NORA

Dance Drama

Southern Thailand
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Nora or Manorah has long been
embedded in the cultural life of southern Thai
communities. This widespread tradition of folk
performance is a unique type of dance - drama
done by performers wearing colourful beaded,
bird - like costumes with ornate crowns, long
removable metal nails and decorative tails
as they dance and sing expressively with
the rhythmic music of a small ensemble. This
complex tradition has been centred in the town
and villages around Songkhla Lake. from where
it spread north to Prachuap Khirikhan province
in modern Thailand and south along the Malay
peninsula to Kelantan, Kedah. Perlis and Penang
states with migrating Thai families.

Nora derives from community rituals
in Southern Thailand that assemble families
who perform Nora to honour their former Nora
masters and expel harmlul spirits. As a central
part of a vital community ritual performance,
Nora helps the community to re - connect to its
ancestors, to keep strong and to reconstitute
itsell by initiating new Nora dancers, healing
illnesses, reconciling communal disorders and

blessing all participants.
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People living in the Songkhla Lake
basin revered their female ancestors and
treated them as the main spirits of their
families and communities. Their matrifocal
ancestor worship resembles beliels found
elsewhere in Southeast Asia, where ritual
performances often include spirit mediums
entering into trance. This permits the world
of the ancestral spirits to interact with the
world of living descendants. In the Songkhla
Lake basin, the sacred performances which
connect the afterworld to the world of the
living through trance and ritual are known
as “Rong Khru.” Rong Khru is named for the
specially-built temporary halls (Rong) where
these ritual performances are staged for one’s
ancestors and masters (Khru). Some call the
ritual “Long Khru.” meaning “the descent
(Long) of the [former] master [into the
spirit- medium]” during the trance sessions,

which is a key part of the ritual.
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Nora is a lively and acrobatic form of dance
drama and improvisational sing in the local
Southern Thai dialect. It is accompanied by strongly
rhythmic music and elaborate costumes which embody

a distinctive life force in Southern Thailand.
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Performances normally include a long
oral invocation. followed by a performance
centring on a lead character who dances with
vigorous and elaborate movements of legs,
arms and fingers. The lead Nora performer sings
and dances scenes that are usually based on
Buddhist Jataka tales - stories about the former
lives of Lord Buddha - or those tied to legendary
heroes, Phra Suthon and Manohra. The music
ensemble plays highly rhythmic and fast - paced
southern music, with the Thai southern oboe
providing the melody and strong rhythms produced

by drums. gongs. cymbals and wooden clappers.
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There are five main lineages currently
practicing Nora in Southern Thailand. namely,
1) Phum Theva and 2) Plaek Tha Kae - both
based in Phatthalung province; 3) Paen Krueng
Ngam and 1) Term - Win - Wad - both based in
Trang province and 5) Yok Talay Noi - based
in Songkhla province. These [ive lineages
inherited knowledge and skills from twelve
carlier Nora lineages. Each of these lineages
has troupes with its own performers, musicians,
ritual masters, costume and set makers, and

instrumentalists.

The senior - most maslers are bearers
of the Nora tradition. Each lineage has
inherited a distinctive Nora performance
tradition and duties from its lineage
ancestors. These masters perform Nora rituals,
lead troupes, act as lead singers and dancers,
serve as ethical exemplars and mentors (o
troupe members, and often teach Nora in

schools and higher education.
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Nora practitioners include performers,
musicians, related craftspeople, and cultural
heirs who participate in Nora ceremonies.
whether or not they are performers. Many Nora
practitioners are also teachers and students

in local schools.

Traditionally, Nora was performed
only by male artists. However, more equal
school education has opened up opportunities
for girls and young women to become involved
in different aspects of this art form, from
dancing. playing music and singing, to costume
making. Therefore, there are now many
all - female. all - youth Nora troupes. including
some young primary school students. who

perform publicly across Southern Thailand.
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Costume and Dress
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The main Nora performers - whether male
or female - wear colorful and decorative costumes,
with crowns or ‘Serd’ ornamented headdress,
beads. bird - like wings tied around the waist,
ornate scarves, and ‘Hang Hong’ or swan tails on
the back providing the performers a bird - like
appearance. Performers also wear long metallic
fingernails that curl out from the fingers.

Today. Nora's multi - coloured costumes
consist of several pieces worn on the upper
body with elaborate design beadwork. The fuller
costumes and dreater use of beadwork in Nora
costumes has become more common in recent
decades. They help to highlight the abrupt
movements and turns in Nora dance and to show
the individuality of Nora dancers. It is also partly
because covering the upper torso has become more
important once more women began performing
Nora. Currently, Nora costumes for women and
those for men are basically the same. While there
were some traditional colour schemes (white, blue.
red, green, yellow) and patterns in the beadwork
(diamond - shaped). Nora performers now regularly
select designs for their own beadwork patterns to

individualize their costumes.
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Nora Costume

W3a / Headdress (Serd)

Mla / Bangles

Mlavatsuu /
Lower arm bangle

mlasuuy /
Upper arm bangle

a¥oune / Necklace

s
Wauvasu /
Artificial fingernails

aqulva / Shawl

U3no / Neck covers

Yun324 / Breastplate

§nen / Chest strap

Fumia / Girdle

adunanvia /
White underpants

%143 / Brocade

v v
HIBENUI /
Front waist sash
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The “Serd” is a uniquely designed short
“crown” made of wood which Nora
performers wear on their head during
performances. It is also set on a special
stand during the Rong Khru ritual.
Formerly, only men could receive and use it,
but now women performers can wear it,
too. Among the special features of Nora
crown are its design to frame the face,
the arrangement of small lotus-flower-petal
pieces around the crown, and its decoration
with ceremonial thread received from

having participated in Rong Khru ritual.
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Nora Dance
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The dance style of Nora performers
centres on a sel of different angular poses
which varies with the teacher. All masters
teach slightly different forms of Nora dance,
so the dance poses and movements one learns
differ from master to master. Students are
expected to learn the basic dance poses and
moves correctly with their teacher, but they
are then permitted to modify some elements
or poses in their performances. This dynamic
process of learning Nora dance ensures there
is always a lively foundation of basic movements

and openness lo artistic innovation.
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Nora Singing and Performance - Making
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In addition to their dance skills, Nora
masters need to be skilled singers to
communicate with their audiences and the
spirits. Skilled singers are noted for matching
their voice with the sound of the gong
instrument called “mong.” Being able to sing
and dance well simultaneously is considered a
high art for Nora masters. Lyrics in Nora songs
include written verses called “Kamprad” and

improvised verses called “Mutto.”
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Nora remains an important and unique
part of the cultural life of communities in
Southern Thailand. It is increasingly a performing
arts tradition being taught in studios and
classrooms in the South and has embedded in
the cultural lives of the Thai people and others

in the region.
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