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THE PRESERVATION OF MON-HONGSSAWADI PIPHAT BAND: MON BAN
WANGKA COMMUNITY

MANISA BOONCHUSRI 5137496 LCCU/M
M. A. (CULTURE AND DEVELOPMENT)

THESIS ADVISORY COMMITTEE: PHODCHARA SUWANNAPHACHANA, Ph.D.
(MUSIC), KANOPPORN WONGGARASIN, Ph.D. (CREATIVITY PSYCHOLOGY)

ABSTRACT

The objective of this research was to study the characteristics of music and the
preservation of the Mon-hongssawadi Piphat band, in which the members are Mon people
from the Ban Wangka community who are talented in music. Their aim is the preservation of
the culture of Mon traditional music in the aspect of musical instruments, bands, styles,
content of the performance, and repertoires. Ethnomusicological study was adapted and
integrated with the preservation of cultural identity approach for use in this qualitative
research. Methodology included field research, participant observation, in-depth interview,
and musical culture analysis in sociocultural context of the Mon Ban Wangka community,
Sangkhla Buri District, Kanchanaburi Province.

The results revealed that the Mon-hongssawadi Piphat band consisted of musical
identity in many aspects: 1) musician: they are Mon people who reside in the area of Ban
Wangka community. The musical knowledge is learnt and passed down only in the
community; 2) music instruments and the band: a swan is the symbol of Mon music
instruments. The physical design and musical composition represents a uniquely Mon
characteristic. The ensemble of the band is done in the style of traditional Mon Piphat band; 3)
style and content of the performance: the opportunities, processes, and the performance
represent the style and content that reflects traditional Mon characteristics which have been
passed down from the past to the present; 4) repertoires: the lyrics consist of both traditional
and newly composed ones in Mon language. The content of the song is about Mon society and
culture. Most of the rhythms are mainly the traditional ones. The performance is still done in
the traditional Mon Piphat style. For the preservation aspect of Mon-hongssawadi Piphat band,
it was found that there are many activities that reflect the preservation: the training of the
musician to continually improve their musical skill; the presentation of Mon culture inside and
outside of the community; the performances in various occasions such as local festivals or
Mon national day, which was widely accepted by general Mon people both in the local and
national level; the preservation and education of musical culture to youth and society. The
results showed that, even though the lifestyle of Mon people of Ban Wangka community has
changed by the influence of modern society the Mon-hongssawadi Piphat band is still able to
firmly preserve their traditional musical culture. This reflects the capability of the band to
adapt to the changing society, and the role of Mon musical culture which is still important to
the way of life of the Mon Ban Wangka community.

KEY WORDS: MON-HONGSSAWADI PIPHAT BAND/MON BAN WANGKA
COMMUNITY/MUSICAL IDENTITY/PRESERVATION /
ETHNOMUSICOLOGY
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THE PRESERVATION OF MON-HONGSSAWADI PIPHAT BAND : MON
BAN WANGKA COMMUNITY

MANISA BOONCHUSRI 5137496 LCCU/M

M. A. (CULTURE AND DEVELOPMENT)

THESIS ADVISORY COMMITTEE: PHODCHARA SUWANNAPHACHANA,
Ph.D. (MUSIC), KANOPPORN  WONGGARASIN, Ph.D. (CREATIVITY
PSYCHOLOGY)

EXTENDED SUMMARY

Research Background

Mon is one of the ancient people with prosperous civilization. Even though
Mon Kingdom no longer existed, their culture and tradition influenced those of many
nations in South-east Asia. With their long history, many cultural traditions were
inherited, including musical culture which is a field of art that obviously signified the
identity and history of Mon society.

Most of Mon people in Thailand immigrated from Myanmar, currently
dispersed around Thailand, especially in the vicinity of Thai-Burmese borders on the
North and West. Some migrated to Central Thailand, North-eastern Thailand, and
Southern Thailand.

Mon people in every area have distinct trait: the preservation of Mon
language and culture. It is found that Mon people still use Mon language to
communicate in daily life, wherever they migrated to. Mon people have their own
written script, and they used it to record their history, which can be found in
archeological evidences and document. In the aspect of clothing, it is found that Mon
people in every area still preserved their traditional dressing style; most Mon women

will wear sarong with blouse, while men will wear sarong or pants. There is also the
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practice of the traditions of 12 months which are the culture that closely relate to the
life of Mon people that have been practicing for a long time. It can be said that Mon
people steadfastly preserved their traditional culture, both in physical aspect, such as
the building construction and occupation, and in abstract aspect, such as Buddhist
beliefs or music used in ceremonies.

