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INTRODUCTTON

The Phrala]<-Phralam is a Lao
version of the Indian Ramayana. Over the
centuries, this Iao masterpiece has acqui-
red great fame throughout the Kingdom. But
foreigrrers are still unaware of it, for there
have been almost no available documents
printed in Western languages about the Phra-
Lak Phralam; only a short sumrrulry was
published by P.B. Lafont in a roneot!?ed
paper in 1957. Nevertheless, some at-
tempts to study this Lao version have been
related. And recently, while translating a
rnanuscript of the Vat Kang Tha irr Ban Kang,
Tasseng Bo-O, Muong Say Fong, Khoueng
Vientiane, I discovered from a-nother docu-
ment of Deydierrs thata mural fresco illus-
trating the stories in this version can be
seen at ff" Vut Up- Mung in Vientiane. I
found this mural fresco still in the same
state as Deydier recorded in his book, in
1952. ( 1)
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I,AO RAMAYANA

The Vat UP- Mung is one of the

oldest pagodas in the Capital. Its trsimrr

( te mple ) is in the rrstyle of Vientianel (2)

measuring 11,20m long x 5.30m wide '
Access to t}te ttsimtt is provided by a cen-

tral door under a gable. In both the right
and left walls, at regular intervals, from the

main entrance to the other gable, there are

three windows and a small door. Opposite

the main entrarce, against the rrback wallr
ald on a masonry pedestal, a bronze statue

of a seated Buddha is seen touching the

Earth : in Bhumisparsamudra attitude (3).

The interior walls of the trsimtt are divided
horizontally into four bands which I name

from top to bottom rbands A, B, C, Dr to fa-
cilitate description. The lower-most band

(D) and each of the three others are respec-

tively 1.00 m a-nd 1.?0mhigh. The topmost
band (A) and the ceiling are decorated with
floral motifs including images of Buddha

which have no connection with Valmikirs
epic poem.

The mural fresco illustrating the

stories in the Lao version of the Ramayana

covers entirely the two others bands (8, C).
On band B from the extre me corner of the
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PHRALAK-PHRAIA,M

s-ide wall to the right of the main entrance
these stories run around *" rr"i-,,, th",
pass on to band C andendat the panel on thefront wall to ttre left of the main entrance.
Though some of these pictures are faded andthe incidents are not painted in chronologi_
cal order, the main the mes of t}le stoly can
be easily followed.

According to the Venerable phra A_
chal Thong Kham Vichitathammo, the Chief
of this pagoda, this mural fresco was pain-
ted by a Iao artist called Thit panh. I have
met this painter at his frame house, on the
lVtrekhong bank, about L km North of the Vat
Up- Mung . He was quite surprised that
there was some one who paid attention to his
work. rrMy parents were too poor to send
me to high school, he said, and I had never
learnt how to draw. But in 1988 when I was
a monk in the Vat Up- Mung., Achan Si, the
chief of the pagoda at that time, asked me to
draw a mural fresco. I tried to do my best,
and with the help of seven Ai Chua (novipes)
I managed to finish them in two weeks. We
had not enough money, so we used house
paht bought in Thai shops. One of these Ai
Chuars daily jobs was to remind me of the

-/



LAO RAMAYANA

proper sequence of the episodes to be drawn'

ih"i, frilo." has involved some breaks in

the chronological order of the incidents of

the story (4). I told Achan Si about these

mistakes, the old monk said philosophically
that it was not imPortan r.

(' when the whole mural fresco was fi-
nished, he was so glad that, taking a brush,

he drew a butter-fly at the top of one of the

pictures ( picture N" 17 ) but he told no-one

the reasons for which he had put that design

on the fresco. After the fashion of the Chief'

one of these seven Ai Chua added an aero-
plane at the top of the final panel, probably

he thought that would give much more so-

lemnity to Phra,Iamls f,roops on their way

home.i'

Thit Panh is now a staff member of

the Drawing Section of the Office of Public

Works in Vientiane. In his spare time he is

asked to decorate coffins with traditional
Iao designs, and he has acquired a reputa-
tion throughout the city as a talented artist'

Another work of this Painter can be

found at the same Vat Up- Mung : a canvas
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PHRALAK-PIMAI,AM

of 88.00m long on about 2.00m wide, illus_tratiDg the Vessantara ,fataka, whlch i mJanto present to our readers in one of *y;;;works.

. In the mean time, one of our colla_borators, Mr. Raymond cuerin wtrom iilanotified of the existence of this _urd f."s_
:?, :ame to the Vat Oup_n4oung, and took,r-+ pnorogTaphs of the various episodes ofthis Iao version of the Ramayana.

_^ .,,.._?ur:r" 
presenting these photographsro lrustrate a summary of the phialak_

:nr1hT in next chapter, it would be usefulro gtve here an outline of this great epicpoem whose tremendous ionre""e fria,through many a dark century, regulated thelife of religion, art and literatuie ;;;-;countries outside India.

The original Sanskrit Ramayana waswritten by Valmiki in the 3rd century e. C.
{ad* wrote a beautiful to"g pouro iuffithis.Iegend into Tamil (S) song, and Tulsi_
l: -hr. si milarly rendered the epic intoHindi (6). Both Kamban and Tulsida have
made some variations in the legena but ihe
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main story is as Valmiki related :

ttThe l(ing of the Solar dynasty, De-
saratln, ruled Ayodhya and was overlord of
the India of his time. He is said to have li-
ved and ruled for many tlousands years'
Having no issue, in his old age, he perfor-
med a special sacrifice, the result of which

was that his wives bore him sons. The old-
est queen Kausalya gave birth to Rama. His
youngest wife l(aikeyi had a son, Bharata.
Sumitra, the second of his three queens'

bore twins named Iakshmana and Satrughna.

