
IN JANUARY 2003, a grand ceremony mark-
ing the 650th anniversary of the founding of
Lan Xang took place in the centre of Vien-
tiane with the unveiling of King Fa Ngoum’s
statue.

The statue of King Fa Ngoum is not only meant to
be a symbol for the nation but also to inspire
courage among Lao people of all ethnic groups for
national development. Dreams of a newly civilized
nation comparable with the ancient kingdom are
already afoot.1 

King Fa Ngoum (1316–74) is credited with
being the first Lao ruler to unite several
kingdoms under one aegis, Lan Xang Hom
Khao, the ‘Land of a Million Elephants under
the White Parasol’. By bringing with him im-
portant religious texts from the Khmer capital
of Angkor and installing the sacred Phra Bang
image of Buddha in the northern capital
of Xiengthong that he renamed Luang Phra-
bang, he also helped establish Theravada
Buddhism as the state religion. 

The five-day ceremony celebrating King
Fa Ngoum as a symbol of national identity
included a parade of ethnic minorities, a
religious procession featuring the gold Phra

Bang statue, and a procession escorting King
Fa Ngoum and Queen Keokengga on ele-
phants, as well as performances of singers
and traditional folk dancers in the evening.
In addition, 231 actors were directed to per-
form a modern drama detailing the exploits
of the king. Every effort was made to recreate
traditional costumes and props accurately
representing his life and times. Boula Phan-
thavong, who wrote the script and directed
it, also aimed to keep the flavour of linguistic
antiquity of the historical texts on which he
based his script, but he had to make con-
cessions for the actors whose difficulty with
the ancient words was the cause of hilarity
during rehearsals.2

Recapturing a moment of glory belonging
to the inception of a Laotian empire, the
government in Vientiane hoped to inspire
people with pride in their ancestors; yet
Fa Ngoum established his capital in Luang
Phrabang, not Vientiane and, despite the offi-
cial rhetoric, it was the presence of the pal-
ladium of Luang Phrabang, the Phra Bang
statue, that received the most reverence from
the crowd. Threatened by powerful kingdoms
in neighbouring Thailand, Cambodia, and
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Vietnam during the fifteenth and sixteenth
centuries; divided into the three internal king-
doms of Vientiane, Luang Phrabang, and
Champasak in the eighteenth century; and
then subjected to French colonial interfer-
ence in the nineteenth: Laos has had little
opportunity to consolidate its nationalism
within its current borders. Since its establish-
ment in 1975, the Lao People’s Democratic
Republic has struggled to develop a national
identity that both has roots in Lao ethnicity
and includes the many minority groups. 

Nationalist Project from Royal Antecedents

The government’s current project to instil a
sense of pride in the nation and its history
has revolved around another key figure be-
sides Fa Ngoum: King Anouvong (1804–29),
the last king of Lan Xang. In contrast to Fa
Ngoum, Anouvong, is more controversial.

The uprising of Chao Anou (Anouvong), King of
Vientiane, against his Chakri [Thai] overlord in
1827 has become a legend central to modern Lao
nationalism, as he was the last to attempt to revive
the glories of Lan Xang. The story is surrounded
by intense emotions and protected by an almost
sacred untouchability that resists attempts to place
his actions in historical perspective.3

His campaign to repatriate thousands of Lao
people living in the Saraburi area of Thailand
continues to be a source of contention today.
In 2001, emotions ran high in Laos when Thai
producers announced plans to make a film,
Thao Suranaree, a tale of a legendary Thai
heroine who was supposed to have thwarted
Anouvong’s invasion. In 1824, when the Thai
king Rama II died and Anouvong thought
the Thai would be busy fending off the
British, he deceived local governors by tell-
ing them his army was marching to Bangkok
to defend it against the British, and then tried
to evacuate the Lao residents back to Vien-
tiane.4 One governor’s wife, Suranaree,

gathered all the women and took the Lao guards
by surprise when they were half-drunk and half-
asleep. Their weapons were seized and the guards
were killed. Anouvong sent down fifty men to see
what was happening and they were ambushed.
3,000 soldiers were then sent but were routed.
Thus the trickery of Suranaree marked the turn-

ing point in Anouvong’s career and the end of his
dreams for a greater Laos. When he retreated from
the oncoming Thai armies, he fled to Hue in
Vietnam. The Thai king was so infuriated with
Anouvong’s treachery, he ordered the total destruc-
tion of Vientiane (except for one temple). Anou-
vong and his family were captured and brought
to Bangkok.5

Despite the differing national perspectives
on Anouvong’s act, it was not merely a ques-
tion of one man’s ‘freedom fighter’ being
another man’s ‘terrorist’, as the Lao ambas-
sador to Thailand, Hiem Phommachanh, felt
compelled publicly to question the motives
behind the production. Casting doubt on
whether the woman had even existed, he
said the decision to make such a film was
particularly insensitive toward the Lao people
and would reopen old wounds.6 The pro-
posed Thai film brought to the surface un-
resolved tensions and the long simmering of
Lao resentment. The ambassador leading the
protest pointed out that:

Anna and the King was not allowed in Thailand
because it was considered an affront to the reign-
ing monarch, and Lao people likewise see this
film as an affront. The Lao government will not
infringe upon the right of the Thai producer but the
film is different from Pearl Harbor and Schindler’s
List mentioned by the producers as they are based
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on historical reality, but the Thai film is a matter of
perspective and historical debate, as from the Lao
perspective King Anouvong made the country
strong and prosperous and struggled against Siam
to rescue Lao people in Thai-held areas.7

Not content with making a single protest, the
Ministry of Information and Culture decided
to create an ongoing counter-history. Remark-
ing that the Thai film ‘insults the chastity of
the king’, Houmphanh Rattanavong, director
of the Ministry’s Cultural Research Institute,
said it would respond by making dramas
and paintings to show the bravery and sac-
rifice of King Anouvong. 