Mon Ban Wangka is one of a traditional community of Mon people in
Nong Lu Sub-district, Sangkhla Buri District, Kanchanaburi Province. Most of people
in the community were firmly related to each other by marriage and kinship. Mon
language is the main language in their daily life. The community revered Buddhism
and Luangpho Uttama was their religious leader and spiritual center. Luangpho
Uttama has supported Buddhism and fostered the morals value to Mon people about
the good practices of Buddhist people and the principles in daily life. Therefore, Mon
people’s way of life was closely related to Buddhism, which can be seen in many
social activities such as religious ceremonies and festivals that started with religious
activities. Mon people emphasized this by dressing in their national costume: white
blouse or shirt with red sarong. The most important cultural feature is Mon music in
both dancing aspect and musical performing aspect. Music is a part of Mon people’s
way of life that involves in the ceremony about birth, maturity, illness, and death. It is
the medium in sacred ceremonies, religious ceremonies, and many festivals. Music is
an entertainment medium which tells the story, life, wisdom, and beliefs of Mon
people. Mon people usually listen to music for recreation and relaxation. There is
traditional music, such as Mon Piphat Band, and contemporary music, such as
contemporary Mon music band. It can be said that Mon Ban Wangka is a community
that can firmly preserve their identity of Mon people, especially the music which
clearly reflected the sociocultural characteristic of Mon Ban Wangka Community.

Globalization influenced the mixture of the culture between that of Mon
Ban Wangka Community and that of the outside, resulting in the cultural change in
many aspects. Western value influenced their way of life, especially that of young
Mon people who quickly received the culture from the outside. However, Mon people
of Ban Wangka is considered to be a steadfast preserver of their culture because they
have Luangpho Uttama as a spiritual guidance. Therefore, people in this community

can choose to accept the culture from the outside and suitably adapt it with their
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traditional culture. This can be seen from the style of music that is still able to
maintain the traditional trait, especially Mon-hongssawadi Piphat band which people
of Ban Wangka Community have founded. The musical knowledge and skills was
passed down to the new generation of Mon children to maintain the traditional Mon
music. The official band was founded and their performance was widely accepted in
both local and national level. In the present, this band has an important role in Mon
Ban Wangka society in many ways, which can be seen from the usage and the role of
the band in the community, for example, their musical performance in Luangpho
Uttama’s birthday celebration, the performance in the festival in Mon National Day,
the performance in the other provinces around Thailand, and the demonstration and
lecture to the official organizations and institutes who were interested. This way, the
culture of Mon music was published, and they are important activities that help its
preservation among the rapidly developed technology of the modern world. The
researcher believed that the study of the musical identity and the preservation of Mon-
hongssawadi Piphat band of Ban Wangka Community, Nong Lu Sub-district,
Sangkhla Buri District, Kanchanaburi Province, will benefit the community, and it will
help create the realization of the intrinsic value of Mon musical culture, as well as the

acceptance of the music cultural diversity in Thai society.

Research Approaches

(1) Ethnomusicology: the study of music in contemporary sociocultural
context. Ethnomusicologists study music in daily life in the aspect of the relation
between society, culture, and music. The approach aims to find out the existence and
change of music in the changing society. In this study, the researcher applied
ethnomusicology approach to describe musical identity, usage, and role of Mon-
hongssawadi Piphat band in the society of Mon Ban Wangka.

(2) Preservation of cultural identity: this approach relates to cultural
preservation in many ways. In this study, it refers to communication, transmission, and
maintenance of the traditional Mon music from generation to generation with related

activities, for example, the cultural expression, training, transmission, and
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maintenance of musical culture, which emphasized the importance of Mon-

hongssawadi Piphat band in the society of Mon Ban Wangka.

Methods

This research aimed to study the tradition, way of life, and musical culture
of Mon Ban Wangka Community. The emphasis is on primary data retrieved from
field research, including participant observation and the collection of the data of
musical instruments, band, songs, style, and content of the performance of Mon-
hongssawadi Piphat band. The data was used to analyze and describe the phenomenon
and activities of the preservation of Mon-hongssawadi Piphat band.

The purposive sampling was used to choose Mon Ban Wangka
Community, Moo. 2, Nong Lu Sub-district, Sangkhla Buri District, Kanchanaburi
Province, as the studied area, because it was widely accepted by Mon people as the
center of Mon musical culture.

The informants in this research can be divided into main informants and
general informants:

(1) Key informants: they were people who resided in the vicinity of Ban
Wangka and directly related to Mon-hongssawadi Piphat band, which were the band
leader, musicians, musical instrument makers, audiences, sponsors, and the main
supporters of the preservation of the band.

(2) General Informants: They were people who resided in the vicinity of
Ban Wangka or outside of the area and did not directly relate to Mon-hongssawadi
Piphat band. They took part in some activities or they were the target of the
preservation. These people were tourists or staff in both government section and
private section.

