LAM KHON SAVAN:
A TRADITIONAL FORM AND A CONTEMPORARY THEME

CAROL J. COMPTON

Lam, a traditional Lao folk art form of sung, extemporaneous poetry,
is part of the social fabric of most Lao villages. At funerals and at
festivals one can hear the familiar melodies of the bamboo pipes of the
khene and the flowing poetry of the mohlam singers. In recent years
this familiar art form has also been heard at political gatherings and
over the airways, sounding the praises of one or another of the many
political factions in Laos. Interspersed among descriptions of condi-
tions in the country at the time of the particular performance which is
the subject of this paper are references to Buddhist stories and teach-
ings, as well as expressions of the feellings of the singers for the
plight of their countrymen.

In earlier days one could not travel far in Laos without coming upon
villagers gathered for various social events at which the songs of the
mohlam blended adaptively to each occasion., Today, too, traditional
themes and current lssues and events may be intervowen in a performance
of lam. The social context is taken into consideration wherever mohlam
singers perform, and new variations of o0ld stories and themes seem to be
spun effortlessly from their lips.

Traditionally, a facility with oral poetry was developed by many Lao,
though only a few would eventually become mohlam singers. At one time,
Lao children were exposed to poetry from thelir early days, and many
childhood pastimes included rhyming games. During the courting years,

a young man's ability to take part 1n dialogue in sung poetry was highly
regarded, as was the ease with which a young woman could respond with
lines of kham phafiaa, a short, pithy poetic answer.
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Today, the abllity to lam well 1s sti1ll admired, and each region of
Laos has 1ts own style of lam. Of these many styles, the Khon Savan
style of the Savannakhet is presented here in a performance which took
place some years ago. The material was obtained during a recent stay
in Laos under a Fulbright-Hays Dissertation Research Grant. Thanks are
due to Phomma Cantharaacak who worked with me on the translation. How-
ever, responsibility for the final form is mine. A transcriptionl of
the verses of kdon poetry 1s provided along with this translation.
Hopefully, this material will arouse the interest of others in the liquid

language of the Lao mohlam.
MOHLAM WOMAN

1 Oh, how the thunder rumbles,
Oh, gentle one.

2 Why doesn't it rumble near

The ladder where you live?

3 Why doesn't it rumble near

The camp where you sleep?

4 Beloved, it's been ten years since I've seen your face.
Twenty Buddhist Lents have gone by since we've managed

To see each other once a year.

5 Sweetheart, we've been unhappy since we fled from Phu Lang.
I've been afraid I would not see you

Ever since the Vietnamese surrounded the mountain.

6 Now, I'm going to tell a story,
A chronicle, telling it slowly.

7 Dear, when we reach the age
O0f destruction and violence,

Then the god will come.

8 Dear, the following story

Has been told since ancient times.

lThis dialect of Southern Lao has six tones: low rising tone indicated by “; low mid-
level tone indicated by ~; mid-level tone indicated by the absence of any symbol; low
level tone indicated by ‘; mid falling tone indicated by "; high level tone indicated
by ‘. The transcription used is basically that of William J. Gedney.
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¥9 To wit, instability and thoughtes
. 1
Are always changing.

10 Beloved, listen to the tumultuous sounds everywhere
Which are like the old story which has been told.

11 There is a story that will occur

In the future. Please wait and see.

¥12 But, oh what Buddha foretold,

We have already seen some.

13 Upon hearing it, we feel sad

Because the story has come true.

14 Beloved, Buddha predicted that
God Si An® would appear on earth.

15 He is an extraordinary god
Buddha said,

%16 Who, if the people of earth
Lead each other into sin,

17 Honoured women, when the religion reaches the half-way
Point, people will group together and die
Chaotically, miserably and the ground will become hot.

18 Dear, in every town in the South

We will see fires burning.

19 There will be trouble in the world

When the religion is at its mid—point.3

20 Honoured aunts, groups of people who have sinned will raid
the towns and destroy them completely.

21 Only the ones who have merit will remain,
Afterwards,

lLines which were particularly troublesome or which were unclear or ambiguous are
marked with an asterisk.

