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Study abstract

This Thao Hung Epic 1is one of the masterpieces of lao
literature. There exist various versions, but the most
completely and perfectly composed is the 300 bundles of
palm-leaf manuscripts which Maha Sila Viravong found at the

Thai National 1library in Bangkok in 1941, Maha Sila had
-transliterated this version into modern lao language in 1942,
and it was only in 1988, that the Ministry of Culture has
published this masterpiece in one volume.

According to scholarly studies, the Thao Hung Epic was
written during the perioed from mid 14th to mid 16th centuries
by a royal poet of Lane Xang Dynasty. ‘It was composed with
three perfect patterns of lao verses of 20.000 lines. The
subject of this masterpiece is the greatness of a courageous
king whose influence has been upon the Mekong banks and Mekong
basins during the period of 10th - 12th centuries. This epic
reflected the society in such various aspects as beliefs,
traditions and rituals which one can trace in many regions of
Laos until today, such as spirit cults, wedding ceremonies,

funeral, costumes ...



Due to the importance of this historical masterpiece, our
research has focussed on traditions and rituals so described,
in view to value our traditional culture and to promote
appreciation of this literature among ordinary readers who will
be more interested and will study further the identity of lao
Culture. Maha Sila’'s research is the first approach study to
this epic. He distinguished different patterns of poems, the
probable period of the composition, the linguistic aspects, etc.

One could say that no research on this matter has ever
been undertaken by lao institution or scholars. Therefore, our
study has access to very limited information and is based
particularly on the studies of Maha Sila Viravong. Thanks to a
number of old documents ( palm-leaves ) from National Library,
rare french and thai works on culture of Lao-Tai people, our
study has developed deeply into a descriptive analysis. With
the Grant Funds of the TOYOTA FOUNDATION and assistance from
Vannasin Magazine, the Ministry of Information and Culture, we
“have been able to provide supplies and necessary equipment to
carry out the research, and several documents and books on
traditions and rituals were dupplicated. The team project went
to observe a traditional ceremony at Wat Phu in CHAMPASAK ( in
the south of the country ) where a buffalo sacrifice is still
in practice every three years. We have collected data by
interviewing old folk, former buddhists, monks, recording the
prayers during the ceremony, and discussing with them the
meaning of the prayers, the sacrifice itself, etc. We also
took photographs in view to give raw informations as much as
possible to the illustrator for sketching further characters
and scenes of the Epic.

We have also visited Ban Oup Mong, a village in the
municipality of Vientiane. Most of the inhabitants of this
village participate in their animist rites and celebrate their
traditional rocket competition every year. We observed their
worship by libation and chicken sacrifice to the ancestor

Spirit, called " Pho Thao Pu " | Spirit of great grandfather ).
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The visits contributed a great deal i& our studies, revunlint-l
part of the secret of today’s worship.

As our illustrator needs to know more details on costumes,
jewellery, hair styles of the characters in the Epic, my
research has emphasized a descriptive analysis of the verses
by giving explanations on design and color of textiles, home
utensils, decorative articles, royal armory, hair styles, etc
.o From a total of 20.000 lines of the Epic, we have selected
3.000 lines on rituals and traditions and distinguished 7
principal types such as following :

1. Animist or spiritual Cults.

2, The wedding traditions,the bride price, the relationship

between young g£irl and men.

3. The courting Festival, the cave’s excursion with

amusements,

4, Rite of birth and funeral ceremony.

5. Officer’'s reward, fortunes shared among the royal

family’'s members, offering of presents.

6., Costumes and jewellery, cosmetic product.

7. Decapitation of enemy in the battle field.

Many traditions and rituals in Thao Hung Epic, for example
the spiritual cult, were widely practiced among the people in
the old days and still remains so until today with some
modifications. The social value and function of the traditions
have created new life concepts ( both positive and negative
impacts ) to the people who are practicing them. This point
could be a subject for further study.

The worship by libation, offering food and venerating
ancestor spirit ( Phi Huan ), divine spirit ( Phi Then ) and
nature spirit |( Forest, river, trees ... ) has the same
purpose : People pray to call for the spirits to protect them
from any danger, to assist them in all events of life or simply
to inform spirits about their happiness, illness or
catastrophe. It seems that spirits are 1living with human

beings, sharing among them happiness, and pain. 1In spite of



these close relations between spirits and human beinds, there
were no manifest responses from the spirit side, neither
miraculous nor dangerous punishment to people. People continue
to follow traditional ways of venerating spirits with great
respect and sincere confidence.