The main data for the data collection was the data retrieved from field
research, with the data from related document and studies as an implementation. The
field data collection was done by participant observation, informal interview, and in-
depth interview. The researcher took field-note on the research ethics and followed the
guideline of Mahidol University. Besides, interpreter was used to interpret Mon

language into Thai language in the case when some key informants cannot speak Thai.
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The data analysis started by the verification of data with the method of
data triangulation. Then the data was categorized and analyzed in both cultural and
musical aspect to describe the musical identity and its preservation. The results were

presented in the style of descriptive analysis.

Results

From the study, it is found that Mon Ban Wangka was one of the Mon
communities that still firmly preserved Mon musical culture. Most people revered
Buddhism and respected Luangpho Uttama as their spiritual center. Luangpho Uttama
was a capable developer and administrator. He has set the principles for the Mon
people in Ban Wangka in order to live peacefully together, and the people strictly
followed his principles. He was devoted in the construction of public utilities such as
schools, hospitals, auditorium, and bridges, and he was also devoted in the
preservation of Mon culture in many aspects including language, culture, and music.

The Mon name of Mon-hongssawadi Piphat band is “kuan kwad ye sa nai
mon hong saw to” which means “Mon cultural music band.” It is the official band who
firmly preserved their culture and is widely accepted in both local and national level.
There are many aspects of musical identity:

(1) The musicians: they were Mon people resided in the vicinity of Ban
Wangka. The knowledge was learnt and passed down only in families and community.

The members of the band are as follows:

1) Mr. Ge Wen Player of Cha yam (Thai:
Chakhe)

2) Mrs. Hongsa Player of Pad ta lad (Thai:
Ranat)

3) Miss Anisa Loliam Player of Pad kay (Thai:
Ranat ek lek)

4) Mrs. Konto Udomkhajornkiti  Player of Pad kan (Thai:
Khong mon)

5) Mr. Pan Ye Ok Pon Player of Pad Wai (Thai:

Perng mang)
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6) Mr. Ta Player of Ha pon ha nok
(Thai: Taphon)

7) Mr. Khon Sai Player of Ta lod (Thai: Pi)

8) Mr. To Pai Player of Ha di (Thai:
Ching / Chab)

9) Mr. Ka Sao Player of Mong (Thai:
Mong)

(2) Musical instruments and ensemble: Swan was decorated on the
instruments as the symbol representing Mon culture. Instruments with physical
interface design were used, for example, Cha yam (Chakhe) was made of the same
material and made in the traditional design. There are 7 notes in Mon music and the
numbered notation was used in the sheet music. The ensemble was done in the style of
traditional Mon Piphat band; the instruments were aligned side by side. Before every
performance, Wai Kru ritual will be done to pay homage to the teachers and deities.
Pad ta lad (Ranat) was the main instrument of the performance, while Ha pon ha nok
(Taphon) was the lead percussion instrument.

(3) Style and content: timing and process of the performace reflected Mon
cultural music which was passed down from the past to the present. The form and
content of the performance are selected according to the occasions, for example, the
slow and sorrowful songs will be performed in the funeral, while the entertaining and
joyful songs will be performed in Mon National Day. Male members of the band will
wear a red checked sarong with a white long-sleeved or short-sleeved shirt, while
female members will wear a red floral ankle-length sarong, a white long-sleeved
blouse, and a red shawl across one shoulder. These are the band’s costume as well as
Mon national costume. Moreover, there was also a mixture of musical culture with the
other locals, such as Mon-Burmese music or Mon-Thai music.

(4) Songs: the lyrics of the songs were both traditional ones and newly
composed ones in Mon language. The content related to Mon society and culture.
Most of the rhythm was the traditional ones. The examples of the traditional ones are
the “Song of Farmers” that told the process in rice growing in the past, the “Song of

Culture of the Golden Land” that is the traditional song about Thaton, the Mon
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Kingdom in the time when economy, religion, and musical art were flourished. The
example of newly composed ones is the “Song of Gratitude to Luangpho Uttama” that
told his biography since he first entered monkhood and came to support Buddhism in
Thailand. He has brought civilization into the community which made Mon people to
be able to live peacefully. He was highly respected by Mon people, Thai people, and
Karen people.

For the preservation of Mon-hongssawadi Piphat band, it is found that

there are both internal and external factors that influenced the preservation:

1) Internal factors

Social factor — family is a part of Mon kinship society which helped
strengthen the relationship in the community. Children who grew up the community
were taken care of by their families and nearby relatives. Mon culture was passed
down from generation to generation, and it was taught to children since birth, making
Mon people of Ban Wangka Community appreciated their hometown and Mon art and
culture.

Environmental factor — Ban Wangka Community is on the Thai-Burmese
border and there is always communication between the two locals, which resulted in
the spreading and interchanging of musical culture. Moreover, with the geographical
feature of Ban Wangka that supported the ecotourism, many tourists came to visit.
However, there is no accommodation for the tourists as the committees of the
community were afraid that it will impact the culture of community and it was against
the principles of Luangpho Uttama. It was considered to be the self-defense from

outside’s civilization and to preserve the environment and culture of the community.

