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New Year f e s t i v i t i e s , f e t t e r known i n Laos as the "5 th month Fest iva l j j ) a re 
iSvthe cause o f man i fo ld r e j o i c i n g s which take place dur ing the month o f 
A p r i l . 

I b e l i e v e i t would be u s e f u l t o digress somewhat, to e x p l a i n the reasons 
of an anomaly which, a l though not the r e s u l t o f a r b i t r a r i n e s s , may appear 
somewhat s u r p r i s i n g . 

I n f a c t , the f i r s t month of the lunar year does not correspond to the month 
of A p r i l of the Western ca lendar , but r a t h e r t o December, I n decid ing t o 
de lay by severa l months, the opening of the o f f i c i a l year , the Horas^ s 
( a s t r o l o g e r s ) idea was t o p lace the New l e a r under more favourab le auspices. 
From the zod iaca l s ign Thanu ( S a g i t t a r i u s ) , n igh ts become longer t o the 
detr iment of dâ ŝ and consequently l e a d the wor ld towards darkness, and 
symbol ica l l y t o unhappiness. On the c o n t r a r y , from the Rasi Met ( A r i e s ) 
which correspond t o the 5 th month of the lunar ca lendar , days get longer 
and longer t o t h e detr iment of n i g h t s , t i l l the Ras i phrusop (Taurus) and 
the Methun (Gemini ) . Thus, a year beginning i n A p r i l o f f e r s e x c e l l e n t 
prospects of br ightness and p r o s p e r i t y . 

The present year , or Year of the Dog ( C a p r i c o r n ) , t o be succeeded by the 
Year of the P ig i s t o end on the 13th o f A p r i l or day of the Song Karn Pay 
(which marks the departure of the Genius of the y e a r ) The f o l l o w i n g 
day the Munao which i s an i n t e r c a l a r y day, during which a l l work i s forb idden. 

I t fo l lows t h a t the New Year (2502 of the Buddhist e r a ) begins on the 15th 
A p r i l which corresponds t o the 6th day of the waxing moon ( 2 ) . I t i s c a l l e d 
Song Karn Khun (o r r e t u r n of the Genius) , I t v a r i e s from year t o year and 
i s determined i n accordance w i t h a method adopted by the anc ient Horas, 
whose knowledge must have been q u i t e ex tens ive , since the laws on un i i re rsa l 
g r a v i t a t i o n they formulated a t the t ime are s t i l l now confirmed by the 
works o f s c i e n t i s t s having much more important means a t t h e i r d isposa l ' 

( 1 ) SiKiir of t i ie l ao L i t e r a r y CQmraittee 
( 2 ) The 1st day of the present year occurs except ionna l ly i n the 6 th month. 
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Thus, the 1st day of the Laotian New Year i s situated hetween the 6th day 
o f the waning moon in the 5th month and the 6th day of waxing moon o f the 
6th month* Certain years include two "neutral** da-̂ '-s (l^funao), which are 
deternined "bv astronomical comr)utations» 

We should, however, observe the -Portunate coincidence of the date thus 
obtained with the rebirth of natures trees and -̂ l̂owers are once again 
springing u"o, the earth, l i f e l e s s and barren by many months of heat and 
drought, is reborn and turns ^een amin under the f i r s t showers» 

It i s therefore, amidst general re jo ic ings that the r i t m l feasts are 
celebrated throughout the Laotian country-side• 

On the last day of the closing year, each house i s care-f'ully eleaned and 
put in order, so as to banish disasters a.̂ -d e v i l ^enii# 

On New Yearns day, a l l the wnulation makes f o r the Wats, in order to 
st)rinkle the images of the Buddha with lustra 1 water. Both men and women 
bow before them and beseech the ^ods to make the new year nroDitious in 
bringing t̂ îem health, wealth and har)piness. 

