Our journey

then continued northwards out of Pakse along the highway that lcads to Savannakhet. After
several kilometres the vehicle turned left onto a dirt road and headed west towards the
Meckong river. Considering the amount of rain that had falien just scveral hours
beforchand, the dirt road was not very muddy and the vehicle made it to the river bank at
Ban Saphay without misadventure. From there our only option was to complete the journey
by taking a twenty minute boat trip up the Mckong because the final few kilometres of
road from Ban Saphay to our final destination at Ban Niw was in disrepair, and would not

allow our small vehicle to pass.

Afler we disembarked at the small market in the centre of Ban Saphay, our escort
led the six of us to the riverbank where a smzll, leng and narrow boat was waiting. Som
Siit. Chindavan and the two mohkhaen stepped into the boat and set out up river,
Meanwhile Duang Phaeng and I waited on the river bank, talking to each other and to the
children gathered on the bank watching us. After half an hour or so, the boat returned and
ferried us upriver, in the midst of a glorious sunset, to Ban Niw where we arrived just on
nightfall. During the course of our journey [ managed to glean various bits of information
concerning the format of the evening’s upcoming performance. Duang Phaeng, at fifty
years of age, would only perform for the first part of the ¢vening because, according to
Duang Phaeng herseif, she now licked the endurance required to perform all-night.
Consequently, Duang Phaeng would perform until midnight and then allow Chindavan, in
her mid-thitties, to take over performing duties and continue until dawn. Som Sii the maie

mohlam, aged sixty, would perform for the entire nighi as would both mohkhaen.

Ban Niw: The Venue

Ban Niw is a typical medium-sized provincial village ir the lower-lying river valley
arcas of Laos. In response to my questions, several villagers informed me that there were
about forty households (around 280 people) in all. Despite its relatively close proximity to

the provincial capital at Pakse, Ban Niw does not have access to grid electricity supply or




running water, even though these were available at Ban Saphay only five kilometres away.
Electric power is supplied by diesel-powered generators for part of the evening, alihough
mnost households appeared to rely on kerosene lamps home-made from recycled condensed
milk tins. All village water is either drawn straight from the Mekong or from the large urns
at the end of each house set in place to collect rainwater as it runs off the roof. The poor
condition of the road leading to the village means that for the duration of the wet season
Ban Niw can only be reached by four-wheel drive vehicle or river transport, thereby
limiting the types and amounts of goods that can be brought into the village for several

months of the year.

Upon arrival we walked through the village, crossing a cleared space between the
houses. The cleared space was busy with several men setting up a public address (PA)
system for the evening’s festivities while women and young girls were preparing smal!
fires upon which to grill bananas. Since this was a refatively small affair, the numerous

focd and drink stalls that one sees at the large temple fairs held in larger towns were

nowhere to be seen.

Duang Phaeng and I went dircctly to a house where Som Sii, Chindavan and the
two mohkhaen, Bunsuu and Leuang., were sitting down in conversation with the

householders and some other guests from outside the village. They welcomed us by
proffering shots of Jgw_laaw (€D1a92), the fiery rice whisky that is ever-present at any
celebration or festival in Laos. Alcohol is also an essential ingredient at every khap-lam

performance because it helps free the audience of their inhibitions, ensuring that they

become involved in the event. A full meal of sour fish soup, sticky rice, green vegetables,
fried fish, and ¢eew (16R2), a spicy jam, was served o us. As we ate dinner, our hosts plicd
me with questions and more /aw laaw, eager to discover what a falang (£39), Westerner,

was doing in the company of these mollam. My interest was met with some bemusement,

however, all present agreed that it was a good thing for other people to know about Lao

hiitkloong paphéénii (gnaegdzuwﬁ), traditions and customs.b As we were discussing the

merits of this cultural experience the first loud blasts of taped music began to resound
throughout the village, indicating that the workers outside had managed to get the PA

system up and running.

Once the meal was finished, Duang Phaeng and Chindavan procecded to change

into their formal performance costumes, which cousisted of the traditianal Lao skirt called

4

sin (_‘%J). a blouse and the phaa_biang (U59). a sash worn over one shoulder. The

expectation that performers be smartly dressed in traditional attire only applies to female
molilam. Although male performers are expected to dress neatly, there is less obligation fov

them to do so. Furthermore, they never dress in the traditional Lao male costume which

consists of a white jacket and baggy trousers called phaa hang (@9399), or the sampot

which is “wrapped around the waist like a sarong, with the ends twisted and drawn up
loosely between the legs and tucked into the rcar waistband™ (Halpern 1958:64). Today the
traditional dress for Lao males is worn on fewer occasions than is the female dress for
women. Due to its close associations with royal ceremonies and the state ritual of the
Royal Lao Government (RLG), the male costume was banned after the 1975 revolution but
has since made a comeback, although it is now largely restricted to large festival parades

and serves as the outfit for Lao grooms (Evans 1998:86).

While Duang Phaeng and Chindavan were preparing for the performance, 1 left the
lhouse in order to explore the village and the designated performance space. Since this was
a communal bun or festival, as opposed to a private family-centred activity, the
performance was located in a cleared space vaguely akin to a village square. Had the bun
been organised for the benefit of a family member it would have most likely been held in

the space beneath a house or a specially erected phaant (WAL), most often an old parachute

or a marquec-like structure consisting of a canvas roof suspended by a metal frame. As it
was, the cleared space had been divided into two arcas by a length of blue and white
striped plastic sheeting suspended from upright wooden poles. The space on the river side
of the partition was it up by a combination of condensed milk-tin kerosene torches and
fluorescent lights tied by wire to trees or wooden poles, creating a floodlit arena tfor
dancing. Even at this early stage the PA system was blaring out taped music although
people had little enthusiasm for dancing, preferring either to eat their evening meal at
home first or to mill about expectantly. On the other side of the plastic partition was a
smaller space designated for the lam performance, although no stage had yet been set up

(see the sketch map in Figure 1-1 below).
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Figure 1-1: Performance area at Ban Wiw, Muang Pakse, Champassak (map not to

scalcj

The Performance Spo-e and Context

Filling the verandah of a house situated immediately in front of the performance

space was a collection of goods that were to be offered to monks of the village var the next

morning, This array of items, known as khiang sangkhaphat ((8998981:00), *offerings to

bonzes’, ranged from the practical to the decorative. Most prominent among them was a

small four-poster bed surrounded by, and filled with, saffron coloured robes, buckets, food

. C . oy .
bowls, pinto sets,” soap, toothbrushes, decorations for the salg (892%), ‘temple pavilion®,
and sim (811), ‘consecrated building’, '° and other assorted items. The decorative items even

included small models of khaen and 560 (), a two or three stringed bowed chordophone.

These items, prepared and collected by the villagers throughout the week, had been
arranged upon the verandah earlier in the day. Next to this coliection of goods sat several
older men of the village, some dressed in their best outfits, drinking coffee interspersed
with the occasional shot of rice whisky. Perhaps the most significant item on the verandah
was a model building made of wood, banana tree trunk and wax moulded into flower

shapes that stood nearly a metre high and almost a metre square. The old men informed me

1t was a phasaat pheeng (w:aﬂmﬁg), ‘beeswax palace” which would be carried by two

men, litter-fashion, to the vat in the morning once the /am siphandon performance was

finished. All the other items displayed on the verandah would also be taken along by the
villagers and presented to the monks at the var. Initially, the significance of the beeswax

structure was lost on me, but | eventually realised that it is most often associated with the

rituals of 00k phansaq (@entiugn), the end of the rains retreat which takes place just before

bun kathin (cf. Preecha 1991:148),

As | was surveying the khuang sangkhaphat and talking with the older men, a
number of younger village men began construcling the stage, using wooden platforms
about two metres long by one metre wide, placing four of these together to produce a
single large platform. After some debate, a fifth one was added to make the area larger.

These simple wooden platforms are scen in villages all over Laos and are normally located

beneath the house or in thiang naa (N§IUN), a small lean-to in the rice fielcs, for farmers to

rest on during the day. Once the stage was in place, a second, smaller, PA system to be
used for the performance was placed upon the verandah next to the khuang sangkhaphat.
Virtually all khap-lam performances make use of amplification these days, even in areas
like Ban Niw where there is no grid clectricity available. Unfortunately, tihc majonity of PA
systeins used are very poor quality which, in combination with a lack of technical
knowledge, means that many performances are marred by system feedback, cxcessive
sound levels and distortion. This also makes obtaining a good live recording difficult when
using minimal recording equipment, as ! was. Power for both PA systems was provided by

a diesel-run generator housed in a small shack away from the perform nce area. It soon

- . . _ | Y- iy S .
became clear that two lorms of entertainment, lemyong” (29:0) dancing and the fam

siphandon pertormance would be competing with each other throughout the evening. |
wondered how the performers would deal with this competition for attention and the sonic
disruption it would cause. In addition, I was also concerned as to the degree it would aftect
my own audio-recording ot the evenl. Competing forms of entertamment, usually situated
right next to cach other is very common, especially at larger commusity bun, a fact that has

been confirmed at almost every other performance 1 kave attended.

Part One of The Performance: Duang Phaeng and Som Sii

At 8:30pm the performers came down to the performance area, except for
Chindavan, who remained up in the house where she would wait until midaigh: when it
would be her turn to sing. Woven straw mats were iaid on the stage so that the performers

and audience had something more comfortable than bare wood to sit upon. The performiers




removed their shoes and stepped up onto the platform, seating themselves in a rough circle

with Som Sii and Duang Phaeng facing each other, their respective khigen players seated to
their left. While the performers settled into their positions, the audience moved in, forming
a circular mass around the performers. Some fifty to sixty people were seated on the stage
close to the performers while others stood or squatted next to the stage. Men, most aged
about thirty or more, sat cross-legged on the platform in close proximity to the performers,
while the women of the village sat on the outer edges of the piatform, a littie further back
from the action. The younger adults tended to remain standing around the edge of the
platform or seated on its edges with their feet still on the ground, while the younger
children came in close {o the performers (see Plate 2). Duang Phaeng invited me to sif on
her right affording me a very close look ai the workings of the performers “wroughout the
iight. After an hour or so, the children gradually moved away as other activilies caught
their attention. From the outset it was clear which audience members were in for the long-
haul and which ones had positioned themselves so they could easily move on. Pillows, jugs
of water, a thermos of tea, glasses, some simple sﬁacks, a spittoon zud a plate with two

packets of cigarettes were also provided for the performers’ comfort.

The performance began when mohkhaen Leuang lified his khaen 1o his lips and
began to play the characterisiic steady duple rhythmic pattern of lam siphandon to the
cheers of the large audience, which had now grown to about sixty people. Mohlam Som Sii
began first with a short round'? of /am lasting about six minutes. Although relatively brief,
this first round was composed of the standard sections that constitute a lam poem. All

rounds of /fan siphandon whether sung by a male or female, commence with koon khin ton

Rt
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(nouiiiy), ‘starting verse’, in which the mohiam sings several lines ¢f verse, then finishes

by aillowing the final syliable to descend to a cadence on the lowest pitch (the finalis) of
the piece. The mohkhaen likewise holds the finalis, then follows the vocal melody
momentarily as it descends -before taking up the rhythmic accompaniment pattern once
again. The mohlam resumes by singing a series of vowels, ascending melodically to a sixth
above the tonic which is then followed by the main text, starting on a fourth above the
finalis. The verses in the main body of the round have a partially predictable musical form.
Immediately noticcable are ascending interval motifs which occur at the start of most
musical phrases, and the descent of some phrases to a cadential point. These cadences

often relate to tonal slots within the poetic structure, a feature explained further in chapter
6.

N

In the final verses of his first round. mohiam Som Sii stated that he was now
finishing to allow mohlam Duang Phaeng to perform her first round. After a slight pause of
both singing and accompaniment, mohkhaen Bunsuu began to play for Duang Phaeng. She
began her first round, following the same musical structures that featured in Som Sii's
round and lasting for a similar length of time. These two introductory rounds were shorter
than the ones that followed in the rest of the performance which lasted for some ten 10

fifteen minutes each.

Both mohlam used these opening rounds to introduce themselves and to state that

they had come to perform for the night to help the village celebrate bun kathin. In SINZING

this first round, both mofilam made mention of the event’s caw sgthag (L3900,

‘sponsor’, numerous limes, remarking on her generosity. The sponsor is the person who
not only pays the performer’s fees, but whe also provides the food and drink (including
alcohol) offered at the event and makes donations 1o the vat. On this particular evening, the
sponsor was a former resident of the village, now living in the United States, wio was
visiting relatives. In addition to the performers, the sponsor had also paid for the taped
music entertainment emanating from the adjacent space, so this too was mentioned by both
mohlam. Greetings and blessings were likewise extended to the villagers as an
acknowledgment of the audiences’ importance to the success of the performance, and as a
way of recognising how their observance of bun kathin brings them merit. Throughout a

khap-lam performance mohlam continually refer to members of the audience as either plua

fang (tgﬁjﬂ), ‘listeners’, or phuy_som {()91), ‘viewers’. Sustained interaction between the

mohlam and audience throughout the evening is a vital ingredient of making an event puean
(Uow), *fun; picasant’. An cvent that is described as being oo _muan (DU2U), ‘not fun;

unpleasant’, is considered to be-a failure by mohlam and audience alike.

By 9pm, the preliminarics were over and the audience was ready for the main body
of the performance to begin, At this point in time, the taped music from the neighbouring
space started up once again, drawing away many of the younger members of the audience.
The extraneous noise did not appear to distract the performers, although it took me some
time to get used to the dull steady thump of the pop mrsic beat in the background. Som Sii
took up his first main verse by inquiring aficr Duang Phaeng’s personal details, such as
where she was born, who her parents were, and whether or not she might be married or

have a suu (), ‘lover, fiancee’. Som Sii asked these and other questions over a period of
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about fifteen minutes before completing his round. Once his round finished there was

another brief pause before Duang Phaeng began her round by replying to his questions. in
answering she likewise asked for his personal details and wondered why someone like him
should be interested in her. The two mohlam continued in this vein for another round, with
audience members cheering at particularly witty parts of the performance and occasionally

offering a few interjections of their own whenever the mohiam paused between verses.

This part of the performarce is known as thaam khaaw (0au290), ‘asking for

news/information’, in which the exchanges of wit between the two mofilam becomes
competitive, bullding up as they make jokes at one another’s expense and use plays on

words to twist their meanings. This light-hearted joking helps prepare the audicnce and the

mohlam for the songs of courtship and love that follow in the lam kiaw (39n§2), ‘courting

fam’, part of the performance. In the Jam siphandon genre, the lam kiaw section can
incorporate a more adversarial group of verses called koon kathy (neunzy), ‘topic verses’,

in which the mohlam create poems containing questions and riddles as a chellenge to the
opposing molilam. A variety of topics can be addressed in the koon kathu verses including
Buddhist ethics and morality, local knowledge and literary tales. While the koon kathu arc
not necessarily part of the lam kiaw section, it is common for verses about courting and
love to use riddles as a means of testing the worth of the hypothetical potential partner.

Some of the different themes and modes of repartee that make up a khap-lam performance

are explained in detail in chapter 7.

With the shift to lam kiaw themes, both Som Sii and Duang Phaeng began to
perform longer rounds, some lasting half an hour or more. As each mohlam completed
his/her round, a brief pause would ensue as the other mohlam and mohkhaen prepared to
take over. Gaps between singing rounds are normal and allow the audience time to discuss

what has been sung, and for one of them to occasionally add a short verse. This they do by

taking the microphone and speaking a few lines of verse known as sogj (88¢), ‘witticisms’.

If the contribution is particularly good the audience will respond with a roar of approval
and laughter. Breaks in the midst of a round by the singer and khaen player are also
tolerated by the audience. They may pause to cough or for some other reason but a khaen
player must quickly resume playing and not leave the mohlam without accompaniment,

However, if a mohlam should pause too often because of memory lapses or an inability to
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compose lines, the audience will view this as incompetence causing the performer to lose

face. naa 66k (miawmn), as well as the audience’s favour.

During singing rounds, the non-performing mohlam and mohkhaen engage in a
variety of activities but remained scated, never leaving the stage or the semi-circle of
performers. Som Sii, Bunsu and Leuang smoke cigarettes, taking them from packets placed
on the plate in frent of them, while Duang Phaeng would chew her betel and other assorted
leaf and bark pieces which make up the chewing kits commonly used by older women
throughout Laos." Occasionally the non-active performers would talk with one of the
audicnce or amongst themselves, but most of the time the non-singing mohlam preferred to
pay attention to the performance so that they could formulate their reply. The male
performers drank rice whisky served up by audience paiticipants, although their intake was
moderate in comparison to many in the audience since alcohol accelzrates weariness and it
is imperative that they remain alert for the entire night. Later in the eveniig when
Chindavan was not singing she would smoke the occasional cigarette, or else chew betel

like Duang Phaeng did."

Just before 10pm, Duang Phaeng began to perform kaon foon, (nouusy) ‘dance

verse’, a feature of lam siphandon performance. She began her round in the standard lam
siphandon style explained earlier, although this time the opening lines were full of bawdy
humour, setting the tone for the rest of that round and Som Sii’s reply. Ouce the opening
lines and the bridging melisma had been performed, Duang Phaeng announced (in her sung
verse) that she would now dance and then moved from her sitting position'S up onto her
knees and closer to Som Sii. Dancing in Jam siphandon performance is performed with the
hands while knecling in front of the opposite mohlam. This means the mohiam who s
dancing and singing must move from their sitting position up onto their knees and towards
the listening moltlam, who does not dance but instead feigns disinterest at the praise or
jibes directed at them by the opposing mofilam. Audience members, however, will often
join in for brief periods, dancing where they sit or else clapping in time with the khaen’s
rhythmic pulse. Since mohlam Duang Phaeng needed to use both hands to dance, she had
mohkhaen Leuvang hold the microphone to her mouth as she sang. Duang Phaeng focused
her dance upon Som Sii, holding her hands up with the palms f{lattened and fingers
extended moving them in roughly circular motions. At times Duang Phaeng would extend

onc or both of her hands towards Som Sii and go close as if to touch him but instead
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allowing her hands to follow the outline of his face and body as she sang verses about him,
some joking and some not. Once Duang Phaeng completed her round, Som Sii took up his
round and moved into his dance verse. Som Sit’s dancing technique was essentially the
same although he moved closer to Duang Phaeng than she had te him, allowing his hands
to follow her body contours as he sang to her (sec Plate 3). As these dance rounds were
performed the audience paid special attention to the performers, cheering them as they
made suggestive remarks to one another and rebuked each other’s advances at the same

time.

The imagined courtship that takes place between the male and female performer has
many dimensions; it is not merely an imaginary play between the two performers, but also
between members of the audience and the performers. Audience members use the mollam
of their own sex to transmit messages of love to the performers of the opposite sex.
Communication between the audience and performers can be achieved either through the
passing of notes, by talking to, or yelling out at the performer when they are not singing. In
performances of /am siphandon the latter was the most common method, whereas for khap
ngeunm, the genre of Vientiane province, passing notes was the preferred mode of
communication. The regional differences in performance practice are discussed in detail in

chapter 5.

In lum kiaw verses it is usually the male who suggests that the female should
become his partner and in his appeal to her, he praises her beauty and intelligence. In reply
the female mohlam may state that she is from a poor family, lacking in merit and therefore
not suitable for him. The female does not only dwell on her supposed limitations, however,
but also questions his motives, asking why someone as old/rich as him is interested in a
young/poor girl such as herself. This provides a platform for the mohlam to employ
humorous and bawdy clements in mocking the motives of the opposing mohlam. |
observed Duang Phaeng dotng this very skilfully by comparing Som Sii to a (axi, saying
that from the outside he looked liked he would run well but that she was afraid on the

inside he might not be in such good order since he may have never washed his hua poo sii

(ﬁoidg), ‘pit viper’, a euphemism for his genitals (see chapter 7).