2) External factor

There are both advantages and disadvantages to the preservation:

- Tourism — Tourism was the main income of the community. Part of the
occupation of eople in the community was from the visit of the tourists. It is also a
way of publishing their culture. On the other hand, tourism has an impact on Mon

musical culture and it has to be adapted in order to survive.
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- Outside’s culture acceptance — Mon people of Ban Wangka received
musical culture from outside due to popularity, modern technology, internet, and
modern entertainment media. Teenagers in the community usually listen to modern
Thai music, country Thai music, or Western music, and they are rarely interested in
traditional Mon music. Furthermore, when the more modern and more comfortable
technology has an impact on the life and work of Mon people and facilitate their
living, some started to emphasize on the modern value and neglect the traditional Mon
culture.

The activities to preserve Mon-hongssawadi Piphat band were supported
by people in the community. The activities included the training of musicians to
continually improve their musical skills and enable them to perform efficiently and
skillfully. There was also the musical training of children and students who were
interested. For the members of the band, there was an activity to improve their skills
by rehearsal once a week and perform in various occasions, as can be seen in Mon
rituals and ceremonies like the celebration of Luangpho Uttama’s birthday, Mon
National Day, and the performance in the other provinces around Thailand. The
educating activity included the lecture to official organization or institutes who were
interested. There was also an activity to preserve and educate musical culture to youth
in various ways. From the activities mentioned above, it can be seen that even though
the way of life of Mon people of Ban Wangka may change according to the modern
society, Mon-hongssawadi Piphat band can be able to adapt to the change while
preserving their musical identity along with doing the activities for preservation in
various ways. This showed that traditional Mon music still has an importance in the

life of Mon Ban Wangka Community.

Conclusion, Discussion, and Recommendations

In the present, Mon-hongssawadi Piphat band is supported by Mon Ban
Wangka Cultural Center. The objective is to train a new generation of children in
musical skills, and it is also a way to preserve Mon music, as well as the intention of
the community to preserve Mon cultural identity. The meaning of identity in this

context is the features of Mon culture that are the cost for music creation, including
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musicians, musical instruments, style and content, and songs. Apart from a way of
recreation and relaxation, music also creates the realization of identity and a way to
make Mon people of Ban Wangka community appreciate their nation. Mon-
hongssawadi Piphat band takes part in many important ceremonies and rituals in the
community, and they are also available for hire, which is a way to increase the income
of the musicians who are the people of Ban Wangka. Moreover, it is a way to present
the musical culture of Mon Ban Wangka to be publicly known. Mon-hongssawadi
Piphat band is a unique band that reflected the Mon glory of the past, and the Mon
tradition that the later generations are trying to preserve. Nowadays, it is found that
Mon people in some areas have been absorbed into the change by the influence of
local culture, but Mon people of Ban Wangka Community was able to create their
identity which is more distinct than those in other areas, and they became the center of
Mon culture in various aspects, such as clothing, language, tradition, culture, and
especially music which clearly represents Mon identity. The preservation of musical
identity embedded in their way of life. The activities done by Mon-hongssawadi
Piphat band, supported by its members, created the process which allowed the support
of the preservation of the music in various ways including training, development,
presentation, transmission, preservation, education, and the performance itself. With
these, Mon-hongssawadi Piphat band was widely accepted by Mon people both inside
and outside of the area, and they are an important factor in the preservation of Mon
culture.

It can be found from the results that, in a changing time when the
civilization from the outside’s culture influenced the way of life, the traditional one is
consequently subsided. Mon people of Ban Wangka was afraid that their children will
not be able to preserve their culture, so the cultural center of Nong Lu was founded
with the support from the government section in order to educate the young ones to
appreciate their own culture. As there is a diversity of ethnic groups in Nong Lu Sub-
district, such as Mon, Thai, Karen, and Muslims, the committees of cultural center
were then selected from various ethnic groups. They agreed that they wanted to
preserve this diversity. So the walking street festival was held in Nong Lu Sub-district
every Friday to let children and people in the new generation express the art and

culture of their own groups to Thai and foreign tourists. It helped the preservation and
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also the way to publish the culture and make income from the performance. This idea
is a way to maintain the culture of each ethnic group, and the way for Mon-
hongssawadi Piphat band to preserve their musical identity and culture.

The recommendations of this research are as follows:

(1) The study of Mon musical culture in the other areas of Thailand, for
example, Mon people in the north, or Mon people in Myanmar, including the relation
of Mon musical culture of each area.

(2) The further study in the aspect of Mon musical identity, for example,
the making of Mon musical instruments, the analysis of ancient Mon songs, the
standard Mon notation, in order to further complement the knowledge about Mon

musical culture.
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