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EDITORIAL

In Memoriam dedicated to Her Majesty Queen Sirikit, the Queen Mother and former
Vice-Patron of The Siam Society, opens this issue of the Journal of the Siam Society
(JSS). The short tribute by ML Pattaratorn Chirapravati & Arthid Sheravanichkul
reflects on Her Majesty’s enduring commitment to the preservation and promotion
of Thailand’s artistic and cultural heritage.

The central feature of this volume is a Special Edition on the legend and cult
of Gavampati, bringing together four studies that explore the textual traditions,
historical development, and artistic representations associated with this intriguing
disciple of the Buddha, popularly known as the Fat Monk. Contributions by John S.
Strong, Donald M. Stadtner, Gregory Kourilsky, and Javier Schnake examine Gavampati
from complementary perspectives—ranging from textual and narrative traditions
and art and archeological evidence to intertextual analysis of Pali, Thai, and Lao
Buddhist literature—offering new insights into the regional circulation and
significance of this Buddhist figure in mainland Southeast Asia.

Beyond this thematic dossier, the issue presents a wide range of contributions
reflecting the diversity of current research in Thai and Southeast Asian studies.
In Manuscript Study, Trent Walker proposes a unified transliteration system designed
to facilitate the study and comparison of manuscript traditions across mainland
Southeast Asia.

Research Highlights includes a study by Natchapol Sirisawad on Siamese wooden
panels depicting the Buddha’s miracles at Savatthi; followed by Witinan Watanasap
& ML Chittawadi Chitrabongs on polygyny and royal palace spaces in late
19th-century Siam. Karandeep Singh explores the interplay of memory, power, and
gender in Siamese cremation volumes, highlighting their role as vehicles of
commemoration and social identity. The section concludes with a historiographical
journey by Sébastien Tayac on Silpa Bhirasri (born Corrado Feroci), revisiting the
legacy of the Italian-born sculptor and educator who played a pivotal role in the
development of Thailand’s modern artistic institutions.

Research Notes presents shorter contributions that draw attention to newly
identified sources, linguistic questions, and regional case studies. These include
Pittayawat Pittayaporn’s discussion of the Vietnamese origin of the 12-year calendrical
cycle names in the Saek language; Olivier de Bernon’s presentation of the rare
collection of papers of the French jurist Georges Padoux, recently acquired by
Chulalongkorn University; Ian G. Baird’s report on the continuing impact of land
mines on the Mlabri community of northern Thailand; and a short study by Patcharee
Chunthong & Thanasin Chutintaranond on Lap mueang gastronomic traditions and
regional identity in Nan province.
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The issue also includes two Events & Exhibitions reports. Sophie Biard reviews the
exhibition Bronzes royaux d’Angkor, un art du divin, first held at the Musée Guimet in
Paris before traveling to the United States, which brought together an exceptional
selection of Khmer bronzes. Meanwhile, Ian G. Baird outlines the conference Decolonizing
Southeast Asia Studies, recently held at Chiang Mai University, which addressed
ongoing debates concerning the future directions and methodological frameworks
of the field.

As always, the issue concludes with Book Reviews, featuring a robust selection of
recent publications in fields ranging from art and archeology to history, linguistics,
anthropology, and contemporary social and political issues relevant to the study of
Thailand and Southeast Asia.

The JSS warmly welcomes submissions from scholars working on all aspects of
Thai and Southeast Asian studies. Now widely recognized internationally, it has
recently reached a significant milestone: according to the latest SCImago Journal
Rank for 2025, the JSS is rated in the top quartile (Q1) in Cultural Studies and Q2 in
Anthropology and Arts and Humanities. This marks a substantial rise from previous
rankings and confirms its emergence as a leading venue in these fields, with
growing global visibility and impact.

As an independent learned society, the continued publication of the journal
depends on the generous support of its members and friends. Readers who wish
to further support the Society’s activities and publications are invited to make a
donation by scanning the QR code or by following the instructions provided on the
previous page.

This volume is offered to our esteemed members and readers in the hope that its
diverse contributions will inform, enrich, and inspire further study.

Nicolas Revire

Managing editor
journal@thesiamsociety.org

Vi Journal of the Siam Society, Vol. 114, Pt. 1, June 2026


mailto:journal@thesiamsociety.org

Journal of the Siam Society

Volume 114, Part 1 June 2026
OBITUARY
In Memoriam: HM Queen Sirikit (1932-2025)

ML Pattaratorn Chirapravati & Arthid Sheravanichkul.........cc.ccvevevvrerverrerrrcrnnnns 1

SPECIAL EDITION: GAVAMPATI
The Legend and Cult of Gavampati: Its Roots in Pali and Sanskrit Sources

JONN S, SELONG .ottt sssssssssssasssssssssssasssssssssssssssssssssassassssssssnsssssssassanes 3
Tracing Gavampati in Burma

DONALA M. SEAALNET .....uveererrireisrieirierisereieisesssesssssessss s sssssssssssassassssssssssnsssnenns 21
Intertextuality in Thai-Lao Buddhism: The Gavampatisutta

GIegOTY KOUTIISKY ..cururiuieieriieiiiiieisieitesiseisstesiss sttt sssaes 41
The Great Disciple Gavampati and His Parinibbana

JAVIET SCHNAKE. ...ttt sttt s stssasasssssassssssssssssssssssssssssssssns 63

MANUSCRIPT STUDY
A Unified Transliteration System for Mainland Southeast Asian Scripts
TTENE WALKET....orveiereercieriisct ettt sisssssssessse s sssssss s ss s sssssssaees 101

RESEARCH HIGHLIGHTS
The Savatthi Miracles on Painted Wooden Panels in Siam

NatChapol SIFISAWAd......cvuvvverererrireierriisrisisissssissisissississsssssssssissssssssassasssssssssassns 131
Mapping Polygyny: Royal Palace Spaces in Late 19th-Century Siam

Witinan Watanasap & ML Chittawadi Chitrabongs..........ccccvecovernvnernerrcereencnnee 149
Memory, Power, and Gender in Siamese Cremation Volumes

Karandeep SINGN.....uvvevrreirinsireissississsssssississississssss s sssssssssssssssasssssssssssssssssssans 173
Silpa Bhirasri and the Making of Thai Modern Art: A Historiographical Journey

SEDASLIEN TAYAC..1uuveererresrisssssresrsssssssssssssssssssisssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssnssssssssssssssans 193

RESEARCH NOTES
The Vietnamese Origin of the 12-Year Names in Saek

Pittayawat Pittayaporn.......iiiiiininsnnisiiiiisssissssissiisssssesisisnssssenns 215
Le Fonds Georges Padoux a I'université Chulalongkorn

OlIVIET A BEITION..cuuvumiiernirisirieiseiinirieiieississsesissssssissssesasssssbssssssssssssssessssssssssssenns 223
The Mlabri and Land Mines in Northern Thailand

Vo C T 1 e N 233
Lap Mueang Nan and Regional Identity: A Culinary Competition

Patcharee Chunthong & Thanasin Chutintaranond.............ccceeveveeeveeneereceennee 241

Journal of the Siam Society, Vol. 114, Pt. 1, June 2026 vii



EVENTS & EXHIBITIONS
Bronzes royaux d’Angkor, un art du divin: An Exhibition at the Musée Guimet

SOPHIE BIAT.uuuvvsrieiererirrisisiassississississsassissississsssssssisssssssssssssssssasssssssssssssasssssssassssns 251
Decolonizing Southeast Asia Studies Conference

lan G. Baird & Chayan Vaddhanaphuti............ceeeneenerneencrenecnernsinevncieccennns 259
BOOK REVIEWS
Stephen A. Murphy, Buddhist Landscapes: Art and Archaeology of the Khorat Plateau

MitCh HENAIICKSON...vvuuriuecerieireicierisereie st ssssnes 263
Eric C. Thompson, The Story of Southeast Asia

NOEl HIdAIZO TaAN...vuuriurererrirrieiirinsieisiisiissisissisis s sssssssssssssssssssssssssssasssssssss 267
David Holm, ed, Vernacular Chinese-Character Manuscripts from East and Southeast Asia

Pittayawat Pittayapori........iiniiiciiisiciicinseinsssessssessss s sssssssssnes 269
Susan Conway, Tai Herbalism

SCOLE BAMDET ....evveneeererrierinrisetesie st ssssisssssssisssasssssssssssssssssssssssssnssasssssssssssnssas 274
Thomas Baudinette, Boys Love Media in Thailand

PELET A, JACKSOMuouvvivivieircriiicrciicteressse et sssesassssessssssessassesasassesasassesasasasases 277
Henri Locard, Jungle Heart of the Khmer Rouge: The Memoirs of Phi Phuon

KIISTIA UKueoieertrtriieriseisiseiistissisisesassissssssssiss s ssssssssssssssssssssssssssssss s sassssssnssssssssans 281
Saw Eh Htoo & Tony Waters, General Ne Win’s Legacy of Burmanization in Myanmar

MiICHAE LUDING. c..ceieririiicrieie sttt sassassasssssasssssssssssans 284
Tyrell Haberkorn, Dictatorship on Trial: Coups and the Future of Justice in Thailand

PAUL ChammberS.....cooveveverecieriiseiei e sisssss s sassasssssssssssansssssssnsans 288
Paul Chambers, Praetorian Kingdom: A History of Military Ascendancy in Thailand

TYTEll HADEIKOT ..ottt sssasss s sssassas 291
Matan Kaminer, Capitalist Colonial: Thai Migrant Workers in Israeli Agriculture

Nithi NUANZJAMNONG.....ccrvrrririrrrirriririseisssssissiesisssissssssissssssssasssssssssssssssssssssssssassssas 295

viii Journal of the Siam Society, Vol. 114, Pt. 1, June 2026



OBITUARY

IN MEMORIAM:
HER MAJESTY QUEEN SIRIKIT, THE QUEEN MOTHER (1932-2025)

FIGURE 1: HM Queen Sirikit; portrait painted by Piriya Krairiksh
(original in color), 1964 © The Siam Society
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OBITUARY

Her Majesty Queen Sirikit, the Queen
Mother, born Mom Rajawongse Sirikit
Kitiyakara (1.5.2. 8305 fiflens), passed
away on 24 October 2025 at the age of
93, at Chulalongkorn Hospital. His
Majesty King Maha Vajiralongkorn
(Rama X) graciously presided over the
royal arrangements, having Her
Majesty’s royal urn enshrined at the
Dusit Mahaprasat Throne Hall in the
Grand Palace beneath a nine-tiered
umbrella, in accordance with the
highest royal funerary honors.

Throughout her life, HM Queen
Sirikit dedicated herself wholeheartedly
to the Thai people. During the reign
of His Majesty King Bhumibol Adulyadej
(1950-2016), she accompanied him on
numerous visits to remote areas across
the kingdom. HM Queen Sirikit provided
assistance that enabled people to
improve their livelihoods and quality
of life. She founded the Sinlapachip
Foundation (yaliSauasuAaun¥w)—The
Foundation for the Promotion of
Supplementary Occupations and Related
Techniques of Her Majesty Queen Sirikit,
the Queen Mother (SUPPORT)—which
promotes regional arts and crafts.
Through this initiative, people earn
supplementary income to support
themselves. HM Queen Sirikit also
played a vital role in stimulating
interest in Thai traditional culture and
performance, notably by modernizing
the classical khon (Tou) performance to
make it more accessible and appealing
to younger generations.

HM Queen Sirikit was a strong
advocate for the conservation of
natural resources, particularly trees
and forests. These efforts contributed
to the preservation of waterways

and their tributaries and helped
enhance the fertility of the land.

In recognition of her lifelong
dedication to projects essential to
Thailand’s development, HM Queen
Sirikit received numerous interna-
tional honors and awards. In 1979, the
Food and Agriculture Organization of
the United Nations (FAO) awarded her
the Ceres Medal in recognition of her
tireless efforts to improve the lives of
her subjects, especially her work in
rural development and in supporting
Thai women. The Queen also received
honorary degrees from many universi-
ties and academic institutions.

HM Queen Sirikit served as Vice-
Patron of the Siam Society Under
Royal Patronage and accompanied
HM King Bhumibol to the Society on
several occasions. To commemorate
HM Queen Sirikit’s 60th birthday
anniversary in 1992,' the Siam Society
commissioned a gold Buddha footprint,
which was later installed at the Temple
of the Emerald Buddha in the
Grand Palace.

Her Majesty Queen Sirikit’s kindness
and compassion will forever remain in
the hearts of the Thai people.

ML Pattaratorn Chirapravati’ &
Arthid Sheravanichkul®

! See Bonnie Davis, “Her Majesty Queen Sirikit”,
Journal of the Siam Society, Vol. 80, Pt.1, pp. 10-12.
FIGURE 1 illustrated the cover of that issue. It is here
reprinted in black and white with permission.

% The Siam Society (Honorary Editor). Corresponding
author. Email: journal@thesiamsociety.org.

? Chulalongkorn University, Bangkok.
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THE LEGEND AND CULT OF GAVAMPATI:
ITS ROOTS IN PALI AND SANSKRIT SOURCES

John S. Strong®

ABSTRACT—This article examines the legend and cult of Gavampati
through Pali and Sanskrit sources, tracing the textual roots of a figure who
later became prominent in Southeast Asian Buddhist traditions as the “Fat
Monk”. Although briefly mentioned in early canonical texts, Gavampati
appears in a wide range of later narratives that portray him variously as
an arhat, miracle-worker, forest meditator, and missionary to frontier
regions. By analyzing his shifting presence in lists of disciples, his
association with the First Buddhist Council, his bovine etymology, and his
role in missionary and relic traditions, the study highlights the fluid and
multifaceted character of Gavampati and the processes of “syncretism”

that shaped his evolving cult.

KEYWORDS: Buddhist Disciples; Gavampati (Fat Monk); Pali Literature; Sanskrit

Buddhist Texts; Southeast Asian Buddhism

Introduction

In the Pali Vinaya, Gavampati® is said to
be one of the four friends of Yasa, the
well-to-do young man who was the first
person to be converted by the historical
Buddha after the group of five ascetics
who were present at the First Sermon
(Vin I 18-19; trans. Horner 1938-52:
IV, 26-27). The text, however, tells us
almost nothing about him except that,
inspired by Yasa’s example, he along
with his companions (Vimala, Subahu,
and Punnaji) asks the Buddha for
ordination as a monk and almost
immediately attains arhatship.

! Bates College (Emeritus), Lewiston, Maine.

Email: jstrong@bates.edu.

% For practical purposes, in this article I shall use
the Pali form of Gavampati’s name rather than the
Sanskrit (Gavarhpati), even when the latter would be
more contextually appropriate. Similarly, I generally
adopt Pali forms for terms and personal names unless
referring specifically to a Sanskrit source.

When he translated this story, André
Bareau (1963: 225) wondered why the
Vinaya even bothered to say this much
about these four individuals since,
according to him, they “are practically
unknown in canonical sources [...] and
never played any important role in the
Buddhist Community”.* This may be so
for the first three of these “friends of
Yasa” (who apparently are mentioned
nowhere else in the Canon), but it is
hardly the case for Gavampati who, as
we shall see, appears in a host of Pali
and Sanskrit texts, both early and late.

In mainland Southeast Asia, he
becomes credited with the spread of
Buddhism to Thaton (and other places)
in lower Myanmar (Guillon 1983).
He is said to bring the Buddha’s tooth
relic there shortly after the Blessed
One’s parinirvana or final extinction

3 Unless otherwise noted, all translations in this
article are my own.

Journal of the Siam Society, Vol. 114, Pt. 1, June 2026, pp. 3-20
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(Shorto 1963: 1970) and he achieves
fame as the object of a popular cult in
Bagan and then in Thaton (Stadtner
2005: 39-40; see also Donald Stadtner,
this Special Edition). Today, in Thailand,
he iscommonly known as the “Fat Monk”
and is represented as a pot-bellied
figure seated in meditation [FIGURE 1],
sometimes with his eyes and other
orifices covered (Lagirarde 2003).
He comes to be conflated with
Mahakaccayana or Phra Sangkachai
(wseduffaaneid) in later Thai tradition
and is part of the group of the 80 Great
Disciples (asiti mahasavakas) of the
Buddha (Lagirarde 2000, 2001, 2005).
Primarily because of his big belly, he
has, over the years, been likened to
other figures as well: the ventripotent
Jambhala, well-known in tantric art
(Luce 1969-70: I, 207); Budai, the
so-called “fat” or “laughing Buddha”
of Chinese tradition (Lagirarde 2019:
193); and even the Buddha’s disciple
Moggallana (Skt, Maudgalyayana) at
the moment of suffering from a belly
ache caused by Mara who flew into his
stomach and made it swell (Duroiselle
1933: 110).* In other words, over
the years, Gavampati has had a
chameleonic  personality—something
that has enriched both his legend and
his cult and led to his having multiple
identities and roles (Lagirarde 2003).

In this article, I want to focus
primarily on Pali and Sanskrit traditions
about Gavampati. These too, as we shall
see, are multifarious and sometimes
rather fluid, but in their unstable quality
and ambiguities they may help provide

* This story may be found in M I 332 (trans. Nanamoli
& Bodhi 1995: 431); it is also retold in the Lokapafifiatti
(Denis 1977: 11, 138-139).

a background to many of the multiple
facets of this important Buddhist arhat.
In what follows, I shall touch on seven
interrelated topics: (1) Gavampati’s
presence or absence from various
listings of the Buddha’s enlightened
disciples; (2) Gavampati and the First
Buddhist Council; (3) Gavampati as
Cattle-Lord; (4) Gavampati and the
Serisaka Celestial Mansion; (5) Gavampati
as meditator and miracle-maker; (6)
Gavampati as a borderland missionary;
and finally, (7) Gavampati and Gotama
Buddha.

Lists of Arhats

In many of his biographies, after
attaining his Awakening at Bodhgaya,
the Buddha decides to start preaching
the Dharma to others. He briefly considers
sharing his new-found doctrine with
his former teachers, Alara and Uddaka
(Skt, Arada and Udraka), but he realizes
they have both passed away. So, he
decides to go to the Deer Park at Sarnath
to find his erstwhile companions with
whom he had practiced austerities (the
so-called “Group of Five”). His sermon
to them, the “Setting in Motion of the
Wheel of the Dharma”, is so effective
that they are quickly converted, request
ordination as monks, and soon there-
after attain full enlightenment. At that
point, the Pali Vinaya (Vin I 14; trans.
Horner 1938-52: 1V, 21) tells us, “there
were six arhats in the world” (the
Buddha and the five former ascetics).
This begins a series of stories which,
whatever their inherent interest, have
the function of tabulating the growth
of the ariyasarngha (the community of
“noble” [i.e., enlightened] ones). The

4 Journal of the Siam Society, Vol. 114, Pt. 1, June 2026
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FIGURE 1: The Buddhist disciple or Fat Monk Gavampati, also known as
Mahakaccayana or Phra Sangkachai; 17th-18th century or later,
Wat Chedi Luang, Chiang Mai © Nicolas Revire

pattern continues when the Buddha
converts Yasa (Skt, Yasas), a young man
from a prominent merchant family in
Benares: he is ordained, becomes
enlightened, and “then there were
seven arhats” (Vin I 18; trans. Horner
1938-52: 1V, 26). Then he meets four
of Yasa’s companions, one of whom,
as noted above, is Gavampati. Hearing
that their good friend Yasa had become
a monk, they all decide to follow his
example: after receiving instruction
and ordination from the Buddha, they

too are enlightened and so bring the
number of arhats in the world to eleven
(Vin I 19; trans. Horner 1938-52: 1V, 27).

This same pattern of keeping track
of the number of enlightened disciples
in the very early Sangha is found in
several other vinayas,® so it is not uniquely

> See the Mahisdsakavinaya (T. 1421, 22: 105c-106a;
trans. Bareau 1963: 224); the Dharmaguptakavinaya
(T. 1428, 22: 790b; trans. Bareau 1963: 224-225); and
the Milasarvastivadavinaya (Sanghbhv 1. 146-147;
trans. of Tib., Feer 1883: 28-29). See also Kloppenborg
1973: 40-41.
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a Theravada tradition. It is clear that
in these episodes we find the start of a
pan-Buddhist tradition of making lists
of Buddhist arhats. Indeed, the tabula-
tion continues in the very next passage
of the vinayas. Yasa, it turns out, has
50 other acquaintances, young men of
slightly lesser status. They too decide to
go to the Buddha and become ordained
and soon, we are told, “there were
sixty-one arhats in the world” (Vin I
20; trans. Horner 1938-52: 1V, 28). The
members of this last group of 50 are not
named, however; after the Buddha tells
all of his disciples to go their own ways
and individually spread the teaching of
the Dharma, the 50 anonymous friends
of Yasa pretty much drop out of the
picture.

Their eclipse, however, does not
mean the end of the tabulation of arhats.
In the Pali commentarial tradition, we
find mention of a group of the Buddha’s
80 Great Disciples whose names may or
may not be listed. When they are, as in
the Theragatha Commentary (Th-a IlI 205-
206), the first ten disciple-arhats (the
five ascetics, Yasa, and his four friends
including Gavampati) are named at the
head of a list, which is then filled out
with names of other enlightened
disciples, many of whom (e.g., Sariputta,
Mahakassapa, Mahamoggallana) are quite
famous. Gavampati’s early presence
among the 80 Great Disciples is important
for, as Lagirarde (2000: 58, 72, fig. 1)
makes clear, he goes on to occupy a
prominent position in iconography and
in various Pali and vernacular reitera-
tions of the list in Southeast Asia.’

® For an orthodoxly established Thai list of the
disciples, see, e.g., Vajirafanavarorasa 1974: II, 69
(where he appears as disciple no. 10). For a Burmese
list, see Mingun 1990-98: VI, Part 1, xiv (where he

The origins of the tradition of the
80 disciples are, to me, obscure. Pali
commentator Buddhaghosa (fl. 5th c.),
in his Visuddhimagga, refers to the
number without enumerating the names
(Vism 98; trans. Pe Maung Tin 1923: 115).
The Dhammapada Commentary assumes
the tradition of the 80 disciples in
figuring out the total number of monks
going to visit the novice Tissa (Dhp-a II
93; trans. Burlingame 1921:11, 156-157).
But perhaps the most noteworthy Pali
commentarial reference occurs in the
story of Mahakassapa and Ajatasattu
building a great underground stupa
for the Buddha about 20 years after his
parinirvana. This involves collecting
all the relics from the eight original
stupas in which they had been distributed
right after the Buddha’s death and
centralizing them in a single under-
ground chamber. Before re-enshrinement,
eight nesting urns are prepared for each
of the eight shares of relics. Because
of a somewhat mysterious purported
need for secrecy, however, an elaborate
pretense is made that these relics are
not those of the Buddha but of his 80
Great Disciples (Sv II 611-613).5 No
enumeration of these disciples is made
thus there is no mention of Gavampati,
but the association of the 80 disciples
with relics is nonetheless noteworthy,
given Gavampati’s later association with
the same.’

appears as no. 12 of the Buddha’s right hand side
disciples, those flanking Sariputta). See also Schnake
2024:133.

7 40,000 monks, we are told, went to visit Tissa in
groups of 500, each led by one of the Buddha’s major
disciples (40,000/500 = 80).

8 The story is repeated in Thiip 181-183 (trans.
Jayawickrama 1971: 44-46) and is well known in the
Burmese tradition (Strong 2004: 127-131).

? One is tempted to think that the 80 disciples were
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In looking at lists of great disciples,
we should not neglect the enumerations
that appear in the introductory
paragraphs of some Mahayana texts.
Typically these begin with an opening
scene in which the Buddha is surrounded
by a large number of “great disciples”
who are arhats, some of whom, usually
a few dozen, are then named. Although
they are truncated, these lists bear a
close—though not exact—resemblance
to the start of the Pali lists of the 80
Great Disciples. Invariably, just as in the
Theragatha Commentary, they begin with
the names of the Buddha’s first disciples
(the “Group of Five”) and often follow
that with the group of Yasa and his four
friends including Gavampati. But even
when this order is not strictly adhered
to, Gavampati is still mentioned apart
from his “group”.’

Lagirarde (2000: 60) has pointed out
that, on some lists of the 80 disciples,
Gavampati is curiously missing. This is
the case, for instance, in a 15th-century
inscription on a buddhapada from
Sukhothai—perhaps the earliest mention
of the 80 disciples in Thailand. There,
Yasa and his first three companions are
mentioned, but not Gavampati. Curiously,
exactly the same thing is true in the
Larger Sukhavativyiha where Gavampati
is likewise skipped in the listing and no
mention of him is made."

divided into eight groups of ten and each associated
with one share of the Buddha’s relics.

10 For example, see the Lotus Sutra (Sad 3; trans. Kern
1884: 2); the Smaller Sukhavativitha (ed. Miiller &
Nanjio 1883: 92; trans. Gémez 1996: 15); the Lalitavistara
(Lal 1.2; trans. Foucaux 1884: 3); the Karundpundarika
(Kp 2.2; trans. Weiler 1956: 118-119).

1 see ed. Miiller & Nanjio 1883: 2. In his translation,
Gémez (1996: 62) has added him back in without
explaining why, but seemingly on the basis of the
Chinese text which does include him. See T. 360,
12: 265¢; trans. Inagaki 1995: 21.

More generally, I might add that he
also does not figure on the well-known
list of disciples in the Anguttaranikaya
(A T 23-26; trans. Bodhi 2012: 109-113)
which was so important to Theravada
hagiography, specifying the quality in
which each major disciple—including
nuns and laypersons—was “most
preeminent”. The Milasarvastivadavinaya,
however, does refer to him, in a different
context, as the “most preeminent of
the disciples who dwell in frontier
regions”.'> Nor is Gavampati included
in the usual lists of the 16 or 18 arhats
(Ch., luohan %'iX), although he does
figure on one list of eight arhats which
Ftienne Lamotte (1988: 694) claims was
a building block towards the longer
list of 16." And he is likewise included
among the arhat-disciples in the
so-called “cult of the nine gods” and
in related paritta rites found in various
parts of Myanmar, Thailand, and
Cambodia. In this tradition, Gavampati is
one of eight disciples who are arranged
in the four cardinal and four interme-
diate points of the compass around the
Buddha who is in the center.”

The first thing to be noted about
Gavampati, then, is that he is an arhat
who comes and goes. In both Pali and

12 T. 1451, 24: 228a (trans. Guillon 1983: 55). See also
Lamotte 1949-80: 629n.; Przyluski 1926: 243; and
Panglung 1981: 171.

