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DISCLAIMER: All information in this printed material was provided in good faith and derived from sources believed to be current and accurate as of 
the date of publication, however it is provided for general information only and is not intended as advice and must not be relied upon as such.  Alluring 

Asia Inc. makes no representation or warranty that the information contained herein is complete, current, or reliable, nor do we accept responsibility 
arising in any way for errors in, or omissions from this material. We value and welcome your input. If there is anything you believe is either out of date 

or inaccurate contained in this printed information we welcome you to contact us at info@alluringasia.com. 
Thank you.
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HISTORY
 
Laos traces its first recorded history and its origins as a unified state to 
the emergence of the Kingdom of Lan Xang (literally, "million elephants") 
in 1353. Under the rule of King Fa Ngum, this powerful and wealthy 
kingdom held suzerainty over much of what today is Thailand and Laos. 
His successors, especially King Setthathirat in the 16th century, helped 
establish Buddhism as the predominant religion of the country.
 
By the 17th century, the kingdom of Lan Xang entered a period of decline 
marked by dynastic struggle and conflicts with its neighbors. In the late 
18th century, the Siamese (Thai) established suzerainty over much of 
what is now Laos. The region was divided into principalities centered on 
Luang Prabang in the north, Vientiane in the center, and Champassak in 
the south. Following their colonization of Vietnam, the French 
supplanted the Siamese and began to integrate all of Laos into the French 
empire. The Franco-Siamese treaty of 1907 defined the present Lao 
boundary with Thailand.
 
During World War II, the Japanese occupied French Indochina, including 
Laos. King Sisavang Vong of Luang Prabang was induced to declare 
independence from France in 1945, just prior to Japan's surrender. During 
this period, nationalist sentiment grew. In September 1945, Vientiane and 
Champassak united with Luang Prabang to form an independent 
government under the Free Laos (Lao Issara) banner. The movement, 
however, was short-lived. By early 1946, French troops reoccupied the 
country and conferred limited autonomy on Laos following elections for 
a constituent assembly.
 
During the first Indochina war between France and the communist 
movement in Vietnam, Prince Souphanouvong helped form the Pathet 
Lao (Land of Laos) resistance organization committed to the communist 
struggle against colonialism. Laos was not granted full sovereignty until 
the French defeat by the Vietnamese and the subsequent Geneva peace 
conference in 1954. Elections were held in 1955, and the first coalition 
government, led by Prince Souvanna Phouma, was formed in 1957. The 
coalition government collapsed in 1958, amidst increased polarization of 
the political process. Rightist forces took over the government.
 
In 1960, Kong Le, an army captain, seized Vientiane in a coup and 
demanded the formation of a neutralist government to end the fighting. 
The neutralist government, once again led by Souvanna Phouma, was not 
successful in holding power. Rightist forces under Gen. Phoumi Nosavan 
supplanted it later that same year. Subsequently, the neutralists allied 
themselves with the communist insurgents and began to receive support 
from the Soviet Union. Phoumi Nosavan's rightist regime received 
support from the United States.
 
 

POPULATION
Laos has a population of slightly over 
6.8 million with most people living in 
the valleys of the Mekong River and 
its tributaries. 
 

TIME
Laos time is GMT plus 7
They are 15 hours ahead of Pacific 
Standard Time, and 12 hours ahead 
of Eastern Standard Time
 

VISAS
United States Citizens require a Visa. 
Your passport must be valid for at 
least 6 months from the date of 
arrival into Laos.
 

INSURANCE
Because the standard of emergency 
treatment in Laos is not as high as in 
the West, it is advisable in addition to 
normal medical insurance, to take 
out a policy which covers evacuation.  
 
 
 
 
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

A second Geneva conference, 
held in 1961-62, provided for 
the independence and 
neutrality of Laos. Soon 

after accord was reached, the 
signatories accused each other of 

violating the terms of the agreement, 
and, with superpower support on both 

sides, the civil war soon resumed. Although Laos was 
to be neutral, a growing American and North 
Vietnamese military presence in the country 
increasingly drew Laos into the second Indochina war 
(1954-75). For nearly a decade, Laos was subjected to 
extremely heavy bombing as the U.S. sought to 
interdict the portion of the Ho Chi Minh Trail that 
passed through eastern Laos. Unexploded ordnance, 
particularly cluster munitions, remains a major 
problem.
 