Upon completing the dance rounds, the mofilan returned 1o more rounds of seated

lam siphandon verse until it was almost time for Duang Phaeng to finish for the night. Just

prior to closing her final round of lam siphandon, Duang Phacng announced that the

sponsor had requested she perform flam som (321gu). 1t came as no surprise that a request

for fam som was made since Duang Phaeng is perhaps the only remaining mohlam fully
proficient in this genre. As the khaen patterns of lam som signalled its commencement, the
sponsor handed a piece of paper to Duang Phaeng upon which was written a long list of
people’s names. All those listed had contributed in some way to the sponsoring of the
event; many of whom were not present but living in the United States. In performing lam

som, Duang Phaeng read through the very long list of names incorporating cach of them

into her verse using the extemporancous composition technique called som boo_khiit

(Fu080), a process discussed in chapier 7. This marked a change of pace in the

performance as lam som is performed to a slower tempo than lam siphandos. The theme
was also one of sadness, which focussed upon the absent relatives and friends living in the
United States.’® Duang Phaeng took around fifteen minutes to complete her round of laz
som. It was almost midnight when she finished and by this time the number of listeners had
diminished to about twenty. No reply from Som Sii was requested nor given because the

topic had been absent friends and relatives, not love. A lam performed by a single mohiam

in this manner is called lam diaw (390§3), *single lam’, contrasting with the alternating
fam using two performers called fam ki (;3"16'1) }, ‘paired lam’, whiciy was the format of the

preceding and {ollowing fam siphandon performance (see chapter 3 for methods of

classifying khap-lam genres).

Part Two of The Performance: Chindavan and Som Sii

As Duang Phaeng was performing lan som, Chindavan came down from the house
and waited until the lam som performance was over, when Duang Phaeng retired for the
rest of the evening, With Chindavan’s arrival the audience numbers swelled as the younger
men and children of the village came to see and hear the young female moliam. The
change from the slower Jam som back to lam siphandon had the eflect of rousing the
andience. As the crowd was already warmed up, there was no need for her to follow the
protocol that had been observed at the start of the ¢vening, save for introducing herself,
Chindavan began using the conventionalised lam siphandon introduction after which she
moved her verse into koon foon almost straight away, Chindavan’s first round lasted for

over half an hour and clements of her performance technique took me by surprise.
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Chindavan’s dance round began by following the same set of procedures that Duang
Phaeng had used, raising herself upon her knees and moving close to Som Sii while
singing. I immediately noticed that she was moving lier hands closer to itim than Duang
Phaeng had done. Chindavan touched Som Sii, .naking very light contact between her hand
and his face, actions that appeared very unusual to me besause physical contact between
opposite sexes in public is very unusual in Laos. Yei here it was happening, albeit in an
implied manner, in a very public forum between two people who were n:ake-believe
lovers. Such actions are permissible in the performance event, in which an imagined
scenario is created by the performers and audience who collectively allow some day-to-day
social conventicns to be ignored for a time. This bending of social convention is

highlighted by the following scenario which unfolded during the next stage of the

performance.

After Chindavan had sung several verses to Som Sii, she continued her round,
turning her attention to male members of the audience seated nearby. This provoked an
enthusiastic response among them because it providéd the opportunity for face-to-face
interaction with the performers. This action meant a tong round indeed for Chindavan as
she moved around the audience, singing several verses to about six male participants who
stayed seated upon the platform. Each turn took three to four minutes in which Chindavan
sang short verses about their physical appearance, their age and how eligible as a potential
pariner she considered them to be. Like the verses that Duang Phaeng had sung when
dancing, Chindavan’s verses contained bawdy and Joking clements aimed at the men to
whom she was singing. As she closed each set of verses directed at a participant, she would
sing complements or a blessing to him. In return for her efforts, he would give her a small
monetary tip of one or two thousand kip.'” The method many audience memibers employed
in handing the money over to Chindavan was even more risque than the actual dancing;
they would roll the note up and place it either in their mouth or behind their ear from where
Chindavan would remove it. Her methods of removal surprised me a3 she would use her
mouth to retrieve the note from theirs, or else reach her hand around their head to take the
note from behind their ear, 1 later discovered that this method of money retrieval was a
relatively new development.'® Chindavan concluded her round by singing to me in the

same way she had done for the other members of the audience.

While Chindavan performed this long round of koon Joon directed to the males of

the audience, the majority of female listeners, both young and old, retired from the
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performance :rea and ventured off to sleep for a few hours. A few stayed behind to stretch
out on the performance platform and rest there, keeping a sleepy eye and car on
proceedings. This pattern of the women participating throughout the first half of the
evening and then retiring around midnight is common to many social activities of the Lao,
but it is particularly apparent at khap-lam performances in the buat context (see Piate 4).
The primary reason for this is their burden of Gomestic tasks; it is the women who prepare
an: seive ihe food to the assembled performers and audience, so by the time midnight
arrives they are tired. A rest is necessary because they will be called upon again to perform
these duties, serving breakiast to everyone as the performance draws to a close, after which
even more work awaits them as the festivities usually continue into the morning with the
offering of food 1o the manks at the var. It does not appear to be due to the performance
becoming, malc-oriented since some women always remain. Their presence, together with
that of the female mofifam ensures that the important feminine element of the performance
is always maintained. Since the majority of the evening’s entertainment is derived from the
interplay of male and female elements in the performance and audience participants, a
complete absence of female participants would result in an imbalance, making the occasion

boo muan, ‘not entertaining: unpleasant’.

The performance continued for another hour or so, until just after 2 a.m., when

L L = .
s of : 99 > the performers and audience who
bowls of noodles, khaw pun (€2901), were served to I ¢

washed it down with coffee and/or /ew laaw. The performance iicr resumed with lam
siphandon. However, by this late stage the audience of attentive listeners had dwindled to
icss than ten people with a few others sleeping at the outer edges of the platform. The
young men who had been attracted to the performance with Chindavan’s arrival had nearly
all left, lcaving only the older men and a few women to keep vigil. Likewise, activity from
the adjacent area for dancing had all but ceased. The participants who remain are normally

the sponsor, their family and close friends.

Part Three of the Performance: Additional Genres
By four in the moining, the perlormers and audience were beginning to show signs
of tiredness. The late hour signalied a change in the performance as the mollam moved

inte a mix of lam genres from northeasi Thailand, including fam khuu lam koon

(éﬂﬁ{eﬁﬂnsu, the Lao term for lam klawn), lam_{(thaangi san (& 070R) and [am fegf

(:ﬁﬁmﬁa) (cf. Milier 1985a). The mohlam and audience referred to these genres collectively
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as lam juun (3981), ‘standing /am’, because they are performed standing. This label serves

to differentiate them from the Lao genres of Champassak province which are performed

seated. and often referred to collectively as lam_nang (.ﬁﬂf;f)), ‘seated lam’ or lam_taj

(F910), ‘southern lam’. When the genres changed, the difference in performance format

was signalled as the performers and audience participants stood up and danced with the
music and singing. Everyone moved their hands in the circular motion that typifies Lao
lamvong dancing, but instead of creating the lamvong circle, seen in nightclubs all over
Laos, people preferred to dance standing in the one spot (see Plate 5). This change of genre
is a strategy designed to stop all participants, both audience and performers, from going to
sleep as the performance enters its last few hours. It also serves as a ca!l to the womenfolk
who are asleep to wake up and prepare breakfast for everyone as the performance draws to
its conclusion. After about an hour, the standing performance came to an end and everyone

sat down again. The lam siphandon performance resumed, continuing on to complete the

evening’s entertainiment,

As the final two rounds of singing were performed, the women of the village who
had been roused from sleep by the lam jinin served up more bowls of khaw pun and coffee

to all those people remaining in the performance circle. The first streaks of the dawn light

began to show in the sky as the mohlam sang their {inal verses called lam _lag (H999),

‘farewell Jam’, in which they thanked the sponsor and asked forgiveness for any offence,

khoo aphaj (80viw), that their sung words and Jjesting may have caused to anyone. It was

now 5:30am and with the performance now complete, the weary performers returned to the
house where they had begun the evening to wake Duang Phaeng, and rest while they
waited for their payment. Afier a short time the performers’ payment was handed to Som
Sii, who after counting it, placed the money in his pocket to be split between the five
performers on the journey hame. Without any further ceremony, all six of us were taken to
the river bank, where two boats waited to ferry us back. As we went down river towards
Ban Saphay we waiched the rising sun cast shades of blue and purple colour onto the
clouds surrounding the high triangular peak near Pakse. From Ban Saphay we hired a

Jumbo to drive us back to Pakse and bed.
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Aims, Methodology and Theoretical Orieatation

This study examines the four primary components of khap-lam: music, text,
performance context, and performance practice and style. Two regional khap-lam
traditions are the focus of this research: the lam siphandon tradition of Champassak
province in the far south of Laos and the khap ngeum tradition of the Vientiane plain in
northern Laos. Knowledge of Lao and Southeast Asian music culture is advanced through

the exploration and analysis of the following features occurring in the two traditions:

a) Fundamental musical and textual structures and their interaction (including

lexical tone-melody relationships).
b) The nature and importance of the socio-religious contexts of performance.
¢) The relationships between textual themes and performance context.

d) Performers’ conceptsfknowledge regarding the learning, performative,

compositional and contextual aspects of their tradition.

hese areas of inquiry provide a set of criteria by which Lao khiap-lam can be defined and
distinguished from neighbouring vocal music traditions. Furthermore, they identify non-
musical elements which are important additions to the existing set of musical criteria used
to distinguish between regional khap-lam traditions. These research problems are addressed
by adapting, unifying and extending a number of ethnomusicological theories and

methodologies, as discussed below.

Insider/Outsider Perceptions and Transcription

The research is based upon a core of primary data consisting of interviews,
conversations, ficld notes, photographs, and audio recordings all collected by myself in
Laos during 1998-1999. Such data collection activities require the researcher to move
between cultural boundaries as he/she attempts to gain an insider’s understanding of the
music. This dilemma of the insider/outsider or emic/etic dichotomy constitutes one of the
fundamental theoretical problems of ethnological research. In recent decades, ethnological
theory has shifled away from the ideal of the researcher as objective observer towards an
acknowledgment that the researcher is ineluctably bound to his/her subjective viewpoint.
Consequently, ficld resecarch methodologies have sought to directly involve researchers in
the cultural activities they study, a process typified in Stone’s “observer-participant”
method (Stone 1982:48-49).

17




More recently scholars such as Kisliuk (1997:42-48), Rice (1997:111-112) and
Koskoff (1993) have taken the observer-participant role further by pointing out the
importance of balancing experimental and experiential aspects of field research. Rice in
particular, indicates that researchers are able to gain insights into the cultural dialogue
between insiders by directly participating as performers within a music culture. This
approach brings researchers to a unigue position whereby we have access to both insider
and outsider viewpoints, and are able to overcome Geertz’s assertion that we are
“condemned” to a dialogue between insider and outsider viewpoints (1973:13). Koskoff,
however, provides some words of caution regarding this approach, noting that care must be
taken to observe the power relationships between ourselves and our subjects to ensure that

our representations do not become overly reflexive (1993:162-163).

One area in particular that has stimulated considerable debate over issues of
insider/outsider conflict is the transcription of music sound, of which scholars have long
discussed its merits, pitfalls and even validity."” However, it remains an indispensable
analytical too} for most scholars. The on-going debate has been accompanied by a trend
away from the inclusion of extensive transcriptions in ethnonusicological publications, as
researchers view it as an analytical process rather than a research outcome (Brinner
1995:34; see also Miller 1985a and Kartomi 1973 for examples of extensive transcription).
This is indicative of a shift over recent decades in emphasis away from declarative
knowledge, towards procedural aspects of nusic which have seen the analysis of music in
culture favour an anthropological perspective in which the social and cultural contexts of
music are emphasised (e.g. Sarkissian 2000; Stone 1982). The stance taken by Wong in her
study of ritual aspects of Thai music distils many of the arguments for this current trend:

In discussing Thai music, 1 emulate Thai musicians’ modes of talk,
then; vitimately, I am interested not in “‘the music” but rather in how
Thai musicians discuss the pieces that they play. This means following
their lead. Indeed, 1 believe “the music” does not exist outside their
conceptions of it, and this above all marks my approach as that of an
anthropologist/ethnomusicologist rather than a musicologist, music

theorist, or acoustician. As a result, little musical notation, whether Thai
or Western, appears here. (Wong 2001:103)

One major concern with transcription is that it often favours the receiver’s
viewpoint over that of the producer, because “what is heard is notated without insight into

that culture’s universe” (Chenoweth 1972:50). Doris Stockmann has taken up this point,

asking:
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...has the transcriber been able to obtain the essential features of the
music, and has he been able to express them clearly enough within the
limitations of the chosen notation system, so that others will be able to
reconstruct what he has heard. (Stockmann 1977:68)

In order for transcription to be effective, both producer and receiver must possess “‘a
common set of standards, rules, etc., to which certain features of the acoustical signals can
be related” (Stockmann 1977:68-69). This means that the transcriber must be familiar with
the music system before he/she is able to produce an “appropriate decoding” (Stockmann
1977:69). However, musical semiotics shows that perceiver and producer of a musical sign
will always have different relationships with, and interp:cicions of, the same musical sign
(Stockmann 1977:69; Nattiez 1990:17). Thus, aural perception, likc other fieldwork

experiences, is a highly individualised process in which neutral observation is impossible to

achieve.

This point was adroitly illustrated by England (1964), when he directed several
well-known ethnomusicologists to transcribe the same piece of music. The resultant
transcriptions exhibited a variety of different, individualised, interpretations. Each
transcriber made different judgments as to which features were the most important.
Although today’s scholars have learned from the experience of their predecessors, the need
for caution and self-awareness remains. For even when we are aware of our subjective

viewpoint, other pitfalls await the unwary, as Cook reveals when he says that reducing

music to notation;

...ruthlessly strips away the flow of the singer’s voice into separate
notes...it strips away vibrato and portamenti, and rationalizes rhythmic
values. It is a2 much simplified model of what the singer actually sings:

an interpretation or, if you like, an analysis of it, rather than a ncutral
record of the sound. (Cook 1987:225)

Cook’s comments have particular relevance to two aspects of transcription. The first, is that
any form of notation is not music, but simply a representation of musical sound. The second
aspect relates to earlier comments conceming the transcriber’s familiarity with the music
sound and the culture that produces it. Each perceiver has a “recognition-threshold”
(Stockmann 1977:73), a multi-dimensional area of perception which relaies to their

historical and cultural knowledge, drawn from their own personal experiences.

In order to pursue my research aims I combined the experiential/participatory
aspects of field research with transcription-based (both music and text) analysis, accepting

that my personal subjectivity would be present. Direct participation as a performer was not
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viable since I did not posszss the competencies necessary for performance (see below), nor
did I have the time to acquire them. Instead I learned the basics of kfzen playing at the
National School of Music and Dance in Vientiane, a skill which greatly assisted in
establishing a rapport with performers when I first began to work with them. Later on in
my field research I acquired several texts from performers and began to learn them too.
Although unable to participate as a performer, I quickly discovered that audiences play an
important role in maintaining the vitality of a khap-lam performance through their
interaction with performers and the way they manipulate aspects of a performance, such as
the choice of textual themes and musical genres. This provided an avenue by which I could
learn and participate in the cultural dialogue of khap-lam performance without having to
spend many years as an apprentice mohlam. That said, it is still a difficult task to learn how
to be an effective member of the audience. I found Ruth Stone’s theoretical concept of the
performance event, originally developed in response to Liberian Kpelle music, to be a
useful starting point in describing the interactions between participanis in traditional kxap-

lam performance.

Lao khap-lam as Performance Event

Stone’s definition of a performance event is one in which “both the individuals
producing the music and the people experiencing the music performance as listeners or
audience, and the auditors’ meanings and interpretation are just as significant as those of
the performers”, whereby participants “include anyone designated as sharing in the event’s
interactions” (Stone 1982:4-5). The various interactions, or processes and behaviours, are

an integral part of Kpelle music sound which:

...Is conceived as part of an integrally related cluster of dance, speech,
and kinesic-proxemic behaviour referred to a pele and occurring in
particular time-space dimensions. (Stone 1982:1)

All of these features are evident in the opening description in which participants
may be divided into three categories: performers, audience members, and sponsors each of
whom has their own interpretations of the activities within the performance event.
Performances of khap-lam exhibit a similar integration of speech (in the form of rejoinders
offered up by the audience) and text (of the sung verses which relate to the event context),
and kinesic-proxemic behaviour (interaction between performers, audience, and sponsor).
Dance behaviour (from both performers and audience), however, appears to be limited to

the regional traditions of southemn Laos. All of these behaviours occur in an environment
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that is bounded spatially (the designated performance area). temporally {from around 8pm
or 9pm untii dawn; a period further broken down into alternating male-female singing

rounds) and contextually (within the bur).

The one crucial difference between the performance event of Stone’s model and the
khap-lam event is that the latter is inexorably bound to the socio-religious event (i.e. bun)
which motivates it. Event participants continually refer the performance to the bun context
throughout an evening's performance. Furthermore, the sponsors and audience members
engage in bun-related activities before the performers arrive and after they leave. The
performance event is thus bounded by the space-time dimensions of the broader bun cvent.
Consequently, 1 extend Stone’s concept of performance event by viewing it as one
(opticnal) element of a broader bun event. This research explores the different musical and
textual structures within the performance event, the competencies required to produced
them, and the ways in which performers and audiences continually emphasise and de-

emphasise the relationship of the hun event to the performance event.

Musical Competencies, Creative Processes and Taxononiic Thinking

An important aspect of this study’s theoretical approach toward music-making

processes is the concept of musical competency which Brinner defines as the;

...individualised mastery of the amay of interrelated skills and
knowledge that is required of musicians within a particular tradition or
musical community and is acquired and developed in response to and in
accordance with the demands of general and specific cultural, social,
and musical conditions. (Brinner 1995:28) (my emphasis)

Brinner views musical competence as a dynamic and integrated process which can only be
asscssed via “an interpretive, ethnographic approach based on observed conduct and

musician’s concepts and concerns” (Brinner 1995:33).

In the quest to understand and model the complex and varied ways in which humans
make niusic, Brinner writes that researchers must move beyond schematic approaches
involving “lists and rules” towards a “consideration of process and product” (1995:30),
reiterating similar appeals by Stone (1982:127) and Bohlman (1988:16). Variations in the
type and degree of competence are likewise important because they are “the result of
individual motivation and ability in response to community options and demands”
(1995:31). Processes and the effects of social considerations upon musical competence are

central (o the performance event, in which ethnomusicologists must understand “the ebb
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and flow that is part of building a music event, considering process in music events to
entail analysis of the multiple dimensions of time as participants experience them” (Stone
1982:7). Both Stone and Brinner see the importance of the ways that audiences participate
in musical performance through their physical behaviour and interaction with musicians
and how this affects the musicians” behaviour. Audiences, they argue, also possess musical
competency, albeit in a different form to that of musicians because they are less involved

in compositional processes.

Brinner and Stone’s pleas for a consideration of processes and products finds
resonance in the semiclogical approach to analysis of music performance adopted by
Canadian ethnomusicologist Jean-Jacques Natticz. The semiological approach is based on
the supposition that the producer and receiver of a given message/sign each assign their
own meanings 1o it. These are called the poietic and esthesic dimensions: the poietic is the
result of the process of creation, the esthesic the result of active perception. Between these
two processes lies the physical trace (i.e. product), or neutral level, which exists in a form
accessible 1o the five senses (Nattiez 1990:12). The physical trace is a result of poietic
processes which is then actively interpreted according to the meanings the receiver assigns

to it. This is represented in Figure 1-2 below:

Poietic Process Esthesic Process

Producer | > Trace < i Receiver

Figure 1-2: Diagrammatic representation of the direction of semiotic processes

(Nattiez 1999:17)

Semiotic approaches seek to integrate these three levels of ¢ommunication into
musical analysis. This may be done by asking the following questions: ‘How does one
produce a work?’ (poietic leve]) and ‘How is a work perceived?’ (esihesic leved). In order
to answer these questions one must first describe the matenial work (neutral level) and then
show how the poietic and esthesic elements are hinked to 1t (Nattiez 1990:138), Natticz
notes that the memory of one performance serves as the model for the next one and that the
surface styie of a music is not a process in itself but rather the result of the poietic
processes which produce it (1990:88-89). Therefore, in order o analyse processes,
researchers must move between analysis of the neutral level (the music product) and

analysis of the poietic level.
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Stone’s approach projects a similar but somewhat broader viewpoint, describing
how both producer and receiver are affected by “relevances™
Relevances for a music event participant come from sources beyond the
event or the music system alone, Therefore, research can only begin at

the event, moving beyend it to the other individuals and interactions that
nfluence and relate to the music performance. (Stone 1982:26)

These poietic and esthesic elements or “relevances™ which bear upon the material work are
identified by both Stone and Naittiez. Both scholars begin examination at a level which
precedes the actual production of musical sound; Stone at the performance event level,

Nattiez with the compositional process (i.e. poietic level).