3 In general, on the 16 arhats, see Lévi & Chavannes
1916.

 Htin Aung 1978: 7-11. In Myanmar, the disciples
are each associated not only with a direction, but
with a planet, a day of the week, an animal, etc. In
Gavampati’s case, he is connected to the Northwest,
Wednesday afternoon, Rahu, and the tuskless
elephant. The origin of the rite seems to lie in the
notion of using the arhats to form a kind of protective
cage around the Buddha that can be used to ward of
malignant forces. See Guillon 1987: 149; also Strong
1992: 238-241.
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Sanskrit sources, he is sometimes
listed as present among the Buddha’s
enlightened disciples and he is sometimes
absent.

The First Council

The same thing may be reflected in
Sanskrit traditions relative to the First
Buddhist Council held at Rajagrha
(today in Bihar, India) shortly after
the death of the Buddha, usually dated
to around the 5th century BCE. It is
noteworthy that several of the listings
of the great disciples at the start of
Mahayana texts, in which Gavampati
is included, end with the name of
the Buddha’s disciple Ananda, who is
specified in the lists as “still a learner”,
i.e., not yet an arhat (e.g., Sad 3; trans.
Kern 1884: 3).

I take this mention of such a pro-
minent disciple at the tail end of the
listing and the recall of his not-yet-
enlightened status as a reference to
the story of the First Council to which
500 arhats were invited but from which
Ananda was initially excluded because
he was still a “learner”. Thus, Gavampati’s
inclusion on these lists is all the more
noteworthy given the contradictory
Sanskrit tradition that he did not attend
the First Council. The story, studied long
ago by Jean Przyluski (1926: 239-256),
is well known. The Buddha’s disciple
Mahakasyapa (P., Mahakassapa), having
assembled the elders for the recitation
of the sutras and the Vinaya, realizes
that one arhat—Gavampati—is missing,
absent because he is dwelling in a
celestial abode (about which see below).
Accordingly, a young monk is sent up
to fetch him. However, when Gavampati

realizes that the Buddha has died, he
refuses. “What is the use of remaining
in a buddhaless world?” he asks and,
declaring that he wishes to follow the
Buddha into extinction, just as a baby
elephant follows its mother, he flies up
into the air, autocremates himself, and
is no more."”

The story in the Mahaprajfiaparamita-
$astra is even more dramatic. When
Mahakasyapa realizes that Ananda will
not be able to recite all the Buddha’s
teaching because he is not qualified to
participate in the First Council due to
his lack of arhatship, he asks who can
do it in his stead. Aniruddha suggests
Gavampati who, he says was Sariputra
(P., Sariputta)’s best disciple and fully
knows the Vinaya- and Siitrapitakas. He
is now in retreat in a celestial abode.
Thus, a messenger monk is sent flying
to heaven to request Gavampati’s
presence for this important task.
However, when Gavampati finds out
that not only has the Buddha passed
away, but so have Sariputra and
Mahamaudgalyayana, that Ananda is
dysfunctionally depressed from mourning,
and Rahula does nothing but
contemplate impermanence, he con-
cludes the situation is hopeless and
goes into extinction himself (T. 1509, 25:
68b—69a; trans. Lamotte 1949-80: 97-99).
One might have expected him to step up
to the occasion, but he chooses not to.

In this particular story, then,
Gavampati has opted for the path of the

15 T, 2043, 50: 150b-151a (trans. Li 1993: 94-97);
T. 2042, 50: 112a-c (trans. Przyluski 1923: 314-316);
T. 2027, 49 : 4c-5c¢ (trans. Przyluski 1926: 6-11). For
the Milasarvativada version, see Obermiller 1931-32:
11, 73-76.
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antisocial meditator who cares little
about Sangha politics or, apparently,
the laity. His devotion is more to the
Buddha than to the monastic commu-
nity. Paul Lévy (1957: 86) calls him “the
most faithful of the Buddha’s disciples”
and compares his autocremation to an
act of sati—throwing himself on his
lord’s funeral pyre. Mahakasyapa
realizes such an act is potentially
problematic for the ongoing existence
of the established monastic community:
when he is told of Gavampati’s refusal
to come to the Council and his opting
for extinction, Mahakasyapa issues an
injunction forbidding all monks from
entering nirvana until the basket of
Dharma has been collected (Przyluski
1926: 32).

And yet the tale gives us a more
mixed picture of Gavampati. It makes it
clear that he was seen as someone who
was a master of the Dharma and poten-
tially a leader of the Sangha. His refusal
to attend the First Council ends up
having a happy ending, for it causes
Ananda to redouble his efforts to
attain arhatship. Fortunately that night
Ananda does and so can recite the
sutras in Gavampati’s stead (T. 1509, 25:
69a; trans. Lamotte 1949-80: 100). At
another level, then, in the words of
Claude Lévi-Strauss (1962), Gavampati’s
story is bon a penser (good to think). The
choice Gavampati is presented with
epitomizes a tension that is broadly
characteristic of much of Buddhism:
between the poles of aloofness from
the world and involvement in it. And
in some ways, as Lagirarde (2003: 167)
points out, this tension between “strict
monk” and “bodhisattva” may still be
found in Gavampati’s cult in modern
Thailand.

Cattle-Lord

This pattern of inclusion/exclusion also
occurs in a series of Pali and Sanskrit
legends connected to Gavampati’s
karmic history. The name “Gavampati”
literally means “Lord of the Cattle”;*
thus it is not surprising to find,
in various Pali Commentaries, the
assertion that he was, in a previous life,
an oxherder."” This bovine connection is
found even more explicitly in a Chinese
commentary on the first chapters of
the Ekottara-agama, where Gavampati’s
name is rendered as “Ox-foot”
(Ch. niujiao 4-#) which, according to
Przyluski (1926: 240) suggests an
original Sanskrit of gavampadi. The
Commentary then explains that this
monk was so called because his feet
resembled the hooves of an ox;'® more-
over, after Gavarnpadi finished eating,
he chewed (or appeared to chew) his
cud.” This was a problem because it
risked causing heretics to critically point
out that here was a Buddhist monk who
was eating after noon, a clear violation
of the Vinaya. So as to avoid such
embarrassment, the Buddha exiled
Gavampati to heaven where he could
ruminate alone (T. 1507, 24: 40c; trans.
Przyluski 1926: 115). Much the same

18 In Sanskrit, gavam is genitive plural of go (“cow,
cattle”) and pati means “lord, master, owner”,

7 Sy 1II 814; and Vv-a 331-332 (trans. Masefield
1989: 505-506). For an alternative interpretation of
Gavampati’s name, meaning “Lord of Speech”, see
Javier Schnake, this Special Edition.

18 The term pada means “foot”, and the suffix -i forms
a possessive or adjectival derivative. The compound
gavampadi would therefore mean “having the feet of
cattle” or “cow/ox-footed”.

1% A demythologizer might suggest that Gavampati
was suffering from oromandibular dystonia or Meige
syndrome.
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story is found in the Mialasarvastiva-
davinaya which asserts that because,
long ago at the time of Kasyapa Buddha,
Gavampati insulted his teacher by calling
him an old ox and thus was reborn 500
times as an ox himself. In the last of
these bovine rebirths, he happened,
one day, to get stuck in a bog. He was
rescued by Sariputra who preached
the Dharma to him, ox though he was.
A bit later he was killed by a jackal and
reborn in the womb of the wife of a
brahmin. Sariputra, who frequented
that brahmin’s house, got him to promise
that he would give his son—then still in
utero—to the Buddhist Sangha. When
the child was born, he was named
Gavampati who soon became a monk
and attained arhatship. Due to his
bovine past, however, he was inclined to
gastral reflexes and rechewing his food
in the evenings. He was given permis-
sion to reswallow it by the Buddha but
sent to the borderlands because of his
habit (Panglung 1981: 170-171).
Przyluski (1926: 250-256) has sought
to make much out of these stories, con-
necting Gavampati to Siva and Siva’s
bull Nandi, on the one hand, and to
various accounts of the sacrifice of the
buffalo in “Monsoon Asia”, on the other.
His argument is that Gavampati rep-
resents an indigenous “God of the Dry
Season”, who has become Buddhicized
asanarhat, but who should be associated
with an ancient Southeast Asian cult
in which a bull or buffalo, representing
the deity of drought, was sacrificed at
the start of the rainy season. Przyluski
implies that Gavampati’s extinction in
parinirvana (which makes possible the
First Council held during the rainy
season) is a Buddhist reworking in

legend of an old pre-Buddhist ritual
tradition involving the killing or
expelling of a bovine victim.

These imaginative leaps have been
vigorously criticized by others. For
instance, after citing Przyluski, Eveline
Porée-Maspero (1962-69: 11, 308) wonders
why the ox—a crucial animal for plowing
and planting—would be expelled, even
in effigy, at the very time when it is
most needed. More devastatingly, Harry
Shorto (1970: 24-25) has found Przyluski’s
interpretation is based on a too-easy
acceptance of a misreading of a mis-
leading report on the dubious discovery
of an amulet near Bagan in Myanmar
that can only questionably be associated
with someone who might perhaps be
called Gavampati. He concludes that
Pryluski’s “excursus”, as he calls it, is
“irrelevant”.

What, then, are we to make of
Gavampati’s ox-like nature? A different
line of interpretation would seem
possible. The texts cited above make
it clear that Gavampati’s chief bovine
feature is that he “chews the cud”: that
he has a habit of masticating even when
not eating. In itself, this was not against
monastic discipline; we are told in the
Pali Vinaya (Vin II 132; trans. Horner
1938-52: V, 183) about an unnamed
monk resembling Gavampati who had
been a cow in a previous life and so now
chewed the cud. The story makes it clear
that this is fine—the Buddha “allows
rumination for a ruminator (romanthaka)”
—but the episode goes on to specify
that this habit caused problems because
it made lay devotees suspect him of
eating after hours.

Like many stories, however, this
one may have contextual overtones.
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As Francois Bizot (1976: 6) and others
have shown, in Southeast Asia, the
practice of monks eating after noon,
specifically of their taking an evening
meal, was commonplace among certain
unreformed forest monks (Than Tun
1959: 107). What we would seem to
have in Gavampati, then, is a figure who
appears, from one perspective (that of
Sri Lankan Theravada orthodoxy), as
a violator of the Vinaya rules, but who
actually, from another perspective
(that of the “unreformed tradition”),
is innocent of wrongdoing and who,
moreover, is portrayed as being
persecuted despite his innocence.”

The Serisaka Celestial Mansion

This theme of Gavampati as an arhat
who wants to, or has to, eat alone is
also found in traditions that know
nothing about his chewing the cud. In
the Dighanikaya (D I 356-357; trans.
Walshe 1987: 368), for example, he is
in the habit of taking his meals and
spending his noonday rest in an empty
celestial mansion known as the Serisaka
Vimana (“The Celestial Mansion Made
of Acacia Wood”) in the Heaven of the
Four Great Kings. There, one day, he
is suddenly burst in upon by Payasi, a
heretic turned devout layman whose
time for rebirth in heaven happens
to have arrived and whose karma has
apparently assigned him the Serisaka
mansion. Gavampati remembers Payasi
from his former life and, somewhat
peeved at having his siesta space and

0 The arhat Upagupta too, in Southeast Asia, was
suspected of eating after noon, though his solution
is rather more assertive than Gavampati’s: he uses
his magical powers to stop the sun in its course so
that he can continue eating (Strong 1992).

meditative retreat invaded, he asks him:
“Brother, aren’t you the one who used
to say there was no other world, [...]
and no karmic rewards for good or bad
deeds?”. Payasi explains that he was,
but that he got converted by the elder
Kumara Kassapa and was reborn here as
a result of his merit. The commentary
on this passage (Sv III 814), as well as
a parallel text in the Vimanavatthu
Commentary (Vv-a 331-332; trans. Mase-
field 1989: 505-506), tell the origin
of this Divine Mansion. Once upon a
time, in the era of the previous Kassapa
Buddha, there was an arhat who, after
going on his alms round, was in the
habit of taking his bowl out to a field
and sitting down to eat and rest there.
A local cowherd, worried that the
elder would suffer from the heat of the
noonday sun, undertook to build him a
shelter. Using four posts of acacia wood,
he made a pavilion which he covered
with acacia leaves, in front of which he
planted an acacia tree. As a result of this
good deed, the cowherd was reborn in
the Heaven of the Four Great Kings, in
a vimana in front of which there grew
a great acacia tree. It was consequently
known as the Serisaka (Acacian) Vimana.
Eventually, the cowherd’s time in heaven
was up and he was reborn as the
Buddha'’s disciple Gavampati. Because of
Gavampati’s past familiarity with that
heavenly mansion, he used to visit it on
a daily basis for his noonday meal and
rest.

Meditator, Miracle-Worker,
and Protector

In some texts, however, the Serisaka
Vimana is presented very much as
though it were a forest hermitage (e.g.,
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T. 2027, 49: 5a; trans. Przyluski 1926: 7).
In the Divyavadana (Div 399; trans.
Strong 1983: 259), for instance, though
still called a celestial mansion, the
Vimana is paired with other retreats
such as Kashmir, Mahavana, Revataka,
Lake Anavatapta, and Mount Gandha-
madana, which, though remote, were
nonetheless considered to be in our
world. In the Theragatha Commentary
(Th-a1110), rather than dwell in heaven,
Gavampati chooses to reside in the
Afijana forest in Saketa. Thus, in the
polarity between forest-monks and
city-monks that has characterized
Buddhism pretty much everywhere
it has gone, Gavampati is a figure who
embodies the ideals of the former pole.
It comes as no surprise, then, to find
forest monks worshiping an image of
Gavampati in a 15th-century controversy
in northern Thailand (Mangrai 1981: 135).

But whether in a forest hermitage
or in heaven, he is said to spend much
of his time in a trance of samadhi. This
is a theme that also was developed in
various ways in Southeast Asia. For
example, in the Thai and Lao Gavam-
patisutta studied by Lagirarde (2000), he
is presented as a saint who guards the
doors of his senses.> Small images or
amulets, in fact, often represent him as
a figure covering his eyes (phra pit ta;
WseUmm1) [FIGURE 2] and sometimes
other orifices with an extra pair of arms.
Alternatively, his head may be covered
by his robe—a sign of being in a trance.*

2 Given the affinities between Gavampati and
Mahakaccayana, it is interesting to note that the
latter was also praised by the Buddha for “keeping
the doors of his senses guarded” (indriyesu guttadvara)
and therefore beloved by both humans and gods
(Dhp-a 11 177; trans. Burlingame 1921: 11, 203).

22 przyluski (1926: 250) contests the interpretation

Like many saints of the forest,
Gavampati also has developed super-
natural powers—abilities that are the
outcome of his meditational prowess,
but which draw him back into involve-
ment in the world. Many examples of
use of his powers to help others could be
given from Southeast Asian materials,
starting with his cult long ago in Bagan
as a protector of palaces or monasteries,
or, in more modern times, as a protector
of the Buddha in the cult of the “Nine
Gods” (see above), or as a bringer of
worldly benefits to his possessors and
devotees.® One possible root of this
theme of using his superpowers for the
benefit of people may be found in the
Pali Canon in a specific story. In the
Theragathd, the Buddha praises Gavampati
for his detachment and for his iddhi
(supernormal powers) which he applies
to holding back the flood waters of the
Sarabhii River. As K.R. Norman (1969: 5;
Pali text in Th 6) translates the verse:
“Gavampati, who by his supernormal
power made the river Sarabht stand
fast, is unfettered and unmoved. The
devas revere that great sage who has
surpassed all attachments and reached
the far shore of existence”. The Com-
mentary on the text explains that once,
when Gavampati was residing and
meditating in the Afijanavana forest,
the Buddha came to visit him together
with a great following of monks. As there
were not enough accommodations for
all of them, some of the bhikkhus slept

that covering the eyes indicates a trance. Comparing
Gavampati to Siva, he argues instead that the eyes are
covered so as to shield devotees from the potentially
destructive power of Gavampati’s glance.

2 See inter alia Shorto 1970: 21-22; Guillon 1983:
52-53; Luce 1969-70: I, 208; Mangrai 1981: 135, 177,
n. 140.
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FIGURE 2: Miniature metallic image of Gavampati depicted closing his eyes;
Wat Huay Duan, Nakhon Sawan; special edition, May 2022 © www.thailandamulet.net

on the sand of the Sarabhi River. In the
middle of the night, however, the waters
suddenly began to rise and the monks
were in danger of drowning or being
swept away.* The Buddha, worried about
the situation, ordered Gavampati to stop
the water from rising, which he did:
using his superpowers, he stays the flow
of the stream so that the whole river
rears up like a great mountain (Th-a I
109-111; partial trans. Davids 1986: 2:
42-43).% Przyluski (1926: 246-247) invokes

24 This was apparently a perennial problem in the for-
est of Afijana, at the start of the rainy season when
flash floods were apt to occur. For another instance,
see the story of the elder Afijanavaniya who put his
bed on top of four big stones so that the waters would
pass underneath him (Th-a1136-137).

%5 The Buddha performs a similar feat shortly after
his Awakening, when he holds back the waters of the
Nairafijana River, a miracle that helps finally convert
the Brahmanical ascetic Uruvela Kassapa. See Vin I
31; trans. Horner 1938-52: 1V, 42,

this as yet more evidence of Gavampati’s
opposition to the rainy season. The
holding back of the waters of the river,
however, has less to do with Gavampati
as a “God of the Dry Season” (dieu de la
sécheresse) than with his position as a
powerful arhat endowed with super-
natural powers which he uses for the
well-being of the community.

Borderland Arhat, Missionary,
and Patron Saint

Gavampati’s combination of withdrawal
from the world—whether in Serisaka or
in samadhi, or in a forest hermitage—
with involvement in the world may be
behind another theme prominent to
his legend and cult: his specialization in
spreading the Buddha’s teaching to the
borderlands. In the Pali Sarmyuttanikaya
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(S V 436-437; trans. Bodhi 2000: 1857),
there is a short sutra attributed to
Gavampati. Nothing is doctrinally
remarkable about it, but it is noteworthy
that his sermon—which Gavampati says
repeats what he heard from the Buddha
—is addressed to the Cetiyan people
who are variously thought to have dwelt
in present-day Nepal or in settlements
in the region of the upper Ganges or
Yamuna River (Malalasekera 1974:1,911).
The picture that emerges, then, is that
of Gavampati transmitting the Dharma
in a remote region to persons who may
never have seen the Buddha.

The theme also appears in the Sanskrit
tradition. For instance, in the Maula-
sarvastivadavinaya, the Buddha tells
Gavampati that, henceforth, he should
no longer remain in Madhyadesa (“the
Central Region”) but go and reside
beyond its borders. The Buddha thereby
proclaims Gavampati “the foremost of
his disciples who dwell in frontier-lands”.*
The Mahakarmavibhanga (Mkv 124-125;
trans. Lévi 1932: 131) is more specific.
It states that Gavampati converted the
inhabitants of Suvarnabhiimi, the “Land
of Gold”, often identified with the Mon
regions of lower Myanmar or central
Thailand (Revire 2018). If this Gavampati
is indeed the Buddha’s disciple, the
account would imply that he was still
active more than two centuries after
the death of Gotama Buddha, a

26 See T. 1451, 24: 228a (trans. Guillon 1983: 55); also
Przyluski 1926: 243; Lamotte 1949-80: 629n.; and
Panglung 1981: 171. Like Gavampati, Mahakaccayana
is also associated with borderlands; he is from Avanti,
in the West, a region paradigmatic of the periphery
in early Buddhist literature, since it is with regard
to Avanti that the Buddha is asked to make special
allowances to the Vinaya rules for monks living
outside the “Central Region” (Vin I 194-195; trans,
Horner 1938-52: 1V, 263).

chronological difficulty already noted
by modern scholars (Lagirarde 2005).
In this respect, the Sanskrit text differs
from the Pali chronicles, which attribute
the mission to the same region
(Suvannabhiimi in Pali) to the monks
Sona and Uttara, said to have been
dispatched there under King Asoka
(e.g., Mhv 94; trans. Geiger 1960: 82).

This same overlap with Sona and
Uttara may be reflected in an intriguing
archeological find, made in the Tilominlo
Temple in Bagan in 1928, not of one but
of two images of the Fat Monk. They
were found in a relic chamber flanking
a statue of the past Buddha Vessabh,
identified by inscription. Immediately
above the relic chamber was a brick
pedestal on which an identical image of
the Buddha (presumably Gotama) resided,
flanked by two disciples identified as
Sariputta and Moggallana (Duroiselle
1933: 110-111). An implicit parallelism
is present here: just as Sariputta and
Moggallana were the two aggasavakas
(chief disciples) of Gotama, so the two
fat monks (presumably two images of
Gavampati) appear to have been the
two chief disciples of Vessabhi. This is
noteworthy since, according to orthodox
Theravada tradition (Bv 84; trans.
Horner 1975: 82), the two chief disciples
of Vessabhii were called Sona and Uttara
and thus were namesakes of the two
missionaries who in the Pali chronicles
are sent to convert Suvannabhimi.

A number of Southeast Asian texts
(both chronicles and inscriptions) work
this identification of Gavampati as
the converter of Suvannabhtimi into a
full-blown legend. The story in the Pali
Sasanavarmsa may be summarized as
follows.
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Once upon a time, a wizard
(vijiadhara) had sexual relations with
a nagi who, in due time, lays two
eggs, which she then abandons out of
embarrassment.” A prince finds the
eggs and keeps one, giving the other
to his younger brother. Eventually two
humans are born from the eggs. At age
ten, the boy from the younger brother’s
egg dies and is reborn as a prince named
Gavampati in Mithila, in India. There,
he meets the Buddha, joins the order,
and soon becomes our arhat. A bit later,
the god Indra takes the boy from the
older brother’s egg and installs him as
a king named Sihar3ja in the city of
Sudhammapura (Thaton) in lower
Myanmar.

In time, Gavampati, who has followed
the Buddha in his wanderings, conceives
a desire to see his mother again and
sets out for his hometown of Mithila.
By virtue of his divine eye, however, he
perceives that she has died and been
reborn in lower Myanmar, a country
inhabited by many hunters and fisher-
men. Worried that, in such an environ-
ment, his mother will grow up a sinner,
he resolves to go there and preach to
her. Flying through the air, he quickly
arrives in the city of Thaton where he
meets King Siharaja, his former brother,
and his mother, reborn as a little girl.?
In order to convince his brother of the
truth of karmic connections, he arranges
for milk to spurt forth into his mouth
from the breast of the young girl, his
former mother. Impressed by this
miracle, King Siharaja tells Gavampati

27 This is a common initial scenario in Southeast
Asian culture-founder myths.

%8 The meeting with his mother is not recounted in
the Sasanavarisa but is found in the Mon chronicles.
See Guillon 1983: 56.

that he is the most fantastic being in the
world, to which he replies that is not true,
for the Buddha is much greater. Stharaja
thereupon expresses a desire to see this
Buddha and Gavampati agrees to invite
him to come. The Buddha accepts, flies
through the air in the eighth year after
his enlightenment, and lands in lower
Myanmar together with 500 monks.
There, he preaches to King Stharaja and
the whole population and establishes
them in the three refuges and five
precepts. Upon his departure, he leaves
six hair relics behind for the establishment
of his cult and promises that, after his
parinirvana, Gavampati will be able to
take one of his tooth relics which he will
posthumously transform into 33 tooth
relics, one for each of the provinces of
the kingdom. And indeed, that is what
happens 37 years later. Learning of the
Buddha’s demise, Gavampati—who
apparently has remained in Thaton—
flies to Kusinara, takes a tooth relic from
the still burning pyre of the Buddha and
conveys it to lower Myanmar where it
is miraculously cloned and enshrined all
over the kingdom.”

Gavampati’s connection with relics
in this story is noteworthy. On the one
hand, the relics come to legitimize the
rule of the king and are used to establish
and reinforce the very organization of
the state (Shorto 1963). On the other
hand, the association with relics would
seem to be confirmed by archeology; as
Gordon Luce (1969-70: 1, 206) points out,
images of Gavampati have “frequently
[been] found in old relic-chambers—
at Sriksetra, Yangon, Pegu, Mandalay,
Pagan, etc.”.*

29 535 35-37 (trans. Law 1952: 40-42). See also Shorto
1970: 16-17; and Bigandet 1979: 11, 144-145.

30 We know, from Sri Lankan examples, that those
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In this way, Gavampati becomes a
kind of patron saint of the Mon people,
credited with introducing them to
Buddhism and enabling them to lay
claim to possessing the very first tooth
relic from the Buddha’s funeral pyre. As
such, he is often portrayed as a founder
figure of Thaton. Inscriptions, however,
indicate that he was also associated with
other cities and regions, and the
primacy of his Mon connections in
lower Myanmar has thus been chal-
lenged by some scholars. Michael
Aung-Thwin, rereading the epigraphical
record, goes so far as to state: “The
earliest evidence we have regarding
the Gavampati tradition is found in and
concerned with Upper, not Lower Burma,
and is concerned with the ‘establishment’
of Sri Ksetra and Pagén, the ‘quintes-
sential’ capitals of the Pyl and Burmese
speakers respectively, not with Thatén and
Mon speakers” (2005: 85; his emphasis).
Yet the earliest inscriptions related
to Gavampati in Myanmar, found at
Bagan during the reign of Kyanzittha
(1084-1113 cE), are all in Mon, thus
underscoring the continued centrality
of Mon cultural agency in the material
articulation of his cult (see also Donald
Stadtner, this Special Edition).

Gavampati and the Buddha

It is commonplace to say that the
Buddha’s disciples, in so far as they
preach the same Dharma, act for the
Buddha in his absence. As a missionary

responsible for bringing the Buddha and/or his relics
to the land—such as the Elder Mahinda—were often
represented inside stupas; somewhat the same thing
seems to have happened here. See Thip 235; trans.
Jayawickrama 1971: 118.

monk and frequenter of borderlands,
Gavampati was often called to do this.
For this reason, perhaps, Paul Lévy
(1957: 87) called him the Buddha’s
“understudy”. Even today in Thailand,
as Lagirarde (2003: 155) has shown,
there are iconographic settings that
have an image of the Fat Monk/
Gavampati/Sangkachai sharing a place of
honor with the Blessed One.