In August 2001 the Ministry held a seminar
to determine the proper historical reading of
the event. Participants introduced new docu-
ments and wanted to establish a fund to
support research on the King, further study-
ing the information on palm leaf records in
temples. They concluded that:

The fictional Yah Mo (Suranaree) character did
not play any role in overcoming Anouvong. The
Thai simply had more resources and bigger mili-
tary to overcome the Lao king. . . . The Thai
government tried to commit genocide, not only
attempting to destroy the Lao people but also to
eradicate the Lao name from the world map and
make Lao people forget their citizenry or be turned
into slaves. Even though King Anouvong died in
war and his comrades were captured, Lao people
refused to be servants of Siam. 8

Despite the evident contentiousness of these
issues, Grant Evans suggests that, while 

international trade and intercourse traded in
macro-conceptions of peoples, such as Lao and
Siamese, among those at the Ayudhyan court and
at the pinnacles of commerce, for most ordinary
people, the differentiation between Siamese and
Lao was irrelevant until the twentieth century. . . .
The Lao court copied to some extent the style of
the court in Ayudhya and later Bangkok just as
the latter copied the style of the courts of Europe.
The collapse of Lan Xang exaggerated the differ-
ence between the increasingly worldly and sophis-
ticated Siamese and the increasingly parochial
Lao courts.9

The Issan area of northeast Thailand remains
an area where Thai and Lao cultures mingle
and merge. Not only are the languages
approximate, but the instrumental music,

singing, and storytelling of molam are shared.
While hundreds of amateur performers in
the border regions continue to develop as-
pects of their mutual heritage, those in
Vientiane are firmly under the control of
the socialist government. Craig Lockard here
describes the growing discrepancy in the
development of the Issan/Lao culture:

The local singing style (molam) draws from a wide
repertoire including Lao historical epics, Buddhist
stories, comic male-female interplay, courting
songs, and wordplay. The molam form transcended
mere entertainment; the musicians were expected
to exercise spiritual power in local animism and
utilize the strong tradition of improvisation to
comment on current affairs . . . [while in Thailand]
modern molam songs are adapted by rock bands
and Isan (sic) youth became heavy-metal heroes
after hooking up their instruments to amplifiers,
in Laos, the molam has also been used for political
purposes, to spread the messages desired by the
government.10

Tension between Thailand and Laos, how-
ever, is more keenly felt in the capital, where
the government is trying to create an identity
that can withstand Thai cultural and econo-
mic dominance in the region.11 The current
sensitivities of Laos toward Thailand are not
new, but a contemporary expression of a
longstanding unequal relationship. 

Since the court in Bangkok rose to unques-
tioned ascendancy in 1782 with the begin-
ning of the current Chakri dynasty, Thai
cultural influence has been overwhelmingly
powerful in shaping the Lao performing arts: 

Increasing Thai hegemony spread the Thai dance
and drama tradition to Cambodia and Laos, and
the rituals and entertainment of the tiny Lao courts
were modelled along Thai lines. The repertoire of
the Royal Lao Ballet mainly consisted of Thai-
derived dances, often solo numbers or small-
group compositions performed solely by female
dancers.12

Thai versus Vietnamese Paradigms

Historically, when the Lao kings felt threat-
ened by Thai hegemony, they would turn for
support to their powerful neighbour to the
east, Vietnam.13 In recent times, a similar
practice has been adopted. The present-day
socialist Lao People’s Democratic Republic
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not only owes its existence in part to Viet-
namese assistance in the struggle against the
American-backed Royal Lao Government
(RLG), but also continues to share in warm
political relations with Hanoi. Despite the
dissolution of the Soviet Bloc that once
offered sustenance and cultural direction to
both countries, Laos continues to follow
Vietnam’s model of socialist realism to create
its new theatrical works.

Lao culture, especially in the capital Vien-
tiane, now contains the uneasy mix of both
influences – an ancient Hindu culture of
Theravada Buddhism, with its folk stories,
legends and epics based on the jatakas,14 the
Buddhist rebirth stories, that it shares with
Thailand on one hand;15 and the French colo-
nial experience and contemporary socialist
realism it has adopted from Vietnam on the
other. Lao musicians, directors, actors, dan-
cers, and playwrights travel to both coun-
tries to receive further training although the
resulting professional styles, ideological em-
phases, and aesthetic models reflect a certain
schizophrenia. Today it is Thai television that
claims large Lao audiences, not only through

Thai drama serials but also by serving as the
main conduit for western programmes.16

Modernization has exacerbated the differ-
ence between the Thai centre and the Lao
periphery. Thus the current paradigm of
Thailand exemplifying Asian modernity –
wealthy and dynamic, but racked by crime,
disease, drugs, and moral decline – that the
Lao envy but also view with horror has
evolved from a much earlier inequity. The
conservative society and suspicious socialist
government of Laos accepts Thai economic
investment, Thai musicians, Thai manufac-
tured goods, and Thai television dramas, but
is adamant in repulsing Thailand’s mores
and political model. 

