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LAO FUNERAL TEXTILES AND THE JOURNEY TO HEAVEN
by �llison �anks &indly

Weoples of dai background have lived in the mountain folds of 
northeastern >aos for centuries. thile their religious tradiƟons 
reŇect dherv�da �uddhism, the dai of the region have historically 
derived their ǁell being in the ǁorld from shamanic pracƟces. dhe 
ritual agents of shamanism help alleviate the diĸculƟes of sick-
ness and death ǁith healing and funeral rituals. dhe original hea-
ling shaman is said to have been a female ;mae motͿ ǁho helped 
establish her brother as a healer ;maǁ monͿ at the beginning of 
Ɵme ;&ig ϭͿ.

&emale healers are said to be more poǁerful than male because, instead of using aggressive displays of poǁ-
er, the female has a ͞sǁeet tongue.͟  ,er soŌ, persuasive approach ensures the banishing of negaƟve forces 
and the enƟcing of posiƟve ones into the community. /n spite of the fact that noǁadays there are more male 
healers than female, the dai of northeastern >aos believe that tapping the ritual poǁers of both male and 
female together is the most successful ǁay to respond to suīering.

�eath aīords the most poǁerful eǆperience of suīering and, to ease its trauma, people turn to a colleague 
of the healer, the maǁ pii or funeral shaman. Unlike the eǆperience of sickness that can be reversed by he-
alers, death s͛ poǁer is so strong only a special male pracƟƟoner can respond ʹ by installing the deceased 
spirit ;piiͿ in a heavenly village.

&ig ϭ
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&ig. Ϯ shoǁs the maǁ pii dong Wet staring doǁn evil spirits 
ǁho threaten the poǁer ;and lifeͿ of the funeral shaman. 
,is fan is enlivened ǁith magic and, during the ritual, he 
ǁill stomp his feet, shout aggressively at evil spirits, sur-
round himself ǁith a protecƟve ǁall of poǁer, and control 
the spirits by forceful movements of his fan.

�oth types of shamans transform the traumaƟc situaƟons they respond to by going on a ritual ũourney, 
oŌen symboliǌed by the bird ;&ig. ϯͿ.

&ig Ϯ

&ig ϯ
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dhe healing shaman ͞travels͟ to a far distant, oŌen ͞risky,͟  spot ʹ e.g., the ǁoods or the other side of the 
mountain ʹ to recover a lost soul taken, or ǁandered aǁay, from the sick person. dhe recovery of this soul 
;kǁanͿ, one of a group housed in the body, re-completes the collecƟon of kǁan and renders the sick person 
healthy again.

dhe ũourney of the funeral shaman, hoǁever, goes over greater distance, takes a longer Ɵme, and is far more 
dangerous. �t the Ɵme of death, chaos ensues: the fabric of the community is noǁ ripped apart, and the 
deceased s͛ collecƟon of kǁan become un-ũoined. dhe funeral ritual serves both to integrate the community 
together again, and to establish some of the kǁan in the house as domesƟc spirits ; piiͿ, in the cemetery as 
spirits ;piiͿ of the past lineage, and in the heavenly village as spirits ;piiͿ of the future lineage.

dhe funeral shaman s͛ ũourney is to ;ϭͿ collect those kǁan going to heaven, ;ϮͿ

bring them to the deceased s͛ house to be fed and entertained, and ;ϯͿ guide them on the ũourney across the 
earth, through the atmosphere, and across the heavenly landscape to the lineage village. dhe ũourney begins 
in the deceased s͛ home, moves along northeastern >ao Zoutes ϭϯ, ϳ, ϲ and ϲ� ;&ig. ϰͿ then goes by boat 
along a river unƟl it gets to a designated spot and from here proceeds up an ͞air road͟ to heaven.

&ig ϰ
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Knce in heaven, it moves through various areas, hard and easy to traverse, unƟl the entourage stops at the 
lineage village, ǁhere permission is sought and given for the neǁ ancestral spirit to enter and live. dhis ũour-
ney accomplishes the transformaƟon of the main kǁan of the person into an ancestral spirit ;piiͿ.

do make the funeral ǁork in separaƟng the dead from the living and restoring the living community, there 
must be teǆƟles in use. Special cloths are made, using disconƟnuous supplementary ǁeŌ ;chokͿ techniƋue, 
ǁhose designs reŇect ǁhat s͛ happening at the funeral ritual and give guidance to the process. do announce a 
death, a pole is set outside the deceased s͛ house and hung ǁith a banner beloǁ a ǁooden bird ;tungͿ ;&igs. 
ϱ, ϲͿ. Krdinarily, shamanic banners are heavily imbued ǁith Įgures of animals, plants, and humans, but some 
groups like the dai �aeng, ǁeave banners ǁith thin stripes. Eo one knoǁs ǁhat the ancestral pii look like, 
though they probably resemble the deceased. Dost Įgures in funeral banners represent the shaman but 
some, like the ͞humans͟ in &ig. ϱ bottom fold right, may ǁell be pii. Krdinarily, hoǁever, ǁithout ͞canonical͟ 
Įgural representaƟons of pii, ǁeavers render the ancestors freely and creaƟvely.