Gavampati, of course, is not the
Buddha. Yet the tradition took pains
to make that point. One of the ways it
did this was by portraying him icono-
graphically as a small, squat, and obese
figure. Luce (1969-70: I, 208) worried
that he knew of “no text which says that
Gavampati was abnormally fat”, but a
series of Pali, Thai, and Lao manuscripts
studied by Lagirarde (2000: 76) explain
the reason for this obesity and go on to
give a quite different final life story of
the arhat which may be summarized as
follows:

At the time of the Buddha, a monk
named Brahmaputta lived in a forest
monastery in Hemabhtimi (i.e., Suvanna-
bhiimi, the Land of Gold). He was very,
very handsome, so much so that he
was often confused with the Buddha.
This caused problems because, when
he went out on his alms round, people
would get excited thinking the Buddha
had come to town and then would be
disappointed. So as to put an end to
such confusions, Brahmaputta used
his supernatural powers to change his
appearance: he shrunk the size of his
body and made himself quite ugly and
fat. At the same time, he changed his
name, calling himself Gavampati. Years
pass and Gavampati, thinking he will
enter parinirvana, flies to the Jetavana
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monastery to take leave of the Buddha.
Upon his return to Hemabhimi,
however, he remembers that he had
not yet converted a man named Sambala
whom he must convert.*! Accordingly, he
decides to delay his parinirvana,
assembles a crowd of disciples and
laypersons and preaches a lengthy
sermon to them, not unlike the Buddha
from his deathbed. This does the trick
for Sambala—who is in the audience—
and who promptly takes refuge in the
Triple Gem. Gavampati then enters into
parinirvana, which the text likens to a
city of crystal called Nibbana (Lagirarde
2000: 64-68; see also Gregory Kourilsky
and Javier Schnake, this Special Edition).

There then follows an account of
Gavampati’s funeral, lasting a whole
week, the bier and the platform being
provided by the gods. Most extraordi-
nary is that the Buddha himself comes
all the way from India to officiate at
the ceremony and that he stays right
through to the end. He lights the
funeral pyre in person and then gathers
Gavampati’s relics which he asks his
disciples to take back to India where
they are enshrined in the Ghositarama
monastery in Vesali. He also preaches
a sermon that results in the recently
converted Sambala attaining arhatship
(Ibid., 69-71).

Lagirarde does not mention this, but
what we appear to have here is a striking
reversal of the Mon tradition in which
Gavampati attends the funeral of Gotama
Buddha and brings a tooth relic back
with him. It is almost as though the
two figures have traded positions. At

3! This theme of converting “one last person” that
one is due to convert is also found in the Buddha’s
biography, in the story of his preaching to Subhadra
from his deathbed. See Strong 2001: 181-182.

the same time, this narrative further
glorifies Gavampati by portraying him
as if he were treated by the Buddha as
the Buddha himself. Perhaps the story
also serves to counter the Sanskritic
tradition in which he survives the
Blessed One only to refuse to attend the
First Council.

Concluding Remarks

It need hardly be pointed out that
traditions about Gavampati are multi-
farious and diverse. It is also clear that
they grew and evolved in a variety of
directions. Rather than try to reduce
their diversity to a single theme, without
addressing the question of whether
there were or are many Gavampatis,
I would like to respect their multiplicity
which strikes me as already present in
Sanskrit texts and the Pali Canon.
Instead of attempting to review
them, I would like to end with a brief
note of my own. At one point in his
important article on the “Gavampati
Tradition in Burma”, H.L. Shorto (1970:
25) asks “what were the sources in
Indian tradition from which the Burmese
Gavampati legends sprang?” His imme-
diate answer is “they are hardly to be
sought in the Pali Canon”, and his final
conclusion is “I believe that the ultimate
source of our legend is to be found in
Northern [Sanskrit] Buddhist tradition”.
More carefully, Emmanuel Guillon
(1983: 55) and Frangois Lagirarde (2000:
75), in their invaluable analyses of the
present Southeast Asian legends and
cult of Gavampati, end up pointing to
non-Sinhalese, “non-orthodox” traditions
as a primary source of Gavampati lore
in the region. In this, they reflect cur-
rent scholarly trends to complexify the
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picture of Buddhism in northern, or
mainland, Southeast Asia as having
roots other than Sri Lankan Theravada.*?

Over 30 years ago, in a book on
the arhat Upagupta (Strong 1992: 4),
I noted that one of the extraordinary
things about him—and indeed one of
the appealing things for some devotees—
was that there was no mention of him
in the Pali Canon or in the standard Sri
Lankan commentaries. As we have seen,
this is not the case with Gavampati.
For him, the seeds of later Southeast
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TRACING GAVAMPATI IN BURMA

Donald M. Stadtner!

ABSTRACT—The monk Gavampati, a disciple of the Buddha often known
in Southeast Asia as the “Fat Monk”, is examined at two locations: Pagan
(Bagan) between the 11th and 13th centuries, and in the southern region
known as Ramarifiadesa in 15th-century Mon traditions. Epigraphy, Mon,
Burmese, and Pali chronicles, and archeological evidence indicate his
diverse roles, from associations with kingship at Pagan to later traditions
concerning the introduction of Buddhism and tooth relics in the south.
Earlier scholarship maintained that this legendary figure arose in Burma
(Myanmar) during the first millennium, but a re-examination of a stone
image discovered in Rangoon (Yangon) in 1948 challenges this conven-
tional view of the monk’s historical trajectory.

KEYWORDS: Buddhist Relics; Gavampati (Fat Monk); Lower Burma (Ramanfiadesa);

Mon Buddhism; Myanmar Archeology

Background and Sources

Both Mon and Burmese traditions in
Burma (Myanmar)? drew upon a wide
corpus of Pali literature, including the
Canon itself, together with its com-
mentaries and related Sri Lankan texts.
Although the two traditions had access
to the same external sources, they
highlighted different narratives. In
most cases, the Pali origins of myths
circulating in Burma can be readily
identified, yet the reasons why one
tradition favored certain legends
over others remain unclear. From the
beginning, narratives adopted from Pali
literature were subject to continuous
indigenous accretions (Stadtner 2015a);
this helps explain why Gavampati’s

! Walnut Creek, California. Email: dstadtner@gmail.com.
% 0lder place names, such as Burma, Pagan, and Pegu,
are preferred by the author; the official modern
forms, such as Myanmar, Bagan and Bago, are used
only in the contemporary context—Editor’s note.

career in Burma bears little or no
relationship to the occasional biographical
notices found in traditional Pali and
Sanskrit literature (see John Strong, this
Special Edition).

Gavampati, an early Buddhist monk
known in Pali sources as a disciple of
the Buddha and often associated with
miraculous powers, became in Burma
the focus of vernacular legends and
traditions that developed independently
of these canonical references. For
example, Gavampati’s native place is named
Baranasi (Banaras) in the Pali Vinaya,
but Mon inscriptions and chronicles cast
him as a resident of Mithila, or, in Mon,
“Mituiw”.* Some local inscriptions and
chronicles touching on Gavampati are
dated while others are not; thus, charting

*1t appears that only a single Burmese chronicle lists
Gavampati’s hometown as Banaras, the late 18th-
century Varsadipani, completed in 1794 by Jinalankara-
dhaja, the orthodox “Vinaya jurist” (Pranke 2004: 130).
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a reliable chronology for the monk’s
multiple personae throughout the
second millennium in Burma is similar
to a jigsaw puzzle with an unknown
number of missing pieces. Myths
resemble mighty rivers drawing upon
innumerable tributaries, large and
small, making tracing origins and
permutations difficult. For instance,
Gavampati’s key role in salvaging a
tooth-relic from the Buddha’s funeral
pyre was almost certainly derived from
an earlier 13th-century Sri Lankan Pali
work, the Dathavamsa, or The Chronicle
of the Tooth (trans. Law 1925). This
work stated that a monk named Khema
recovered a tooth from the pyre
[FIGURE 1]; this tooth-relic, according
to modern Sri Lankan belief, came
eventually from Kalinga (modern Odisha)
in India to be worshipped in Kandy.
Gavampati rose to official prominence
in only two moments in Burma’s
history: first, during the reign of
Kyanzittha (1084-1112) at Pagan (Bagan)
and, second, in the 15th century in the
Mon kingdom whose center was Pegu
(Bago), or Harnsavati. Many of the sparse
episodes relating to Gavampati in 15th-
century Mon epigraphs became scaf-
folds for vastly embellished narratives
in subsequent Mon chronicles compiled
in local monasteries. Despite his former
importance, however, Gavampati is
largely forgotten in Myanmar today.
By contrast, images of the so-called “Fat
Monk”, poetically described as “bulging
belly built” (Baker & Pasuk 2024: 45), are
prominent in Thailand and Laos, where
they are often identified with (Maha-)
Kaccayana (Lagirarde 2001; see also
Gregory Kourilsky, this Special Edition).
Gavampati’s many diverse roles during
the second millennium cloud any clear

unitary trajectory. For example, earlier
Pagan-period inscriptions make no
reference to his later contribution in
acquiring the tooth-relics (see below).
Moreover, even the same episode
witnessed enormous variation. For
instance, 15th-century Mon inscriptions
spotlight only a single tooth-relic that
multiplied itself 33 times at the Buddha’s
funeral pyre in India.’ Yet a later Mon
chronicle claims that the monk recovered
not one but all four eyeteeth in India,
which were then miraculously trans-
formed into 32 relics at Thaton by a
miracle jointly effected by Gavampati
and his brother, the king of Thaton
(Tun Aung Chain 2010: 11). Such exam-
ples, along with many others, highlight
the malleability of Gavampati’s persona
and suggest that it is wiser to speak of
many Gavampatis across the ages rather
than to seek a single historical figure, as
H.L. Shorto (1970) urged long ago. These
variations also illustrate how different
versions of the same legends commonly
coexist—for instance, in the contradic-
tory explanations offered for the sym-
bolism of particular Buddhist relics or
how different miracles are ascribed to
the same Christian saint.

Although Gavampati appears to
have been important during the two

* The best complete published source for Mon
inscriptions, translated into Burmese, is Chit Thein
1965. The key Mon inscriptions are listed in H.L.
Shorto A Dictionary of Mon Inscriptions (pp. xxvii-
xxxii), but the most comprehensive up-to-date
list was compiled by Christian Bauer, “Preliminary
Inventory of Mon Inscriptions” (http://sealang.net/
oldmon/). Few of the 15th-century inscriptions have
been translated, but the late government epigraphist,
Nai Pan Hla (1923-2010), translated into English
the most important examples for me. Inscriptions
referred to in this article are cited by the page
numbers in Shorto’s Dictionary (1971: xxxi-xxxii) and
Nai Pan Hla’s Buddhist Narratives (1987: 26, 29, 40).
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FIGURE 1: The monk Gavampati in Burma was modeled on the flying monk Khema
depicted here; Kaunghmudaw Pagoda, Sagaing; painting on a metal panel by
Maung Ba Thein, 1960s © Donald Stadtner

aforementioned periods, depictions of
him are rare in Burma. This paradox
may be explained by the fact that the
monk played no decisive role in the two
subjects most favored by artists, namely
the major life stories of the Buddha and
the Jatakas. Even Gavampati’s far more
famous canonical companion, the arhat
Yasa, is rarely depicted in later illustrated
manuscripts, where he sometimes
appears with his fellow arhats in identical
monastic garb (Herbert 1993: 47; San San
May & Igunma 2001: 134). Murals from
the Konbaung period (1752-1885) depict
Gavampati only in the context of the 80
Great Disciples (asiti mahasavakas), each
identified by ink captions. Importantly,
Gavampati is portrayed like the others
—as the 12th disciple to the right of the
Buddha—kneeling as a monk, and never
as the Fat Monk. Examples occur at the
Sulamani temple, Pagan [FIGURE 2]

> Julian Wheatley (pers. comm.) reads this caption:

and at Anaint village in Chaung-U
Township, where each monk—named in
Burmese—is drawn fromalist preserved
in the commentarial tradition, notably
in the Theragatha Commentary (Tha-a I1I
205-206).

Hence, written records constitute
our primary sources. One of the most
likely sources for Gavampati, the disciple
of the Buddha (treated concisely by
John Strong in this Special Edition) has
long been recognized as the Sanskrit
Mahakarmavibharga, or The Great Clas-
sification of Acts, composed in the first
millennium cE. This text lists six
individually named monks sent to mis-
sionize six foreign lands in Jambudvipa,
among which was Gavampati, assigned
to convert Suvarnabhiimi, the “Land
of Gold” (Lamotte 1988: 268). The monk’s

“w.rii ve la kassapa thar || gavampati thar "arhati || punna
ji thar ‘arhan || viz., “Thera Uruvela Kassapa; Thera
Ashin Gavampati; Thera Ashin Punnaji”.
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FIGURE 2: Gavampati (center) in a row of the 80 Great Disciples,
each identified by an ink inscription; south corridor, Sulamani temple,
Pagan, 1775-1800 © Donald Stadtner

missionary role in the Mahakarma-
vibhanga, however, was never invoked
in Pagan-era inscriptions and appears
only much later in the 15th-century
inscriptions from Lower Burma. The
Mon homeland was identified as the
Land of Gold, and this congruence likely
helped explain the Mon preference
for Gavampati. Moreover, because
Gavampati’s biography in early Pali
literature was neither as extensive nor
as celebrated as that of other disciples
—such as Sariputta, Moggallana, or
Upali—the Mon adoption of Gavampati
may have offered a relatively blank slate
for new myth-making. Many modern
summaries of Gavampati’s career
conflate episodes from 15th-century

Mon inscriptions with later material
from chronicles, but this approach
obscures the resulting chronological
layering and its cultural implications,
shaped by the Burmanization of the
Mon region in Lower Burma beginning
in the 16th century.

Gavampati in Upper Burma
Kyanzittha’s Inscriptions

The earliest conclusive evidence for
Gavampati’s worship in Burma consists
of seven Mon inscriptions issued by
King Kyanzittha at Pagan in the 11th-
12th century (ed. Duroiselle 1919, 1923).
The précis below is based on these
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inscriptions. First, it begins with the
Buddha’s prophecy to Ananda at the
Jetavana Monastery, foretelling that
Visnu (Bisni), assuming the appearance
of a sage (risi), would construct the city
of Sriksetra (Sri Kset) together with “my
son, Gavampati” (kon ey Gawarhpati),
King Indra (smin In), Vissakamma (Bissu-
karmmadewaput), and a ndgardja named
Katakarman (Katakarmmanagaraja) (ed.
Duroiselle 1919: 114). The Buddha then
deputed Gavampati to the Tavatirhsa
heaven (Tawatin) to inform King Indra
of the prophecy regarding the founding
of Sriksetra (Ibid., 114-115). Indra then
descended from heaven to earth and
informed Visnu that Gavampati, Vissa-
kamma, and Katakarman would found
the city of Sriksetra (Ibid., 127).

The Buddha further prophesied to
Ananda that Sriksetra would come into
existence “in the year when [he would]
achieve nirvana” (Ibid., 141). This pre-
diction emphasized the Buddha’s stake
in the formation of the city at Sriksetra
and underscored the role that both the
Buddha and Visnu would play in the
birth of Kyanzittha at Pagan. This prin-
cipal narrative in the Pagan inscriptions
finds a direct parallel with Sri Lanka’s
5th-century Mahavamsa, in which the
nation’s founder, Prince Vijaya, was
foretold by the Buddha to reach Sri
Lanka’s shores at the time of the Buddha’s
death, thus echoing a nearly identical
notion in the Pagan inscription. Moreover,
not only do both the Mon and Sri Lankan
versions accord Visnu a key role, but
both also describe him as a hermit. Such
compelling affinities suggest that the
version recorded at Pagan likely adapted
the basic narrative from the earlier
Mahavarisa (Pranke & Stadtner 2015).

The Mahavarhsa never included Gavampati,
but the chronicle itself was well known
at Pagan during Kyanzittha's time,
when large sections of the text were
illustrated among the murals of Kyan-
zittha’s own Kubyaukgyi temple, dated
to circa 1112, whose captions are transla-
tions into Mon from the Pali Mahavarisa
(Luce 1969-70:1, 380).

Second, although Gavampati was
grouped together with several deities
in these Pagan-period inscriptions, he
was singled out for special significance
insofar as the Buddha himself requested
only him to visit the Tavatirhsa heaven
to inform Indra of the prophecy
regarding Sriksetra. The text then skips
immediately to the Buddha’s death in
Kusinara (Kusinar), stating that Gavampati
ascended for a second time to the
Tavatirhsa heaven to inform Indra of
a second prophecy: that a sage named
Visnu would be reborn 1,630 years after
the Buddha’s death as Kyanzittha in
Arimaddanapiira, Pagan’s formal name
(ed. Duroiselle 1919: 115). Another
inscription adds that the hermit Visnu
had previously been a wealthy merchant
in Banaras at the time of Kassapa Buddha;
this merchant was later born into the
royal line at Pataliputra (Pataliputta-
nagara), King Asoka’s capital. He was
subsequently reborn in the family of
King Rama of Ayodhya (Ayodhapir).
During the lifetime of the Buddha, Visnu
was reborn as the sage (risi Bisni1), living
on a “silver mountain” named Kelasa
(Kelasaparwata) (Ibid., 139).

Third, one of Kyanzittha’s inscriptions
commemorated the consecration of a
palace at Pagan in which “a golden
statue of the Buddha, statue of the Lord
Gawarhpati, [and] with books of the
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Vinaya, Sutta, (and) Abhidhamma” (ed.
Duroiselle 1923: 37-38) was established.
This sculpture of Gavampati therefore
stood for the entire Sangha in this triad
of objects that comprised the Three
Jewels. This inscription is additional
confirmation of Gavampati’s key position
during Kyanzittha's reign. How the
artists at Pagan depicted Gavampati is
uncertain, but he was probably repre-
sented as the Fat Monk, judging from a
small number of such images found in
Pagan and in Upper Burma (see below).
There appear to be no textual explana-
tions in Burma for the monk’s corpulent
appearance, unlike in Thailand and Laos,
as Frangois Lagirarde (2001) pointed out
(see also John Strong and Gregory
Kourilsky, this Special Edition).

The above-mentioned inscription
describes in detail the consecration
rituals of wooden pillars in a palace
sacred to Narayana (Nar), a common
Sanskrit epithet for Visnu (ed. Duroiselle
1923: 35). Nothing remains of this
palace, but the belief that Visnu was
reborn as Kyanzittha is likely the back-
ground for the only extant Vaisnava
temple at Pagan, the Nathlaungkyaung,
situated prominently within the ancient
walled city (Pichard 1995: 236-239).
No inscriptions date this temple, but it
was probably planned to memorialize
Kyanzittha’s own descent from the
deity Visnu. The temple’s outer walls
and entrance hall collapsed centuries
ago, but it was originally far larger and
comparable in size to its neighbor, the
Pahtothamya temple. The sanctum’s
outer walls still retain six original stone
sculptures of Visnu's major avataras:
Varaha, Narasirhha, Vamana, Balarama,
Rama, and Para$urama (clockwise from
the entrance), all august deities that

a king claiming ancestry from Visnu
would be only too glad for the association
(Luce 1969-70:1, 221).

The Fat Monk Images

Despite Gavampati’s importance during
Kyanzittha’s time, no extant depictions
of the figure belonging to his reign have
been recorded. Nevertheless, Gordon
Luce and others identified small stone
images at Pagan and elsewhere in
Upper Burma as Gavampati, the Fat Monk
(Luce 1969-70: I, 204-205; Lagirarde
2001: 101-134; Hudson 2011). These
images, numbering some two or three
dozen, differ slightly from each other,
but the majority are under a foot in
height (30 c¢cm) and always show the
corpulent monk seated [FIGURES 3a-b].
Some are clothed in a monk’s robe,
recognized by a hem, while the major-
ity are bare-chested. The position of the
hands varies: some with one hand on
the other, resembling the meditation
gesture, while others show both hands,
splayed open, placed above the waist.
Most were made of stone; a few are in
terracotta or wood, and a single crude
example in bronze exists. The poor
craftsmanship of this small group
contrasts with many large Pagan-age
stone sculptures. Little uniformity
marks these images, apart from the
monk’s seated position and corpulence.

The dates for these objects are
difficult to fix, but they appear to fall
mostly toward the end of the Pagan
period or later (pers. comm., Samerchai
Poolsuwan). Although some published
images were found within ruinous
stupas, the majority have no confirmed
findspots (Luce 1969-70: II, pls. 90-91).
Apart from being deposited within a
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FIGURES 3a-b: Small stone images depicting the seated Fat Monk;
Pagan period or later; approx. 30 cm, Bagan Archeological Museum © Thein Lwin

stupa, the function of these small stone
figures is unknown. Were these crafted
in ateliers for personal devotion by
laymen or monks, or made to deposit
inside stupas? Why are there so few?
And why are the examples generally so
crude in appearance? No major large
stone images of Gavampati have been
found at Pagan, nor is the monk
depicted among the site’s extensive
mural art during this period. In addition,
the numerous stone inscriptions at
Pagan, following Kyanzittha’s reign, no
longer spoke of Gavampati, strengthening
the conjecture that Gavampati’s popu-
larity faded soon after Kyanzittha’s rule.
However, the existence of these later
small images indicates that the memory
of Gavampati was never completely

forgotten at Pagan and in Upper Burma
during the late medieval period.

Why Gavampati’s stature diminished
at Pagan after Kyanzittha's time invites
speculation. Perhaps a negative reaction
emerged following his reign, both at
court and in the Sangha, in protest
against undue and unwelcome Mon
cultural and political influence. It may
also be no coincidence that Gavampati’s
decline in importance coincided with
the replacement of the Mon language
by Burmese in inscriptions and mural
captions after the reign of Kyanzittha.
That the deity Visnu never again
achieved importance at Pagan after
Kyanzittha’s time can perhaps also be
attributed to this conjectured nega-
tive reaction to earlier Mon influence.
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The real explanations behind Gavampati’s
decline at Pagan will probably never be
known, but the memory of the monk
endured in Lower Burma, where his
significance expanded dramatically in
the 15th century.

Gavampati in Lower Burma

There are two major historical sources
for Gavampati during the second
millennium in Lower Burma. The earlier
consists of a large group of Mon inscrip-
tions from the second half of the 15th
century, while the latter comprises Mon,
Burmese, and Pali chronicles composed
in monasteries after the conquest of the
Mon country (Ramanfiadesa) in 1538.°
Some 50 or more stone inscriptions
survive in Mon from the second half of
the 15th century in Lower Burma and
fully seven accord Gavampati a principal
role. Only two of the seven retain their
dates, both from 1486; most can be
attributed to the reign of the famous
Mon king Dhammaceti/Dhammazedi
(1470-1492; Shorto 1971: XXX-Xxxi).
Dhammaceti’s Pali and Mon in-
scriptions at Pegu’s Kalyani Monastery
do not attribute the conversion of
Ramarifiadesa to Gavampati but rather
to two arhats, Sona and Uttara, who
were dispatched from India at the
time of King Asoka, centuries after the
lifetime of the Buddha. This account in

¢ The best introduction to Mon chronicles is Tun
Aung Chain 2010, a Burmese translation of a Mon
chronicle whose narrative begins in the late 16th or
early 17th century. The most relevant Mon histories
are discussed by Shorto (1963, 1970). Another important
work is the Slapat rajawan datow smin ron (:)?oorgep@')
oéaeoaoéogesp& Halliday 2000). Many of the basic
legends involving Gavampati are summarized in the
Sasanavamsa (trans. Law 1952) and in the Burmese
Varsadipani (Pranke 2004).

the Kalyani text borrows from Sri Lankan
traditions beginning with the Dipavamsa
and Mahdavamsa. The other 15th-century
Mon inscriptions, by contrast, generally
champion Gavampati’s role in the
conversion of Ramanfiadesa. Paradoxically,
the contemporaneous Kalyani inscrip-
tions exclude him altogether. Perhaps
the authors of the Kalyani text felt
constrained by the weight of Sri Lankan
orthodoxy, leaving no place for a
competing version of the conversion of
Lower Burma engineered by Gavampati
during the lifetime of the Buddha.

In the Mon inscriptions, however,
the roles attributed to the two arhats,
Sona and Uttara, differ completely from
those in the Mahavamsa and the Kalyani
inscriptions. In the later texts they were
sent to missionize the “Land of Gold”
(Suvannabhiimi), whereas in the earlier
Mon inscriptions their task was to
discover and restore lost and ruinous
stupas rather than to conduct missionary
activity (Shorto 1971: xxxi; Nai Pan Hla
1987: 20, 27, 30, 38). Sri Lanka likewise
received visits from the Buddha, but
accounts depict him chiefly occupied
with chasing demons off the island and
settling a quarrel among contentious
snake-kings, thereby setting the stage
for the island’s celebrated conversion
centuries later through the arrival of
Asoka’s son Mahinda.

The composite image of Gavampati
that emerged from these Mon inscrip-
tions later provided platforms for
elaborate myths in subsequent chronicles.
For example, the inscriptions never
address Gavampati’s parentage, but later
chronicles added miraculous episodes
concerning his mother. In one story,
when she was seven years old, milk
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FIGURE 4: Two hermits raised the offspring of two snake eggs, one became Gavampati
and the other the king of Thaton; Daw Pwint’s Pavilion, Shwedagon Pagoda, Yangon,
painted panel, 1930s © Donald Stadtner

flowed from her breasts into the monk’s
mouth in Thaton, thereby publicly
demonstrating their kinship in previous
lives. This episode appears in at least
two late Mon chronicles: the undated
Uppanna sudhammawati rajawarnsakatha
(eogo?egooge[)@oéoa) arcl)d a chronicle
titled Gawampati (oogoo), circa 1710
(Shorto 1970: 18; pers. comm., Mathias
Jenny). The Pali Sasanavamsa, written in
Burma in 1861, omits this “milk-flowing”
episode but states that Gavampati
journeyed to Suvannabhiimi to save his
mother from “demerit leading to hell”,
since she was living among “hunters
and fisherman” (trans. Law 1952: 41).

Another example concerns the
monk’s family. The 15th-century inscrip-
tions are silent on this subject, apart
from noting that Gavampati and the
king of Thaton were “kinsmen” (Shorto
1970: xxxi; Nai Pan Hla 1987: 8). Later
chronicles, however, claim that Gavampati
and the future king of Thaton were in
fact brothers hatched from two eggs
abandoned by a snake-goddess (naga-ma)
who had coupled with a wizard (weizka)
[FIGURE 4]. The chronicles further
relate that the wife of the Thaton king
and her sister were also born from two
snake eggs, the king’s wife eventually
becoming a major nat goddess known
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today in Burma as Shwe Nan Kyin
(Stadtner 2015a: 164). These examples,
among many others, illustrate how
episodes in Gavampati’s biography were
stretched in multiple directions. A key
unresolved question is to what degree,
if any, such colorful mythological
material was already current in the 15th
century but remained unrecorded in
inscriptions. These later embellishments
might be classified as folklore, perhaps
intended for an illiterate peasantry,
but these narratives were taken up in
Burmese, Mon, and Pali historical and
religious chronicles that were composed
by the elite.

