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Recitation of Maha Jataka in
Lanna: Musical Characteristics
of Melodic Preaching in
Theravada Buddhist Tradition

Pornprapit Phoasavadi

Thai Music Division, Department of Music,

Faculty of Fine and Applied Arts, Chulalongkorn University, Bangkok.

ABSTRACT

This research project aims to study the context of Maha Jataka
Festival in the northern part of Thailand and to analyze its chanting
melodies. The scope of the study focuses on eight province of
Lanna culture. By employing qualitative research methodology,
| conducted fieldwork between 2009 - 2013, observing two Maha
Jataka festivals, and interviewing eleven chanting priests in Lanna.
The Maha Jataka Festival in Lanna is unique in that it incorporates
the Suebchata ritual as part of the festival. It is therefore two
categories of Lanna Maha Jataka Festival can be inferred: (1) annual

Maha Jataka festival, and (2) Suebchata Maha Jataka Festival. Maha
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Jataka chanting is aesthetically and acoustically delivered by
a solo male priest to mediate meanings of the teachings by
designated melodies called Rabam. They are assigned to accompany
Maha Jataka chanting. Seven types of melodic chanting were
found: (1) Dharmavaddha, (2) kai sub dong, (3) ma yam fai,
(4) manao long khong, (5) nam tok tad, (6) ma tai kan na, and
(7) prao kwai bai. The first two types of melodic preaching
are used in both general Buddhist preaching and in the festival.
The other five types are used in the contexts of the Maha Jataka
festival only. In conclusion, Maha Jataka chanting in Lanna is
characterized by its extended pitch-bending, extended breathing,
melodic phrasing, specific appropriation of melodies, pitch

referencing, and classifications of male priests’ vocal quality.

Keywords: Maha Jataka, Melodies, Recitation, Theravada
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