THE PHRA LAK PHRA LAM AND
THE LAOTIAN CULTURAL TRADITION

SACHCHIDANAND SAHAI

N 1970, when I began my studies on the Rima saga in Laos, none of

the existing manuscripts had been published.! A number of studies
and résumés enabled me to acquire some idea of their relative importance.
However, it was not possible to undertake any exhaustive critical study
without a detailed and direct analysis of the original texts. An indirect
result of such analysis was my decision to publish certain texts from the
original manuscripts in order to give them a wider circulation.

I published the Phra Lak Phra Lam?® first, primarily because, far from
being simply the translation of a foreign narrative into the Lao language,
it constitutes one of the finest examples of Lao literature. In the course
of an audience graciously granted to me, His Majesty King Sri Savang
Vatthana described this work as a “ monument of Lao literature executed
in the purest Lao style”.® In fact, through its vigorous prose style, it
graphically depicts the manifold aspects of Lao culture. Its annual
recitation at numerous monasteries during the Buddhist Lent testifies to its
continuing popular appeal.

Though the text is quite long, the narrator has laid down the sequence
of major events in such a way that the relationship of cause and effect
between these events can be clearly seen. An introductory section relates
the establishment of Inthapathanakhon* and Sisattanak (Vientiane), where
the events of the first part of the story take place.

At the beginning of the present aeon, a Phom touple descends to the
Earth from the Akanittha stage of Heaven. Since their bodies become
heavy after tasting the flavour of earth they are unable to fly back to the
heavenly abode and resign themselves to settling by the sea in the south.
In the course of time, one hundred and one children are born to them and
a city named Inthapathanakhon comes into being. While their one hundred
and one children go to rule in Jambudipa, their youngest son, Tapparamesuan
rules in Inthapathanakhon.
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1In addition to the Phra 'Lak Phra
Lam, the following four versions are known
to exist in Laos: the Pommachak in Tay
Lu, found from Muong Sing; the Lanka
Noi; the Hleuang Khvay Thoraphi, pre-
served in the Royal Palace, Luang Prabang,
and written in Yuon; and the Phra Lak
Phra Lam published by the National
Library, Vientiane, in 1971.

2Published by the Indian Council for
Cultural Relations, from Vientiane, 1973,
Vol. I-II. This edition has been referred to

in the present article.

*Audience granted on the 26th Septem-
ber 1972.

‘The author of the Phra Lak Phra Lam
locates Inthapathanakhon in the Khmer
kingdom (part II p. 2). However, it does
not seem possible to identify this city with
a historically known city of Cambodia
since the indications concerning its location
are not at all precise. The problems regard-
ing the identification of place-names men-
tioned in this text will be discussed in a
forthcoming paper on *“ The Geography of
the Phra Lak Phra Lam *.
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68 The Ramdyana in South East Asia

Since Tapparamesuan gives the throne of Inthapathanakhon to his
youngest son, Virulaha, his eldest son, Thattarattha (Dadaratha), goes to seek
his fortune in the north. At the end of his long journey, which is narrated
with geographical precision, Thattarattha settles at Phan Phao. Later,
on the advice of a seven-headed Naga the guardian of the Mekong river,
he transfers his capital to the opposite side and names the city Sisattanak
after the name of the seven-headed Naga.

Next, the narrator relates the birth of King Virulaha’s son, Raphphang-
suan (Ravapa). In order to illustrate Raphphanasuan’s conceit, the story
of his former life as a Maha Phom (Maha Brahma) is included in this section.

The Maha Phom descended from the Akanittha stage of Heaven in
order to be born on the Earth. On his way, he stopped in the Catummaha-
rajika stage of Heaven. The “Then” advised him to have his spirit
remoulded before descending to the Earth, but because of his conceit he
did not allow this to be done. As a result, he was born deformed into a
farmer’s family in the outskirts of Inthapathanakhon and was known as
Thao Lun Lu. Taking pity on the new born child, Indra came to him,
and after asking him riddles regarding Buddhist doctrines, which he answered
satisfactorily, the god took him back to the *“ Then” in the Catummaha-
rajika. After several futile attempts to remould his spirit, the seven *‘ Thens
took him to Indra’s abode. He was remoulded there and became as
handsome as Indra himself. The latter predicted that in his next life the
Maha Phom would be very proud, greedy and powerful. He could not
be killed by any other weapon but the arrow Keo Vasiraphet, which lies
on the bed of the ocean.

Thus, after his short life as a deformed child, the Maha Phom is reborn
as Raphphanasuan, the son of Inthapathanakhon’s king Virulaha. As
predicted by Indra, he is endowed with supernatural powers and armed with
a heavenly bow of the third category. At the age of three he flies to
Chanthaburi Sisattanak and abducts Nang Chantha, the daughter of his
uncle, Thattarattha.

