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Songkran Festival is a celebration of Thai traditional new year of the Thai people,
especially of the northern or Lanna Thai. It is a tradition shared by the Buddhists in Myanmar,
Laos, Dehong and Xishuangpanna Autonomous Prefectures of the Yunnan province in the
southern part of the People’s Republic of China. The origin of Songkran is widely told in the lands
where Songkran tradition is heartily celebrated. Differing in minute details,these legends are
similar in the main contents. It is possible that these legends and the Songkran festival itself
have the Mon provenance and in later years are passed on as cultural heritage of the Buddhists
of Southeast Asia and Southern China. Songkran celebration is an occasion for showing
gratitude to the elderly benefactors, purification of body and soul and expressing well wishing
to one another. Water in Songkran festival represents coolness, cleanliness, freshness, and
vitality. The overall meaning tends to be an expection for fertility and an expression of good
will among people. Most of the countries in Southeast Asia now have set the date of the
beginning of the new year on the first of January to conform with international reckoning. This
practice has allowed cultural amnesia to set in on new generations, young people of today, who
tend to remember Songkran festival as a time for frolic and merrymaking with little thought or
reflection on the essence.
Songkran is a festival associated with the arrival of the New Year in Thailand, which is
celebrated in the month of April. Even though Thailand has adopted the international practice
of celebrating the New Year on January 1st since 1939, the Songkran festival has remained an
important occasion for celebration for the Thai people to this day. Beside Thailand, other
countries in the Southeast Asian region, such as Cambodia, Myanmar, and Laos, also celebrate
Songkran. Songkran is also an important annual festivity celebrated among the Tai groups in
the Dehong and Xishuangpanna Autonomous Prefectures in the Yunnan province of the People’s
Republic of China.

This article aims to study the
relationship between the myths and
rituals of Songkran festival and the
changes in Songkran rituals in today’s society.
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Later Songkran’s mother became a
rich vendor and her son grew up to
be a powerful man endowed with
supernatural powers that even all
the ogres were in awe of him. Even
the God Indra could not win a
fight with Songkran so he gave his
daughter’s hand in marriage to him.
Songkran had eight children, one
boy and seven girls. Many people
feared him. Later Songkran decided
that he would usurp Indra’s power.
This antagonized Indra so much that
he asked his daughter to seek the
secret of Songkran’s power. Songkran
revealed that his power derived
from the fact that he had offered rice
to the Lord Buddha and recited the
mantra that the Lord Buddha taught
him and that he would only be
powerful during the morning. Indra’s
daughter passed on this vital information to her father. Indra came to
fight Songkran in the afternoon and
cut his head off. Since Songkran was
very powerful if his head was thrown
into the ocean, the water would dry
up for 12 years. If it was thrown into
the air, there would be droughts
for 12 years. Indra called upon
Songkran’s children telling them
to place his head on a tray and
keep it in a cave under Yukhantorn
Mountain. Each year Songkran’s
children would pour scented water
on his head to show their respect. To
this day, Mon people believe that
children must pay respect to their
parents by pouring water over them
and must bring food which consists
of peung Songkran or scented rice to
offer to the monks. This rice delicacy
is known to the Thais as khao chae.
Mon culture is quite influential
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in both Myanmar and Thailand because in the past the Mons belonged
to a Buddhist state with a very highly
developed literary tradition. It is,
therefore, possible that the Thais in
the central and northern regions as
well as the Burmese had adopted
Songkran myths and rituals from
the Mons and transmitted them to
the Cambodians, Laotians and Tai
groups in the People’s Republic of
China.