Three core myths appear in the Mon
inscriptions of the 15th century. Dating
their origins is impossible, but they may
have arisen as early as the 14th century,
perhaps during the reign of the celebrated
Mon king Rajadhiraja (r. 1384-1420)
(Shorto 1963: 574). The most famous of
the three underpinned the Shwedagon
Pagoda in Rangoon and centers on hair
relics brought to Burma from Bodhgaya
by two merchant brothers. The second
concerns six hermits who received hair
relics from the Buddha in Thaton. Only
one of the three myths includes Gavampati,
whose dual roles involved inviting the
Buddha to convert Ramanfiadesa, at
the request of the king of Thaton, and
obtaining a tooth relic from the Buddha’s
funeral pyre [F1G. 1]. This tooth multi-
plied itself 33 times in India, each relic
being enshrined in a stone stupa—
cela ceti (P., selacetiya)—by the king of
Thaton, Gavampati’s “kinsman” (Shorto
1971: xxx; Nai Pan Hla 1987: 8).7

7 The dispersal of the 33 tooth relics throughout Lower
Burma by Sona and Uttara is recounted as a fait
accompli in the late Mon chronicles (Shorto 1963), but

As mentioned earlier, Gavampati’s
retrieval of a tooth relic was modeled
on the monk Khema in the medieval Sri
Lankan Pali work Dathavarisa. In that
text Khema likewise removes a tooth
from the embers at Kusinara. A replica
of this tooth, eventually worshipped
in Kandy, was later sent to Burma and
enshrined near Mandalay at the Kaung-
hmudaw Pagoda in the 17th century
(Stadtner 2015a: 239). But how did
artists depict Gavampati during the peak
of his importance in Lower Burma in the
15th century? To answer this question,
we must revisit an image of Gavampati
discovered at the Botataung Pagoda in
colonial Rangoon at the end of World
War 11, together with another sculpture
unearthed at Pegu in 2000.

Gavampati in Rangoon and Pegu

On 8 November 1944, Royal Air Force
bombers flattened the Botataung
Pagoda, situated a stone’s throw from
the bank of the Hlaing River and about a
mile (1.6 km) south of the famous Strand
Hotel in Rangoon (modern Yangon).
The rebuilding of the stupa began when
five lay notables drove gold stakes into
the ground to inaugurate the stupa’s
reconstruction on Independence Day,
4 January 1948. As the brick rubble was

this dispersal legend does not appear in the
15th-century Mon inscriptions. The distribution of
the 33 tooth relics is treated in at least one chronicle,
the Shwemawdaw thamaing (eﬁeegemoo%ccs), edited
by Thet Tin, and possibly also in a Pali inscription at
the Shwemawdaw Pagoda (pers. comm., Jason
Carbine). Apart from the Shwemawdaw, no other
stupas can be positively associated with the dispersed
tooth relics (Stadtner 2011). Shorto connected the
distribution of these relics to the wider Mon polity
symbolized by the 32 Mon principalities, or myos
(1963).
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FIGURE 5: Stone reliquary once in situ at the center of the relic chamber, Botataung
Pagoda; containing an image of Gavampati and a miniature gold stupa, 15th century;
photo dated 1948, Rangoon © The Light of Dhamma

cleared, few members of the Botataung
Rehabilitation Committee could foresee
the enormity of what lay below the
surface. An eyewitness, the Australian
David Maurice (1899-1981), whose pen
name was Maung Ohn Ghine, recorded
the discovery in The Light of the Dhamma
(1953; hereafter The Light). At a depth of
seven feet (approx. 2 m) a relic chamber
was exposed measuring 20 feet square
(approx. 6.1 x 6.1 m) containing some 700
objects scattered within the chamber.
The objects, “precious stones, ornaments,
jewelry, terracotta plaques, and images
of gold, silver, brass, and stone”, were
never properly catalogued, but dozens
are now displayed in glass cases within
the hollow shell Botataung Pagoda,

whose completion coincided with the
opening of the 6th Great Buddhist
Council that Prime Minister U Nu
convened at the Kaba Aye Pagoda in
1954 (The Light: 8).

In the center of the relic chamber,
protruding from the floor, was a laterite
cone, 27 inches in height (approx. 68 cm),
that enclosed a small stone stupa-shaped
reliquary, standing 15% inches tall
(approx. 39 cm), composed of a circular
base capped by a separate tapered top,
now on display at the Botataung Pagoda.
The only known photograph of this
stone reliquary in situ was published
by Maung Ohn Ghine (The Light: 10)
[FIGURE 5]. Its basic shape and its
two-part design conform broadly to a
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small number of stone examples from
Pagan that cannot be firmly dated (Luce
1969-70: 11, pl. 414.c).

Leading monks concurred that “as
an act prompted by good motives and
religious faith it would be quite merito-
rious to open the casket” in the presence
of worshippers (The Light: 8). The top
was then removed to reveal two objects:
a stone image of Gavampati and a
hollow repoussé gold stupa-shaped
object [FIGURES 6a-b]. The gold stupa
measured 4% inches in height (approx.
11 cm) and featured four seated buddhas
on the base, each with its hands in the
meditation gesture. The miniature stupa
was made from a single sheet of ham-
mered gold with a visible vertical seam
and was supported by an octagonal base
fashioned from a small sheet of silver.
Inside the gold stupa was a “gold cylinder
of three-quarter-inch length [about
1.9 cm, ...] that contained two small body
relics, each the size of a mustard seed,
and a sacred Hair of the Buddha [...]
coiled round and fastened with a little
lacquer on which there were traces of
gold plaster” (The Light: 11). The single
hair inside the miniature gold stupa
created a sensation that quickly changed
the mythic foundation of the Botataung
Pagoda, told below. The crude stone
figure of Gavampati, however, was
immediately overshadowed by the hair
relic, but the sculpture captured the
attention of Luce, who illustrated the
image in his major study of Pagan
(1969-70: 11, pl. 91a-c). However, Luce
misattributed the object to the 7th
century.

Very quickly a fresh myth arose
that incorporated the newly discovered
hair relic into the emerging national

narrative based on the Shwedagon Pagoda.
The hair relic, with no evidence, was
thought to have been gifted to the
Botataung Pagoda by the same two
merchant brothers who returned from
Bodhgaya to Rangoon with hair relics
intended for the Shwedagon. In this new
retelling, this strand of hair was actually
enshrined prior to the relics that were
interred within the Shwedagon. The sign
above the entrance proclaims that the
Botataung Pagoda is “The Buddha’s First
Sacred Hair Relic Pagoda”. The hair relic
is the chief object of worship today and
is placed beside a modern sunken shaft
whose location marks the center of the
ancient stupa. The pagoda’s two earlier
Mon myths, centered on tooth relics
from Thaton, were soon jettisoned and
are no longer remembered, providing
a case study in how myths can drift in
and out of history even within a generation
or two (Stadtner 2015a: 115). At the
beginning, the bone relics were woven
into the earlier Mon myths by Maung
Ohn Ghine, but this narrative was soon
dropped in favor of an episode connected
to the Shwedagon. The newly built
Botataung Pagoda symbolized the
spiritual and physical renewal that the
new Buddhist nation embarked upon at
independence.

The hundreds of terracotta tablets
recovered from the relic chamber
exhibit a wide chronological distribution
but furnish an approximate date for the
stone Gavampati. The earliest tablets
belong to the second half of the first
millennium and are similar to those
commonly associated with the Pyus at
Sriksetra and the Mons of Lower Burma
(Luce 1985: pl. 73a, d). Later tablets
show affinities with those from the
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b

FIGURES 6a-b: The miniature gold stupa, the stone reliquary top, and the stone image
of Gavampati (a); the two objects originally placed within the stone reliquary (b);
15th century, Botataung Pagoda Museum, Yangon © Donald Stadtner
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Pagan period (Luce 1969-70: 11, pl. 175;
Luce 1985: pl. 73b). The latest tablets are
probably from the 15th century. Such
a broad range of tablets found in the
same relic chamber indicates multiple
interments occasioned by repeated
rebuilding of the stupa over many
centuries. One group of tablets included
the “earth goddess”, depicted wringing
out her hair at Bodhgaya and washing
away the demons of Mara and his army.
This specific Buddhist theme never
appeared during the Pagan period and
probably arose in Burma by the 14th or
15th century. This group, together with
the interred stone reliquary, probably
signals the final construction phase of
the stupa until its exposure in modern
times. No written records exist, but the
relic chamber was likely sealed before
the collapse of Mon rule in Lower
Burma in 1538.

The Botataung Pagoda was one of
a number of laterite stupas from the
same period in Rangoon, such as the
Sule and the Kyaikkasan. The most
spectacular of these Mon-period stupas
was found near the Shwedagon in 1860
and contained an early 15th-century
gold sheet inscribed in Pali, gold and
silver objects, and bone relics from
Rajadhiraja’s reign. The key finds,
including the bone relics, long ago
entered the Victoria & Albert Museum
in London (Stadtner 2015b).

As stated above, the stone Gavampati
image and miniature gold stupa from the
Botataung Pagoda were misattributed
by Luce to the 7th century, a conclusion
that led directly to the misleading
notion that the worship of Gavampati
in Burma began at that time or before
(Luce 1969-70: 11, pl. 75). Luce’s error
was understandable since he incorrectly

thought that the small stone reliquary
contained a third object, a clay tablet
with its reverse side bearing the well-
known ye dhamma formula “inscribed in
a 7th-century hand”, an error repeated
in a publication after his death (Luce
1985: 11, pls. 75, 162). The only published
eyewitness account stated clearly that
the reliquary contained only two objects
and that the inscribed clay tablet was
found not in the stone reliquary but
within the relic chamber (The Light: 8,11).
Yet the 7th-century proposed date for
the Botataung’s stone Fat Monk, first
suggested by Luce, is highly unlikely,
since decades of archeological explora-
tion at scores of sites throughout Burma
have failed to yield a single image of
Gavampati that can be securely attributed
to the first millennium.® Luce’s misat-
tribution, however, was accepted by
Lagirarde (2001) and is still generally
accepted by scholars of Burma (e.g., Saw
Tun Lin 2018: 190).

Key evidence for dating the Gavampati
image, 4% inches in height (approx.
11 cm), are traces of gilded lacquer on
the base [FIGURE 7]. Lacquer was also
“coiled around” the hair relic found in

8 Similar claims have been advanced for small
terracotta images of the “Fat Monk” discovered in
Thailand, including one found by Pierre Dupont
in 1940 at Chedi Chula Prathon in Nakhon Pathom,
and a small “hunchback” piece now in the Walters
Art Museum (25.57) in Baltimore. The latter lacks
archeological context and its date therefore remains
uncertain. The example from Chedi Chula Prathon
was reportedly recovered as a surface find atop the
monument, providing no stratigraphic basis for
assigning it to the 7th or 8th centuries. Another small
bronze image, interred together with three bronze
buddhas (now on display at the Ramkhamhaeng
National Museum), was discovered within a small
stupa in the compound of Wat Mahathat, Sukhothai.
This context instead suggests veneration of the figure
in the 13th-14th centuries or later—Editor’s note.
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FIGURE 7: Miniature stone image of Gavampati, found within the stone
reliquary, with traces of gilded lacquer on the base; 15th century, approx. 11 cm,
Botataung Pagoda Museum, Yangon © Donald Stadtner

the gold stupa (The Light: 11). The image
of Gavampati was certainly once com-
pletely coated in gilded lacquer, and the
large loss of its gilded surface probably
reflects repeated offerings made by
worshippers. That this image was
included in the stone reliquary signifies
its once highly venerated position,
despite its small size and crude

execution. Its placement in the reliquary,
probably during the 15th century,
not only confirms the importance of
Gavampati for the Mons at that time but
also helps demonstrate that Gavampati
was depicted as the Fat Monk. It also
adds weight to Luce’s assumption that
these images found in later Pagan and
elsewhere in Upper Burma (see above)
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should indeed be identified as Gavampati.
Although lacquer is closely associated
with Burma, it was not until after the
Pagan period that its use became wide-
spread, therefore establishing a mid-
second-millennium date for the gilded
lacquer Botataung image (Isaacs &
Blurton 2000: 22).

Also, the gold repoussé stupa placed
inside the stone reliquary shares the
tapered contour of a small stone stupa
found in a relic chamber belonging to a
ruined stupa in Pathein in the western
reaches of the Irrawaddy Delta, a major
Mon principality of the Hamsavatl
kingdom. This example can probably
be dated by a Mon stone inscription to
1524, found in the ruins (Shorto 1971:
xxxii). Inside the relic chamber were
discovered over a hundred small monk-
like stone figures in a kneeling position,
labelled arhats in the archeological
report. One is possibly Gavampati,
described only as “with a protuberant
belly with the hands pressing against
it” (Maung Mya 1936: I, 206; II, pl. 118d).
There are too many figures to associate
them with the 80 Great Disciples, but if
the aforementioned figure is Gavampati,
then this indicates that the monk was
known, unsurprisingly, to artists in the
Western Delta in the 1520s and included
among arhats.

Another stone image of Gavampati
was discovered more recently in Pegu
(modern Bago) when an enormous
reclining brick Buddha image was
cleared of jungle in 2000 and rebuilt the
following year. It is located only a stone’s
throw west of Pegu’s famous recumbent
Buddha, the Shwethalyaung, which was
also cleared of jungle and rebuilt in
the 1880s. Scattered about the base of
the recently recovered Buddha, now

called Myathalyaung, were hundreds
of small stone buddha figures displayed
in an adjacent pavilion. All the figures
were seated buddhas, with hands in
the earth-touching gesture. However, a
single image of Gavampati was recovered,
shown with one open hand placed on
his crossed legs and another against his
belly [FIGURE 8]. There is no certainty
that the head now attached to this
Gavampati is the original, since the
heads of most of the images broke off
long ago and were recently joined with
headless buddha images recovered
in the rubble. These images probably
date to the 15th century, since nearly a
dozen glazed tiles showing the demons
of Mara datable to Dhammaceti’s reign
were recovered at the base of the
reclining image (Stadtner 2015a: 146).
These small stone images were likely
donated by individuals. While there
was an overwhelming preference for
standard buddha images, this sculpture
makes clear that Gavampati was a
subject familiar to Pegu sculptors.
However, it seems true that no large
and impressive images of Gavampati
appear to have been created during the
very period when contemporaneous
Mon inscriptions attest to the monk’s
importance. This situation in Burma can
be contrasted with northern Thailand
where, for example, a large image of
Gavampati (there known as Kaccayana)
was possibly on view within the
compound of Wat Phra That in
Haripunchai (modern Lamphun) by
circa 1517 (Baker & Pasuk 2024: 45).

Whither Gavampati?

The reasons behind Gavampati’s eclipse
are not altogether clear, but the monk
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FIGURE 8: Stone image of Gavampati discovered at the base of an enormous reclining
Buddha; 15th century, approx. 30 cm, open pavilion, Myathalyaung Pagoda, Bago
© Donald Stadtner

is largely unknown today in Myanmar,
playing only an unspoken tangential
role at the Golden Rock, or Kyaikhtiyo.
There, Gavampati is merely reckoned as
the brother of the “Thaton king”, who
himself is remembered only as the first
patron of the hair relics enshrined in
the Golden Rock. A handful of recent
sculptures at the Golden Rock depict the

Thaton king and his queen, the venerated
nat-goddess Shwe Nan Kyin, but images
of Gavampati are nowhere in sight.
In truth, Gavampati was never associated
with hair relics, but only with tooth
relics, a category gradually supplanted
by hair relics throughout Lower Burma.
Indeed, although a few major stupas
today still commemorate tooth relics,
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such as the Shwezigon at Pagan/Bagan
and the Kaunghmudaw near Sagaing,
these are not associated with Gavampati
but with Sri Lanka (Stadtner 2015a: 230,
237). With no longer any important
tooth-relic stupas associated with
Gavampati, the Fat Monk, inevitably
receded in importance in the country
following the Mon demise in the 16th
century.

Perhaps a more important reason
for Gavampati’s diminished importance
was the rise of an alternative myth
accounting for the conversion of Burma.
This legend originated in Inwa, or Ava,
the capital of Upper Burma, and was
first recorded in a Burmese text, the
Yazawinkyaw (¢020g026a0), compiled
circa 1520. The narrative stemmed
directly from a Pali commentary, the
Punnovadanasutta-atthakathd. The location
of the legendary events was transposed
to Upper Burma, where the historical
Buddha converted the nation’s inhabitants
at the legendary Sandalwood Monastery,
a site identified near the Irrawaddy River
between Pagan and Prome (modern
Pyay) and now memorialized by a large
stupa. This myth was also tied directly
to two stone footprints that the Buddha
is believed to have made on a nearby
tributary of the Irrawaddy, today a major
annual pilgrimage destination known
as the Golden Footprint, or Shwesettaw
(Pranke & Stadtner 2015).

This legend grew in popularity and
eventually overshadowed the Mon
traditions that highlighted Gavampati,
beginning when the former Mon
country was gradually Burmanized
following the fall of Pegu in 1538. For
example, even Gavampati’s role in the
foundation of Sriksetra (see above) was
omitted in the Yazawin kyaw and replaced

by a legendary king named Duttabaung,
who had no connection to traditional
Buddhist sources. Gavampati was included
in the early 19th-century Glass Palace
Chronicle, or Hmannan mahayazawindawgyi
(419%. c%::eoooep@o5@;005[533), but only in
a subordinate role vis-a-vis Duttabaung.
The once-celebrated monk was merely
lumped together with a ndga, a garuda,
and others who conferred with Sakka
(Indra) “about the founding of the city
[Sriksetra]”, prophesied by the Buddha
and brought to fruition by Duttabaung.
Burmese today associate Sriksetra not
with Gavampati and Kyanzittha but
solely with Duttabaung, basing their
views on the account expressed in the
Glass Palace Chronicle (Stadtner 2015a:
210). The focus in the later Burmese
chronicles was therefore squarely on
Duttabaung, leaving Gavampati only a
minor supporting role. The compilers of
the Glass Palace Chronicle also noted that
two late chronicles even omitted
Gavampati altogether in the formation
of Sriksetra (Pe Maung Tin & Luce 1923:
14-15). In sum, by the Konbaung period
the introduction of Buddhism to Burma
became largely associated with the
Buddha’s visit to the Sandalwood
Monastery in Upper Burma, thus
casting Gavampati’s role into the shadows.
However, perhaps the most relevant
reason for Gavampati’s eclipse was that
Ramarifiadesa was inexorably settled by
Burmese speakers for whom Gavampati
was virtually unknown or associated
with the defeated Mons. Although the
triumphant Burmese eagerly embraced
certain major former Mon hair-relic
sacred sites—such as the Shwedagon,
the Kyaikkhauk Pagoda near Syriam,
and the Golden Rock—there was little
enthusiasm for tooth-relic stupas. That
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there are today no major stupas in
Lower Burma commemorating tooth
relics speaks to this. One instructive ex-
ample was Pegu’s towering Shwe-
mawdaw Pagoda, a major pilgrimage
site for all of modern Burma/Myanmar.
In Dhammaceti’s day the Shwemawdaw
was revered for one of the 33 tooth
relics dispersed by Sona and Uttara but,
beginning in the 16th century, this myth
was replaced by a legend associated
with two merchant brothers and two
hair relics conveyed from India to Burma,
a narrative that clearly piggybacked on
the Shwedagon myth in nearby Yangon
(Stadtner 2011).
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INTERTEXTUALITY IN THAI-LAO BUDDHISM: THE GAVAMPATISUTTA

Gregory Kourilsky!

ABSTRACT—Reflecting his prominence in Thai-Lao Buddhism, the
Buddha’s disciple Gavampati is the subject of a corpus of texts recounting
the religious career of the “Fat Monk” and culminating in his final extinction
(parinibbana). Although these narratives have received some scholarly
attention, closer study of their manuscript transmission and textual
features invites a reassessment of their structure, intertextual relationships,
and circulation. This article examines the Gavampatisutta within the
broader context of Tai Buddhist literary production, highlighting its
links with Pali canonical and post-canonical traditions, the role of nissaya
literature in vernacular transmission, and the articulation of themes such
as merit-making and filial piety across Thai-Lao communities.

KEYWORDS: Filial Piety; Gavampatisutta; Manuscript Transmission; Pali Nissaya

Literature; Thai-Lao Buddhism
Introduction

The Khavampattisut (e=50306g0; “the
sutta of Gavampati”) is a Pali-Lao text
recounting the teachings of the Buddha’s
disciple Gavampati. It is preserved
in two extant manuscripts from Laos
(formerly the kingdom of Lan Xang)
and exists in numerous related versions
circulating in Thailand under various
Siamese and Pali titles. Although it shares
its name with a Pali canonical discourse
in the Samyuttanikaya (S V 436-37), these
texts differ significantly in content,
structure, and narrative scope. This
contrast reflects the broader divergence
between Gavampati’s marginal role in
early Pali tradition and his far greater
prominence in later Thai-Lao Buddhism.

In the Pali scriptures, Gavampati
appears among the early converts of
the Buddha (Vin I 15-20; see also John

! £cole frangaise d’Extréme-Orient, Bangkok.
Email: gregory.kourilsky@efeo.net.

Strong, this Special Edition), but he
remains a secondary figure within the
Sinhalese textual corpus. By contrast,
Southeast Asian traditions—especially
those associated with Mon-Burmese
historiography—credit him with
introducing Buddhism to Thaton
(Sudhammapura) in the Mon country
(Ramafinadesa), thereby elevating him
to a foundational role in the religious
history of the region (Lagirarde 2005;
see also Donald Stadtner, this Special
Edition). This expanded status is also
reflected in the visual and ritual tradi-
tions of Myanmar, Thailand, and Laos,
where Gavampati enjoys widespread
popularity and is depicted in distinctive
forms, most often with a protuberant
belly, seated in meditation. His corpulent
appearance—which led Western observers
to refer to him as the “Fat Monk™*—

2 This colloquial designation, first coined by Gordon
H. Luce (1969-70: 1, 208), is not used in vernacular
languages and does not occur in Buddhist texts.

Journal of the Siam Society, Vol. 114, Pt. 1, June 2026, pp. 41-62
https://doi.org/10.69486,/114.1.2026.4 © The Siam Society Under Royal Patronage


mailto:gregory.kourilsky@efeo.net
https://so06.tci-thaijo.org/index.php/pub_jss/article/view/296007

SPECIAL EDITION

FIGURE 1: Hybrid representation of Gavampati-Qieci; 20th or 21st century,
Wat Phan Tong, Chiang Mai © Gregory Kourilsky

is not attested in India or Sri Lanka.
As Lagirarde (2005: 131) points out,
this distinctive iconography has often
given rise in Thailand to confusion
between “Phra Khawam” (Wseaiu) and
the corpulent Chinese “Laughing Monk”
Qieci #it; (also known as Budai fi%¥),
who is frequently identified as an incar-
nation of the future Buddha Maitreya
and whose image is commonly installed
in both Buddhist monasteries and
Daoist temples. It is not always possible
to determine whether the confusion
arising from the resemblance between
these two figures is intentional [FIGURE 1].

In Thailand and Laos, Gavampati
has also been popularly known as Phra
Sangkachai (wszakifaanei) or Phra Kachai
(wseneaw). The origin of this appellation,
which is not attested in Myanmar,
remains unclear, but it suggests an

identification with (Maha-)Kaccayana,
another eminent disciple of the Buddha.?
Frangois Lagirarde (2004: 98) dates this
association to the Rattanakosin period
in Siam and to an earlier period in
Lan Na. An inscription on a bronze statue
of the “Fat Monk” from Laos attests that
he was already identified as Phra Kachai
in Lan Xang by the mid-17th century
[FIGURE 2a].* Other inscribed images
from Laos indicate that the monk

3 Mahakaccayana of the canonical tradition is also
well represented in the vernacular corpus, where
several texts are specifically devoted to him. See
Lagirarde 2001.

* The inscription states, in a stereotypical formulation,
that the sponsor “had this image of Phra Kachai made
with the aim of ensuring that the [Buddhist] doctrine
would endure for 5,000 years [after the Buddha’s
Great Extinction]”. It gives the exact date of the statue’s
consecration as year [100]9 of the Little Era
(cs = culasakardja), corresponding to 17 March 1648 CE.
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FIGURES 2a-b: Two bronze images of Phra Kachai; bearing donative inscriptions,
dated 1648 cE (a) and 1845 cE (b); Ho Pha Keo Museum, H. 35 cm, inv. no. 230 & 333,
Vientiane © Catherine Raymond

continued to be known by this name in
the mid-19th century Laos [FIGURE 2b].°

This article focuses on the Lao
Khavampattisut as a textual artifact,
examining its manuscript transmission,
variant titles, and intertextual connec-
tions within the broader corpus of Tai
Buddhist literature. By situating it within
this regional and textual network, the
study aims to clarify how local traditions
reworked canonical and post-canonical
materials to produce new narratives
centered on Gavampati, thereby con-
tributing to his enduring prominence
in Thailand and Laos.

3 An inscription likewise dedicated to “Phra Kachai,”
very similar to the previous one, is engraved on the
base of a statue of the Fat Monk, dated 22 March
1845 (also indicated in the Little Era). I am grateful
to Michel Lorrillard for providing the dates and
transcriptions of these two inscriptions.

Journal of the Siam Society, Vol. 114, Pt. 1, June 2026

Gavampati in the Thai-Lao
Manuscript Tradition

Louis Finot (1917: 66) first mentioned
avernacular “Gavampati-sutta” (i.e., Kha-
vampattisut) in his monumental study of
Lao literature.® He provides a summary
of what he describes as a “hagiographic
legend”, emphasizing the central place
occupied in the narrative by Gavampati’s
final extinction (parinibbana). Finot
detected an inspiration from the
canonical Mahdparinibbanasutta (D 11 72-
168) and noted the existence in Laos of
similar accounts relating the parinibbana
of other eminent disciples such as
Ananda, Sariputta, and Mahakassapa.

® Finot in fact first mentions this text—described as
an “apocryphal Jataka”—as early as 1914, in a letter
addressed to the Commissioner General in Luang
Prabang (Lagirarde 2001: 313).
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This parallel is particularly relevant
since, as Lagirarde (2000) later demon-
strated, (pari)nibbana narratives constitute
a literary genre in their own right
within the Thai-Lao Buddhist corpus,
especially in Siam (central Thailand).”

