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Thailand’s cultural heritage is rich with holidays
and festivals. Religious holidays commemorating
important events in the life of the Buddha, royal holidays
celebrating dynastic and personal events, agricultural holidays
seeking bountiful harvests, and cultural festivities portraying
prominent periods in Thai cultural history all contribute
to a kaleidoscope of colourful activities that have long
captured the hearts of the local people as well as
the interest of visitors. In this book, the author discusses
the reasons for observing the various festivals, the origins
and legends that surround them, and the location
and time of year they take place, and shows
how, in Thailand, religion and
culture are intertwined.

‘Images of Asia’ offers a range of titles covering aspects of life
and culture in South-East Asia. Each book in the series combines
an introductory text, written for the non-specialist reader by an
authority on the subject, with extensive illustrations both in colour
and black and white. ‘images of Asia’ therefore provides
a means of acquiring a deeper understanding and
appreciation of the region in all its diversity.
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Preface A4 (vii)

Preface

l'iis book took shape slowly in my mind. [ had lectured on the
ibject of traditional festivals in Thailand as part of the introductory
cture series of the National Museum Volunteers in Bangkok. In
paring the lecture, I scoured libraries, bookshops, and private
ok collections to gather the initial information presented herein.
did not take me long to realize that the rescarch for this book
» going to be more extensive than that for the lecture. Further-
ore, I needed good pictures to illustrate these colourful events,
I the best way to obtain them was to attend the festivals myself.
ns carried me over a substantial part of Thailand, embarking on
xpected adventures, visiting remote villages, and experiencing
my festivals in their most authentic way. Being a fluent speaker
I'hai, I persistently asked questions, inquired about unclear details,

I requested explanations, all of which were provided happily by
iendly strangers, only too cager to assist. Rolls of film yielded some

iher interesting images, some of which are included in this text.
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I'he festivals covered in this book are the major ones celebrated
['hailand. All occur once a year, with some having been cel-
rated for centuries, such as the Buddhist festivals, while others
wve only been observed for a few decades, like the commemora-
ons of historical events. These events have changed over the years
the life-style of the Thais has gradually changed. Most of the
stivals still reflect their origin, and are avidly observed in Thailand.
here are, however, certain events which have faded from Thai
ulture, leaving only a hint of their colourful past, such as the Giant
wing Ceremony. Other festivals came to the attention of the Thai
ublic only in recent years, being remote and regional in nature,
uch as the Ghost Festival. In all, the Thai calendar of festivals
ippears to present a good balance of annual events.
As the writing and completion of this book demanded on-site
carch, including original photography, and since cach festival is
cclebrated only once a year, with some not open to the public, |
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PREFACI
greatly depended on the help of others whom I wish to thank
They are: Office of His Majesty’s Prin ipal Privata Scerctary, with
permission of His Majesty the King, for providing and pernutting

the use of royal pictures; Prince Subhadradis Diskul tor personally
translating certain Thai texts and for checking the contents of this
book: the National Archives of Thailand for allowing the reproduc-
tion of old photographs and prints, especially Khun Juthatip
Ansusing for her help at the archives; National Muscum Bangkok,
National Museum Volunteers, Tourist Authority of Thailand, and
Le Petit Journal for permitting the use of their pictures in this book:
Fumiko Boughey and Rita Ringis for their assistance mn logistics;
Sally Lavin, Sharon O’Toole, Eileen Deeley, Elizabeth Dhé,
Monique Heitmann, John Everingham, and Walter Unger for con-
tributing excellent photographs; Ann and Walter Unger tor their
assistance in selecting the pictures for this book, and my sons ¢ ‘olin
and Shane who helped in narrowing the selection. | also wish to
thank Acharn Smitthi Siribhadra of Silpakorn University for cla-
rifying obscure details, and the Siam Society for allowing access to

their rare books collection.

Bangkok RUTH GERSON
August 1995
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Introduction

CEREMONIES and festivals abound in Thailand contributing colour
to its life. They serve as suitable occasions, particularly in rural
arcas, to rejoice and release pent-up energy accumulated through-
out months of hard work, fatigue, and frustration. Indeed, the
['hais have developed a great talent for celebrating and having

sanuk, a descriptive expression for having a good time.

Introduction
UM

Useindluazinaniasiee  ludssinalneiidiudraglunisasieddu

[

TrnuTIndszanTu lesanizlusuun  Usendlmaidldulaniasunnnau
A lANAUAANYLAUaRUaR gAML REA1INANSY I UNUNAADATI 9
L9391a7 ¥ nediayaiunsalunisieduansuwaziiniuguag1auin



wlauazizauGEes Tne wezamganas 2soynlns Imenaaasiunswu

I'he majority of Thai festivals and holidays arc based on the
lunar calendar, adhered to for centurics, with December being the
first month of the lunar year. As a result, a great number of festivals
and religious holidays coincide with the full moon. Agriculture,
cvolving around the monsoon cycle, is another factor in forming
the annual calendar. With time, new clements helped shape the
[hai calendar: the solar method of calculation introduced from
India, decisions made by court astrologers, dates selected by gov-
crnment officials, and in later years, holidays of Western origin.
Certain festivals and holidays are fixed dates on the Thai calendar,

while the rest are based on lunar or astrological calculations.
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Most festivals were introduced in Thailand centuries ago, as one
culture after another held sway in this lush and largely fertile land.
I'he Indian influence pervades, having been introduced directly by
merchants and Buddhist missionaries, and by other sources that
came by way of Sri Lanka, Cambodia, and Burma. In time tradi-
tional festivals gradually shed some of their original features, ac- '
(uiring a Thai ‘flavour’ as they became perpetuated through annual
cclebrations. This resulted in a fascinating blend of Buddhism and
local animist beliefs. Also celebrated are legends and glorified his-
toric events emulating grand ceremonies of the past. These tradi-
tional festivals have strong Buddhist overtones, as most ['hais are
Buddhists following the Theravada tradition. Most Buddhist fest-
wals take place just before the rainy scason, and immediately fol-
lowing it. These are celebrated all over Thailand and emphasize

Yszindldninggnihdunludsemalvedlenansfesdneu ilosan
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IRADITIONAL FESTIVALS IN ITHAILAND

the important role the monks hold in Thai socicty, preserving the
spiritual welfare of the nation.