Extendini; this line of thinking, Brinner (1995:40-42) has effectively consolidated
the concepts of relevances and poietic processes, calling them “domains of musical
competency” which consist of perceptive, procedural and performative knowledge. The ten
domains are: i) sound quality; i)} sound pattemns; iii) symbolic representation; iv)
transformation; v) interaction; vi) orientation; vii) ensembles; viii) repertoire; iX)
performance context; and x) meaning/symbolism. There are also two “clusters of
knowledge™, often directly affecting the above ten domains: a) language arts, and b} dance,
theatre, religious rituals and social occasions. These domains are not conceived as being
neally compartmentalised but as overlapping, bridging or encompassing one another

(Brinner 1995:43-44).

Each of Binner’s ten domains exhibit varying degrees of both poietic and esthesic
processes and the neutral level, the point of departure for the productive and recepiive
processes, is present in all domains, The ten domains include both conscious and sub-
conscious behaviour, meaning that musicians and other participants will not always be

aware that a particular set of processes is taking place, as Stone has observed:

..music performance becomes habituated to a large degree. This
habitualization functions as an economizing factor, allowing
participants to repeat past action. Musical meaning is not absent but
may, at this point, be taken-for-granted. As a music systemi develops,
the participants experience it as an objective fact, although it never
exists apart from the human interaction that created it. Thus, a dialectal
tension constantly exists between the objectivity created by individual
interpretations. Both are present in any music performance but one, at a

given time, may be more prominent in the participant’s awareness.
(Stone 1982:25)
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Since much of this study relies upon information provided by Lao performers and
scholars as well as Western scholars, it is useful to consider how their observations and
research affect this thesis. One way of doing this is to extend semiotic three-tiered analysis
to include the act of research itself, in which Naitiez says “it could be suggested that this or
that writer, in a poietic position in relation to his or her own work, is at the same time in an
esthesic position in relation to the work of predecessors” (1990:180). The same three levels
are likewise present when researchers conduct field research, gathering information in the
form of music recordings, and especially interviews whose:

...words, as much as the musical corpus, constitute data; they have their
own symbolic configurations whose specific articulations must be
respected. The indigenous discourse bears on the corpus (1). Our job is
t0 examine the nature of the relation between this ethnotheory and
music (2). From the study of this relationship (2), oi the words
themselves (3), from analysis of the musical corpus (4) one can deduce
something like a “thinking about music,” but this is a recounstruction
whose connection to the data that allow its elaboration must be

established with great care. (Nattiez 1990:188-189) (criginal emphasis)
(see Figure 1-3 below)

4)

l )

The researcher’s The indigenous person’s

reconstruction of thinking on | g

music (3)

remarks concerning | 3 | Musical Corpus

musical praxis (1

Figure 1-3: Semiotic relationships in music research (Nattiez 1990:189)

Nattiez’s remarks have particular relevance to taxonomic processes in
ethnomusicology which present researchers with the problem of finding a balance between
“observer-imposed” taxonqmies, meaning schemes imposed by observers from outside the
music tradition in question, and “culture-emerging taxonomies”, meaning schemes which
emerge from within a culture (Kartomi 2001). This problem can be compounded when one
is confronted with indigenous taxonomies that are observer-imposed as is the case with
most analyses of Lao poetic structures (see chapter 6). It also echoes the issues concerning

insider/outsider viewpoints raised at the beginning of this section.
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Gender issues

The prominent role of women in khap-fam, both as vocal performers and as
audience participants calls for some consideration of gender issues in the Lao context.
Ethnomusicologists look for the extent to which a society’s gender style is reflected or
codifieu in aspects of their music culture (cf. Koskoff 2000:192-193; Siapne 1997:10;
Solie 1993:3). Koskoff (2000:191) writes that “[a] given society’s gender style can be
understood in terms of the value and subsequent power given to and maintained by one
gender over another” and that, theoretically, these range from near-equal autonomy and
value for both sexes to a lack of equality in autonomy and value. These two extremes are
also known as complementarity and gender stratification (Koskoff 2000:191). A less
extreme form of gender stratification may be referred to as gender hierarchy. Schelars
analysing the dynamics of gender style of Southeast Asian societies have debated the
extent to which they exhibit gender hierarchy and/or complementarity, with many
suggesting complementarity as the prevalent gender style (Davis 1995:273). In Laos the
gender style is predominantly hierarchical but has elements of complementarity, as the

following summary reveals.

Gender roles in Laos are clearly divided between the public and private spheres of
life (Evans 1995:132), Lao women wield little political or religious power and are
considered to be subordinate to men, a view originating in Lao Buddhist theology. Women
are also prohibited from entering the monkhood and from touching or being in close
proximity to monks, yet they are the principal supporters of Lao Buddhism through their
daily food donations to local temples, and the offering of their sons to ordain as monks;
activities which bring merit to them and their families (cf. Wong 2001:224). Spirit cults,
however, are almost exclusively the preserve of women who act as mediums to the spirit

world.

Households tend to be female-centred since residence in Laos remains largely
matrilocal, perpetuating women as land-owners. This, coupled with their ability to instigate
divorce proceedings, wmeans that Lao women have “comparatively more power and
influence in the family” than their Vietnamese and Chinese counterparts (Evans 1995:131).
In addition, Lao women also enjoy a degree of financial independence through their
prominent role as small business proprietors; a role which further enhances their position
within the household. Finally, in comparison to women in neighbouring Thailand, Lao

women are expected to conform to fewer siereotypes of feminine behaviour (cf. Wong
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2001:219-220).° This is largely atiributable to Laos’ historical lack of a large aristocratic
and middle class, both of which have wielded considerable influence in Thailand over the

past ceniury or so.

Although this study is not aimed at exploring khap-lam as a gendered cultural
system, a number of gender related questions can be raised. Does klap-lam performance
reflect the public sphere of gender relations (hierarchy) or the private sphere
(complementarity)? How are these reflected in performance practices and textual content?
These broad questions can be applied to the roles of men and women as performers and
audience members; the relative status of men and women as performers; gender-specific
roles within the performance; whether or net particular themes are restricted on the basis of
gender; and so on. In searching for answers to these questions we may gain a deeper
understanding of the ways in which Ahap-lam performance responds to, and reflects, the

culture that supports it.

Voéal Music Performance in the Southeast Asian Context

Readers familiar with the music cultures of mainland and island Southeast Asia and
southern China will recognise that the prominent features of Lao khap-fam are common to
the music cultures of the area. These similarities include: the all night duration of a
performance; textuai themes focussed upon courting, love, and traditional stories; the
setting of poetic structures to music; accompaniment by = single instrument; the
conspicuous consumption of alcohol in some traditions; and the male-female repartee
format with risque flirting, Of these, all-night vecal music performances utilising themes of
love, courting, and traditional literature are found in the Khmer ayai tradition (Sam-Ang
Sam et al. 1998), Vietnam’s hdr and hd: quan ho traditions (Nguyen 199é), the sijobang
tradition of the Minangkabau people in Sumatra (Phillips 1981), as well as the voca} music
of mainland Southeast Asian ethnic minority groups such as the Shan, Hmong and the
Lahu (Uchida and Catlin 1998). It also extends into southern China with the zhangkhap
traditions of the Dai people (Davis 1999), the longgui / funiangfit of the Li people and the
Han Chinese gingnianguan / yeyou traditions in Hainan Island (Yang Mu 1998).

Studies of two traditions in particular, Malay tarik selampit by Sweeney (1987,
1994) and Minangkabau sijobang by Phillips (1981), have influenced the direction taken in
this project’s analysis of texts and textual compositional processes. Both scholars note that

professional performers in oral traditions do not merely repeat texts they have learned by
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rote, but that they manipulate memorised texts according to the demands of the
performance context and audience. Sweency and Phillips argue that although no two
performances are exactly the same, performers are not original composers in the scuse that
they are taking “original leaps into the unknown” (Sweency 1994:82). Instead performers
compose within a conventionalised framework of poetic language, thematic motifs, and
plot devices which they manipulate to create a unique performance. These theories provide
a point of departure for the examination of kiiap-lam texts and the compositional processes

employed by Lao mohlam which appears in chapters 6 and 7.

Linguists are interested in identifying aspects of language which they describe as
‘arcal’ features; that is, they occur in languages from a wide geographical area. Areal
features are not necessarily the result of different languages sharing a common ancestor but
arc often the result of prolonged cultural contact {eading to the transfer of linguistic
features from one language to another (see Dixon 1997; Enfield 2000). In chapter 3 1
present arguments that music cultures are equally affected by these processes of exchange,
noting that scholars must take care not to over-emphasise similarities. The in-depth
description of the lam siphandon and khap ngeum vocal music traditions provided by this
study will also permit some conclusions to be drawn regarding the place of Lao vocal

music within the network of Southeast Asian music cultures.

The Field Research Process

The field research was undertaken between late 1998 until the end of 1999. During
this time | was based in Vientiane, having gained approval for my project by nominating

the National School of Music and Dance (NSMD), hoong hian sinlapa dontii hééng saat

(s9ssuBuasUzBulunngan), as my sponsoring institution. 1 studied khaen at the NSMD

for three days per week, leaving me with enough spare time to make regular trips to

. o)
outlying areas of Vientiane province where I could research the khap ngeum (2u50)

tradition. The majority of my field rescarch for khap ngeurn took place in the village of

Ban Paak Kanyung (Uaudannzgsn) which is home to several well-known performers. The
. . o~ X . , “ 21

village is situated about five kilometres upriver from Ban Koen (Uachn),?' the

administrative centre for Tulakhom District (Eﬁagq@:ﬁh). Both villages are situated on the

banks of the Nam Ngeum (4"51), a river, some eighty kilometres north of Vientiane city
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and ten kilometres downstream trom the hydro-electric dam built in the late 1960s. Along
the river’s edge below the dam are many of the villages which are home to performers of

the khap ngeum genre.

During term time it was often difficult to leave Vientiane, especially for the longer
trips to the south, because of my obligations to the School. Laos’ embryonic modern
communications infrastructure often made it difficult to arrange meetings with performers
or to attend performances. This is particularly true in Vientiane province where all the best
performers live between forty to eighty kilometres from the city; the only way to contact
them is to travel out to their village and hope that they are at home. This obstacle was
partly overcome with generous assistance from Lai Thong, the village headman of Ban
Paak Kanyung, who allowed me to use the accommodation at the village’s irrigation
office, just outside the village. This enabled me to prolong my visits to Paak Kanyung
extending the time I could spend there at a single stretch; allowing 1ne to make good

progress over several days at a time.

In the south, most of my field research was centred in and around the provincial
centre of Pakse where the better known mohlam of the region live. Duang Phaeng, Sunii,
Som Sii and Chindavan all live wiihin several kilometres of each other and the town
centre, making communications considerably easier than in Vientiane. | attended a number
of performances both in town and the surrounding countryside, spending many days in the
company of these performers, building solid relationships and giving them time to become
familiar with my aims and ideas. 1 was also able to attend performances in Muang Khong
in the far south of Laos, where the two southern genres, lam siphandon and lam som, are

said to have originated.

In Salavan, extreme poverty means that the area cannot siupport professional
performers like Pakse and Vientiane. There 1s simply less money in the town and virtually
norne in the surrounding province. Cousequently, performers are difficult to locate since
most live in remote villages some kilometres away from the provincial centre, and they do
not travel into Salavan town to perform because there is no incentive to do so. Travel out to
remote towns and villages is difficult, as there is littie or no public transport and few places
to stay once you are there. The most accessible performers are those employed by the
Salavan division of thc MIC. Fortunately, I found one clderly performer, Bunta

Duangpanyathip, who was not only a mo/ilam but a multi-instrumentalist and instrument
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maker as well.” Although I was unable to examine the Salavan genre in detail, he provided

many useful mnsights into my work in general by sharing his knowledge and experience.

Finally, in Savannakhet I worked with one female performer, Keo Lammon, for
several days and saw her perform on several different occasions. These included a
particularly fascinating public performance jointly sponsored by the local division of the

MIC and the Thai consulate in Savannakhet as well as several privately arranged bun.
The names of the performers with whom I worked are listed in Table 1.1 below.

Performers Genre Address

Acaan Duang Phaeng
Hanmani (age 50)
Chindavan Sithavong

Ba: . na Hin Kang. Muang
Pakse, Champassai.
Ban Kang, Muang Pakse,

Q22LWIMAL J:ﬁ lam .w}‘)handwf

Sunady S0ads lam siphandon

{age 35) Champassak

Som 511 Kaseemlat Y98 nucBusn lam siphandon Ban Hae, Muang Pakse,
{age 65) Champassak

Sunit Kaseemlat a1 necBuin fam siphandon Ban Khan Koeng, Muang
(age 72) ’ 5 Pakse, Champassak
Acaan Vanna Keophilom  5yysuenofisy lam siphandon Ban Phon Ngaam, Muang
{age 54) . Pakse, Champassak
Acaan Lin Kham Suan lam siphandon Ban Dong, Muang Khong,
(age ¢.62) Champassak

Kii Kong fnen fam siphandon Ban Saphan Sai, Muang
(age 54) mohkhacn Pakse, Champassak

Suun Siimanta suSiune lam siphandon Ban Phon Ngaam, Muang
(age 70) mohkhaen " Pakse, Champassak

Kham Sing faada fam siphandon Ban Phon Kheng, Vientiane

(age 42) monkhaen

Acaan Som Patamphi gy Ueijal khap ngeum Ban Pak Kanyung, Muang

{age 72) . Vieng Kham, Vientiane

Pa Nyacng Sisutham dawsn Jsnin khap ngewm “ "

(age 79) ?

Paeng Thong Stsutham winng”) Sada khap ngeum " "

(age 45) ’

Keomany Sisutham wnowst Seta khap ngewum ‘ ”

(age 22) °

Kae Sisutham wheSema khap ngewm " "

(age 29) mohkhaen '

Buakhay oo khap ngewm “ "

(age 26)

Kheuakham cHoda khap ngeumn Ban Na Di, Muang

(age 43) Phonhong, Vientiane

Keo Lammon Phomtkaew ¢ nodewusw tam khon savan Ban Kaeng Kok Neua,

{age 40) Muang Champon,
Savannakhet

Saman Suvannasi gemunyss UL fam long. [lam  Vat Si Muang, Vientiane

(vge 68) N fewang

Bunta Duangpanyathip una nootiupaifu  fan salavan Ban That Huay, Muang

{age 68) i Salavan, Salavan

Table 1.1: Participants in the study
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Primary Participants

Of the primary informants listed above, there were eight with whom I established a

fruitful and on-going dialogue. Furthermore, 1 was able to attend and record live

performances given by five of them; performances which form the base data examined in

this thesis. Since constant referral to these eight mollam is made in the following pages,

some brnef biographical information on each of them is given below to allow the reader to

become acquainted with them.

i'

Acaan Som: Without doubt the most famous of all mohiam in the khap ngeum
tradition, Acaan Som is from the village Ban Pak Kanyung. Aithough he retired from

regular performance several years ago, Acaan Som’s legacy is clearly evident in the

number of his students, luuk sit (agﬂ%n), who now make up the senior ranks of

contemporary khap ngeum performers. Even in retirement Acaan Som remains active,
teaching a new generation of molilam and giving advice when it is sought by already

established performers. Paeng Thong refers to Acaan Som as a tharsadaa acaan

(@ogEnmeaanu) which literally means ‘great teacher’, a reference to his exceptional

abilities of axtemporaneous composition of poetry. In the mid-1990s, the Vientiane
provincial govermment attempted to set up an association for Ahap ngewm performers in
Muang Kaew Udom, Vientiane province with Acaan Som as the senior teacher.

Unfortunately, this endeavour failed after several months due to a dearth of funding.

Paeng Thong: The senior female mohlam in Ban Pak Kanyung, Paeng Thong is
continuing a family tradition begun by her mother Pa Nyaeng who was a mohtoop

phaiaa ineutimen), a female specialist who answered a male mohlam with spoken

phanaa verses. Paeng Thong has been a molilam since age 18, initially learning from
her mother and then Acaan Som. The next generation of her family aie also continuing
the tradition; izer eldest son Kae is a mohtkhaen and his young wife Khammani, one of
the new generation of moflam, have established themselves as performers. In early
2000 on my last visit to Ban Pak Kanyung before I left Laos, I learned that Paeng
Thong’s youngest son, in his early 20s, had just commenced study with Acaan Som.
Paeng Thong warmly welcomed this development seeing it as a career opportunity for
her son as well as a continuation of tne family tradition. Throughout 1999, Paeng
Thong was regularly performing with Acaan Sing and Acaan Thong, both former

pupils of Acaan Som. Performance is her main source of income throughout the year,

although she maintains a small shop at the front of her house sclling assorted foodstuffs

to passers-by.

Acaan Duang Phaeng: Without doubt the most famous female mohlam of the lam
siphandon and lam som genres, Duang Phaeng is now semi-retired, citing a weak
constitution as the reason. Duang Phaeng gained a reputation as a lively and
entertaining mohlam in the early 1970s while performing regularfy with Acaan Vanna
and Sunii. Duang Phaeng and Sunii were the composers/performers of the fam
siphandon texts analysed by Carol Compton in her 1979 study. Following the
communists’ rise to power in 1975 Duang Phaeng, together with Acaan Vanna, was a
core member of the southern mohlam association in Pakse, a group that performed a
vital role in the new Lao government’s post-1975 political education campaign.
Originally from Don Khong in the far south of Laos, Duang Phaeng has lived in Pakse
{or over thirty years. At the end of the 20" century she was the only performer

considered fully competent in the lain som genre still perforning.

Som Sii: Although Som Sii does not have the reputation as a performer equal to that of
Acaan Vanna, he was the busiest male mollant of 1999 in Pakse, performing several
times a week during the peak season between October and February. Som Sii's
popularity is largely due to the absence of other male mohilam in the Pakse region since
a number relocated to Vientiane in the mid-1990s with Acaan Vanna. Now in his early
sixties, Som Sii was taught by his father, Lam Khun and brother Sunii, but retired from
performance after the 1975 revolution. In 1996 he retumed to performance after Duang
Phaeng urged him to fill the gap left when Vanna and a number of other male
performers moved to Vientiane. Som Sii most often performs with Chindavan and

Duang Phaeng.

Acaan Vanna: Among audiences and his peers, Acaan Vanna is widely considered to
be the most skilful male molilam of the lam siphandon genre. Together with Duang
Phaeng, he is widely credited with creating and popularising the modern form of the

genre known as lam_siphandon iuk samaj (3aStucsuenasioy). The modern form

contrasts with the genre’s older form called lam _siphandon deem @3iunsuciiu) by its

faster tempo and modified techniques of textual composition. Vanna is originally from
the Sukuma district of Champassak province but moved to Pakse in the 1950s to

further his career as a professional mohlam siphandon. In recent years Vanna's
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performances have been sporadic as a result of his relocation to Vientiane in the mid-

1990s to establish his own business, the Lao Khap-lam and Art Promotion Centre, swun

songseem silapa 1 khaplam laaw (gUR9c308aUs was 8Udaa99). This business has the

lofty aim of issuing recordings of all Lao khap-lam genres, however, funds are limited
and it has been difficult for him to achieve his targets. At the end of 1999, upon
returning from a four-month perfcrmance tour to Canada, Vanﬁa relocated his busmess
to Pakse although he was undecided as to whether or not he wouid recommence regular

performances.

