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Abstract ����
 �
              This research aimed to : 1) examine the traditions and identities of the Kula 
ethnic group in Northeast Thailand;  
2) explore guidelines for conservation, revitalization, and development of the 
traditions of the Kula ethnic group in Northeast Thailand. Data were collected from 
various villages in Northeast region of Thailand that Kula ethnic people had been 
found, especially at Ban Non Yai village in Ubon Ratchathani province, between 
April 2006 and September 2007 by using qualitative research methodology.  The 
findings of the research were as follow:�
              On Traditions and Identities. Kula people strongly believed in Buddhism and 
animism. Their appearances are tall with white-brown complexion. Their bodies were 
marked with tattoo designs, such as tiger, dragon,or lizard. Their original homelands 
were in Northern Myanmar and Northern Thailand. They were adventuring  sale-
men,  wandering through mainland Southeast Asia during 19th and early 
20th  centuries. They traveled on elephants, horses, oxcarts, and on foot, selling cloths, 
jewelries, cattle, and other household utilities.�
              Many of Kula people (mostly men) were married to local women .and settled 
down in various villages. The largest numbers of Kula merchants  had settle down at 
Ban Non Yai Village. These Kula people had brought with them their Kulas 
traditions---their beliefs, and their ways of life, including arts and music, Buddhist 
palm-leave manuscripts, building their own temple, their own musical instruments, 
songs and dances.�
              On Guidelines for Conservation, Revitalization and Development of the 
Kulas Traditions. The off-springs of Kula at Ban Non Yai have been actively 
preserved and conserved their traditions, especially the Twelve Traditions or monthly 
festivals. Mongsoeng music and dances always celebrated the occasions.  Mongsoeng, 
meaning gong ensemble, consists of bossed gongs of various sizes, large, medium, 
and small, of 7, 9, or 11 in numbers, plus cymbals and drums. Various rhythmic 
patterns were performed to accompany  various types of dances, including fighting 
dances, dances to show off their magic power, and elegant dance.�
              Because of the impacts of globalization and materialism, many of Kula 
traditions have been gradually disappeared. The people of the whole community are 
trying to find the ways to conserve their traditions for younger generation. They are 
planning to build a Kula Museum or Center for Kula Studies at Ban Non Yai and to 
establish Ban Non Yai Village as a Kula Cultural Village. This plan will be certainly 
successful since this village has many eco-cultural attractions. These are gigantic 
trees; Kulas temple; Kulas cemetery; old village site, historical ites; archeological 
sites; goldsmiths; Kula traditional food; Kula weapons; Kula utensils; Kula clothing, 
and Kula mythologies. Process of conservation, revitalization, and development has to 
be initiated  and continued by the people within the community and getting supports 
from outsiders, including fund-raising to support the project.�
 �
Keywords:  Kula Ethnic Group, Kula Minority, Thailand, Northeast Thailand, Kula 
Tradition, Kula Music, Mongsoeng and Dance.�
�



 5

�
  

1. Introduction. 
 
            Who was kula? To the people of  Northeast Thailand, Kula was an ethnic 
group wandered through Northeast region of Thailand as well as in Laos and 
Kampuchea. Written records on Kula people are very rare. However, there is one 
thing that most Thai people know and remember about Kula people. That is the name 
of  vast dry land without trees and villages, covering five provinces. This field is 
called  thung kula ronghai, meaning “kula’s crying field.” The agrument on “who is 
kula,” is still unsettled yet. One believed that “kula” derived from “Bangladesh” or 
“Bangla,” the people from Bangladesh.(Phumisak: “Kula”, in Wongthet (editor). 
Tung Kula, Salt Kingdom, 2002.)  One said that “kula” was a Burmese word, meaning 
“guest” or “visitor.” Someone claimed that “kula” meant unskilled labours, deriving 
from Indian term, kulee or kula. Since all kula men of the first generation, who came 
and married to local women in Northeast Thailand died long time ago, only a small 
numbers of their sons/daugthers still live. Most kula’s indentities had been assimilated 
into the main stream of the culture. It is hard to find genuine kula’s culture. However, 
we can find traces of kula’s identities in few communities that used to be home 
villages of kula people in the past. These include: household utensils, such as betel 
tray, betel tools, tobacco box, jewelry box, rice box, weighing scale, knife, sword, and 
musical instruments. In terms of traditions and beliefs, some villages are still 
practicing, such as bun khao sak festival (a festival to offer food and other necessity to 
ancestral spirits.) 
               Where did the kula come from?   Little is known about the provenance of 
kula people. Because kula did not like to talk about their home lands to their off-
springs or their neighbors. Neither they returned to their home lands for visits. 
However, few of them said that they either came from Mawlameyine(Mon State) in 
Myanmar or from Northern Thailand.(Saensuk: 2004, 19) 
 