This genre, attested in both monolingual
Pali and vernacular compositions, may
be regarded as a subcategory of sutra
(sutta), as some titles clearly suggest
(see below). The Khavampattisut is com-
posed in vernacular Lao, more precisely
in the form of a nissaya: the main text,
written in Lao, is interspersed with
Pali terms or passages that are glossed
or explained in the vernacular® Such
bilingual Pali-vernacular compositions,
or “bitexts”—a term coined by Trent
Walker (2022a: 271)—constitute a major
component of the Buddhist manuscript
corpus not only in Laos, but also in
Thailand, Myanmar, and Cambodia.

Lagirarde was the first to offer a
study and French translation of the
Khavampattisut (2001: 321-443), more
than 80 years after its initial mention by
Finot. He also compared this Lao nissaya
with related versions of the Gavampati
narrative from central Thailand, where
the text exists both in monolingual Pali
and in Siamese translation. No Pali-
Siamese nissaya, however, was identified
in his survey.

The titles of these Pali and Siamese
manuscripts reflect the ambiguity
surrounding the identity of the Fat

7 These hagiographic accounts seem to have first
been written and circulated independently before
compilation as the Nibbana of the 80 Great Disciples
(Asitimahdsavakanibbana). See Lagirarde 2000: 59-61,
and 2006; also Schnake 2024.

8 Word-for-word translation or gloss (namsap, vV WSV;
Skt, namasabda) and the translation or explanation
of extended quoted Pali passages (vohan, Towmay;
P., vohara) are comparable to nissaya (McDaniel 2008).

Monk, referring at times, as explained
above, to Gavampati and at others to
(Maha-)Kaccayana—although this con-
fusion does not appear in the texts
themselves, which consistently refer to
Gavampati.’ This ambiguity, combined
with that of the literary genres to which
these works belong, results in conside-
rable variation in the titles—for example,
Gavampatisutta, Gavampatinibbana, Brah
Gavampatinibbanasutta, Kaccayananibbana
in Pali and their Thai equivalents
(Lagirarde 2000: 76).

Such diversity contrasts with the
situation in Laos, where this narrative
is known only through two manuscript
copies identified to date. Both are Pali-
Lao nissaya and uniformly entitled Kha-
vampattisut. The first (Khs1), lacking a
few folios, is preserved at the National
Library of Laos or NLL [FIGURE 3a]. It
likely corresponds to manuscript no.
E 210 listed in the “Liste générale des
manuscrits laotiens” appended to Finot
(1917: 184). This classification number
refers to the EFEO library collection,
then located in Hanoi, which was trans-
ferred to the NLL following the coun-
try’s independence in 1954. Although
its exact provenance is unknown, the
manuscript was probably among the
texts collected by Finot during his first
mission to Luang Prabang in 1900, when
he was appointed director of the newly
established Ecole francaise d’Extréme-
Orient (EFEO).'® The manuscript served
as the basis for the later edition and
French translation by Lagirarde.

% A Pali manuscript from the Missions Etrangeres de
Paris (MEP) illustrates this well: the title folio gives
Kaccayanasutta, while the colophon states “the
Gavampatinibbanasutta is finished” (Gavampatinibba-
nasuttarn nitthitar). See Filliozat 2020: 46-47.

104l a0s” in BEFEO 21: 308-312.
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FIGURE 3a: First folios of the Khavampattisut manuscript in Pali-Lao,
dated 1697/8 cE, National Library of Laos, Vientiane © NLL

This palm-leaf manuscript originally
consisted of two fascicles totaling 49
folios, with an additional cover folio.
It is written in Lao Tham (dhamma)
script, in four lines on both sides. Three
colophons—one on the verso of
the first folio and two at the end—
state that Khsl was copied in
[10]59 cs, that is, of the Little Era
[FIGURE 3b], corresponding to 1697/8 CE."
The craftsmanship and condition of the
folios, as well as the spelling and style
of the colophons, are characteristic of
17th- and 18th-century manuscripts.
The colophons further indicate that the
copying of the manuscript was com-

1A handwritten note in modern Lao script was
added to the manuscript’s cover folio, apparently in
the 20th century, incorrectly giving the date 2459 BE
(= 1916 CE) as that of the copy. The error likely arises
from a fine scratch at the end of the word sangkalat
(§9ns90, “era”) in one of the colophons, which could
be misread as the numeral 4—thus [2]459 BE. This
misreading also misled Lagirarde (2000: 76; 2001: 400)
who interpreted it as 1902 CE.

missioned or sponsored by a dignitary
holding the rank of saen («sv; “ruler of
one hundred”), named Mongkhun (19gu),
together with his wife, who express
the conventional wish for the Buddha’s
teaching to endure for 5,000 years and
for them to attain nirvana. Trent Walker
(pers. comm.) has identified this dignitary
as an active sponsor of other Lao
manuscripts in the late 17th century.
The second manuscript of the
Khavampattisut (Khs2) is preserved in
the collection of the Luang Prabang
Museum, formerly the Royal Library.
This collection was established at the
instigation of Government Commissioner
Meillier, who, noting the dilapidated
state of the city’s monastic libraries,
persuaded the monarch of Luang
Prabang, Sisavang Vong (r. 1904-1945),
to found the “Bibliothéque royale” in
1914 (Finot 1917: 2). Khs2 consists of
three fascicles totaling 74 folios and is
complete. It likely corresponds to the
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FIGURE 3b: Detail of the colophons, bearing the date [10]59 cs = 1697/8 cE © NLL

manuscript in three fascicles labeled
R 466 in Finot’s inventory, formerly kept
in the Royal Library. Like Khsl, it is
a Pali-Lao nissaya, written in Tham Lao
script,”? dated 1216 cs (= 1854/5 CE). The
text contains numerous errors in the
Pali passages, a feature often observed
in relatively late manuscript copies in
Laos.” Khs1 and Khs2 are very similar
in content but differ in some details,
suggesting that they were copied from
different exemplar manuscripts.

The dates recorded in the colophons
of these two manuscripts are particu-
larly valuable, as none of the available
examples from central Thailand provide
a date of copying, let alone composition.

12 The title appearing in the margins of the first
folio of each fascicle is respectively Khavampattisut
nisai (e=5LJ0GgoDta) and Nisai Khavampatti (Dtaessy
U0@), that is, “The Nissaya of the Gavampati[-sutta]”.

13 Lagirarde (2001: 314) correctly identified this copy
in Finot’s list but was unable to locate it at the time
of his doctoral research. Thanks to the extensive
inventorying and digitization work initiated in 1992
by Harald Hundius and later continued by David
Wharton, these Lao manuscripts are now readily
accessible online at: https://iiif.crossasia.org/s/dllm.

In their case, only codicological features
—such as craftsmanship, layout, and
possibly handwriting—offer approximate
indications. On this basis, Jacqueline
Filliozat has tentatively dated a Siamese
manuscript of the Mahakaccayananibbana,
preserved at the Bibliotheque nationale
de France (BnF PALI 409), to the 18th
century. The date 1059 cs (1697/8 CE)
recorded for Khs1 therefore provides a
terminus ante quem for the composition
of this narrative. This date broadly
coincides with the earliest securely
dated image of the Fat Monk in Laos,
which, as we have seen, bears a
donative inscription giving the year
[100]9 cs (= 1648 cE) [F1G. 2a]. This
period shortly precedes the fragmentation
of the Lan Xang kingdom (1707 CE) into
the principalities of Vientiane, Luang
Prabang, and Champassak. The date of
Khs2, in turn, shows that the Khavam-

1 Cited in Lagirarde 2000: 58, n. 3. According to
Lagirarde, this palm-leaf manuscript is probably
among those sent to France from Ayutthaya by the
MEP Missionaries before the city’s destruction in 1767.
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pattisut continued to be copied in Luang
Prabang as late as the eve of the French
colonial period, a fact also consistent
with the presence of the Fat Monk in the
statuary of that time [F1G. 2b].

Finot (1917: 177) compiled his “general
list” of Lao manuscripts on the basis
of a small number of monastic library
inventories. One might expect that
more extensive surveys would yield
additional copies of the Khavampattisut
or related texts. However, this does
not appear to be the case. The Digital
Library of Lao Manuscripts, which
catalogs more than 12,000 items, does
not list any other copy under this title or
a related one. The text also appears to be
absent from catalogs in northeast Thailand,
despite the predominantly Lao-speaking
population of the region. While the
existence of additional, as yet unidentified
copies cannot be excluded, the available
evidence suggests that the text did not
enjoy the same level of popularity in the
Lao sphere as it did in Siam or central
Thailand.

Even more strikingly, no text related
to Gavampati has yet been identified in
the manuscript collections of northern
Thailand, despite the close affinities
between the religious corpora of Lan
Xang and the former Lan Na kingdom.*
Nor does it appear in Burmese collections,
notwithstanding the popularity of
the Fat Monk in Myanmar, as attested
by both late chronicles and popular
imagery—a situation paralleled in

13some Lan Na manuscripts belonging to the
so-called nibbana genre have been recorded in various
online databases, but none seem to concern Gavampati
or (Maha-)Kaccayana (see also Coedés 1966: 94-95).
Further research is needed to determine whether the
Khavampattisut is attested in the manuscript traditions
of other Tai-speaking Buddhist groups, such as the
Tai Lue or Tai Khuen.

northern Thailand, where his statues
abound in temples and monasteries.
Finally, in Cambodia, no similar text has
been identified to date.'

Gavampatisutta and Khavampattisut:
A Comparison

The relationship between the Pali
Gavampatisutta preserved in Siamese
manuscript collections and the Lao
Khavampattisut—a vernacular nissaya
version of the same narrative—can be
clarified through a close comparison of
their structure, language, and textual
features.

Considering the various extant
versions of the narrative of Gavampati
in Siam and Laos, the question arises
as to which served as the basis for the
others. The most straightforward
assumption is that the Pali version
preceded the vernacular ones, which
would then represent translations or
adaptations. Some caution is nevertheless
required, since in mainland Southeast
Asia it is not uncommon for Pali texts
to have been reconstructed from
vernacular compositions.” Only a
close comparison between the Pali and
vernacular versions can shed light on
this issue. Such a comparison is now
possible thanks to the available critical
edition of the monolingual Pali Gavam-

16 T would like to thank Olivier de Bernon and Trent
Walker for checking whether this was indeed the case
in the available catalogs of Cambodian manuscripts.
7 This is the case, for instance, with the Jinakalamali
(Jkm), a Pali chronicle that was compiled in part from
various earlier chronicles written in Tai (Penth 1994:
48). 1t is also known that some Burmese legal codes
in Pali are translations from vernacular models—the
latter themselves possibly derived from earlier Pali
compositions. See, for example, Huxley 1996: 84; also
Lammerts & Kieffer-Piilz 2025.
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patisutta and its vernacular edition in
Lao of the Khavampattisut.'®

All versions present a hagiographic
account of Gavampati, from the
circumstances of his “transformation”
to his nirvana. The narrative structure
is broadly consistent across versions,
with only minor variations. It may be
divided into three main parts:

1. The story of the monk Brahmaputta,
one of the 80 Great Disciples of
the Buddha (asiti mahasavakas),
living in the “city of the Golden
Land” (Hemabhiminagara),® renowned
for his religious fervor and physical
beauty. To avoid being mistaken for
the Buddha, he transforms himself
into a potbellied, hunchbacked dwarf,
and takes the name Gavampati.?

2. An account of Gavampati’s
monastic life as an arhat, culminating
in his successful conversion of a
householder named Sambala through
an extended sermon—his last before
entering final extinction. In this
sense, the title Gavampatisutta/
Khavampattisut may refer either to
this sermon or to the narrative as a
whole.

18 For the Pali edition, see Javier Schnake, this Special
Edition,; for the Lao text, see Lagirarde 2001: 476-506.
19 This may be a reference to Suvannabhiimi, possibly
aregion of Southeast Asia.

2 javier Schnake (this Special Edition) is likely
correct in interpreting the Pali compound gavarn-pati
as “Lord of Speech”, rather than “Lord of Cattle”.
While the latter, more literal interpretation (go = “ox,
cow”) may appear more straightforward, it makes
little sense in the canonical context. By contrast,
all versions agree that the monk acquires the name
Gavampati because of his ability to convert beings
to the Dhamma through the harmonious recitation
of the teachings and the use of appropriate speech
(Khs1 [2B]).

3. The final episode recounting
Gavampati’s death and attainment
of parinibbana, envisioned as a great
city made of crystal.

Despite their titles, the Gavampatisutta
and the Khavampattisut do not conform
to the structure of a classical sutra.
They do not begin with the standard
Pali formula evam me sutam ekam
samayarn bhagava [...] viharati (“Thus I
have heard: at one time the Blessed One
was residing [...]”), which traditionally
signals that the discourse was “heard”
(suta) by an auditor—often identified as
the disciple Ananda—from the Buddha
himself. Whereas canonical sutras
typically depict the Dhamma as spoken
by the Buddha, often in verse (gathas),
the Thai-Lao narratives place such
teachings in the mouth of Gavampati
(Lagirarde 2001: 328).

Both the monolingual Pali and the
Siamese-language versions begin directly
with the story of Brahmaputta, alias
Gavampati: ekasmim kira samaye eko
mahathero  Brahmaputto nama  [...]
(“At one time, there was a great elder
named Brahmaputta [..]”). The Lao
Khavampattisut retains this opening
but precedes it with an incipit in Pali
verse, loosely following the anutthubha
(Skt, anustubh) meter. Although not
identical, the incipits in Khs1 and Khs2
are closely related. Both take the form
of an exhortation addressed to an
implied audience by an unidentified
narrator, followed by a Lao translation
or gloss in nissaya style, which is
rendered here in English.
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Khs1:

Namo tass’ atthu

yo savakanarh pavaro |
settho thero fiatinam |
damakusalo karissami | tarh
parinibbanarh tarh sunatha*
samahitar ||

[Homage to Him.]

[sadhavo:] O Everyone!

yo thero: The Elder who,
pavaro: was more excellent,
savakanam: than [all the
other] disciples, settho: the
best [among them], dam-
akusalo: and skilled in train-
ing, fatinam: his family
and relatives, [aham:] I,
kathesami:”> will speak about,
tarn: that Elder, parinibbanam:
who has already reached final
extinction.

[tumhe:] O all of you!
samahita:® who have already
established your mindfulness,
sunatha: listen, [tam vacanar:]
to the words I am about to
utter as follows.

Khs2:

Namo tass’ atthu

vanditva sirasa buddhar |
sasaddhammaganuttaman |
upatthakanaii ca
ovadadinna-|gavampattissa
ekatherassa ||

SPECIAL EDITION

sadhavo sukham icchanta |
dvisotarh odahitvana | tarh
sunatha samahita ||

[Homage to Him.]

[sadhavo:] O Everyone!

[aham: 1,] vanditva: having
paid homage, buddham: to the
Buddha—the Enlightened One
who understood the entire
Dhamma by himself perfectly,
sasa[d]dhammaganuttaman:
who is complete with his
teaching for good people and
his noble assembly (sarngha)
that is excellent—sirasa: with
my head, [bha]sissam: 1 shall
speak, nidanam: the story of
the past,* ekatherassa: of one
great Elder, uppatthakanafi
ca ovada[dilnnam Gavampat-
tissa: whose name is Gavam-
pati, and who [f. 2] instructed
families devoted to the service
[of the Sangha].?

sadhavo: O Everyone!

tumhe: you, sukha[m] icchanta:
who surely seek happiness for
yourselves, odahitvana: please
keep, dvisotam: your two ears
wide open, samahitva:*® estab-
lish mindfulness, sunatha: and
listen to, tari nidanarn: this story!

For both versions, this introductory
speech functions as a sermon, intended
to be read aloud or recited in a liturgical
setting rather than studied in solitude.

nidanar bhasissarh | In this respect, the Khavampattisut has
2 Literally, tamnan nithan (0DADDNID).
21 Lagirarde (2001: 373) reads tasmir kathesi. 25 takun upatthak (enseUonan; P, kila upatthaka)—
22 karissami in the verses. although kiila is omitted in the Pali section.
2 samahitarn in the verses. 26 samahita in the verses.
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more in common with texts of the
anisong (91D%9;P.,anisarnsa, “advantage”)
or salong (g=we9, “celebration”) genre
than with a sutra, as understood in the
canonical tradition.” Indeed, the excerpt
from Khs2 reproduced above explicitly
refers to the “advantage” that listeners
to this narrative are certain to obtain,
possibly including the attainment of
nirvana.

Additionally, the Lao Khavampattisut
differs from its Pali counterpart not
only in its homiletic form but also in
its use of Pali terms, which are not
primarily intended to convey meaning,
but rather to legitimize the act of
preaching and, potentially, to serve an
educational function.

From a formal point of view, these
excerpts exemplify a principle under-
lying many Southeast Asian “bitexts”,
in which Pali terms, isolated from
their original context, are immediately
followed by a literal translation or
vernacular gloss. The Khavampattisut
alternates Pali verses, delivered by
Gavampati in direct speech, with
narrative developments recounted in
indirect discourse by an anonymous
narrator. The monolingual Pali version
from Siam follows the same structure;
however, the prose passages are, by
definition, entirely in Pali.

An illustrative excerpt from the
Khavampattisut is given below,? in which
Gavampati preaches to Sambala in order
to convert him to the Dhamma:

%7 On this literary genre, see Kourilsky 2007: 43-44.

% To avoid repetition and undue heaviness, only
passages in Lao are translated into English; Pali
passages (in bold) are left untranslated in the body
of the text. This approach also reflects how Lao
listeners—most of whom do not understand Pali—
are likely to perceive the sermon.

[Folio 19B] He [Gavampati]
then uttered the following
verses (gatha):

matapita disapubba | acariya
dakkhinadisa |

fiativagga® pacchadisa |
bhariyaputta ca uttaradisa |
dasakammakara hettha |
uddharh samanabrahmana |

[matapita:  Fathers  and
mothers, disapubba: are called
“the eastern  direction”;
dcariya: teachers, dakkhinadisa:
are called “the southern
direction”; fativagga: family
members, pacchadisa: are
called “the western direction”;
bhariyaputta: children and
wives, uttaradisa: are called
“the northern direction”;
dasakammakara: works and
servants—male and female—
hetthadisa: are “the nadir”;
samanabrahmana: leaders in
religious life, uddhamdisa:
are called “the zenith”. thero:
The Elder Maha-Gavampati,
aha: continued:]*®

tata: Listen, O Everyone!
matapitaro: Mother and father,
maya: 1, vuccati: call them,
pubbadisa:** “the direction
of the east”. kasma: Why is that?
vis[s]ajjana: The answer [is as
follows]:

% fiativatta in the Gavampatisutta (see Javier Schnake,
this Special Edition).

*® This extended bracketed passage is absent from
Khs1 and has been supplied here from Khs2.

31 disapubbd in the verses.
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hi: In truth, matapitaro:
fathers and mothers are
called, pubbadisa: “eastern
direction”, pubbapakarataya:
because they were the first
among all to show kindness*
[toward us]. matapitaro:
[Indeed,] fathers and mothers,
katva: having accomplished,
pufifiam: meritorious deeds
in the past first, akamsu: then
made, palt]thanam: a vow,
thinking, “mayam: we both,
[la]bhissama: wish to obtain,
puttam: a son,” manapam eva:
exactly as desired [f. 20A],
imina puiifiena: by means of
our meritorious deeds!”

matapitaro. The mother
and the father, maya vuccati:
I therefore «call them,
pubbadisa iti: “the eastern
direction”. putte: As soon as
the child, pajjayamane: came
out [of its mother’s womb],
matapitaro:  his  parents,
rakkhanti: protected, posenti:
and raised, puttam: this very
child. matapitaro: Mother and
father, niyojenti: provided
[puttam their child]** atthe:
with everything he needed,
pubbe: right from the begin-
ning.** matapitaro: Mother
and father, das[slenti: then
advised, [yluttakammam: on
what  was  appropriate,

32 khunopakan (gtudenay; P., gunopakdra). See
explanation on this word below.

3 Here, the Lao author translates putta as “son” (sai,
299), in keeping with its original meaning in Pali. In
other instances, however, he leaves the child’s gender
unspecified by using the term luk (7).

** Found only in Khs2.

putta[m]: for their child
[to do]. pubbe: From the earliest
days, denti: they provided,
vatthalankaram: cloths and
adornments, puttassa: to their
child, puna: afterward. maya
vuccati: That is why 1 say
that, matapitaro: parents are,
pubbadisa’ ti: “the eastern
direction”.

As Lagirarde (2001: 328) points out,
this passage—particularly the opening
Pali verses—is inspired by the
Sigalovadasutta of the Dighanikaya (D III
191-192), in which the Buddha teaches
a brahmin named Singala how a “noble
disciple” (ariyasavaka) honors the six
cardinal directions (chaddisa). However,
several important differences should be
noted. As mentioned above, the gatha
is presented in both Gavampatisutta
and Khavampattisut as Gavampati’s own
teaching, rather than as a discourse
delivered by the Buddha, as in the
canonical sutra. Although a minor
detail, the recipient of the teaching is
not the brahmin Singala, but a certain
Sambala, a lay follower (upasaka) “of
wrong views” (micchaditthiko) who had
hitherto remained unmoved by the
Dhamma (folios 18B-19A).

In fact, at the literal level, the
Gavampatisutta and Khavampattisut borrow
from the sutra only a couple of verses.
Moreover, these Pali verses are not
reproduced verbatim; in addition to
variations in wording, the correspondence

% The translation given here is based on the Lao gloss,
which sometimes differs significantly from the strict
meaning of the Pali term to which it refers. The same
applies to the other excerpts below.
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TABLE 1: The Six Directions and Their Social Referents in D III
and Gavampatisutta/Khavampattisut

Directions DI Gavampatisutta/Khavampattisut
East Parents (matapita) Parents (matapita)
South Teachers (dcariya) Teachers (dcariya)
West Wife and children (puttadara) Family members (fidtivagga)
North Friends and colleagues (mittamacca) Wives and children (bhariyaputta)
Nadir Servants and workers Servants and workers
(dasakammakara) (dasakammakara)
Zenith Ascetics and brahmins Ascetics and brahmins
(samanabrahmana) (samanabrahmana)

between the cardinal directions and the
categories of persons to be venerated
does not exactly match that of the
canonical text.

TABLE 1 shows that the Gavampatisutta
and Khavampattisut have, on the one
hand, added “family members”
(Aativagga) and, on the other, omitted
“friends and colleagues” (mittamacca)
found in the canonical list. “Wives
and children”, here expressed as the
compound bhariyaputta rather than
puttadadra, are associated with the north
rather than the west, as in the canonical
sutra, the latter direction being
reassigned to “family members”.

The addition of fativagga is
significant, given the importance of
family and forebears in the religious
life of Thai-Lao Buddhist communities
(see below). The reassignment of the
cardinal directions—specifically, the
attribution of the west to “family
members” rather than to “wives and
children”, now associated with the
north—may be explained by the
traditional association of the west with
death and, by extension, with ancestor
worship.

Apart from the word-for-word
translation that immediately follows

the gatha, the nissaya does not appear to
be based on any text from the Tipitaka
or its authorized commentaries or
sub-commentaries (atthakathas or tikds).
A close comparison between the Gavam-
patisutta and the Khavampattisut shows
that the Pali words glossed in the latter
text correspond precisely to those that
constitute the body of the former. In
other words, the Khavampattisut appear
to function as a vernacular adaptation
of the Pali version—though not of the
entire text, but of selected passages.
Exceptions may be attributed to a few
minor additions or adjustments intro-
duced by the Lao compiler, presumably
for the sake of clarity.

As is the case for most nissayas, the
Pali terms are, moreover, rearranged
from their original syntactic order to
conform to Lao, which follows very
different grammatical rules. This
“syntactical rearrangement” (Walker
2022a: 274) renders the Pali scarcely
intelligible to anyone unfamiliar with
this method of composition, to the
point that one might even question
the existence of an original Pali text
(Lagirarde 2001: 325).

The following passage from the Pali
version (see also Javier Schnake, this
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Special Edition) corresponds to the
excerpt from the Khavampattisut cited
above. The index numbers, given as
subscripts below each word, indicate
the order in which the Pali terms
appear in the Lao nissaya; the absence of
a number indicates that the word is
omitted in the Lao text:*®

thero aha:

“tata, kasma, matapita ¥’
‘pubbadisa,’ ti vuccanti,.*®
pubbapakaratthaya, * matapitaro,
hi, pubbe pufifiarh, katva, “imina *
pamanena, *' puttarh, labhissama ™ ti
patthanarh akarhsu,_tasmamatapitaro,
‘pubbadisa’ ti, vuccanti .**
pajayamane, putte, puttarn,
rakkhanti, posenti_ matapitaro..
pubbe, atthe, puttarh niyojenti .*
pubbe yuttayuttakamme,* puttarh,
dassenti .* pubbe, vatthalankarar,
puna, puttassa, dentiz. tasma
matapitaro, ‘pubbadisa’ ti, vuccanti .’

In summary, the Lao Khavampattisut
evidently derives from the Gavam-
patisutta in Pali, for which numerous
manuscripts are preserved in central
Thailand. The question remains whether
the former represents a direct transla-

% Significant variations in the nissaya in comparison
with the Pali Gavampatisutta are indicated in the
footnotes below.

37 Khs1: matapitaro.

38 Khs1: mayd vuccati.

39 Khs1: pubbadisa [...] pubbapakaratthaya.
%0 Khs1: imind pufifiena.

41 Khs1: manapam eva.

42 Khs1: mayarn [...] labhissama.
3 Khs1: maya vuccati.

1 Khs1: matdpitaro niyojenti.

5 Khs1: yuttakammarn.

46 Khs1: matdpitaro dassenti.

7 Khs1: mayd vuccati,

tion from the latter by a Lao scholar, or
an adaptation, rendered in Tham script
and the Lao vernacular, of an earlier
bilingual Pali-Siamese version circu-
lating in Khom script, that is, a form
of Khmer script commonly used for
Buddhist texts in the central region.
Although no such intermediary version
has yet been identified in northern Thai
collections, the possibility of a trans-
mission through Lan Na, already adapted
into a northern Thai-Lao milieu and
transcribed in Tham script, cannot be
totally excluded.®

Gavampati and Filial Piety

The sutra dedicated to Gavampati
sheds light on how Thai-Lao scholars
composed texts that, while drawing
inspiration from canonical or post-
canonical writings, nonetheless consti-
tute original works.

