A WAI KHRU FOR ACAN GEDNEY

Carol J. Compton

This conference and this paper are in keeping with a strong
tradition in Thailand, and indeed in Asia generally, for we have come
together to pay respect to our teacher, 73acdan Gedney. And it is
indeed in full awareness that | and others have combined the Thai
term, 73ac3an, with his Western last name, “Gedney.” In the West,
using the title plus the last name is a way of showing respect. In
Thailand, the title plus the first name is the respectful form of
address. In our 73acdan we have some of both East and West——thus
this title, Acan Gedney.

It is fitting, too, that this first section of the conference is on
literature, for it was in the Department of Indic and Far Eastern
Languages and Literature at Yale University that Acan Gedney first
began his own studies. Indeed, from the literature of the Tai peoples
we can learn so much.

One of the important traditions in Thai society——and in Lao
society as well--is the practice of paying respect to one’s teacher.
Whether one is learning to make a musical instrument, to box, to
dance, or to sing, one first learns to pay respect to one’s teacher
through prescribed words and actions.

In keeping with this ancient tradition of the Tai peoples, | have
chosen as my way of paying respect to our teacher to present and
discuss a Lao way khlu——way meaning ‘to pay respect’ and khiu
being the Lao word for ‘teacher’.

This way khiu piece was actually written for me to perform by
another teacher who entered my life some years after | had begun
studying with Acan Gedney. That teacher was Mohlam Nunaa, the
daughter of a Vientiane man and a Roi Et woman. Mohlam Nunaa had
been performing /am, or Lao sung poetry, for over twenty years
when | began to study with her in Vientiane in March of 1973.

Two things were required of me as a new student. First, like many
an apprentice moh/am, | was to pay her a fee. Second, | was to learn
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by heart the way khlu poetry which she had prepared for me. | was,
as one might expect, easily able to handle the fee. Learning to /am
the way khiu poem, however, was far more difficult; some of the
reasons for this will be discussed below.

In this paper | will provide a brief description of the basic struc—
ture of this particular way khiu piece. Second, | will present the
translation and transcription of the piece. Finally, | will briefly discuss
certain aspects of the learning process for an apprentice moh/am
and suggest some of their implications.

Then | will bid you, and more specifically Acan Gedney, farewell.

Two aspects of the structure of this piece are important: its
poetic structure and the organization of its content. The way khiu
section itself is entirely in k30n hdan, or ‘long poetry’, a form | have
discussed in detail elsewhere.” Basically, it is a verse of four lines (a,
b, ¢, and d), each line usually having from seven to thirteen sylliables;
may 7¢ek and may thbo are required to fall on certain specific
syllables in each line. There is both internal and external rhyme. A
presentation in k3on 75an form begins with the last two lines (lines ¢
and d) of a verse. The presentation continues using both full (a, b, ¢, d)
and half (c, d) verses. This is exactly what we find in this particular
poem.

The organization of the poem’s content is as follows. First, the
moh/am calls the attention of the audience seated around her to the
fact that the performance is about to begin: ?do/an5s. Then she asks
for their patience and protection. Having claimed the attention of her
human and present audience, she then addresses those other
beings——both spiritual and physical-—who have helped her in the
past. She calls upon them once again to provide guidance and
support for this newest of her performances. Six full verses and
four partial verses are devoted to this.

Finally, in her last verse she announces that she is finished with the
invocation and plans to sing a second section which will take us “for
a walk in the forest.” She concludes this section firmly with a line
saying, “That’s alll” This final verse and line mark the end of the
introduction to the performance and provide a transition to the
second section of her song.
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Translation

Mohlam Nunaa

5¢c

6d

7a

8b

Sc

10d

11a

12b

13c

14d

O/anoh

Be patient, be very patient with me,
And protective of me.

I’'ve come to offer you my sung poetry,
And | hope you will receive a blessing to keep from these
poems.

O/anoh, gentle one.

Let’s begin! Amen!
| will bow my head in respect to you, gods,
And cherish greatly your kindnesses.

| ask you to come to watch me,
To observe me and to watch over me.

Whether | ask questions or answer
About interpretations of the Buddhist teachings,

Let the words come as quickly as a speeding chariot,
And my reputation be widespread and praised by all.

Please come and watch me,
And look at me as | win them over.

When | am about to sing courting songs, or songs to
convince others,

Please come and support me devotedly;

Stay beside me; don’t flee afar.

