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Introduction 

 

This paper describes the contemporary situation of the performers of khap Samneua music in Laos, focusing 

on the mobility of the singers, both on a small scale and also on a much larger scale.1 

It has been said that Laos has been changing since the 1990s from a landlocked “buffer state” to “a 

crossroads” of the eastern Indochinese Peninsula (Pholsena & Banomyong, 2006). Along with this change, 

the increasing mobility of modern Laos has had a considerable effect on the society and culture of Laos 

(Bouté & Pholsena, 2017). The focus of discussions about mobility in Lao studies falls on relatively large-

scale mobility, including an international diaspora, internal migration and resettlement from highland to 

lowland and from rural to urban, human trafficking, and labour migration to foreign countries (Molland, 

2017). This large-scale mobility is indispensable for understanding the modern situation of khap Samneua, 

though attention needs to be paid also to smaller scale mobility, such as daily movements throughout the 

region by motorbike and car. 

Khap Samneua is a kind of khap-lam style music originally sung in Huaphan province by Lao and 

Tai Daeng people. Khap-lam normally denotes a genre of traditional vocal music characterized by 

extemporaneous singing, usually in repartee form between a male and a female singer,2 sometimes with solo 

performance as well (Chapman, 2002, pp. 55-62; Chapman, 2003, pp. 97-98). This term consists of two 

parts—khap and lam. The term khap is used for folk singing styles in northern Laos, while lam is used for 

southern singing styles. These two styles sound different, especially in their rhythmical features (Takahashi, 

2003)—lam sounds very rhythmical, while khap sounds smoother and less rhythmical—but, generally 

speaking, these two terms are treated as synonyms.  

The khap performance basically involves three performers, namely, a male singer, a female singer,3 

and a khaen (traditional bamboo pipes) player. Sometimes additional performers take turns at each part 

(Figure 1). Performers are semi-professionals who hold down a daytime job and get extra income from taking 

part in khap performances. 

 

 
Figure 1. Performers and audience of khap Samneua.  

(Photo by the author) 

 

The main context of khap Samneua is its use in a Theravada Buddhist merit-sending ritual, “bun thaan” in 

Lao, which is a ritual for sending merit to ancestors (normally the host’s parents or grandparents). This ritual 

is held for two days (or more), with the performance of khap Samneua the whole night, from about 9 p.m. of 

the first day to 6 a.m. of the second day. According to the singers, there are other situations in which it is 

performed, such as wedding parties, celebrations of a new house, or suukhwan which is a ritual for praying 

for good health or safe travel. They say that sometimes they sing khap Samneua for celebrating a conference. 
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The main purpose of singing in most of these situations is for entertainment, except for suukhwan and bun 

thaan. In these last two situations, the singing has a sacred aspect to some extent. 

 

Khap Samneua in Huaphan 

 

In 2013 in Huaphan province, it seemed that most khap Samneua performances were seen only at bun thaan 

held in and near the towns of Samneua and Viengxay, the two economically most developed towns in 

Huaphan province.  

One of the reasons why khap occurs most often in bun thaan seems to be that, as Rhebein (2007) 

described, young people in Laos are not interested in traditional folk songs like khap-lam but are interested 

in listening instead to westernized pop music from Thailand and other countries. On the other hand, because 

the main people in bun thaan are usually older people or the deceased in the host’s family, hosts still invite 

performers to perform khap because the old people still enjoy it. 

There are two factors why khap singers are invited to perform only for rituals in and near the main 

towns in Huaphan province. First, there are many (relatively) rich people who can afford to pay for 

performers. In this province, a host needs to pay about 300 to 500 thousand kip (roughly about 40 USD) per 

performer, which is too expensive for the rural farmers in the local villages.  

Second, it is easy for performers to access the place of ritual and easy for them to gather with other 

performers. Performers of khap Samneua normally contact each other by mobile phone and go to the place 

of ritual by motorbike or by car. In Huaphan province, only the main roads connecting large towns are paved 

well. The main road from Samneua to Viengxay is the best highway in this province, because Samneua is 

the capital of Huaphan province and Viengxay is a special town for tourism and national historical memory 

(see Tappe, 2011). The small-scale mobility of khap singers contributes to preserving opportunities of 

keeping up the khap Samneua tradition. 

 

Khap Samneua in a Vientiane Suburb 

 
In 2013, I heard that many khap singers who had originally lived in Huaphan had relocated to Vientiane, the 

capital of Laos. During my field trip to Vientiane in 2017, I was able to interview five singers (two males 

and three females). Each singer had migrated to Vientiane at some time between 1984 and 2001. 

The singers hold down various daytime jobs, but most of them said they moved to Vientiane to 

pursue economic opportunities not confined to their main job but also involving khap performance. They can 

earn about 3 million kips per night in Vientiane, which is six times more than in Huaphan. Their hosts in the 

capital are also mainly people from Huaphan province who love to listen to khap Samneua. Sometimes the 

singers also have an opportunity to travel to other provinces, such as Phongsaly and Pakse, where many 

Huaphan people live. Economic factors play an important role in internal migration in Laos (Bouté, 2017), 

so the country’s increasing prosperity assists both the small-scale mobility of the singers of khap Samneua 

as well as the larger scale mobility of the Huaphan people in general. 

 

Khap Samneua and the Mobility of Singers 

 

As is common in Laos and all over the world, modernization and economic development have brought about 

the decline of traditional folk performances like khap Samneua in Huaphan. But at the same time, economic 

development and infrastructure improvements like paved roads, which improve the singers’ small-scale 

mobility, have given a chance for khap in Huaphan to continue to exist, although under somewhat restricted 

conditions.  

Modernization and economic development have also accelerated the internal migration of Huaphan 

people including singers. Of course, this explanation ignores politico-historical aspects (Molland, 2017), 

which are also an important factor in the migration of Huaphan people. But in any case, it is apparent that 

economic aspects play a significant role in the immigration of singers and their activity as singers of khap 

Samneua. As recent studies suggest, mobility is one of the focal points to observe when analyzing recent Lao 

society and culture. The situation of khap Samneua also can be understood from this viewpoint. 
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Endnotes 

 
1 This research is based on three field trips of a duration of 6 months in total in 2013 in three villages in 

Huaphan province and supplementary fieldwork in August 2017 in Vientiane and in March 2018 in Vang 

Vieng (Vientiane province). 
2 I call this kind of singing “reciprocal singing,” a style of singing that features two or more singers singing 

improvised words to each other with a fixed melody in the form of conversation. 
3 Singers are often called moo-khap, “singing specialists.” 
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