Nang Chindavan: A female mofilam who, having begun a career as a mohlam in the
mid-1980s under the guidance of Duang Phaeng and Vanna at the mohlam association
in Pakse, joined the military for ten years during which time she was stationed in
Sainyabuli province. In the military, Chindavan was engaged as a performer in the 5t
division’s theatrical /am fuang troupe, and as a singer of contemporary Lao songs.
Upon her return to Pakse in the mid 1990s, Chindavan resumed her earlier vocation as
a mohlam, this time working for herself. In 1999, Chindavan was performing on a
regular basis with Som Sii throughout the Pakse region, and although not yet as skilful
i her composition methods, Chindavan’s relative youth has assisted her popularity
with audiences as the other female mohifam in Pakse are almost twenty years her senior.
The age difference between Chindavan and Som Sii is about 28 years, thereby
providing them both with plenty of ammunition for the teasing and cajoling that is an

integral part of khap-lam performance.

Mohlam Sunii: Sunii, together with Acaan Lin Kham of Don Khong, is one of the last
mohlam of the generation who are able to perform the older lam siphandon deem. Now
retired, Sunii is most famous as the last male moh/am to have a complete understanding

and mastery of the /am som genre.

Secondary Informants

1.

32

Acaan Lin Kham: Possibly the sole remaining active maie performer of the original
style of Jam siphandon, the predecessor of the contemporary style. Lin Kham lives a
farmer’s life in the village of Ban Dong on Don Khong in the Siphandon region of
Champassak province. A highly knowledgable and respected performer he is not only
in demand for performances in the Siphandon region but often travels to Pakse to

perform with Duang Phaeng and Thong Bang. Lin Kham is currently teaching his

i

youngest son, in his early teens, to be a mohlam and will begin taking him to

performances when he completes his schooling.

2. Nang Keo Lammon: The leading female mohlam in Savannakhet at present, Keo
Lammon spent the late 1970s and 1980s working as a singer in Vientiane, firstly for
Lao Aviation and then with the Police Department of the Ministry of the Interior.
Consequently, Keo Lammon’s singing skills are somewhat exceptional for a mohlan,
the result of many years performing on stage. In the mid-1980s, Keo was sent to Pakse
to siudy composition skills with Duang Phaeng and Vaunna. During this time she learnt
the genre of lam som, which she now performs in conjunction with lam klion savan.
Unlike other performers considered to be mohfam, as opposed to singers, Keo Lammon
has recorded a commercial cassette featuring an accompaniment with modern
ciectronic instruments. Keo Lammon is also related to two mohlam now residing in the

United States, Bunthong and Khamvaong Insixiangmai (see Miller 1985b; 1985¢).

3. Buntaa: The only informant for this project versed in the /am salavan genre, Buntaa 1s
a mohlam, multi-instrumentalist, instrument-maker, and a doctor of traditional
medicire. He is somewhat unusual for a native of Salavan province because he has no
family links to the Mon-Khmer ethnic groups which make up much of the province’s
population. In the past, Bumntaa worked for the Salavan division of the Ministry of
Informantion and Culture but is now sometimes employed by the local office of the
Lao Red Cross. Unlike performers in Pakse and Vientiane, Buntaa does not earn any

significant income from performance because of the poverty of the Salavan area.

4. Khammani: One of the new generation of khap ngewm performers, Khammani is
fortunate to have the guidance of three senior khap ngeum performers close at hand. A
pupil of Acaan Som, Khammani also consults her husband’s mother Pacng Thong and
his grandmother, Paa Nyaeng for advice In 1999, Khammani was not performing on a
regular basis because she was caring for her baby son, however, she aims to emulate

her elder female relatives and continue performing throughout her life.

S. Kheua Kham: A contemporary of Paeng Thong, Kheua Kham has established a
reputation as an excellent performer of klap ngeum. Kheva Kham began her career as
a singer/mohlam with the Vientiane Municipality division of the MIC during the late
1970s and early 1980s before leaving to work independently. Like many mohlam of

the klrap ngeum genre, Kheua Kham is a pupil of Acaan Som.
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6. Acaan Samaan: Originaily from Khon Kaen in northeast Thailand, Samaan has lived
in Laos since the 1950s and was the official artist at Lao National Radio (LNR) from
the mid-1960s until 1992. Amazingly he not only survived the change of regimes but
managed to retain his position at the radio station until he retired. Proficient in the Isan
genres of lam loong, lam teej, and lam koon, Acaan Samaan is well known throughout
Vientiane as a result of his long tenure at LNR. In his retirement Samaan spends most
of his time at Vat Si Muang in Vientiane assisting the monks in their daily tasks as well

as occasionally travelling to Thailand to perform.

' Lao people often use the words toe cing (1039) which loosely translates as ‘the real thing'.

? songkhaan is the period of Lao New Year which is celebrated in mid-April. The water festival is the main
component of the celebrations.

¥ The period of phansaa, sometimes referred to as Buddhist lent, begins with the first dav of the waning
moon of the eighth Lao month (usually mid-July) and ends with the full moon of the eleventh Lao month
{(usually early October). Lao calendar months begin with the first day of the waxing moon and end with the

new moon,
* Al villages in Laos are prefixed with Ban (09V) *village/home’. This is sometimes transcribed as Bane (to

suit French pronunciation).

® Betel chewing is a habit common among older Lao women and, according to my own personal
observations, the habit appears to be more predominant in the south.

® The new Pakse airport terminal opened at the beginning of 2002.

7 khaen is sometimes spelt kliene or kaen, the musical instrument which characterises Lao mwusic, It is a free
reed mouth organ usuvally consisting of seven or eight pairs of pipes arranged in a raft or panpipe-like
manner, More details on the khaen and its construction are given in Picker (1984) and Miller (19854a), and in

a separate section in chapter 3 of this text.
* Lao people often refer to a group of traditions catled hiitsipsoong khoongsipsii EndugornsnHud) ‘12

customs and 14 laws'. These include the monthly religious observations among which are bun kathin,
songkhaan, and khaw phansaa (Khambang 2517/1974),

? Pinto is a set of food containers which are stacked one upon the other, and are then locked together by a
long metal handle.

'Y A sala is a pavilion, usuaily open on three sides which serves as the main communal space in a var.
Buddha images are also kept there. However, the most important images are kept in the sim, which is an
enclosed butlding normally reserved for more formal worship,

" lamvong is the nanie given to a dance labelled as traditional by the Lao, in which participants dancing in
pairs form a large circle. Although the lamvong originated in Thailand during the 1940s under the regime of
Field Marshall Phibun (Miller 1998b:91; Myers-Moro 1993:7-8), the Lao people and government have now

appropriated it as their own tradition.
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2 Mohlam refer to each turn at singing as a *round’ 7ok (fin) a term which is also used to denate a round of
boxing. It should not be confused with the Western notion of sung ‘rounds’ in which a song is sung by
several voices following one another at equal time intervals,

** The betel kits carried around are quite claborate containing not just betel but numerous other items: a white
paste, bark, cutters for cutting the bark, tobacco, betel nut and an assortment of leaves.

" Smoking remains a very unusual practice for Lao women.

** Lao women sit in ‘mermaid’ fashion; that is with their legs together and folded to one side. Men usually sit
cross-legged.

' Today lam som is often centred upon themes of estrangement, sce chapter 7. As a result of the war in
Indochina many Lao people left Laos as refugees to live in Western countries, see chapier 2.

' Kip is the Lao unit of currency. At the end of 1999 there were around 7,500 Kip to US$1.

'* Interview with Chindvan Sithavong (Chindavan Sithavong 15/11/1999).

** The debate continues into the 21" century. The symposium before SEM 2001 in Detroit was entitled
“Transcription and tts Futures™.

* This includes the relative pitch of speech, the choice of personal pronouns when referring to one’s self. and
the social taboo on drinking alcohol.

* This may also be transcribed as Bane Keun.

* A performance of lam salavan by Buniaa is included on the companion CD to the Garland Encyclopedia

of World Music, vol. 4 Southeast Asia.
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Chapter 2
THE LLAO PEOPLE’S DEMOCRATIC REPUBLIC

This chapter provides the reader with basic data on the nation of the Lao People’s
Democratic Republic (Lao PDR), beginning with a brief summary of the physical,
political, economic, and social environment in which Lac kkap-lam vocal music is
performed. This is then followed by a discussion of the historical and political landscape
surrounding ethnicity in Laos today, leading to a working definition of the various ethnic
groups in Laos. This discussion then gives way to an historical overview of nationalism in
Laos, a phenomenon also intimately linked with notions of ethnicity and one which has
helped define the ethno-political situation in contemporary Laos. Once these social and
historical matters have been discussed, the reader is ready to move into the more

comprehensive exploration of Lao vocal music in chapter 3.

Geography

The Lao PDR, or Laos, is a landlocked and underdeveloped country located on the
Indo-Chinese peninsula in mainland Southeast Asia. It is bordered by China to the north,
Myanmar to the north-west, Thailand to the west and north-west, Cambodia to the south
and Vietnam to the east. The country covers an area of 235,000 km” and is situated entirely
within the tropics, so the Lao climate is influenced by the annual Asian monsoon cycles,
producing three distinct seasons. Most rain falls in the wet-season between May and
November which is then followed by a long dry period that begins cool becoming hotter
towards the beginning of March. The hot weather then leads back into the wet season to
complete the cycle. Around this cycle the Lao base their agricultural and religioils calender
which, in turn, has traditionally determined the periods of the year when most khap-lam

performances take place.

Rivers and mountains are the dominant natural features of the country, the Mekong,
by far the largest and most important waterway in Laos, runs the entire length of the
country. For much of its journey through Laos the Mekong marks the border between Laos
and Thailand, a border first established in an 1893 treaty hetween the colonising French
and the Siamese kingdom. The Mekong has a central role in the life of many Lao people as

a life-sustaining source, providing water for the irrigation of rice and other crops, and
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protein in the form of fish, crabs and other aquatic life. For centuries it has served as an

important means of transportation of both goods and people.

Communications and other aspects of infrastructure within Laos are still poorly
developed with many areas quite isolated and accessible only by air or river. This 1s
especially true for the less populous regions away from the Mekong River basin. The
situation has improved dramatically since the beginning of the 1990s when, with the help
of funding from the Asian Development Bank (ADB) and the aid programs of various
Western governments, work began on the upgrading and sealing of a numb<r of main
roads. These include the sections of Highway 13 between Luang Phrabang and Vientiane,
Vientiane south to Savannakhet and Pakse, as well as the section between Pakse and the
southern border with Cambodia. In addition, smaller roads linking provincial centres are
gradually being upgraded, most notably the road between Pakse and Salavan, and the roads
from Luang Prabang to Sam Neua and Muang Xai. These improvements in the road
network have greatly reduced travelling times and increased the efficiency of goods
transport (cf. Jerndal and Rigg 1999). This has had a dramatic impact on the river transport
sector whose traditional role in long distance transport has almost completely disappeared.
The only profitable river route now remaining is between Pak Lai in Sainyabuli province

and Vientiane.

Despite these improvements, a sizeable portion of the Lao population still lives in
quite isolated communities. The 1995 census shows that twenty-two percent of the Lao
population live in arcas not accessible to vehicles (EIU 1998:58). Public utilities such as
running water, electricity and medical services are poor and generally only available to the
minority of the population, those living in the small urban centres. To illustrate the lack of
general development of utilities, a selection of figures reproduced from the 1995 Lao
census, shown in Table 2.1 below, gives a comparison of houschold characteristics from a
number of provinces in the Lao PDR indicating the percentage of households with
electricity, toilets and type of dwelling structure. Dwelling structure figures indicate the
percentage of dwellings that were made of wood and/or concrete, i.e. permanent building
materials. In considering this set of figures, the reader should remember that even where
electricity is available it may be so for only several hours each day. Even in 1999 some
provincial centres, such as Phonsavan in Xieng Khouang province, only had an electricity
supply for five hours in the evenings. Note that Vientiane Municipality is significantly

more developed than the other provinces listed.
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Province Electricity Toilet Dwelling

(Concicte, Wood/concrete)

Sa\la,nn‘akhet,._n PRETE SR S, . _.“_ .; fa,
Salavan : 2

Table 2.1: Housing characteristics (Source: Lao census 1995)

Politics, Administration and Economy

The Lao People’s Democratic Republic is a one-party state, governed by the Lao
Peaple’s Revolutionary Party (LPRP) who came to power on December 2™ 1975, after
thirty years of warfare and internal political divisions which the Lao revolutionaries
referred to, and mythologised, as the “thirty year struggle”'_ (Stuart-Fox 1997:62 & 174).
Today the government no longer adheres to the socialist ideals and planning it originally
espoused and implemented, having abandoned them in the late 1980s with the titroduction
of market reforms under the New Economic Mechanism (NEM). The Lao PDR is now
fully committed to the market economy and development, but has no interest in, nor any
intention of, permitting liberal-democratic reforms. Thus, the Lao government is described
by Evans as “post-socialist”, a description also applicable to Vietnam and China. The
important feature of post-socialist governments is one of “political continuity between the
revolutionary and post-socialist phases” (Evans 1998:1) whereby “it is the regimes as a
political form which have survived, not socialism” (Evans 1995:xi).” This contrasts sharply
with the experience of Eastern Europe and Russia, where the end of socialist ideology was
accompanied by the downfall of the governments’ who implemented it, even if many of

their leading figures survived the change.

Politically, the country is separated into sixteen provinces, khééng (L209), one

special administrative zone, and the prefecture of Vientiane, kampééng nakhoon vianecan

(FOEUILEaoUDs9HY) (see Map 1). Each province is divided into around fifteen districts,

one of which serves as the seat of the provincial government. Formerly, districts were

Mo S

(BURMA) \.
: e

MYANMAR ,-=" =

L Savaanakhet

Savannakhen % _ v L
Roa ds ; .. I:._ Kaeng Kok .-ﬂj- ',
--------------- Provincial boundaries FAS o o ~
S } S a4t cJJ
% Ml alavan § e1
Sdlaveny” ¢
0 14 100 150 200 ) o oad AW S;k::: .'\.‘
= ‘S e, -
Kilometres (Y, g, - }
~ Y\ Chompasak ":' e
Chantpasak 8% A g & Xaisewhn ¢
‘?M \; N‘;ms Qﬁf,‘i‘"Aum 'f\
)' I'f l‘u\‘ |.il\... L
o P ———— — H g" i f “.4'\/ j
— L | §— .
!‘ ‘\_.'h\-a uan';)l{hong z
* +
* h 4
¢ \

c CAMBODIA - :

Map 1: Political map of the Lao People’s Democratic Republic

further divided into several subdistricts, fasééng (Ciz®9), that administered between five

to ten villages each (Evans 1990:183), however, this level of government was discarded in
the early 1990s. Pror .acial governments are able to exercise a considerable amouni of
regional independence because many national-level ministries (e.g. Finance, Interior,

Forestry and Agriculture, Information and Culture) and the party organisation are
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replicated at the provincial level (Evang 1990:184). The relatively poor state of
communications between the provinces and the national administration in Vientiane has
further assisted this decentralisation, which has been a characteristic of the current

govemment since its outset (Stuart-Fox 1997:175) and was similarly a feature of the Royal
Lao Government (Evans 1995:35),

Since the late 198, Laos has emerged from its self-imposed isolation from the
Western world which began after the change of power in 1975 when the new communist
government took Laos into the Soviet bloc. The admission of Laos, along with Myanmar
and Cambodia, as fu]l members of the Association of South-East Asian Nations (ASEAN)
it July 1997 has been a significant and progressive step in the process of integrating Laos
into the region. The importance of Laog’ geographical location as the hub of Southeast
Asia is now coming to the fore as the region becomes more closely integrated, its trade
liberalised, and the economic power of China becomes increasingly prominent. Laos is
NOW in a position to assume an important role as a major land trading route between China
and the rest of Southeast Asia (see Walker 1997). In the meantime hydro-electric power
sales to Thailand and timber products are the main sources of export income for the Lao
government, although the projected income from electricity sales has been revised

downward in the wake of the Asian economic crisis of the late 19905 (cf. Bourdet 2000).

In spite of the potential benefits regional changes are likely to bring Laos is stil]
finding progress very tough due to its small size and struggling economy. The Lao
economy remains highly dependent upon foreign aid projects and development loans; a

situation that is unlikely to change in the near future (Evans 1995:xx; Lintner 30/9/2001).

the kip. In 1998 the kip nosedived from around 900 kip to the US dollar to more than 3000,
a trend which worsened throughout the first half of 1999 when it almost reached 10,000
kip to the dollar. Another worrying sign for the Lao government is the withdrawal of

foreign business investment, a sector that was booming in the early 1990s, because of

perceived government interference and corruption.

Population

The population of the Lao PDR is estimated at four to five million people (EIU
1998:55; SPC 1997:7) and is overwhelmingly rural, with the sources giving either 76%
(EIU figures) or 83% (SPC figures)® of the population residing in the couzr. =side. Even
Vientiane, the nation’s capital and largest urban centre with nearly half a million people
has a strong rural flavour, with livestock and rice fields occupying many open areas within
the city limits. Other urban centres are much smaller and less economically important,
althdugh this is slowly changing, especially in the southern areas where the roads which
traverse Laos to join Thailand with Vietnam are being upgraded. The recently completed
bridge across the Mekong at Pakse, and the commencement of another at Savannakhet will

provide further impetus for these two urban centres to expand.

By Asian standards Laos’ population density is extraordinarily low, with around 19
people per km?, a figure attributable to the rugged forested and mountainous terrain that
covers most of the country. In comparison, neighbouring Vietnam has a population density
of 230 people, and Thailand 120 per km%. Of Laos’ total population 37 percent live in the
provinces of Vientiane, Savannakhet and Champassak, the main commercial areas of the
country and the three provinces with the largest proportions of ethnic Lao people.?
Questions concerning Laos’ population inevitably raise issues of ethnicity, issues that are
complex and politically sensitive. This area requires some consideration before we can tum
to matters concerning musical topics, since a full appreciation of Laos’ ethnic landscape is

essential to coherent description and definition of vocal inusic in Laos,

Ethnicity in Laos

The population of Laos is not homogenous but a collection of numerous ethnic
groups who can be categorised at a general level according to the languages they speak.
Three major language families are present in Laos: Tai, Tibeto-Burman/Hmong-Yao, and
Mon-Knmer. From 1975 until 1991 the Lao gevernment used membership of these
language families as the underlying criteria by which to officially categorise minorities,

dividing them into the following ‘three large cthnicities/nationalities’, saam son phaw naf

(@Waucialmo):

0] the Lao Lum (maa‘iu), literally ‘lower Lao’. The Lao of the river valleys, or

more generally the speakers of Tai languages;
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(i)  the Lao Sung (mo&gg), literally ‘high Lao’. The Lao of the mountain tops,

the Tibeto-Burman and Hmong-Yao language groups;

(ifi)  the Lao Thoeng (aactin), literally ‘upper Lao’. The Lao of the mountain

slopes, the Mon-Khmer speakers. This group is believed by many
ethnographers to be indigenous to the area (cf. Evans 19995:25).

Although linguistic criteria underlje these groupings, the actual labels reflect the relative
elevation at which each group dwells. Elevation is a general
Hmong and other Tibeto-

guide since the majority of
Burman groups do tend to live and farm along the high ridges of
the mountainous north while the Mon-Khmer groups live and farm on the m
rather than the ridges. Similarly,

ountain slopes

the lowland Lao tend o congregate in towns and villages

along the banks of Laos’ many rivers. Trankell (1998), however, notes that these groups do

not necessarily have a deep cultural attachment to living at these elevatios
believe. It is more likely

1S as many people

the result of the politically dominant Lao ethnic group having

taken the best fand, leaving the other groups little choice but to occupy land at higher

elevations.

In 1991, the tripartite System was officially replaced by a system in which the

groups were categorised by four ethno-linguistic categories: Lao-Tai,” Mon-
Tibetan, and Hmong-Yao (Vientiane Times 8/2000), but in

Khmer, Sing-

spite of this official change, the
tripartite terms remain firmly fixed in the Lao conceptualisation of ethnicity.®

The status of the diverse ethnic groups in Laos is further confused by continual
official revisions of the names and number of ethnic groups living in Laos, Figures
appearing In previous estimations of the number of ethnic groups have ranged from the
Lao government’s 1984 claim of 68 groups, then to 50 (Ratnam 1982:32), and down to 46
in Halpem’s 1967 list (1967:255). The 1995 Lao census cited the number of differe

ethnic groups living inside Laos at more than 48, a figure’ which Evans (1999a:178) not

nt

es
was arrived at after the Institute of Ethnography rationalised a list compiled from the 1983-

1985 census that recorded an astounding total of 820 groups! It appears that this numb

was inflated due to many names being recorded several times with various s
most recent example of the on

€r

pellings. The
-going count appeared in a Vientiane Times report in August
2000, entitled Anthropology Symposium on Tribes in Laos. Accordin
symposium had agreed that there are “49 tribes in Laos™

g 10 this report the

. The same article also mentions

that in 1984 the Party politburo “gave approval of 68 ethnic groups”, acknowledging the

downwards revision now occurring.

