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Foreword

Rice and Thai culture have long been associated. Besides being the staple food
of the Thai people, rice has also been important in forming ways of life and
cultural values passed down from ancient times and inherent in the beliefs,
customs and religious ceremonies still being held. Our ancestors thus devised
various rituals related to rice as ways of life and behaviours inherited throughout
the ages. The worship of Rice Goddess Mae Pho-sop, the Ploughing Ceremony,
the making of propitiatory offerings to spirits and observance of sundry rites
take place throughout the yearly cycle of rice. From planting to harvesting, each
ritual is regarded by rice farmers as being of utmost importance since it means
their lives and the abundance of life-sustaining staple.

The various cultural traditions and rituals derived from rice are reflected in
the great variety of handicrafts used in daily life from past to present. The
characteristics of these crafts may be the same or similar, but they may also
be different, depending on local conditions and resources or the culture of
each region or people. In any case, they are consistent with the lifestyle,
culture, traditions and beliefs of their users. A rice-related handicraft made
by a community in a given location can become emblematic, such as the
sticky-rice container of the Northeast called kratip, the rice basket of the Central
Plains known as krabung, or the various food trays.

Gathering and cataloguing the body of knowledge on the characteristics of
crafts in the rice culture is thus an activity which the SUPPORT Arts and Crafts
International Centre of Thailand (Public Organization) deems important.
Defining the characteristics of the crafts, ways of life and culture linked to rice
provides a database of that body of knowledge whose dissemination will be

¢
J useful for public awareness and genuine understanding of the cultural ways of 'f,j :
: those whose lives depend on rice growing and rice consumption. Hopefully this *
will foster a trend towards further creative endeavours to bring even greater
diversity and generate added value to the basic crafts related to the ways of
handling rice. Besides, it will be a trend of exchange of knowledge of the ways
of life and of the culture linked to rice among the countries of the region and
thus increase the chances of finding new cultural connections between them.

It is hoped that the information gathered in this Crafts in the rice culture will
be useful to study along the objectives defined by its compiler, the SUPPORT
Arts & Crafts International Centre of Thailand.

The SUPPORT Arts and Crafts International Centre of Thailand (Public Organization)
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Rice and Man: the Genesis
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Man differs from other world creatures in that man is able to learn, to
evolve in terms of wisdom, and to look for creative improvement of his
way of life in his local environment. There have been changes in human
society and human culture gradually from the old Stone Age to the new
Stone Age, with the search for food in nature giving way to food producing
and processing. One such staple food is rice.

Rice is one of the basic grain cereal nurturing the world population. Rice
plant is classified in the category of grass, and indeed it is one of the
biggest grasses in the world with a great biodiversity. Rice is easy to plant
and can grow under almost all hatural conditions.
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Rice-farming in the past.

Some 9,000 years ago, the humankind became
interested in the growth cycle of rice in the wild and
the ecology. They finally came to know how to grow
rice themselves. Rice planting began in temporary fields
in plains. Perhaps 2,000 years later when man had
found ways to plant, harvest and cook rice, their way
of life began to change from hunting to farming, from
collecting foodstuffs in the wild and hunting animals to
producing food. He began to cease roaming and drifting
and began to settle down; so it can be said that farming
communities were the first villages of the world.

There is evidence of rice planting and of the development
of planting technigues in important civilisations in
prehistoric times, such as evidence of rice growing in
itinerant dry fields in the Longshan culture and in
inundated paddy fields in the Yangshao culture in China.
And some 2,500 years ago the Ban Chiang culture of
Thailand had transplanted rice fields.

9

Archaeological evidence of rice transplantation in Ban
Chiang was found in the Nong Han district of Udon Thani
province and in the Non Noktha site of Phu Wiang
district, Khon Kaen province. Both grains almost burnt
to ashes and chaffs were found in a concentrated mixture
in clay used to make earthenware, showing that this
must have been transplanted rice, rather than wild rice
cropping up by itself more than 4,000 years ago.

Apart from that, there is also evidence provided by
drawings in caves or on stone walls of at least 2,000
years ago at the Mon Noi cliff of Ta Kum, a village in
the Khong Chiam district of Ubon Ratchathani. The rock
face has a picture of some cereal looking like rice being
planted, a picture of a plantation resembling paddy
field, and several pictures of buffaloes, seemingly
meaning that man by then already knew rice and how
to grow it.

CRAFTS IN THE RICE CULTURE
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Farmers of Surin province
photographed in 1894 AD.
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In the first decades of the Christian era, Thailand was
influenced by China in terms of trade and agriculture,
most likely through the Mekong River down to the lower
reaches of the Northeast, resulting in the spread in
glutinous rice cultivation, of both small and large grains,
as well as in the Central Plains during the Dvaravati
period (6" to 13" century). Transplanting long-grain
rice began during that time. The practice was probably
brought in from the Khmer Empire.

In the Sukhothai period (1238-1438 AD) the Thai Kings
supported agriculture. The people had bountiful harvests.
There was some clearing up of the jungle to till the land
for a living on plots that would be inherited by future
generations. This settling down for agricultural pursuits
led to the birth of administration and to social and
economic development. Sakdina, the class system based
on land possession, was born during that era.

In the early Ayutthaya period, the nation was wealthy.
Many cities in the kingdom began to use the four-pillar
system of administration derived from the Khmers
(Wiang, Wang, Khlang, Na, or interior, palace, treasury,
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and rice field departments). With the rice field department
closely supervising and supporting farming, rice became
the staple food of the people and provided reserve
supplies in times of war. In the third reign of Rattanakosin
period, “Rice Department” was established and the
administration began to advocate the growth of certain
varieties of rice in the nation.

During the colonial era, Thailand maintained her
independence thanks to the wisdom of the Kings. With
the liberalisation of foreign trade, rice became an
important export for the country. The government had
to expand the rice acrage as well as increase rice
production on the fertile soils of the Chao Phraya basin,
which became prosperous during those days.

At present, the wealth of the land has created more
than 6,000 varieties of native rice grown over more
than 10 million hectares of land in all provinces. Rice
farming in Thailand consists of six main steps, namely
soil preparation, planting, harvesting, threshing, milling
and marketing.

‘ﬁmwmnwmamaﬁui
Variants of rice.
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Vrzndifganuaalumamnivg vevuszinalng
Rice-related rituals in different regions of Thailand.

Rainy season, cold season, hot season: such is the
yearly cycle of the weather, and when a new rainy
season starts so does the rice cycle. The way of life of
Thai farmers is intimately intertwined into the cycle.
The respect for rice and acknowledgement of its
importance figures in the beliefs, traditions and rituals
that have to do with farming and with other aspects
of daily life, due to the truth that rice nurtures life and
sustains human life.

In various rituals of the Thai people from birth to
death, especially in rituals associated with change in
the status of life, rice is always a key component.
Rice in rituals is used mostly as a symbol of prosperity.
The Thais like to give congratulations with rice
sprinkled with flower petals as auspicious gifts.
On various merit-making occasions khanom khao tom,
a dessert made from sticky rice and usually wrapped

in banana leaf, is a must.

The rituals directly associated with cultivation are held
to show respect for rice as well as to boost the morale
of farmers who must put all of their minds and strength
into growing rice, and also to strengthen ties and build

13

unity in the community. Among the rituals preceding
the planting are the cat processions of the central
region, the rocket festivals and the Hae Nang Maeo
ritual of the Northeast, the Liang Phi Khun Nam ritual
in the North and the Tham Khwan Khok ritual in the
South. There are also rituals during the transplantation
of seedlings such as inviting the rice goddess to leave
the barn for the rice field in the central region, the Khao
Pradap Din merit-making ceremony in the Northeast,
the Hae Nang Maeo ritual in the North and the rice
goddess ritual in the South. As for the rituals for
maintenance, these are the rice goddess reception
called Khot Khao in the South and Song Khao Bin in the
central region, the Krayasart merit-making festival in
the Central Plains, Bun Khao Sak in the Northeast, the
Taan Kuai Salak merit-making occasion in the North
and the Ching Pret ritual of the South. Harvest rituals
to celebrate the yield are the Choen Khwan Khao ritual
and Ram Khiao dances of the central region, Khun Lan,
Khao Chi and Phawet merit-making ceremonies in
the Northeast, the Long Mue or Long Khaek rituals of
the North, and the Ruap Khao and La Sang rituals in
the South.

CRAFTS IN THE RICE CULTURE
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The rice culture has heavily influenced the production
of handicrafts of each region, with the creation of tools
useful in daily life, work appliances or implements for
rituals of all kinds, be they basketry, earthenware or
fabric and clothes. These hand-crafted items are the
cradle of intelligence, and are the proof of the human’s
inventive and creative abilities as seen in wickerwork,
pottery, and woven fabrics.

Thai agriculturists must have on hand some necessary
tools and instruments for their work and for their personal
lives. This is, therefore, the beginning of the existence
of wickerwork: krabung basket, rice-winnowing
kradong tray, rice-filtering tray, kraphom, phong or
chong long, khu or water bucket, paddy-hitting aeo
bat. These are some of the must-have handicrafts in
every household.