Marriage was an important event for youths. Relationships
between boys and girls might be approved first by parents,
relatives and society. A woman had to submit absolutely to her
parent’'s decision to choose her future husband. There were
traditions to marry among relatives and cousins. Man could
have an unlimited number of wives by marriage or by gifts from
the girl's parent. By formal marriage, the bride price depends
very much of the status of the girl, if she belongs to the high
rank, the bride price is the first consideration to discuss and
agree upon. In spite of the absolute authority of the parents
over the daugthers, young girls and men have several
opportunities to flirt together.” Sexual intercourse before
marriage frequently occurred, for example at the courting
festival, cave’s excursion. These traditions described with
detail in Thao Hung Epic reflected a social function as an
apropriate occasion for young girls and men to enjoy their
liberty of love. The courting festival used to be held during
two or three full days. It has been modified and now has taken
on a new form of traditional duo singers, accompanied by local
instruments such as flute and khene: Several amusements at
courting festival have disappeared, for example the guess of
flowers'name, the predestined marital couple, throwing a stick
at the face of rotating drum to determine the future. In sum,
these were forms of direct communication between spirite and
human being. People prayed and wished before engaging in the
games. Divination of the future by the medium or astrologist
might be considered as a response from the spirit side to human
being.

* Traditional Lao reed musical instrument, made from bamboo

tube sound similar to organ



It is also interesting to note that traditions of
officers’'rewards and fortune distribution among the members of
the royal family reflected the socio - economic status of the
city state. Wonderful silk textiles, precious stones, gold
chains, cosmetic products, elephants, horses, armory, rice
fields, male and female slaves were distributed to reward
officers. In addition, during official visits, visitors and
hosts exchanged luxurious gifts of the same kind as mentioned
above.

Many centuries have passed, but one could say that the
ways of 1life, traditional and ritual ceremonies on birth,
wedding, death and funeral still remain as before. Some have
been modified by religion, modernisation and communication.
People are wup still, 1living with agricultural activities,
hunting, fishing, producing themselves the house utensils.
They participate in wars; sons and husbands have to abandon the
family for the battle field.

The study on traditions and rites in the masterpiece of
Thao Hung showed how the lao Society existed, what has been the
lao people’s mentality, behaviour and ideology within the
environment of the ancient period. This analysis will
contribute new components to lao history and anthropology
researches, It will also help to confirm the identity and
promote the appreciation of Jlao culture among the youth and
future generation.

We are facing with some difficulties in studying this
Epic, due to our limited knnwl&dge on traditions and languages
of the kmer people. To develop further researches on this
Epic, we would like to propose the cooperating research
( possibly Lao - Thai, Cambodia, Vietnam etc. ) on the following

themes : :

1. Diplomatic and foreign policy in Thao Hung Epic.

2. Women leader’s role.
3. Comparative studies on linguistics and syntax to



determine the poet-author and the year of composition.
4. Establish a glossary of the ancient terminology.
5. Buddhism and animism influence in Thao Hung.

6. Buddhist teaching and/or teachings for perfect women.

COMPILER’S PREFACE OF THE 1988
EDITION.

This Story of thao Hung or Cheuang 1is a historical
literary work which provides vivid information about the
ancient society and has also become an excellent part of the
literary heritage of Laos, because its poetry is quite
different from any that I have ever studied before. This poem
is correctly composed according to the Vijjumali versified ru!e
of Pali prosody, which is why I named it 'Konvijjumali’
(Vijjumali poem).

Apart from the version composed in verse, there is another
prose version of the Thao Hung Epic which 1is directly

translated word for word from the Pali text, but its context is

a little different. The poetry version 1is, however, very
melodious, and so it 1s considered &a major work of Lao
literature.

The discovery of the Thao Hung or Cheuang's story

This major literary work was, for centuries, in feudal
Siamese hands, and it was kept in the Bangkuk Library, obscured

from the public eve. 1In 1942 I found an original copy written



‘on Baylane (palm - leaveaj in Lao script, in the liter;tura
section of the Bangkok Library. First, I had found a version
written on rough paper in Thai script, in which was stated :
"King Rama V of Siam, named Chulachomkao, ordered his secretary
to copy out from palm-leaves, Lao script into Thai script, the
Thao Hung Story ". Following this information, I tried to find
the original copy of the Lao manuscript and, when I found it
and compared the Lao and Thai scripts line for line, I finally
concluded that it was the same original copy. Of the two, the
Lao manuscript 1is the larger, covering about 300 palm-leaves,
and on the last leaf it is mentioned that "Sisunon of Vangban
village wrote this, Cheuang Kuang’s story, for the Lord
Viceroy". So it seems that the Thais might have taken this
palm-leaf manuscript from Xieng Khouang, where they fought
against the Ho in 1876, during the reign of King Chulachomkao
of Thailand.