Beneath all the number juggling one significant process has been carried out, the
breaking down of the three large ethnic groups into their constituent ethnic groups. Evans
claims this is a means to ensure each ethnic group “appeared less significant in relation to
the dominant ethnic Lac group, and therefore placed the latter at the cultural centre and
apex of the nation” (1999b:26). This claim is supported by a table entitled “Population,
Distribution by Sex and Ethnic Group” that appears in the 1995 Lao census in which the
Lao stand out at the top with nearly two and a half million people or 52.5% of the
population (SPC 1997:19). The next most nunerous group are the Khmu, numbering under
half a million, just 11% of the total population. The figures would have looked quite
different had only the three ethnic groups been listed. F urthermore, a number of minority
Tai groups, including the Thai Dam (Black Thai) and Thai Daeng (Red Thai), appear to
have been included in the figures for the ‘Lao’ group, which probably increased the total

for the ethnic Lao group to over fifty percent.

A common misconception is that the tripartite terms were created by the Lao
communists and put into general use after the LPRP came to power (sece Miller
1998a:336). In fact, all three were in general use at least fifteen years before the current
government took over and were loosely employed by the Royal Lao Government (RLG) as
well (see Halpern 1960; Halpern and Kunstadter 1967). While there is little doubt that the
minority policy of the Lao communists was the vehicle that put these terms into general
use, it was not a new innovation instituted by them. Evans notes that the ‘three ethnicities’
approach to Lao ethnology “has an old pedigree”, tracing il as far back as an 1899 article in
the Revwe Indo-Chinoise. That the situation has barely changed over the following one
hundred years is what he calls “a clear sign of deep conceptual inertia” (Evans 1999b:24),
an inertia of which one is constantly reminded by the depictions of the three ethnic groups

all over Laos on billboards, advertisements and the one thousand kip note (see Plate 6).

Who are the Lao People?®

‘Lao’ can have a variety of meanings depending upon the contexts in which it is
used. ‘Lao’, and the now somewhat outmoded term ‘Laotian’, may be used to refer to the
citizens of the Lao PDR or it may be used in a more specific sense to refer to the ethnic

group known as the lowland Lao who dominate the social, political and economic
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landscape in Laos. Lowland Lao political dominance is exemplified in the nation’s name,
‘Lao PDR’ or ‘Laos’, even though Laos’ population is one of the most ethnically diverse in
maintand Southeast Asia. The Lao ethnic group, most of whom live along the valleys of
the Mekong and its tributaries, are sometimes referred to as the Lao-Tai as a means of
distinguishing them along linguistic lines (Moréchand 1970:31).° The affix “Tai’ indicates
that the Lao ethnic group belongs to the broad family of peoples in and around mainland
Southeast Asia who speak Tai-Kadai languages (Halpern and Kunstadter 1967:255;
Edmonson and Solnit 1997:2), a grouping which also includes the Thai people in Thailand,
the Shan groups in Thailand and Myanmar, the Ahom and Ai-Ton of Assam in India, the
Lue of Laos and Yunnan, and the Zhuang of south-west China, among many others (see Li
1959; 1960). The Tai-Kadai family is divided into three sub-groups, northern, centrai, and
south-western, with Lao and many minority Tai languages found in Laos belonging to the
latter sub-group. Membership of this broad language family, however, does not mean that
all members share a common cultural identity or a common language even among

members within the same sub-group (cf. Enficld and Evans 1998).

Apart from language, the lowland Lao are often distinguished as the athnic group
that adheres to Buddhisni, contrasting them with other ethnic groups of Laos speaking
Mon-Khmer, Tibeto-Burman and Hmong-Yao languages, the majority of whom remain
animistic in their beliefs. These animistic beliefs include the worship of nature spirits
(thought to reside in trees, rivers, the earth and sky) and ancestors. In common with
Buddhism in Thailand, Burma and Cambodia, Lao Buddhism is a fusion of Buddhist
teachings and the animistic beliefs that preceded the arrival of Buddhism. Those carlier

beliefs are still seen in numerous daily practices of Lao Buddhists, including the basi’® and

the erection of small spirit houses, saan pha phuum (87wzLL), at the front of important

buildings like the family home (cf. Tambiah 1970)."

Yet even the official definjtion of the lowland Lao group is far from homogenous
since 1t includes upland Tai-speaking minority groups whom Lao and Western
ethnographers have labelled as ‘tribal Tai’, not because they are in any sense tribal but
“presumably because they have not formed separate states” (Evans 1999¢:126) as the Thai,
Lao, Shan and Lue have managed to do at various points in history. For officiai purposes
these minority Tai groups are included in the official ethnic category ‘Lao’ (synonymous
with Lao Lum, ‘lowland Lao’), despite the fact that they are not all Buddhist, observe

different cultural practices from the valley-dweiling lowland Lao, have little day-to-day
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contact with them, and speak their own languages which are not mutually intelligible with
Lao dialects {cf. Trankell 1998). Hence, the most likely explanation for their inclusion in
the Lao category is as a boost to the numbers of ethnic Lao for the census figures.
Somewhat incongruously, the 1995 Lao census provides separate figures for two of the
larger minority Tai groups, the Phutai {or Phu Thai) and the Lue, possibly because they are
better known than the smaller Tai groups. Also noteworthy is the fact that these two groups
are more similar to the lowland Lao both linguistically and culturaily than are minority Tai

groups like the Thai Dam who appear to have been included in the lowland Lao category. '

For this thesis, the answer {o the question ‘who are the Lao?” will be ethnically-
based, stating that the people whose vocal music is the focus of this study are the ethnic

group who:
1. speak mutually intelligible dialects of the Lao language.
2. observe Buddhist religious practices.
3. tend to live in the lower lying river valley areas of Laos.

Accordingly, the definition of ‘Lao’ deliberately omits the numerous minority Tai groups
whose languages are not mutually intelligible to speakers of Lao, and/or who are not
Buddhist. This definition is necessarily a narrow one, which, by drawing definite
boundaries around the ‘Lao’ group seeks to emphasise difference rather than similarity.
This stance is further clarified at the end of chapter 3 in which a paradigm for the Lao
khap-lam tradition is presented. For the time being, however, we need to appreciate the
extent 1o which issues of ethnicity have been important to the development of Lao

nationalism.

Lao Nationalism and the Political Imagining of ‘Lao-ness’

Evans (1999b:16) points out that questions concerning racial identity in Southeast
Asia are modern ones, born of the nationalist movements i the late 19™ century.
Answering questions like “Who are the Lao people?” requires us to examine the basis of
two conceptions of the nation state in Southeast Asia. The first, conceived along ethnic and
racial lines, seeks fo unite the peoples of a single ethnic group under the banner of the
nation. The second is the political, or republican model, according to which the population
within the borders of the nation are its citizens, regardless of ethnic or racial identity. The

Lao nationalist dialogue, begun by the French and continued by the Lao, has been unable
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to escape an ethnically based view of the nation, despite attempts to cultivate a republican
model (see Evans 1999b:16-21). The Lao cthnic model that holds sway in Laos today
places the lowland Lao at the apex of the nation through which all other cultures are

interpreted.

Whether modelled upon ethnic or republican ideas, natienalist ditalogue always has
the “imagined coramunity” of the nation as its central focus (Anderson 1983:6) in which
all people within the borders of the nation, or proposed nation, are envisaged as sharing
common goals and aspirations:

...it 1S imagined as a community, because, regardless of the actual
inequality and exploitation that may prevail in each, the nation is always

conceived as a deep, horizontal comradeship. (Anderson 1983:7) (his
emphasis)

In this section we shali see how the nationalist dialogue in Laos began with an ethnically-
based concept of the Lao state, flirted briefly with a republican model before returning
- again to an ethnic model. The major obstacle to the republican model has been the inability
to instil a sense of “deep, horizontal comradeship” among the ethnically diverse
population; it has been easier to create a nationalist dialogue based upon the lowland Lao

ethnicity.

The French made some of the first atlempts at defining who the Lao people are as
they sought to justify their territorial claims during border demarcation negotiations with
the Siamese in the late 19" century. A primary consideration in these negotiations was to
differentiate the Lao from the Siamese in order to discredit Siamese claims to the territory
claimed by France. These French efforts were a precursor to a Lao nationalist discourse
that began to emerge in the mid 20™ century, the origins of which may be traced to the

national renovation movement which was spearheaded by thie first national newspaper Lao

Nhay (ajﬂo?maj) ‘Great Lao’ (Ivarsson 1999). Launched in January 1941, this newspaper

printed inter-provincial news, old and new poetry, a range of practical information, and
articles concerning the standardisation of the Lao language and the historical narrative

relating the territory of modern Laos to the former Lao kingdom of Lane Xang,

The national renovation movement differs from other nationalist movements in
Southeast Asia because it was instigated by the French colonial administration in order to
counter the growing pan-Thai rlictoric emanating from Thailand. Under the right-wing rule

of Field Marshall Phibun,"? the Thai government was making irredentist claims to Lao
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territory and its ethnic Lao inhabitants, calling them lost provinces and Thai brothers that
should rightly be reunited with Thailand to create a greater Thai nation. Thaiiand had
already annexed parts of Laos and Cambodia in 1940-41, and was seeking to add to its
gains. Phibun’s aims may be seen as an extreme example of the ethnic model of
nationalism to which the Lao responded with an ethnically-based model of their own,
building on earlier French efforts, secking ways by which they couid define themselves as
a separate entity from the Thai. Consequently, the national renovation aimed not to find
similarity with Thailand and other Tai groups but to “integrate Laos further into the
Indochinese Federation and make it a more viable member of this entity” and remain loyal
to France and the French empirc (Ivarsson 1999:64). The program adopted by the national
renovation movement 1s described below:

...the campaign stressed the oneness of the population from north to

south with regard to history, race, language, and religion. At the same

time a cultural renovation was carried out through which a specific

Laotian cultural heritage was 1o be unearthed, reformed, and resurrected

in order to communicate the common identity of the Laotian people as

defined through a specific Lao cultural identity. That is, an identity

defined in pure cthnic-Lao terms to which the other ethnic groups were
to be assimilated. (lvarsson 1999:65)

Much of the dialoguc bepun by the national renovation movement has continued to
the present day, with successive Lao governments putting their own slant on the vision of a
Lao state for the Lao people. Each of these visions is spun together by the same historical
narrative reaching back into the glorious past of Lane Xang when Lao influence and power
was at its pinnacle. The Lao kingdom of Lane Xang lasted from 1353 until 1707, at which
time it split into three separate weak kingdoms: Luang Phrabang, Vientiane and
Champassak. Lao influence in the region declined further over the next one hundred and
filty years, with the stronger states of Siam and Vietnam vying against each other for
control over the disunited Lao territories. In 1887 when the French established their
presence in Laos they brought most of the former Lane Xang territory on the Western
banks of the Mekong under the one administration, incorporating it into French Indochina.
Since independence in 1953, successive Lao governments have fostered the image of a
historical continuity from the kingdom of Lane Xang to the present day as an integral part
of their imagined Lao community. The preoccupation with the Lao kingdom of Lane Xang

has also meant that the narrative and the cultural materials upon which the national
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renovation and subsequent nationalist movements have focussed, are those belonging

exclusively to the Lao ethnic group.

The national renovation movement and its accompanying historical narrative were
largely a dialogue for the urban and educated Lao. In a country where literacy and access
to education was severely limited, Lao people in the countryside, minorities, and others
who were not members of the small elite were excluded from the debate which was
primarily aired through print media. As the national renovation gave way to the anti-
French Lao Issara (Free Lao) movement in 19435, the nationalist dialogue began to move
beyond the elites. By the late 1950s, after independence, rural peasants and minority
groups, previously overiooked in nationalist discourse had become the target of Pathet Lao
(PL, the Lao communists) and RLG political campaigns, taking the nationalist discourse
into the general population. At this point in time, a republican mode! for the nation began
to emerge as the dialogue moved away from the urban Lao elites. In 1948 Katay Don
Sasorith, a leading figure in the Lao Issara, suggested that it was not necessary for ail
groups within a nation to speak the same language or worship the same religion (Evans
1999b:19), a position that was partly reflected in the development of the tripartite
ethnicities labels. These developments indicated that a more inclusive dialogue was
emerging, although the use of ‘Lac’ to prefix each of the tripartite ethnic labels was a sign

that ethnic concepts were not far away.

By popularising the three ethaic designations prefixed with ‘Lao’ during the war
years, the Lao communists adopted the republican model, emphasising themes of solidarity
between all tribes and peoples of Laos. Application of this policy has been described as a

“shrewd tactic” because the provinces under communist control, the liberated zone k/iéer

pot pooj (GQQQQU‘BU), were mainly populated by minority groups (Halpern 1964a:13)."

The Lao communists® call throughout the 1960s was for the peoples of Laos to unite and
repel the foreign invader, the United States. The potency of such symbolism was obviously
not lost on the RLG who also adopted the same rhetoric, casting Vietnam in the role of
foreign invader. Unfortunately, the RLG did not enjoy the same access to the minority
populations as the Lao communists because it had no control over the areas along the Lao-
Vietnamese border where most minorities lived. This situation, coupled with a lack of
genuine interest in, and understanding of, minorities by the Lao elite, were significant
problems that the RLG never managed to overcome in its minerities policy (Halpern
1960:80-83; 19642:91)."
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Once the LPRP took power at the end of 1975 their republican nationalist rhetoric
continued, but the socialist ideals which had been largely down-piayed throughout the war
came to the fore. A few years before taking power, as their influence in the RLG zone
spread, the LPRP adopted a pro-ethnic Lao line similar to that of the RLG in which they
set themselves up as the guardian of traditional lowland Lao culture, promising to rid Laos
of the corrupt RLG officials and the bad influences of the West, in particular the USA. A
return to a more ethnically-based view of the nation was signalled here, although at first it
would prove to be one that was subservient to international socialist culture. The rapid
move towards socialism was begun with the implementation of the three revolutions,
which were: 1) the relations of production; 2} science and technology; and 3) culture and
ideology.

Of the three, the first was the ‘guide’, in that it would form the
economic base upon which Lao socialism would be constructed; the
second was the ‘key’ to this transformation, since it would provide the
transfer of technology necessary to by-pass capitalism and create a
modern industrial economy; while the third was always to be a ‘step
ahead’ of the other two, in forming Lao socialist men and women

ideologically commiited to socialism and thus bringing about the

desired socialist transformation of Lao society and the Lao economy.
(Stuart-Fox 1997:169)

It was the latter revolution that disrupted daily life in Laos for a number of years, as the Lao
culture that the party had promised 10 protect came under attack. The monarchy was
abolished, Buddhist monks were no longer permitted to go on their alms rounds, bun

festivities were banned, the Lao language was reformed, and rituafs connected to spirits,
phii (3), and other superstitions outlawed. All of these changes were part of the ideological

and cultural revolution which aimed to transform the population into the ideal of ‘new

socialist man’ by controlling all aspects of everyday life.

Yet by all accounts, the socialist experiment in the Lao PDR largely failed. Most of
the economic and social reforms implemented in the mid-1970s had been abandoned by
the mid 1980s. Many of the changes made to Buddhist practices did not last. Similarly, the
restrictions on bun, banning of private enterprise, and collectivisation of agriculture also
proved to be short-lived. However, the government managed to retain political control over
the sangha, or priesthood. The introduction of the New Economic Mechanism in 1986
marked the beginning of frec-market reforms and the government’s retreat from its contro!

over people’s datly lives. In the intervening years the underlying ethnic based view of the
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Lao nation has gained strength particularly since the collapse of socialism in the early
1990s, after which the Lao government has sought to maintain its legitimacy to govern by
once again casting itself in the ~ole of protector of traditional Lao culture (cf. Evans 1998).
Few observers have failed to spot the irony of a government that once attempted to create
an international socialist culture with Lao characteristics is now promoting the virtues of

traditional Lao culture without the socialist interpretations.

So what has this meant for the minorities? They have not fared terribly well in the
new Lao PDR in spite of policy statements and announcements emanating from the LPRP
and its numerous bodies. These inevitably refer to the equality and solidarity of all tribes
and ethnic groups of Laos, something that Evans describes as a “leitmotif” of Vietnamese
ethnography (1999a:163). Such statements exemplify the imagining of a “deep, horizontal
comradeship” between members of a nation, however, the Lao government has found it
difficult to instil a sense of an imagined community into its ethnically diverse population,
especially with the added burdens of war, poverty, isolation, low education standards and
poor communications infrastructure. Furthermore, there appears to be little will on the part

of the government to put its rhetoric into practice.

A good example of this lack of integration is evident in the fact that the minorities’
important role in the revolution has not been reflected in the party hierarchy. Faydang
Lobliayao and Sithon Kommadam, two ethnic minority leaders in the PL who, after the
creation of the Lao PDR, were declared ‘heroes of the revolution’, yet never gained places
in the party central committee which has always been the preserve of the ethnic Lao
(Stuart-Fox 1997:177). A decline in the number of minority group representatives in the
higher levels of the Party hierarchy over the past decade has lead to a state apparatus that is
dominated by ethnic Lao (Evans 1998:177). Other examples of the.declining role of
minorities in government planning and policy making can be seen in school texts which, in
the early days of the new government, made fregiient reference to how the minorities had
aided, or were aided by the revolution but which new increasingly project a lowland Lao
view of national culture (Evans 1998:164). Over the past decade the Lao government’s
minority policy has taken a more assimilationist approach, a shift exemplified in the policy
to stop swidden agriculture, widely practiced by the minority groups, and relocate their

villages away from the highland areas to the river valleys where the lowland Lao live.'®

The exclusion of the minorities from the political dialogue is also reflected in other

aspects of Lao life, especially cultural activities and the economy. Recent reports indicate
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that the benefits of development and ecoaomic reforms have been heavily in favour of the
Lao ethnic population, who are concentrated in the urban areas and fertile river valleys
(Jerndal and Rigg 1999:45). The cultural dialogue in Laos has been almost exclusively
conducted in terms of a lowland Lao culture and, until very recently, little genuine interest
has been shown in the cultural materials of minority groups, despite their being show-cased
at official functions and in tourist venues. However, rather than being genuine cultural
materials of minority groups these are mostly show pieces, usually written, choreographed
and performed by lowland Lao people (see Mahoney 1994; 1995; 1998). Although lowland
Lao domination of ‘national culture’ is unlikely to be challenged in the near future, the
commercial potential of ethnic diversity has recently been recognised by the Lao
government and has begun to be actively promoted by the National Tourism Authority.
This has resulted in some restored pride to the more marketable, “colourful” minorities
(Evans 1999b:26), but the commercial exploitation of some minority cultures threatens o
turn them into a commodity that is increasingly homogenised, reflecting the contrived

representations of the past.

Traditional Lao Literature'’

Traditional Lao literature exists as both a written and an oral tradition. Much of the
Lao literary canon was composed from the 16™ century onwards, following the decline of
the kingdom of Lane Xang. Unlike many other Southeast Asian traditions, traditional Lao

literature is the product of village culture, not of a royal court. Texts were originally

written upon palm-leaves, baj laau (Tuaau), and bound together into a bundle, hence the

name pangsuti phuuk (U"Jt]%ngﬂ) ‘bound book’. In traditional Lao society, monks, novices,

and former monks were usually the only literate people in the village, therefore, public

readings of literature were the primary means by which the literary canon was transmitted

to the general population. These public readings formed the gan nangsau tradition (lit.
‘reading a book); the tradition that is widely thought to be the origin of all Lao khap-lam
genres.