In 1972, the communist People's Party renamed itself 
the Lao People's Revolutionary Party (LPRP). It joined 
a new coalition government in Laos soon after the 
Vientiane cease-fire agreement in 1973. Nonetheless, 
the political struggle among communists, neutralists, 
and rightists continued. The fall of Saigon and Phnom 
Penh to communist forces in April 1975 hastened the 
decline of the coalition in Laos. Several months after 
these communist victories, the Pathet Lao entered 
Vientiane. On December 2, 1975, the king abdicated his 
throne and the communist Lao People's Democratic 
Republic (LPDR) was established.
 
The new communist government imposed centralized 
economic decision-making and broad security 
measures, including control of the media and the arrest 
and incarceration of many members of the previous 
government and military in "re-education camps." 
These draconian policies and deteriorating economic 
conditions, along with government efforts to enforce 
political control, prompted an exodus of lowland Lao 
and ethnic Hmong from Laos. About 10% of the Lao 
population sought refugee status after 1975, many of 
whom resettled in third countries, including the United 
States. From 1975 to 1996, the U.S. resettled some 
250,000 Lao refugees from Thailand, including 130,000 
Hmong. The last major resettlement to the United 
States of about 15,000 Hmong from the Wat Tham 
Krabok camp was in 2004.
 

Over time, the Lao Government closed the re-
education camps and released most political prisoners. 
By the end of 1999, more than 28,900 Hmong and 
lowland Lao had voluntarily repatriated to Laos--3,500 
from China and the rest from Thailand. The Office of 
the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees 
(UNHCR) monitored returnees for a number of years 
and reported no evidence of systemic persecution or 
discrimination against returnees per se. UNHCR 
closed its Laos office at the end of 2001.
 
Today, Laos is a country in transition and has set a goal 
of graduating from Least Developed Country status by 
2020. While the Lao political system remains firmly in 
the control of the Lao People’s Revolutionary Party 
(LPRP), the forces of globalization and regionalization 
continue to drive the Lao government to open the 
economy to market forces. Laos increasingly shows a 
willingness to engage in international fora on 
governance issues as well.
 
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

THE LAND
Laos is a landlocked country in Southeast Asia and the 
thickly forested landscape consists mostly of rugged 
mountains, the highest of which is Phou Bia at 9,242 feet 
(2,817 m), with some plains and plateaus. The Mekong 
River forms a large part of the western boundary with 
Thailand, whereas the mountains of the Annamite Chain 
form most of the eastern border with Vietnam. The 
capital and largest city of Laos is Vientiane and other 
major cities include Luang Prabang, Savannakhet and 
Pakxe.
 
Dominating the landscape of Laos are its inhospitable, 
forest-covered mountains, which in the north rise to a 
maximum elevation of 9,245 feet (2,818 meters) above 
sea level at Mount Bia and everywhere constitute an 
impediment to travel. The principal range lies along a 
northwest-southeast axis and forms part of the 
Annamese Cordillera (Chaine Annamitique), but 
secondary ranges abound. Three notable landscape 
features of the interior of Laos may be mentioned. In the 
northern province of Xiangkhoang, the Plain of Jars 
(Lao: Thong Haihin; the name derived from large 
prehistoric stone jars discovered there) consists of 
extensive rolling grasslands rather than a true plain and 
provides a hub of communications. The central 
provinces of Bolikhamxay and Khammouan contain 
karst landscapes of caverns and severely eroded 
limestone pinnacles. Finally, in the south the Bolovens 
Plateau, at an elevation of about 3,600 feet, is covered by 
open woodland and has generally fertile soil. The only 
extensive lowlands lie along the eastern bank of the 
Mekong River.
 