The split is between not only ancient and
modern, but the more deep-seated Thai influ-
ence that inspires both hostile and envious
feelings towards Thailand’s clear alliance
with the capitalist West, and the newer socia-
list brotherhood offered by Vietnam that,
though existing mostly in official circles, has
become increasingly interdependent as the
socialist world shrank at the end of the twen-
tieth century.17

37

During the Lao New Year in Luang Phrabang, the Ramayana (Phralak Phraram) is performed with masks for the
demons and monkeys, and gold crowns for the heroes, Rama and Lakshama, Phraram and Phralak respectively.
Photo: Melanie Micco.
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The current state of the performing arts in
Laos reflects its longstanding ambiguity to-
wards its western neighbour, and its official
friendliness with its eastern neighbour. Both
Thailand and Vietnam have had an influence
on how the arts have developed. The troupes
in Vientiane are clearly under the aegis of the
Ministry of Information and Culture, whose
cultural policy includes:

preserving and revitalizing cultural heritage by
integrating vernacular cultures – folk tales and
folk songs, handicrafts and arts, museums and
archaeological sites – into everyday life, as well as
drawing upon innovation and eradicating inappro-
priate traditions.18

Three Types of Lao Theatre

The overt socialist realism and agit-prop
performances have contained and curtailed
almost all creativity in the dramatic arts. In
the first flush of revolutionary victory, such
works might have aroused patriotic passions,
but now audiences have had their fill, and
artists themselves are fatigued with the same
lacklustre material and approaches, but are
unable to break away. As a result, the popu-
lation watches Thai television dramas not
only for entertainment but also for stories
more relevant to their private lives. 

Performance practitioners are trapped in
a dilemma both financial and artistic. First,
they receive only insubstantial stipends from
the government, and secondly much of their
support comes from UNICEF and other
international aid agencies that wish to use
the arts for non-artistic purposes. Theatre
in the capital has become the handmaiden
of well-meaning foreign non-governmental
organizations at the behest of the Lao PDR
government and rarely performs except to
address social issues.19

Without the artistry of a Bertolt Brecht, the
humour of the San Francisco Mime Troupe,
or the interactive imagination of the Thai
troupe Maya or the Filipino PETA, Lao pro-
paganda plays doubtfully achieve the social
results they aim for, though they most cer-
tainly contribute to a disaffection with theatre
as an art form. When the popular forms such
as lam leuang, the Lao Opera in which musi-

cal virtuosity is the main draw, are employed
to perform one more anti-drug play, specta-
tors not only tire of the redundant message,
but turn away from their traditional art in
favour of Thai soap operas.20

While inadvertently damaging traditional
forms, the government also does the modern
arts no favour with its directives. Without
popular roots, the modern spoken drama
is particularly vulnerable to propagandistic
abuse, and because it is not permitted to
develop along its own creative course, but
kept artificially alive by the government, it
has come to be marked by the growing gap
between what the government wants the
troupes to present and what people want to
watch. 

By not allowing the modern performing
arts to develop their own expression of social
reality, the government is giving people only
two choices—lacklustre propaganda that is
Lao, or juicy melodrama that is Thai. Perhaps
the grand spectacular depicting the reign of
Fa Ngoum momentarily bridged the gap, but
such large-scale productions are a rarity,
especially for the rural majority.21

Three forms of theatrical performance exist
on the Lao government’s nationalist agenda:
lam leuang, the Lao Opera; lakhon tukata, pup-
petry; and lakhon vao, spoken drama. None of
these forms is taught at the National School
of Music and Dance, where students select
from courses in western classical music and
ballet, or folk music, folk dance, and Lao
classical music and dance.22 Instead, in the
case of spoken drama, current performers,
directors, and playwrights were primarily
trained in Vietnam and Russia; the puppet
troupe in Bulgaria, and more recently by
French collaborators; and only Lao Opera,
the single indigenous form, continues to draw
masters from within village communities.

Lam Leuang: the Lao Opera

According to director Thongpad Lattikone,
the current troupe of [mo]lam leuang (literally
‘singing story’), was established as ‘Lao
Opera’ and formed as a national group in
1972.23 Molam is derived from mo, ‘expert’,
and lam, ‘to sing or chant’. Initially, a single
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singer played a variety of characters, dis-
playing virtuosity not only in singing but
also in the multiplicity of roles with changes
of costume and movement. It has evolved in-
to a group performance, but the performers’
singing talent remains their most important
quality. Leuang

signifies myth, narrative, story, or legend. It is
synonymous with the word phüne, but with one
subtle distinction: lam phüne signifies to sing a
myth, story, or legend, while lam leuang means to
sing a myth, story, legend, narrative, epic, or drama.
Compared with lam phüne, the lam leuang presents
a more modern character, as realistic and lifelike.
It is a recent creation and is the fruit of the develop-
ment of lam phüne.24

The national troupe, however, likes to em-
phasize the antiquity of its art, saying that its
material originated during Fa Ngoum’s reign,
along with the establishment of Buddhism. 

Lam leuang began with a single monk chanting the
story to people in temples and then was joined by
others to tell the story. When the monks left the
temple, they continued by using masks to paint
pictures of various characters so that audiences
knew who they were in the story. Later sound was
added and, instead of masks, they started to paint
their faces. The character’s clothing accurately
reflected the historic styles worn at the time in
Luang Phrabang province.25

Current practice, however, stems from devel-
opments in southern Laos during the early
twentieth century. Although lam leuang has
developed along regional music lines that
are unique to Laos, it shares several charac-
teristics with likay in Thailand and yike in
Cambodia. Brandon suggests that Thai likay
was introduced into Laos via north-east Thai-
land, where many Lao live, but, as Miller
points out, likay is a central Thai form, and it
is not likely to have been easily adapted by
the Lao on either side of the Mekong:

It is ligeh’s (likay)26 foreignness that makes it diffi-
cult to understand its introduction into the Lao-
speaking northeast. Its language is not only
Siamese but the musical instruments were also
Siamese as was the singing style. What probably
arrested the interest of the northeasterners were
ligeh’s visual aspects: the brilliantly painted back-
drops, colourful costumes vaguely related to those
of Siamese lakon and khon dance dramas, and glit-
tering jewellery. While the northeastern people
eventually realized they could not copy ligeh’s
Siamese musical characteristics, they slavishly
imitated the visual aspects, with the result that
casual observers could not tell the difference.27

One of Miller’s informants, Tawin Boot-ta,
said that ligeh-lao [likay lao] was never very
popular and tended to disappear when the
authentic ligeh-tai [likay thai] troupes began

