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Poetry is a cultural group’s way of playing with sounds and present-
ing feelings and ideas in language that is attractive to the listener’s ears or
the reader’s eyes. As Burnshaw has indicated, we need to consider “the poem
as a work of sonal art” (1960: xi).

This sonal quality is particularly important to consider in analyzing
the work of oral poets such as the Lao mohlam.! In a written discussion of
the “poetics” of such an oral form, much is lost because the written exam-
ples can only partly convey the beauty of the sung poetry. And in translat-
ing such a piece, even more is lost, for the poetic style of one linguistic
group is often far removed from that of another.

The words are the poem. Ideas can often be carried across, but
poems are not made of ideas....they are made of words....An
English translation is always a different thing; it is always an
English poem. (Burnshaw 1960: xii)

What Professor Gedney (1989b: 489) has noted in speaking about Thai
poetry appears to be true for Lao poetry as well:

Poetic artistry in Siamese verse finds expression mainly in the
skillful manipulation of language within the constraints
imposed by the various verse patterns. So much of the value
of Siamese poetry lies in the form, as opposed to the semantic
content, that translations into Western languages are notori-
ously disappointing.

For these reasons, in planning this discussion of the poetics of a per-
formance of Lam Sithandone, 1 have chosen to include both a phonemic
transcription of the Lao verses, arranged essentially as they might be if writ-
ten out in Lao, and an English translation, which is presented in verse form,
but which contains no rhyme and only a little alliteration. Essentially, the

1 A mohlam is an expert performer of lam, a form of essentially sung, some-
what extemporaneous Lao poetry.



phonemic transcription of the Lao provides the reader with some idea of the
poem itself, the sounds of the poem if you will, while the English transla-
tion lets the reader in on the ideas that the poets expressed.

Lam Sithandone is a form of Lao oral poetry traditionally performed
by the mohlam of South Laos.2 The verse form usually associated with
this style of lam is k3on fidon. Though other verse forms, such as k3on tit,
for instance, may be used briefly during a performance of Lam Sithandone,
it is the k3on Adon form that predominates. It is this poetic verse form that
makes up the bulk of the lines of Lao poetry presented in the appendix to
this paper.

The performance discussed in this paper was recorded in 1972 at a Lao
radio station and was re-recorded, transcribed, and initially translated in
19733 The two performers, Mohlam Sikhun (male) and Mohlam Thong-
bang (female), were renowned professional singers at that time.

I have described in detail elsewhere (Compton 1979: 136-146) the
rhyme requirements for this form of poetry as discussed by Maha Sila
Viravong (1970). For the benefit of readers unfamiliar with this form, I
have bolded the words that fit into the external rhyme pattern for one verse
of this form (see appendix). However, in the paper we will focus on the
extensive use of internal rhyme in this performance.

Internal Rhyme

The two major forms of internal rhyme in Lao poetry are vowel
rhyme (sdmphdt sdla?) and the (initial) consonant rhyme (sdmphat
phafiansana?). Vowel rhyme (assonance) includes paired-word rhyme
(sdmphit thiam khuu) and yoked-word rhyme (simphat thiam Zeek).
Examples of paired-word rhyme found in our material include ndoy gooy
(S69)4 and 2uan suan (T80). Examples of yoked-vowel rhyme are kom
hoom phom (S91) and nii pham sii (T13) and day mii bay (T44). It should
be noted that in Lao, words of the same basic consonant and vowel patterns
(CVV, CVC, or CVVC) are still considered to rhyme if they have different
tones. Thus a yoked-vowel rhyme such as the following can occur: k3y [
kay.

Consonant rhyme includes continuous consonant rhyme (sdmphat
lian 24ks3on) and separated consonant rhyme (sdmphdt khan 2iks3on).

2 Under the Royal Lao government, Sithandone was the name of a Southern
province that had Pak Se as its capital. One style of lam from that area is referred
to as Sithandone or Siphandone; in this paper I use the term Sithandone
throughout.

3 The data was collected in Laos under a Fulbright-Hays Dissertation Research
Grant during 1972-1973.

4 The letter S plus a number indicates a line from Sikhun’s performance; T plus a
number indicates a line from Thongbang’s performance. See appendix.

232



Consonant rhyme is what we usually refer to as alliteration in English
poetry, and such alliteration or consonant rhyme strikes the eye almost
immediately when one looks at the phonemic transcription in the appendix,
most particularly in the verses performed by Mohlam Thongbang.
Examples of continuous consonant thyme are khuam kham (S10) and kheen
khoo (T42). Examples of separated consonant rhyme include k3on way
koon (S106) and paw gidam boo ooy paay (T28).