Vangban village still exists in Xieng Khouang, under the
name Banban, or 'Ban village’. After going through its
contents, I decided that the Cheuang Story written on Baylane
was a precious work of Lao literature which was, due to
circumstances, lost from Lane Xang soil. If it had not been
discovered, 1t would certainly have remained in obscurity, and
the people who speak the Lao language would have had no chance
to enjoy their own literature. I therefore worked for one year
to accomplish the transcription of the entire story of Thao
Hung. Luckily, at that time I was an employee of the Bangkok
Library, having escaped arrest by the French in Vientiane for
my involvement in the resistance movement, so i had enough time
to copy 1t down and keep it in a safe place. Later on, I wanted
this literature to be made widely available to the public, so I
proposed this to Somdeth Maha Viravong who was then the Sangha
Prime Minister of Thailand, because he was also a Lao monk from
the north-east of Thailand. He was very interested in Lao
literature, so he immediately approved and agreeerG publish

it, and it was distributed on the occasion of the funeral

{
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c;rulnny of the four Theras (senior monks) in Ubol Province, 1nl
1943. It was, therefore, the first edition of Thao Hung, or
Cheuang's Story, written in Thai script.

The Thai and Lao scripts are, however, contradictory on
some points, particularly the first part dealing with Thao
Hung's birth and his father’'s funeral ceremony. This was
perhaps because some palm-leaves were torn and others broken.
In addition, somébody else might have written in the missing
parts, thus accounting for the discrepancies and contradictions
between them. The volume published in Thai script does not
 mention Thao Hung cultivating rice in the field, because the
revising committee cut it out, due to some contents in this
part not being suitable for disclosure at that time.

But, in this publication, I kept the contents as they
were, and considered it wonderful and interesting that the Lao
folk literature tells of customs in rice cultivating, hunting
and fishing, while other stories do not. When there was a
contradiction between the Thai and Lao scripts in the first
'part. it made me doubtful, so I had to search for another copy.
Many years had passed before, at 1last, I found one at the
Library of the Ministry of Cults in Vientiane.

It was written in the Dhamma script (sacred script) called
Lam Cheuang or Phun Thao Cheuang (Thao Cheuang’s story),
translated word for word from Pali in prose. It also consisted
of eleven phu:k (volumes), each of which had 24 palm leaves.
There is also a mention that "Venerable Buddhaghosacarya was the
preacher of Thao Hung'’s story who would be born in the future,
that is, in mini- era 480 or 1118 A.D., while the poem volume
has no indication of the date it was composed. At the end of
the Dhamma script volume, there was no mention of Thao Hung
making® war against Tumvang, only his return from the Kingdom of
Pakan. Furthermore, it is mentioned at the conclusion that Thao
Hung or Cheuang's story was derived from the story of
Miggapadavalanjana, the story of a man born from the footprint
of a big wild animal. This story was included in Camadevi’s
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Fatﬁry composed by the Venerable Bodhirangsy of Chiangmai in
Pali language in approximately 1517 A.D., during the reign of
King Tilok (or Bilok), the King of Chiangmai who ruled that
Kingdom contemporaneously with the reign of King Vijularaj of
Chiangthong (Luang Phrabang). Venerable Bodhirangsy tells us
that the Camadevi story was originally written in Chiangmai
dialect and in poetry, and that later on it was composed in
Pali language with the addition of some Buddhist stories.

The Dhamma script volume that I found in the library of
the Ministry of Cults might have been translated in Laos,
because it is written in Lao and was probably composed at the
same time as the story of Phra Keo (Emerald Buddha image) and
Fhrabang by the Venerable Phra Aryavangso just a few years
after the reign of King Vijularaj of Luang Phrabang. So this
Cheuang translation was probably done by Phra Aryavangso too.
The original characters’ names here were written in their Pali
forms, for instance : the name of Nang Meng was amended to
Manggukalya (’Manggu’ means ’hunchback’, although, in fact,
Nang Ngom was not a hunchback at all ). Nang Oua was amended
to Urasadarattaga, while Nang Amkha became Anggacandanasobhita.
Thao Hung was written as Yikularucirakumar ('rucira ' in Pali
means luminescence, beauty or brightness, and 'vakula’' means
'Thao Yi’' because he was born in the month of Yi, or 'two’', so

he was sometimes called ’'Yicheuang lun or .~ Yiyone?)...It
therefore seems that the version written in Dhamma script
originally derived from the poetic version Just like the one I
found in the Bangkok Library; but the translator adapted it to
Buddhism 80 as to invest it with religious significance and
thus broaden its appeal. Before that, people believed in
animism, and drinking liquor in various ceremonies was a
traditional part of Then worship in ancient times.