Taking Nang Chantha as his wife, Raphphanasuan contravenes the
established Lao customs in two ways; firstly he violates the taboo against
marriage with an elder cousin and secondly he does not ask for Nang
Chantha’s hand in the traditional way, which is by presenting dowry. As
we will see later, while Lao society can pardon the first fault, it cannot
forgive the second.

Worried about Prince Raphphanasuan’s conduct, Indra sends a thevabut,
skilled in astrology, to be born as the Prince’s younger brother and to offer
him advice. The astrologer’s birth as Phik Phi (Vibhisana) is followed by
the birth of Inthasi (Indrajit), the youngest brother of Raphphanasuan.

Raphphanasuan then travels throughout Jambudipa in search of one
who can challenge him, and fights with the Lords of the kingdom of Takkasila
and Lomavisay before returning to Inthapathanakhon.

As a result of King Thattarattha’s prayer, Indra sends two thevabut,
armed with divine bows of the first and second category, to be born as the
King’s sons, Phra Lak (Laksmana) and Phra Lam (Rama). At the age of
one, Phra Lak and Phra Lam set forth on their journey to Inthapathanakhon.
Phra Lam takes Nang Chantha from Raphphanasuan who has been lying
in a coma for three months.
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The Phra Lak Phra Lam 69

Regaining consciousness, Raphphanasuan follows Phra Lak and Phra
Lam in order to rescue his wife. He fights many battles before surrendering
at the mouth of the Bang Muk river.5 From there, Phra Lak and Phra Lam
travel to Chanthaburi Sisattanak in a boat given to them by Raphphanasuan.

After this victorious campaign, Phra Lam is married to Nang Si Phimpha
and Phra Lak to Nang Si Kanya and they are made respectively king and
viceroy of the kingdom of Chanthaburi Sisattanak. They then send their
officers and the horse Manikap to present dowries and to ask for the hands
of the fourteen ladies whom they have married in the course of their expedi-
tion to Inthapathanakhon.

Next Raphphanasuan sends his two officers to Chanthaburi Sisattanak
to present dowry for Nang Chantha. He himself goes there and fulfils all
the conditions imposed by Phra Lam before getting Nang Chantha back.

When Raphphanasuan returns to Inthapathanakhon with Nang Chantha,
everybody except his grandfather goes to receive him. In fact his grand-
father is unable to reconcile himself with Raphphanasuan who, in his eyes,
has violated a fundamental norm of Lao society by taking Nang Chantha,
his elder cousin, as his wife. He is so disgusted that in the end he leaves
Inthapathanakhon and goes to live on Mount Yukhanthon with his wife,
sons and daughters-in-law.

The above analysis shows that the focal theme of the first part of the
story is the Lao custom of presenting a dowry prior to asking for a girl’s
hand. All the major events of the story are designed to stress this custom.
Being defeated by Phra Lak and Phra Lam, Raphphanasuan thus pays for
his improper conduct. Not quite sure that the moral has made a lasting
impression on the audience, the narrator relates further that, as ideal Lao
princes, Phra Lak and Phra Lam do not take with them the daughters of
the local chiefs, whom they had married in the course of their expedition
to Inthapathanakhon, because they could not formally present dowries.
They negotiate for them and present dowries subsequently, even though
their marriages are accomplished facts. This is followed by Raphphana-
suan’s submission to the established custom.

Finally, the grandfather of Raphphanasuan, who symbolizes the older
generation’s adherence to the established customs, leaves Inthapathanakhon
in protest against this marriage with an elder cousin, even though Raph-
phanasuan has gone to present dowry for Nang Chantha and ask for her
hand in the customary way.

Raphphanasuan’s decision to abandon Inthapathanakhon for Lanka®
marks the beginning of the second phase of the story. After having settled
in his new kingdom, Raphphanasuan visits Indra and seduces his wife,

\

SThe Bang Muk river is the modern
Huai Muk which flows through northeastern
Thailand and joins the Mekong opposite
Savannakhet.

$Prince Dhani Nivat has suggested that
Lanka of the Lao text should be identified
with Lankasuk in the Malaya Peninsula.
Cf. Dhani Nivat, “ The Rama Jataka®,
Collected Articles published by the Siam

Society, 1969, p. 88. However, we expect
the Buddhist writer of the Phra Lak Phra
Lam to be more familiar with the island of
Lanka. The intinerary between Sri Lanka
(Ceylon) and Laos via Inthapathanakhon
seems to be well known. Such an itinerary
is described in the Lao text, Pheun Phra-
bang.
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Nang Susada. As in the first part, his abduction of Nang Chantha leads
to the subsequent events, so in the second part, his violation of Indra’s wife
accounts for the events which follow. Offended, Indra’s wife incarnates
herself as Raphphanasuan’s daughter, Nang Sida. In her infancy, she is
cast adrift by her father for making an attempt on his life. After a long
journey lasting for many years, she arrives at the hermitage of a sage who
adopts her.