CRAFTS IN THE RICE CULTURE
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The sticky rice culture that is widely practised in the
North and in the Northeast of Thailand has also inspired
the existence of various relevant handicrafts, e.g. huad
rice steamer, kong khao, aep khao, and kratip rice boxes.

Another type of craft that has been going side by side
with rice farming since the beginning is pottery. It is
known to have been essential instruments for cooking.
Clay pot, for example, has been passed through eras.
Topped up with ancient wisdoms and typical Thai
creativity, the clay pot evolved into various earthenware.

Besides the ancient clay pots with simple shapes and
patterns, Thai knowledge, initiative and creativity has
invented earthenware and ceramics which are
manufactured for use as rice containers. Whether
chinaware, benjarong sets or celadon, all are rice culture
crafts which reflect the sophisticated rice-eating
culture of Thailand.

Cloth weaving too is inseparable from lifestyles linked
to the fields and to rice. The rice culture is depicted
through the way the cloth is worn during the field work.
Furthermore, many local clothings are created with
inspiration from the lifestyles close to the field, such as
Khao Pan Kon grain-patterned woven skirt from
Uttaradit and Indigo-dyed fabric with rainfall pattern
from Sakon Nakhon.
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When there is no work in the fields, as the saying has
it “men weave baskets and women weave cloth” —
and women do weave beautifully, be it the Phum Riang
reams of cloth of the South or the Tin Jok Lap Lae tube
skirts of the North. And they take delight in wearing
their own ware in the many festivals and merit-making
ceremonies that take place throughout the year.

Pottery, basketry and fabric making result in a
multiplicity of useful items in everyday life which have
been used for generations and are still being used and
crafted, even though quite a few traditional items have
been displaced by new technological products. Reversely,
many parts of the country still prefer homemade
handicraft products whenever the new technology is
unable to match the usefulness and perfection
achieved through traditional knowledge.

The rice culture has long been tied to the way of life of
the Thai people, as have the various handicrafts,
which have answered the questions of facilitating
lifestyles and providing means of living. Embarking on
the production of handicrafts by oneself helps to
achieve concentration, relax and have fun while
adding beauty to life. And most important, these crafts
are also a source of valuable knowledge, a test of the
ability of man’s power of investigation and creativity.

CRAFTS IN THE RICE CULTURE
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Crafts in the rice culture - Central and Eastern Thailand
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The Central Plains are the largest river basin of the country. The upper part
is a combination of river valleys and hills, while the lower reaches are a
wide plain caused by the deposit of sediments forming the delta of the
Chao Phraya River. On the eastern and western sides there is also a tangle
of valleys and hills or low mountains. Human settlements have been
established along the banks of rivers and canals throughout the alluvial
plains. Apart from the Chao Phraya’s, the other important river basins are
those of the Sakae Krang, Pa Sak, Tha Chin, Mae Klong and Bang Pakong
rivers. The main activities are agriculture and fishing, in both freshwater
and saltwater.
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The Central Plains are the country’s

largest producer of rice. Westerners
are wont to call the area “The Rice
Bowl of Asia”. Its inhabitants have
inherited and developed the
production and consumption of
rice for a long time. The varieties of
rice sown or transplanted in the
Central Plains have been selected
and improved by farmers over many
generations in ways appropriate
to the soil and prevalent weather
conditions. Whether sown or
transplanted, rice farming here
depends on flooding, unlike the rice
grown on the hills.
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The region to the east of the Central
Plains is the smallest of the country.
It was formerly considered an
extension of the Plains. This Eastern
region is a plateau studded with low
mountains, spreading from west to
east above along, smooth and curvy
seashore. The Chanthaburi mountain
range abutting the east coast stretches
westwards to a roughly north-south
mountain range which is the line of
demarcation between Thailand and
Cambodia. Several rivers flow into
the Gulf of Thailand, namely the
Rayong, Chanthaburi, Prasae, Trat
and Bang Pakong rivers.
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At the onset of the rainy season in
the seventh lunar month (June),
the farmers in many central
provinces start attending to the
irrigation system and preparing
cattle and tools for rice planting
in low-lying fields. By the end of
the eighth month, they will start
preparing their inundated fields
for rice transplantation.

Lowland rice, that is rice grown
underwater, be it plain white rice
or glutinous rice, is predominant in
the Central Plains. It is either sown
(khao na mueang) or transplanted
(khao na suan) in flooded areas
with heavy rain.

Chinese three-quarter-length
trousers (kangkeng kha kuey) for
men and hip wrappers for women
worn with shirts with long cylinder
sleeves; a length of checked cloth
(pha khao ma) tied round the waist
or wrapped round the head and
sometimes left dangling over the
face as a protection against the
sun; and a wide-brimmed hat or
a palm-woven hat still widely
known as ngob: this is how men and
women dress that can still be seen
everywhere as they go out to tend
their fields, reflecting the various
fabric handicrafts associated with
the rice culture. In the old days
women would also wear black,
draped wraparounds known as
chong kraben, along with black or
dark indigo shirts with long cylinder
sleeves, but these wraparounds
are no longer to be seen outdoors
these days.
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Turtleback Hat (Ngob bai jak song kradong tao)
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Chonglong is wickerwork of the
Central Plains used to scoop water
out of or throw water from a
watercourse to a vegetable patch
or field. It looks like a large spoon
and is made of tightly woven
bamboo strips coated with dammar
gum or oil to prevent leakage.
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Krabung are fine round wicker
baskets with square bottoms. Their
corners and bottom edges are often
reinforced with rattan. The basket
weaving craft goes back to ancient
times. Those baskets have multiple
uses, the most common being as
receptacles for rice grains sown in
the fields or for grain collected
during the harvest. Baskets used to
keep rice grains are provided with
loops through which strings are
inserted to hang them on beams or
shoulder poles. They are similar to
the piat and bung of Northern
Thailand, except that the square
bottom of the Central Thailand basket
is taller. Plaiting wicker baskets is
still very much part of the way of
life of country Thais.

nIzYIsUAGY 9nsungusduAvaugnawandy 91 wuwnluniansiueen
Khlum Basket (Krabung Ton Khlum) is made of Khlum plant (Donax),

a plant much like ginger.
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Krachuk is a wicker container looking like a
gourd split down the middle lengthwise to
be putinto a cart to transport grain or paddy.
It is a handicraft found during harvest time
in the rice field. These containers may vary
in size and characteristics depending on the
size of the cart.

Kraphom is a large round wicker container
for the storage of paddy while awaiting
milling for the meal or for sale. It looks
like a water jar with a wide mouth and
is woven entirely from bamboo. The bigger
kraphom hold more than one cartload
(that is, more than 150 kilograms of rice).
In the past, farmers mixed cow dung with
water to obtain a thick coating applied
both inside and outside the container. This
helped prevent rice grains from slipping
through the gaps between bamboo strips,
keptinsects at bay and generally strengthened
the container so that some of them are over
a hundred years old.

“myegn
Krachuk
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Long Khao is a container
for freshly-harvested rice paddy.
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Phom or Kraphom
is a large round wicker container
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Bamboo rice husker

Bamboo rice husker are wickerwork
used to mill rice with human labour.
It is a handicraft born out of folk
wisdom inherited from distant
ancestors. The rotating lever is
actioned using the strength of one’s
arms. The paddy is poured in from
the top and the milled grains are
collected at the bottom. Inside the
central cylinder teeth unhusk the
grain as it tumbles down. People in
ancient times made bamboo rice
mills for their own use, to obtain
white rice ready to cook. This not
only produced unpolished rice of
high nutritious value but also left
over bran that could be sold or put
to various uses. With the passage of
time more convenient and faster
tools have been manufactured to

nyenae/Kratai
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mill rice. Bamboo rice huskers are
thus implements that reflect the
traditional ways of rice handling.
They are hard to find these days and
are practically no longer produced.

Sat and Kratai (small cylindrical
bamboo baskets with wide mouths)
are wickerwork fairly similar to
krabung used for measuring rice.
In the old days there were no standard
measurements, so implements like
sat were used to measure rice.
The container was filled to the
brim with rice compressed with a
wooden spatula. The volume held,
called sat luang, was equal to
twenty litres of rice. The krataiis a
smaller basket with a wide mouth

too, and a ten-litre capacity.
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As a signal that it is about time to attend
to the rice field, in the sixth lunar month
(May) of every year since the reign of
Rama 1V, the Royal Esplanade (Sanam
Luang) in Bangkok is the site of a key
event, the Royal Ploughing Ceremony.
This major royal event, the symbolic
ploughing and sowing of a first furrow,
is presided over and performed by the
King of Thailand himself, thus upholding
the morale and spirit of farmers across
the country.