As to the problem of how the venerable Buddhaghosacarya
could have foretold these events 480 years before Thao Hung'’s

birth, it is impossible to answer. The translator might just



h#ve wanted to broaden the story’s popular appeal by linking it
to Buddhism.

A Brief Summary of Thao Hung 's Story

Thao Hung, or Cheuang, was a son of Khunchomtham, ruler
of the Suantan or Nakhong Kingdom (now Chiangrai, Thailand).
When he was three years of age, the Phangdam tribe presented
him with a sword and a couple of silver gongs, and later on he
was offered a white elephant named Changpheuakphankham (white
golden elephant). Khunchomtham died when Thao Hung was in his
teens and his mother, together with the people of Suantan
Kingdom, crowned Thao Cheuang, Thao Hung's elder brother, a
prince of Muong Suantan, and Thao Hung was his viceroy. Thao
Hung trained his elephent in the arts of warfare and sometimes
he rode it to faraway places. One day he met Nang Ngom,
daughter of Nang Meng, who was a ruling princess of the Kingdom
of Chiang Kheua (Nang Meng was Thao Hung’s mother’s sister).
Thao Hung fell in love with Nang Ngom, so he requested his
elders to arrange a marriage with her; but the latter’s mother
demanded too much brideprice, thus creating an obstacle to the
love between them. Thao Hung therefore secretly entered his
lover’'s room and satisfied his desire.

At that time there was a Vietnamese prince (Keo Moy) named
Einka 1living at Muong Khamvang, who was the nephew of Thao Kua,
ruler of Muong Pakan {now Xieng Khouang). After his father’s
death, Einka bacame ruler of Muong Khalvahg. and wanted to
marry &a beautiful girl. Hearing of one named Nang Oua,
daughter of Khunjum, king of Ngeunyang (now Chiang Sene in
Thailand) he sent an envoy to ask her hand in marriage, but
Khunjum did not agree. Moreover, Khunjum told the envoy that
he would give her to his own nephew, Thao Hung (Khunjum was
the elder brother of Khunchomtham).

On receiving this report from his envoy, Einka hastened to
inform his uncle , Thao Kua, at Muong Pakan. The latter was so
angry that he sent an envoy to Kunjum threatening that, if he

10



did not agree to let his daughter marry Einka, his kingdom
would be in jeopardy. Khunjum, hearing this, was also angered,
and immediately told the envoy : "Since I have ruled Ngeunyang,
no-one has ever dared to utter such proud words as you, the Moy
("Moy’ means ’'Vietmoy’). He who marries my daughter should be
of our race, and no-one else has the right to speak thus."

When these insults were reported to Thao Kua and Einka,
they were furious, and mobilised their armies to attack Muong
Ngeunyang. Eleven of Einka’s commanders took part in this war.
They were : Hunbang, Kuanke, Aiykam, Menfong, Mensonm, Ngotpong,
Chiangpha, Thao Det, Keokong and Aiy-hing.

While they were marching towards Ngeunyang, Thao Kua told
Naymath to ask Samma-heng, chief of the Phuthum tribe, for
directions, and to lead his troops ahead. Samma-heng, who was
an ally of Khunjum, decided to inform him so that he could be
prepared for the attack. Khunjum, hearing of his enemies’
plot, prepared to defend his kingdom. His commanders were :
Naychanh, Nguavat, Kham-yuang, Samahio, Aiykart and Samma-heng.

Khunjum’s troops could not resist Einka’s army, so they
withdrew into the town, and Khunjum sent a message to his
nephew Thao Hung, asking for help. The latter set off with his
army to aid his uncle. His generals were : Aiykhouang,
Einkhone, Hengphay, Khunkane, Khonexay and Chajone, while Nang
‘Ngom, Thao Hung’s lover from Chiangkheua, commanded a troop of
'twenty elephants and many important generals to fight with Thao
"Hung. Her generals were : Khunkheuane, Khunpheng, Khun-yia,
Einphay, Aiyphong, Khunkhone and Thao Xoy.

