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Abstract

This research project aims to study the context of Maha Jataka Festival in the
northern part of Thailand known as Lanna cultural area and to analyze its chanting
melodies. The scope of the study focuses on the west Lanna cultural area including
Chiengmai, Chiengrai, Lampang, and Lampoon. By employing qualitative research
methodology, | conducted fieldwork between 2009 - 2013, observing two Maha Jataka
festivals, and interviewing eleven chanting priests in Lanna.

The Maha Jataka Festival in Lanna is knows as Dang Dham Laung festival. Itis
annually held from the first month until the fourth month. The chanting in this festival
transmits the story of the Lord Buddha'’s last life and his ten Parami. It remains one of the
most popular activities in that Theravada Buddhists in Lanna believe that the experience
of attending the Maha Jataka preaching would lead listeners to appreciate the Lord
Buddha'’s teachings and liberating oneself from sufferings as a primary objective of the
festive convention. In addition, it also strengthens the community’s morale and spirit.
The Maha Jataka Festival in Lanna is unique in that it incorporates the Suebchata ritual
as part of the festival. It is therefore two categories of Lanna Maha Jataka Festival can
be inferred: (1) annual Maha Jataka festival, and (2) Suebchata Maha Jataka Festival.

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

pitch referencing, and classifications of male priests’ vocal quality.
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