The Royal Ploughing Ceremony used to
be practised during the Sukhothai era
but then was discontinued. It was taken
up again in the current Rattanakosin era,
at first as a simple Brahmin ceremony.
During the Fourth Reign in the mid-
nineteenth-century, King Mongkut
added the presentation of baskets of gold
and silver containing various choice
varieties of rice graciously presented
from the trial fields in the compound of
his Chitralada Palace. Two Thai ladies
in full traditional regalia walked in step
with and to the left and right of the
master of ceremony, who also had to
select one of half a dozen wraparounds,
each with a special significance for the
paddy fields that year. The baskets and
the clothes are handicrafts reflecting
the culture and customs that have been
practised up to this day.
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The Royal Ploughing Ceremony
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In the central region, in addition to
the rituals and traditions associated
with rice through royal ceremonies
such as the Royal Ploughing Ceremony
or the Royal Barge Procession, there
are various folk rituals which local
farmers perform within the family,
such as the distribution to monks
of food and other requisites via a
drawing lots, the cat procession
asking for rain, or the worship of
the goddess of rice when starting
replanting or once the ears of paddy
are ripe.

The Thai people believe that rice
has spiritual merit, has a soul, a
goddess called Mae Pho-sop that
resides in the grains, sees to the
growth of the paddy and makes it
thrive. Whoever performs the proper
rites of worship of the goddess will
achieve prosperity.
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When the rice planting season begins
in the sixth lunar month (May), the
farmers of central Thailand perform
a ceremony to convene the goddess
to the paddy field. Since after the
previous harvest the goddess was
entrusted to reside in the barn where
the rice was kept, when the sowing
or replanting is to take place her
presence is required in the fields. To
entice and propitiate her, a ceremony
is arranged within the family, with
offerings of consecrated rice mixed
with grain for the next crop. The
goddess is addressed in person, told
not to be apprehensive, and confided
to Mother Earth and to the guardian
spirit of the field and other spirits at
large. Before the rice is sown, the
head of family chooses the most
appropriate corner of the field and
prepares the soil to achieve the best

results.
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In the culture of farmers of the Central
Plains, when the rice grows ears in
early October, it is time to proceed
with Rap Khwan Khao, the special
ritual to welcome the rice goddess.
A temporary shrine is built in which
offerings are placed by the farmers,
who entreat Mae Pho-sop and other
sacred beings to see to the growth
of the paddy closely. The offerings
to the goddess are items and foodstuffs
for pregnant women, based on the
belief that the growing ears of rice
are like ripening wombs. The rice
goddess is thus provided with fish,
bananas, sugar cane, beans, sesame
seeds, sweets and tangy fruits such
as star gooseberry or star fruit. Talcum
powder, a mirror, clothes, a comb
as used by women are placed into
a plaited bamboo basket of local
make which is hung or tied to a tree
in the immediate vicinity of the
shrine. The ritual is performed by
women only, who must dress in tube
skirts. In some places they wear
white blouses and draped shawls.
In any case, they must all perform
with beaming faces.

iAovimulnisuriguulnan
Offering for Mae Pho-sop.
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Chaleo (or ta leo, ta laeo or kaliu)
is a craft representing symbolic and
ritual practices which continue to
be observed. Thin strips of bamboo
are woven into a triangular or a star
shape, either single or repeated.
The device is tied to a bamboo stick
and taken sometime before the
harvest to a given place, usually
the four corners of the paddy field,
from the belief that chaleo will
prevent animals and evil things
from disturbing the rice and the
rice goddess. For the farmers, chaleo
are auspicious symbols for paddy
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field owners. They are yet another
distinctive craft in the rice culture,
a symbol inherited from the distant
past. In addition, with the wisdom
linked to symbolic beliefs inherited
from the past, chaleo are used on
other occasions such as in pots of
herbal decoctions of traditional
medicine whose practitioners
believe that without spells and
chaleo a drug might lose its power
and sanctity. Chaleo are signs of
something special, something
forbidden people shouldn’t play
with and leave well alone.
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in the central region.
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Cooking rice has always been a daily
activity of the Thai people and
earthenware used to cook rice is
present in every household. Clay
pots are rounded, with a bulky lower
part, aslenderer neck and a generous
mouth to accommodate the lid,
though the mouth is smaller than
the bottom of the pot to keep the
latter stable. Clay rice cookers are
thinner than containers made of
other types of earthy materials. Their
thinness allows for faster heating
and thus minimises the use of fuel.
Clay pots are particularly suitable
with firewood stoves because the
soot generated by the fire is not
harmful; it actually makes the rice

more fragrant.
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The rice water pot is a cylindrical
vessel made of clay and small slabs
of teak, used to collect hot water
overflowing from the rice pot. It may
be varnished to make it waterproof,
and some households place a square
wooden frame on the mouth of the
pot to make it easy to tilt the rice
cooker and let out excess water.
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The Thais have traditionally cooked
their meals on stoves using wood
as fuel. Stoves in the central region
are made of a mixture of clay and
chaff moulded into a furnace.
Clay is abundant in the lowlands
along the rivers of Nakhon Pathom,
Samut Sakhon, Chachoengsao,
Pathum Thani and Ayutthaya
provinces. As for the so-called
Tao Cheung Kran (portable earthen
stove with a projecting foot), they
are moulded in clay and then
baked. There is historical evidence
that they were in use more than
one thousand years ago. The shape
of these stoves conveys the wisdom
of ancestors and their intelligence
in solving problems such as wind
protection and ventilation, with
the ashes remaining in the stove
rather than falling all around, thus
keeping the kitchen floor clean; and
besides they are easy to remove.

In the Thai farming society in the
past, rice was a source of sayings
in everyday life. For example, the
time it takes “for the rice pot to
boil”, an expression still used
these days, means “before long”,
while the expression “the rice pot
hasn’t got time to blacken” refers
to married couples who must
separate prematurely.
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Celadon ware (cham sangkalok) is
pottery glazed and decorated with
exquisite patterns. These containers
have been used in the reputed art
of eating in the central region since
the Sukhothai period. The decorative
patterns that have appeared on
those ceramics from the distant past
reflect the lifestyle of the locals bound
to the paddy field, to nature or to
Buddhism, such as the motifs of ears
of rice, cattle, buffalo, fish, flowers

or farming occupations.

Chinaware with fish patterns is held
to be specific to Sukhothai celadon,
which is consistent with the famed
saying “There is fish in the water
and rice in the fields” inscribed in
the first stele going back to the reign
of King Ramkhamhaeng in the 13"
century and telling of abundant
natural resources in the fertile
wetlands of the Kingdom of
Sukhothai. The fish motif is of the
carp, either silver or golden, as a
symbol of prosperity and fertility.
There has been some speculation
over that motif being instead of the
rainbow shark (pla ka), a carp-like
freshwater fish, which is mentioned
in another sample of early Thai
writing.
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Porcelain Alms-offering Set (Chut Khreuang Benjarong
Thawai Khao Phraphut) is composed of tray with
pedestal, supporting mats, plates, bowls, and cup for
dessert, all with beautiful typical Thai pattern.
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Alms Bowl of Phai Lom

Benjarong ware is pottery decorated
with beautiful patterns. It is a set
of containers for rice and foodstuffs
favoured by the royalty and
dobility — King and Royal Family,
senior monks and senior officials
— since the Ayutthaya period. It is
now tableware in common use in
Thailand and abroad. Benjarong ware
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reflects Buddhist traditions on
auspicious occasions as in times
of misfortune. In merit-making
ceremonies, offerings of food are
placed in Benjarong ware for the
monks or the Buddha image. Offering
consecrated rice is a time-honoured
practice of Buddhists which is still
carried out today.
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Food covers are another type of
wickerwork long popular in Thai
households. They are placed over
savoury dishes to prevent germ-
carrying insects and other small
animals from partaking of them. The
materials used in the weaving may
vary from one district to the next.
Most use bamboo strips, woven
into half-spheres or inverted cones.
The bottom rind is made of hard
bamboo over-sewed with thin
strips of rattan, and the top of the
globe or “funnel” is provided with
a handle for holding or hanging also
made with thin rattan. These wicker
products have been developed to a
high degree of sophistication in
terms of colour, weaving patterns
and styles.
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The mat is another unique aspect of the Thai culture linked to how
Thai people eat, especially in rural areas. It is wickerwork using
materials that differ from one district to another depending on what
is available locally. In the central region, reeds are most often used.
Mats are spread on the floor to sit, to lie down or to place objects on them.
Here as everywhere else in rural Thailand, the most familiar sight of
daily life is that of the family sitting cross-legged on a mat around an
assortment of dishes at mealtime.
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Crafts in the rice culture of Northern Thailand
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Northern Thailand is a land surrounded by mountains, with cool weather
all year round and rich vegetation. Most of the population is employed in
agriculture, especially rice growing, rice being vital to the sustenance of
the Thai people. Most of the area being mountainous, the rice is grown in

terraces as befits the terrain.