Arriving in Ngeunyang, Thao Hung’s troops, together with
his lover’s, attacked Einka’s soldiers, who were hiding in the
surrounding area. The latter fled in disorder and split into
small groups. In the course of the fighting, Thao Kua, prince
of Pakan, was killed on the battlefield, while Thao Einka was
captured by Khun-yia, Nang Ngom’s general, and Thao Kua’s other
commanders were killed. The rest of Einka’s troops, 30,000 in

number, were captured. Those who managed to escape capture
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were : Thao Pong, Hunbang, Keothong, Menlay, Menfong, Kuanke
and Xieng-hang. '

In this war, Thao Hung lost three thousand men. When the
war was over Thao Hung, with the three armies from Suantan,
Chiangkheua and Ngeunyang, had driven their enemy up to the
frontier. Thao Houng's army returned home in the fifth month,
and Nang Oua and Nang Amkha accompanied him as far as the land
called Chiangkhuan. Nang Oua was riding an elephant named
Phang-heuane-pakhumath, while Nang Amkha was riding an elephant
named Inkong. From there, Thao Hung led his army to Tha-yong,
where he found a number of Hunbang'’s horses that he had not
been able to take with him. He then led his army to Phuthum,
where the Phangdam tribe lived, and reached Pakan on the same
day. The following day, he ettucked Chiangbane. According to
a local chronicle, this kingdom had a population of 500,000 and
1000 elephants. Its territory was close to that of Sithon, to
Khmer and Ho (Lao Nongse).

That morning, the Kingdom of Chiangbane was defeated.
Kpopheuang, Thao Det and Men-heuang were captured, while
' Kebheuak jumped down from his elephant and fled to inform Thao
Kua's wife. A6 The latter, in the Pakan Kingdom, led her troops
against Thao Hung’s wuntil she was killed on the battlefield.
Finally, Thao Hung captured and occupied Pakan, and set up an
administration to rule the areas in the region of Chiangkhuan
thus :

1. Khun-yia ruled the rice field Na Khoung, in charge of

elephant contribution.

2. Einkhone ruled the rice field Na Chiangbane, a

prosperous trade centre.

3. Khonexay ruled the rice field Na kongthoune, where they

levied more ngriculfﬁrnl tax.

4. The rice field Na Paccim, close to the region of

Phalot, was apportioned to Nang Meng.

§. The rice field Na Kham, former land of Keokam, was

apportioned to Xaylu.
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6. The rice field Na Phiangphatham was apportioned to
Einphay.

7« The rice field of Men Leuane was apportioned to Na Noy.

8. The rice field of Menfay became a dependent of
Ngeunyang.

9. The rice field Na Dichiangkhuan, with its nut and
coconut gardens, was apportioned to Nang Oua.

10, The rice field Na Dongchanh was apportioned to Nang
Amkha.

ll1., The rice field Na Khamvang was apportioned to
Aiy-keuane,

12, The rice field of Na Keo-heuak, in the eastern sector
close to Chinese territory, was kept as a tributary
state.

13. The rice field Na Himthong Bangbin was apportioned to
Uncle Phouang.

14, The rice field Na Biangphaynok was apportioned to

Chajon.

Thao Hung nominated Thao Khouang ruler of Pakan. After
finishing his duties here, he led his army to Ngeunyang via
Chiangbane, which took ten days. On his arrival, he asked his
mother, Nang Chom, to be the ruler of Chiangkhuan, close to
Pakan. 'He himself ruler Ngeunyang for 17 years and had a son
by Nang Ngom, called Thao Kham-houng. While he was ruling
Pakan, foreign guests brought him tributes. They were :

1. Ho Nhay (grand Ho) of Nongse,

2. Phaya Fa-houane of Tumvang,

3. The Chinese Kingdom,

4. Muongphakho, Muong Nan and Muong Xoua,

5. Muoungphayi, as well as Khmer and Lu.

Later on, Hunbang, commander-in-chief of Thao Einka, who
had fled and taken refuge with Phaya Fa-houane of the court of
Tumvang, led guerillas to attack Pakan territory. Aiykhouang,