Now | will be able to
Go to sing at my very best.

Don’t let me go the wrong way;
Let me advance as swiftly as a wheel.

Whether the questions are twisted or tricky,
Let my teacher be great.

If | am questioned and interrogated,
Let my answers be accurate and clear;
Don’t let me be caught onany subject.
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15a

16b

17c

18d

19a

20b

21c

22d

23a

24b

25¢c

26d

27b

28c

29d
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Amen!
May the merit of Lord Buddha enable me
To deceive and pursue the other singer successfully.

May the merit and morality
Come to watch for me and think for me,
Here where | sing today.

Therefore, may the merit of a Buddhist monk
Guide me
So that | can sing as well as my friends.

May the merit of my father and the merit of my teacher
Come and support me devotedly;
Stay beside me; don’t abandon me.

May the merit of my parents protect me,
| beseech you,

Along with all of the merit of a Buddhist monk,
And the supreme knowledge of the three treasures of
Buddhism,

Together with all of the merit of Lord Buddha,
And the merit of this supreme religious system.

May the merit of a master monk
Enter me and help me as | strive to sing.

Please come to help me and protect me,
To guide me along the way.

Don’t let me lose the way;
Let me proceed like the precious virtue of the Buddhist Law.

Let this merit come to watch over me;
Open my reason; give me your guidance.

Don’t let me have anything
Blocking my way.

And the merit of Fire, the merit of Wind,
May they be behind me, pushing me onward.

Let this merit elevate my words
And conduct me along the path of reason.

May this merit protect my head;
| pay my respects to every god.
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30c  Along with the merit of the ancient gods,
Of all the Four Guardians of the World,

31d  Of the Earth, of the Naga King,
Of the little Goddess of Lightning,

32c  And of Siva. The listeners will be overflowing;
Indra himself will come to watch me.

33d | wantto debate in song

Today; to compete in poetry.
34a Inaddition,

Let me be able to sing every verse;

Guide me wisely so that | don’t forget any.
35b  And may the merit of my teacher,

Allow her to whisper to me,

To keep hold of me and to guide me along the road.
36¢c  Don’tlet fate strike me;

May all of my teachers strive to guide and help me.
37d Don’tlet me have anything

Blocking my way.
38a That’sall I'll say;

That’s enough for you to listen to.

39b  Another, second part
Will be presented next.

40c | will take you, man, on a walk;
We will walk in the jungle, in the forest.

41d  We will be able to leave the old women,
To bid them farewell; then we will go for a walk.

42 That’s adequate;

I’ll stop.
That’s all!
Transcription
1 280lando
2 76t d3o 76t sda tim 23w khdoy lday laay
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5¢

6d
7a

8b
Sc
10d

11a
12b

13c
14d

15a

16b

17¢c

18d

19a
20b
21c
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maa thawaay k3on lam

7%olan5o

73w d5s meen saathu? d3s
khaa cak wanthda n5om

kh3o hay méaa lam sin)
meen si? coot ¥+ kée
hay way paan khap lot
kh3o hay maambom sin
baat si? kTaw si? 700y
kh35 hay maa Fam kim
na? bat nfi ca? day

yaa saa mii thaam phit
meen si? framn ¥+ sdo
meen si? sd0 si? lay

hay pé&n k&1 khdonn5o1
sdathu? d3s

khan pha? phut cot) day

khan pha? tham
kh3o hay méa kh2oy khit

caT) waa khin pha? sé7
kh3o hay maa nam sfi

khdn 7ii bidaa khan khau
kh3o hay maa HFam kdm
khdn Tii phoo mee pdk kaw
kdp tham khun 761) pha?
khan phut than phsom
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coT) maa lap ?aw phdon khaa
n3oy wéy

nGan 735y

thandom biinkhdn fin
pay Iim lam lam I€e
p&e man thammabdt

saa kay khén fidom

171 ndm phuu khaa %00y

khim khaar) yaa haam ni

pay lam kheeT) phEeTlit

hay l+an way paan 5o

kh3o khau pén fay

boo khaa khdom) I+aT) day

s30 lay khaw tit

boon si? I1am wan nfi

hay lam dii kh# + muu

khim khaar) yaa saa lay

khaa kh3 o niaw wionkh3 o
5ot fdan tay kéew

tham méo diam 5ot



22d
23a
24b
25c
26d
27b
28c
29d
30c
31d
32c
33d
34a

35b

36¢
37d
38a
39b
40c
41d
42

A Wai Khru for Acan Gedney

khian pha? sdmkha? caw
kh3o hay méa suay p5o7)
yaa mii thaam) 167)

