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This is a study of the tradition of the Phra Malai recitation done by the
villagers of Amphoe Chaiya, Changwat Surat Thani in terms of its origins,
elements, related beliefs, values, and the verses in the recitation. The field
work for the study was conducted by the researcher who interviewed
members of the Phra Malai troupes in Amphoe Chaiya which are either still
operative or inoperative. Residents of Surat Thani knowledgeable in the Phra
Malai were also consulted. Observations of the recitations were made on
various funeral occasions. The results of the study were presented using the
descriptive analysis technique.

The Phra Malai recitation was popular in the past. The recitation of the
Phra Malai in this area is strictly confined to the funeral ceremony, normally
held at night after the incantation of Buddhist prayers by the monks.
Formerly, the Phra Malai was conducted by Buddhist monks. Later it has
been taken over by laymen. Present day's socio-economic changes and the
intrusion of technology play a part in the decreasing popularity of the Phra
Malai of the people in Amphoe Chaiya. '

As for elements of the Phra Malai, there are six to eight members of a
troupe,‘some of which consist of males only, while other troupes are females
only, and still others are a mixture of males and females. A troupe is named
after a village or Tambon from which the members of the troupe come. The
troupe will perform the recitation on the invitation of the hosts. The recitation
is perfofmed on the third night after the death, or it may be done every night
or any night. The place of recitation is the same place where incantations of
Buddhist monks are performed. The procedure in the recitation is not
complicated. It consists of the lighting of a candle while reciting the names of
teachers and the Namo verses three times. [t then proceeds with the

recitation of the Phra Malai of any verses in accordance with each troupe's



preference. Most verses are taken from Thai literature, the Jataka tales, and
folk tales. Some verses are composed by the members of the troupe.

| As for the beliefs regarding the recitation, it is believed that originally
the verses were taken from the Phra Malai texts. Apprentices for the
recitation had to train the art outside the house for fear of bad omen. Later
when newly composed verses were used, the strength of such beliefs was
weakened. Members of the troupe believe that recitation of the Phra Malai is
one way of making merit. Audiences at the recitations also hold the same
belief.

The recitation of the Phra Malai has its value in relieving the sorrow of
the funeral's hosts. It teaches life's moral precepts, provides social relations,
preserves and propagates literary work.

The Phra Malai verses are taken from the Phra Malai texts and other
literary works. They also come from the troupe's composition. The verses
which are popularly used at the recitation are the composed ones which have
no fixed and clear-cut boetic forms. The themes in the verses are about hell,
paradise, guidelines for life, love between man and woman, sﬁperstition, and

the appreciation of nature.
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