The vast majority of traditional Lao literature is composed using a poetic {orm

called koon aan (neuéﬁu), (lit. ‘poetry to be read’, sce Chapter 6 for more details); a name

indicating that the poetry was intended to be read aloud to a listening audience and not read

silently by individual readers. The koon aan form was adapted from the oral tradition of
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phafiaa (3eti©9), a thyming, often riddle-like, verse formerly used by villagers in courting

rituals. Although texts were written upon palm leaf manuscripts, the texts of the stories
were by no means fixed. Instead, they were often modified by the monks and novices
whose task it was to transcribe literature to new manuscripts as older copies wore out and
decayed. Alteration ot manuscripts during the transcription process was ofien
unintentional, simple errors introduced by young, unskilled novices, but intentional
changes were also made. Transcribers with extensive literary knowledge would alter
sections that they feli could be improved, or repair errors introduced in previous
transcriptions. In this way, different versions of the same story developed in different parts

of Laos and northeast Thailand.

It is widely believed that the Lao literary canon is largely of Indic origin, however,
the Indic stories are largely restricted to some fifty paiiia-jatakas, which arrived in Laos
via Cambodia around the time of Fa Ngeum, the 14" century founder of the Lao kingdom
of Lanec Xang. A continuity of plot exists between the Indian, Cambodian, and Lao
versions of these pariicular tales, although in Laos they have been considerably reworked

to sui¢ the Lao worldview. However, the Lao version of the Ramayana, Pha Lak Pha Lam
(Wednwsaaw), differs from the Indian tale in a number of crucial ways, most notably the
omission of the motif in which the father banishes the hero at the instigation of the step-

mother (Sahai 1996:49). In total the traditional Lao literary canon has five hundred jataka

tales (stories of the previous incarnations of the Lord Buddha), fifty of which are the
paina-jatakas mentioned above, also known as the haasip saat (Em%uq‘m) ‘fifty lives’.
There are also a large number of apocryphal jatakas that are exclusive to the Lao literary
canon. These blend folktales with religious elements and include the stories, rhaaw kam

kaa dam ("R NOG0), pha dééng naang aaj (WSLNIUNDEY), sang sin saj (H95Utg), and
kalakéér (neasenn), among others. Scenes from many of these Lao jatakas are incorporated

into verses performed in khap-fam genres, and they are also the tales which formed the
basis of the ezdy lam phuun tradition in which mohlam recited the tale over a series of
evenings (Miller 1985a:40-42).

' The “thirty year struggle” refers to the period beginning with the Lao Issara (Free Lao), the {orebear of the
LPRP, movement’s declaration of Laos’ independence from Japan in 1945 and ending with the declaration of
the Lao PDR in December 1975.
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* A number of socialist structures and symbols remain. The organisation and power structures of the LPRP
and Lao government have changed little since 1975. For example, the hammer and sickle emblem has been
retained on the party’s flag which is widely displayed throughout the country in the period leading up to
national day on December 2™ each year.

* The Lao census of 1995 used the following five criteria to determine whether or not a village was classified
as rural or urban. At least three of the five criteria must apply to a viliage for it to be classed as ‘urban’. 1.
There is a market in the village. 2. There is a road for motor vehicle access to the village, 3. The village must
lic in the municipal vicinity where the district or provincial authority is located, 4. The majority of
houscholds in the village are electrified, 5. There is a tap water supply in service to the majority of
households. (SPC 1997:16).

* It was in these three provinces that | conducted the buik of my field research.

® This is a term coined by the Lao government as a reaction to perceived bias towards a Thai interpretation of
the Tat language family. Lao belongs to the south-western branch of the Tai-Kadai family,

® Evans points out that the tripartite terms have not been used in official documents since the beginning of the
1990s. They have been replaced by siatements which refer Laos’® mult-cthnic status with the Lao-Tai
ethnicity as its implicit or explicit core (Evans 1999a:180).

" "The 1995 Lao census gave a list of forty-seven groups plus a category for ‘others’. Ten thousand people or
0.2 of the total population were listed in this last group.

¥ Evans recently used a similar sub-title (Who are the Lao?) in the introduction to his 1999 book Laos:
Cudture and Society (Evans 1999b). That introduction is cited extensively in this section, because it provides
the most thoroughly rescarched and contemporary views on issues of ethnicity and nationalism in Laos
currently available.

* While the Lao-Tai is a label ostensibly assigned according to linguistic criteria, it is also a puiineal
designation designed to counter perceptions of Thai (not Tai) dominance. In Thailand the terms Thal-Lao or

Tai-Lao are often used.

" The basi (US) or sun khuan (%Qﬁu) 1s a common Lao cecremony in which the essential energies of the

body, khuan, are called back to the person. The ceremony finishes with the tying of threads of white cotton
around the wrists.

"' The incorporation of local beliefs into the large religions of Buddhism, slam, and Christianity is a wosid-
wide phenomenon and by no means unigue to Laos or Southeast Asia.

" FFor example, the Phu Thai language is primasily distinguished from La: by its tonal patterns and its fack of
diphthongs whereas many other minority Tai languages of the south-western branch {including Lu¢) arc
further distinguished by their lack of aspirated stop consonants {Edmonson and Sclnit 1997:12).

"* Field Marshall Phibun Songkhram is without doubt the most notorious prime minister of Thailand. His two
premiership terms were remarkable for a number of social engineering programs.

" The liberated zone covered most of the eastern regions of Laos from north to south that were adjacent to
the Vietnamese border. The royalist zone was mostly restricted to the Mekong river valley.

"* Evans {1998:148) provides a counterview noting that the RLG were more sympathatic 1o sinority issues

than has been assumed.
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' These policies/practices have been criticised, as relocated groups are ofien given poor quality land in
undesirable locations. Other concerns centre upon the inability of some minority groups to participate in the
lowland economy (International Rivers Networx 1999).

‘" This brief overview of traditional Lao literature is largely a summary of several weiks by Peter Koret
(1996, 1954b; 1999).

54

.......

Chapter 3
LLAO KHAP-LAM VOCAL MUSIC

With the complex issue of ethnicity in Laos now explained in some detail and the
question ‘whose music?’ having been posed and answered, this chapter provides an
overview of the genres which make up the khap-fam vocal musie tradition. Firstly, in order
to clarify possible misconceptions that may have arisen from conflicting data in other
studies, two fundamental terms, khap-lam and mohlam, are considered and their meaning
defined for the rest of this study. A basic paradigm showing the relationships between
primary components of the khap-fam tradition and its various genres is then proposed
before moving on to a discussion of classification issues, which includes a summary of the
northern and southern genres within the khap-lam tradition. A section on the Lao free-reed
mouth organ, the khaen, covers the basic musical structures found in khiap-lam, explaining
the instrument’s fundamental features and analysing its role in contemporary
conceptualisations of Lao culture. The chapter concludes by expanding the paradigm
presented earhier in the chapter to include a new concept: the Lao cultural platform, which
is a collection of cultural possessions upon which the four primary components of the Lao

khap-lam tradition are based.

What is khap-lamm? Terminology, Definitions and Concepts

The term khap-lam is currently used in Laos to denote genres of traditional vocal
music characterised by extemporaneous singing, usually in repartee form, between a male
and female performer, although solo performance sometimes occurs. The compound khap-
lam' is created by combining two separate words whose meanings are parallel; thus both
words, khap and lam, mean “a song (sung in a particular verse form where the word tones
generate the mciody)”.2 The song type denoted by kiiap and lam has also been described as
“antiphonal chanting” (Hartmann 1992:33), and “a synthesis of exiemporaneous poetry,
folk music, and dance” (Compton 1974; 1979:94). Miller claims that the extemporaneous
nature of khap-lam genres is an aspect which is over-emphasised by many casual observers
of genres in northeast Thailand (Miller 1985a:101). However, he does acknowledge that

texts are improvised by accomplished molilam in Laos (Miller 1998a:342).

A number of homonyms exist for both khap and /am. However, these will not be

discussed here, as Miller (1985a:22-24) has already examined them in some detail.
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Orizins of the term khap-lam

The words khap and lam occur in numerous languages and dialects of the south-
western branch of the Tai language family. Appearing in all the languages of the south-
western branch, khap is quite widespread. In contrast, /am is more restricted in its
distribution, perhaps originally limited to Lao dialects in southern Laos and northeast
Thailand (L1 1977:195). Both words are often combined to give khap-lam, a compound
word in which the two elements have essentially the same meaning. Noun-noun and verb-
verb compounding strategies are ubiquitous throughout the Lao language. Lao also has
other types of word-compounds, some of which join a number of verbs or nouns together,
usually with a rhyming second and third syllabie in a serics, creating an “‘elaborate

expression” (Chapman 1996:21-22; Roffe 1975).® For example, a frequently heard

expression is tham maa haa kin (Houanafiy) ‘to go out and eam a living’, is made up of

the verbs ‘to do, to come, to seek, to eat’. Parallel compounds with rhyming syllables are a
distinctive feature of Lao literature, spoken Lao, and the sung texts of khap-lam. These
features have been the subject of previous descriptioﬁs and analysis by several scholars

(Koret 1994a; Compton 1979)(see Appendix 1 for more examples).

In Lao, as in English, many words are able to function as both verbs and nominals,
although an individual item will usually appear in one role more frequently than the other.”
Both k/ap and lam have this dual function; as verbs they mean “to sing (a song of a
particular verse form in which word tones generate the melody)”, while as nominals they
denote the song type itself. Since the two meanings are clearly related, it is likely that onc
usage developed before the other, although it is unclear which one came first. As nominals,
khap and /an most often appear before the name of a genre, with khap generally denoting
genres from the northern regions of Laos, and /amm most often referring to the genres of
southern Laos. The compound khap-lam, as used by the MIC and other government
offices, tends to have a collective meaning: the traditional vocal music genres of all the
regions, and by extension all etl:mic groups, of Laos. This notion of a collective folk music
tradition goes hand-in-hand with the Lao government’s image of Laos as a harmonious
multi-ethnic nation sharing diverse yet somehow unifying traditions, as discussed in the
previous chapter. In this sense the term khap-lam is probably a by-product of recent

government policy (see the section on classification issues below).

The Thai scholar Jarernchai Chonpairot has suggested that an old Thai compound

term, khap-lam-nam ‘to sing’® may have been shortened to produce both terms, khap and
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lam, one used in the north of Laos, and the other in northeast Thailand and southern Laos
(Miller 1998a:340). This view is arguably Thai-centric, as it presumes the words originate
in the Thai language rather than being common to Tai languages in general; moreover it
provides no explanation as to why khap is used in the Tai speaking Lue groups of Yunnan
province in China, an area in which there has been virtually no Thai influence and where
the word /am is unknown (Davis 1999 & personal communication 10/10/99). The fact that
both krap and lam are common to Tai languages of the south-western branch, albeit with
uneven regional distribution, explains why they are found in the vocabulary of the minority
Tai groups in northern Laos and into China and Vietnam, but not in the vocabulary of non-
Tai groups such as the Khmu and the Hmong,” who inhabit the same areas. This lack of a
common term for vocal music across disparate ethnic groups is further evidence that the
use of khap-lam as a blanket term for all traditional vocal music in Laos appears to be an

imposition by a government interpreting cultures from an ethnic Lao perspective,

During my field research in Laos 1 noticed that although the term khap-lam was
frequently employed in all official documents and publications originating from various
departments within the Lao Ministry of Information and Culture (MIC). Fine Arts,
Literature and Mass Culture, and the Institute for Cultural Research (cf. Houmphanh
1992a), the term was not always immediately understood by members of the general
public. However, the performers who participated in the study had no difficulty
understanding the collective term khap-lam, presumably because most of them have had
some involvement with the MIC at some stage of their careers. As a result I began to
wonder about this label, what its origins might be, and whether it might be a recent
invention or reinterpretation of an existing term. The first sources I looked at were Lao

language publications both old and new.

Two recent publications on khap-lam genres written and published by the scholars
from the MIC’s Department of Literature and Mass Culture have addressed the issue of
how khap and lam differ. They provide a number of clues as to how to answer this
question. Both works concluded that the two words really mean the same thing, with one
form, khap, found in northern dialects and the other, /am, found in southern dialects
(Thongkham 1998:43; Kavin 1997:2-3). That the authors of these publications felt the need
to explain these terms to their Lao readers suggests that the term khap-lam and its
application to a broader context has been a source of confusion for some people, perhaps

even scholars within the MIC itself. In examining two pre-1975 Lao grammars by Sila
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Viravong and Phoumi Vongvichit which have sections dealing with khap and lam, 1| was
unable to find the compound Ahap-lar: (Sila 1961; Phoumi 1991). Subsequently I turned to
a number of dictionaries published between 1912 and 1992. As a compound form, khap-
lam does not appear in a well-regarded Lao-English dictionary (Kerr 1992), Preecha’s
Isan-Thai-English dictionary (1989), nor in a Lao language dictionary {Thongkham 1992).
It is listed in an older Lao-French dictionary where khap-lam is defined as the verb chanrer
‘to sing’ (Remnhorn 1970:227), although this dictionary appears to be largely an update of
an earlier publication from the early 20 century in which khap-lam is also listed
(Guignard 1912:291, 395). Finally, a recent Thai dictionary lists the Thai compound khap-
lam-nam, categorising it as a verb (Ramkhamhaeng 1991:81). The similarity between this
definition of khap-lam and Reinhorn’s is strong; however, the Thai dictionary breaks the
compound down into khap and lam-nam and gives scparate listings for both with the latter
listed as a nominal only (Ramkhamhaeng 1991:470). It should be noted that the term fam,
meaning ‘to sing’ in Central Thai, is no longer in general use. This is reflected in the
‘mistake often made by Thais when they ¢quate Lac; fam as Thai ram, meaning *to dance’.
This can easily occur as the word initial phonemes /I/ and /r/ are in free variation in

colloquial Thai.

The writings of Western scholars have, to date, made no reference to the compound
khap-lam. Compton’s work on lam siphandon (1979) mentions Ahap in reference to
northern genres but not the compound khap-lam, while more recently Miller appears to
have mistaken khap-lam as a separate genre from southern and central Laos (Miller
1998a:351). Hartmann (1992) has briefly discussed the term khap, noting its occurrence
across many Tai languages, particularly those spoken in the northern areas of Laos and
Vietnam and Yunnan province of China, but he fails to mention the compound of the two
words. The absence of khap-lam in this broad sense from all but the most recent Lao
publications on vocal musi¢ adds further weight to the suggestion that its present usage

could well be a recent reinterpretation of an older form.

Mohlam: Genre? Doctor of dance? Expert in lam?
Throughout this thesis the label molilam® is used to denote performers skilled in the

art of khap-lam repartee singing. Molilam is a non-parallel compound word combining

moh (Uh), ‘person skilled in X’ and lam (39), ‘sung poetry (in which the melody is

determined by the word tones)’. These two words are combined to give the compound

58

mohlam, which means ‘a person skilled in the art of lam (singing)’. Mohlam may also be
used as a title by which to refer to individual performers, for example we may refer to
mohlam Sem Sii, mohlam Duang Phaeng, and so on. In the northern traditions singers can
be referred to as miohkhap, however, performers of the khap ngeum tradition usually

describe themselves as mohlam. Further north, the situation may be different.

Apart from the above meaning, the term mohlam has also been used as a kind of
catch-all termy meaning khap-lam vocal music genres, as the following definition indicates:
The term mohlam is usually used separately on its own to describe the

sung poetry found in Lao villages in central and southern Laos. (Bond
and Kingsavanh 1992:132)

This manner of using mohlam to refer to the singing itself is described by Miller
(1985a:35) as “a grammatical impropriety” perpetuated by Westerners, although the title of
the work in which this comment appeared, Kaen playing and mawlum singing in Northeast
Thailand, and its text, exemplify this usage. We find that a Lao writer, Kingsavanh also
employs the generic meaning (in the above quotation), indicating that it is not necessarily
restricted to Westerners. My own personal experiences in both Laos and northeast
Thailand, however, have found that this secondary meaning is now commonly used by the
ethnic Lao population in northeastern Thailand but not in Laos, where mollam refers only
to individual singers. It is possible that Kingsavanh’s co-author Katherine Bond is
responsible for the use of this term, or that his usage is a remnant of terminology used

before 1975 when performers from northeastern Thailand were present in Laos.

Mohiam in the generic sense was certainly used in Laos, by Westerners at least,
during the 1960s and 1970s. This was possibly due to the presence of the United States
Information Service's (USIS) mohlam program, which employed mohlam from northeast
Thailand (Miller 1985a:56-57). This resuited in the musical terminology from northeast
Thailand becoming familiar at the time among the Western ex-patriot community, who
then applied it to what they saw and heard in Laos (Compten 1979:103; Recchi 1968). A
range of pre-1975 articles employed mohiam in its generic form, including Carol
Compton’s, Mohlam: The Folksingers of Laos (Compton 1974:11), and a USIS paper
entitled Mohlam (Recchi 1968). Compton’s terminology in the 1974 article may have been
the result of previous experience in northeast Thailand, because her subsequent
publications do not use mohlam in the generic sense at ail; they only use it in reference to

the: singers themselves (Compton 1975; 1979; 1992a). More recently, Hartman (1992) in a
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paper on khap lue, a minonty Tai group, uses mohlam to refer to southern Lao genres,
although he appears either to have taken the label from Compion’s work, or from his own

experiences in northeast Thailand.

The origins of mohlain as a generic term are unclear; it may be the result of
Westerners’ misinterpretations of the term, or it may have evolved in northeast Thailand. It
does, however, provide an example of the seemingly minor, but often important,
differences in terminology between Laos and the provinces of northeast Thailand. These
differences are beautifully illustrated by a common, often joking, mistranslation (into
Enghlish) of mohlam as ‘doctor of dance’ that is sometimes heard in northeast Thailand.
This translation arises from the Central Thai word ram meaning ‘to dance’, which is
colloquially pronounced /am by the Thai.® The joke 1s possible because in northeast
Thailand, unlike Laos, Central Thai is widely spoken; and its lexicon is becoming
increasingly incorporated into the Lao dialects of northeastern Thailand as a result of the
mass media and the centralised education system (Smalley 1994:90). Consequently, north-

easterners are as familiar with Central Thai ram as they are with their own Lao form foon

(tJew) ‘to dance’. This pun, however, fails to find its mark in Laos because Central Thai,

although widely understood, does not have the same importance in everyday 1ifz for the

Lao.'”

A similar state of affairs is fouad in the Lao and Thai term used to mean

‘Westerner’, falang (6£39). In Lao this term has only one meaning, ‘Westerner’, but in

Central Thai it has two, ‘Westerner’ and ‘guava’. In Lao the word for ‘guava’ is maak

sitdaa (an8n9), which has a variant in northeast Thailand, bak siidaa. North-easterners

often employ the Lao word for ‘guava’ as a joking reference to Westerners, but once again
the joke is largely lost upon the Lao, who do not share the same asso“iations in spite of
their exposure to Ceutral Thai. These examples indicate that the radically different social,
political and economic environments of Laos and northeast Thailand, since 1975 in
particular, have had a significant impact upon the way that the Lao people in the two

nations conceptualise their language and their culture.

Origins of the khap-lam genres

Historical documentation concerning any aspect of Lao music is either rare or non-

existent. Chinese-like court decrees on tuning do not exist, nor are there extensive written
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or oral theoretical treatises similar to those found in some Indian traditions. Were such
documents to be found, they would most likely refer to the classical music tradition'' that
existed in Luang Phrabang and Vientiane rather than the rural folk music of khap-lam.
Origin theories for musical instruments in oral traditions “are not only unprovable but can
be intellectually arid and sometimes even misleading™ (Kartomi 2001:298). This comment
is equally pertinent to this issue. Rather than attempting to picce together an uncertain
history, the following section examines accounts of Lao performers and scholars

concerning the origins and development of khap-lam genres.

Although the Lao living in both Laos and northeast Thailand region have a
consistent and widespread story telling the origins of the khaen (see Miller 1985a:217-
218), I am yet to hear of any similar legend telling the origins of khap-lam singing. Of
course, this does not necessarily mean one does not exist. It is, however, widely accepted

that the art of khap-lam developed from a form of entertainment called aan nangsut

(é‘muﬁg%), ‘reading a book’, in which tales from traditional Lao literature were read aloud

to an audience (Miller 1985a:27; Koret 1999:230; Thongkham 1998:21; Phosikaew and
Bunteu 1991 :9).'2 The readers were educated males, usually monks or former monks since
they were the only literate people in the village able to interpret texts as well as read them.
Performances of aan nangstii took place during bun which were held to celebrate
important dates on the Buddhist calendar, weddi.igs, funerals, and other milestones in
people’s daily lives, many of the same socio-religious contexts in which khap-lam

performances are held today.

