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THE GET
In Laos, It’s all About Weave

BY Sandra Ballentine
September 23, 2007

For many years the ancient silk-weaving tradition of
Laos was stifleo under the Communist reglme that took
over  the w1975 The Lao  People's
Revolutionary Party saw no wneed for the elaborate
hand-woven silks that Laotians (mostly women) had
been wmaking since at least the 14th century. with
members of the country's royal family confined to “re-
education” camps anol with weaLtMg Laotlans tn exile,
the wmarket for lavish, Labor-tntensive fabrics dried up.
Today, however, with the govermment amenable to
entrepreneurship and tourism, affluent and educateod
Lao expats, as well as conservation-minded foreloners,
have revived this once-endangered art.

The first stop on any silk route should be Vientiane,
Laos's capital, which is usually overlooked for the more
pleturesque town of Luang Prabang, with its historic
temples, French colonial avchitecture and saffron-robed
monks. But it is in Vientiane where you find couture-
quality textiles vather thaw the cheaper fabrics atmed at
the tourist trade.

Oudone  Phimephrachanh  veturned  to  her  native
Vientlane from Paris in the early 1990s and set up a
silk-weaving atelier on the lush grounds of her villa
Just outside the center of town. A wember of one of
Laos's oldest famdilies, Phimphrachanh runs a small
12-loom  operation that twns out high-end  silks.
Modeling  an  exquisite sinh (the traditional CLao
savong) of her own design, she shoos away Hermes, her
Doberman, and offers visitors mulberry green tea while
they survey racks of scarves and shawls. “The tea will
cool You down,” she says, her voice barely audible over
the din of songbirds in the garden.

Phimphrachanh is known for her refined palette, which
she creates by using dyes wmade almost exclusively
from local flova awnd fauna instend of from the
chewicals that produce the brassy hues found in the
morming market. If it's crimson she's after, she uses
crusheo  cochineal Insects. Dark ved comes from
tamarind barke; for black, the most difficult color to
achieve waturally, she experiments with barks and
mud. The only nonindigenous tngredient she uses, an
indigo powder from France, is for her signature pale-
blue shades. (She is so color-obsessed that when the Lao
humdidity takes a toll on the paint of her candy pink
1974 Volkswagen Beetle, she ordervs the original shade
from qevmawg‘) Her clients include govermment
officials, ambassadors' wives, Thai and Brunel royalty,
and nternational fashion designers, but commerce
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tsw't her endgame. “'me not a professional,” she says. “I
Just love making beautiful, meaningful things.”
Nearby is Carol Cassidy, an American weaver who
started Lao Textiles in Vientlane n 1990 and is
credited with helping spur international tnterest tn the
art form.

At her studio n a French colonial villa in the city
center, she oversees a staff of 50 wenvers, splmners,
dyers and assistants. Her clients appreciate the modern
riffs on traditional technigues Like tapestry, teat and
supplementary weft. ‘I wanted to help wake the
extraordinary skill and weaving traditions of Lao
artisans commercially viable,” she says. “But tn order
to be sustainable, You need to respond to the market.!
Customers Llike the architects Peter Marino, Alan
wanzenberg ano Michael Graves were Looking for more
anbitious pieces than the typieal searf or wall hanging
in patterns that weren't too ethnic or crafty, such as
depictions of animals or mythical creatures that ave
popular with Laotians. So Cassidy designed a Loom
capable of producing long, wide swaths of upholstery
fobric and started dolng custom tnterior tnstallations
for residences worldwide. These projects can take six
full-time weavers wore than a year to complete.

Sandra Yuck, who has shops in Vientlane and Luang
Prabang, ls another forelgner who came here to help
revive the anclent art; she wotes that tourism's positive
effect on business has actually sparked a decline in the
quality of silks being solol and produced, especially in
Luang Prabang. “A Lot of weavers are waking things
too fast to wmeet demand and not making them well,”
Yuek says.

W Luang Prabang, Yuck often collaborates with Prince
Nithakhong Somsanith, who is something of the
Lesnge of Laos. He has wused her lustrous silks as
canvases  for  lntricate  gold-  and  silver-thread
embroidery, a wearly extinct voyal art he Llearned
growing up n cowrt. In the Puang Champa House, a
vestored vesidence where Somsanith lives half the year,
he Ls training seven emboroldery) apprentices to help keep
the technique alive. He also hopes to set up a workshop tin
Luang Prabang that will embroider for haute couture
houses.