While taking, as we have seen, a
passage from the Sigalovadasutta as their
model, the Gavampatisutta and Khavam-
pattisut differ from it—without ever
explicitly referring to that source—in
placing particular emphasis on the
theme of filial piety. In the canonical
sutra, the Buddha’s instruction concerning
obligations toward parents occupies
only a few lines (see D III 189). In the
Gavampatisutta and  Khavampattisut,
however, Gavampati develops this
argument in much greater depth. In
fact, filial piety constitutes the most
important part of the sermon that

8 Although they differ slightly in graphic form,
“Tham Lao” and “Tham Lan Na” should be regarded
as two closely related variants of the same script,
just as the variants used by the Tai Lue of the former
Sipsongpanna kingdom (Xishuangbanna PGXUix44)
and the Tai Khuen of the Chiang Tung (Kengtung)
region in Myanmar.
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Gavampati delivers to Sambala; moreover,
this sermon contains certain archetypal
themes found in other texts from
Thailand and Laos.”

For instance, the texts explain
that, if parents are called the “eastern
direction” (pubbadisa), it is because they
are “the first among all to show kindness
(pubbapakarataya) [toward their child]”.
This interpretation of parents as the
first benefactors in one’s life does not
occur in the canonical Sigalovadasutta.
Here, the author seems to play on
the double meaning of pubba, namely
“before” and “east”.

A similar vision of parents as the first
benefactors in one’s life can, on the other
hand, be found in the Mangalatthadipani
(Mang-d), a Pali work composed in 1524 CE
in Chiang Mai and one of the most
widely disseminated Buddhist texts
in Thai-Lao Buddhist communities
(Kourilsky 2021: 69). Drawing both on
the canonical Sigalovadasutta and on
a passage from the Anguttaranikaya,
the Mang-d states that, through their
efforts and sacrifices for the well-being
of their children, parents are their “first
benefactors” (pubbakari, lit., “those
who have done [good] first”; Kourilsky
2015: 464, 474). Conversely, children are
“[those] who must show them gratitude”
(katafifiikatavedi). Gavampati speaks

* This topic is even more prominent in Khs1, which
emphasizes in its incipit that Gavampati’'s merit
came about because he “intelligently delivered the
teachings [of the Dhamma] to his family and relatives
(Aatinam)” (see above). Moreover, this echoes a passage
from the Sasanavarisa, the famous 19th-century Pali
chronicle written by the Burmese monk Pafifiasami,
in which Gavampati travels to Sudhammapura
(Thaton) in the Mon kingdom (Ramafifarattha) to
teach the Dhamma, with the particular aim of saving
his mother from rebirth in hell (Sas 36).

in similar terms of filial piety in the
sermon he delivers at Sambala:

[Folio 23B] putte vadhite
ca matapitaro rakkhitabba
katham:* How do parents take
care of their children when
they grow up?

matapitaro: Parents, putte
niyojenti: raise their children,
kusalesu: by having them
perform meritorious deeds,
encouraging them by saying:
“amma tata tumhe: Listen to
us, children [f. 24A], tumbhe:
you, rakkhatha: must hold,
silar: the precepts, tumhe:
[and] you, detha: must practice,
danam: giving [toward the
Community of monks]!”

On the other hand,
matapitaro. mothers  and
fathers, nivarenti: ought to
prevent, putte: their children,
papeti: from  committing
wrongful acts. tam putta-
dhammarakkhanam nama: This
is what is referred to as
“raising children in a
righteous manner”.

pana: In return, putta:
children, rakkhanti: [must]
protect, matapitaram: their
parents, dhammena: in a

righteous manner. matapitaro:
Just as parents, bahapakara:
have made many good deeds,
puttanam: for their chil-
dren, putta: children in turn,

%% In some cases, strictly following the word order of
the Pali text makes translation difficult—especially
where the Pali itself is irregular or incorrect. In such
instances, as here, words have been regrouped for the
sake of clarity.
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anuppatikarana: must repay
the kindness, matapitunan:
to their parents. It is only right
and proper!

This relation of reciprocity gives rise
to the notion of debt—expressed in the
Thai-Lao tradition by the concept of
khun (g, “legacy”; P., guna, “virtue”,
“benefit”, or “merit”)—which makes
parents creditors who must be repaid
by caring for them, encouraging them
to follow the path of the Dhamma, and
performing rites for them after their
death (Kourilsky 2022: 165-166). This
is why the Khavampattisut glosses the
Pali word bahtipakara (lit., “of great
help”) with khunopakan (P., gunopakara),
referring to the support provided by
parents to their child. In this example,
we can see how a “vernacular” gloss
of a Pali word may be formed using
a term that is itself borrowed from
Pali but to which a slightly different
meaning is applied. Here, the substitution
of the term guna for bahu in the
compound introduces the notion of a
“debt” that children incur toward their
parents from birth and that they must
“repay” once they become adults. These
archetypal themes are also found in
Mang-d (Kourilsky 2015: 474-475), as
well as in other texts from Thailand and
Laos.”! Gavampati then elaborates on
this same theme:

[Folio 27A] [To repay one’s
debt (patigunam) to one’s
parents] putta: children,
sampaticchimsu: must agree,
pade pade matapitunam

attano sisena: to place their
own head at their feet, sacce
atthi matapitusu: as long as
their parents, jivamanesu:
are alive.”

putta: All children, posenti:
[must] support, rakkhanti:
and protect, matapitare: their
parents, annena va panena
va vatthena va senasanadihi
sabbupakarehi: by providing
them with basic necessities,
such as food, drink,
clothes, a dwelling-place,
veyyavaccakammehi ca: or
anything that may be useful
[to them].

putta: Children, mata-
pitaram  bhavanti: make
also their parents [f. 27B],
bhavanam: develop mind-
cultivation on  kindliness
[towards all living beings]
(mettabhavana), payojenti: and
encourage them, sabbaku-
salesu: [to perform], merits of
all kinds; matapitaro sace: if
their parents, gahanti: hold,
micchaditthim: wrong views,
putta: then their children,
patitthapesum: must reestablish
them, sammaditthisu: in the
right understanding of things.

sace hoti matapitusu: When
parents, avijjivamanesu: are
no longer alive—when they
are departed—, putta: their
children, sacce rakkhanti:
may observe, silam: the pre-
cepts, denti: and make, danam:
offerings, sayari: themselves;

> An illustrative example is the Lao Salong manda 2 Here again, the Pali and Lao terms have been
bida (3we9quuasonBon, “Celebration of Parents’  significantly rearranged in order to produce a more
Legacies”). See Kourilsky 2007. intelligible translation.
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karonti: [they also may]
commission, buddhariipam: the
erection of animage of the Lord
[Buddha]; sace ropenti: they
may plant, bodhirukkham:
a Bodhi tree; sace karenti:
[f. 28A] they may [order
to] build, thapa: a stupa,
viharam va: or a temple;
sabbakusalakamma: they may
make any other merit-
orious act as well; gahetva
phalam denti: then they may
give the fruit (phala) coll-
ected from these good deeds,
tesam matapitinam: to their
father and mother; putta:
if the children, sace katva
sabbakusalakammam udissa-
pusifia: dedicate the merit
obtained by all these good
deeds to their father and
mother, evam matapitunam
dhammarakkha[nalm  nama
hoti: the children are thus
worthy of being called “those
who have cared for their
father and mother in a
righteous manner”.

The instructions addressed by
Gavampati [FIGURE 4] to Sambala
closely reflect the devotional practices
of Lao Buddhists toward their parents,
as well as those associated with funeral
and post-funeral rites: participating in
the construction of a temple or other
religious building, planting a Bodhi tree,
or erecting a stupa are all meritorious
acts that can be dedicated to deceased
parents (Kourilsky 2015: 181).

The theme of parents’ immeasurable
good deeds—understood as “legacies”
that children must “repay” (thaen khun,
«we; P, patiguna)—appears in several

Thai-Lao Buddhist texts in a variety of
forms: as a narrative, as in the Gavam-
patisutta; as an edifying sermon, as in
the Khavampattisut; or as a recitation
in dedicated rituals.”® This trope also
appears in the Buddhist literature of
neighboring communities, especially in
Cambodia (Kourilsky 2007). A particularly
common motif related to this theme is
the suffering experienced by mothers
during childbirth, which Gavampati’s
sermon does not fail to evoke:

putte: When [her] child,
kucchigate: enters the womb,
mata: this very mother,
dassati: starts making, danam
atirekatarari: larger donations
that in the past.

putte: When [her] child,
bandhabandhe: has settled
in the womb, mata: this very
woman who consequently
became a mother, anubhavanti:
begins to endure, mahantam
dukkham: great suffering,
puttajitthaya mata: for her
child’s sake.

kadaci: Periodically, mata:
the mother, kilantakaya:
experiences pain in her body;
duvanna: on some days, kisa:
she finds herself thinner,
her complexion yellow;
sakalasarira: her whole body,
rujanti: is in a lot of pain.

3 Besides the aforementioned Salong manda bida
(“Celebration of Parents’ Legacies”), another example
is a Pali-Lao nissaya entitled Thaen nam nom mae
(il lit., “[The Buddha] repays [the price of]
his mother’s breast milk”), which recounts the journey
the Enlightened One makes to Tavatirhsa heaven in
order to repay the debt of gratitude to his mother
Mahamaya, who died during childbirth. See Kourilsky
2015: 543-555.
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FIGURE 4: Image of Gavampati depicted reading a palm-leaf manuscript,
possibly reading instructions or preaching to Sambala; probably 19th century,
Wat Ket Karam, Chiang Mai © Nicolas Revire

pajayamane kale: When
the time comes [f. 25A] to give
birth to her child, mata: the
mother, papunati: ends up,
atirekatarari dukkham: expe-
riencing such intense pain,
marandapannar eva: that it
feels like dying.

kadaci: Sometimes, mata:
the mother, visafifii hutva:
may lose consciousness, vinas-
santi: and can be lost forever.

putte: When the child,
pajayamane:* is born, mata:
his mother, lohita|makkhita]
sarira: finds herself covered in
blood; anubhavati:*® she then

>4 pajayakale in the Gavampatisutta.

> anubhavitvd in the Gavampatisutta. The change from
the absolutive in the Pali version to the indicative in
the Lao nissaya is one example among many of the
adjustments made by its author to make the text
more accessible to readers or reciters.

endures evaripam dukkharn:
such great suffering.

mata: The mother [who
has just given birth], aha:
asks, puttassa: about her child,
saying: “kuham putto me
[Where is my child]?”.
puttasinehena: It is with great
love for her child that she
asks, “putto [me] gato kuhan:
Where has my child gone?”.
gahetva: She then takes,
puttah  lohitimakkhitam:
her child in her arms, even
though he is covered in blood,
nipajjapetva uro: so that she
can hold it against her breast,
papesi khiram: and nurse him,
aho: indeed!

[Folio 25B] mata: The
mother, bahupakara: thus
does great good, puttanari: for

her children.
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kadaci: At times, putto:
the child, vissajjesi: makes,
kirisam: his feces, muttam
va: or urine, bhajane: fall into
the food, bhojanakale: while
[her mother] is eating; mata:
the mother, however, na jigu-
cchati: is not disgusted by this,
puttasinehena: because of her
love for the child.

kadaci: At times, putto:
the child, visajesi khelar:

drools, millam: or  def-
ecates, bhajane: into the
food; mata: [his] mother,
n’eva jigucchati: is never-

theless not disgusted, bhojeti:
and still eats, muttak[a]risamm
malam  makkhita[bhat]tam:
the rice soiled with saliva,
urine, excrement, and vomit
of her child.

matusarirarm:  Although
her  body, puttassa
malamuttasemhadi samissam
[f. 26A] sabbada ahosi: is
constantly covered in her
child’s feces and urine, mata:
the mother, na jigucchati:
shows no signs of rejection or
disgust, aharam: toward the
food, puttassa tehi malamuttehi
samissam: of her child, soiled
with his feces and urine; aho:
reallyy, mata: the mother,
bahuppakara: is of great merit
(gunopakara).

The suffering endured by the mother
during gestation and childbirth is
addressed in several canonical and post-
canonical works—e.g., M I 266, Ja 532,
Vism 305. However, this theme is
particularly developed in Buddhist

literature composed in mainland
Southeast Asia.* It appears, for instance,
in the Mang-d, which explicitly draws
on the Sonandajataka (Ja 532). Vernacular
meditation manuals—such as the Mul
preah kammatthan (YrU{NeRYENS) in Cam-
bodia and the Bualaphantha (Goszwbe)
in Laos and Lan Na—remind the practi-
tioner (yogavacara) of the suffering
their mother endure for their children
(Lagirarde 1994: 68). Some exercises even
require the yogavacara to reproduce
these sufferings through a series of
ascetic practices: sleeping only in a
sitting position represents the discomfort
experienced during pregnancy; not
sheltering from the sun evokes the pain
endured when “being on fire” after
childbirth, etc. (Bernon 2000: 475). The
torments of the mother also feature in
the Khmer “Prayer of Repentance”
(sma lia, #AN; see Bernon 2000: 748,
757; also Walker 2022b: 71-79) and in
certain Lao formulas for “recalling the
vital spirits” (su khwan, g2db).”

The teachings on filial piety delivered
by Gavampati certainly find echoes in
canonical sources but, more importantly,
form part of a hermeneutic tradition
common to the entire region, transmitted
over the centuries either through the
circulation of texts or through oral
transmission from master to disciple.
A number of archetypal teachings—
concerning parents’ “legacies”, the

% This theme is also often present in Chinese
Buddhist texts (e.g., Cole 1998).

7 Among these “formulas for recalling the vital
spirits” that evoke the suffering of the mother, we
may cite those for the “woman in labor” (su khwan
mae ok kam, gedvwweensiv), the “candidate for
ordination” (su khwan nak, g25vvan), or that recited
for the bride and groom before the wedding
(su khwan noi kon taeng dong, gadubesnevuinneg).
See Kourilsky 2015: 485.
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filial duty to “repay” them, and the
suffering of mothers during childbirth
and breastfeeding—circulated widely,
sometimes detached from their original
sources, across Buddhist communities
in mainland Southeast Asia. While
certain passages in the Lao Khavampattisut
relating to filial piety echo those found,
for instance, in the Mang-d, this does
not necessarily imply direct borrowing
from the Lan Na text. Rather, as shown
above, the former clearly derives from a
Pali version of the same narrative that
most likely originated in Siam. Far from
being constrained by the Gavampatisutta/
Khavampattisut, the phenomenon of
intertextuality is fundamental to literary
production in Thai-Lao Buddhist circles.

Concluding Remarks

Beyond its philological implications, the
present case study offers broader insights
into the historical circulation of texts
and the dynamics of Buddhist literary
production in mainland Southeast Asia.
It highlights the role of regional centers
in shaping both the transmission and
transformation of Pali and vernacular
traditions.

Close philological and comparative
examination of the Thai-Lao Gavampati
narratives indeed confirms our initial
hypothesis that the Pali version predates
the nissaya and other vernacular adap-
tations. Given the terminus ante quem
provided by the dated copy of the Lao
Khavampattisut (1697/8 cE), the compo-
sition of the Pali Gavampatisutta must
go back, at the latest, to the end of the
17th century. The wide diffusion of this
narrative—attested in both Pali and
Siamese versions preserved in collections

from central Thailand—and its relative
absence in northern regions suggest that
it was most likely composed in Ayutthaya,
then the capital of Siam, where the
composition of original Pali texts is well
documented (Skilling & Santi 2002).
The story of Gavampati had thus
already circulated well beyond the
borders of the Ayutthaya kingdom prior
to its destruction by the Burmese in
1767. 1t was evidently present in Lan
Xang before the fragmentation of the
Lao kingdom into several principalities
(ca. 1707 CE). This pattern likely extends
to other texts belonging to the
so-called nibbana genre, which are
abundant in Siam but comparatively
rare in present-day Laos. For instance,
only a small number of manuscripts
of the Mahakassapanibbana have been
recorded in Lao collections, whereas
numerous copies—both in monolingual
Pali and in Pali-Siamese nissaya—are
preserved in central Thai collections
(Lagirarde 2006: 108-110).°® As in the
case of the Lao Khavampattisut, the Lao
Mahakatsapaniphan (V0= Buw;
“the nibbana of Mahakassapa”) appears to
be a nissaya derived from a monolingual
Pali version (Mahakassapanibbanasutta)
that most likely originated in Siam.*”
This textual relationship is par-
ticularly significant. While the close
connections between the Buddhist

%8 Unlike the (pari)nibbana narratives of Gavampati,
those of Mahakassapa, Sariputta, and Mahamoggallana
are sporadically attested in Lan Na (Coedés 1966:
94-95), but they are far less widespread than in the
central plains of the Chao Phraya.

 This becomes apparent when comparing the
respective editions and translations of the two texts
produced by Lagirarde (2006), based on the Siamese
version, and Schnake (2024), based on the Pali.
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traditions of Lan Xang and Lan Na—
evident in shared scripts as well as
historical and political ties—have long
been emphasized,* the role of Ayutthaya
in shaping Lao Buddhism remains
insufficiently explored. Between the
15th century and the first half of the
16th century, Lan Na functioned as a
major regional center for Pali scholarship
and textual production (Penth 1997).
The Burmese conquest of 1558 disrupted
this dynamic, and Ayutthaya appears
gradually to have assumed a leading
role in the production and transmission
of Buddhist literature. Learned monks
from Lan Na likely took refuge in Siam,
bringing texts with them. Siamese
collections, for example, preserve
numerous copies of the Mangalatthadipani,
along with many other Pali works
originally composed in Lan Na.® These
monks may also have continued to
produce new texts in Pali while in Siam.
It is also reasonable to assume that
monks from Laos traveled to Ayutthaya
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THE GREAT DISCIPLE GAVAMPATI AND HIS PARINIBBANA

Javier Schnake!

ABSTRACT—This article presents the first critical edition and English
translation of a Pali narrative recounting the final days of Gavampati—
traditionally counted among the 80 Great Disciples of the Buddha—until
his final extinction (parinibbana). Although Gavampati, popularly known
as the “Fat Monk”, occupies only a minor place in canonical literature,
later traditions in mainland Southeast Asia granted him a more promi-
nent role in literary, ritual, and devotional contexts. Based on manuscripts
preserved in Thai and French collections, this study reconstructs the text
and examines its relationship to vernacular versions, highlighting the
transmission and reinterpretation of Pali materials in regional Buddhist

hagiography.

KEYWORDS: Gavampati; 80 Great Disciples (Asiti Mahdsavakas); Pali and Siamese
Literature; Parinibbana; Southeast Asian Buddhism

Introducing Gavampati

Recent scholarship has increasingly
focused on the 80 Great Disciples (asiti
mahasavakas) of the Buddha as key
figures in Southeast Asian Buddhism,
particularly through narratives of their
final days until their final extinction
(parinibbana). Frangois Lagirarde has
played a pioneering role in this field,
identifying and analyzing Thai, Lao,
and Pali sources that preserve literary
elaborations of these figures across
languages (Lagirarde 2000, 2001, 2006,
and 2019). His research highlights
both the ritual importance of these
disciples and the textual plurality that
sustains their veneration. More recently,
I contributed to this journal a critical
edition and translation of the parinibbana
of Mahakassapa the Elder, illustrating
how Pali materials have been transmitted

' EPHE/GREI (Groupe de recherches en études indiennes),
EA2120, Paris. Email: javierschnake@gmail.com.

and adapted within local traditions
(Schnake 2024).

The present article continues this
line of research and contributes to its
growing corpus by focusing on the
Thera (Elder) Gavampati. It offers, for
the first time, a critical edition and
English translation of a Pali account
of his parinibbana, complementing the
vernacular Siamese translation and Lao
nissaya version previously examined
by Lagirarde (2001: 399-441, 470-496)
and Gregory Kourilsky (2015; see also,
this Special Edition). While the life
and later reception of Gavampati have
already been discussed by several
scholars, including John Strong and
Donald Stadtner in this Special Edition,
abrief overview of his place in canonical
and later traditions will help frame
the significance of the Pali narrative
presented here.
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Gavampati is counted among the
early disciples of the Buddha and is
traditionally included in the list of the
asitimahasavakas (Th-aI11 205, 27-206, 6).
Although he appears in several canonical
and commentarial passages (Malalasekera
1974, s.v. Gavampati), the biographical
information preserved about him is
relatively sparse. According to the
Mahavagga (Vin 1 18, 35-19, 15), he
was one of four companions of Yasa,
the first lay follower to be ordained,
who approached the Buddha, received
ordination, and soon attained arhatship.
He is also mentioned in the Theragatha
(Th 38), where his miraculous ability
to halt the floodwaters of the Sarabhu
River is celebrated, highlighting his
supernatural abilities and spiritual
distinction. The Theragatha Commentary
(Th-a 1109, 10-111, 10) further elaborates
his spiritual biography by recounting
meritorious deeds performed in previous
lives and linking him to the Serissaka
(Serisaka) heavenly mansion (vimana).
Across these sources, Gavampati is
portrayed as an accomplished arhat,
praised for his purity, wisdom, and
compassion. Though a relatively minor
figure, his name recurs in a variety of
later Pali texts, including commentaries,
grammatical treatises, and chronicles.’

In post-canonical and Southeast
Asian traditions, however, Gavampati’s
figure undergoes a notable transforma-
tion, evolving from an early arhat into a
regional cultic figure. Certain sources in
Sanskrit already associate him with the
missionary expansion of Buddhism to

% For instance, the Chattha Sangdyana database
(https://www.tipitaka.org/chattha) shows various
occurrences of the name Gavampati, viz., in the
Visuddhimagga and its commentary, the Saddaniti, the
Moggallana, the Ripasiddhi, the Samantakitavannand,
and so on.

the “Land of Gold”, often identified with
parts of mainland Southeast Asia. Later
Burmese historiographical works, such
as the Pali Sasanavarhsa, further develop
this theme by presenting Gavampati as
an early agent in the establishment of
Buddhism in regions such as Thaton and
Sriksetra. This expanded role is also
reflected in iconography and popular
devotion, where Gavampati is frequently
represented as a grotesque, dwarf-like
figure embodying humility and spiritual
power and sometimes conflated with
figures such as (Maha-)Kaccayana in
Thailand and Laos. Across mainland
Southeast Asia, such images of the Fat
Monk have been widely venerated and
incorporated into local ritual traditions.

Though only marginally represented
in canonical literature, Gavampati thus
came to occupy a prominent place
in Southeast Asian historiography,
iconography, and ritual practice. The
Pali narrative examined here helps
illuminate this development by preserving
a literary account of the disciple’s
final days. More broadly, it contributes
to our understanding of the Great
Disciples genre as a body of literature
that evolved across canonical, commentarial,
and vernacular contexts.

Critical Edition and Translation

Preserved in Thai and French libraries,
the Gavampatisutta is an anonymous
and undated Pali narrative which
appears to have circulated only in Siam.?
Extant manuscripts bear different titles,

3 On the basis of a philological and comparative
analysis of the Lao Gavampati narratives, Gregory
Kourilsky (this Special Edition) dates the original
composition of this Pali text to no later than 1697 CE
and tentatively locates it in Ayutthaya, then the
capital of Siam.
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as mentioned below, but all refer to the
same narrative and evoke the name of
the main protagonist, Gavampati.

This Pali story has already been the
subject of earlier editorial attempts,
though none reached completion or
publication. The first was undertaken
by Lagirarde as part of his doctoral
research (2001: 511-545), based on three
manuscripts housed in Bangkok and
Paris:

(1) MS A: Gavampatinibbanasutta
(n:msgaReneay|a) and Khawam-
patitheraniphan  (AIUUBLOTTWWIL),
inv. no. 11398/dh/1, Khom script,
30 folios, National Library of
Thailand, Bangkok.

(2) MS B: Gavampatinibbana (&&]-
&R ene), Khawampatiniphan (ATUUR-
Uwwu) and Bra Kaccaya ([El‘rﬁg) W),
inv. no.6952/dh/1, Khom script,
30 folios, National Library of Thailand,
Bangkok.

(3) MS EFEO PALI 64: no title, included
in the Palisavakanibbana (engjansam
Egm), Khom script, 16 folios, from
ka to khi, EFEO Library, Paris.

His preliminary work laid the foun-
dation for a more extensive editorial
effort carried out by Jacqueline Filliozat
and the late Peter Masefield in 2007,

titled Le Gavampati/Kaccayananibbanasutta
pali. Editio princeps. They added five
further manuscripts to this corpus
(C,D, F, G, and H), renaming the previous
EFEO manuscript as E while retaining
A as the base text:

(4) MS C: Mahakaccayanatheranibbana
(sommgrweaigge), included in
a collection of texts, Vat Phra
Jetuphon Bangkok 4/152, Khom
script, ka to kha, 29 folios, Wat
Pho library, Bangkok.

(5) MS D: Kaccayananibbana
(merweRqe), included in a
collection of texts, BNF PALI 298,
Khom script, 48 folios, from go to
ghai, Bibliotheque nationale de
France, Paris.

(6) MS E = EFEO PALI 64 [FIGURE 1;
see also ONLINE APPENDIX]

(7) MS F: no title, included in the
Palisavakanibbana (g&jantmgng),
Vat Phra Jetuphon Bangkok 6/ta.3,
Khom script, 21 folios, from ka to
fiah, Wat Pho library, Bangkok.

(8) MS G: Kaccdyananibbanasutta
(mgrweEeneag), BNF PALL 409,
Khom script, 24 folios, Bibliotheque
nationale de France, Paris.

(9) MS H: Kaccayanasutta (fRg1 WL &g &),
MEP PALI 25, Khom script, 17 folios,
Missions étrangeres de Paris Library.

FIGURE 1: Folio ka recto of MS EFEO PALI 64, Khom script,
EFEO Library, Paris © Javier Schnake
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Unfortunately, Filliozat & Masefield’s
draft critical edition, held at the Ecole
francaise d’Extréme-Orient (EFEO) library
in Paris, remains unfinished and
unpublished. The edition presented
here is based on their collation, whose
work provides a valuable foundation.
However, I undertook a systematic
restructuring of both the Pali text and
the accompanying apparatus. The trans-
mission of the text is characterized by
numerous irregularities, scribal errors,
inconsistent variants, and interpolations
or omissions across manuscripts, making
the reconstruction of a stable version
difficult. Accordingly, I reorganized the
text as a whole, including adjustments
to compounds, selections among
variant readings, and the restructuring
of verse passages, in order to produce
a more coherent and readable edition.
Wherever possible, references were
added to clarify portions of the text and
their structure. The critical apparatus
has been deliberately streamlined,
retaining only the most relevant infor-
mation for readers. At the same time,
some orthographic inconsistencies,
phonetic variations, and fluctuations
in vowel length or consonant doubling
were preserved, as much of the manu-
script material remains philologically
valuable.

Regarding the translation, I sought
to adhere closely to the meaning and
syntax of the text. Some adjustments,
however, proved necessary to improve
readability and avoid monotony. For
instance, I reduced the frequent use of
absolutive constructions, shortened
certain sentences, and limited the
systematic repetition of words—
particularly verbs indicating actions
that have just occurred (e.g., “having

said”, “having thought”, etc.)—as well
as coordinating particles such as tada,
atha, and pana.