The general slope of the land in Laos is downhill from 
east to west, and all the major rivers--the Tha, Beng, Ou, 
Ngum, Kading, Bangfai, Banghiang, and Kong--are 
tributaries of the Mekong. The Mekong flows generally 
southeast and south along and through western Laos 
and forms its boundary with Myanmar and most of the 
border with Thailand. The course of the river itself is 
severely constricted by gorges in northern Laos, but, by 
the time it reaches Vientiane, its valley broadens and 
exposes wide areas to flooding when the river breaches 
its banks, as it did in August 1960. A few rivers in 
eastern Laos flow eastward through gaps in the 

Annamese Cordillera to reach the Gulf of Tonkin; the 
most important of these is the Ma River, which rises in 
Xiangkhoang province.
 
Laos has tropical rain forests of broad-leaved evergreens 
in the north and monsoon forests of mixed evergreens 
and deciduous trees in the south. In the monsoon forest 
areas the ground is covered with tall, coarse grass called 
tranh; the trees are mostly second growth, with an 
abundance of bamboo, scrub, and wild banana. The 
forests support a rich wildlife, including elephants, 
gaurs (wild oxen), deer, bears, tigers and leopards, 
monkeys, and a large variety of birds.
 
Laos is predominantly rural and agricultural. The 
numerous isolated valley communities preserve a 
variety of different traditions and dialects. Villages 
usually are located close to rivers and roads that give the 
people access to itinerant traders as well as to each other. 
Most villages are laid out around a main street or open 
area, farmlands being adjacent to the residential areas. 
Every village, if it can, has a Buddhist temple and 
supports at least one monk. The temple compound 
usually includes a public building that serves as a school 
and a meeting hall. Village leadership is usually divided, 
the headman having authority in secular matters and the 
monk in religious.
 
The hill peoples usually are organized on tribal lines and 
live in smaller groupings. They are hunters and 
gatherers of forest products, as well as farmers, but their 
practice of shifting cultivation prevents them from 
establishing permanent villages. Hill peoples living close 
to the lowland areas tend to acquire the languages and 
cultures of their neighbors and to engage in limited trade 
with them; those living at higher elevations remain 
unacculturated.
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

LANGUAGE
The official and dominant language is Lao, a tonal 
language of the Tai linguistic group. Minorities speak 
an assortment of Mon-Khmer, Hmong-Yao, and 
Tibeto-Burman languages. French, once common in 
government and commerce, has declined in usage, 
while knowledge of English--the language of the 
Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN)--
has increased in recent years. The government is 
encouraging officials and students to learn English. 
High school students are required to take either 
French or English; the majority today choose English. 
The government introduced English at the primary 
school level in 2010.

 
COMMON PHRASES in LAO
English                    LAO
Hello            Sa-bai-Dee
How are you?          Sa-bai-Dee Baw?
Thank you             Khawp Jai
You're welcome            Baw nyin dee
Goodbye            Sohk Dee Der
Please            Kalunaa
I'm sorry            Koh toht
What is your name?         Jao seu nyang? 
My name is ______         Knawy seu ______
Yes            Tjao
No            Boh
Where is the toilet?         Hawng Nam Yuu Sai?
How do I get to __?         Khoy bpay ___ baep dai?
Water            Naam
How much is?                   Anee tor dai?
 
Numbers
One Neung
Two Song
Three Sam
Four see
Five ha
Six hok
Seven jed
Eight pad
Nine kao
Ten sib
Eleven sib et
Twelve sib song
Thirteen sib sam
Fourteen sib see
 
 

 
 
 
 
  
 
 
 
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

CLIMATE
Laos has the typical tropical monsoon climate of the region, though the mountains provide some variations in 
temperature. During the rainy season (May to October), the winds of the southwest monsoon deposit an 
average rainfall of between 50 and 90 inches (1,300 and 2,300 millimeters), with totals reaching 160 inches on 
the Bolovens Plateau. The dry season (November to April) is dominated by the northeast monsoon. Minimum 
temperatures average between 60º and 70º F (16º and 21º C) in the cool months of December through 
February, increasing to highs of more than 90º F (32º C) in March and April, just before the start of the rains. In 
the wet season the average temperature is 80º F (27º C).
 