21n Buddhism, "the last great prophet, who will appear 5000 years after Buddha, and
who will successfully propagate a religion of complete peace and equality". (Kerr 1972:
853.) Also, "the next Bodhisattva who will save mankind". (So Sehaputra 1965:799.)

3The year B.E. 2500 would have been the mid-point if the year 5000 mentioned in foot-
note 2 is considered. The current year is B.E. 2518 (A.D. 1975).
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22 Honoured aunte, the ones who have little merit
Won't see the excellent god.

23 Thie world will be extremely difficult.

Aunts and uncles will insult each other and quarrel.

24 Honoured aunts, there will be difficulty everywhere.

The leaders of the towns will be disruptive.

25 Honoured aunts, when we look at the chronicle correctly,
We can understand it.

26 Honoured women, the capital cities
Will also be divided and harassed.

27 This world will become disturbed.

And towns and villages will be in confusion.

28 Honoured women, there will be a lot of robbers

Who steal and seize things.

29 They will violate the ways and teachings
Which the Lord Buddha pointed out to us.

30 Beloved, there will be wars in the world,
And thousands of thieves.

31 They will organise themselves to be criminals
And plan to do bad deeds.

32 Now, our world is chaotie and

Troubled. It's not as it was.

33 When people don't believe each other,
They will always fight and live by themselves.

®¥34 Honoured aunts, they (should) eeek the Buddha's

Wisdom as much as possible.l

35 They don't warn each other.
They don't obey anybody for
They are the brave soldiers.

lWhen it is apparent that the singer started a line which did not come out quite
right, and then began the line again, changing it somewhat or altogether, we have
enclosed the "false stert" in parentheses and translated only the final form of the
verse.
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Honoured aunts, this happens in every village
In the world.

As the religion reaches

Its half-way point, the situation is turbulent.

Honoured aunts, there are people who are
Deceptive and deceitful.

Ruffians lead this world
To fight, kill, and quarrel.

Now, they speak unintelligibly with each other,
Arguing, insulting and finding fault.

Having investigated, one learns they are communists
Who boast about.

Now, they are not afraid of being alive or dead,
Afraid of troubles and destruction.

In the world of men, there will be looting.

Important people will quarrel and kill each other.

Now, the whole world is full of the noise

Of great eonfusion.

The people will flee
Their villages.

Now, as to future conditions

Please wait and see, friends.

Those of you who don't understand yet,

Please listen to my poem.

Now, trouble has occurred in the world.

In many places there is no end to it.

People are drafted to be soldiers,
To fight, slash, and kill.

Honoured aunts, they become rear foreces and front forces

To guard against and fight (the enemy).

They seize big guns

And aim them at and wait for the enemy.

b9
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Honoured aunts, one can't be careless
Or he will be shot by the artillery.

Time is spinning,

Changing fantastieally fast.

Because the world has changed already

And many things are not as they were before.

Our Buddhist religion

Is not peaceful at its mid-point.

They say they are afraid that this world will be destroyed,

Destroyed, desolated, and then disappear.

Human beings will die on the earth;

Their stench will reach the heavens.

Honoured aunts, masses of elephants
And other animals beneath the gky

Will be separated and destroyed,
And the ones who kill them won't turn back.

Now, not only large animals, but also small ones

Are taken to be eaten.

They don't keep any of the Buddhist commandments,
And they are truly wicked.

Now, these are men who like drinking,
And they shout when they are drunk.
Oh, dear sir. Oh, I'll speak only once.

Honoured aunts, they drink greedily,
And there is never a time when they are sated.

They're just looking for misfortune.

Honoured aunts, then please observe,
Women, whether the Buddha's predictions

Come true or not.

Think about this in the middle of the Buddhist era,
That is (the year) two-thousand, five hundred.

Now, travelling is impeded because

Ruffians plunder.
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Destruction occurs
Until the earth shakes.

Now, the

word of human beings is very depressed;

It will be greatly disturbed by disasters.

From now

on they will ocecur.

And the population will be vexed and anzious.

Honoured

aunts, at the half-way point, two-thousand, five

There will be a new god.

The human beings in the world below

Will go on killing and cursing each other.

I am sorry

Because I can't finish singing this story.

(I can't) finish the story for the time

Has come

to dismiss me.