Lao Opera (lam
leuang) Theatre
in Vientiane.
Photos in this
feature by the
author unless
otherwise
credited.
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coming to the area about 1944. He claimed
that a more important factor in the develop-
ment of mawlum moo (group molam) was lum
ruang (lam leuang), a variation of lum pun
(a well-established genre with professional
singers), in which the singer acts out the story
by changing costumes or hats and moving
about as if to be several characters. He said
lam leuang emerged in Laos about 1932, and
used plots based on well-known stories:
Nang Daeng-awn (Nang Taeng Aun), Sang Sin-
sai (Sang Sinxay), Sooriwong (Sourivong), and
Prince Wetsundawn (Phra Vetsandone).28

During the socialist struggle in the 1970s,
lam leuang was brought within the nation-
alizing orbit and westernizing influences of
Thailand. Miller comments that the rate of
change brought about by outside influences
was dramatically accelerated with the intro-
duction of western popular music into rural
northeast Thailand:

Troupes scrambled to keep up with each other in
the latest fashion; a leading troupe discovers an
innovation and all others must then follow suit or
lose their fickle audiences. Things western and
modern are good; things Lao are bad. The intru-
sion of popular songs into the actual story is the
most disturbing change today, and this develop-
ment which began only about 1973 is having a pro-
found effect. A few troupes have already replaced
the kaen (khene) with an electronic organ.29

Ancient Tales and Modern Propaganda

While the performance style was taking its
cue from gaudy Thai troupes, the Ministry,
during the same period, contracted writers
to write about the progress in agriculture,
education, and news of the country, includ-
ing the floods that destroyed the rice crop in
the north.30 Compton writes that although the
development of radio broadcasting helped
individual performers reach much wider
audiences, even then ‘some mohlam who were
hired to sing over the radio stations during
the 1960s and 1970s chose to remain anony-
mous because of the propagandistic nature
of the topics about which they were asked to
sing’.31

The national lam leuang troupe now per-
forms two kinds of plays: traditional ones
derived from legendary epics and folk tales

recited all over the country by monks, such
as Sithon and Manola (the names of the male
and female protagonists), Four Brothers
(Champa Si Ton), and the especially popular
Sang Sinxay. The troupe must also perform
modern propaganda plays which have soci-
alist-realist themes of national reconstruction
or social issues deemed important by NGOs. 

Although Compton contends that Laos,
like other socialist countries, has generally
viewed the performing arts as having an
important role in the development of the
socialist state, believing that they can move
and inform people better than the written
word where there is a high rate of illiteracy,
much of their direction is influenced by out-
side groups. The directors contend that the
public prefers the traditional stories, but they
try to add two new plays to their repertoire
each year, such as those being reviewed in
2003, Crimes for Love and A Plan to Stop Drug
Addiction. These didactic scripts were written
by lam leuang masters in other provinces who
had been contracted to apply the govern-
ment’s political and social agendas to the
traditional singing form. Preparing them is a
lengthy process because they have both to
pass the censors and be reworked to suit the
actors. 

The performers are aware of the many
different demands placed on their art and the
difficulty of maintaining their own standards.
Thongpad Lattikone comments: 

It is widely acknowledged that Lao opera is of
higher quality than the Thai style because Laos
has held on to its heritage and traditions through
the stories that its opera groups perform, but we
lack the appropriate dance schools to be able to
keep the tradition alive, and if we are not careful
we may see the disappearance of this fine form of
cultural expression in the near future.32

The two forces shown influencing traditional
performance in the 1970s almost define them
in the twentieth-first century. The need to
appeal to youth and the simplistic agit-prop
texts are the Scylla and Charybdis of contem-
porary performers. While Thai-style pop
music performances promulgating anti-drug
messages play to thousands in Laos, lam
leuang performances of contemporary texts
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have to be preceded by popular song-and-
dance ‘concerts’ in order to attract an audience
that would not be drawn by the drama alone. 

In the past, rural communities would save
up to hire the troupe for a temple festival, a
house-warming party, or a novice initiation
ceremony. Some of the ticket money was also
used to renovate temples. The lam leuang per-
formers admit that young people are not so
interested in the form; they prefer to roam
about on motorcycles, dance to rock music,
and watch Thai serials. Despite the shift of
interest, the director believes,

This kind of opera has the capacity to work well
with modern economic and cultural concerns but
it will only be able to fit into the new world order
if it is maintained and developed by a new gener-
ation of Lao literati.33

Thus he circumspectly acknowledges that not
only do traditional stories no longer hold
much appeal for the younger generation but
the simplicity of the modern works have also
failed to attract new younger audiences. 

Performance and Repertoire

The troupe now has a new theatre with air-
conditioned offices in the centre of Vientiane
built after the old wooden one burnt down in
2001; but it rarely performs there, as it is usu-
ally commissioned to perform outside the
city. Lattikone contends, ‘We enjoy travelling
around the country and performing our
traditional art. Because of the popularity of
Lao opera we find it easy to raise funds to
keep the group afloat.’34 An average concert
tour in the province of Vientiane costs about
three hundred dollars, while tours in the
distant provinces costs about five hundred
because of the difficulty of travelling on poor
roads. 

When the troupe travels to the country-
side it brings its own eight-by-ten-metre stage.
Unlike most private troupes, it possesses a
truck which allows it to move with all its
props and costumes. The performances begin
at eight in the evening and go on for five or
six hours. The traditional performance begins
with wai khu, a fifteen-minute prayer to past
masters and teachers with offerings of incense,

an egg, flowers, and with a bowl of water to
sprinkle on the performers.

Despite the new indoor theatre, perform-
ances are only given during the dry season
from October to March. During the rainy
season, the troupe remains at the theatre,
training new members and rehearsing new
plays. Masters of lam leuang do not come
from any institution, but are brought in from
rural communities. Teaching remains a pro-
cess of an older master passing on technique
to a younger pupil.