2. Research Methodology. 
     ����������	
���	��� �The research areaa included: 1) Ban Non Yai, Ubon Ratchathanee 
province; 2) Ban Bueng Kae, Yasothon province; 3) Ban Fang,  
Roi Et province; 4) Ban Kutwa, Kalasin province; and 5) Ban Khum Khi Yang, 
Kalasain province. Since most kula’s traditions and beliefs had been already 
assimilated to the mainstream culture. Few kula villages were able to maintain their 
traditions. Only one kula viallage, Ban Non Yai village in Ubon Ratchathani province 
still kept their kula traditions than other kula villages. This village still maintained 
many kula traditions and beliefs, such as festivals, food, handicrafts, goldsmith, 
environment, ceremonies, and mongsoeng music and dance. Therefore, Ban Non Yai 
village was the emphasizing area of the study. 
     2.2  Research Method.  Using interdisciplinary approach, including anthropology 
and biology, after Wanna Panmunin’s dissertation, 1988, “Effectiveness of the Thai 
Government Policy on Rural Community Development: A Critical Appraisal..” 
(Panmunin: 1988), and Seri Phongphit. “Phum Panya Chaoban kap Kan Phatthana 
Chonnabot (Folk Wisdom and Rural Development” (Phongphit: 1983.) Data were 
collected from documents as well as from key-informants and Kula’s descendants.in 
Kula communities. 
     2.3.  Data Analysis.  Data were analyzed by using Jane Ritchie’s approach in her 
article, “Carrying out Qualitative Analysis,”  discussing on : data management, 
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descriptive data, explanatory accounts, and group-data analysis. (Ritchie. 2003: 219-
262) 
 
 
3. Results of the Study  
      
    3.1 Kula People. 
 
      The physical appearances of kula ethnic group were tall and white-brown 
comlexion. The photographs of some kula people are shown below: 
 

   
Kula of first generation Kula’s Cemetery Kula of first generation 

 
 

 

Kula of the second 
generation 

Bronze Water Container Kula of the second 
generation 

 

 

 

 
AKula woman of Second  
Generation 

 Kula women of Second  
Generation 

 

 

 

 
AKula man of Second 
Generation  

 A Kula man of Second  
Generation 
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     3.2 Kula’s Arts. Kula’s arts were found in many forms, mostly made of bronze, 
marble, and wood. They included: weigh scale, betel tools, betel tray, lamp, jewelry 
box, tobacco box, ear rings, necklace, as shown below: 
 

 

  

Bronze Buddha Image 
 

Marble Buddha Image A Sacred object in a tray 
(Young deer’s horns) 

 

   
Kula’s Swords Kula Cooking Bowl Kula Tobacco Boxes 
 

   
Betel Tools Bronze Bowls Jewelry Box 

 

 

 

 

Weigh Scale Case Weigh Scale Jewelry Box 
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Betel Tray  Betel Tray 

 

 

 

 
Rice Basket  Rice Basket 

 
 
     3.3 Kula’s Rituals and Beliefs 
 

Village Name Sign Monks’ Lunch Temple Gate 
 

Ban Non Yai School Laypersons are praying Village Spirit’s House 
 

Head Chopping Site Elephant’s Lake Largest and Oldest Tree 
 
 
 
 



 9

3.4 Mongsoeng Music and Dance.            
 
              Among all traditions and beliefs of kula people, their music was very 
interesting in many aspects. The musical ensemble, called mong soeng, consisted of 
many bossed gongs of various sizes,a two-headed drum, large hand-cymbals, medium 
hand-cymbals, and hne oboe, as the pictures shown below: 
 

   

Hne Oboe Gangsadan Bronze Bell A Set of Small Gongs 
 

Big Gong Big Gong Big Gong 
 

A set of cowbells Big Cymbals Big and Small Cymbals 
   

 

 

 
Cymbals and Drum  Two-headed Drum 
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A Set of Mongsoeng Ensemble at Ban Non Yai 

 
              Mongsoeng ensemble can be used for procession as well as for dance 
accompaniment, solo dance or group dance. 
 
 

 

 
 

A Kangsadan bell at Ban Non Yai 
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Kangsadan beaters 
 
 

 
 

A bronze bell at a temple in Hue, having a similar shape as kula kangsadan bell. 
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A Vietnamese bronze bell with groups of stars design  
 
 

 
 

In Myanmar, a mongsoeng gong frame (maung saing) 
 is a part of hsaing waing ensemble. 
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A Mong Soeng Gong Set in Sipsong Panna 

 

 
A Mongsoeng ensemble in Sippsong Panna 

 

 
Mongsoeng ensemble at ban Non Yai 
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The Mongsoeng dance troupe at Ban Non Yai 

 
4. Discussion. 
In the past the mongsoeng ensemble might also include a hne oboe, because 

there was still a hne oboe at the temple museum at Ban Non Kao, as shown below.  
 