AVERAGE TEMPERATURE & RAINFALL
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THE PEOPLE 
Most citizens of Laos are Buddhist with some following an Indigenous 
religion.  
 
69% of the country's people are ethnic Lao, the principal lowland 
inhabitants and the politically and culturally dominant group. The Lao 
belong to the Tai linguistic group who began migrating southward from 
China in the first millennium AD. 8% belong to other "lowland" groups, 
which together with the Lao people make up the Lao Loum.
 
Hill people and minority cultures of Laos such as the Hmong (Miao), Yao 
(Mien), Dao, Shan, and several Tibeto-Burman speaking peoples have 
lived in isolated regions of Laos for many years. Mountain/hill tribes of 
mixed ethno/cultural linguistic heritage are found in northern Laos 
which include the Lua (Lua) and Khmu people who are indigenous to 
Laos. Today, the Lua people are considered endangered. Collectively, 
they are known as Lao Soung or highland Laotians. In the central and 
southern mountains, Mon-Khmer tribes, known as Lao Theung or mid-
slope Laotians, predominate. Some Vietnamese, Chinese and Thailand 
Thai minorities remain, particularly in the towns, but many left in two 
waves; after independence in the late 1940s and again after 1975.
 
The term "Laotian" does not necessarily refer to the Lao language, ethnic 
Lao people, language or customs, but is a political term that also includes 
the non-ethnic Lao groups within Laos and identifies them as "Laotian" 
because of their political citizenship.
 

ETIQUETTE
The majority of Lao people are devout Buddhists and when visiting 
temples you should be careful to respect the beliefs of the people in the 
land you are visiting.  Correct behavior when visiting temples requires 
that you dress neatly, (no shorts or singlet/vest tops or revealing clothing 
for men or women). Shoes must be removed before entering religious 
buildings, and females are not allowed to touch monks.  The Buddha 
image is considered sacred so please avoid posing in front of them for 
photographs and definitely do not touch, climb or sit upon them. If you 
happen to visit a Lao home (it's not unusual to be invited), please be 
aware that shoes are not worn inside and should be removed at the door. 
If you are invited in, even for a brief visit you will probably be offered a 
drink of water or tea or lao lao (local rice-wine whiskey).  It is very 
impolite to refuse so at least a sip or taste of what is offered is required to 
avoid offense.
 
 
 
 
 
 

Clothing - Light, comfortable 
clothing is the norm. Lao people 
dress modestly and revealing 
clothing is disrespectful and can 
cause offense.  Temples and 
some tourist sites do not permit 
shorts above the knee or 
singlet/vest tops and request that 
you dress neatly. Shoes are 
normally removed when 
entering temples, some shops 
and local homes, so when 
around town sandals or thongs 
(flip-flops) that can be easily 
removed are recommended. 
Between November and 
February it can get quite cool in 
the mountains and the north, 
especially in the evenings, so 
some warm clothes are required. 
 
PHOTOGRAPHS 
It is polite to ask permission 
before taking photographs, some 
people may take offense. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
xxx



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

CURRENCY 
The Lao currency is the kip in use since 1952. The Kip is non-convertible 
(outside Laos), unstable and generally inflationary. 
 

CHANGING MONEY
In Vientiane and Luang Prabang, notes of most international currencies 
can be exchanged at banks,  licensed moneychangers and most hotels. 
Only major banks accept traveler’s checks.
 
 

CREDIT CARDS
Credit cards are accepted in Vientiane and Luang Prabang in the major 
hotels, upscale restaurants and high-end shops.  Outside of Vientiane 
and Luang Prabang you should be prepared to pay for any purchases 
with Kip. Some restaurants, shops and bars will charge a 3-5% credit 
card merchant fee. A limited number of ATM machines are found in 
Vientiane and Luang Prabang.
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

SAFETY & CRIME
Laos generally has a low rate of violent 
crime, but you should remain aware of 
your surroundings and exercise 
appropriate security precautions.  The 
number of thefts and assaults in Laos has 
increased, and some have turned violent. 
Sexual assaults also occur in Laos. You 
should exercise caution, particularly 
after dark, at roadside restaurants, bars 
and stalls. Foreigners are often victims of
purse snatching while eating or while 
riding bicycles or motorcycles. Please be 
careful when carrying these items on 
your person.
 