LWL o H . - 5
Possibly the oldest lam genre, lam phutin (39Uw), which was popular in northeast

Thailand during the first haif of the 20" century but is now extinct, had a “close and
significant” relationship with gan nangsiuu, because performers utilised the same tales from
traditional Lao literature (Miller 1985a:40-41). This literary link remains today, as mohlam
from all genres refer to episodes from traditional literature at certain times during
performance and compose many of their texis using the same poetic structures (see

chapters 6 and 7). Directly related to traditional Lao literature is the oral tradition of

phaiiaa (Geoe9). These short poems formed the basis of courting rituals in the past and are

the most likely origin of the male-female repartee format that typifies khap-lam
performance today. Lao phaiiaa were short riddles posed by one party, who required the

other to mvent, or know, an appropriate rejoinder. Much phafiea was formulaic and
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probably learned by rote by the majority of the population; however, it is closely related
both in content and structure to the poetry which characterises traditional Lao literature
(Koret 2000:218-219).

Although Lao authors, Kavin (1997:13), Thongkham (1998), and Phosikaew
(1991), agree with Koret (1999:230} that Zhap-lam in its current khaen-accompanied,
male-female repartee form is largely a development of the 20™ century, several historical
documents indicate that some form of khaen-accompanied Lao vocal music was known at
least as far back as the second half of the 19" century. Two documents come from central
Thailand, written during the fourth reign of the current Chakri dynasty (Miller 1985a:38-
39; Thongkham 1998:29). The first document, from the Chronicles of the Fourth Reign,
describes the activities of King Mongkut’s (Rama IV) brother, Prince Chutamani, who was
accomplished at playing the khaen and who “could skilfully perform the Laotian comedy-
singing known as aew” (Miller 1985a:38). The second document is a royal decree by King
Mongkut upon his brother’s death in 1865, banning performances of Lao music which had

grown very popular at the time, no doubt partly due to his brother’s efforts.

Lao music arrived in Central Thailand together with large numbers of ethnically
Lao people who had been forced to migrate from Lao areas following successive Siamese
sackings of Vientiane in the late 18" and carly 19" centuries (see Stuart-Fox 1997:14-15).
The migrants carried their language and culture with them. Lao communities whose origins
can be traced to these migrations may be found today in Nakon Pathom province, close (o
Bangkok. Two aecades after Mongkut’s decree of 1865, French explorer Francis Garnier
recorded his encounter with khaen-accompanied singing in southern Laos; his description,
reproduced in chapter 4, identifies some performance practices similar to those occurring
in Laos today (Gamier 1996a:208). Other evidence beyond these few.documems remains
to be discovered, but the few that do exist indicate that thap-lam in one form or another

has a history that is at least 150 years old.

Lao khap-lam Genres: Classification Issues

Classification Criteria
The first attempt by a Western scholar to understand Lao classifications of khap-
lam genres was by Carol Compton, who examined four criteria: geographical area,

thematic content, number of performers, and poetic form (Compton 1974; 1979). The
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problem with these critena, as Compton found, is that the resuiting categories have too

much overlap. A performance of /am siphandon for example, can aiso be categorised as

lam kiaw (39n590) ‘courting lam’, if the participants are singing verses about love; lam
khuu (5%‘1[) ‘paired lam’ (i.e. two singers) if a male and a female mohlam perform it; and/or

lam tat” (3960) (i.e. lam using raf form poetry), if the mohlam are utilising that particular

poetic form. Complon, however, overlooked the key to unlocking this apparent
classificatory conundrum, namely the musical genre. The melodic and the rhythmic
patterns of both musical accompaniment and sung melody are the primary distinguishing
elements of khap-lam genres (see chapter 6). Although individual stylistic variations within
genres exist, each genre remains readily identifiable through the presence of musical
motifs and structures adhered to by all performers (Miller 1998a:340; 2000:259). The
geographic names for each of the Lao kiap-lam genres are conterminous with their
discreet musical characteristics. Individual verses, performances or part-performances
within cach of these genres may then be sub-categorised according to poetic form, thematic

content, or the number of performers.*

An excellent ltustration of the fact that musical features are the primary mode of
classification may be found in a review essay (Miller and Jarernchai 1980:132) which
discusses a French-produced compilation entitled Laos: Traditional Music of the South
(Brunet 1973). The reviewers note that a recording cited as /am siphandon n this record’s

liner notes is not lam siphandon at all, but rather a combination of two Lao genres from

northeast Thailand, lam thang faaw (S90n9893) and the theatrically derived lam teej

(équﬁ‘&]).ls A listener familiar with Lao khap-iam genres can immediately recognise that the

piece is not lam siphandon. However, the same picce could also be classified as a lam kiaw

(3*NSO courting /am) performance in lam khuu format, regardless of whether it is lam

siphandon or not. The four criteria identified by Compton, then, are clearly not of equal
importance, only one of them serves to classify musical genres within the broader khap-
lam tradition, while the other three detail variations in domains common to all khap-lam
genres; the thematic, structural and performative. The four criteria are, in fact, directly
related to the four common components of khap-lam identified in chapter 1: music
(geographical area), text (poetic form), performance context (thematic content), and

performance practice (number of performers).
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Before moving on to discuss the regional khap-lam genres, 1 propose a basic
paradigm (see rigure 3-1 below) to explain the relationships between regional genres of
the broader khap-lam tradition. The paradigm is based upon the above criteria and the four

primary components of the bread khap-lam traditions, identified in chapter 1 (music, text

Lao khap-lam tradition
Performance
Practice

Themes

Text
Structures

Music

Figure 3-1: Genres and the four primary components of klrap-lam

structures, themes, and performance practice). The rectangle represents what 1 call the
broader Lao khap-lam tradition within which a number of discreet musical genres exist.
Each of the genres is based upon the four primary components, listed in the middle of the
rectangle. Here I follow Alan Dundes’ definition of tradition as things which “exist in
multiple versions and in more than one time or place” (Sweeney 1987:10). Genres.
represented by the ovals (only two are shown but there are many more), are primarily
distinguished from one another by discrete musical features. Other differences also cccur
across the other three primary components; performance practice, themes, and text
structures. In spite of these differences the four primary components are the elements by
which khap-lam genres can be distinguished from other traditional musics in Laos. Genres
within the khap-lam tradition may also interact with one another, a process facilitated by
factors such as geographic proximity, political agendas, mass media, travel by performers

and so on.

Lao performers and scholars use slightly different terminology to describe the broad

concepts used in the above paradigm. Instead of ‘genre’, regional varieties of khap-lam are

generally referred to as paphéét (Jzewn) ‘kind, sort, variety® and what i term the broad

khap-lam tradition has approximate equivalents in the terms khap-lam laaw (EUS9999) or
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vannakhadi khep-lam (SU0:0:88039) ‘khap-lam literature’. This latter term, incorporating

vannakhadi ‘hterature’, makes explicit the close connection khap-lam genres have to Lao
literature and the importance that Lao scholars and performers attach to this connection.
However, the official Lao concept of khap-lam also includes minerity music which is
explicitly excluded from the above paradigm for reasons made clear in the following

discussion.

Genres: Type and Number

The exact number of khap-lam genres in Laos today has not been properly assessed,
largely due to the confusion as to where the ethnic demarcation point for khap-lam should
lie. Recent Western publications have estimated the number of ethnic Lao khap-fam genres
at eleven (Miller 1980a) or “at least twelve™ (Miller 1998a), although in the laiter count
Milier actually names thirteen. Lao scholars, Thongkham and Kavin also list many of the
same genres, but include genres belonging to non-Tai and minority Tai ethnic groups
which they name using the Lao prefix khap (khap mong, khap teem, khap lne and so on)
largely because these non-Lao genres occur in northern Laos. The Lao proclivity to include
minority musics has led Houmphanh Rattanavong, the head of the Institute for Cultural
Research, to give a rather high estimation of the number of khap-lam genres when he
speculates that if all forty plus ethnic groups have “five to six types of khap-lam sung

poctry, we would calculate between 200-250 types™ (Houmphanh 1992a:196).

Of the thirteen regional genres listed in Miller (1998a:341), nine take their name

after a geographical location in Laos: khap ngeum (after the Nam Ngeum U8y, a river);

lam tang vaay, lem ban xok (after villages in Savannakhet province); lam khon savan, lam
salavan, lam mahaxay, khap thum luang phrabang, khap sam neua (after towns or
provinces); and lam: siphandon (after a large wetland area, formerly a province). Three
genres take their name from the ethnic minority group of their purported origin: lam phu
thai, khap phuan, and khap thai dam, wi.ie only one, lam som, is named after the inventor

of the genre.'®

Genres named after ethnic groups are equivalent to those with geographic
names because they indicate a discrete musical genre, rather than variations in theme,
number of performers, or textual structure. The genre of khap phuan may also be referred
10 as khap xieng khouang since Xieag Khouang province is home to a large number of the

Phuan ethnic group, a minority Tai group."’
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The three genres named after ethnic minority groups are not equivalent to one
another since two, lam phu thai and khap phuan, are not really genres belonging to the
ethnic groups whose name they bear, but are instead sung in Lao dialects by lowland Lao
performers. These two genres have also entered the repertoire of popular Lao performers
and have been given modern arrangements which are available on commercial cassette
recordings sold in the markets and shops around Laos. The third genre, included by Miller
in his most recent surveys (1998a; 2000), khap thai dam, is a genuine minority Tai genre
not performed by lowland Lao mohilam. Its inclusion in Miller’s list, however, is some hat
incongruous since other significant tribal Tai genres such as khap lue, belonging to the Tai
Lue grovup who are more culturally similar to the lowland Lao than the Thai Dam, were

omitted.

Although an examination of the music genres belonging to ethnic minorities in Laos
is beyond the scope of this thesis, the reader should bear in mind that in spite of various
Lao governments’ inability to improve the general understanding of ethnic minoritics.
there has, nevertheless, been extensive and prolonged contact between the Lao and some
ethnic minority groups. Musical evidence of such contact may exist, especially in the
regional genres of Savannakhet where several genres that are now part of the repertoire of

the lowland Lao are thought to have their origins in the music of Mon-Khmer speaking
groups (lam tang vaay 3a09009¢) or minority Tai groups (fam phu thai ﬁ‘ltgthn) (Miller

19984:345). These genres are best thought of as Lao creations sung “in the style of” the

phu thai and so on, rather than genuine minority music (Miller 1998a:346).

As noted above, Lao scholars tend to take a broad view of the Lao khap-lam
tradition and include numerous non-Tai and minority Tai genres in their count
(Thongkham 1998; Kavin 1997). This approach seems inappropriate when viewed from a
social and cultural standpoint but makes sense from a Lao political perspective which
attempts to define a national Lao culture from a multi-ethnic cultural landscape. Culturally,
non-Tai vocal music genres have little in common with Lao &hap-lam, as they are sung
using language-specific poetic constructions and performed in very different social and
religious contexts (see Uchida and Catlin 1998:556-559). The vocal music of minority Tai
groups, however, is more difficult to assess because these groups do share cultural and
linguistic similarities with the lowland Lao. Hartmann’s work on khap /e, for example,
provides evidence that Lue poetry uses a structure known as haaj; a structure common to

both Thai and L.ao as weli as the broader Tai language community (Hartmann 1992:38); an
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observation supported by the work of Koret (2000: 211). Koret, however, also notes that
the literature of the Lue and other related neighbouring traditions are separated from Lao
literature by “certain characteristics, tendencies, and preferences” including performance
context/conventions, scripts used, kdon aan structures, specific siories or versions of
stories, and thematic content (Koret 2000:251). These differences of textual structures and
themes are accompanied by musical differences, such as those noted by Miller in his
assessment of khap tai dam, which he says 1s musically “most different in style from: any
Lao style™ (Miller 1998a:349). Researchers should therefore conclude that minority Tat
genres should not be categorised as Lao khap-lam until they have been fully assessed on
their own merits. One way of achieving this is to utilise the paradigm that is set out at the

end of this chapter.

The fundamental principle of this approach is that it is wise to avoid implicit
assumptions of underlying norms of language and culture simply because a number of
similarities in vocabulary or literary conventions are visible (cf. Enfield and Evans
1998:8). Trankell (1998:51) has illustrated that in many instances minority Tai groups
observe religious and cultural practices quite different from those of the lowland Lao. Lao
authors, while glossing over many cultural differences are at least aware that discrepancies
cxist between Lao and the languages of the non-Tai and minority Tai groups as the
following passage shows:

As for khap lao sung, khap tai meey, khap tai lai, khap tai lue, and khap
thai dam, these groups all prefer to use the poetry in each of their own
languages; and the poems of the various minorities have their own

principles of composition according to the features and characteristics
of their languages. (Thongkham 1998:48)(my translation)'®

In addition to political motivations it seems most likely that Lao scholars also classify non-
Tai and tribal Tai vocal genres as khap-lam due to their perceived similarities with Lao
genres, since many performance formats and content combinations are similar to those of
Lao music. For example, male-female repartee utilising topics of love, courtship and
legendary stories are evident in ihe music of the Hmong, Shan, and Akha to name a few
(Catlin 1986; Uchida and Catlin 1998). Khap-lam may be used simply because there is no
other label that does the job as adequately, however, 1 believe that the motivation is equally
political. Many of the perceived sinilarities between the vocal music traditions of ethnic
groups within Laos are not restricted to Laos, but exemplify parallel features common to

oral traditions throughout the mainland and insular Southeast Asia. The political motivation
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for classifying all indigenous vocal mwsic in Laos as khap-lam locaies these diverse
minorities within the cuitural and poiitical imagining of the lowland Lao whereby

similarities are emphasised and differences reduced.

Southern and No:thern Genres

Lao and Western scholars distinguish between northern and southern genres on the
basis of whether they are prefixed with khap (northern genres) or /am (southern genres).
Miller has remarked that Lao scholars believe the distinction between kfap and lam was in
the type of poetry used; /am with seven syllables per line, khap with only four or five,
however, he does not name any of these scholars nor does he provide a reference (Miller
1998a:340). In contrast, at least one Lao scholar, Kavin Kiangkhamsony, has written that
there is httle difference between thap and lam as far as poetic structure is concerned and

that all forms of k1ap and /asi are based upon old courting poems known as koon phaiiaa

(neuwzen) ‘philo ,ophy verses’, that have been adapted and modified by numerous nohlam

over the vears. Awudible differences arise between regional gemes because of the variable
prosaic features of the various Lao dislects, which has a major effect upon the tones
produced and the choice of some lexical items, however, there appears to be little overall
variation in the structure of the texts themselves:

...both mohkhap and mohlam are able to take a phwiaa poem and sing it.

A mohkhap from the northern region is thus abie to take a southern

mohlam’s verses and sing them comfortably; a moltlam from the south

is able to take a northern mohkhap's verses and likewise sing them
comfortably, it is only different in its regional accent. (Kavin 1697:3)"*

This point of view was likewise confirmed i1 discussions with mohlam from the Vientiane
and Pakse regions in which leading performers Acaan Som, Duang Phaeng, and Acaan
Vanna stated that phaiiaa was the primary foundation for all Ahap-lam poetry. They further
noted that the poetry is transferabie from one genre to another with oniy minimal structural
madification required. 'Thc analysis of syllabic structures in Ahap-lam texts presented later
in chapter 7 concurs with these viewpoints. Thew comments, however, do not mention that

there are slightly different textual composition strategies between Jam siphandon and khap

ngeumn.

Southern genres begin at the southern border of Laos in the area known as
Siphundon where the Mekong river splits into delta-like wetlands, creating a vast number

of islands of different sizes before converging again at the Lao-Cambodian boeder after a
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serics of impressive rapids. The genres of /am siphandon and lam som are said to have
originated here, and although the islands are still home to a number of mohilam, others hail
from districts all over Champassak province, many of whom have moved to the provincial

centre at Pakse. The Jam siphandon and fum som genres, are often referred to by

southerners as simply lam taj, (2101) “southern /am’, a local classification which excludes

vocal music genres from Salavan and Savannakhet which are usually classed as southern
genres by most Lao and Western observers. These two genres are accompanied by the

khaen only and are described in detail in chapters 5 and 6.

Northeast of Pakse lies the provincial centre of Salavan, alihough the province itself
straddles the width of Laos from the Thai border along the Mekong to the Annamite
mountain chain that marks a physical as well as political border with Vietnam. Salavan is
home to the genre Jam salavan which may have originated in the music of the Mon-Khmer
groups that inhabit the province (Miller 1998a:344), and its performers today are a mixture
of Mon-Khmer minority people and lowland Lao. Lamt salavan differs from other southern
genires in that it is normally accompanied by the smaller of the two commonly-used khaen,
which has seven pairs of pipes rather than the eight pairs typical of lam siphandon (see the
section on the &haen below). In addition to the khaen, southern ensembles in Salavan and

Savannakhet may incorporate a drum, a small three-stringed lhute called a kacappii

(n:3uth),” and a two stringed fiddle known as s00 (é).z'

Although Salavan is only a three hour trip away from Pakse along a good road, the
difference in economic development of the two areas is dramatic, with Sajavan noticeably
poorer and relatively neglected in terms of infrastructure and economic development.
Consequently there are fewer people in Salavan with the resources to stage an all-night
function at which mollam wight perform. This means that professionalism among
performers of the genre has not been able to develop like it has in Pakse, Savannakhet and
Vientiane. To my, admittedly limited, knowledge the only local musicians who have
regular employment as performers are those working in the tocal division of the Ministry

of Information and Culture.

Further north along the banks of the Mekong is the province and urban centre of
Savannakhet which, according to Phosikaew (1991), is home to fous genres of khap-lam:
lam khon savon, lam ban xok, lam tang vaay and lam phu thai. Of these genres lam khon

savan is the most widely-known and is most frequently performed with lam ban xok; a
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genre that is 2 possible predecessor of /am khon savan or perhaps a genre that has been
denived from it (Miller 1998a:345). As noted earhier, the latter two genres are purported to
have entered the lowland Lao repertoire from the music of minority groups in the province,
and are now performed in the Lao language using Lao poetic forms, although a few words
from minority languages are often included in the text. The extent to which these four
genres might be alternated with one another throughout a single all-night performance has

not yet been explored and would make an excellent topic for a future study.

A little further north of Savannakhet is the province of Khammouan, home to /am
mahaxay, a genre named after the town and district of Mahaxay that lies to the east of Tha
Khaek, the provincial centre. This genre has similar accompaniment patterns to lam khon
savan and is distinguished by the vocal line in which each phrase ends with a scalar
descent to the finalis (Miller 1998a:346). No information is available concerning the
number and ranges of ability of contemporary performers or the degree of professionalism

amongst them. I am aware that several performers live close to the provincial centre of Tha
Khaek. ‘

All of the southern genres named above, with the exception of lam siphandon and
lam som, are often accompanied by a small ensemble consisting of khaen, kacappi, séo and
koong ‘drunm’, although in the bun context I have only ever seen solo khaen
accompaniment to which an audience member might add with a drum or cymbals at
intervals. Miller (1998a:351) also notes that lam siphandon and lam som are further
distinguished by their melodic contours as the only southern genres not exhibiting a
descending contour. These musical differences and the Champassak dialect are most likely
the features that lam siphandon performers have in mind when they state that lam faj only
includes these two genres. One feature that is consistent across all the above genres is their
use of metrical accompaniment patterns although the singing is less uniform with some

genres exhibiting metrical vocal lines and others non-metrical.

Khammouan and its neighbouring province to the north, Bolikhamxay, are often
said to be the cross-over area between genres that are prefixed by khap and those prefixed
with lam (Miller 1998a:351; Kavin 1997:2). This imaginary boundary has been placed at

the Khammouan/Bolikhamxay border because other lexical changes are noticeable at this

point; for example from Bolikhamxay north the word for river is naam (ﬁﬂ) but to the

south sé¢ (¢9) is used. However, this north-south distinction is often broken as 1 have heard
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and seen both lam salavan and lam som referred 1o as khap salavan and khap som in a

variety of contexts.-? Finally, Bolikhamxay is sometimes cited as an area with no music to

call its own although 1 am aware of at least two minority Tai genres, khap méen (Bunmn)

and khap meej (Bueles),” which occur in this province although v.ry little data on either of

. : 24
thesc genres is avaifable.

