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The purposes of this folklore fieldtrip are to compare the Phra Malai chant
tradition of Ban Nong Khao, Kanchanaburi Province, which is the “funerary chant
tradition” with that of Tum Men Abbey, Chonburi Province — a “social phenomenon”
with mediator and chanters, the majority of whom are lay women — and to analyze the
dynamism and function of Phra Malai chanting in a literary and social framework.

The findings show that Sor Dhamapakdi's scripture is the basis for the principal
chant version in both locations. However, differences in social and cultural background
and performance objectives produce variation in such communicative aspects as
participants, places, and occasions for the rite, equipment, steps, chant melody, and
other customary practices.

With respect to the literary framework, the practice of Phra Malai chanting in
funeral rites at Ban Nong Khao helps preserve the traditional chant melodies, though
the number actually performed has decreased from 22 to a present repetoire of 11. In
contrast, the Phra Malai bhanting of Tum Men Abbey does not place significance on
melodies; reciting in verse likewise counts as chanting. Additionally, the role of the
Phra Malai chanters shifts from “Dharma preachers,” known as “supposed monks” in
funeral rites to “Dharma learners,” who are trying to accumulate merit for deities and for
themselves with hope that the Phra Malai chanting will enable them to solve all sorts of
problems in their lives. Moreover, the listeners are transformed from simple humans —
that is, participants listening to the Phra Malai funeral chanting — to all “holiness,” which
perceives the chanters’ attempt to gain more merit through the Phra Malai chanting.

With respect to the social framework, differences in the Phra Malai chanting
ceremony reveal divergent performance objectives in the two communities. Once
performed in the context of a dependable agricultural community, the performance has
now become a ceremony of capitalism. Also, the level of ceremony has altered from
that of a family in relation to its community to that of an individual in said relationship.
This has resulted from changes in the objective of the Phra Malai chanting at Tum Men
Abbey. Originally, Phra Malai chanting served to send the deceased, especially one’s
kin, to heaven and to accompany the host in the lonesome atmosphere of the funeral.
However, the current Phra Malai chanting tradition at Tum Men Abbey focuses instead
on an individual's wish. This social phenomenon in turn reflects the manner in which
villagers’ belief and faith in Buddhism has become secularized, while simulataneously
providing more religious ground for females. |

This study explains the social dynamism in the use of the literary work Phra
Malai as chanted by different Thai social communities for a range of purposes. The
research reveals how a folklore fieldtrip can provide insight into beliefs, literature,

traditions, and ceremonies, all of which attest to the dynamic nature of Thai culture.