TIPPING 
Service charges of 5-10% are added to 
bills in most leading hotels and 
restaurants. Where it is not included, a 
tip of 10-15% of the bill would be 
appropriate. 
 
Airport porter/hotel bellboy: 
$1.00 - $ 2.00 US per bag. 
 
Your tour guide: 
$10.00 - $ 15.00 US per person per day. 
 
Driver/assistants: 
$ 6.00 - $ 8.00 US per person per day.
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

Telephone
The GPO offers public telephones for local, national 
and international calls. Phone card (available at 
appointed shops) booths are available for domestic and 
overseas calls. Most large hotels have IDD lines, but 
calls are expensive. Country code: 856. Outgoing 
international code: 00.
 

Mobile Telephone
 
Roaming agreements exist with some major 
international mobile phone companies. Coverage is 
good in larger towns and cities throughout the country 
with sporadic coverage in rural or mountainous areas.
 

Internet
Internet is widely available at most upscale hotels.
 

ELECTRICITY
Electricity in Laos is 230 Volts, alternating at 50 cycles 
per second. If you travel to Laos with a device that does 
not accept 230 Volts at 50 Hertz, you will need a voltage 
converter.

 
WHAT TO PACK
Dress is normally casual in Laos.  You should pack 
according to the season and areas you will be visiting. 
An umbrella is useful, a good pair of walking shoes, a 
few pairs of light cotton baggy trousers (skirts or 
dresses), a few cotton blouses or tops, cotton socks and 
undergarments, 1 sweater, sunglasses, mosquito 
repellent and a hat to protect you from the sun.  Public 
restrooms in Laos typically do not have toilet tissue so 
you may want to carry a small amount of tissue with 
you. 
 
Due to restricted weight limits on all the Domestic 
flights (20kg or 44 pounds) it is recommended to travel 
light. 

 
 
 
 

 
HEALTH 
Currently vaccinations are not required for entry to 
Laos. Immunizations against routine Heptatis A, 
Hepatitis B, Typhoid, Japanese Encephalitis and 
Rabies are recommended. We recommend that you 
consult with your Dr. 6-8 weeks prior to departure.  
For more information visit the Center for Disease 
Control's official website at:  
http://wwwnc.cdc.gov/travel/destinations/laos.aspx
 

SHOPPING
Laos is an excellent destination for anyone 
interested in purchasing elaborate handicrafts. Hill 
tribe silks, arts, crafts, home furnishings, jewelry 
and couture quality textiles dominate the market. 
 

CUSTOMS
Duty Free Allowances  - Any traveler arriving at an 
international airport or at any other international 
border port, excluding a crew member or a traveler 
below the age of 16, shall be allowed to import free 
of import duties and taxes the following goods, in 
addition to necessary wearing apparel and personal 
effects including personal jewelry:
 
1 liter of spirits and 2 liters of wine
200 cigarettes or 50 cigars or 250 grams of tobacco
¼ liter of toilet water and 50 grams of perfume
 
 

BARTERING/BARGAINING
Bartering is the norm at street markets. Ask your 
guide for tips on local bartering. 
 
 

COMMUNICATIONS
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Words of Wisdom-Buyer Beware
 
Bring your purchases home with you. Unless you are prepared to wait up 
to a year to receive your merchandise, do not have it shipped -- not even 
by air freight.
 
Do not purchase expensive goods of supposed high quality unless you are 
absolutely sure of what you are buying . 
 
Unless you are an expert in gems, antiques, artifacts, etc., you should not 
assume that it is of the highest quality or value.  
 
Always take the time to read the charge slips for credit card purchases 
before you sign them.  This may seem obvious; but in the excitement of 
making a foreign purchase, travelers sometimes overlook this and are 
unpleasantly surprised when they return home and are billed by the 
credit card company. Taking a few moments to review the charge slip 
before signing it (and computing the exchange rate to be sure you are 
charged the right amount) can save you headaches later.
 