The current repertoire of the troupe com-
prises twenty plots, but the stories are not as
important as the singing abilities of the
performers. Sinouane Chanthasay, one of the
main actors who plays the hero roles, was
drawn from his folk-singing background,
and auditions for the group still focus on the
performer’s singing abilities as well as stage
presence and pleasant appearance. The troupe
has twenty-seven performers, eleven of whom
are women. Musicians from outside are often
brought in to assist with the instrumental
accompaniment. 

The characters they play are role-types
and each actor is trained for a particular type,
in contrast to the molam, who would play all
the roles himself. Three actors have been
trained for the main role of the hero in case
one is indisposed. Although the hero and
heroine roles are the highest in the troupe’s
hierarchy, the clowns also remain popular
favourites. Usually two clowns perform to-
gether, but, depending on the play or the
desires of the sponsor, up to six clowns may
appear.35 They often wear the white patch on
the nose that designates the clown (chou) role
in Chinese opera and has now been adopted
through much of southeast Asian theatre.36

When the troupe travels outside the capi-
tal, it depends upon private and community
sponsorship and the sponsors determine the
programme. The eponymous Sang Sinxay is a
perennial favourite. Based on the Indian Pan-
nasa Jataka, the Lao version is a seventeenth-
century, twelve-thousand-line poem usually
ascribed to a poet named Pangkam.37 The
story involves the adventures of three unu-
sual brothers – Siho, (Great Elephant), Sang-
thong (Golden Snail), and Sinxay (Victorious
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Merit), a boy born with a bow and arrow in
his hands. 

The central plot concerns a king whose
beloved sister is abducted by an ogre (nyak)
ruler who transforms himself into a hawk to
carry her away. Later, the king marries seven
sisters, and when two of his queens give
birth to the strange children, he exiles them.
When grown up, the three brothers are called
upon to rescue their aunt, who has since be-
come happily married to the ogre king and
borne him a son. On their way, the brothers
encounter many adventures, including Sin-
xay’s repulsion of a demoness disguised as a
voluptuous woman, though he does allow
himself a dalliance with the kinnari, a flock of
beautiful bird-women. Then a fierce battle
ensues as they recapture the reluctant queen. 

Among the most moving parts of the
poem are those of the ogre king lamenting
the capture of his queen, and her lament after
his death.38 Confrontation between good and
evil characters provides a good deal of the
stage action, but as lam leuang was originally
performed by a single molam who would
play all the roles himself, there are few actual
fight sequences and little martial choreog-
raphy. Instead combatants express anger and
fear through gestures and facial expressions
rather than engaging in combat. 

Lam leuang is shown on television for four
or five hours at the weekend. Chanthasay
believes that television actually serves as a
good advertisement, since potential sponsors
see the shows and decide which they would
like for a live performance.

Lakhon Tukata

The creation of puppetry in the Luang Phra-
bang court is said to date from Fa Ngoum’s
reign in 1353; but the court puppets, ipok
(epok) – though preserved in the royal palace,
and formerly brought out only at Pimay
(New Year) or the end of Buddhist Lent – no
longer perform. A new puppet troupe, lakhon
tukata, was, however, developed from the
special relationship between Laos and Bul-
garia when, in 1978, twenty students were
sent to Bulgaria to learn both puppet-making
and its performing techniques.39

Ostensibly the tukata troupe performs both
traditional and modern plays, but it is prima-
rily committed to propagandistic productions
focused on modern themes. It uses two kinds
of puppets – rod and glove – many of which
have a recognizable Eastern European design
and style. In 2002, however, Michel Laubu,
director of the French Turak Puppet Troupe,
came to Vientiane to help create puppets
made of found objects, such as pieces of
bamboo, bark, coconuts, and discarded tins
and cloth. The puppeteers of this new style
called themselves Kabong Lao, or the Lao
Torch. Although their puppets are quite dis-
tinct and more artistically compelling, they
too, primarily perform didactic plays.

The troupe receives a small stipend from
the government, but depends primarily on
UNICEF sponsorship and bears the UNICEF
logo on its curtain. UNICEF does not pro-
duce the scripts as such, but as anti-drug and
HIV-AIDS prevention campaigns are its
main concerns, the troupe creates the scripts
for UNICEF’S approval. Thus not only does
its existence depend on the international
agency, but its repertoire is determined by its
aims, and the troupe appears to have little
artistic autonomy.

Although the other performing arts, such
as lam leuang and lakhon vao (the spoken
drama), have tried to tap into the UNICEF
largesse, they have been largely unsuccessful,
receiving only occasional funding for indi-
vidual shows. The puppet theatre is less
expensive and more streamlined. A large pro-
duction, however, requires about eighteen
puppeteers and uses taped music. Some-
times the puppeteers use their own voices
and sometimes the whole performance –
voices and music – is taped. With a ‘cast’ of
twenty puppets, it takes up to three months
to put together a new piece. 

The troupe has its own small rehearsal
space in downtown Vientiane and can give
performances in that space, since the small
puppet stage can be set up anywhere. As the
tukata troupe rarely does traditional plays, it
is not tied to the lunar calendar, yet because
of the difficulty of travel most performances
still occur during the dry season. The pup-
peteers bring their own lights, tape deck,
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sound equipment, and electric generator, all
supplied by UNICEF. When they travel to
the villages, they stay in people’s homes, as
arranged by the village headman. 