Rama and Lakshmana were taken out

when very young by the great sage Visvami-
tra to his hermitage, where the rakshasas
( demon tribes ) were troubling the sages.
Rama killed and drove away all the trepa"s-

sers and helped the holy men to per{orm
their sacrifices undisturbed. Visvamitra
then took R,ame to the court of Jalaka in Mi-
thita. The king of Mithila offered his daugh-

ter, Sita, in marriage to any one who could
band and string the great bow of Siva which
was left by the gods with his ancestors. Ra-
ma succeeded in doing this and obtained Sita

in marriage. Desaratha, realizi-l:rg that his
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end was near, desired to install Rama as
V.uva1aj1 ( prince regent ). But Kaikeyi in_
sisted tlut Bharata should be "**r"i kirg
ard Rama be barished to the forest for four]
teen, years. Rama willingly left the palace
to obey his father command.. With him went
his loving wife, Sita, and his brother Iaksh_
mana. Their going upset Desaratha so much
that he died of grief. Bharata, who was ab_
sent in his unclers house in the distant coun_
try of IGkaya, was sent for. He found Ayo-
dhya in desolation as a result of his mo_
therts doing. He decliaed to be installed as
Yuvaraja and went out to meet Rama in ttre
forest to persuade him to return. Rama re_
fused and preferred tocarryout his fatherrs
sacred behest and asked Bharata to act as
regent during his exile.

In the forest, Rama, Sita and Lak_
shmana led a very hard life, and fought ma_
ny rakshasas.

Surpanakha, sister of the demon_
king Ravana of Ianka, saw Lakshmana and
liked him so much that she warted him to
marry her. Lakshmala was so angry that
he cut off her nose. Ravala was mad with

)



LAO RAMAYANA

ta.ge at hearing this, and thought of a plan

to take revenge. He sent his uncle, I\ltra.ree-

cha, to Ramaes hut' disguised as a golden

deer. Sita was so charmed by the deer that
she asked Rama to capture it for her. Rama

went after the deer, telling Lakshmana to
stay and guard Sita. Then by some magic,
Lakshmana heard Rama calling for help. He

did not krow whether he should go to help
his brother or stay and guard Sita as he had

been ordered to do. At last, he went' Ma-
'reecha had tricked Iakshmana by imitating
Ramats voice. This was the chance Ravana

had been waiting for. He disgu.ised hirnself
as a sannyasi and cpme to Sitars hut. He

seiz,ed her and carried her off to the islatrd
of Ianka.

Rama returned to the hut empty-
handed, because there had been no real
deer. When he found Sita gone, he wag
heart-broken. He set out at once in search
of her. And as before, his devoted brother
Lakshmana went with him. The two bre
thers were helped by Sugriva, the king of
the monkeys, and his minister Hanuman,
The army of monkeys hurled rocks and
mountains into the sea to built a bridge so
that Rama could cross over into Ianka.
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Tlere Rama fought Ravana a-nd killed him,
Sita was rescued. The fourteen years of Ra_mars banishment were now over. He retur_ned to Ayodhya with Sita, Lakshmaaa andHaruman. Bharata had kept the throne forhim during all the fourteen years. Rama
yuf noy crowned king. His reign was sojust and good that people even to_day speak
of Rarnajya as the ideal of governmenflr.

No masterpiece has exerted such
great influence on the domain of religion,
art and literature in the South-East of Asia
as did the Ramayana : "The cult of Valmiki,
referred to a record of King prakasadhar_
ma of Champa, clearly indicates that the
Great Epic was well known in the kingdom
of Champa duririg the seventh century A.D. n
trThe ancient Khmers were quite familiar
with the Ramayana. . . According to a Cam_
bodian epigraph, the Bra}mana Somasar_
ma^n offered the texts of the Ramayana to a
temple and made a provision for their daily
and regular recitation in the seventh centu_
ry A. D. tr In Java, galleries of reliefs illus_
trating the stories in the Ramayana can be
found in the majestic monuments of the
Prambanan group built by King Daka in the

9
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early years of the tenth century A.D. And
tr2.Ithough the f irst introduction of Ramayanic
influence into Thailand can be traced back
to a date as far as 13th century A.D. ' it is
nevertheless not until the beginning of the

Rah:rakosindra Period ( about 1781 A. D. ).
The Epic was dramatised by the King Rama

tr ( 1809 - 1824 A.D. ) and tregan to be pla-
yed as a mask.

As far as Laos is concerned, no one

can state when and now the first influences
of Valmikirs epic poem appeared in the

kingdom. However, at present, three di{fe-
rent Lao versions of the Ramayana ca-n be

found : - The version of Muong Silg
- The version of Luang-Prabang
- The version of Vientiane.

1.- In 1957, a manuscript of the Vat Xieng
Chay in Muong Sing ( North Iaos ) entitled

'rPhommachackrt, (Ravana) was condensed

by P. B. T,afont ( roneotlped document op.

cit, ) and according to his statement, this
version has a lesser degree of fame throu-
ghout Sipsonphanna ; it is very likely that
the rrPhommachacktt is just an adaptation of
a foreigrr version for religious purposes;