I don't want to be separated from my relatives,

But it's

time to rest.

If possible,

May you,

my aunts and uncles,

Live happily in good health.

In happiness. May neither danger nor suffering

Come near you.

Now, I give my blessing to you;

Vietory to every one of you.

And to the soldiers

Who are now at the front,

I will send my blessing.

Now, I will bless

The commanders who sleep in the forests.

The ones

Are only

Honoured

To go to

who take care of you, aunts and uncles,

soldiers.

aunts, when the soldiers leave their villages
the borders (of the country),

51
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The husbands become quite upset;
They worry about their wives at home,

Honoured aunts, once the official letters arrive,
There are only the days of separation.

We were happy once, oh, wives of Lao.

Oh, mother of my children, please protect
Them until I

Return.

The wives of those assigned to the front

Hug the children against their breasts.

There are only tears

Running down their cheeks.

When they look to the north,

The sounds of guns resound.

The sounds of bombs; TUM! TAM!
My heart longs for you.

Beloved, it is so difficult for you,

Precious wife, to wait for me.

It is difficult because of the war
Which has oceurred and is not over

So that I am separated from my wife.

Sweetheart, please take care of

Our children until I return.

May neither disaster

Nor anything bad happen to my precious wife.

Now, it 18 necessary
For me to leave you.

Oh, I was only happy once. My dear wife, goodbye.

Oh, my home! I'm forced to leave my darling.

Beloved, our time <8 up now.

Please watit and see whether it will go well with me or

Oh, now,
Our time is up,

And I take my leave.

not.
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When the time comes,

We will part, honoured aunts.

I bid you farewell,
Aunts and uncles,

Oh, honoured ones.

I don't want to leave you, my relatives,
But the time to part has come.

Oolanoh.

MOHLAM MAN

Beloved, garden of the sweet Tani banana,
What did you offer to the monks

That caused you to be as beautiful as a painting?

Now, listen to the sound of thunder from the sky,
Marking the East,

The season

Is going to change.

Woman, that's why the wind

Is blowing unceasingly.

Sinece the wind is blowing toward me,

I feel happy.

Amen. May I raise my hands in prayer

And kneel respectfully before you.

I raise my hands as high as my head

To speak to Phra rai.t

Thie year, I can no longer watit

To send you my blessings

So that they might serve as advice

For people everywhere.

Woman, I have but little intelligence;

My mind is light, and I don't speak fluently.

53

Irhree important things in the Buddhist religion, "namely, the Buddha, his teachings,
and the Buddhist clergy". (So Sethaputra 1965:798.)
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109 I ask the forgivenese of my relatives
Who are in the villages and who are listening to me.

110 Now, may I send my greetings

To the soldiere who are sleeping in the forests.

111 Oh, woman, they are the ones who protect our villages
So that we carn live comfortably.

112 Now, they are the fences which surround
All of the people.

113 May you have vietory

Over your enemies, who are thieves.

114 Woman, those people

Who have done things which are not right in our villages

115 Have broken the customs

And the laws of our country excessively.

116 Now, when you run into them,
Please warn them and tell them firmly that

117 If they really don't listen to you,
We will go to arrest them and send them

To be prosecuted in the courts,

118 Woman, let's make the dishonest people, the crooks,

And the evil people become honest,

119 Let it become known to everyone

That there 18 a ruler even in the forest villages.

¥]20 Now, may you get many medals

So that you wtll become a high-ranking officer.

121 Then you'll take care of the villagers

S50 that they can live in peace.

122 Amen, amen. May the commanders be as courageous

As they wish.

123 May the volunteer soldiers and the commanders

Progress and may merit help them.
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Woman, may they continue working
And protecting the villages.

May they look after their countrymen,

The people of Laos.

Oh, woman, may they have good, loud voices
When they guard the frontiers.

May they pass the exams for officer,
A rank a year.

May everyone progress.

Now, may it be as I have said.

May there be success for everyone.

Just as there was in the wishes I have made

And bestowed upon you.

At pregent we are in a period when our country

Has many difficulties.

These hardships have hit
All of the people.

Oh, woman, they have taken their property away from their homes,
And they have fled.