kh30 hay maa néem khaa
yaa sia hay khaa n3oy
k&p khian fay khan 16m
kh3o hay maa sGu kham
hay maa pok keet kaw
k&p thaTm) khan th&en thaw
thdolanii ndak nam

kdp Tiistun khén 16n
khaa yaak lam coot kée
7an n+1)

kh3o hay day thuk s30T
k3p khan ?dac3an naam
com hay méaa slu sap
yaa mii wéen maa t3o1)
yaa séa hay khaa n3oy
waw thoo nan

MNik t3on s30m

si? day phaa saay dan
si? ddy phaak mee paa
sdm phdo khan
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hay maa khaw suay p3o7)
s1i sooT) thaaT d3an

pay daT) thadm khin k€ew
khay pan fida si sooy
day mii khdo1) soo1) day
hay la1) maa nam fidu
n&m thaan sfi héet

Tii ndan way suu n€ew
c&tulaat tham sii

néaam n5oy méekhalaa
pha? fida 7iin maa lam

wén nii kheen k3on

sfipoomyaamiildm

cooT d¥n nam sén

hay nZm p3oT1) sfi sooy
day mii khdom soom day
ph3o suu kan fam

too 1501 pay naa

pay d3sn ddT) dan paa
si? laa I€ew dut) d3en

Iam waa si”? 167)
thaw nén léew
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Discussion

In approaching this piece one could simply look at the text itself,
analyze its contents, note the order of appearance of the various
deities or people called upon for support by the moh/am, and
investigate the ways words are used to describe the deities. One
also might consider the implications of this material in a larger
context or tradition. | have chosen to discuss aspects of the
educational context or tradition of which way khlu is a part, and the
apparent role of such a way khiu textin it.

One might look at what this text can tell us about the Lac cultural
expectations of how you learn, what it means to learn, what you
teach and how you teach it, and what it means to be a teacher. The
role of experience, of example, and of explanation in this cultural
learning situation might be explored as well. But we can only touch
on a small part of this here.

When a young Lao man or woman seeks out an experienced
moh/am as a teacher, the result is an adult—education situation, more
specifically an apprenticeship. It involves an agreement between the
teacher and the student; one might call it a “learning contract.””? | will
briefly discuss here certain aspects of the learning process of which
the way khiu is a part, as seen from the foreign student—learner’s
point of view.

A student with Western notions of a formal learning situation
usually expects to receive a direct answer to a question asked of a
teacher. Thus it was particularly frustrating, when | asked a question
of my own teachers or of other moh/am, to be told again and again:

caw si? khawcay &7 You’ll come to an under—
standing yourself.

man si? kht n 787 It will rise up within you.

cak nSoy hGu 781 Soon you’ll come to

understand by yourself.

Mohlam Nunaa and the two former monks with whom | studied
poetry were trying to tell me that | would have to work it through
alone. They wanted me to come to an understanding of these forms
on my own, whereas | wanted them to answer my endless questions.
Clearly our perceptions of the teaching/learning situation were
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different.

The significance of the way khlu text as the first element to be
learned by a student of /am is greater than | understood at the time.
Now | know, having learned by working it out on my own, that this
very text contained the answers to many of my questions. In fact, the
learning process dictated by my Lao teachers reminds me of the
method Acan Gedney used with students in his Comparative Tai class.
He provided us with data which we were to sort, sift, and organize.
When we came to class, he would ask questions of us, and we would
try to answer, drawing upon our experience of working through the
data.

Why do | say that learning the text itself answered many of my
questions? Because the act of learning takes one through the steps in
the process of singing that have become traditional for this form.
One learns not just words with which to greet one’s audience, but
also that “| should a/ways greet my audience and bring them along
with mie psychologically.” One learns words to beseech and invoke
the deities, but one also learns that they must be invoked, for by so
doing you actually feel a kind of psychological power, the power
coming to you through the words themselves.