53

CRAFTS IN THE RICE CULTURE



KOaNssuruMsiwUan laifuined
Crafts for planting and harvesting
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The way of life of the Northerners
is slow. When free from work in the
fields, they weave cloth, they weave
wicker, they create handicrafts for
use in the household, keeping cool,
sweet-tempered, and their work
has the delicate beauty characteristic
of Lanna craft (Lanna, literally *million
rice fields’).

The handicrafts of the region are
linked harmoniously with the local
ways of handling rice as in the other
regions. August marks the beginning
of the planting season for northern
farmers. When you look at the fields,
you see men and women wearing
dark blue twill shirts called Suea
Morhom; the men wear cotton
trousers and women wraparound
tube skirts called Sin, with turbans
round their heads or kup, the woven
hat of the North, to plough and sow.
Some keep bobbing up and down
planting seedlings into the soil. It is
a familiar sight reflecting the daily
life of Thai rice-growing farmers
since time immemorial.

Tiao Sador or Tiao Ki are cotton
trousers reaching below the knees
and with a wide loose top that must
be twisted and knotted at the waist.
As for the wraparounds worn by
women of the Land of the Million
Paddy Fields (Lanna), they have their
specific beautiful motifs and patterns
which vary according to the imagination
and taste of the local weavers.
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IATOVUAYAIYNIALIILE
Typical Northern farmers' costume.
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Kup or Ngob are wickerwork
reflecting the identity of the
northern region. Their top is peaked,
their base wide woven with sugar
palm leaves or bamboo strips easily
found in the North. They are worn
to protect oneself from the sun.
Their characteristics may vary
from one district to another. For
example, Chiang Mai Kup mostly
have a rounded structure looking
like orange segments and a wide
brim; Phrae Kup have a fairly flat
top and gently slope down to the
rim; while Lampang Kup are closer
to Central Plains Ngob but shorter
and flatter.
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Khu or Khru are containers woven
with bamboo strips. Again, they are
fairly similar to central region
baskets but are very large. They are
used when threshing rice.

Piat or Bung are wickerwork made
with strips of bamboo and somewhat
similar to the baskets of the central
region. They still have many uses as
containers for paddy seeds or seeds
of other plants. In the old days, they
were also used to measure volumes
of rice. Some had a capacity of thirty
litres, others of thirty-five litres, and
were called accordingly.

1om wie yv
Piat or Bung
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Afv1 IdmiuLIa
wieaTvI 1 AR nga9INTIY
Khu or Khru... Containers used
when threshing rice.
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Ka or Wi

Ka or Wi are wickerwork using
strips of bamboo and looking like
big fans. They are used to blow out
residue straw, leaves or grass blades
so that only the grains are left, ready
to be stored or processed.

Bung are bamboo-plaited, round,
tall containers common in the Upper
North. They are used to keep rice
for consumption or paddy seeds for
next-season planting, but with the
passing of time they have become
rare and are now only found in
remote arecs.
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Blowing specks of grass away
from paddies.
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Crafts in rice farmers’ rituals
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Given the ties northern farmers
have with rice growing, traditions
linked to rice abound and each
ritual has its specific woven
handicrafts used as components,
such as Ta Laeo (called Chaleo in
the central region) which are woven
from bamboo for use in the First
Furrow ceremony that is performed
before starting to plough a field.

Mai Wong is an openwork structure
of bamboo placed on top of a
bamboo pole at the centre of
rectangular area surrounded by
groves full of water where the ritual
takes place. Out of that structure at
the end of interlocking rings of
bamboo strips hang plaited fishes
that seem to be floating in the air.
This elaborate construction,
complete with receptacles for
religious offerings, is indispensable
for carrying out a ritual performed

since time immemorial.
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Variants of Ta Laeo.




N7AY mum’%{mmulmlsiﬁﬁmﬂ%
TdiATosity 017 NAIY 1 1ndes
TURS “T9nNIY917” UAaIINNIT
FuiRen ﬁsﬁﬂmmmmﬁ@‘iﬁmm
mmmm%gumamenum Lu@amﬂ
mmma@maommwmmmLLm
Lmﬂgﬂlmummumsm:mmmm
ANVAUBYFIUYIOIUILINUIY 919
m“imqmmwfmaumﬁ NAVINLAY
AynBovin “NBITYNVIEYI” e
WEAYAMULAITNADUUIWEN LAz

Al 1 ° v A a A v
o219 IvuaniuLvaely

M9 1A3998U eNlUTY vinennldle
ANWULULOUSLADUIDINIANATY
smileaslsurradvaesinTosls
wazwaliiietluanowslulssind
ANUNIYEAN (UTHWEMUAIgEAIN
Ao NITONNYMIULANTEEID Iagly
P ad A
191299) IV UUTLINUNBIINUD
A meme . «
foufuAtumsszmvsomILiuiiy)
e Junnaesnandnuazinye
gfiRaIUNAR MY IAN AN AU

The threshing basket (Kradong) in
plaited bamboo is often used to
put offerings such as banana,
water or sugarcane juice in the
Riak Khwan Khao (“recalling the
rice spirit”) ceremony after the
harvest, dear to Northern farmers
because of the belief that from
plantation to harvest, grains are lost
on the ground and the guardian

AZHUNI8FAIN

Tan Kuay Salak or Kuey Salak

merit-making occasion
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Offering in the Khwan Khao ritual
is neatly prepared in Kradong.

spirit of the rice, Mae Pho-sop, too
is lost, so she must be recalled
after the harvest to show respect
to her, which will translate into
abundance.

Kuey are large-meshed basketwork
made with strips of bamboo similar
to the central region’s Chalom.
Farmers in the North use them to
Contain supplies and fruit offered
to monks collectively (without any
personal preference), a tradition
which Northern farmers perform
while waiting for the harvest, to
celebrate the yield and make merit
dedicated to deceased relatives.
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Riak Khwan Khao
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Rice in Khao Phan Kon

ritual procession.
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The traditional Flower Trees and
Thousand-Riceballs procession
and the hip wrapper with the same
thousand-riceballs design reflect
handicrafts linked to the ways of
rice which the villagers of Fak Tha
District in Uttaradit Province have
practised to honour the Buddha
since their ancestors migrated
from Vientiane. Being of Lao origin,
their staple is sticky rice. The flower
trees are made with small balls of
rice made to stick together on coconut
palm rinds in great numbers which
are plucked into a banana bole.
At dusk, villagers dress up with
hip wrappers bearing motifs of
riceball-looking small flowers and
proceed to make offerings to the
monks. This very tradition inspired
the creative handicraft of the woven
fabric which has made the reputation
and remains a source of revenue

for the Fak Tha villagers.

Fuynfuan avua
Sin with Tin-Jok Pattern of Laplae
(Sin Muk Tin Jok Laplae)

FUAYIN A1YTIINUNOY

Sin with Tin-Jok and Riceball Tree Patterns
(Sin Tin Jok Lai Khao Phan Kon)
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Hai Khao

Both plain white rice and glutinous
rice are eaten in Northern Thailand
but the consumption of glutinous
rice seems to be prevalent.

Dong or Kradong is a flat round tray
made of woven bamboo similar to
the threshing basket of the central
region and the Northeast. It is used
to winnow rice grains. In some
places it has a triangular shape,
and the wider side is kept close to
the body when winnowing to
achieve maximum efficiency. It is
an outstanding example of local
knowledge. This type of basketry is

still seen today.
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1VTOUT
‘Herng’ wicker tray-like

Herng is wickerwork similar to the
threshing basket but less tightly
woven. It is used to get rid of the
smell of Khao Ma, sticky rice soaked
overnight, before it is steamed.

Sa Huad is a type of basket without
handle used to contain Khao Ma
(soaked sticky rice) to drive away
unwanted scent before steaming.

Hai Khao is a tall, wide-mouthed
container with a rounded bottom
made of sticks of bamboo (or
sometimes wood) and used like
the rice steamer of the Northeast.

Kua Khao is wickerwork using
bamboo sticks (or sometimes wood).
It is an open box in which hot sticky
rice is placed and stirred so that it
doesn’t turn soggy when cooling as
it fills a container.

M9
Kua Khao
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Aep Khao

Kong Khao is a container for

glutinous rice made with bamboo
strips. It has a wooden cross for a
base and is a woven cover on top.
The body is provided with an eyelet
for the string used to carry or hang
it. Kong Khao come in many sizes
and shapes, but mostly cylindrical
with a bit of a paunch in the middle.
They looks like Kratip Khao, the sticky
rice containers of the Northeast
but with softer shapes and lines
typical of Lanna handicraft, except
that the northern container is
cylindrical and has a thick coil of
bamboo as its base.

novI9
Kong Khao
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Aep Khao is another container for
glutinous rice, shaped like a
rectangular box and smaller than
Kong Khao, with a cover of the
same shape fitting it from top to
bottom, hence the name. It is used
to hold a helping of rice to take out
in a bag or wrapped in the cloth
round the waist when working in
the fields.
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Cha Khaobat
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Tok or Khantok
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Tok or Khantok or Satok is a
container with a flat round or
hexagonal shape used to hold rice
and various dishes when having
a meal together. It is a unique
handicraft reflecting the region’s
culture used in daily life when
receiving guests or making food
offerings to monks.