Now, this has been because of the North Vietnamese

Who have come and invaded our country.

My heart is so distressed
That it may break.

It i8 your duty

To protect our country.

Now, it makes the Lao people angry,
And their breasts full of sorrow.

It has reached the time when it ig necessary
To protect and preserve things.

Oh, woman, to protect the natural resources in our foresgts

And which are in abundance in our land.
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139 Our coffee beans and our oranges

Were taken by the Vietnamese.

140 Now, we shouldn't lose conseiousness

And speak dreamily of other things.

141 Our economiec production has decreased

Every year.

142 Woman, it is for these reasons
That it has fallen:

143 There is nothing
To support it.

144 Oh, woman, we have just been taking in products

From foreign countries.

145 Now, part of the result is that

Nothing benefits our country.

146 Because, because we Lao

Have been at war.

147 It is time for us to wake up
And help each other take care of things.

148 Woman, it depends upon how much of our blood

Washes our land.

149 To barter our land

So that we can live contentedly.

150 Now, may I add to my blessings;
May they follow and support you.

151 Woman, I ask all the sacred things
In the universe

To come and protect the soldiers,

152 Now, so that our country

May be prosperous and happy.

153 May everyone be happy

So that we can develop our country.
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Woman, so that we ean find a way

To improve our economic situation.

Our money has been devaluated; may it recover,

Gradually rising above its former value.

Now, it is still devalued,

Devalued because of the war.

Because there are fires burning and spreading out,

Burning up our country.

Woman, the soldiers stand ready to fight
The enemy without fatil.

This causes our relatives

To take refuge from the dangers.

Now, our parents and relatives
Have fled from their villages,
Leaving their fields and gardens.

Because masses of Red Vietnamese

Have come to seize our towns and villages.

Woman, and those who live outside of the country,
The Lao communists who have forgotten their country,

They have become slaves
And stay in the hands of the Vietnamese.

Now, it is for these reasons
That we Lao are disunified.

We don't have the heart

To make the dry rice fields or set out the wet rice shoots.

Oh, woman, we just enter the caves together

To avoid the dangers and to conceal ourselves.

We are afraid that "Old Five Hundred", a bomb
Whiech is supposed to drop on the Vietnamese nearby
Will splatter on us.

Now, I beg you

Lao who have misunderstood
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Oh, woman, don't think about destroying Lao people
Who have the same blood as you do.

Now, those who have misunderstood, please come forward;
The government has been waiting for you.

Don't join the enemy
And come to harm your relatives

That is not good.

Now, the govermment on this eide

Grants complete amnesty.

Don't be treacherous.
When you fight, don't kill each other.

Oh, woman, the government
Is really good;

It thinks of us every morning and evening.

That's why I'm singing this to you
So that this bit of news will reach you.

When you have picked up a leaflet,
Please read it carefully.

Then look for a secret way

To come to give yourself up.

Now, we Lao intend to

And wish to make our words beneficial.

Small mistakes

Can be forgiven.

Now, you may begin

To concentrate on the Buddhist precepts.

Pursue the ten virtues
Which Buddha emphasised.

Oh, woman, you'll be helped to reach Nirvana
By a golden ladder, a mental vista.

Wait for him to preach to you on existence.

Set your heart on merit.
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It 28 said that hidden merit

Is like a waiting boat.

If we get stuck,

We won't have a boat in which to eross the river.

We'll just float down the river,

Following the current.

As we float down the Mekong,
If there is a boat there,
It will be very helpful to us.

I ask that all of you
Think about this very carefully.

Oh, woman, don't think about destroying Lao people
Who have the same blood as you do.

Now, don't be crazy

And follow the Red Vietnamese because it's difficult.

Woman, they persuade Lao who are relatives
To kill each other.

Now, it is for these reasons

That we Lao are disunified.

Because there are some people who have misunderstood

And who have thought about destroying our country.

Oh, woman, let's get together

S0 that we Lao can prosper,

So that our mothers and fathers and aunts and uncles
Can live happily.

Now, that's just about enough;
I, the mohlam, will bid you farewell.

May I bless all of you
Before I stop.

Now, although I don't want to leave you,

Fate separates us.