The narrator then relates in detail Raphphanasuan’s journey from
Lanka to the island of Nang Sida and his failure to lift the sage’s bow,
a feat he must perform in order to win Sida’s hand. The sage creates a
lady, Nang Suddho, identical in appearance to Nang Sida, and offers her
to Raphphanasuan as consolation. However, before returning with this
lady, Raphphanasuan makes an attempt to abduct Nang Sida which is
foiled by the sage. On his way back to Lanka, Nang Suddho gives birth
to nine invulnerable sons at the rate of one per month.

After Raphphanasuan’s departure from the island, Phra Lam arrives
there from Chanthaburi Sisattanak and lifts the bow. He takes Nang Sida
as his wife and sets off on his return journey.

Perceiving Phra Lam’s victory with his divine eyes, Raphphanasuan
appears on the island to make a last effort to take Nang Sida. However,
before he finally succeeds in abducting her through the stratagem of the
golden deer, he creates a succession of fatal insects, birds, animals, serpents,
magical cities and a number of alluring things either to kill Sida’s compa-
nions or to lure them away from her. Then, because her body is very hot
to his touch, he creates a stone figure to carry her off. He keeps Nang Sida
in a palace outside the city of Lanka.

Having been overpowered by the horse Manikap’s magic spells, Raph-
phanasuan travels again from Lanka with Nang Sida to visit the island where
Phra Lam is staying. On his way back to Lanka, he encounters the fabulous
bird Phraya Khut, an ally of Phra Lam. Severing his wings with a ring
from Sida’s finger, Raphphanasuan returns to Lanka. Phra Lam cures the
wounded bird.

In the latter half of the text, Phra Lam’s efforts to assemble his allies
and raise an army are followed by long descriptions of numerous battles
fought in Lanka. However, the post-war events are only brifly described.
While Phra Lam lives as a monkey for three years after eating a Nikhot fruit,
the narrator relates the birth of Nang Phengsi, the daughter of a sage. The
sage’s wife gives birth to two sons, Sangkhip and Phra Lichan, as a result
of her illicit relations with the Sun god. Suspicious of their legitimacy, the
sage institutes a water ordeal. The two children are carried off to the
kingdom of Kasi where they install themselves as king and viceroy respec-
tively. Nang Phengsi also turns into a monkey after eating the Nikhot fruit.
As a result of her union with the monkey, Phra Lam, a monkey son,
Hullaman, is born.

Next, the narrator relates how Sangkhip banishes his younger brother
Phra Lichan from the kingdom as the result of a misunderstanding created
during their fight against the bull Thoraphi. Having reassumed the form
of a man, Phra Lam meets the banished Phra Lichan and helps him gain
the throne by killing his unsuspecting elder brother, Sangkhip. While
fighting for her husband, Sangkhip, Nang Kottarat is blinded by Phra
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Lichan. Phra Lam restores her sight and lives with her for some time.
Thao Khuan Thao Fa is born as a result of this union.

After raising an army of one akkhopheni? in the kingdom of Kasi,
Phra Lam, his companions and his ally Phra Lichan, travel to Inthapathana-
khon where they camp for some time.

Phra Lichan flies all over Jambudipa and many islands in search of a
suitable messenger. Finally, Thao Khuan Thao Fa offers his services.
Accompanied by Hullaman, he flies from Inthapathanakhon to Lanka.
One of the most interesting episodes of this journey is their meeting with a
sage named Chao Rsi Ta Fai who reduces them to ashes and then restores
them to life again. After meeting Nang Sida and introducing themselves with
the ring given to them by Phra Lam, they arrive at the palace of Raphphana-
suan. In an effort to kill them, the servants of Raphphanasuan wrap them
in oil-soaked rags and set fire to them. After burning the city they return
to Inthapathanakhon. Phra Lam sends them back to extinguish the few
flames that still burn on their bodies, saying: ““ The fire of a city should be
extinguished by the water of the same city ™.

Phra Lam raises another army of eight akkhopheni from Inthapathana-
khon, and joined by the eight princes, his sons and nephews from Chantha-
buri Sisattanak; he moves towards the ford in the ocean discovered by
Hullaman and Thao Khuan Thao Fa. Because of their advice to send Sida
back, Phik Phi, Inthasi and Settakumman are thrown across the sea by
Raphphanasuan and are welcomed in Phra Lam’s camp.