13



the ruler of Pakan, reported this to Thao Hung , who
immedjately sent troops to Tumvang to subjugate Hunbang.
There, Thao Hung 's envoy, Khun Khone, negociated with Phaya
Fa-houane over the matter of surrendering Hunbang and Thao
Hing, but Phaya Fa-houane refused to do so, saying that both
men had requested refuge in his court. As the talks had failed
s Thao Hung decided to attack Tumvang. Phaya Fa-houane was
not strong enough to resist the attack, so he sent Mensom to
submit to Thao Hung , but the latter did not accept this
protocol, and decided to overthrow Tumvang:

Phaya Fa-houane therefore sent two of his soldiers to seek
help from Thenlo of the Kingdom of Kalong. The distance
between Tumvang and Kalong was 15 days’ journey by oxcart.
Thenlo led his army to fight a bloody battle against Thao

Hung’'s and his troops . Most of Thao Hung's generals were
killed, so he withdrew to Pakan and sent a message telling
Aiycheuang and Khunjum (his father-in-law) to  send
reinforcements. The fighting was so fierce that Nay Khouang,

one of Thao Hung's generals, feared that if they fought to the
last man, it would result in genocide. He therefore asked
permission to send some children, among whom were Thao
Kham-Kheuang and Thao Kham-houng, sons of Thao Hung and his
mother Nang Chom, to Ngeunyang, while Thao Hung himself fought
on until he was killed on the battlefield. The local chronicle
further states that, after his death, Thao Hung's spirit became
commander-in-chief of the spirit army and led these troops to
attack the Then Kingdom through Muong Khakhio. Einkhone, his
most important general, had gone to ask Thai Eing the way to
Muong Fa. It was also said they had to go by monkeys’
stepladder, by which they reached Linkham River toward Muong
Lianphane, which was the Thens’ city. After conquering
Muongphane, he led his troops towards the luminescent land of
Indra. While Stopping at Muong Kongthoune, the prince thereof
paid him homage, and thence he arrived in Muong Kamma, where he
was paid homage by many Thens, namely : Thenthao, Thenmeng,

14



‘Thenkokay, Thenthouang, Thenfeuang, Thenmok, Thenly, Thenlom
and Thensong.

Meanwhile, Thao Chéhnng (Thao Hung'’'s elder brother),
Khunjum, Thao Kham-Kheuang and Thao Kham-houng led the troops
from Ngeuﬁyang to attack Phaya Fa-houane again. Finally, the
latter was killed and the troops from Ngeunyang occupied
Tumvang. This is the story of Thao Hung .

e A - -

I found that the versification in the Thao Hung Epic is
quite different from that of any other poetry in Lao literature
that I have ever read. It is versified strictly according to
the rules of Vijjumali prosody in Pali, which is why I named it
Kon Vijjumali (Vijjumali poem). Vijjumali means ’'sky-line’
or ’'sky-lightning that occurs among the clouds’. The Thao
Hung Epic is thus defined as a "sky-lightning poem’ because of
its melodious versification using rhymes that "flash’ like
lightning appearing amongst the clouds. For example :

* va: cakdanki:bfa:yanfan cakkava:n
khi:khu:tua:khankha:okhanta:y tokmay
nu:caksonsaka:nhaikoma: huan henpi:k
noklaodaydu:na: kosayhao

* tokkhj:kbianso:nfa:y sathernkhern
a:ka:nkhaodantu: diaoni
va:cakkomkiaofankoma:kern kayha:n
Jakjo:njji:thwa:yvay : Vé:n cay

‘Explanation :

i) The final word of the first line, which is a polite form,
'rhymes with a polite word in the third line (cakkayva:n and

songsaka:n). .
ii) The final word of the second line, where the stress falls:
on the second syllable, rhymes with a second-syllable-stress
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word in the 4th line (may and day).

iii) The final word of the third line, where the first syllable
is stressed, rhymes with a correspondingly stressed word in the
first line of the next four-line group (pi:k and khi:k).

iv) The final word of the 4th line, which is a polite form,
rhymes with a polite word 1in the second line of the next

four-line group (hao and kao, kern and khern, ni and ji).

Among the Vijijumali poems, there are many four-line
stanzas which are versified according to Pali prosody, for

instance :

ma:la:konkinka:n nga:mtu:
du:anninle:lindu: Jinjoy
huomhotthud: jumphu: thanatyin hia:m ay
kho:bphakhuncaokhoy ~ 1lin lamsaneho

This four-polite-line verse form is also found in the
chronicle of Khunboulom, presumed to be the first history of
Lao legend, composed by Phra Maha Theplouang in 1520 A.D.,
during the reign of King Vijularaj. It is found in some parts
of the Nang Tantai, or Tantra story, too.