59
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199 I don't want to go away from the station,

But fate makes me avoid it.

200 Oh, woman, it 18 necessary for me,
The mohlam, to say farewell and return,

Oh, gentle one.

201 Now, may all of the brave soldiers
Live as long as this earth.

202 As for misery, sorrow, hurt,

Danger and anger, may you have none of these.

203 Now, as for today,
I'll bid you farewell.

204 I'll put my poems aside

And send you these last wishes.

205 Now, I have bid you farewell

And I'm going far away from you.

206 As you hoped, it is finished.
I'll say goodbye to you and stop.

Oolanoh.
m3olam fin
1 ?2Uy ndo can meen faa ndo> h3on huan
1a? nGan ddosk nlGan ?3ay
2 sdn boo danp kiy kiy
hlia khdnday meen ?3ay yuu
3 sdn boo h5on kiy kiy
khéem khday boon phii ndon
h sdaycay sTp pTi ndan cin mda noo hén nda
sdaw phdnsda cin hé&n kan
pTi la thia
5 thdun hda 1iacay tee hdw tiek phdu lldan

y8an boo hén kh3moom ?3ay

k€ew ?5om hua nuay phdu
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bdt nti 13an ci? b3anlafiday ltan

pdwatk3an ndo khooy kaaw

thdun hia ték th3n khdaw hdot samdy
nds pon pti dTi hiay

ciw cin maa

thdun hia l+an too mda ndo tee khéw

bUuhdan law ndo p3an 1dn

khf¥+ waa ?3nic3n sdnkhdan

pian pte pen l+an

sdaycay fdn sfan ndn ndon théw
khf+ kan mda waa

t+an pen mda tee kii

7. v ’ A
mii pawat nod> waa way

pay naa hay khdoy sdom

tee waa phut thdmnday n35 waa phén
hawfioom fdan hén k3n

fan ban ndo sdlotcay

Tiag mii maa 1éew

sdaycay néew thamnaay khdy ?aan

phasii?aan si? 16n kdot

phuu pdsdat ndo ldat lam

’
kham waw caw law maa

phdy waa khan manut nso téy faa

phaa kan koo 2?5olahan

nda mee khan s3asanaa khdn
ca? phaa kdon ndo kan taay
khuay khin d7n h3on

thiun hua thuk nakhdon m4ao tay

hén fay phaw cii

160k ca? m{i ndo d}at hdon

tan thoon caw khon kaan

nda paa flun khdn baap ca? khaw maan
{

{

’ v
mtan mun thalaay suun
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fliun khon bun si? nan 1¥a

too mia phéay sSay

-~ 7 A ’ - L)
naa paa khon bun nooy

boo hen ?0n ndo kéew keen

A 0 . v ’ ~ A ~ A
look nii seen n2o naak nun

lﬁq pSa caw daa thraq

haa paa kdst pen thuk
talsot b?ao mfag ?2un

v -
noo khun kuan

Raa paa ban khamnlan pawat kaan

2aan hen pen day

-~ 2 ’ \2 ’ ’ "
naa mee nakhdon luan nd> nay nan

ka? si? pan nd> ban blat

A . N Y A
look nii ksst dtat hoon

s A A A ’
m+an baan caw wun waay
~ 2 v [. v ’ - A
naa mee ca? mii laay n2d> coon pun
~A L.
naat neen siin khSQQ

Y ’ ’ v
phtt thamnssn meen kham soon

boon pha? 200 sén sii

saaycay look ca? mf{i sonkhaam khaw

v — ’ LY
mahaa coon n2o lon lan

phaa kan tan pen sattuu

v , A ) A v )
phay nodo nan phuu haay maay muan mun

- A, oA v , ’ A
diawnii look khoon haw man muan

pan kuan bao khf# 1an

khdn boofin meen khbam kan

taan p&can yfin/yeenq

’ A ’ — |
aa paa sawfen ?aw ndo muu khaw)

(

naa pda saween ?aw noo phuttha?