It i s on that dav that v i s i t s are ^aid to relatives an.d fr iends. In the 
case of hi/?h o f f i c i a l s , this i s taken as an or* ortunity to celebrate, what 
we c a l l a baci , ceremony which i s unknown in other narts of the world 

The subsequent days are devoted to various forms o-r re jo i c ings ; in the 
streets, t>hubaos and T)husaos snrinkle one another generously with water 
on the commendable r^retext of nuri'f'ication. •. no doubt, that i s why they 
pay so l i t t l e attention as to the cleanliness of the water they use f or 
the purpose I 

As these fef^tivals draw to a c lose , small mounds o^ sand shaped like thats 
are erected both in Wats and on the banks of the Mekon r̂; they are topped 
with paper streamers, ornamented with zodiacal s ignf . Their builders beg 
the gods to grant them the favour of long l i f e , of wonderful da-̂ ŝ f i l l e d 
with ha"Dpiness and wealth as numerous as the sands thev are made o f . 

The re lat ive ly recent Children "festival — which in fact was f i r s t 
celebrated in 1^41 — i s held at Vientiane on the da.y of the Munao, either 
at Wat Ong-Tu on certain occasions or ^^enerally at the municiml Stadium, 
It consists of a general distribution of cakes and toys to the Dek Nois 
lined up in ' f ront of the Phagna S^ng Ka.m (Genius of the Year) who, in a 
long speech, advice them to be ftood, to work hard and to obev their Barents 
and their masters, e t c . 

Litt le does i t matter, since the children are much too interested in the 
g i f t s which are being distributed to r>ay the least attention to the sound 
advice of the wise Genius, 

But i t is at Luang Pr îbang that t>'e 5th m'̂ nth f e s t i v i t i e s are at their 
brightest. They sni^ad over two f u l l weeks and besides the various ceremonies 
which have been described above, they are marked by numerous f e s t i v i t i e s . 
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Among the more spectacular ones ^ve the purchasing, at the Great l!Iarket, 
of various offerings and mainly of live animals with the intend of setting 
them free the procession of Royal elephants, the Baci at the Royal 
Palace and the stately v i s i t of the King and his retinue to the Wats of 
of Tisun, Xieng Thong, Yat Ifei and Sangkhalok , , f or the aspersion of 
the images of the Buddha. The crowd massed a l l along the route sprinkles 
the King and his suite with scented water. 

These ritual nrocessions take nlace amidst general excitement and enjoyment 
of the "oooulace thronging along the route, especially at Wat Mai for the 
aspersion of the Phra Bang which, on this occasion, is removed from i ts 
Pedestal and nlaced under a dais in the courtyard of the Wat. The asper-
sion is carried out "by mean of a Hang Lin or wooden tuhe carved in the 
shape of a dragon, the faithful pouring the lustral w-̂ ter in a small gutter 
cut in the dragon* s t a i l which conveys i t out of the dragon* s month onto 
the images of the Buddha which have heen nlaced under i t . 

Preceding the Song Phra Bang (aST)ersion of Phra Bang) comes the dance of 
the Pou Gneu Gna Gneu, i . e . the f i r s t male and female Laotian ancestors: 
wearing a mask and a coat of coarse flax they dance with a Lion aH 
three of them, at a given moment, kowtow to the Soverei^ and nresent him 
with the best wishes of a l l the Laotians TOst, "oresent and to come. 

On the 9th dav of the New Year and on the l^th of the fest iva l , the King 
and Queen give their offerings to the monks and entertain them to g, hanciuet 
at the Royal Palace during which the letter are also s'rrinkled with lustral 
water. 

With the exception of the Pou Gneu Gna Gneu d?̂ nce which is performed in 
the North only, similar demonstrations of religious fervour take nlace 
in Southern La.os 

Merriment and general good humour nrevail over a l l Laos during these 
fest ivals , where the sacred as-rersions extend joyful ly to a l l and sundry. 
Althoû crh at home, the New Year retains i ts deenly relipiotas character i t 
is nonetheless celebrated in an atmosphere of joy and brotherhood. On 
this occasion, i t i s the snecial wish of the good neonle of laos to see 
everyone oarticinate in the general rejoicing without any distinction of 
race or origin. Woe to those Y / h o m , ignorin^^ i t s customs, take offence 
at the shower which is so kindlv bestowed unon themi... Their anger wiH 
make them a l l the more the target f o r nevf asnersions.. . 