This verse form was very popular in the kingdoms of Siam
and Lanna (Chiangmai) during the reign of King Naray, around
1630 A.DJy contemporaneously with the reign of King
Souryavongsa of Vientiane.

It should be nute& that the language used in the Thao
Hung Epic is a Lao dialect of the ncrth: e.g. the word Terng
is used for Theng, and Len for Lin. Besides, there is the word
Yia, which is the same as the Lao Chiangmai word. At the end
are used the words Kio, Kide:, Kida:y, or Jam. The latter is
a very old word that cannot be understood by common peoplai

nowadays. There are also Khmer words in this epic, such as:

- Tu: from Khmer as Tru: seans beautiful as in::
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Ka:konkaempa:n joyjobtu:

- Khan = Khmer as Khal means vigilant, respect, (Thukki:
pPkambolathedma: khanl;

- Suan = Khmer as Srual means laugh (Siansuanphomsianhua
humpa:k),

- Phom=khmer as Prom means blow (Khaokophompi : keokomkonkom:
sian),

Here we can also find some words used in current
Thai language, such as :
= Thun (under) (Sensamcha:nna:chon yu:thun),
- Kha:nkha:o (khikhu:to kha:nkha:o khanta:ytokmay)
- Sabpan (quiet) (Lak timhu: se:nsin sabpan)
Khamnab ( pay respect ) ( Khaokodoy khamnab a: jya:

panomva:y),
- Ken (deer) (Hen h y sat mu:kua:ngfa:ken).

The word ’Khon’ or ’Khnon’ means, in ancient Thai law,

"

"tax or "market", or, as it used to be called, ’a:ko khnon ta

la:t’, Muong Chiangbane was a market centre where they levied

a8 lot of tax.

In addition to the language mentioned above, there are
also Pali and Sanskrit, particularly Sanskrit. The traditions
and ritual ceremonies mentioned in this epic deal with Phidam,
Phithen and the rite of inviting Thens to the earth, where
there is a throwing a stick at the face of rotating drum to
- determine the future and so on. There are also the excursion
in the caves, still practised nowadays by people in some
villages of Sam Neua Province.

It 1is, therefore, probable that the . Thao Hung Epic was
written by a scholar from the north region, judging from the
example of Vijjumali verse, & style abstracted from
Saravilasini verse, which was very popular during the reign of
King Vijularat of Chiangthong (Luang Phrabang).
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It begins with the prayer to Lord Buddha: "Namo tassa
bhagavato arahato samma sambuddhassa.” And it is mentioned
that Maha Buddhaghosacarya created and circulated the book

called 'Mangsamalini’, consisting of many stories of past and

present. After this, he was going to preach stories of the
future.
Thus it began: "Evam paccupannanidanam dassetva .... Aham

means I, named Buddhaghosacarya, who have already preached
about the present, am now going to preach about things to come.
So you should all pay heed to my words ."

In Culasakraj (mini-era) 480, the Year of the Tortoise,
Khun Chomtham was born of Setlavacakkadevaraja. At that time
there was also born, of Sucucirapabbacula Rajaname, Thao Hung,
who ruled from the throne of Chayanakhone (present-day

Chiangrai).

What tribe did Thao Hung _belong to?

According to the Yonok Chronicle compiled by Phaya
Prajakitkoracak, who collected historical data from the North
Thai Annals, Thao Hung was also known as Khun Cheuang, and was
of Lanna (Laccok) stock, descended from King Iavacakkadevaraja,
the founder of this dynasty in 638 A.D., exactly the same year
as the foundation of Culasakraj, mini-era of King Anuruddha in
Burma. Khun Cheuang was a son of Khun Chomtham, king of Pukam
Yao (Payao district in Chiangrai Province). He was born in
the Year of the Rabbit in mini-era 461 (1099 A.D.), but
according to the Dhamma script, Thao Cheuang was born in 480.

I myself think that Thao Hung, or Cheuang, belonged to
the Khom or Mon race, which was the same tribe. This opinion

is approved and supported by the following evidence:
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From 657 A.D., the Khom extended their power and
territory to the north, as mentioned in Camadevi's Story,
written by the venerable Bodhirangsy in 661 A.D., relating that
the Khom king of Lavo (Lopburi) sent his daughter Nang Camadevi

to become princess of Haripunchay (Lamphoon). Thao Mahantayot,
Camadevi’s son, ruled this kingdom until 740 A.D., while his
younger brother, named Indravoraman, was the ruler of Khelang
(Lampang) in the same period.