Cha, sometimes called Cha Khaobat,
is wickerwork made of thin bamboo
similar to the basket of the central
region. This craft reflects the lifestyle
of Northerners. It is used for food
offerings to monks or to make merit
at the temple.




Inned
Tok Faji
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of woven bamboo threads.
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Crafts in the rice culture - Northeastern Thailand
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The Northeast of Thailand, called Isan in Thai, is a plateau tilting from
mountains in the west and south down towards the Mekong River, which
delimits it in the north and in the east. The plateau consists of two plains
separated by the Phu Phan mountain range: the southern Khorat plain,
drained by the Mun and Chi rivers, and the northern Sakon Nakhon plain,
drained by the Loei and Songkhram rivers.

In the past, when the harvest season was over, a set of stars in the night
sky which Northeasterners call “Dao Phi Dan” was held to be a propitious
sign pointing the way for Northeast dwellers ready to uproot themselves
in search of better livelihoods.
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When they found a place to settle
down, they undertook to make
a living by relying on nature and
on themselves, organising their
activities according to the cycle of
seasons, growing rice, breeding
cattle, growing mulberry and
practising sericulture, making pottery
and knives, boiling salt, weaving,
making carts and other necessities
of life with the knowledge and wisdom
of their original habitat.

Rice is an essential factor of life
“Without clothes
a roof is good enough; without rice,

in the Northeast.

there is no sleep” is a common local
aphorism. Rice sustains people’s
lives and social events — whether
religious, economic or political —all
find their roots in the abundance of
that staple food.
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Crafts for planting and harvesting
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The paintings of people, buffalo and
rice fields on the walls of Pha Kham,
a cave of the Phu Phan mountains in
Khong Chiam District, Ubon Ratchathani
Province, are 3-4,000 years old and
show clearly that the dwellers of
the Northeast were already bound
to the culture of rice.




4’ u.g// a s )
LATOVUWAULWIUIULT Y
Ban Chiang pottery
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Evidence of various kinds shows
that pottery making in the Northeast
has been carried out in many places
for a long time. For example, in
Ban Chiang, Nong Han District,
Udon Thani Province, the site of
a prehistoric civilisation, were
discovered rice husks attached to
iron tools, showing that thousands
of years ago the local settlers formed
farming communities that knew how
to grow rice, weave clothes and
breed certain kinds of animals, as
well as making metal tools and ovens
and producing pottery.
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Since time immemorial, at the onset
of the sixth lunar month, the rains
are the signal for Northeastern farmers
to soak rice grains in a clay jar prior
to replanting. This earthenware jar
is big and rounded, with a narrow
bottom and a wide mouth. Farmers
soak grains in it to soften the husks
and wet the grains, which will sprout
more easily when planted.

When going out in the paddy fields,
the Isan farmer is in full apparel,
indigo-dyed shirt and trousers for
the man and blouse or a wraparound
for the woman, with a length of
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Rice soaked in jar

checked cloth knotted at the waist.
This multipurpose cloth, called Pha
Khao Ma, is a receptacle of much
creativity, with the use of fine silk,
variegated motives and brash or
muted colours.

Knowledge in the production of
indigo-dyed fabric bears witness to
the cleverness of Isan farmers in
the creation of national products.
The colour doesn’t fade even after
long use; the cloth remains cool
as it is well ventilated and absorbs
sweat well.



san farmers are
preparing to sow
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Kraso is the name given in the
Isan dialect to the long-handled
bamboo bat used to bail out water
known as Chong Long in the other
regions of Thailand. It has the general
shape of half a canoe. This implement
is seldom used these days to get
water into the paddy field as many
other devices are considered easier
to operate, but it can be seen in
some areas where its use still makes
sense when the field is small.
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Kracher Hu is yet another kind of
outstanding woven bamboo handicraft
of the Northeast. It is used to keep
and transport things. To its round
flanks are attached on opposite sides
eyelets through which is inserted
a cord running through the bottom
part of the container to bear the
weight and lift. Kracher Hu are very
much in use in the Khorat area.
Another item with similar usage in
the Northeast is Kasa, a container
of woven bamboo slightly smaller
than Krabung and provided with
an arch.

Kathun is a cart cover which is made
of bamboo strips and coated with
a black varnish containing pulverised
charcoal. Buffalo-drawn carts have
long been used as vehicles in the
countryside for travel and transportation,
and are still very much in use in the
Northeast.

nEny
Kathun
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At the start of the planting season
in the sixth lunar month (May)
before starting to transplant rice,
Northeastern farmers perform the
“Ta Haek” ceremony, based on an
old local tale about the giantess
guarding paddy fields. When they
clear land or jungle for a paddy
field, Isan farmers invite the spirit
of the land or jungle to come and
reside on their fields to help take
care of them and of the seedlings
and make sure men and animals
are safe. This ceremony is a morale
booster and a show of delight in the
fertility of the soil.
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“Bun Khun Lan” ceremony.
in Kalasin province
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When the second lunar month
(January) of the new year comes
round and the harvested rice is
taken into granaries, Isan farmers
perform another ceremony, one of
the twelve traditional merit-making
events marking their lives the year
round. That ceremony is called
“Bun Khun Lan”, bun meaning
“merit” and khun lan referring to
the piling up of sheaves of rice and
gathering of grains in mounds in the
middle of the village square, where
the monks are invited to come and
bless the crop by sprinkling it with
consecrated water before they are
treated to their last meal of the day

before noon.
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During the ceremony, the farmers
use Ta Laeo (called Chaleo in the
central region) or Ta Laeo Hor,
which are strips of bamboo woven
into star-shaped hex signs of five or
six points and a handle of sorts
which is stuck in a section of
bamboo. These signs are placed
around the mound of grain in the
four corners of the village square
to guard against evil.
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For their offerings to the monks
before the rice is taken into the
granary, Northeastern farmers use
Kong Khao Khwan, large containers
of thin bamboo strips woven in
intricate detail, to hold the various
items needed during the event.
With their high, curved wooden base
and pointed wooden covers, these
containers have shapes more
elegant than the ordinary article of
the same use.

In the fourth lunar month (March),
Isan farmers are wont to perform
“Phawet” to celebrate the abundant
harvest of the year. It is one of the
most popular and most important
merit-making ceremonies of the
year for the people of the Northeast.

“Phawet” comes from Vessantara,
one of the Buddha’s past lives as a
compassionate prince. The villagers
make food donations and then
listen to the Great Birth Sermon
(Thet Mahachat) concerning that
life. The merit is dedicated to
deceased grandparents. These
days, the villagers are also eager to
organise rocket festivals (Bun Bang
Fai) as merit-making ceremonies
to call for rain, and to enjoy ghost
dancing processions (Phi Ta Khon)
at the same time as the Phawet
ceremony.

Those masked dances are said to
derive from the Vessantara tale:
when the prince and his wife, Princess
Maddi, left the forest to return to
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town, the distraught jungle ghosts
and wild animals of all kinds
disguised themselves as villagers to
accompany them. Hence the literal
Thai expression, Phi Tam Khon
(“ghost following man”), slightly
distorted with the passage of time
and the local brogue. The masks are
made from rice steamers (to be
discussed in the next section)
decorated to look as horrid as possible
to match the garish clothing and
zany behaviour that are the order
of the day. The objective of the event
is to make sacred offerings and
worship the spirits of the ancestors,
who are thought to have the power
to create abundance.
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Crafts in daily life
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Eating glutinous rice is the common
culture of the Northeast. When
glutinous rice is mentioned, what
comes to mind are Kratip and
Kong Khao, two handicrafts that go
together and are amongst the top
crafts invented by Northeasterners
ages ago and still in prevalent use
in the region. Both are present in
every household. They are used to
hold rice for each meal, present alms
to the monks and make offerings in
the various rituals.

Kratip is a cylindrical container woven
with strips of giant thorny bamboo
or sometimes from other materials
such as palm leaf. Its base is made
of a ring of bamboo or palm rind.
Its shape and characteristics are
such that it keeps the heat well and
yet is ventilated enough to prevent
the cooling rice from turning soggy.
The glutinous rice remains warm
and soft for hours and can be easily
transported anywhere.
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Kong Khao in use in the Northeast
looks like a tall jar with a cross-
shaped, curved base made of
hardwood. Its tightly woven thick
strips of bamboo give it the aspect
of a turtle shell and make it strong
and durable. Rattan is used to
strengthen its edges. This example
of Lao culture is in daily use, holding
steamed sticky rice for consumption
by the family, to give to monks or
as offerings in merit-making

ceremonies.