Songkran myths and
traditions
The various versions of Songkran myths mentioned above vary
in details to certain extents. However,
there are some corresponding main
themes identifiable among these
myths. These common themes are:
1. One principal male character’s head is cut off.
2. The severed head caused
danger and catastrophes of heat and
drought ensue. It could not be thrown
into the air or fall onto the ground
but had to be placed on a container
or held up by hand.
3. The keepers of the head are
normally female who took turns
looking after the head for one year.
The varying details are the
names of the person who had his head
cut off, the reasons for his head
being cut off, the status and numbers
of the females who carried the tray
containing the head.
When we try to decipher the
symbols that appear in these myths
the following explanations are
derived:
1. The severed head is a symbol
of the sun and drought because the
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sun brings both heat and drought.
Songkran festival is usually celebrated at the time when the weather
is the hottest of the year.
2. The water being poured over
the severed head is a symbol of
coolness, cleanliness and fertility.
3. The reason that women are
assigned the task of keeping the
head from falling to the earth is
because women are perceived as
the ones who give birth, perform
motherly function of raising and
protecting the children. Women are,
therefore, suitable for the roles of
protector, preventing the earth from
catastrophe.
4. The act of children pouring
water over the father’s head reflects
an important social value of piety or
gratitude of the children to their
parents in society.
Songkran myth is created to
explain the origins of the ritual
pouring of water and piety value.
The meanings of Songkran myth are
represented by three symbols.
The head represents heat and
drought.
Water represents fertility. In
agricultural societies, droughts are
threatening and water is extremely
important to people’s survival. Water
in Songkran festival represents
coolness, cleanliness, freshness, and
vitality. The overall meaning tends
to be an expectation for fertility and
an expression of good will among
people.
The act of children pouring
water over the father’s head
represents an act of piety toward
parents and people whom one owes
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Banyan tree for him. There were a
large flock of birds living in this
tree. Dharmakumarn grew up to be
very intelligent. He was able to
understand the Traipet Text from a
very early age. At seven years old he
could already give instructions on
how to perform meriteous rituals. He
was also able to understand the
language of the birds. At that time
men worshiped Thao Mahaprom.
One god by the name of Kabillaprom
came down to earth to pose a question
to Dharmakumarn. The question
was: “Where is the glory of men (sri)
located in the morning, during the
day and in the evening?” The agreement was that the loser would have
their head severed. Dharmakumarn
requested for a period of seven
days to solve the problem while
Kabillaprom returned to heaven. Six
days had passed and Dharmakumarn
still did not know the answer so he
went to contemplate it under a
Palmyra tree. There, Dharmakumarn
overheard the eagles saying to one
another that tomorrow they would
feast on his flesh because he would
not be able to solve the problem. The
female eagle asked her mate whether
he knew the answer. The male eagle
gave her the correct answer that the
sri was in a human being’s face in
the morning; that was why people
washed their faces with water. During
the day the sri would be at the chest
where humans put on perfume. And
in the evening the sri would shift
to the feet, that was why people
washed their feet in the evening.
Dharmakumarn learned the answer
and gave it to Kabillaprom when he
returned on the seventh day. Losing
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and was told that they have two
versions of the Songkran myth. One
version is the same as the one about
Dharmabarn and Kabillaprom that
appears on the stone tablet. Another
version is different and goes as
follows:
During the lifetime of the
Lord Buddha in his reincarnation
as Kakusontho, a woman became
pregnant but could not find herself a
husband. The woman was ashamed
and when she gave birth to a baby
boy on April 13 th she put him under a
Banyan tree and made a wish that a
rich family would adopt him. A cattle
herder of a rich man found the baby
and brought him to his employer. The
rich man raised the boy as his own
son until he reached seven years
of age. One day, while Kakusontho
Buddha was delivering a sermon the
mothers took their children to listen
to him. The woman who gave up her
child at birth saw them and remembered her own son. She cooked a
meal of rice specially prepared and
scented and decided to take her son
to attend the Buddha’s sermon. She
went back to the tree where she left
the baby and could not find it. She
later learned that he was with the
rich man so she went to his house.
Upon seeing the woman, the boy ran
to her even though he had never seen
her before. The woman revealed
herself as his mother and asked for
the rich man’s permission to take the
boy for an audience with the Lord
Buddha. The Buddha named this boy
Songkran and called the woman’s
specially prepared dish peung
Songkran. He taught the boy to
recite one mantra each morning.

There are different yet similar
versions in the oral tradition that
relates the origin of Songkran tradition in Thailand. A highly detailed
written version of the Songkran
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myth appears on a stone tablet in Wat
Phra Chettuphon Wimonmangklaram
in Bangkok. This stone tablet was
written in the reign of King Rama
III of the Chakri Dynasty. At his royal
behest, all kinds of information, for
example, samples of Thai poem, texts
on herbal medicine and different
myths were recorded on stone tablets.
This detailed Songkran myth was
written on a total of seven stone
tablets. A summary of the myth is as
follows:
Once upon a time, there was a
wealthy man whose residence was
located in close proximity to a heavy
drinker. The rich man was childless
while the drinker had two sons. One
day, the drinker went to the man’s
house and insulted him in coarse and
vulgar language. The rich man asked
the heavy drinker why he acted in this
manner. The latter replied that even
though the rich man was extremely
wealthy he was still inferior to him
because he was childless and all his
wealth would dissipate upon his
eventual death. Hearing this, the rich
man felt humiliated so he began
making sacrifices to the sun and the
moon Gods for a period of three years
begging for a son in return. But his
efforts were in vain. Then, on the
Maha Songkran day in April, he went
to a Banyan tree on a riverbank, made
food offerings to the tree god and
asked for a child. The tree god asked
Indra to grant the rich man his wish.
Indra sent Dharmabarn Devaputra
to be conceived in the womb of the
rich man’s wife. After 10 months a
son was born to them. He was named
Dharmakumarn. The parents built
a seven-storied mansion near the