 
A hne oboe at the temple museum 
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Hne oboe of Myanmar 
 

 
 

Maung Saing Gong Frame of Myanmar 
 
Besides, in Pailin, Cambodia, the mongsoeng ensemble of the kula ethnic 

group, there, had also included the hne oboe in the ensemble. One of the most popular 
among the traditional dances of kula people must be the peacock dance, since it was 
found in Cambodia,and in Sippsong Panna, as shown below.  
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Peacock dance of the kula ethnic group in Cambodia 

 

 
Peacock dance of Banarasi troupe,Sippsong, Panna 

 
The research on culture of kula ethnic group in Myanmar is still waiting to be 

conducted.  
 
5. Conclusion. 
 
         On Traditions and Identities. Kula people strongly believed in Buddhism and 
animism. Their appearances are tall with white-brown complexion. Their bodies were 
marked with tattoo designs, such as tiger, dragon, or lizard. Their original homelands 
were in Northern Myanmar and Northern Thailand. They were adventuring  sale-men  
wandering through mainland Southeast Asia during 19th and early 20th  centuries. 
They traveled on elephants, horses, oxcarts, and on foot, selling cloths, jewelries, 
cattle, and other household utilities.  
              Many of Kula people of the first generation (mostly men) were married to 
local women .and settled down in various villages. The largest numbers of Kula 
merchants  had settle down at Ban Non Yai Village. These Kula people had brought 
with them their Kula’s traditions---their beliefs, and their ways of life, including arts 
and music, Buddhist palm-leave manuscripts, building their own temple, their own 
musical instruments, songs and dances. 
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              On Guidelines for Conservation, Revitalization and Development of the 
Kula’s Traditions. The descendants of Kula at Ban Non Yai have been actively 
preserved and conserved their traditions, especially the Twelve Traditions or monthly 
festivals. Mongsoeng music and dances always celebrated the occasions.  mongsoeng, 
meaning “gong ensemble”, consists of bossed gongs of different sizes, large, medium, 
and small, of 7, 9, or 11 in numbers, plus cymbals and drums. Various rhythmic 
patterns were performed to accompany  various types of dances, including fighting 
dances, and dances to show off their magic power, the ones that hold magic power or 
mantras cannot be harmed by any weapons---neither knifes, guns, or swords. 
            In the past, the mongsoeng ensemble might also include a hne oboe, because 
there was still a hne oboe at the temple museum at Ban Non Kao.  
Besides, in Pailin, Cambodia, the mongsoeng ensemble of the kula ethnic group there 
had also included the hne oboe in the ensemble 
              Due to the impacts of globalization and materialism, many  
of Kula traditions have been gradually disappeared. The people of the whole 
community are trying to find the ways to conserve their traditions for younger 
generations.  
            Since music and dance are parts of the whole culture, conserving music and 
dances have to be done within the cultural frame. Therefore many aspects of the 
culture must going together.The people at Ban Non Yai are planning to build a Kula 
Museum or Center for Kula Studies at Ban Non Yai and to establish Ban Non Yai 
Village as a Kula Cultural Village. This plan will be certainly successful since these 
efforts were initiated and ran by members of the community themselves, using and 
applying their traditional wisdom in development process. This method was done in 
accordance with “the rural development through folk wisdom”, held by Prof. Seri 
Phongphit in his research work. (Phongphit: 1983.)  
              Besides, Ban Non Yai has many supportive factors, especially, eco-cultural 
attractions. These are gigantic trees; Kula’s temple; Kula’s cemetery; Old Village 
Site, Historical Sites; Archeological Sites; Goldsmiths; Kula Food; Kula Weapons; 
Kula Utensils; Kula Clothing, and Kula Mythologies. Process of conservation, 
revitalization, and development has to be initiated and continued by the people within 
the community and getting supports from outsiders, including fund-raising for the 
project. 
         The key persons in the community were The Venerable Phrakhru Srivannakhun, 
the highly respected monk, and Mr. Khambai Khrueasing, the most knowledgeable on 
kula culture.  

 
 

The Most Respected Monk at Ban Non Yai 
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A kula village scholar at Ban Non Yai 
 
With their leaderships, the conservation, revitalization, and development of 
mongsoeng music and dance, as well as the kula culture as a whole, would be 
successful.  
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