Complete information regarding the northem genres of khap-lam is not available, a
consequence of isolation and the extended period of warfare that has greatly affected the
northern provinces. Although a huge variety of music exists in this region only three
northern genres, on the basis of linguistic and musical criteria, should be considered as
belonging to the lowland Lao khap-lam tradition: khap ngeun: (from the Vientiane region),
khap xieng khouang (also called khap phuan), and khap sam neua. A fourth Lao genre,
khap thum luang prabang, is very different from other khap-lam genres listed here since it
has a relatively fixed melody and is accompanied by classical instruments from the piphaat
and maholi ensembles (Miller 1998a:350). Although Ahap thum is essentially a village
tradition, its format, musical structures, and cnsembles indicate that khap thum does not
draw from all four of the primary components of the khap-lam tradition according to the
paradigm in Figure 3-1 above. Therefore, 1 do not consider this genre to be part of the Lao

khap-lam tradition.

The three northern genres all have accompaniment patterns based upon the #aaw
scale (see below), with khap ngewn and khap sam newa typified by a non-metrical
accompaniment that follows the vocal melody. The accompaniment and singing for khap
xieng khouang is metrical but the female’s chanted reply is unaccompanied and non-
metrical with two distinct durations (Miller 1998a:348). Miller’s assertion (1993a:348)
that khap sam neua is performed by a minority Tai group the Tai Neua, appears incorrect
(the Tai Neua are found in Huaphan and other northern provinces) because the several
recordings of this genre I have listened to are sung in a mutually intelligible dialect of Lao,
and not a minority Tai language. Likewise, the khap phuan/khap xieng khouang genre does
not appear to be sung in the Phuan language judging by the recordings I have heard,” this

iay reflect a situation similar to lam phie thai described above, however. more research
needs to be undertaken to determine the current status of these two genres. The genre of

khap ngeunm is easily distinguished from these other northern genres by its melismatic

refrain, called sooj (598), which is added at certain points by a third performer, and/or the
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audience. Also significant is its use of the khaen type found in southern Laos and northeast
Thailand, whereas the two genres to its north nye accompanied by the northern khaen (see

the section below).

With the discussion of general terminology and classification issues for kliap-lam
genres now complete, our attention turns to the khaen which is the primary musical
instrument used to accompany the singing of khap-lam. An understanding of how the

khaen is conceptualised is integral to a detailed understanding of the khap-lam tradition as

a whole.

The Khaen

This section provides an overview of the Lao khaen, its instrumental typology,
construction, tuning, and basic playing techniques. A detailed description of the technical
aspects of khaen manufacture is not given here because excellent descriptions of the khaen
and its method of manufacture are available elsewhere (Miller 1985a:Ch V; Picker et al.
1984). Likewise, no attempt is made to discuss playing techniques in detail as this thesis
concentrates its description and analysis on vocal melody and the sung texts of khap-lam
genres. Readers seeking to find out more on the technical aspects of khaen playing should
consult Miller (1985a:ChV1), Kham-Ouane (1970) and Samret (1995) for a variety of

perspectives on khaen playing techniques.

Organological Issues

The khaen is one of several types of free-reed mouth-organ found in Laos and
northeast Thailand. This particular free-reed mouth-organ is the one used by the lowland
Lao ethnic group, and is distinguished from other free-reed mouth organs found in the
region by a number of quantitative and qualitative features. Three fros-reed mouth-organs
from Laos featured on a set of postage stamps issued around 1998 (see Plate 7) exemplify
some contrastive physical features. The left-most instrument is the Lao khraen which is
used to accompany a large number of khap-lam vocal music genres, including those
discussed throughout this thesis. The centre stamp depicts the naw, the mouth organ
belonging to the Lahu or Musir ethnic group (Uchida and Catlin 1998:539), while at the
right is the gee/ mouth-organ of the Hmong ethnic group. Both these latter groups live in
Laos’ northern provinces and would be classed as Lao Sung using the Lao tripartite

classification system for ethnicity. Given the Lao government’s proclivity to illustrating
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the three ethnicities one wonders whether or not these stamps were meant to poriray the
mouth organs of the three ethnicities and a mistake was made in equating the Lahu as a

Mon-Khmer group.

All three instruments may be classed as free-reed acrophones if using the
Hombostel-Sachs taxonomy, however, this classification does not adequately cover many
other aspects important to these instruments. By utilising more comprehensive upward
taxonomies, organologists seek detailed knowledge of individual instruments, gradually
working their way upwards to the point from which downward taxonomies begin (Kartomi
1990:200); in this case the category of free-reed aerophone. While downward systems
begin at the abstract level and work their way towards specifics step-by-step, an upward
system is “based on the detailed knowledge of a body of specimens and the building of
increasingly more abstract classes™ (Kartomi 1990:25). An upwards classification system
would begin by accounting for features such the length of the mouthpiece and the material
used to make it {(wood or gourd). Both upward and downward taxonomies have their
advantages and disadvantages as observer-imposed classification systems, however, a third
approach which Kartomi (2001:298) terms as “culture-emerging” describes and details
indigenous approaches to classification. A culture-emerging taxonomy might include
classifications according to the contexts in which an instrument is used or whether the

player sits or stands whilst playing.

In Laos, the most prevalent culture-emerging taxonomy is a downward system, that
appears to be connected to Laos® classical music tradition, in which musical instruments

are classified primarily by the action required to produce sound from the instrument. Four

main classes exist: kiurang 1 (C8e90) ‘struck instruments; membranophones’, khiiang paw
c8oncdn) ‘blown instruments’, khitang diit (Bentin) ‘plucked instruments’, and khuang
sif (t8e98) ‘bowed instruments’. | have also noticed the occasional use of a fifth class,

khirang kho (c89968192) ‘knocked instruments, ideophones’ which is not included in most

lists | have seen, suggesting that this may be an emerging class, The above taxonomy is
certainly applied by Lao music researchers to the instruments used in the various khap-lam
traditions (cf. Houmphanh 1992a), but musicians use it only sparingly. 1 have been unable
to discover an alternative culture-emerging taxonomy, however, khap-lam musicians
certainly have other ways of conceptualising and talking about their relatively smail

number of instruments.
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In ceniral and southern Laos as well as ncrtheast Thailand, two types of khaen are

commonly found which are classified according to the number of paired-pipes they have:

the khéén cér (Lane™n) ‘khaen seven’ with seven pairs of pipes and the khéén péét

(o) ‘khaen eight’®® with eight pairs of pipes. The latter type has an additiona! two

higher pitches which are used as drones (see the section on tuning below). Before and
during the 1970s, the khaen péét was supposedly more common in northeast Thailand than
in Laos, where the klraen cét was favoured (Miller 1998a:338). This assertion is supported
by numerous photographs of Lao khaen players and their instruments taken during the first
half of the 20™ century in which only khaen cét appear (cf. Miller 1985a:190-191).7 A
further point of historical change emerges from studying these photographs; all khaen
pictured are well over a metre in length, whereas today a khaen is considered to be long if
it reaches one metre. Length does not appear to have any bearing upon the way an
instrument is classified, although length and the circumference of the pipes will usuaily
affect the relative pitches produced by the khaen.?® Relative pitch of an individual khaen is

an important consideration for players and mohlam because this is how khaen are matched

with a performer’s voice. Lower pitched khaen are said to possess siang thum (85201)

‘deep voice’ while higher pitched ones possess siang suting (85989) *high voice’.

A third type of khaen exists which is used in the northern Lao provinces of Xieng
Khouang and Huaphan. At first glance it appears to be identical to the khiaen ¢ét. However,
closer inspection reveals that one pipe is silent, having neither free-reed nor finger hole,
and that the tuning of individual pipes varies in a number of crucial ways from khaen cér
and khaen péét (see below). Since this northem varicty of khaen is not found in the
southern regions of Laos, nor even in Vientiane province, few performers from these
regions have any intimate knowledge of the instrument, nor of the playing techniques
required. Certainly none of the performers I worked with made any reference to the fact

that a different type of khaen.was used to accompany northern khap-iam genres.

Khaen Manufacture in Laos

The manufacture of khaen inside Laos today is restricted to a small number of
skilled makers dispersed throughout the country. This seems always to have been the case
for Laos whereas in northeast Thailand a number of villages have earned reputations as

produce-s of high quality &/iaen, and these villages are sought out by players wishing to
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purchase the best instruments. Miller reports that in the 1970s “most instruments used in
Laos were either imported from northeastern Thailand or madz by makers from that
region” (Miller 19982:338). This was not the case in 1999. The falling value of the kip and
the very low income of the average Lao musician have ensured that quality khaen from
Northeast Thailand, costing from 500 to more than 1000 baht each, are well beyond their
means. Furthermore, the networks that previously existed among musicians on both sides
of the Mekong were interrupted and broken by the travel restrictions imposed after 1975.
These networks remain broken in spite of travel restrictions for Lao citizens being relaxed

thioughout the 1990s.

A khaen made in Laos by a reputable maker usually costs no more than A$20.
During 1999 1 bought several khaen in Pakse for 60,000 kip each, the vaiue of which was
around A$11 at the time. Most kliaen makers [ met in Laos were also accomplished players
who, although mainly making khaen for themselves, would produce khaen for others on
request and for a fee. In Pakse, an elderly man, Suun Siimanta of Ban Phon Ngaam 18
regarded as the best maker in the area. Suun is also an accomplished mohkhaen but has
retired from performance and now relies on khaen making as his main source of income
(sec Plate 8). Formerly, Suun was the mohkhaen for a number of mohlam including Duang
Phaeng, Vanna and Sunii. Suun has also taught khaen making techniques to two other
khaen players, Ki Kong and Kham Sing who regulariy accompany Pakse’s best-known

mohlam, including Duang Phaeng, Thong Baang and Acaan Vanna.

In Vientiane, khaen of variable quality can be obtained from the State Handicraft
Shop on the western side of town, as well as from one or two lesser-known makers around
town, one of whom is located immediately behind That Luang (see Plate 9). In the villages
north of Vientiane where most khap ngeum performers reside, there are several individuals
who manufacture khaen, however, § was unable to meet them during my field research.
Finally, I am unable to provide any information regarding the manufacture of khaen in the

northern provinces of Xieng Khouang and Huaphan,

During field research in 1999, | observed that professional khaen players in central
and southern Laos have a strong preference for khaen péét. Players of the southern Lao
genres now play using the technique of pluggirg the finger hole of one of the two

additional pipes with khii suut (gauﬂ) (a black insect wax, see below) to create a drone.

Somewhat surprisingly, khaen players of the khap ngeum genre have also taken to using
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khaen péét even though they make no use of the two drone pircs. This development means
that those khaen players with an extended repertoire are able to play the genres from
southe.,1 Laos and northeast Thailand. The only exception to the current preference for
khaen peét are mohkhaen from Salavan who still play and manufacture Ahiaen cér almost
exclusively. In the northern provinces of Sam Neua and Xieng Khouang [ only ever

encountered the northern Ahaen type explained below.

Construction and Tuning

Bamboo is the material used to make the pipes of the khaen, a hardwood is used for

the wind chest, silver and copper coins are melted down to make the reed, liin (le)

‘tongue’, and &hii suut, the black wax produced by a flying ant-like insect, is used to seal
the gaps between the pipes and the windchest. Pipes are arranged in ordered pairs of
different lengths, slotted through the windchest then bound together to form a raft-iike or
pan-pipe shape with the pipes even across the bottom of the instrument but staggered at the
top; it is for this reason that the khaen is sometimes incorrectly identified as a “pan-pipe”
(Condominas 1975:265; Evans 1998:38; Khamphﬁ 1999). The longest pipes are positioned
closest to the players mouth, the smallest at the far end of the instrument. The gaps
between the pipes and windchest are plugged with 47 suut and finally a finger-hole is

bumnt into each pipe. Occasionally a Ahaen may be made with two reeds per pipe, liin klnni
(aﬁue;}) paired tongues’, inserted side-by-side to give a louder, fuller sound, however, this is

expensive and these khaen require more maintenarce than single-reed khaen.

Lao music, in common with many Southeast Asian music traditions, does not have
a regular system of tuning, thus the actual pitches produced by individual khaen varies
widely (cf. Suiton 2000:97). The internal relationships between the pitches of the pipes,
however, remains the same for every instrument. In order to easiiy compare the different
absolute tunings of indivi-2ual khaen, Miller transcribed the khaen tuning system on the
Western staff as an a minor scale, thus aveiding accidentals (Miller 1985a:107; 229). If the
lowest pitch of the khaen is equated with pitch a, every khaen péet will have the following

series of pitches A, B.c.d, e f. g a, b, ¢’, d’. ¢, . ¢ a’ ,” as shown in Example 3-1

helow.
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_g ) J! r
v 1 i 1
e -‘-' - L !
R-1 L.2 R-2 L-3 L4 L-5 L-6/R-} R-4 R-5 L-1 R-6 R-7 L-7 L-8 R-§

Example 3-1: Khaen pitches in ascend.ng order showing pipe numbers (Miller
1985a:192)

Note that each pitch has an cetave counterpart with the exception of g which has a
unison. A khaen cét with seven pairs of pipes, lacks the two highest pitches a’ and g’,
which are used as drones on a khaen peet. The northern variant of the fhaen has a cilent
pipe at L-2, no b pitches, only the lower ¢ pitch and two consecutive pipes of pitches a and

d’ (see Figure 3-3 below).

A chart showing the physical layout of the tones on the kkiaen péet and the fingers
which are used to sound them appears in Figure 3-2 below. The chart is presented as if we
are looking down on the khaen from above, the pipes R-8 and L-8 are furthest away from
the player while the L-1 and R-1 pipes, controlled by the thumbs are closest to the opening

in the windchest through which the player exhales and inhales air.

Left Hand Note  Fipe Name Note Right Hand
khii suns or litle finger. o L-8 R-8 a' khit suut or little finger.
Used for drone. Used for drone.
ring finger > 1L-7 R-7 e’ ring finger
ring finger g L-6 R-6 d’ ring finger
middie finger f L-5 R-5 b middle finger
middie finger e L-4 R-4 a middle finger
index finger d L-3 R-3 g index finger
index finger B L-2 R-2 c index finger
thumb c’ L-1 R-1 A thumb

Figure 3-2: Order of tones on tire Lao khaen and standard fingerings (Miller
1998a:338; Kham-Ouane 1970; Rangsy 1972)

The pitch-pipe correspondences for the northern khaen are shown in Figure 3-3
below, but no fingerings are given since I am unaware of the particular techniques that

have been developed for playing this instrument.
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Note Pipe Name  Note By adhering to the iatervals coniained in these two scales khaen players can

£ L7! R7 & theoretically play in six different modes,”” which they choose to suit the voice of the

g L6 R6 4 mohlam they are accompanying. The san scale structure underlies the following three
f L5 RS a '

L-4 i R4 a
d L3 R3 ¢
- L-2 i R-2 ¢ the khaen. Below is Miller’s explanation of how sursanéeén is played:

c’ L-1 R-1 A

modes: sutsanéén (§n&el) (G). A, ¢. d. e, g; poo saqj (Vgaw) e, d. f. g, a, c'; and sd0f

(899) d, e, g, a. ¢, d. Note that sursanéen has a finaiis whese pitch, G, does not appear on

In its most basic form gsootsanzen [sic.] consists of the two drones on g
(L-6 and L-8) plus a, ¢, d, and e played in octaves. The ear tends to
follow the lowest sounding notes meaning that when octaves are played
the melody is reiatively low sounding; if only the upper notes are used,
The figures above show that the pitches on both vanants of the Ahaen are not the melody follows the upper octave. This gives the player an apparent i

melodic range of one and a half octaves, from A to e’. With the higher :
g’ used as a drone, the ear willingly accepts the two lower {unison) g’s

Figure 3-3: Order of tones on the northern khaen (Miller 1998a:338)

arranged ir: 2 sequential pattern but in an arrangement that Miller finds “seemingly erratic”

(1985a:192". However, as Miller points out, this arrangement fits the musical structures together as either G, g, or g’ depending upon 1ts melodic context, givin.g _-
: . _. o the player in a sense twgo full octaves. The simulation of the lowest G 15 E
played on the Lhaen because it ensures that the notes in each moiiz are evenly distributed - enhanced when the lower d (L-3) is added. (Miller 1985a:236)

on both sides f the instrument, permitting easy fingering of the pipes while allowing the

The modes based on the siaaw scale are: laaj iiaf (a)‘}EJTmEJ) A.c.d. e g, a, laai noos ;

player to balance the weight of the Zhaen evenly between his two hands. v . .
(@avwey) d. g, a, c. d and a sixth, rarely used, mode ¢. g, a, b’. d’. ¢’ which Miller calls

The seven-tone scale of the Lao khaen is quite different from the seven-ione E
_ _ the “¢ mode™ (19852a:229). This last mode also presents a problem for the khaen player
equidistant scale used in the related Lao, Thai and Cambodian classical music (raditions. _
. _ . because it contains five consecutive pitches on one side of the instrument, the very
Morton noted that the theoretical distance between each step of the Thait scales is 171.4 o
10 ' ‘ ' ' problem that the physical arrangement of pitches on the khaen seeks to elirnnate. To my
cents” (Morton 1968:26) while Miller’s analysis of Lao kaen tunings revealed a system
_ _ knowledge the “e mode” is not used by Lao players to accompany mohlam; 1 did not hear
closely corresponding to the pitches of the Western equal-tempered diatonic scales with ‘ . _ _
_ ' _ it played in any situation during the year I spent in Laos. The northern variant of the kliaen,
semitones approximately 100 cents apart and whole steps 200 cents apart (Miiler _ .
' missing pitch b, cannot play either the soof or ¢ modes. lts ability to play sonorities would
1985a:214). Although the khaen is tuned to a seven-tone scale, all seven tones are never
_ _ ) ' also be restricted due to the omission of the €’ pitch, however, a full investigation of the
used as a musical system in a typical khap-lam accompaniment patiern. Instead, there are
. [ playing techniques associated with this instrument remains to be done. The notation of all
two basic pentatonic scales: san (®1) ‘short’ g, a, ¢, d. e and siaaw (8‘10)3 ‘long’ a,¢c,d. ¢

six modes 1s set out in Example 3-3 below.
g which form the basis of the khap-lam genres found in Laos and northeast Thailand. The

. ) - suisanéen noo saaj SOOf 5

khaen plays mode-like patterns based upon these two scales, shown in Example 3-2 below. B 7 ) ° |
o 2 S

A RSV, D M - 4

_‘_ ..':. J — —t .‘- , [ .‘._a ?) ‘ ;

- o ¥y '-

3] N ‘,;.'; laaj Raj laaj nooy I mode !

san scale naaw scale E fa) ” n :

¢ B >

. . D ’j—‘ S ;

Example 3-2: The two scales of Lao vocal music (Miller 1985a:24) Py 3 * I ) 03] j

Example 3-3: The six khraen modes (Miller 19852:229)
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A Note on Lao Musical Terminology

At this point 1t 1s worth taking a briel moment to explain that Lao musical
terminology is often tmprecise and charactcrised by a degree of slippage. Readers should
be aware that the above discussion of scales and khaen modes uses the terminology
employed by khaen players of northeast Thailand, previously described by Miller (1985a).
Musicians in Lacs, however, often use different musical terminology to that used by
musicians in northeast Thailand. Rather than using the five or six modal names above,

many Lao khaen players use less explicit terms, preferring instead to call the lower pitched

mode of each scale iiaj (?UTEJI) ‘large/great’ and the higher pitched one n0g;f (598) ‘small’
(cf. Miller 1998a:340). Lao players also use the term thaang (199) ‘path; way’ to denote a

mode instead of /aaj (998). Thus, the modes sursaneén and laaj riaj are usually referred to

as thaang riaj and modes laaj soof and laaj nooj as thaang nooj. Accompaniment patterns
for a specific genre may also be referred io in the same way, for example rhaang

siphandon.

Although this approach makes no explicit distinction between the underlying san
and /iaaw scales as the northeastern Thai names do, both mohiam and mohkhaen
automatically know the underlying scale for each genre they perform. This is not to say,
however, that the northeaster