While the overall narrative structure
remains broadly comparable across
manuscripts, certain verse sections
present considerable difficulties of
interpretation and structure, as the text
is often distorted in transmission. These
passages required careful reconstruction
through comparison and inference:
first, with the Lao nissaya, whose Pali
passages glossed in Lao provided
essential support for understanding
the structure and meaning of the text;
and second, with literary parallels
that helped clarify several ambiguities.
It should be noted that these stanzas,
whose metrical structure generally
consists of four lines of eight padas
(metrical units or “feet”), sometimes
five or six, are not always complete or
fully intelligible and the Lao nissaya
does not always provide the expected
clarification. In such cases, I chose
to leave the verses largely as transmitted.

Synopsis

The story of Gavampati is a text that
combines prose and verse, the latter
containing numerous borrowings from
classical sources such as the Jatakas,
Dighanikdya, Anguttaranikaya, and
Visuddhimagga. Yet the narrative itself
appears original, presenting an account
of the Great Disciple Gavampati—
originally named Brahmaputta—not
attested elsewhere in canonical or
post-canonical Pali sources. It recounts
his final days, during which, despite
his renowned spiritual achievements
and remarkable appearance, he chose
to assume the form of a corpulent
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and ungainly monk in order to avoid
confusion with the Buddha.

As his life drew to a close, Gavampati
requested the Buddha's permission
to attain nirvana and returned to his
forest monastery. There, surrounded by
disciples and lay followers, he witnessed
their grief and lamentation, which
moved him to deliver final sermons on
themes such as impermanence and the
foulness of the body. He also addressed a
lay follower named Sambala, known for
his resistance to the Dhamma, offering
him a final opportunity to reform. This
episode leads to a detailed exposition on
household conduct based on the venera-
tion of the six directions (chaddisa). The
passage closely follows the doctrinal
framework of the Sigalovadasutta of the
Dighanikaya (D 111 188, 23-192, 4),* which
organizes ethical relationships through
spatial metaphors: east (pubba) for
parents, south (dakkhina) for teachers,
west (pacchima) for spouses and family,
north (uttard) for friends, nadir (hettha)
for workers and subordinates, and
zenith (upari) for ascetics and monastics.

Moved by the Thera’s sermon,
Sambala experiences spiritual joy and
repents, taking the triple refuge and
completing his conversion. Having
extinguished the aggregates of exis-
tence, Gavampati prepares for his final
passing. Before doing so, he delivers
a doctrinal exposition using the well-
known allegory of Nibbana as the Great
City (mahanagara), a passage borrowed
from the Nibbanasutta (Nibbana-s;
Hallisey 1993). The narrative concludes
with Gavampati’s entry into parinirvana,

4 See Gregory Kourilsky (this Special Edition) for
more details concerning the main differences with
the Sigalovadasutta.

marking the fulfilment of his spiritual
path.

Philological and Literary Features

The text focuses on several notable
elements. In particular, it elaborates on
the term Gavampati, the etymology of
which has often been linked to a bovine
dimension, “the Cattle-Lord”, based on
a Sanskrit reading (Skt, gavarn = bovine
+ pati = lord; see Lagirarde 2000: 66,
n. 13; also John Strong, this Special
Edition). The Pali version, however,
offers an alternative interpretation
emphasizing Gavampati’s ability to
articulate the Dhamma effectively (§1).
The connection to gavarm—the genitive
plural of go—sometimes understood
as related to “cow” or “bovine” is
linguistically tenuous in Pali and does
not adequately explain this exceptional
association with speech.

However, the syllable go carries a
range of additional meanings in Sanskrit
as well as in Pali, as attested in
specialized lexicons devoted to mono-
syllabic terms, such as the Ekakkharakosa
(Ekakkh; ed. Schnake 2024), where it may
also signify “speech” (Ekakkh, s.v. go).
In this reading, Gavampati could there-
fore be interpreted as “Lord of speech”.
Such an etymological construction
suggests the influence of a learned
milieu familiar with lexical traditions
shaped by Sanskritic scholastic resources.
Moreover, stanza 12 of the present Pali
text shows a borrowing from Jataka
verses combined with a passage adapted
from the Sanskrit Udanavarga, suggesting
the discreet literary influence of
non-Mahavihara traditions within the
broader Theravada environment.
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Finally, Lagirarde (2001) underlined
the difficulty of establishing a relative
chronology amongthe different versions
of the narrative known to us: the Pali
text, the Siamese version, and the Lao
nissaya. Comparing the Lao and Siamese
versions, he identified a shared basic
narrative structure, though the Siamese
version adds several episodes absent
from the Lao nissaya. I would further
argue thatahigh degree of structural and
thematic similarity exists between the
Pali text and the Lao nissaya. Both share
a comparable narrative framework,
alternating between prose and verse
passages that develop similar themes.
Despite heavy corruption, imperfect
grammar, and missing verses, the Pali
lemmas embedded in the Lao nissaya
remain particularly revealing and
help preserve the core meaning of the
original text.

Pali Edition

namatthu.’
[§1] ekasmim® kira

samaye eko

The Siamese version, by contrast,
is composed entirely in prose. While it
clearly belongs to the same hagiographic
family, it diverges in significant ways.
It embellishes and expands certain
sections and occasionally introduces
stylistic and narrative flourishes absent
from the Pali version. Interestingly,
structural traces of the verse forms
found in the Pali text can still be
recognized within the Siamese prose,
often reformulated into flowing
narrative while remaining thematically
aligned. This suggests that the Siamese
text is not an independent parallel but
rather a later redactional elaboration
inspired by the Pali source and that
the Lao nissaya may derive, directly or
indirectly, from the Pali text edited
here (for a similar conclusion, see also
Gregory Kourilsky, this Special Edition).

mahathero Brahmaputto nama

silasamadhipafifiasamannagato’ Hemabhiimirh nama nagararh upanissaya
Pajjalitapabbate Sundaravanavase viharanto dhammagaruko kalyanadhammo
mahasavako asitimahatheresu® supakato devamanussehi piijito mahasavakanarn
sakkaram adhigato sabbasiddhi mahapafifio iddhibaladharo sabbasattanam dayaya
sampanno abhiripo hoti.’ sabbaffiibuddharh thapetva afifio savako' therena
sadiso nama natthi. yattha yattha padese thero anupatto devamanussa therarh disva
pasiditva'? tattha tattha padese “amhakam sattha agato” ti pasarhsanti.

>Only in A and C.

® G ath’ ekasmiri.

’ D, G, H silasamadhipafifidya samannagato.
8 D asitimahdtherehi.

°Onlyin C.

10 B mahasavako.

' B mahatherena.

12 A, B, C, D, E, F passitva.
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thero tesarh vacanarh sutva cintesi®® “mah3jano marh pasarhsati. idani aharn
asappurisabhimim mocessami. handa attanarn virGparh katva afifiarh vesarn
nimmissami” ti. tasma therassa yavajjatana sabbasiddhiya'* bhavati. pubbe thero
Brahmaputto nama.” idani katharn “Gavampati” ti vuccati.' sattanarh therassa
vacanarh adhigato “Gavampati” ti vuccati. thero sabbesarn sattanam dhammarn?
desetva Buddhena sadiso, athava thero sattanarn visesena madhuravacanena
dhammar deseti.’* tasma “Gavampati” ti vuccati.

aparabhage thero ayusarkhararh olokento parihinabhavarm fiatva “aharh
satthararh apucchitva® parinibbayissami” ti cintetva.® pattacivararh gahetva
paficasatabhikkhuparivarehi ~ saddhim?'  Sundaravanavasato  nikkhamitva
anukammena Jetavanarh patto satthararm vanditva “bhante ayusarnkharo me
ojahayi. aharh bhante? tumhakarh apucchami” ti. bhagava therarh anujanati.”

[§2] thero puna Sundaravanavasam eva gantva* sissanafi ca upasakanafi ca
nananayapatimanditena madhuradhammena® ovaditva sabbanissitake? ca upasake
ca apaloketva puna cintento” “mama?® upasakanam upatthakanarh eko mama
upasako Sambalo nama® thaddho macchero dubbaco micchaditthiko. maya®
anusittho ca desito ca anadayitva. mam’ accayena ko tarh Sambalarn dameturh
samattho?*? idani me* sasanam® na labbhati. mam pana thapetva paccha bhagava
Sambalamm upasakamm damento bhaveyya.”* manussanarh ca fatisahajadinam
acariyupajjhayanarh maranasannam eva sabbada anusaranti mam. tasma idani*
upasake ovaditurh vattati” ti.

B3 A, B,D,E,F, G, H cintetva.

14 All the manuscripts (hereafter, mss) indicate siddhi.
S Ht,

16 C, F vuccate.

17 A, B, E, F, G not mentioned (hereafter, n.m.).
8 A, B, C, G, H daseti. E, F gopeti.

19 G, H apuchissami.

0 A,B,Cnm.

2F nm.

2B C,D,E Fnm.

2 H anujani.

2 A, B, C, E gantva.

5 D madhurasadhammena.

26 E F sabbe nissitake.

27 C cintesi. H cintetva.

8 Anm.

29 H nama so.

30 All mss mention maha except D.
31C koci.

328, C, D, E, F, H samattho nama.

3 AE,Fnm.

3 A, B,C,D, G sdsane.

% C, H ca pana. pana.

36 E, F dani.
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upasake pakkosapetva “bhonto upasaka® ye keci jana tumhe® sace saccarn®
mayharh hotha*® mama vacanarh tumhe manasikarotha. mam’ accayena chadise*

vandatha. aharh pana* tumhakarh apucchami™ ti.

sabbe sissa ca upasaka ca* therarh® “bhante kuhirh gacchatha” ti pucchimsu.*
thero 3ha: “tata aham? maranassa mukharh® gato. idani parinibbayissami” ti.
sabbe nissitaka ca® upasaka ca therassa vacanarh sutva visanfii hutva*
satasahassamasanivijitakale viya Sundaravanavasesu sakalaparivenarh therassa

yugantavatapahata-Salavanarn® viya®? paridevarh paridevanti. tena vuttarh:
[1] sala va sampamathita malutena pamaddita  [cf.Ja VI 189, 20-21*/300,

senti sissa ¢’ upatthaka® therassa tattha assame.>

[2] sabba itthi-upatthaka® **devaccharasamanaka®’
baha paggayha pakkandurh: kasma no vijahissatha.

[3] dasigana gamavasa devakafifia va Nandane
baha paggayha pakkandurh: kasma no vijahissatha.

[4] gamavasa puttadhita®® devaputta® va Nandane
baha paggayha pakkandurh: kasma no vijahissatha.

[5] samagata parivara® sissa therassa adayo
baha paggayha pakkandurh: kasma no vijahissatha.”

7 A, B, C, D, G, H updsake.

¥ 0OnlyinEandF.

39 D sace saccarn is sabbe sacce.
0 Only in E, F. The other mss indicate upasaka honti.
“LE F, H dise.

“2 A n.m.

B, C, D apuchissami.
“Enm.

5 A, B, G therassa.

*6 D pucchisurh.

“7A,Bn.m.

8 maranassa mukham is G maranamukharn.
D, H maranarh mukharh.

“Hn.m.

%0 visafifii hutva is only in E and F.

*L C, E, F, H yugantavatapahatar Salavanari.
2B, C, D, F viya ahosi.

>3 E, F ¢’ upatthakd is v’ upatthaka.

54 A, F, G assame ti.

35 A, B, E, F itthi-upasaka.

*°A,B,D,Eadd ca.

" A, B, E, H add devaputta nandane.

8B n.m.

*° B devakafid.

0 A, B, C, F parivard ca.

11 propose to add this pdda to maintain the pattern of the preceding verses.
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[6] ther’ assa tattha assame dhammikodhammavadi ca
dhammagaravagaravo dhammacari dhammarato,
[7] dhammasaficararh kovido dhammanudhammapaggaho
dhammacarisu dhammiko dhammarasavissattho.®*
[83] “kasma no vijahissatha” ti thero tesarh upatthakanarn antevasikanafn ca®
vilaparh sutva upasake aniccakathaya nivarento gatham® aha:
[8] “ma vo® socittha rodatha dukkhabhava pi kevala
natthi koci mato hutva rodentena punagato.
[9] #sattanarh maranabhavo na ekasmifi ca®” game®® va
na ekasmifi ca® ghare pi ca na ekasmifi ca ratthe ca.”
[10] anicca sabbasarnkhara” sabbabuddhehi desita
uppajjitva nirujjhanti evarh dhammo ca paninarh.
[11]7 yatha khittarh nabhe leddu bhtimiyar patitarh dhuvarn [# Bv IT 1112
tath’eva’ sabbasattanarn™ jivitarh maranarn dhuvar. Jal19,22-23%]
[12] yatha nadi pabbateyya gaccharm’ na pativattati
evam ayu manussanarh gaccharh na pativattati.”  [cf. Ja VI 26, 19-20%; Uv 1.15]
[13] dahara pi ca ye vuddha ye bala ye ca” pandita
addha ¢’ eva dalidda ca’ sabbe maccuparayana. [=DII 120, note 4]
[14] brahmane khattiye vesse sudde candalapukkuse
na kifici parivajeyya sabbam evabhimaddati.
na tattha hatthinarh bhimi na rathanarh na pattiya [#S1102, 22-25;
na capi mantayuddhena” sakka jeturn dhanena va. = Vism 232, 20-23]

62 A, D, F, H dhammesurasavisattho.
B dhammesarasavisattho. C dhammesurassavisattho.
E dhammesuvisattho.

8 D imarn.

% One would have expected gathdyo, as elsewhere throughout the text.
S Fnm,

% This verse is only in E and F.

Fn.m.

8 F game pi.

®C,E Fnm.

°B,E,F, Hva.

L A, D, E, F, G sabbe sarnkhara.

72 The pada d is here lacking,

3 E, F that eva is tad’ eva.

"4 E, F lokassa.

7> D gaccha.

76 The stanza is closer to Uv 1.15 (yathd nadi parvatiyd gacchate na nivartate | evam @yur manusyanam gacchate na

nivartate) than to Ja, where only verses b, ¢, and d are shared (yatha varivaho piiro gacchan niipanivattati | evam ayu
manussanari gacchan nﬁpanivattati).

77 A, G pi.
78 A, G ceva.
7 A, C, G mantayuddhena.
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[15] maccuno sangaro natthi sabbe maccuparayana
Jotiko Jatilo Uggo Mendako atha Punnako

ete pafic’ eva ye loke mahapunfia ti vissuta [*cf.Ja V 109, 10-11%;

sabbe maranam apanna kathar afifie na papuna. chef, Vism 233, 8-10]
[16] *2Vasudevo Baladevo ®Bhimaseno Yudhitthilo

caturo® pi mahamacca® mahateja ti vissuta. [= Vism 233, 13;

¢sabbe maranam apanna. katharh afifie pamuficita® ecf. Vism 233, 10]

[17] sakalam medinirh bhutva datva kotisatarh sukharh.
addhamalamattassa ante issaratarh gato
ten’ eva devo® Nandane pufifiamhi khayam® agate®
maranabhimukho so pi asoko sokarn agato” ti. [ Vism 232, 8-11]
evarh thero® maranadhammena upasake®” ovaditva puna imassa® kayassa nirattha-
bhavena ovadanto ima® gathayo® aha:
[18] dubbalo vatayarh kayo bahusadharano pi ca
jatibhayabahutraso 4jaracoravilumpito. [«4# Sot 41; Schnake, forthcoming]
[19] *byadhibyagghakulavaso "sokamaccupamaddano
‘rogasantapabahulo “paridevabahupaddavo

*mohabhiitaganakinno kodharakkhasasevito® [2d Sot 42; = Sot 44%]
[20] allacammapaticchanno navadvaro mahavano.

samantato paggharati asuci patigandhiyo. [= Vism 196, 19-20]
[21] dugandho asucikayo kunapo ukkartipamo

nindito cakkhubhttehi kayo balabhinandito. [= Vism 196, 17-18]
[22] sace imassa kayassa anto bahirato siya

nina dandarh gahetvana kake sone nivareyya.” [= Vism 196, 21-22]

80 ¢ E, F cattaro.

81 C, E, F mahamalld.

82 H pamuccitd.

8 A,B,C,Ddeva.

8 Only in D. The other mss indicate khiyarh.
8 D agato.

8 H evarn thero is thero evar.
87 E, F updsakanarh.

88 C puna imassa is pun’ imassa.
% C ime. D, H imarh.

0D, H gatharh.

LA, E, F kopa®.

°2 D, H nivaraye.
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[23] ma passatha® imarh kayarh asararn subhavajitarh®
yo ca imarh kayarn® nissaya puggalo® papakarn katva®
accantarh niriyar vaje sace mayi® sineho ca

[24] ma paridevatha galharh siladanarm® sucikammarn
karitva garave sada samanabrahmananan ca.

[25] ma ca sattarn'® vihirmseyyatha kisarh thularh mahantarn
rassath tanurh tatha'®! sada mettam vadeyyatha.

[26] karotha'®? vacanarh mama yatha piyarn sakattanarn
parattanarm tatha piyarh parapanassa himseyya.

[27] mahadukkharh anubhiiyate piyehi sampayogo ca
vippayogo ca piyehi sampayogo sukhadukkha.

[28] hoti yatha bijarm'® tatha phalarm bhavissati'®*
tasma tumhe'® ma karotha' kifici sattarn vihafifianarh.

[29] paradhanar na ganheyya apparh va yadi va bahurn
paradhanam pi passatha kanhasapparn va manfietha.

[30] paradhanarh ganhitvana kim attharh kirh payojanarn?
dhanar pi samino katva'”’ paribhogarh niriyam vaje
paccha ca samino daso anekajatisate va.

[31] paradaram'® na gaccheyya'® visarukkharh va dissati
paradararn pi na iccheyya'® ubhayattha bhayarh labhe.
idha loke paramhi ca'*! sarirarh capi nassati''?
paccha ca'®® niriye ghore uppajjati na sarhsaye.

% ma passatha is B, C evafi ca. D, H piyafi ca.

B, C, D, H yo ca imarh kayari is n.m.
%B,C,D,Hnm.

97 All mss read karohi except C and G.
%C,D,E,F,Hnm.

% C, D silarh danarh.

100 ¢ sqtte.

191 C tada. H tattha.

102 A, C, E, F, G, H karontu. D karonta.

103 A E, F, G, H add piyarh parapdnassa bhavissati.

104 ¢, D, Hn.m.

1058 C, D, H tumhe ca.

1068, C, D, H katva.

107 A E, G katva asarino katva. F katva asamino katva.
198 G, H paradhanarn.

199 G, H ganheyya.

110 ng iccheyya is B, H gacheyya. C iccheyya. D, E, F na gaccheyya. D iccheyya visarukkham va disati paraddrapi
gaccheyya. G param pi gaccheyya.

" paramhi ca is B dhanafi capi. D pararh capi. H dhanari va pi.
112 only in B, C, D. The other mss indicate va vinassati.

113 Only in C, H., n.m. in the other mss.
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[32] musavadarh na vaceyya yena kenaci'** sabbada
dubbalarh'® vaficanarn'® katva dhanahetufi'’’ ¢’ akarana''®
dubbalaii ca vihirhsitva'® accantar niriyarh'® vaje.
[33] paccha'® pi sabbajatisu'?? dubbalo hoti sabbada
sace satte vihirhseyya'” mahadukkham'? anubhtyate.
[34]*suramerayapanan ca ®yo naro ca pamajjati
paficajatisatarh yakkho paficajatisatarh suno
ummattako andho pi ca'?® surapanassa dosaka ti. [®cf. Dhp 247]
evam thero paficasiladivasena upatthake'?® antevasikadayo'” ovaditva puna'?
lokacarittavasena'” ovadanto gathayo' aha:
[35] tumhe dhammena®! vanijjarh**? kasikammarh karotha'** sada
ma karotha adhammena accantarh nirayar'* vaje.
[36] masakutarh manakutarh tulakutarn pi ce kare
sabbarh corakammarh nama accantarn niriyar vaje.
[37] kasikammarh adhammena gomahisarh nararh pi va'*s
dasarh dasim ca piletva accantarh niriyam vaje.
[38] paccha te®* evarh jayanta tarn'®” evar pilanarh labhe
tasma ca'*® ma karotha va labhittha'* sukham uttaman ti.

14 A F kena.

15 D dubbalaii ca.

116 C yacanarh.

7Y dhanar hetufi.

18 ¢ akarand is H hetupakarana.

19 dubbalafi ca vihimsitva is E dubbalari sattari vihi[m]sitva. F dubbalar sattam vihirsitva.
120 Y niriye.

121G paccha kale.

122 F sabbasatajatisu.

123 A, G vihiseyyari. D vihiseyyurn. E H vihiseyya.

124 E F mahantam dukkhar.

125 andho pi ca is only in E, F. Other mss read A, E, F anatd, B anantd ca, C, D anantd.
126 £ F upatthakanar.

127 F F antevasikadinari.

128 E F pana.

1298 ¢, K lokaparittavasena. D lokaparidevatavasena. E, F lokacarittavasena.
130 ¢ H gathar.

131 A, B, C, D, E, F dhammesu.

132 A, B banijarh. C, D banijjarn. E, F vanijjar. G, H subdnijjarh.

133 A, E, F karo. B, C, D, G, H kard.

134 All mss niriyarh.

135 B pi vd is v pi.

136 F te sattd. G kdle.

137 A, B, E, F n.m.

138 F tumhe.

139 A, B, E, G, H labhita®.
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evarh so'* thero! upasake'*? ovaditva rajacarittacaranavasena'®’ upatthake'* ova-
danto gathayo abhasi:'*®
[39] ye ca'* loke sukham iccha nara ca atha nariyo
rajanam suddhacittena sada sevanti bhattiya.
[40] ma karotha kifici kammarh pamadena rajakicce
rafifio hitarh sukharh rafifio sada vaddhanti'’ bhattiya.
[41] raja pi devo pavaro sabbakamadado'*® sada
sabbadukkham'*® vimocento sabbeccha'® yeva dayako.
[42] mavamafifiettha sabbattha mahanasarn'*! labhissatha'*
yatha pi aggijalito vanarukkham®> pi dayhati.
[43] puna bijarh pi*** uppajji khandharh puppharh phalar pi va
ye rafifio avamafifianti rajakicce na garava.
rafifie kodhe'® vinassanti pun’ aruyha na sambhave.*>°
[44] raja devo mahatejo sabbeccha yeva dayako.
devadhiko pi bhavati sabbalokesu pakato
ye keci sukham icchanta'’” devaradham'*® kara sada.
[45] balikammehi sabbehi **°yada labhi tada nami
rajaradhar pi ye loke mahabhogarn mahaddhanam
sabbeccha'® yeva labhanti '*'yadiccharh pi nisarnsayo.

0A,C, G, Hnm.

11 H thero evarn.

Y2 E F updsakanarn.

143 A, C, G, H rdjaparitacaranavasena. B rdjaparittarn.

E rgjaparittacaranavasena. F rajacarittacaranavasena.

Y4 E F upatthakanar. H updsakdanari.

145 A, G ajjhabhdsi. H gathdyo abhdsi is gatham dha.

18 ye cais A, G ye idha. E, F yeva.

Y7 F sevanti.

18 F sampattir dadati.

199 F sabbadukkha.

150 A sabbe cd. B, C, D sabbecchd. E pacchd sabbe paccaye va dayaka tumhe pi. H sabbechd.
BLE mahavindsarn.

152 Y labhissati.

153 B vanarn rukkharn.

134 H ya,

155 A kucche. B, D, E, F, G kudhe. C, H kudde. Emended.

156 B C,E,F labhare.

157 A, B, C D icchanto. E, F icchanti.

138 C, E devaradharn. D devaradhakara. F yevaraddharn. H devarddayo.

139 Verse is A, C yadd nami tadd nami, B yada labbhi nami, D, H sada labbham tada nami, E tam labhanti sadd labhanti,
F labhanti sada labhanti.

160 A sabbe cd. B, C sabbecchd, D labbheccha. E, F paccha.
161 yerse is A yadiccham pi nisayo, B yadicchami nasamsayo, C yadiccham pi nasamsayo, D yathiccham pi nasamsaye,
E yathiccham pi nasamsayo, F yathiccham nisamsayo, H yathicham nisamsayo.
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[46] tasma ca tumhe'®? sabbattha rajasevana'® sabbada
karotha'** suddhacittena yatha mayharm 'nusasanam
samibhattiphalarh loke pecca sagge pamodati ti.
[84] evarh thero upatthake!®® ovaditva puna cintesi “idani imarn'®® Sambalarm
upasakarn vinayarm tata chadise'” may’ acikkhante vandatha”*¢ ti. “katamarn disarm?
tata’® pubbadisarh dakkhinadisarn pacchimadisarn uttaradisarh hetthimadisarm
uparimadisan” ti. tasma'® thero cintesi “ayarh me'* Sambalo upasako miccha-
ditthiko'”? micchacaro hoti” ti. puna Gavampati thero sakarh'® ugghatitamukha-
vivaragalitakamalagandhikarh'’* atthangasahitarh madhurasarath niccharanto
gatham 3ha:
[47] matapitadisa pubba acariya dakkhinadisa
nativatta paccha'disa bhariya putta ca uttara'®
dasakammakara'’” hettha uddharh samanabrahmana ti. [cf. D III 191, 28-192, 6]
thero aha “tata'’® kasma matapita ‘pubbadisa’ ti vuccanti. pubbapakaratthaya.'”
matapitaro hi pubbe'® pufifiarh katva ‘imina pamanena puttarn labhissama™® ti
patthanarn akarhsu. tasma'®? matapitaro ‘pubbadisa’ ti vuccanti. pajayamane'® putte
puttarn’® rakkhanti'®> posenti.'® pubbe atthe puttarm niyojenti. pubbe yuttayutta-

12 H ca tumhe is tumhe ca.

163 E| F rajasevandsu.

164 All mss karontu except D.

165 £, D upatthakanan.

166 A, G, H mama. B, C, D mar.

167 A, F dise. B cchadise. E, G sadise.
168 All mss except D read vandatii.
19D tata.

70 A, C, D, E, F kasma.

1E Fnm.

172 A, C, D, G, H micchaditthi®. B n.m.
73 B, E, F n.m.

174 Various variants in Filliozat & Masefield’s edition (2007).
75 E F H pacchima. G pacchima.

176 G, H uttaradisd.

7F G H °karo.