To have hot sticky rice to eat, the
early inhabitants of the region
cleverly devised steamers called
Huat or Muay, which are yet another
example of wickerwork. These rice
steamers can also be used for fruit.
The bottom has a receptacle to
prevent the grains from dropping
out of the contraption. Most of these
steamers are woven with rattan and

strips of aged bamboo.
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Huat or rices steamers
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The stove and water jar are
particularly valuable among the
prerequisites for cooking that the
people of the Northeast took with
them. They were considered
“good things are for keep” that
would bring success and make
their owners well and happy.

Among the prerequisites for
cooking that the people of the
Northeast took with them when
they relocated, the old stove and
the water jar were particularly
valuable. They were considered
“good things that must be kept”
that would bring success and make
their owners well and happy.
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W
Stove

Khu is a bucket-like woven bamboo
vessel varnished by dammar resin
in cylindrical shape like half-cut
lime with narrow mouth and lean
bottom. Filled with cold water,
noodles are dropped into the Khu.
When the noodles cool down, they
are retrieved manually and
arranged neatly on a tray. This is
the rustic way of vermicelli-making
for household consumption.

Khu - water bucket
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n=pn
Kata

Another container made of woven
bamboo is Kata, of about the same
shape as Khu, but of different size
anduse. Its arch allows it to be slung
over the shoulder and its weaving
is loose. It is used to carry big things
or is placed on the cart. As for Kata
used to hold paddy, it looks like a
bulgy version of the Krabung of the
central region. The Phuan of Isan
use two of them per shoulder pole
to transport things.

Pha Khao is still the name used for
those woven food trays the Northerners
call Khan Tok. Bamboo and rattan
are used to plait them, but those
used in some parts of the Northeast,
especially by the Tai Dam, are simple
round trays without a pedestal to
raise them from the floor. Pha Khao
used for breakfast, lunch and dinner
each have distinctive names.
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Mats are called Sat in the
Northeastern dialect. Putting a mat
on the floor for each meal makes
cleaning easy. A new one with
magnificent patterns is laid on to
honour a guest. Woven mats are
also used in important traditional
events, be they in the third lunar
month (Bun Khao Ji), in the tenth
lunar month (Kuan Khao Thip) or
in the twelfth lunar month (Bun
Khao Mao).

An evening meal on mats shared
by the whole family creates an
atmosphere full of warmth and locall
colour. The meal is delicious and
offers a beautiful scene as can be
seen all over the Northeast and
virtually every region of Thailand.
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Crafts in the rice culture of Southern Thailand
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The general topography of the South is that of a peninsula jutting into the sea.
The Phuket mountain range on its western side stretches along the coast from the Kra Isthmus
down to the island of Phuket. Running through the middle of the peninsula, almost parallel to
the Phuket chain but a hundred kilometres to the east is the Banthat chain, from Samui Island
down to the Malaysian border and the Tarutao archipelago. The Sankalakhiri range, running
east-west, forms a natural border with Malaysia. On the eastern side river plains dominate, from
Surat Thani Province down to Narathiwat Province.

Sufficiency farming in the South consists in working in-season rice fields, locally called “rain-fed
fields” as they rely on the rains, which come later than in the other regions of Thailand. In the
past, Southerners used traditional knowledge passed down through the generations such as
working in small orchards with a variety of fruit trees put together and interacting naturally;
rice farmers would rely on communal funds and local resources, using animal and human labour
to plough and harrow their fields, adding manure and compost to grow local rice varieties. They
produced enough to live on, were diligent and adept at local ways and technology. Everything
they used they made themselves, they grew everything they ate and held that “Wealth is an
illusion; what matters is food” and thus lived happily and debt-free...
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In the South there are fewer areas
suitable for rice cultivation than in
the other regions of Thailand. The
most important areas are along the
eastern coast, and Nakhon Si
Thammarat is the province that
produces most rice. Harvesting is
done between November and
February.
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The Piao or Kui Loei hat is a
wide-brimmed hat with a pointed
top Made of local palm leaves.
Their shape is a result of a mixture
of Thai and Chinese cultures which
began when Chinese immigrants
in the South made China-style hats
to wear in mines; they were later
widely used when going out in the
fields or orchards or to tap rubber.
Men and women wearing such hats
in the fields are a familiar sight
almost everywhere in the South.
Most Piao hats are made of the
leaves of a local tree called Bai
Rong Khao (meaning “rice-gathering
leaf””) found mostly in the tropical
rain forest of Kapong District,
Phang Nga Province. The leaves
are elongated and stick in crowns
to the branches; one side is smooth,
the other raspy. Those leaves are
used to gather paddy after the harvest
(hence the name) or to cover a pile
of paddy, as well as in rituals to
propitiate the spirit of rice.

Another vernacular material used
to make Piao hats is Sireng (scientific
name: Livistona speciosa), a palm
more durable than bamboo, looking
like the sugar palm, easy to plant
and growing in various kinds of
terrain.
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Phong looks like the Chong Long or
Kraso of the Northeast. It is used
to bail water out of a paddy field.
It is made of bamboo coated with
rubber to prevent it from leaking,
and it also serves to draw water
from deep wells.

Southerners who raise cattle or
goats, when they return from the
field, use Konor to carry grass for
their domestic animals. These
containers are woven with coconut
palms or nipa leaves; they look
like low baskets with distended
middles and square bases. They are
woven loosely and discarded
when they get out of shape. Their
use is widespread in the three
border provinces. Their size and
shape vary according to local
preferences. Konor are wickerwork
stemming from ancestral know-how

in the use of local materials,
which are plentiful,
easily found
and cheap to

process.
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Cheur, called bako in Malay, is
basket-shaped wickerwork. They
are large, round, with woven brims
and square bottoms. They are used
to transport paddy easily. The farmers
tuck them on one hip, supporting
the bottom with one hand, or place
them on their heads, holding the
edge with one hand. In some rice
blessing ceremonies, they place
Cheur on their heads and walk in
processions. In many places in the
South, these baskets are made of
sea pandanus leaves. See pandanus
grows wild as shrub or tree in salted
water terrain; the material is tough,
durable and soft. If properly taken
care of and protected from water,
it can last 30-40 years without
turning rotten. Old people in villages
everywhere in the South can be seen

weaving Cheur.
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FOUUDUW
Sopnon

Sopnon (horizontal bag) is
Southern basketwork looking like
the gunny-bag of the other regions,
but it is woven with Krajut (scientific
name: Lepironia articulata) and is
rather deep. Southerners use it to
contain paddy. When the harvest
is done, they stuff Sopnon with
paddy which they carry home on
their shoulders attached at both
ends of a pole. In the South, such
baskets can be woven simply or with
traditional patterns and popular
motifs such as Look Kaew and Dok
Chan motifs.
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The Southern farming communities
in the wetlands with abundant
bamboo use this material to make
sometimes complex machines such
as mortars known as Khrok Si, used
to separate grain from husk and
obtain brown rice. The outer part of
the contraption is woven bamboo,
comprised of a lower part and an
upper part. The inside is coated with
clay up to the brim and hard wood
is used for the grinding mechanism.
When filling the top part with paddy,
the upper part revolves thanks to
an articulated lever actioned by
hand and the grain going through
the grinding teeth turns into husked
brown rice.

Khrok Si has been developed from
the ancient rice mortar by adding
labour-saving components, making
the rice-husking easy with less effort.
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Dong is another handicraft made of
plaited and woven bamboo and
used for winnowing rice to obtain
grain free from any residue after it
has been sorted out by hand or with
some local milling contraption.
This threshing tray is unique to the
South in its format and patterns,
shaped almost like a heart, rounded
inits width and slightly oval altogether
for the convenience of the user when
sifting, winnowing or pouring the
grains.

Dong Lai Khor is used to winnow
paddy already pounded by hand or
milled with some local milling
contraption but which still has husks
in it. The gaps between the woven
strips of bamboo will help free the
mixture of paddy and milled rice of
husk debris and other impurities,
which will fall to the ground while
the grains keep bouncing on the
tray.

AIA1YVO
Dong Lai Khor

106

wnansIuludussIudnn

Dong Bong Yong are easy to weave,
using thicker strips of bamboo with
no internodes. The surface of the
tray is thus smooth but the flip side
is still embossed with so-called
Bong Yong patterns. This kind of
tray too is used for winnowing
paddy. The spaced-out pattern
makes Dong Bong Yong airy, as it
allows ventilation.

AIUBINEOV
Dong Bong Yong
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Sart Duansib ceremony
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All the regions of the country have
traditions associated with rice, which
are part of the culture passed down
and practised generation after
generation. They are rituals that
must take place at one time or
another during the crop cycle, from
planting or sowing to harvesting.
In the South too there is a custom
celebrating the harvest locally called
Sart Duansib (or a merit-making at
the end of the tenth lunar month or
Ching Pret, similar to Tan Kuay Salak
of the North, Salak Phator Sart Thai
of the central region and Khao Sak
of the Northeast. It takes place in
September, the tenth lunar month.
Rice from one’s own harvest is
offered to the monks to make merit
and thus bring luck to oneself and
one’s family. It is a festive occasion
born out pride in and delight over
one’s own produce. The Sart Duansib
in the South is a tradition which
has evolved from the Brahmin
ritual of Phet Phli or offerings for
the spirit of the dead, which their
children organise to dedicate merit
to the departed. It is a major festival
in the South and in Thailand.