345

Prakong Nimmanahaeminda

348

“Songkran” derives from a
Sanskrit word which means shift or
movement. It refers to the movement
of the sun from one position to
another in the zodiac. According to
its meaning in Sanskrit, a Songkran
thus occurs every month. However,
the period that Thai people refer to
as Songkran happens when the sun
moves from Pisces to Aries signs on
the zodiac. The correct name for this
period should actually be Maha
Songkran because it coincides with
a significant arrival of the New Year.
But the Thais have referred to this
period simply as Songkran for a very
long time. Songkran Festival is,
therefore, a celebration of the New
Year in accordance to the solar
calendar. The celebration covers a
period of three days: April 13th is
regarded as the Maha Songkran, the
day that the sun moves into the Aries
sign on the zodiac or the last day of
the old year. April 14th is called Wan
Nao, the day in-between the old and
the new year, and April 15th is called
Wan Thaloeng sok, the day of the
New Year itself.

Songkran Myths

Key words : Songkran Myth, Songkran Festival
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gratitude to.
Songkran festival is traditional
to an agricultural society. Among the
Thais of the central region there is
a tradition of a Songkran Festival
announcement, which reflects the
Thais’ beliefs in astrology. Nang
Songkran (Miss Songkran), the
daughters of Kabillaprom, is associated with divination rite about
the success of the annual crops and
the welfare of the country. In the
annual Songkran announcement, the
name of Nang Songkran is specified
together with details about her
clothing and the type of animal that
she rides or sleeps on. These details
represent astrological prediction of
the productivity or barrenness of
agricultural products as well as the
tranquility or turmoil of the country
each year.
Songkran festival places strong
emphasis on the importance of piety
and good will. It is the time of the
year when children remember their
deceased ancestors and pay respect
to the living ones through the ritual
pouring of water. The elders show
their good will by giving blessings
to the younger generation. Friends
pour water over and give blessings
to one another. As a festival in
Buddhist societies, Songkran is
usually celebrated in conjunction
with Buddhist activities of making
merit at the temple by performing a
bathing rite for the Buddha images.
This practice acts as a spiritual
cleansing to prepare people for the
coming New Year. At the same time,
Songkran is an opportunity for people
to enjoy themselves after harvesting
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time. In the old days, the activities
were more enjoyable and not as
aggressive as it has become nowadays.
There are four main activities
that the Thais practice during
Songkran festival which continue
from the past to present day.
1. The cleansing of impurity
and evil through the act of cleaning
houses, temples and public properties. In some regions ritual bathing
and hair washing are performed. The
monks are invited to perform a chant
to ward off evil and to give people
blessings that ensure prosperity.
2. Going to the temple to pay
respect to the triple gems (Phra
Rattanatrai) and to make merit for
deceased ancestors.
3. Paying respect to and asking
forgiveness from the elders or
persons whom one owes gratitude
to, such as the grandparents, parents,
and teachers. These acts are accompanied by an offering of flowers,
clothes and scented water. In some
regions, the children pour scented
water over the elders’ hands while in
other regions, the elders merely touch
the scented water with their hands
and run them over their hair.
4. Entertainment. People express their good will by giving
blessings and pouring water over one
another.

Changes
Thailand has adopted the
tradition of celebrating the New Year
on January 1st since 1939, the same
period as other Southeast Asian
countries. As time passes, the
tradition of New Year celebration on
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January 1st has become increasingly
more important. December 31st and
January 1st are now official holidays.
Shops enjoy a thriving business
selling New Year gifts and cards at
this time of the year. The original
meaning of Songkran has increasingly been overlooked and forgotten.
Because the new generation tends
to express their good will to one
another during the International
New Year, Songkran has now been
associated more and more mainly
with the fun and entertainment aspects. This trend has been endorsed
by the campaign to promote tourism
by organizing such entertainment
activities as the Nang Songkran
processions and contests. The
emphasis on merit making rituals,
paying respects to the elders, and
expressing loving kindness have been
diminished. Acts of aggression
related to Songkran, such as violent
water throwing and excessive alcohol
consumption which lead to fatal
accidents, have now become serious
problems in many societies where
Songkran festival is celebrated.
In the author’s opinion, there are
a number of measures that should
be taken to rectify the situation. For
example, there should be more active
public relations to educate people
and tourists about the true meaning
of and the appropriate behavior
during the Songkran festival. This
information should be disseminated
at a much earlier period and more
frequent intervals than what is being
done at present, about one or two
weeks before the festival. The true
message and meaning of Songkran
Festival should also be properly

instilled and transmitted to our subsequent generations.