Hullaman and his three companions Thao Khuan Thao Fa, Satta Phraya
and Kallaha Phraya, sever Khun Sivha’s tongue which he had stretched
to form a bridge in order to trap Phra Lam’s army. The idea of fording
the ocean is dropped in favour of a bridge which is constructed by Hullaman
and his three companions. This is followed by an ecpisode relating the
destruction of the bridge by the four daughters of Phraya Nuak, the king of
the Underworld, and their subsequent union with the makers of the bridge,
resulting in the birth of a son to each of them.

After crossing to Lanka, Phra Lam sends an arrow to warn Raphphana-
suan who transfers Nang Sida to his own palace for her protection. Raph-
phanasuan’s general, Phraya Chan, transforms a banana trunk into the
dead body of Nang Sida and floats it towards the camp of Phra Lam with
the rumour of Sida’s suicide. Settakumman exposes this ruse in Phra Lam’s
camp.

The death of Raphphanasuan’s four generals in the first battle precedes
Phra Lam’s abduction by Phraya Pattalum, king of the Underworld, and
his rescue by Hullaman and the latter’s three companions.

At the end of an indecisive battle fought by his nine sons, Raphphana-
suan stretches himself to the height of Mount Yukhanthon to inspect Phra
Lam’s army. The latter shoots an arrow which follows Raphphanasuan
wherever he goes.

Although Raphphanasuan pours his army of 12 akkhopheni into the
battle, his wife Nang Suddho and his nine sons are killed. He shoots then
an arrow which wounds Phra Lam in the sole. Hullaman brings Mount

An army of one akkhopheni consists elephants and 21870 chariots.
of 109350 soldiers, 65610 horses, 21870
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Khanthamat with its medicinal plant, the dung of the bull Usupharat and
a part of Karanak’s pillow. Settakumman prepares the medicine which heals
Phra Lam’s wound. Phra Lam kills Raphphanasuan with the arrow Keo
Vasiraphet, retrieved from the bed of the ocean by Hullaman, and installs
Phik Phi as king of Lanka and Nang Chantha as queen. Inthasiis appointed
viceroy.

After staying in Lafka for three months, Phra Lam returns to Intha-
pathanakhon, where the army of eight akkhopheni is disbanded. Phra
Lichan sails for the kingdom of Kasi with his one akkhopheni army. The
Phraya Khut also departs. Accompanied by Nang Sida, Nang Phengsi, Phra
Lak, Hullaman and eight princes, Phra Lam returns to Chanthaburi Sisattanak.
During his return journey several cities in Thailand are established and the
eight princess are appointed to rule them. Hullaman turns into a man
after eating the Nikhot fruit and is appointed the royal agent to collect taxes
from the market in Vientiane.

After her return from Lanka, Nang Sida is condemned to death by
Phra Lam for having drawn a portrait of Raphphanasuan at the request of
palace maidens. Phra Lak brings his sword, dipped in the blood of a dead
dog as a proof of her execution. In the meantime the horse Manikap takes
her to the hermitage of her foster father. There she gives birth to a son
named Phra But. At one stage, when Phra But is absent for long time,
the sage makes a wooden image of him to console Nang Sida. On Phra
But’s insistence the sage gives life to the wooden image to serve as the former’s
companion. This companion is named Phra Hup.

The author then presents purely Lao circumstances in which Nang
Sida again meets Phra Lam. Since her children insist on seeing their father,
Nang Sida brings them to Vientiane. They stop in the house of the head-
man of a neighbouring village. The village headman’s two daughters go
to sell Hmak Teng fruit. Phra But, who helps them in their sales, refuses
to give the Hmak Teng fruit to the servants of Hullaman. Fighting follows
in which Hullaman, Phra Lam, Phra Lak and the horse Manikap are all
involved without any being able to gain victory. Finally they are intro-
duced to each other; Sida and her two children are brought to the palace
of Phra Lam. After ruling for countless years, Phra Lam gives the kingdom
of Vientiane to Phra But and Phra Hup. He as well as Nang Sida, Phra
Lak and Hullaman go to heaven in the same year.

As can be seen in the preceding analysis, the description of Raphphana-
suan’s birth and early life has been given precedence over the description
of Phra Lam’s birth and early life.® In fact Raphphanasuan’s role is the
most prominent. Other characters are introduced only when they are
needed to further his story. Unlike the ten-headed demon-king Ravana of
Valmiki, he is a young prince of exceptional physical beauty and displays
at the very outset of the story a remarkable understanding of Buddhist
doctrines. However, his downfall is caused by his pride and disrespect
for established social traditions.

sSimilar is the case in some other South of the Sanskrit, Tamil, Thai and Malay
East Asian versions of the Ramayana. Versions of the story of Rima...... * JSS
Cf. S. Singaravelu, *‘ A comparative study LVI-2 p. 151.
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