Each family or clan gets together
and prepares a set of offerings
called Humurap or Marap in fine,
shallow bamboo baskets at the
bottom of which they place rice
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grains, condiments, dry food, fruits
and things in daily use. Most important,
there must also be five kinds of
desserts made from rice grain and
rice flour, namely Khanom Phong,
La, Kong, Di Sam and Khanom Baa.
This traditional festival is particularly
spectacular in Nakhon Si Thammarat
Province, where the offerings are
displayed in lively processions.
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Wickerwork, such as woven tray and pot-rest
is the essential part of Humrap procession.
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AsvviyI1vevnals
Typical Southern Thailand’s
Khwan Khao ceremony.

Apart from that, the Southerners
perform rice spirit propitiation
ceremonies as do the other regions.
They are done twice a year, when
the rice is starting to form kernels
and when paddy is harvested.

Local rice varieties generally “get
pregnant”, as the Thai expression
has it, during the eleventh lunar
month, that is October. But not in
the South, where this happens
usually a month later, and this is
when Southern farmers hold Kot
Khao, the ritual to invite the rice
goddess Mae Pho-sop over to the
paddy field, as is done elsewhere.

The second ceremony takes place
when it is time to harvest. By tradition,
the seer performing the ceremony
will determine the propitious time
to hold it, which is when the ears
of rice are ripe and the paddy is
ready to be harvested. That time
will be close to dusk, “when the
birds are teeming”, as villagers are
wont to say. The offerings consist of
Bai Si, cooked rice topped with a
boiled egg, and dishes and desserts
set on flat baskets which are placed
on the mats covering the stack of
paddy. Then the white-clad seer,
with alength of white cloth signifying
purity draped over his or her shoulders,
will begin the ritual propitiation of
the rice spirit.
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When the rice is ripe enough to be harvested,
there is a ceremony called Ruab Khao or Phook
Khao (*“gather” or “tie” the rice) performed by
Southern farmers since ancient times. After the
propitiation ceremony, the farmers gather rice
in their fields with Kaeh, an implement only
found in the South. Kaeh is shaped like a boat
straddling a short handle, with a blade inserted
in the boat’s keel — an astute variation of a
sickle produced with local know-how.

When the sixth lunar month comes round, in
some border provinces, for instance in Saiburi
District, Pattani Province, the La Sang ceremony
of traditional worship of the rice goddess is
performed to answer the beliefs of villagers or
to redeem a vow to a god or to make propitiatory
offerings to spirits so that the paddy in the field
will thrive. The words “La Sang” literally mean
taking leave of rice stubble. This tradition is
performed to boost the morale of the farmers
and for them to relax and have fun after heavy
work in the fields throughout the year. The name
of the ceremony may vary from place to place;
the Buddhists of Takbai District in Narathiwat
Province call it Lom Sang (“toppling the stubble”)
amongst other names, while the Muslims call it
Pu Yor Mue Nae.
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Mokhlan pottery.
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The culture of rice has infiltrated the
lives of the Thai people everywhere.
The Southerners® daily life too has
been involved with rice for ages.
They have crafts whose wisdom
reflects the ways of handling rice,
with historical evidence going back
hundreds of years. The shards of
pottery of the ancient community
of Mokhlan in Nakhon Si Thammarat
Province that remain are understood
to have been made and used by
that community, and the present
pottery production in the Mokhlan
style is still widely distributed and
used, cookware as well as jars and

mortars.
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The pot rest known as
Sawian Mor or Tiao Mor
or Kon Mor (“pot bottom”)
is basketry shaped like
alow tray with pedestal,
using various materials
such as coconut rinds,
palm leaves, banana
leaves, betel bracts, etc.
In the old days, people still used
charcoal or firewood to cook and
the smoke blackened pot bottoms,
so the villagers came up with the
idea of plaiting coconut rinds or
other materials readily available
locally as pot rests to prevent the
soot from dirtying the eating area
and protect the bottom of the pot.
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Pot-rest
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Rice cooking with

firewood stove and clay pot.
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Heart-shaped fans plaited with
leaves of the kaphor (scientific name:
Licuala paludosa) palm are a unique
craft of Southern villagers who have
made and used them for more than
a hundred years to fan fires or
themselves or their children. The use
of fans is very much part of daily life
in the South as well as in the rest of
the country, including as elements
of decoration.
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Food covers are a popular craft in
common use everywhere. They are
plaited tightly to prevent insects from
getting inside the area they cover,
and shaped as cones or half-spheres.
They come in various sizes. They are
a handicraft reflecting the food
culture; in the South, they are usually
plaited with Krajut or sugar palm
leaf, which gives them a different
appeal from the fans made of bamboo
or rattan found elsewhere.

&% Tuma
Food cover made of
palm leaves.
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Mats are widely used in daily life by
Thai people everywhere. They are
spread out to sit or lie down on.
The uniqueness of Sart, to use the
vernacular word, is that they are
woven with either Krajutor pandanus
leaves. They are spread out on the
floor of the kitchen for the family
meals, a familiar scene even now
that reflects a food culture that
transcends race and religion.
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Mat
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Handicrafts in the rice culture of ethnic groups
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Thailand is the home of various ethnic groups, scattered in the hills as in
the plains and on islands, such as Karen, Akha, Lisu, Mien, Hmong, Lawa,
Kachin, Kuy, Chong, Moken, and many others. Each of them has their own
identity, but one thing in common is their consumption of rice common
to Thai people everywhere. Some of these ethnic groups eat white rice;
others, glutinous rice. The rice culture of each ethnic group is clear. The
Lawa plant upland rice and each family makes sure to preserve three or
four local species of rice, of which there are many; the Karen believe that
rice is a sacred plant and is more important than money. Many tribes,
such as the Hmong, the Akha and the Kachin, have a ritual of eating new
rice which is a major annual ceremony. Given the prevalence of the rice
culture, ethnic groups too have plenty of rice-related crafts, as heritage

passed on from generation to generation, in use in their daily life.
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Ethnic groups lead self-sufficient
lives, close to nature on which they
depend. They have devised utensils
and tools for everyday life from
materials close at hand which they
have infused with collective wisdom
passed down from their ancestors.
They are as tied to rice as are the
Thais of the lowlands, “city people”
as they call them. They still grow
rice in traditional ways no different
from those of other regions in terms
of ploughing, transplanting or sowing
and harvesting.

The hand-crafted utensils related to
the ethnic lifestyles that are connected
to rice often reflect their cultural
roots. Many have similar looks and
usage, though they may be called
by different names.
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Kue is the name the Karen give to
tightly woven wickerwork similar
to the basket of the central region
but taller and with two bamboo
straps to carry on the back. It is
solid and durable, filled with all
manners of necessity, and taken
everywhere. Karen going out to
tend their fields with Kue on their
backs are a familiar sight. The
Hmong call a similar basket of
theirs Koeh, but it is bigger than the
kue and has variations according
to the tribes owning them: the
White Hmong’s kueh has finer
patterns and is smaller than that
of the Black Hmong.
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Ethnic groups are easily identified
by the way they dress, the clothes
and ornaments they wear. They each
have a unique identity showing in
their attire, worn in daily life at home
as in rituals or in the fields.

The people of Sgaw Karen take up
clothweaving as their trade. Their
everyday clothing is worn for both
during normal days and field days.
Single women wear straight dress
woven with white cotton decorated
with various patterns and embroideries.
Married women wear long, black
blouse with colour stripes of choice
without sophisticated embroideries
and Sador pants.

In Lahu communities, women wear
Sinwraparound with red and black
horizontal patterns. The foot and the
waist of the Sin are traditionally red.
Lahu women wear black or blue
round-collar long-sleeved shirt with
front slit and red collar and sleeves.
Their shirt is normally decorated
with red patch of cloth, and a silver
plate on its chest. The complete
costume also includes a red kitbag.
Lahu men wear low-crotch black
pants with red stripe at the end of
each leg and a white and blue shin
guard on its right leg. Their simple
shirtis round-collar black shirt with
front slit and chest decoration. The
complete costume also includes
black hat or turban and a red kitbag

like women.
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As for the Hmong, women wear
long-sleeved black cropped shirt
with back collar and left-side buttons
decorated with various patterns in
front and silver coins on the back.
They also wear black sash with red
tassel. Their hair is always in a bun
with black turban. Hmong women
wear pleated hemp skirt in blackish
blue decorated with ancient patterns.
Decorations on the skirt include a
white sash, colourful patches of cloth,
and embroidered with coloured
threads. Hmong men wear black
low-crotch pants and black long-
sleeved cropped shirt outside and
white shirt inside. Decorations on
men’s clothings include a red sash
and blue belt, a silver necklace, and
unique black hat with red pompoms
and beads on top.
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Kaw Khae, or rice-carrying pole, is
a tribal handicraft created from
rattan strung with plaited rope which
the Karen shoulder to carry paddy
from the fields during the harvest

season.
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Kho Kler, or a tribal hat used widely
among the Karen people. Its shape
resembles Panama hat made with
thin bamboo threads. The hat is
woven in two distinct patterns:
Chaleo pattern on top, and various
patterns on the brim.
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Baw Ser
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Baw Ser is the fan made of bamboo
the Akha and Lisu use to blow bits
of grass or straw off paddy grains
when they have been separated
from the chaff.
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Iminae
Kho Kler
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Crafts in rice farmers’ rituals
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All ethnic groups have an intimate
relationship with rice, the food that
sustains their existence, so worship
of it and the rituals related to it
remain of paramount importance
to them, who have practised them
since times out of mind. The Karen,
for example, still hold rituals to
worship the mother goddess of rice
and rice-planting ceremonies so that
their crops are protected and thus
plentiful.