The Didactic Puppet Repertoire

In 2002, the troupe gave fourteen perfor-
mances around the country, and the pup-
peteers claim their sense of achievement
depends on whether they can maintain the
audience’s attention for the duration of the
show. In 2003 they were preparing an anti-
HIV-AIDS glove-puppet play to take to a
puppet competition in France. The opening
scene began with a simple message. A family
is watching television as a character in the
television frame pontificates about AIDS
prevention, directing his words towards the
son. (The technique comically reverses the
common experience, as many people in Laos
now receive information via television.) As a
reward for understanding the message, the
son receives money from his parents for
English classes (which might not go down
well in France, which has made strenuous
efforts to preserve a Francophone tradition
in its former Indochinese colonies).

Currently almost all puppet performances
are circumscribed by three social topics:
AIDS awareness and prevention; anti-drug
campaigns aimed at young people; and edu-
cation about UXO (unexploded ordinance) –
the shells and landmines that still litter much
of the country’s northeast region that was
penetrated by Viet Minh and bombed by the

United States. Ignorance alone is not respon-
sible for people getting killed and wounded
by UXO, but also poverty, as poor peasants
retrieve the explosives to use for fishing or
sell as scrap metal. Most fatalities, however,
occur simply when a mine is set off by a far-
mer’s plough.

43

Above: UNICEF-sponsored lakhon tukata troupe presenting an HIV-AIDS prevention play. Below right: lakhon
tukata puppeteers manipulating a large puppet about to burst into song.
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A community-awareness programme tours
the country, singing songs about the dangers
of UXO, inviting children to sing along, and
then testing the kids’ recognition skills of the
different kinds of bombs. One show, Never
Forget, featured a little boy blinded by a
landmine and no longer able to attend
school, while others actually show villagers
getting injured with the ‘Bang!’ of the bomb
going off providing the eagerly expected
climax to each scenario. A provincial coordi-
nator for the programme, Khongsy Souda,
does a comedy routine in drag to keep the
tone light. He says that before the shows
started, people would often try to defuse the
bombs themselves, but now more are report-
ing them to the authorities.40

Despite monetary limitations and the im-
position of a didactic repertoire, members of
the troupe continue to develop their presen-
tational skills for artistic purposes, such as
creating life-sized puppets. Manipulated by
three puppeteers, one for each hand and
another controlling the feet, one such puppet
was dressed in the Lao peasant costume of a
simple cotton shirt, sarong, and sash around
the waist, clutching a microphone. As a taped
musician crooned a tune about love and the
beauties of nature, the puppet swayed and
gesticulated with realistic grace. The pup-
peteers kept their faces bowed and thus their
own presence was de-animated, allowing the
puppet to command one’s focus. Although
the song was newly written, it was not a call
to social action, and along with the mimetic
movements of the puppet, it provided a
charming interlude.

Lakhon Vao

The spoken drama is the least funded and
the most constricted of the performing arts.
While cute puppets mouthing the dangers of
drug addiction can have a certain poignancy,
live actors propounding the same message
do not achieve the same appeal; nor does
spoken drama have lam leuang’s deep musi-
cal roots in the culture. And so the spoken
drama struggles, receiving little international
or local community funding, nor extra gov-
ernment money to compensate. At the same

time, it is the form most tied to the govern-
ment agenda, presenting only contemporary
propaganda. 

Unlike Vietnam, Laos has not acquired a
repertoire of French plays translated into Lao
and, unlike in Cambodia, its spoken drama
practitioners seem to have little tradition of
previous French training – yet its genesis
might owe some inspiration to Molière’s
social satires. Believing that the Lao spoken
drama originated in stories broadcast on the
radio in the 1940s,41 Kham Mao, the current
director of the spoken theatre troupe, con-
tends that the first appeared in 1943: two
satirical comedies that allowed the Lao to
laugh at themselves. Mr Self-Impressed (Ba
Ngot) satirized a man of high rank who forgot
himself, reflecting the ways of the French-
educated elite who were then attempting to
control the country. The other play revolved
around the karmatic belief that he who does
evil receives evil, and satirized the exploits of
a man whose excessive acts humorously con-
travened ethical norms.42 These plays were
performed only in Vientiane, where, during
the intervening war years, it seems a com-
plete hiatus of theatrical activity occurred. 

Elsewhere in the country, the army used
local molam troupes to propagandize the
revolutionary cause and keep up morale;
however, spoken drama was not used for
this purpose as it was in Vietnam. Then:

Soon after liberation, the government of Lao PDR
adopted the policy of promoting national culture
and of preserving national and progressive aspects
as well as the characteristics of local folklore of all
ethnic groups.43

But we have little information about the con-
tribution of spoken drama under this policy. 

Fragrant Red Lotus

The next record of a performance was in 1984
when a troupe was assembled to prepare a
new drama to celebrate the tenth anniver-
sary of the liberation victory in 1985. The
result was the first major play and produc-
tion of a spoken drama in the Lao Republic,
Fragrant Red Lotus (Hom Kin Bouadeng) writ-
ten by Dara Kanlaya, developed from one of
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her short stories. This went through several
versions until it was performed in 1985, and
in 1987 was made into a film44 that altered
the plot further. Both versions were popular
with the public and it remains Laos’s best
known modern play. 

Red Lotus, a common Lao name for a girl,
combines revolutionary fervour with a love
story, but its various configurations reveal
the negotiations between the writer and the
government ministries. The four-act, two-
hour play emerged from a special six-month
workshop conducted by a Russian-trained
writer from Hanoi who came to Vientiane to
assist in the development of Lao theatre. Not
only were all the writers involved novice
playwrights, but the actors, too, were first-
time performers. 

Kanlaya had written a story in the 1960s
about an incident she had heard as a child, of
a girl who had been raped by her stepfather
and could not tell her mother about it. When
the girl finds herself pregnant, she kills her-
self. To this was added the girl’s love for a
boy who was not rich enough to satisfy her
ambitious mother. The boy leaves to fight at
the front, and another, richer young man
falls in love with the girl and tries to help her
out of her predicament. But knowing her
stepfather to be a spy and fearing that if she
accuses him he will create trouble for her
boyfriend, she refuses to take this course.
Then the boyfriend’s death is reported and
all hope is lost.