&ig ϱ

&ig ϲ
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&uneral clothing eǆpresses the eǆperience of death. dhe style of the tube skirt in &ig. ϳ speciĮcally designates 
a funeral sin, as it s͛ an ͞upside-doǁn͟ rendering of images, marking the turbulence and disorder of death in 
a community. �gain, in &ig. ϴ, the body of the tube skirt shoǁs roof designs of burial houses in the cemetery, 
and &ig. ϵ shoǁs a funeral coat ǁorn by a daughter-in-laǁ at her mother-in-laǁ s͛ funeral. dhe surface of this 
coat has alternaƟng secƟons of plain and chok material, and its piecing is signiĮcant because it parallels the 
use of rag strips on the rattle cloth ;&ig. ϭͿ and hat of healing shamans ;&ig. ϭϬͿ. ,ere ͞torn͟ pieces of cloth 
suggest the confusion and disƋuiet of sickness, much like the ͞upside-doǁn͟ rendering of images on funeral 
tube-skirts.
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dhe poǁer of the funeral ritual is acƟvated by a trained maǁ pii ;or maǁ dtaiͿ going into trance, using his bre-
ath to facilitate the ritual, and controlling his oǁn spirits as they operate from ǁithin his mind. �oth healing 
and funeral shamans have tǁo spirits: an altar spirit ǁho lives on an altar near the shaman s͛ bed, and a ritual 
poǁer spirit ǁho resides in special levels of heaven. dhe tǁo are parƟcular to the individual shaman and have 
to be honored freƋuently so they ǁill conƟnue serving him. �t the beginning of the ritual, the altar spirit visits 
the heavenly spirit and brings it to earth. dogether ǁith the altar and its implements, the shaman s͛ training 
and breath control, and the use of sacred cloth, the shaman s͛ tǁo spirits make the ritual ͞performaƟve.͟

Central to the performaƟve poǁer of the ritual are mon-infused teǆƟles. then properly displayed, ͞magic͟ 
altar cloths, coĸn covers, and banners are transformaƟve: transformaƟve because they carry representaƟ-
onal Įgures, and poǁerful because these Įgures emerge from the imaginaƟons of ǁeavers. tomen knoǁ 
ǁhat to ǁeave because they sit at rituals ;&ig. ϭϭͿ and listen to narraƟves of the ũourney, and then ǁeave 
ǁhat the shamans describe. dhus, a canon emerges of images that can ͞do͟ things in the ritual.
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dhe funeral ũourney begins ǁith a death. dhe shaman, oŌen in a ,aǁaiian shirt ;&ig. ϭϮͿ gathers the souls of 
the deceased at the latter s͛ home and, in trance, prepares for their dispersal. Knce the deceased s͛ kǁan have 
arrived, the shaman ǁears a green silk coat ;&ig. ϭϯͿ and invites the deceased to enũoy food and entertain-
ment. then the shaman ;e.g., his ritual poǁer spiritͿ is ready to guide the deceased to heaven, he ǁears a 
red silk coat and then adds a band of ǁhite ritual cloth around his ǁaist and head ;&ig. ϭϰ, ϭϱͿ ʹ to signify the 
͞bird-ness͟ of the shaman s͛ ũourney. then the ũourney becomes diĸcult, the shaman ǁill put on an eǆtra 
poǁer skirt ;&ig. ϭϲͿ and use his sǁord to repel dangerous beings.
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dhe designs on the teǆƟles mark the ũourney. &or traveling, the deceased is accompanied by ancestors ǁho 
come doǁn from heaven to form the funeral entourage. dhe designs in funeral cloths focus primarily on 
vehicles for the ũourney. � bird for traveling the ͞air road͟ can be bought by the deceased s͛ relaƟves if they 
are ǁealthy, otherǁise the entourage must ǁalk ;&ig. ϭϳͿ. sehicles for the shaman, ǁho alǁays rides, inclu-
de the luang, a t-shaped serpent ǁith tǁo sƋuare heads and, more commonly, the elephant. �oth &igs. ϭϳ 
and ϭϴ are from a funeral banner and shoǁ the speciĮc kind of elephant needed: one ǁith claǁed bird feet, 
indicaƟng he is able to Ňy, perhaps ǁith ǁings. �n elephant ǁith Ňat lion feet, standing Įrmly on the ground, 
is used ǁhen protecƟon is needed, as in the door curtain of &ig. ϭϵ. &igs. ϮϬ and Ϯϭ shoǁ the altar cloth of 
the funeral shaman <amaa: here bird-footed elephants carry the shaman, and a boat appears to take the 
entourage on a river before ͞liŌ-oī͟ through the air to heaven. &inally, in heaven, the entourage ǁill traverse 
a place of ǁild animals and, for its protecƟon, a special funeral cloth ;&ig. ϮϮͿ is laid out. dhis is a relaƟvely 
neǁ style of teǆƟle and the animals on it reŇect a more usual, current, version, one made of paper cutouts 
on red velvet cloth ;&ig. ϮϯͿ.
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dhus, funeral teǆƟles, ǁith proper designs, fully imbued ǁith mon magic, used by trained shamans ǁho chant 
ǁords of the narraƟve ũourney ǁill transform: that is, they ǁill restore the rupture in the community and 
make sure the deceased is established in his heavenly village.

Ύ�ll research for this essay took place during annual research stays ;ϮϬϬϲ-ϮϬϬϭϯͿ in Sam Euea, Sam dai, 
Duang saen, and �an ,at San areas in ,ua Whan province and in the urban villages outside of sienƟane, 
>aos. dhe teǆƟles discussed here come from these areas, and the people intervieǁed from these areas con-
sistently self-idenƟĮed as being of dai �aeng background. Weter thittlesey served as my guide and his ǁife 
�ai Sayouvin thittlesey, of dai �aeng heritage, ǁas my translator. / am immensely grateful to both of them, 
and to the ǁeavers and shamans ǁho spent long hours going over the details of their tradiƟons. &unding for 
this research came primarily from drinity College, ,arƞord, ConnecƟcut.
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