Worship of Mae Pho-sop is an
important annual ritual performed
by the Karen generation after
generation to propitiate the mother
goddess of grain and hopefully
ensure a rewarding crop. Various
implements are prepared to use
during the ceremony, including woven
handicrafts such as Tat Toe Mawh,
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bamboo wickerwork looking like
a wooden house with four sides
and a staircase for Mae Pho-sop
to inhabit. Ta’awh Ki is made of
bamboo split four ways in length;
the lengths of bamboo are stuck
into the ground in the four directions.
Ta KhaKeh is also made of bamboo
shaped like takraw as a set of
symbolic “arrows” or weapons used
to destroy pests that come and harm
the crops. Their installation is the
last step completing the ritual.
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Wﬁmf’ruilfwsz UANUNUIY
LW@Umzlm\me; vy

Tat Hseh — a woven bamboo
item used in the worship of
Mae Pho-sop to drive away
the bad spirits.
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The Karen’s planting ceremony for
the rice mother takes place when
the seedlings are starting to grow.
Legend has it that the rice mother
was sent from heaven to earth to
inspire the cultivation of rice for the
people to eat. So in order to show
respect to the rice mother and tell
her that the time for replanting has
come, the owner of a paddy field
will select seven perfect seedlings
and plant them separately, taking
Talaeo Haam and sticking them in
the soil where the seedlings are to
be planted, at the four corners of
the field, to show the limits of the
field and in the belief that this will
prevent animals from eating the
paddy. Apart from this, when it is
time to harvest, the paddy field
owner will have a ceremony to pay
homage to the rice mother and to
collect the seven plants of the
previous ritual he will keep in the
barn for good luck. Those “dissuasive™
Talaeo are thus wickerwork used
as ritualistic symbols by the Karen
in their communion with rice since
ancestral times.

ALUNAINY
Talaeo Haam
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In the daily life of the various ethnic
groups there are still plenty of tools
and utensils that are handicrafts
linked to the culture of rice.

Naw Hpawh Bue and Naw Thi are
the names the Karen give to the
tools they use to beat paddy in
order to separate grain and chaff.
Naw Thi is used to gather the
paddy into sheaves before beating
them on the Naw Hpawh Bue, a
kind of openwork block. These two
examples of local traditional
wisdom reflect a spirit of self-reliance
and of learning to live in the ways
of nature.
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ABLID NIONTEYY
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Daw mer — a Karen
version of Krabung

Daw Mer is a wicker basket woven
from bamboo threads and shaped
like central region’s Krabung basket.
The Karen use Daw mer as an

instrument to measure rice grains.

Wickerwork with basket characteristics
are handicrafts used by almost all
ethnic groups, even if often under
different names proper to each group.
For example, the wicker trays the
Karen call Kaw Lae and use to
thresh or winnow rice or use to filter
unnecessary contaminants from
their yield. They are skilfully woven
with hidden symbols of a whole
philosophy of life. The side facing
up when the tray is used shows
patterns woven in double lines,
meaning being alive and living as a
couple to help each other as equals
without taking advantage of each
other. On the opposite side, the
patterns use single lines, signifying
death. In another context, Kaw
Lae have thus come to
be used in funerals.
They are placed
face down beside

the body.

NOUNAATUNAY
Bottom side of Kaw Lae
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Zu, the Hmong
bamboo-woven rice pot
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The wickerwork the Hpe Kue is a

rice-winnowing tray. The smaller
grains fall down the holes while the
tray is turned clockwise or
counterclockwise.

The identities of the various ethnic

groups differ and so do their ways
of life, and this is reflected in their
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handicrafts. For example, Swa’zi,
a device the Hmong use to strain
rice grains washed before they are
steamed. It is tightly woven in an
oval shape, and is somewhat
similar to the bamboo strainer
of the central region; or Zu, the
bamboo-woven rice pot Hmong
families with dozens of members
use to cook rice. The way it is woven
is specific to the Hmong and attests
to their skill in combining beautiful
design and fair usage. They take
smooth flat strips of bamboo to use
inside and others to weave the
outside and begin by weaving the
outside, then the smooth bamboo
strips are assembled inside. This
kind of sophisticated wickerwork
has become rare these days.

Many ethnic groups consume
glutinous rice as Isan people do, so
they have containers for steamed
rice similar to the kratip of Isan,
for instance the sticky rice holder
made of plaited bamboo the
Karen call Mei Der and the Akha
call Haw Kong.
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Mei Der — a Karen rice box
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The equipment for feeding of the various

ethnic groups is a variety of handicrafts of
the rice culture that reflect clearly the ways
of life and origins of each group; for example,
the Yao, originally from China, consume plain
rice using porcelain bowls and chopsticks as
do the Chinese, but unlike the other ethnic
groups here, who are partial to sticky rice
and thus use kratib.

Mi zu’ is the name of the food tray used
by the Lisu, fairly similar to the northern
khan tok. The Hmong too have a food tray
made of rattan resembling khan tok with
a tall bamboo base and a similar name;
they use it together with low, round rattan
chairs called Taw Nyaw or Ki Teng with
seven bamboo legs.

LZ‘J@ULZV W?@‘UZJTEW‘IJ@\JZ/H’H)’?@ Yo
Soe Bi Lei — a Karen version of Khan Tok
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Handicrafts in the rice culture: going inter

The rice culture has long been tied to the
Thai people’s lifestyle. On the historic trail
of this nation there has been a gradual
development of handicrafts for usefulness
in the daily life of the people of each era
and their modification to conform to
social norms and the environment as they
have changed over time.

It is said that the development of Thai
handicrafts has always walked abreast
of the evolution of rice handling. However,
many crafts have been lost along the way
as they became useless, and thus ceased
to be produced. Likewise, many kinds of
crafts have disappeared as environmental
changes have made once abundant
natural materials scarce or even extinct,
whereas many others continue to be
available to homes and communities,
no matter how much time has gone by.
Besides, craft formats have been modified
to make them more beautiful, more diverse
or more sophisticated to maximise their
utility and better reflect people’s lifestyles.
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The new wave of mats and

various contemporary items made of Krajood
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Woven boxes inspired

by forms and shapes unique
to tribal wisdom.

143

From a simple life to a life of luxury, folk
crafts that once looked rough-and-ready
have been developed into exquisitely
elaborate handiworks, sometimes used
as elements of creative home decoration,
oras away to top up industrial production
to answer the faster pace of life. These
crafts can meet the needs of today’s
lifestyles.

Innovation has changed the world called
‘internet’ so that these days international
consumers are becoming increasingly
familiar with handicrafts and contemporary
products inspired by handmade works
of yore. Packaging designs telling the
stories behind the creativity of farmers’
livelihoods and of the Thai ways are
widely accepted and gradually spreading,
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Lower left and top right: Kratip in

the forms of lamp and loudspeaker.

A19927 ,
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Bottom right: Huad that can be used

in conventional electric rice cooker.
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Woven tissue box.

especially for those handicrafts that come
from specific sources or are unique to a
given areaq, as these items fetch higher
prices given their rarity. All of this indicates
that the ways of rice are another answer
or another important opportunity to
present handicrafts in terms of lifestyle
products that can find markets and meet

consumer demands on every continent.

Rice and the rice culture are Thailand’s
pride and national identity like no other
in the world. The rice culture permeates
every piece of handicraft used in growing
rice and in daily life. Patterns and shapes
of handicrafts tell of their sources and
reflect the abundance and wealth of the
land and its culture.
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The rice culture handicrafts presented in
this book have been farmers’ tools and
objects of daily use for the Thai people
at large for along time. Stories about rice
in a way which is unique to them add
charm to the relevant crafts, and add
value to products created by further
development of handmade utensils of the

traditional rice culture.

Today, Thai designers, especially the new
generation, have undertaken to tap and
top up the lore and create contemporary
works attuned to current lifestyles, and
they have been able to find markets
abroad, which proves that rice and the
rice culture are another answer to taking
Thai handicrafts to the international level.
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