~ 3

— — ’ v .
?2aw pannaa n2> laay ltan

bos mii phdy tFan phay
bdok kan ndo mgen boo diy

féy kaa law thahdan

v -
kacuan
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~ P A —-— -— v ’ A
naa paa pen pay mot noo thuk baan
dten daan caw lookkaa

v v ’ ’ v
saasanaa maa thaan

phian kaan wii wun

~ 7 A I3 - ’ ’ . A
(naa paa mii bun suu noo thiaw say)
~ 7 A ! ’ .

naa paa mii khon suy siaw saay

-~ , , A

cay maan noo look laay

?anthaphaan phaa 160k nti

tTi khaacaw daa thiag

- %, A - ’ A .
diawnii waw kan boo noo huu htap

thian daa noo haa phlt

tay khdammeen miwnit

2uat too théo khéay

- 4. ’ - - £, A
diawnii than pen taay boso mii yaan
mfi y3an ?0nthak3an ndo pli pon

néy m4a0 khén ca? kset pﬁn

khin khaacAw daa kan

d7awnti mat théq 160k sanan k330

puan pan ka? cuan cat

phénlam4a0 ca? phaay phat
phaak khaama? baan

dTawnii kaan pen pay phaay sodoy

khdoy duu meen das muu

phdy phuu Ran ndo bos hiu

fan khaandoy si? waa kdon

- 8. A t . r 0y A
diawnii baan mtan keat noodtat hdon

v . ’
laay boon boo mii sdw

keen ?aw fuun thahaan lop

suu kan fan khaa

~ P A — ’ v 14 |
naa paa pen neew lan nEeew naa

v — A A
haksaa kaan caw taan too
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v - - ’ ~
cap ?aw p++n nd2> nay c¢oo
155 thaa caw muu phay

~ A v v - ’ A
naa paa phay phoaa too n>o boo day
- ~ v v
pttn nay sanhaan

v ’ -— v '
samay kaan muunwtan

pian pEEN héeq kaa

pho? waa 1ook man pEe pay leew

léay neew boo khii kaw

v v ’ ’ A
saasanaa nod phacaw

haw hdon caw khan kaan

phan waa Yaan waa ldok nfi ttek mdan

ttek maan ?3an ?un nti slunhday

manut taay ndy dTn

kinmén khdn féa

4a pda mdan khanda nfew sdan

3

a
sdtsda tay laan

meen si? ttek ndo wtek mlan

khén khaacdw boo th3oy

- 2. v ~ A
diawnii can waa sat nay nooy

khooy law meen ?aw kin

sin boo mii ndy too

’ , A
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boomii wan ndo naay wen
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meen boo ndo 1¥+ day
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dTawnii thaag pay maa phaa khdon

?2anthaphaan nss pli pon

kdot mii kaan ndo pon pii
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din sathaan caw wan way
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diawnii mtan manut noo tam tay

c3? wun nay phay pakan

nap tee wan si? pen pay

meen phay m#aq kh4a0 hdon

haa paa toon khen s3on phan haa
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theewadaa noo ?on may

mf{i manut néy 160k téy

thiaw khaa caw daa kan
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khaanooy maa stiadaay

taq tee lam boo csp T+an
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cop l+a

14 r ’
weelaa haw

haak maa lay

boo yaak kay ndo phii ndon
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weelaa nan haak con noon

khan saa meen thu? noo
kh3o héy lﬁq nss mee péa

khooy yuu sabaay suk

baay suk ?antdl3ay phay thuk
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ka? yaa suu mii maa kay

dTawnii khaan3oy kh35 théem phdon hay
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saynéo caw thuk thaan

thag naa ?aay thahaan
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haksaa ]Gq meen mee paa

mii thée tee thahaan
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naa paa saan luan maa than leew
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mii tee wan ca? day haan
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200y noo mee ?ii naan hay haksaa
noo 1uuk n33y ka? saam ?Qay
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si? taaw maa dee ndd
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mia nan pen nEEwW naa
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7?60y ndo bdt nti ndo
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l1dan kh3o 14a p3y l&ew
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sdaw nda k3? thdm thdan ciw pay naa

haksdak3an ciw bédan soon
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nay laaw haksaa daan
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day mii kaan meen nun naak

khuamlambaak maa leen tSoq

pasaa sf?a meen phay phdn

naan ?3sy khdén ?aw kh3on meen cdak baan
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