Fertility is another dominant theme in traditional north-castern
festivals, expressed in fervent wishes for bountiful harvests and Tife-
giving ram. To summon the forces of nature, graphic devices are
playfully used, leaving little to the imagination. These festivals take
place at the end of the hot scason between May and June, implor-
ing the rains to come and water the fields. Fiery rockets, phallic-
shaped tools, and all other possible means are employed to convey
to the guardian spirits of nature the urgency of the anticipated

1MOonsoons.
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The calendar of events appears to get morc crowded cach year.
Although the practice of certan ancient festivals has been aban-
doned., not all have been forgotten; some are curt ently observed
updated versions. Furthermore, new festivals have emerged adding
to the extensive list. Some are drawn from ancient customs and
legends while others arc productions of the Tournst Authority ot
Thailand. All successfully draw crowds to these fourishimg cvents.
Regional differences in celebrating festivals as well as the observ
ance of indigenous festivities have made Thais toursts i themr own
land. Of the festivals, all, but royal ceremonies held withim the

palace, are open to the public.
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lll (hc \I'U\\'\i\‘d H).H k'.l]k'lld.\l'. cvery lHUlI(Il has at least one

fostival. However, months such as May and October boast up to

four events cach. Every festival is important and s celebrated once

q roe Proce s ustally mcludes
a year, except for the Roy al Barge Procession. s usua clu

parades, beauty pageants, loud music. liquor, and food m..l s cel
cbhrated with great abandon. Exceptions ar the mgor Buddhist
holidays and rn‘»\ al festivals commemorating signihicant events ol the
present Chakri dynasty.

To understand the Thais, their culture. customs, and behaviour,
one must P.ll'[lk]}‘.llk' or at lcast .1(1\‘1)\1 a few whittonal ke stvals,
gaining a brief glimpse mto their past, which i some cases has Iin

oered imto the present.
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Introduction

CEREMONIES and festivals abound in Thailand contributing colour
to its life. They serve as suitable occasions, particularly in rural
arcas, to rejoice and release pent-up energy accumulated through-
out months of hard work, fatigue, and frustration. Indeed, the
['hais have developed a great talent for celebrating and having
sanuk, a descriptive expression for having a good time.
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I'he majority of Thai festivals and holidays are based on the
lunar calendar, adhered to for centuries, with December being the
first month of the lunar year. As a result, a great number of festivals
and religious holidays coincide with the full moon. Agriculture,
cvolving around the monsoon cycle, is another factor in forming
the annual calendar. With time, new clements helped shape the
'hai calendar: the solar method of calculation introduced from
India, decisions made by court astrologers, dates sclected by gov-
crnment officials, and in later years, holidays of Western origin.
Certain festivals and holidays are fixed dates on the Thai calendar,
while the rest are based on lunar or astrological calculations.
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AdnNLgIUnEfuUTEsIwallney
Tradition: Uil

Custom: YUUFTTHLHY

Culture: TRIUTTTU

Belief: Aulde

Ritual: WonNI5u

Ceremony: N5

Festival: 1nena

Thai New Year: @3n51u#

Loy Krathong: aagnieyy
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Buddhist Lent: W3TW"

Monk: W5¥

Temple: W0

Offering: ASYINYeY

Ancestor worship: NSYBIUIINYTY
2aillunsesureUssndilng

This tradition has been passed down from generation to generation.

Uszanallauneniuivaediengau

This ceremony is performed to honor the spirits of our ancestors. W5

Y 124
=

HntuiaJuis sARAnIIYLIUVBIUTINYTY

The festival is celebrated to mark the beginning of the rainy season.

wAnaddaTuielun1siausug gy

People gather to make merit and pray for blessings. r;gﬂummuﬁulﬂ@
TUYLALVBNS

It is a time for family and friends to come together. e
AsaUATILaTLNDUN AN T I

fre819UsEleanvlunisasuleUsenallne



wlauazizauGEes Tne wezamganas 2soynlns Imenaaasiunswu

Songkran, the Thai New Year, is celebrated with water fishts and
family — catherings.  awnsusvseUlnulneaassnenisanuiLagnis
SAUAINUVDIATOUAST

Loy Krathong is a beautiful festival where people float small,
decorated rafts on the water. apensznadumeaniaiianss AUz

nsemInUseaunnuaaluaasun

During Buddhist Lent, monks retreat to the temple for a three-month

rainy season retreat. Tutanssw1 wszazdmsswagiadunaiaufiou

MvantrauladvsunistitaustigIfuUsEnal lng

The significance of food in Thai traditions. AMud1AYYDIBINITIY

Uszingilne

The role of Buddhism in Thai culture. UnUWMUBINNsAEUIUIRIUSITH

e

The impact of modernization on traditional Thai practices. NanTENU

YoansUdsunUasiuggalvidseussindllng

The revival of traditional Thai arts and crafts. mﬁ\luv\lﬁaﬂmaz

PHONISUALAUVDI NG

LVAIY DY AL LAY
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