FOOD
Lao food is distinct from other Asia cuisines, although it is somewhat 
similar to the food found in the northeastern part of Thailand in the area 
known as Isan.
 
Most Lao dishes contain vegetables and herbs, rice or noodles and fish, 
chicken, pork or beef. The freshness of the ingredients is very important to 
Lao people who like to prepare everything from scratch, rather than use 
pre-prepared ingredients, as they believe this makes their food more 
delicious. Herbs such as galangal and lemongrass are favourites and 
padaek (Lao fish sauce) is found on every table.
 
One of the staples of Laos food is sticky rice. As the name reveals this rice 
naturally sticks together so it is easy to roll into small balls, dip into food 
and eat with your fingers. A traditional everyday Lao meal is simple and 
normally consists of sticky rice, some natural vegetables and at least one 
kind of spicy sauce to dip the sticky rice into, plus perhaps some fish or 
meat.

TEA & COFFEE
Lao tea comes from the Bolaven 
Plateau in Laos, where 
plantations lay at an altitude of 
2,600 to 4,000 feet above sea level. 
Weather and temperature are 
ideal for tea and coffee 
production and a very long rainy 
season allows a superior quality 
and steady production 
throughout the year.
 
Lao coffee is often called Pakxong 
coffee (cafe pakxong in Lao), 
which is grown on the Bolovens 
Plateau around the town of 
Pakxong. This area is sometimes 
said to be the best place in 
Southeast Asia for coffee 
cultivation. Both robusta and 
arabica are grown in Laos, and if 
you ask for arabica, there is a 
very good chance the proprietor 
will know what you are talking 
about. The custom in Laos is to 
drink coffee in glasses, with 
condensed milk in the bottom, 
followed by a chaser of green tea.
 
ALCOHOLIC BEVERAGES
The national drink of Laos is the 
ubiquitous and tasty Beer Lao, 
made with Laotian jasmine rice. 
 
WATER
We recommend consuming only 
bottled water.
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Another daily favorite is noodle soup (called feu also spelt pho) which is 
a hearty soup incorporating meat, noodles and vegetables. Don’t be 
surprised if when ordering your noodle soup, a huge plate of local salad 
vegetables arrives at the same time, together with a range of sauces and 
condiments.
 
Lao noodle soup:
Although Lao cuisine has many influences, such as Thai, Vietnamese, 
Chinese and French, when talking about Laos food, most people who 
know Laos or have been to Laos would know laap (sometimes spelt laab 
or larp).
 
Laap is a dish that is particular to Laos and is often served on special 
occasions such as weddings, Baci ceremonies or other celebrations as in 
Lao language laap means luck or good fortune. However you will find it 
served in every good Lao restaurant around the country.
 
Laap is made from chopped or thinly sliced meat or fish that is mixed 
with lime juice, fish sauce, mint, coriander, spring onion, chili and 
uncooked rice grains that have been dry fried and crushed. It is usually 
accompanied by vegetables including eggplant, fresh chilies, mustard 
leaves and lettuce. It can be eaten with ordinary rice or sticky rice and is 
usually eaten with fish/meat soup depending on the main ingredient 
being used.
 
If you are a visitor it is useful to ask that your laap is cooked, as in some 
parts of the country locals like to eat it raw, particularly fish laap.
 
Other Lao favourites include papaya salad (a spicy mix of green papaya, 
lime juice, fish sauce, fresh chilies and peanuts), barbecued fresh fish and 
grilled meats (often served as small kebabs) and steamed fish or chicken 
in banana leaves.
 
Laos is blessed with a huge variety of fresh fruit and most meals will 
conclude with a plate of freshly cut fruits such as mango, pineapple, 
water melon and dragon fruit.
 
Every region of Laos has its own specialties, for example in Luang 
Prabang one treat is kaipen a fried snack made of fresh water weed eaten 
with jaew bong, a sweet and spicy Lao paste made with roasted chilies, 
pork skin, galangal and other ingredients. So make sure you ask what’s 
best to eat in each town.
 
