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A mohlam is 3 people -- a man and a woman exchanging narrations 
in a sine-song manner wb.ile accompnnicd by another mo.n playing 
th€l khene, a bnrnboo fl',1te. 

The moblam narrations have no comparable counterparts in W,:'.lstern 
culture although the closest some hnve co!:'!pared them to are the 
calypso songs of the West Indies. The sonqs are not uniquely 
Lao because their origins some 180 years ~g( sprang from across 
the Mekong river, on the Thailand side. Ho~ever, fervent Lao 
nationalists are quick to point out that at t~&t time these Thai 
regions (which they call Paiaan) were Lao l~nd whose frontiers 
stretched as far as Korat; about JOO k:m from the present Lao 
border, 

Historicaily they are correct, for long before the Mekong 
served as a 1,000-mile border between Thail~nd and Laos, 
the latter empire included parts of BurmL;, Vh,tnarn, Can1-
bodia and Norteast Thailand, Today the 'rh;:;.is of :Horth.cast 
Thailand are linguistically ~nd culturally moro relo.tqd to 
the Lao of the JVJekong valley than with their rich:,r, ~\ 
Bangkok-o~iented brothers -:- proof ~lvi. t they were one~\\ 
part of tne great Lao Lane Xung empire. m 
Today, rr,ost if not all -o:f Laos t 20 o.etive B 
mohlam singers come from northeast 'Phai- • ~~~-"" 
land. The~• can swi.to.h from the L::10 to the Thai ~ > 
lanr.uaGe vice-versa with stunning 1~i\~ 
fluency, and arc perhaps amonr the best ~\- )./ 
known faces to the villacers of the \~~-----...1 
kingdom. F'or r::ohlam still rei~ains the '-i -:; ':\ \~ ~ 
most popul2.r listening entertn inmont ~ ~ :,,-, / )/' \ 
among the· La?, and will dr"l.W more /\'--) , , w~ N --- J 
spectators tnan any other spectacle f "-✓ ffff/1/.r;;·~j ~ / 1 
in any boun ( village temple fund- / \f . l[iY '.?1 '--1_ . ., 
raising festival} or in any / J t;~ 1~-~~\~ 1

~ 

village gatt1ering. <. /, 1 '<~.~'), 1~~.z,;\ / ' 

Khamphai Loumphout, 39, reputed- \\- I:; X9MJ .. r~·~'.:. f~.; '--:C ) 

· ly the most famous mob.lam sincer \/1,J1\:\i ·, ~ ) 
in the country, explains why: , . ,1,
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"First, we consider the rnohlnm ~ Y 
as something that is our very /f.) 1 ,,.,, ~· 

own, a eenuine fe~1ture of our •. ',·,'//7/~IJ.! t;· \ 
, .' ~I, ,: \ 

culture anu tradition, an art ;1 1 / , , z 
born many years a.go in our land, ·//I(',,._ :· 1

) \;~ \ 

nurtured and .natronized proudly ,~r.1-'j>f I !] 
by our people'. Movies, the rn- ~~ \_~ I~--~ 
dio, and combo bands ure :imports , : \ r-::::::., \~-\ 
not truly Lao. I '· · ·, ~ •~· 

l, ~~ -_..;,._),,,,; , 



"Secondly, the mohlnr' is the most direct Ee: effective way of 
communicating a messnge. It is face to fac • We o.re a warm 
presence to our listeners and thoJ to ~rn; ;Je can instantly gauge 
their reactiorn;i; the~" cc,.::-: tell us :>ey want to hGar. 11 

Because of these reasons, communicf:tions p::rnple in Laos believe 
that the mohlam is one highly valuable tool for education and 
information at the village level. The Lo.o Army's Psycho-
logical Wo.rfaro section and Lao National Radio use mohlam 
sinrers faithfully ; USIS employs l~ teams ( 2 men and one woman 
to each team) who range up and down the country. 

,\nd what do they sing about'? Unless given specific subject 
matter to sing about by their erri.ployors, mohlam singers Chalerm• 
phol Pholso, 30, and Nguen Vannarom, 48, both of TJSIS, dwell 
on what they consider tho villacers want most to hear: Lao hist­
ory (especially of tho province where they are performing), 
pointers on r10w to be a good citizen, and ho"tI to :!;lainte.in a 
happy family. On the other hand Khamphai and his partner sing 
of love and courtship in g1owi.n8 poetic terms which make them 
n favorite. 

An important feature insuring mohlnm popularity is its ability 
to ins true t ancl. delight at the saMe tirr:ie, to ramble on nbout 
Lao history vdthout boring, to illuminate a Buddhist doctrine 
with wit,to explain love's purit;r with sl:r bedroom jokes. A 
mob.lam audience soldon listens in silence; it explodes now and 
then with h1.gh hoots of laught0r and pleas ~o. 

But the rnohla~ sinrero t~ke their war~ nnd ~"t seriously. They 
know, and their employers realize, ti--,e ir ir:::.::omparable ve,lue ns 
an information mediuri and as effccti~. :, :ie:csuaders of men I s 
minds in a country where informat·:. _ · ,c ili tios i:l.rG inadequate 
and where propaganda is a nn tiona1 ;;:r•o[:.ram. Their tr"lining as 
mohlam sinvers is equal to their imoortant roles. From 8 to 10 
year/jaevoted to perf0cting their, art, f:trst as monks in their 
Buddhist temples, then per!:1apsunder u recognized lay master. Fo 
school in LGos or Thnilnnd teaches tho urt, althoueh Khon 
Kaon, in Thailand, is recognized. us the soat 01' T".i.ohlam lee.rning. 
To. keep h~s to~gue as fluent t.nd witty · . 
as it should be, the mohlc..m sL".12:er must necessarily be e. lr.now­
ledgonblo man, intim.n tely f<J.milin.r wi tl1 Lrw hi stor•y, cul turc, 
religion, logends and contempoN::.ry vrcnts. The mohlam singer is 
in the final nnalysis, a storyteller with a most engaging style 
of tcllinr hjs story whi6h cen hold young and old entranced for 
hours and hours. 

Their larcest ffU(~icmces nssembltJ rluring Savannnkhot I s rl'hut 
Inghanr boun in Pobrunry nnd during Vientiane's That Luang 
festivnl in Nover1ber, gr::i.nde.st ~md bi6gest boun of the kingdoiU. 
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The latter fostivnl hns all ths carnival sounds and sights to 
dazzle the fairgoor, but the larzest crowds flock in front of 
the mohlam platform, outdrawing the color, th0 cast of thousands 
and the full orchestrnl sounds of nearby I'ree movies. 

Reprinted with the ·-· e:nnission 
of Operation Brotherhood .l::,tional. OB is a 

voluntary Filipino organization which operates hospitals and 
health serv,ices in Laos. 
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