The fact that there are certain patterns of words, or stock
phrases, which can be depended upon, which are “handy,” is also
revealed by the text, for these repeated patterns exist even in a text
as short as this way khiu piece. (For example, see kh5o hdy méa in
lines 9c, 10d, 16b, 17c, 18d, 23a, and 28c.) One discovers that
learning is not just memorization of a text; one must also think about
what one is doing, what it means, and how to put one’s heart into it.
Somewhere here is to be found the ?5o; the special “magic”
attributed to the moh/am is to be found in the words themselves.

Implications

| would like to suggest that we have tended to overlook the total
psychological and spiritual environment in which learning takes
place, and the impact of this kind of environment on the quality of
learning itself. The interaction between the student and the teacher is
an important factor, and the degree to which one is “to/d the truth,”
rather than “d/scovering the truth” may have a profound effect on
the quality of the learning that takes place.
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The apprenticeship learning situation between an accomplished
moh/am and the new student is similar in some ways to what has
been called the “learning contract” What exists in the moh/am
apprenticeship is a particularly heavy emphasis on the student’s
responsibility to do the learning, to make decisions, to participate
fully in the learning process. What is expected from the student is (1)
a full commitment to the specific learning task; (2) a full commitment
to the traditional art which he or she is about to learn; and (3) a high
motivation to succeed, such that there is kh¥ nc3y, in other words, so
much enthusiasm and commitment to the task that the learning is
accomplished at a very deep level: it ‘enters one’s heart’. This, | feel
now, is the basis of the 750, of which | was told by so many Lao when
| began to investigate /4m. Moh/am, | was told, have 755, a “special
kind of magic,” which allows them to sing.

In a book on Buddhism in Thailand, Sujib Punyanubhab discusses
supernatural powers. He says,

When a mind is respectively trained and pacified,
thereby divested of outer disturbances, more
power-—of a finer nature-—will be accumulated
thereon and thus more force can be deliberately
released through the coarse, physical vehicle. Hence
the seemingly incredible phenomena that astound
many people and that we mistakenly call super-
natural power. Once its possibility is accepted and its
nature understood, there is no more of the baffling
mystery and the incomprehensible. For it is just the
natural method of practice and can be learned by
anybody who would take the pains to follow out its
course.’

Memorization of a text is not important. Real value lies in
development of the power of concentration which focuses the mind
on the task at hand and gives it additional power for later creative
efforts. In other words, the presentation is no less important than
the spirit in which it is done.

There is much to be learned from this tradition of paying respect
to our teachers, and it is far more than the respect itself; it is the
understanding, the knowledge that comes to us from the meaning of
the process, and the strength that comes as we draw on the wisdom
of the ages, rather than turning our backs on the past, for to turn so
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is to lose much accumulated merit.

As those of you familiar with Laos and the Lao people already
know, it is customary there, when one departs, to be given words of
farewell by those one leaves behind. Consequently, | would like to
end this paper from the conference in honor of Acan Gedney with a

Farewell

brief farewell to him.

Translation

10

Farewell, Acan
May you live well; may you have strength.
May you have neither injuries nor ilinesses.

May you have a long, long life.
Throughout your life, from this day forward,

May you and your wife
Have no losses.

May you receive only good things
In this world.

May you have happiness and contentment
In your soul and in your heart.

Do not forget your old students
When you go off travelling.

We invite you to come and visit us,
To stay in our homes and villages.

Ceme any day you can;
We will all be pleased,

For you are a fine person
To whom we pay tribute today.

Now,
| ask to bid you farewell,

Supremely knowledgeable and precious teacher.
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That’s all!
O/anoh.

Transcription

O W O N O O b W

_—

11
12

lda koon ?3aac3an

kh3o hay yuu dii mii héeT)
kh3o hay mii 73afiu? fif+n
fr+n

kh3 o hay ?3ac3an kap mia
hay hap tee sit) dii

kh3o hay kham stk sab3ay
yaa K +m IGuksTt kaw

sbon méa yiam méaa yaam
maa m#+ day k3o déy

pho? 73acaan pén khon dii

bat nii
naam kh3o laakoon I€ew

thaw nan l&ew

73olan5o
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boo mii cé&p boo mii khay

taldot siiwit too pay

boo mii Adn sia

nay l6ok thiolanii

yuu nay cit yuu nay cay
m+a thiaw thua thaw
phak h#an n5on baan
phlak haw k35 dii cay

thii haw way nady m#+ nfi

73ac3an Adot Adan dii kéew
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