Bangkok: Amarintra Printing Group,
1990.
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the contest, Kabillaprom summoned
his seven daughters and told them
that he would cut his head off for
Dharmakumarn. However, if his
head fell to earth, it would create an
inferno that would span the world. If
his head was thrown into the air, the
rains would halt resulting in a serious
drought. And if his head was dropped
into the ocean, all seawater would
dry up. To prevent these calamities
Kabillaprom told his daughters to
place his head on a pedestalled tray.
After Kabillaprom was decapitated,
the eldest daughter put it on a tray
and took it on a ritual procession
around the mythical Phra Sumeru
Mountain accompanied by the
attendant gods for a period of 60
minutes. Then Kabillaprom’s head
was kept in a stupa in Khanthathulee
Cave at Krailart Mountain. After a
total of 365 days, each of the seven
daughters would take turns bringing
his head out to make a ritual procession around Phra Sumeru and
returned it to Khanthathulee Cave at
Krailart Mountain. This has become
an annual ritual since then.
A number of different versions
of similar origin myths of Songkran
festival is found in Myanmar,
Cambodia, Laos and the Dehong
and Xishuangpanna Autonomous
Prefectures in Yunnan province of
the People’s Republic of China.
Variations of these versions are as
follows:
Songkran myths in Cambodia
and Laos are similar to the Thai
version with the key characters
having the same names.
The Burmese Songkran myth
goes as follows: A god by the name
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of Thagyarmin had an argument
with another god by the name of
Asiprom about the number of days
there were in a week. They had a bet
and agreed that the loser would have
his head severed. Thagyarmin won
the bet and cut off Asiprom’s head
with a lightning bolt. Thagyarmin
held the head with his hand so that
it would not fall to the ground.
However, Asiprom’s head was very
hot and only the gods could hold
it. Thagyarmin called upon seven
goddesses to take turns looking after
Asiprom’s head for one year each.
During Songkran the current keeper
of the head would cleanse it with
water before turning it over to the
next goddess.
The Songkran myth of the Tai
Lue people in the Xishuangpanna
Autonomous Prefecture in the
People’s Republic of China goes
as follows: An ogre abducted 11
beautiful peasant girls to be his
wives. All the wives loathed their
husband but did not know how to get
rid of him. Then, the ogre abducted
the 12 th wife who was very intelligent. She pretended to look after
him very well and questioned him
on the secret of his power and the
weapon that would kill him. The ogre
trusted her so much that he revealed
that he could only be killed by his
own hair. When the ogre had gone to
sleep the 12th wife pulled one strand
of his hair and strangled him with it
and his head fell off. All the wives
were overjoyed and decided to burn
his head but the fire spread everywhere. So they buried it in the ground
but it smelled so bad that they had to
throw it into water. But the water
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became boiling hot and overflowed.
It was only when the head was held
up by a hand that the fire stopped. To
prevent all these calamities, each of
the 12 wives had to take turns holding
the ogre’s head for one year. Each
time the head was given to the next
keeper it would be cleansed by water.
The Songkran myth of the Tai
people in the Dehong Autonomous
Prefecture of the People’s Republic
of China is similar to the Tai Lue
myth. The only difference is that
in the Dehong myth the ogre had
only 7 wives and the 7th wife
was the one who strangled him with
his hair. It was explained that the
reason for throwing water during
the Songkran festival is to clean the
bloodstains off the seven wives and
to express people’s gratitude to their
sacrifice to prevent the disasters
that would befall mankind. Another
version of the Dehong’s Songkran
myth took place at the time when the
earth had been newly created. Nine
gods flew from heaven to earth and
could not fly back. There were altogether five gods and four goddesses.
They formed four couples. The remaining god tried to steal a goddess
and was killed by the other four
gods. It so happened that if the god’s
head fell to the ground there would
be an inferno, therefore, the gods and
goddesses had to take turn holding
the head and cleansing it with cold
water.
It was recorded on the Wat Prachettuphon Wimolmangkaram’s
stone tablet that this particular
Songkran myth originated from a
Mon myth. The author has interviewed ethnic Mons in Bangkok