Needless to say, all this tragedy was not
what the Ministry of Information and Culture
wanted to propagate. Changes were recom-
mended and followed – the boyfriend was
not really killed and comes back; the girl was
not really raped but had only suffered an
attempted attack (as the heroine in a socialist
drama must be pure); and the villainous
stepfather is punished. This version received
praise from both the army and government. 

In order to write about the heroine realis-
tically, Kanlaya researched the lives of the
women in villages who supported the troops
involved in the struggle for liberation. The
main idea she wanted to communicate with
her protagonist was that Red Lotus had to
struggle every step of the way, that she con-

tinually had to fight to succeed. Over forty
people were involved in the production,
which played to audiences in the thousands. 

However, this new style of theatre caused
some bemusement among the spectators,
who criticized anything that lacked complete
realism. Thus, when Red Lotus washed her
face from a basin, the spectators complained
there was no water in it. Lao women are
famous for their weaving, and the production
not only required a real loom on stage, but
the actress had to use it properly or receive
criticism from the weavers in the audience.
The Vietnamese teacher found this demand
for realistic detail both frustrating and amus-
ing, implying that his Vietnamese audiences
were a little more sophisticated in regard to
theatrical convention.

As a former deputy director of the liter-
ature department in the Ministry, Kanlaya
says she has recommended adding a drama
course to the National School of Music and
Dance, but so far her suggestion has gone
unheeded.45 Noting that while the spoken
drama troupe has no theatre of its own and
cannot afford to use the grand National Cul-
tural Hall,46 and that the lam leuang theatre is
empty a good part of the year, she has also
suggested that the various groups pool their
resources to cut down on expenses.

Kanlaya retired from public service in
1996 in order to return to her writing and run
a family publishing business. She has never
written another play, but is still interested in
having a hand in the theatre; however, she
wants to have nothing more to do with
ministries and bureaucracies, but instead is
contemplating forming an amateur troupe in
which people do not use the excuse of the
lack of money to prevent them from putting
on a play. Moreover, such a group would not
have to serve the government agenda and,
although it might still be subject to censor-
ship, it would not be restricted to producing
anti-drug and anti-AIDS parables.47

The Repertoire of Spoken Drama

By 1995, the spoken drama troupe had a
standard repertoire of ten dramas, and since
then it has introduced two new plays a year.

45

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0266464X04000326 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0266464X04000326


In 2000, the director Hongnakorn Thomphara
was directing Work in the Field Awaits (Naa-
thong Ngaan Khoi), a piece about stopping the
cultivation of opium poppies, as is currently
the practice of ethnic minorities, including
the Hmong. Despite the appearance of its
tough anti-drug stance, the Lao government
has in the past depended heavily on the
income from opium and it is likely that in
some quarters continues to do so. Thus a
play in which the parents are opium farmers
and their children are trying to persuade
them to give it up rings hollow when four-
fifths of the populace live below the poverty
line and no other crop brings in the same kind
of revenue.

In 2002, one of the two new plays pre-
sented was originally called Brother Viet (Ai
Viet), referring to the time when the Pathet
Lao and Vietnamese soldiers fought in the
field together against the Royalist troops.
When the Lao soldiers could not remember
the names of individual Vietnamese, they
addressed them as ‘Brother Viet’. But the
censors saw a problem in the title, because
Lao distinguishes between older and younger
brothers, implying different levels of respect
and obedience. So the name was changed to
Friends in the Field of War (Pheuan Houam Lop).
Another source of contention was that the
main Vietnamese soldier dies in action. Some-
one in the Ministry thought this was unsuit-
able and might be misinterpreted by the
Vietnamese, and that therefore the Lao sol-
dier must also die. Others argued that since
the Vietnamese was only coming to assist the
Lao, his death was not symbolic of defeat or
dishonour, as it would be if the Lao were
shown dying on his native soil. Finally, it
was decided that the Vietnamese soldier
should almost die.

Later in the year, the company produced a
comedy, Money and Heart (Ngeun Lae Nam
Chai), whose storyline suggested that while
money was desirable and could be used to
improve life, it was not everything. A convo-
luted plot involves an old man who wins a
lottery prize but does not know it until he
reads about it in the newspaper. A gang of
robbers plan to trick him out of his prize. The
greedy old man is vulnerable to their machi-

nations but is rescued by a hero and heroine,
while the robbers’ plots fail due to their own
in-fighting.

The double bind the troupe finds itself in,
however, between fulfilling its government
mandate and trying to appeal to the audi-
ences’ desire for entertainment, was exem-
plified in a recent performance at a special
camp for several thousand children. The
troupe received five hundred dollars from
UNICEF to present a play, but when the
organizers saw the planned show at the
dress rehearsal they found it unsuitable for
children. Creating a script based on a well-
known folk tale, Seven Daughters (Luk Saaw
Thang Chet), the troupe had modernized it,
ostensibly to raise gender issues. 

The father of a family is so distraught
because he has only daughters that he falls
ill. The organizers, however, considered the
daughters’ behaviour vulgar and wild; and
that the actresses were influenced by Thai
television in portraying girls with puerile
mannerisms. That the doctor who attends
the sick father is gay and comes on with his
boy attendant caused further displeasure.