Professor Gedney (1989b: 537) has observed that “the internal rhymes
(inking phirases in a fine of £(on poetry have a close connection with the
realities of actual speech,” and that “much of the flow of Siamese speech
consists of two- and three-syllable phrases.” An additional support for this
view is that the “rules” presented for internal rhyme for Lao give us a two-
word phrase minimum for both vowel rhymes (that is, paired-vowel rhymes)
and consonant rhymes (that is, continuous consonant rhymes) and a three-
word phrase for each of these when the rhyming words are separated by just
one word (yoked-vowel rhymes and separated consonant thymes). The result
is that common, everyday phrases, which also happen to rhyme, fit nicely
into the poetry, ready-made as it were. Such common phrases found in
rhyme in my data include palred -vowel: hak mak (S78), coo 100 (S80), da 34
pay (T42); yoked -vowel: nan samkhan (S11); continuous consonant: naan
ndon (S20), waw waa (S87; T50,52), pilu paa (S90), khit khit (T62); and
separated consonant: hay naag huu (T17), meen boo mii (T32).

Further evidence for Gedney’s position that the internal rhymes have
“a close connection with the realities of actual speech” is the extensive list
provided by Roffe (1975) of four-syllable “elaborate expressions” found in
everyday Lao speech, expressions that exhibit patterns of alliteration,
assonance, and reduplication. Examples of similar sets found in this perfor-
mance include the following, some of which appeared in the first hemistich
of a line, others in the second hemistich:

First hemistich: Second hemistich:

S51 (mak) hoot hian hoot law... S$32 din daaw faay laaw
SS9  (tap) tee puu teg puu... S82 phaa pheen phee phian
S60 (mak) con hoogcon hay... S84 khuam paak maa maak
$82  (mak) hoot tiium hdot taar... $91 log kom hoom phom

All of the example expressions from the first hemistich are productive, that
is they can be used as needed by substituting appropriate words in the second
and fourth positions of the four-syllable phrase, as we see in comparing
lines 51 and 82. These flexible four-word expressions are thus useful to the
mohlam, who can manipulate them creatively to fit the variety of topics and
performance situations they face.

The four types of internal rhyme discussed earlier can be found in
abundance in the verses of both of these mohlam. For instance, Mohlam
Sikhun uses vowel rhyme in thirty of his lines in which the final word of
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the second hemistich of a line rhymes with the first or second word (or once
in a while the third word) of the first hemistich of the next line. Two words
in a row with the same initial consonant are common in everyday Lao
speech and in Lao prose and poetry. We can find seven such pairs in the first
four lines of Mohlam Thongbang’s poetry alone.

Alliteration

Continuous consonant thyme or alliteration of three or more words in
a row, however, is so pervasive in the k3on fidan form that it deserves par-
ticular attention. For example, in this small sample of just eighty-one
lines, Mohlam Thongbang has produced forty-one lines that have three,
four, five, or even six words in a row using the same initial consonant.
Twenty-seven of those lines have three words in a row, but of those, seven
lines also have separated consonant thyme on this same consonant as well.
For example, line 8 has the pattern ¢- n- ¢- ¢- ¢-; line 11 has the pattern ph-
ph- ph- m- ph-; and line 13 has ph- ph- ph- n- ph-. In addition, two of the
lines have double sets of three-word alliteration; that is, line 30 has w- w-
w- p- d- d- d- and line 56 has t- t- {- I- s- w- w- w-,

Nine lines of Thongbang’s poetry contain alliterative phrases of four
words; one of those, line 15, contains two sets of four words: m- t- - t- - 7-
ph- ph- ph- ph-. Line 73 contains separated consonant rhyme as well: s- th-
s- §- §-....8- I- I- h- I- m-

Three lines favor five-word phrases: line 40 has ?- kh- kh- kh- kh-
....kh- n- I- I- d-; line 53 has p- I- I- I- I- I- I-; and line 62 has ph- ph- ph- ph-
ph- th-,

The full lines containing six-word phrases are reproduced below. The
alliterative initial consonants have been bolded for emphasis.

T46 phon waa baan saat sia sum s5ok Som sAw3oy
T64 book hay sdpkhdan n>om nii NEEp NEsm Nam niaw

Mohlam Sikhun’s poetry shows abundant use of alliteration as well.
In his 108 lines, we find thirty-three lines with three or more alliterative
words in a row. Twenty-six of those lines have three words in a row; five
lines have four words in a row and two lines have five words in a row. The
examples of the full lines in which the five-word alliteration sets appear are
provided below. Note that in the lines below words beginning with both
high-class and low-class initials (kh3o and kh3o respectively in line 8 and
530 and s39 in line 24) from the writing system are used, but it is their
sonal effect that we are concerned with here.

S8d  khiy khaaw khuam kh>op kh35 so9n phii ndon cor fan
S24d thaw thay sook saw S&en sam Seep m3oy
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