In hilly areas around Payao, the Thai archaeological
excavation teams discovered varieties of stone ornamentation,
such as stucco. These show characteristics of the Mon arts.
The Thao Hung Epic clearly te}ls us that Thao Hung, and
particularly his wife Nang Ngom, were of Khom race, as
mentioned in a poem praising his wife’s beauty:

" As if she had descended from the sky
Her beauty equalled Cheuang’s;
Thcugh surrounded by beautiful girls,
The Khom’s daughter was the most beautiful of all."

In this epic, Nang Ngom’s mother is referred to as Nang
Meng. The word ’'Meng’ means 'Mon’. In addition, there is a
verse: -

" ++.. closely lay down with Nang Mon ".

I therefore concluded that the words ’'Meng’ and ’'Mon’ are
the same, while the words ’'Khom’, ’Khem’', ’Khmer’ and ’Khmen'’
are also the same. In addition, also found in this epic are
the words, "Group of Khomkhem ho".

" In the chapter dealing with Thao Kua, ruler of Pakan
Kingdom, he sent Nay Math to seek help from Aiy Hath, chief of
the hill tribe of Phulot, and Aiy Samma-heng, chief of the
Phuthum, as his allies, and both men went to Thao Jum's side,
because he was Thao Hung '’'s uncle. This seems to indicate that
Thao Jum was of the same ethnic stock. The hill and mountain
people are of Mon-khmer origin. Thus, Thao Hung and the people
of Ngeun-yang were certainly at that time Mon or Khom, because
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tﬁuse- people considered themselves of the same race. The
Charay, one of the mountain tribes, still Hnrship_Cheunng's
spirit and consider Khun Cheuang to have been their former
king.

A local story of Thao Hung or Cheuang, written in Dhamma
script, mentioned that the story was abstracted from
Miggapadavalanjana, that is, the story of a man born from a
deer’'s tfootprint, which 1s the same as Camadevi's Story,
wriften by the venerable Bodhirangsy of Chiangmai in Pali.
Venerable -Bodhirangsy tells us that he wrote the story on the
basis of a great epic which he transcribed into Pali from a
local dialect. I therefore understand that Camadevi's and Thao
Hung 's stories are likely to be from the same origin, because
it is mentioned in the former that Nang Camadevi, Phaya Muong
Khom's daughter from Lavo, came to be the ruler of Muong
Lamphoon, and she was a widow with two sons, namely Thao
Mahantayot, the elder, and Thao Indravoraman. Indravoraman
played a very important role in the struggle against the Lua,
the indigenous people. The same context is also found in Thao
Hung’'s story, where Thao Hung's mother, Nang Chom, was also a
widow with two sons.

The terms 'Chom’ and ’'Cham’ may mean the same, in which
case Nang Chom (or Nang Cham) was not actually the name of a
person, but merely 1ndicative of a woman of the Cham race,
which came from the same ethnic stock as Mon-Khmer.

[t is, however, understood that Thao Hung'’s Story written
\n Dhamma script, although compiled on the basis of the poetry
version, was not completed as the poem was. The Camadevi Story
was also compiled on the basis of a dreat epic 1n local
dialect. 1t can be concluded that the great epic 1s the same
as Thao Hung's story written by a Buddhist monk, so both
stories were intluenced by Buddhism.

rhe history of Sipsong Panna (Chiang Houng) and the Shans'’
history of Senvy, however, both claim Thao Cheuang as their

king. In fact, it is not surprising, because everyone wants a
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brave man to be his hero. In other words, a group of weak men
want to depend on a gruup.af brave men, and that is why they
considered Thao Hung their king.

Regarding the date of compilation, that of Camadevi'’s and
Thao IHung's story 1is quite different. This is not so
important because both authors might have composed the stories
at different times, and perhaps they collected the information
and data in differentlperiodn; or perhaps they each wanted to
claim their story as the older.

As to the problems of which race the author belonged to,
how the story was conceived, and where it came from, all these
problems are not so important. The most important point I want
to make, is that Thao Hung or Cheuang’s story is a masterpiece
of Lao literature, because it was composed in the most

,lelbdinua Lao poetry.

Vientiane 1986

Maha Sila VIRAVONG
Translated by :
Sisaveuy Suvannee
Colin Grafton
1990-1991 Vientiane
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