Not far from Luang Prabang is the tiny weaving
village of Phonesay. You have to cross a rickety,
suspended woodewn bridge and thew dodge chickens on a
divt voad to reach it, but here you can see weaving at its
wmost traditional. As they have for hundreds of years,
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the women wmind the childven and weave in thelr
bavboo-and-thateh houses all day while the men fish
the Mekong River. Phongsamout Simoukoa, one of
Phonesay's new  entrepreneurs, employs 10 Young
women tn her weaving studio. Bveryone has a task. The
most experienced create patterns by inserting rods tnto
the warp, which form the pattern, while the youngest
girls cavefully wind silie onto wooden bobbins, and
older ones deftly pull threads through the combs of thelr
looms. They do so quietL@, all daU. Almed wore at the
towrist wmarket, the designs here aren't especially
complex. Still, it's difficult to magine sitting in one
place long enough to produce even the simplest scarf,
which can take a whole day. watching the women work,
LS MLESMEVLZLNG).

AS Yuck says, “To witness someone setting up a Loom
by hand, which can take up to two weeks for a
complicated pattern, and then watch them calmly sit
down to weave the design slowly and wethodically, for
up to six months, is a weeditation.”

ESSENTIALS LAOS

Before You Go

The best time to visit (s from November through
Feoruary. Pallavi sShah's Our Personal Guest does
excellent custom tours n the region
(wgo{ﬁce@owpersomLgu@s’c‘com); her services aren't
lnexpensive, so cost-consclous travelers could connect
divectly with Tvails of wdoching, one of the better towr
companies (www.trailsofindochina.com).

vientiane

Stay at the Settha Palace tHotel, a French colonial
grande dame (www.setthapalace.com; doubles from
£129) or qreen Park Boutlque Hotel
(www.greenparivientione.com; doubles from $100). The
best textile sources are Oudone Phlmphrachani's atelier
(by appolntment; Ban Dongpalane; 011-856-21-415-
598 www.oudone.com); Lao Textiles, Carol Cassidy's
showroom and workshop (Nokeo Khoumane Road, Ban
M’ang; 011-856-21-212-123;  www.laotextiles.com);
Phaeng Mal cGallery for silk scarves and wall
hangings and workroom tours (117 Nowgbouathong
Tal, 011-856-21-217-341); and  Kawnchana for
Bouasonkham sisane's chic traditional offerings (140
Samsenthal Road, Thatdam Square; 011-256-21-213-
467 kanchana_sisane@notmail.com). Sisane's {amltg
also owns the adjacent Lao Textile Musewn. Talat Sao,
vientiane's open  until late
afternoon and has textiles at very reasonable prices.
Quality antigue pieces are difficult to find: try Madam
Chanthone Thatanakham's Antlaue Lao Textiles; she
hos a stall ln the market, but the rveal treasures arve at
her home (by appolntment; 011-256-21-312-290).

morning  warket, is

Luang Prabang

Base yourself at one of the city's stylish hotels: La
Résidence  Phow  vao,  just  outside
(www.restdencephouvao.com; doubles from £254), or
Maison Souvannaphoum, o former voyal residence n
the center (www.coloursofangsana.com; doubles from
4$140).

The best textile sourvces are Sandva Yuck's elegant
caruso Lao Home Craft (60 Sakaline Road, Ban vat
Seneg; 011-856-F1-254-574; www.carusolao.com); Lao
Textiles  Collectlon (14/6 Ban Xieng Mouane,
Slsavangvong Road; 011-856-71-252-267); and Ock
Pop ToR, for antique and new textiles, and its adjacent
exhibitlon space, Flbre2Fabric Gallery (72/5 ounkham
Rood, Ban  vat  Nowg;,  011-856-71-253-219;
www.ocRpoptok.com). Ock Pop Tok also gives weaving
lessons in lts workshop outside town. The Puang
Champa House showeases royal art forms, from
6mbm£de% to musieal tnstruments (bg appolntiment;
Heuan Chan Road, Ban Xienwg Mouane; 011-256-71-
R54-FLF; puangehampa@yahnoo.com); to commission
golo-embroidered scarves and jackets from Prince
Somsanith  ($1,000 to  £5,000), e-wmaill tiook
somsanith@notmailfr.  The  wight  wmarket  sells
souvenlr-quality Lao silks, but beware of Chinese and
That fakes.
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