In the past, a Lao family would eat home cooked meal together sitting on 
the floor around a Lao-style table called a pa kao or ka toke. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

CULTURE & THE ARTS
 
Art:
The visual, dramatic, musical, and literary arts of Laos draw primarily 
from religious and local traditional sources. However, in contemporary 
times many towns-especially those along the Mekong River-have been 
exposed to other cultures and traditions, largely through Thai mass 
media. In the south, Khmer influences on the peoples of Laos are strong; 
in the north, Myanmar and Thai influences are readily apparent. As 
elsewhere in Southeast Asia, religious symbols, stories, and themes have 
been modified and localized. The snake, for example, representations of 
which adorn religious and royal buildings, symbolizes the benevolent 
spirit of the water and the protector of the king.
 
Music:
Music is ubiquitous in Laos. It is heard at Buddhist Temple functions, at 
celebrations and festivals, and at social events, accompanying sung 
poetry, dance, and religious rituals. As in other Southeast Asian cultures, 
music and dance in Laos can be divided into classical and folk traditions, 
though the division rests more in terms of performance context, whether 
performed in a temple/court setting or a village environment rather than 
in the repertoire or social class of the artists. Traditional Lao music and 
dance likely originated in Cambodia-it is believed that the Khmer, who 
ruled the region for nearly 1000 years, brought this tradition to Laos in 
1353.
 
Laos is dominated by the Lao but includes minorities of Hmong, Mien, 
Kmhmu, among many others. The most distinctive Lao musical 
instrument is a bamboo mouth organ called a khene. The instrument was 
supposedly invented by a woman trying to imitate the calls of the 
garawek bird. The woman took the new instrument to her king, and he 
told her it was fair, but that he wanted more.
 
Dance:
The Natasinh style refers to the traditional forms, techniques, and 
character of performing arts taught at the Ecole National de Musique et 
Danse Laötien (National School of Fine Laotian Dance and Music), 
founded in the capital Vientiane in 1956 to preserve the music and dance 
traditions of Laos. That genre includes court music for royal ceremonies 
and the classical dance-drama based on the Buddhist Rammakian or the 
Hindu Ramayana, which recounts the life and struggles of Siddhartha or 
Buddha, as well as music and dance performed for social and ritual 
occasions.
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RELIGION
Within Laos approximately 60-70% of the 
population are said to be Theravada Buddhists, with 
the remaining population largely following 
Animism in the form of spirit (phii) worship. Less 
than 2% of the population are Christians and there 
are small communities of Moslems mostly in 
Vientiane.
 
Theravada Buddhism was introduced to Laos 
during the 13th or 14th Century, and is believed to 
be the oldest form of Buddhism that originally 
developed in India. It is based on the four noble 
truths that Lord Buddha had realised in order to 
become enlightened, and this school of Buddhism 
emphasizes the cooling of human passions (‘cool 
heart’) and strong emotions, with followers strongly 
believing in karma.
 
Traditionally in Laos every Buddhist male is 
expected to join a temple (Wat) to become a monk 
for a period in his life, and the entire family earns 
‘merit’ for this act. In Laos Buddhism followers also 
gain merit by making donations and worshipping at 
the Wats, and by the daily feeding of the monks. 
The ‘tak bat’ in Luang Prabang – where a multitude 
of monks walk the streets in a silent line collecting 
alms from the local people very early each morning, 
is one of the most enduring memories for visitors to 
Laos.
 
Spirit (phii) worship is also widely followed by 
large numbers of Laotians, especially amongst the 
ethnic minority groups, and in fact most Lao 
Buddhists also incorporate elements of spirit 
worship into their practice of religion and their 
daily lives. Phii are believed to inhabit natural 
objects, and their worship pre-dates Buddhism in 
Laos. Ornately decorated ‘spirit houses’ are often 
placed outside Lao homes, where residents make 
offerings to keep the spirits content. A very common 
belief in Laos is of the 32 spirits (khwan) which are 
guardians over different parts of a person’s body 
and mind. The ‘Baci’ ceremony is a reflection of this 
and is a distinctly Laotian ritual which plays a very 
important role even today for most Lao people to 
welcome or farewell, bring good luck and ward of 
bad spirits for any major event in the life of local 
people
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