The director agreed to present an alter-
native – an anti-drugs play about a boy who
leaves school, fights with his parents, runs off
with a friend, and is caught with drugs by
the police, who tell his parents to take better
care of their child. The boy then promises to
return to school. Although the organizers let
it be presented, they found it disappointingly
unimaginative and simplistic. Thomphara
wistfully hoped the future would see a
professional company emerge; but in 2003,
as he departed for a three-month training
course in Vietnam, the company was writing
another anti-AIDS play to submit to the
Ministry and then to UNICEF.48

The troupe consists of fourteen artists
who perform mostly in Vientiane, both be-
cause they do not have money to tour and do
not possess a truck like the lam leuang troupe.
And, unlike lam leuang, which uses its tele-
vision appearances to advertise itself to its
prospective community sponsors, lakhon vao
continues to debate whether or not to appear
on television. Thomphara explains that they
would have to pay for a television appear-
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ance, which suggests a serious lack of colla-
boration between the government agencies. 

In addition, whereas students of music
and dance can find work in hotels and res-
taurants, actors have a difficult time support-
ing themselves. Kanlaya has suggested that
money spent on lavish dance costumes could
be used on the development of playwriting
and upgrading the level of language in the
current drama productions.

Somsack Duangpanya, a journalist who
covers the cultural beat for the English-
language newspaper, the Vientiane Times, con-
tends that any new ideas for the theatre will
have to come from foreign funding organiz-
ations, as the government does little but app-
rove their programmes. So foreign money
determines the topics and often decides the
genre. As a result, all the groups copy each
other, afraid to do anything new, because if
they do not attract audiences the organiza-
tion will not fund them again. Performances
are frequently geared towards teenagers and
are preceded by a pop music and dance
show, or if it can be afforded, a television star
is included. 

Somsack Duangpanya believes lam leuang
is dying because it will not or cannot intro-
duce new material and has become stagnant.
He remembers enjoying it as a child, although
he admits that even then his classmates were
not so interested.49 As a final irony, after hav-

ing been required to follow a didactic line
modelled on Vietnam’s socialist theatre, the
performing arts now find that even their con-
tent about AIDS and drugs is being more
widely disseminated by the plots in the Thai
serials, albeit in a more sensational and less
educational fashion.

Challenges of the Future

At the beginning of 2003, the Ministry of
Information and Culture held a three-day
conference to review its past performance
and map a course for the future. Meeting in
the National Cultural Hall, the participants
worried about the downturn in the world
economy and how it would affect their inter-
national sponsors. Noting that competition
for aid would be more fierce, the dramatists
prepared themselves for some difficult times.
Closer to home, the week before, a bus on
the main road between Vientiane and Luang
Phrabang was attacked. Many Lao passen-
gers were killed, as were two unlucky Swiss
cyclists, whose deaths brought the news to
the international press. 

It was suspected that the ‘bandits’ were
discontented Hmong who have made trouble
for the socialist government since the 1970s,
when hundreds of thousands were em-
ployed by the United States to combat Viet
Minh and Pathet Lao forces. Though many
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were subsequently evacuated to the US,
those who remained are a constant irritant
to the Vientiane government, and despite
efforts to make the workers’ state one of
ethnic equality, this is still not the reality.50

Thus the dramatists were enjoined to make
greater efforts to include the forty-nine ethnic
minorities in their scripts and productions.51 

The problems in this small country are
evident, but whether or not the performing
arts can be made directly to improve social
conditions remains open to question. The
troupes have been successful in presenting
information and educating the public, but
remain unable to provide an entertainment
that feeds the artistic needs of the people.52

The cultural workers in Vientiane have so
far been unable to compete with the raunchy
performances of the amateur molam groups
in the smaller towns and villages. Statues
and representations of distant kings are less
compelling than the travails of the poor
people presented in traditional stories that at
least still attract middle-aged and older audi-
ences. A character who captures the imagi-
nation and sympathy of the younger people
does not seem to have emerged, with the
exception of the popular Red Lotus, but as a
revolutionary heroine she now needs updat-
ing, a newer context to revitalize her image
in the contemporary society.

Not far from the Cultural Hall, at the Talaat
Sao or Morning Market, is an overwhelming
display of thousands of silk weavings by Lao
village women. Aside from regional differ-
ences, an infinite variety is represented in
these textiles from within what appears to be
a single tradition. The recurring patterns of
abstracted natural elements of birds, rivers,
and nagas, the snakes with their diamond-
shaped heads, are all presented in breath-
taking combinations of colours, dimensions,
and textures, each weaving unique, however
similar to others, and all beautiful. Deserv-
edly world famous, these products of Lao
villagers not only express their cultural iden-
tity but also their individual artistic impulse
and technical prowess. They keep alive their
art and develop it, experimenting with the
tradition, expanding its perimeters without
losing its distinctive qualities.

There has been a weaving renaissance in Laos,
testimony to the incredible versatility of Lao
weavers and their ability to adapt to changing
times . . . Contemporary weavers no longer con-
fine themselves to traditional techniques deter-
mined by ethnic group. Young weavers now draw
upon a wide design repertoire to weave their
fabrics. Commercialization and the blurring of
group distinctions have diminished the signifi-
cance of many designs. The result is beautifully
woven songs without words.53

Although many Lao weavings are now sold
in the tourist trade, and no doubt tourist
tastes have impacted their production, Lao
textiles might offer a more comprehensive
and richer model for the Lao performing arts
than the vapid commercial soap operas from
Thailand and the dry socialist realism that is
already being jettisoned in Vietnam. 

Sponsoring language-based arts always
poses difficulties for governments, especially
socialist regimes that tend toward the view
that if the arts are not actively supporting
their agendas they are obstructing them. The
visual abstractions in Lao textiles present no
such dilemmas and are an obvious source of
national pride, as evinced by the weaving
heroine of Fragrant Red Lotus. 

The female weaver is at the heart of the
culture of Laos, and if the participants of the
cultural conference down the street could see
her as a muse for the performing arts rather
than the foreign models and historical kings,
not only the traditional lam leuang but the
modern lakhon vao might be revitalized with
a contemporary native relevance. The brave
female weaver Hom Kin Bouadeng could
well be Laos’s answer to the Thai heroine
Thao Suranaree.
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