178 All mss tata except D.

179 C, E, F pakaratdya. D pakdratdyarn.
180 b pubbar.

181 A, B, C, D labhissami.

182 A B, E, H kasma.

183 Mss propose various unsatisfactory solutions: A, B, G patthdyamdne. C pajamane. D vijayamdane. E, F jayamano.
H jayamanam.

184 A, B,F, H n.m.

185 4 n.m.

186 Y posenti matapitaro.
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kamme puttarh'® dassenti. pubbe vatthalankararm pana'®® puttassa'® denti'. tasma
matapitaro ‘pubbadisa’ ti vuccanti.

kasma acariya™ ‘dakkhinadisa’ ti vuccanti. dakkhinaya taya acariyanarn
adakkharh  kusalakusalarh ~ dakkhati.®* adakkham gambhirattharh acariyo
dakkheti. adakkharn silakhandharh dasseti. adakkhar vimuttifianam.'* dasseti
adakkharh nibbanakiccarh dasseti. tasma acariya™* ‘dakkhinadisa’ ti vuccanti.'®

kasma fativagga ‘pacchimadisa’ ti vuccanti.'*® matujanita'’ paccha nativagga
anukampanti posenti rakkhanti. tasma nativagga ‘pacchimadisa’ ti vuccanti.'®

kasma® puttabhariya ‘uttaradisa’ ti vuccanti”® puttabhariyahetu®*
uttaradhammarn patilabhati.”*? katharm? bodhisatta®® pana®* paramiyo puretva
yacakanarm puttabhariyadanarn datva®  puttabhariyahi paramiyo purenti.?®
bodhisatta?” hi puttabhariyahi sabbafifiutafianarn patilabhanti. tasma puttabhariya
‘uttaradisa’ ti vuccanti.?®®

kasma?® dasakammakara ‘hetthadisa’®® ti vuccanti.?’! hetthimato nisiditabba
hetthimato bhunjitabba. athava samika dasaheturn®? dhanam patilabhanti.’?
dasahetum anuttaradhammam®* patilabhanti. bodhisatta®® pana satasattaka-
mahadanarm datva sattadasisatasattadasasata datva dasidasam vina na paripurenti.

187H n.m.

188 A, B, C manaso. E puna.

189 Y puttarn.

190 A B, E, F, G, H dassanti. C, D dassenti.

191 A, B, C, D, H dcariya kasma.

192 All mss dakkheti except H.

193 H vimuttifianam acariyo.

194 A B, C, G, H acariyo.

195 A, B, H vuccati.

196 A, B, D, F, G, H vuccati.

Y7, F matujanika.

198 ¢ E, F vuccati.

199 N.m. in all mss except F.

20 A B, CD, G vuccati.

201 The expected form here would be hetund.
22 Al mss patilabhanti.

203 H bodhisatta.

204 C nm.

205 puttabhdriyadanar datvd is only in C, E, F.
206 F paripurenti.

27 H bodhisatta.

208 A B, E, H vuccati.

299 0nly in C, H. The other mss indicate katharh.
20 ¢ D, E, F hetthimadisa. G, H hetthimadisa.
A1 A B, G vuccati.

212 A B, C, E, F dasahetu®.

213 A, B labhanti.

14D F, H ut(t)aradhammarn.

25 A, B, E, F bodhisatto.
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dasahetu uttaradhammarh patilabhanti. tasma dasakammakara?® ‘hetthimadisa’ ti
vuccanti.?’

katharh samanabrahmana®® ‘uparidisa’’ ti vuccanti. upari devalokasampattiya
samanabrahmana?*®dassanattauparibrahmasampattiya®!uparinibbanasampattiya®?
dassanatta tasma samanabrahmana ‘uparidisa™ ti vuccanti ti.”*

[85] Gavampati thero upasakanarn dhammarh desento puna®’ evam aha:
“bhonto upasaka putte vaddhite matapitihi dhammena putta rakkhitabba. puttehi
pana®® matapitaro dhammena rakkhitabba.?”” katharh matapitaro putte vaddhite
rakkhanti’® ‘amma tata tumhe silarh rakkhatha danarh detha’ ti putte?® kusalesu
niyojenti papehi nivarenti. puttadhammarakkharh®® nama.

katharh® putta pana dhammena matapitaro rakkhanti? matapitaro
nama puttanarm bahlipakara punappatikaraka matapitiinarm. hi matapitaro?
putticchapatthaya balikammena va suvannena va rajatena vatthena va afifiena®?
va devataradhena putte patthenti. attano kucchigate putte atirekatararh dhanarn
dassanti puttajivatthaya baddhagabbhe mahadukkharh anubhavanti. mata®
pi*° kilantakaya duvanna kisasakalasarira rujanti.’** pajayanakale atirekatararn
dukkharh papunanti. maranasannam eva kadaci®’ mata visafiii kadaci vinassanti
lohitamakkhitasariro®® evartiparh dukkharh anubhavitva puttasinehena®’ ‘kaharn
putto me’ ti lohitamakkhitaputtarh?* gahetva ure?* nipajjapetva payeti.?*?

216 4 dasakammakaro.

27 A, B, D vuccati.

218 G, H add kasmd.

49 ¢, D, H uparimadisa.

20 ¢ D, E, E, F, H samanabrahmandnarn.

221 All mss brahmasampatti except H brahmasampatti.
222 All mss nibbanasampatti except H nibbanasampattini.
223 All mss uparimadisd except C.

224 All mss vuccati except F vuccanti. Corrupt transmission; passage should conclude with iti. Emended.
%5 H pana.

226 All mss read puna except D.

227 A B F rakkhitafi ca; C E rakkhitabba ti. D replaces dhammena rakkhitari ca with rakkhitabba.
228 0nly in F.

22 4 matapitaro putte.

20 A, B, C, E, G, H puttarih dhammarakkhar.

#1only inF.

22 only in C.

23D, H aiifiehi.

24 E, F kadaci mata.

3 Only in C.

26 A, B, D, E rujjhanti.

27 A, B pi.

38 G, H lohitena makkhitasarira.

29 A, B, G n.m. E, F sinehena putassa matd.

240 ¢, D, E, F, H lohitarh makkhitaputtari.

24LE F puttarh ure.

242 E paleti khiram.
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aho bahtipakara puttanam. mata** bhojanakale* putte karisarh va muttarh va
bhajane vissajjeti. mata na jigucchati puttasinehena. kadaci khelarm va milham va
bhojane vissajjeti. mata n’ eva® jigucchati. muttakarisamilhamakkhitabhattarh
bhojeti.?* matusarirarh sabbada puttassa malamuttasemhadi samisarn*’ ahosi, mata
ahararh puttassa tehi malamuttehi?*® samisarh?* na jigucchati.

yeva aho?® bahiipakara mata puttanar. sace puttassa roge uppanne sati*! mata
sattadha bhijjamanahadaya viya devata namassamana suvannena va rajatena va
ratanena va dhanena va?? balikammadina va pajenti. vuddhe vuddhe atirekatararnh
puttarn®® anukampanti. aho®* bahtipakara mata?*® puttanarn. tasma bahtpakararh
puttarh vadami.

yo koci mahiddhiko mahanubhavo sakalamahapathavimandale®® gahetva
matapitinam sampattirh dadeyya. na tv eva®’ tesarh matapitinarn patikararm karoti.

sace matapitlisu sujivamanesu®® attano sisena matapitiinarh?® pade?® pade
sampaticchirmsu. annapanena va*! vatthena va senasanadihi sabbupakarehi va?
veyyavaccakammehi posenti palenti**® rakkhanti. putta matapitaro bhavanarh
bhavapenti. sabbakusalesu?* payojenti matapitaro putta.

sace matapitaro micchaditthirh ganhanti sammaditthisu patitthapesum. sace
matapitlisu avijjamanesu putta sayarn silarh rakkhanti danarh denti buddhartiparh
karonti** bodhirukkharh va ropenti. thiparh va vihararh va kutirh va sabbakusalarh?®

23 E F matu kaddci.

244 H bhojanakale pi.

M5F Fna.

246 A, B, H bhojesi.

247 All mss samissar.

248 £ milhamuttehi.

2499 All mss samissarh.

Z0A Bnm,

1A B,C,D,Hn.m.

22 Jhanena va is n.m. in A, B, C, D, H.
3D, Hn.m.

2% Only in H.

255 4 matapitaro.

256 A, B, C, H sakalapathavimandale.
27D nattheva.

28 C, E jivamanesu. A B, F, G sajivamanesu.
29 ¢, D matdpitiinar putta.

260 ¢ nm.

261 annapanena va is C, E, F, H annena vd pdnena vd. D anena va panena vd.
%2 0nly in G.

23 E Hn.m.

264 Y sabbakusalesu kammesu.

25 Only in E.

266 A B, C, D sabbakusalani.
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vakatva®’ phalarh gahetva tesarn matapitinarn denti. sace sabbakusalarh kammam?®
evarh katva?® matapitinarh dhammarakkharm?® nama.””* tena vuttarn:
[48] ye ca matapittnafi ca dhammena patikaraka [e.g., A131,16-17;

idh’ eva te pasarnsanti pecca sagge pamodare. JV 331,9-10%, S1182, 4-5]

[49] akasattha ca bhimmattha deva sagarattha pi va
sabbe te abhirakkhanti matapettibhararh nararh.

[50] Inda-Brahmadayo deva devasarngha suralaya
sabbe te?”? abhirakkhanti matapettibhararn nararh.

[51] yo pi icchati sampattirm idha loke paramhi ca

matapettibharo loke yathiccharh labhate dhuvan?” ti.

[86] katharh acariyupajjhayo?* dhammena saddhiviharikarm?”® rakkheyya.”¢silesu
upajjhayo saddhirh viharikarh patitthapeti. pufifarh sikkhapeti. kammatthanarn
acikkhati. papehi nivareti. upajjhayo saddhiviharikarn asikkharh dhammavinayarn
sikkhapeti. saddhiviharikarh dhammarh gambhirattharn adakkharh attano®”
dakkhapeti. adakkharh nibbanarh saddhiviharikarh dakkhapeti. puttam viya
sabbupakarehi sissarh rakkheyya.”’® aho upajjhayo sissanarm bahtpakaro. tarnh
sissadhammarakkharh nama. tena vuttar:

[52] acariyo dhammena rakkhe?”® sada saddhiviharikarm

buddhadayo pasarhsanti paccha te amatarh dadanti®® ti.

[§7]katharh saddhivihariko dhammena acariyarh rakkheyya.?*' kayaveyyavaccena
va bhesajjena va sabbupakarena va pitutthane thapetva samma paricareyya. sace
acariyupajjhaye vuddhe?? sisso sayarm payojeyya. sace upajjhayo kammatthanarn?
na vaddhati, sisso attano® vaddhapeyya. sace upajjhayo jinno sisso sappuriso
upajjhayassa sukhadukkharn vilokento ‘idani mayharh upajjhayo me bahiipakaro
jinno dubbalo mahallako’ ti. annapanavatthasenasanena paricareyya.” sabba-

267 E | F karonti.

268 sabbakusamarh kamman is only in E, F.

29 C vatva.,

0k ¥ dhammena rakkharir. C, D dhammarakkha.

2ILE F nama hoti.

272 E sabbe te is te deva.

3 F verse is yathicchitarh labhissati.

274 All mss dcariyupajjhayd except D, H.

25 All mss consider saddhi® separately as saddhim here and after.
276 C rakkheyan ti. D, E, F rakkheyyuri.

277 All mss attand except C.

28 E | F rakkheyyuri.

279 A, G dhammarakkha. B, C, D, H rakkhena.

280 A B, C, H padan.

281 C rakkheyya ti.

82 None of the mss propose something understandable: A, B, G, H mutthe. C pamutthe. D matthe. E vutthe. F vutthe.
283 A kammatthane.

284 After attano all mss include upajjhayari.

285 Y paricareyyurh.
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kammar?*® upajjhayassa attano bhararh gahetva®’ karoti.?®® sace upajjhaye avi-
jjamane sisso sayarh silarh rakkhati. danam deti buddhabimbarh karoti thiipam va
bohirukkharh va kutim va*® vihararh va. sabbakusalarh katva®® upajjhayassa patideti.
tarh upajjhayadhammarakkharh®! nama. tena vuttarh:

[53] ye acariyarn dhammena sada rakkhanti mettiya

sabbe deva®? pasamsanti paccha dibbasukharh labhanti** ti.

[§8] katharh fiatiyo dhammena rakkheyya.”* puggalo®® annena va panena va
kusalesu niyojeyya®® papehi akusalehi dhammehi?” nivareyya®® ti fiatidhamma-
rakkhar nama. tena vuttarh:

[54] ye fiativagge dhammena mettacittena rakkhita?”

idh’ eva te*® sukharn laddha paccha sagge pamodare ti.

[§9] katharh samiko attano bhariyarh dhammena rakkheyya. vatthena va
abharanena va annapanadihi va sanganheyya.’*® parapurise’® va*® nivareyya.
acarena’™ sabba-itthisippe niyojeyya. siladanadisu® kusalesu niyojeyya sakamatu®*
viya sakabhagini sodariya ekamatuka viya. tarh bhariyarn dhammarakkharh nama.
tena vuttam:

[55] ye gahattha®” pufifiakara*® silavanto upasaka
dhammena dararh posenti te namassami Matali. [=S1234,28-29]

O E F sabbarh kammarn.
287 attano bhararh gahetvd is in A, G n.m. B, D, E upajjhdyassa attano bhavarn.

2B E karetvd.

289 bodhirukkharh va kutim va is only in B, C, H.

20 All mss read gahetva except H.

! The word upajjhaya® in missing in all the mss. I add it to make sense of the passage.
2 F deva idha loke.

293 All mss labbhan except E, F.

294 C rakkheyya ti. D rakkheyyurn.

25 Only in E, F.

2% D niyojeyyurh.

27 papehi akusalehi dhammehi is only in E, F.

28 D nivareyyuri.

299 F F rakkhanti.

B tarh.

391 This word is not in the mss. The Lao nissaya proposes sarigaheyya on which I rely so that the sentence makes
sense.

392 All mss parapurise except F, H.
303 F num.
394 A E, F, H gharena. B dcariyena. C akdrena.
395 A, G danadisu.
306 i sakamata.
307 E, F bahu®.
398 E F karontd manussaloke.
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[56]°” ye gahattha pufifiarh katva silavante uposathe

puttadarafi ca posenti te namassami Matali.

l%sabbe ariya pasarhsanti paccha te sugatim vaje ti.

[§10] katharn bhariya samikarh dhammena rakkheyya. bhariya®! samikarn
samma paricareyya pubbutthayini®? pacchanipatini manapacarini piyavadini
anukiilavacanena parikareyya. samikarh manasa pana®"® parapurise na pattheti.
sakapitu viya sakajetthabhatu viya sada sa samikassa garavarh kareyya samikassa
vacanarh natikkammati. annapanavatthadihi sabbupakarehi paricareyya. sace
samiko adhammiko hoti dhammesu®* pana®*® niyojeyya. silarh rakkhapeti
sabbani kusalani kareti.*’ tarh samikassa dhammarakkham?®’ nama. tena vuttarh:

[57] samivacapiya*® loke mahabhogarh*® mahaddhanarh®®
sabbeccha yeva labhati**! yathiccham pi nisarhsayo.
[58] tasma tumhe va*?? sabbattha samikabhattiya®” sada

karotha®?* suddhacittena yatha mayharn anusasanarh.

samibhattiphalarh loke pecca sagge pamodare®® ti.

[§11] samiko katharh dasarh dhammena rakkheyya. samiko dasarh akale kammarn
ma kareti’® ma bhariyarh kammarn®? kareti.*”® sukhadukkharh®® cinteyya.*®
annena va panena va vatthadihi va puttarh viya sakadasarh®* samma careyya. tarh
dasadhammarakkharh nama. tena vuttarh:

399 A adds a strophe just before: tvahi settho tilokasma tvaha deve mahiddhiko alo?sise kaddhitvana kassa kassa namassati.
310 Verse in B sabbacariyd pasamsanti. E ariyd pasamsanti pacchd updsaka sugatim gacchare va ti.
31 Only in B under the form bhiriyd.

312 B bhariyd pubbutthayini,

313 Only in D.

31 F bhariya dhammesu.

315 A, C puna.

3168, C, D, E, F, H karesi.

317 All mss treat samikassadhammarakkharh as a single compound.
318 B, C rdjapiyo. D radhapiya.

319 E mahabhogarh sabbasampattiri.

320 B, ¢ mahadhanarh.

321 A, G labhanti.

2A,C,D,Hca. B nm.

323 A, C, D bhattiyar. B, C, H bhattiya. C samikarn bhattiyarh.

324 A, B karotu. H karontu.

35 B, C, E, F, H pamodati.

3268, C, D, E, F karesi.

327 0nly in E and F.

3288, C, D, G, H karesi.

32 D sukhari dukkhar.

30 A, G cittena.

BLE F sakadasari samiko.
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[59] dasakammakare loke ye ca rakkhanti sabbada

sabbe ariya*? pasamsanti paccha te sugatirh vaje ti.>*®

[§12] katharm®* dasakammakara samikarn dhammena rakkheyyurh. samikarn
anukampanti. samino dhanarh karonta uppadenti sammavacanarh kathenti.**s
matapitaro viya anukampanti samikarh. tarh samidhammarakkham?®¢ nama. tena
vuttarh:

[60] dasakammakara loke sada rakkhanti samike

karonti suddhacittena yatha mayharh 'nusasanarn.

samibhattiphalarh loke pecca sagge pamodare® ti.

[§13] katharh samanabrahmana sabbalokarn?®*® dhammena rakkheyyum? sabbada
mettacittam bhavetva phalarh lokassa®*® dadeyyurn. bhavanarn vaddhetva®? pufifiarh
lokanam dadeyyum samanabrahmana. asutarn®' dhammarh sunapeyyurn sutarh
dhammarm pariyapeyyurh. kusalesu niyojeyyurh. papehi nivareyyum. agatigamanarn
nivareyyurn. sabbasatte attano panarm*? sameyyurn.**® tarn dhammalokarakkharh
nama. tena vuttam:

[61] brahmana samana** ceva®* loke dhammena sabbada

samma have sada rakkha paccha gacchanti nibbutin ti.

[§14] manussa katharh samanabrahmane dhammena rakkheyyur.>*
samanabrahmananarh sukhadukkham®”’ cinteyyur. ovadarh ganheyyurh. garavarn®*
kareyyurh. samanabrahmananar®® kayena va vacaya va manasa va evarh katva tarn
samanabrahmananam dhammarakkham®® nama. tena vuttar:

[62] 3samanabrahmane capi "silavante bahussutte [%# Ja VI 286,
ye ca dhammena rakkhanti sada labhanti te sukhar. 16/18/20/22%*]

[63] mavamafifietha®" te sabbe silavante kudacanarm
brahmacaridhammacare gacchanti nirayabhusarn.*?

332 sabbe ariyd is in B sabbdcariyd. C, D sabbe acariya.

333 C vgje ti is labhati.

334 katharn is n.m. in A, E, F, G, and replace samikar in B, C, D, H. I follow the structure of the text.
335 A, H karonti.

336 Only in C. All the mss write dhammasamirakkharn.

37 A, D, E, F pamodati. C, H pamodati ti,

338 F sabbaloke.

39 F lokanarh.

30 F bhavetvd.

341 A B, C, G, H asuttari. D, E, F sutari.

342 All mss pana® except D.

343 A samayyuri. B “sammari sameyyuri. C samarh sameyyuri. D sameyyuri. E, F, H °same rakkheyyuri.
34 Verse is in E ye brahmand ye samand. F ye brahmand ca ye samand
345 E, F ca rakkheyyun.

36 C, D, E, F rakkheyyun ti.

347 All mss read sukkha®, except D sukhari dukkhar.

38 A, C, D, E, F garukatari.

349 B samd cajeyyuri. D *brahmanesu sama pajeyyur kayena. H n.m.
350 ¢, D samanabrahmanarakkharh.

331 A, B mavamafiethapetva.

352.C, D, H niriyarh bhusari.
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[64] samana nama nidosa mettacittasamangino
ma nidose 'vamafifietha doso agacchate dhuvarn.
[65] yatha*> rajo patikhitto pativatarh upari®>*
tass’ eva nipatant’ ettha tatha** cakkhum vihanfiare.*>
[66] evam eva ca nidose ca dutthe dosapapite
sabbe dosa punagacchurh idha loke parambhi ca.
[67] mapamafifetha®” papassa na m’ antarn®® agamissati
udabindunipatena udakumbho pi piirati

purati balo papassa thokarh thokam pi acinarn. [ Dhp 121]
[68] madhu va manfiati balo yava paparh na paccati

yada ca paccati paparm mahaghoram pi gacchati.** [cf. Dhp 69]
[69] na mata na pita bhata na mittakulabandhava

antakenadhipannassa natthi fatisu tanata.>® [cf. Dhp 288]
[70] *attana va katarh paparh attana vanubhtiyate

attana kusalarh katarh®* attana labbhate sukharh. [*=Dhp 1617]
[71] dhammafi care sucaritarh na tarh duccaritarh care

dhammacari sukharh seti idha loke parambhi ca. [* Dhp 169]

[72] dhammadharo dhammarato dhammarh yo vabhirakkhati

dhammo tamm abhirakkhati mahantarh dharachattarh va*®

paccha lokantakarh vaje”*® ti.

[§15] so Sambalupasako®** bahalagambhiruttanar tarh**> sakalovadavino-
danasamattharh Gavampatitherassa vacanarh**® pavaradhammar’®’ sutva
pitipharitahadayo hadayabbhantaragata micchavigato theram khamapetva.
therassa pade sakasirasa sadarena vanditva “accayo marh bhante accagama tarn
khamatha. bhante yo "harh**® timirandhakaramicchajalapaticchadito®® tumhakarn

333 E, F yathd hinena.

34 C, D ¢’ upari. H v’ upari.

%5 A, B, C, D tattha. E tatha.

338 E, F vihafifiare tejand marianti.

357 The mss read mavamarifietha; however, this appears to be a confusion with mapamafifietha, which is the correct
reading in the Dhp. Emended accordingly.

38 A, B, C, E, F, G mattari. D matarn. H matthari. Emended following the PTS edition.

3%9 E paparih mahagorarh pi gacchati is mahadukkhari ghorar va gacchati.

3 The mss do not provide a coherent reading for fatisu tanata (B, F: casu ttanathd; C: casu ttanathd;
D: casu tanattd; E: ca puttanatta;, H: ca puttanar tta). I suggest the reading of the Dhp.

1 A, B, C, D, F katva.,

362 dharachattar va is A, B, D, H dharachattarn va. E varasattarn ca. F varasatar ca.

363 The pdda is E so nibbanam pacchdttacche. F so nibbanari paccha gacchati.

364 G, H sambala-updsako.

3¢, D,Hn.m.

366 H n.m.

7 Only in B, C, E.

368 C har pi.

3 timirandhakaramicchajalapaticchadito is A, B, D, E, F, H timirandhakaramicchajalarn paticchadito.
D timirandhakaramicchaya paticchadito.
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gunamahantarn® ajananto, ajjatagge panupetam saranarm gacchami buddharh
saranam gacchami, dhammar saranamm gacchami sarhgham™" ti.

utthaya anjalirh paggahetva nisidi. Gavampati Brahmaputtathero upasake ca
sisse apaloketva parinibbayi.

[§16] kenatthena “nibbanan” ti vuccate.’” “sitalatthena nibbanarh cando viya.
kilesasussanatthena®” suriyo viya nibbanarh. patitthanatthena nibbanarh
pathavi viya. *’acalanatthena selo viya nibbanarh. ratananarh sambhiitatthena
sagaro®” viya nibbanarh. samodhanatthena nibbanarh devanarh sudhamma
viya. pathavi natthi apo natthi vayo natthi tejo natthi sitarh natthi unharh nat-
thi khuda®’ natthi tanha natthi.*”” yasma*® ajati-ajara-abyadhimaranarh khemarn
santarh paramarh®® sukharm®® evarh®® mahanagararh nibbanarh. tafi ca
mahanagararh nibbanarn sapakararh sadvararh sattalakarm saparikharh
savithi sa-antarapanarm sathambharh sagabbharh sasayanar sapallankarm
sapadipajalitarh sapokkharanirh sitajalaparipunnarh savalukarh sapadumupalarn?®?
bhamaraganasevitarh harhsasacakkavakabalakajivajivakakokilamayurakoficagana-
sevitarh evarh mahanagaranibbanarh [cf. Nibbana-s 121, 10-122, 8].

antarapanarn  dasakusalakammapatharh. [viriyaJthambarm. abhidhamma-
pakaranagabbharh.*® nekkhammasayanarh. vimuttifianarm pallankarh. padipajalitarh
nibbane va®*! bhavarm.’® pokkharani saccaparami malagandhavilepanarh
viriyarh.*®¢  [karuna]jalaparipunnar. attharasabuddhananam balukam.
khinasavarh bhamaraganasevitarh.’® arahantagananidosarh®®*® harnsasacakkavaka-
balakajivajivakakokilamayurakoficaganasevitarh ~ nibbane.”® evarn nibbanarnh
mahanagaran” [cf. Nibbana-s 122, 12-123, 9] ti. tena vuttarh:

370 A, B, C gunarh mahantar.

371 All mss add saranari gacchami.

372 G vuccati.

3 The mss do not provide a satisfactory reading: A: susanatthena; B: susanatthe; C, H: sussanatthena;
D: sulanatthena; E, F: surisanatthena. I rely here on the Nibbana-s.

374 H pathavi viya is n.m.

375 E, F saro.

376 The mss do not provide a satisfactory reading: A, B, D, G, H: khiddhd; C: khanda; E, F: niddha. 1 suggest khuda
instead.

377 tanhd natthi is n.m. in A, B, G.

378 Only in H.

379 A, B, C santarh paramarh is santaparamar.

380 A, B, C, G padar.

*¥1B,D, G, Heva.

%2 A,B,C,E,Fnm.

383 H abhidhammapakaranam gabbhar.

¥ B,C,Dnm.

3% D bhavand.

38 B vividhaviriyarh.

7 A, B, E, F khinasavam bhamaraganasevitar is khinasavabhamaraganasevitar.
388 A, E, F arahantagandnidosa®. B arahattagananidosa®. H arahantar gananidosarh.
389 E adds arahanti niradasakilesarn. F adds arahanti niradosakilesarh.

3% nibbanarm mahanagaran is A, B, D, E nibbananari nagaran. C nibbananagaran.
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[74] padam accutam accantarh asarnkhatam anuttaram

nibbanam iti bhasanti vanamutta mahesayo ti. [= Namac 299]

[§17] Gavampati thero nibbane paturahosi. tasmirm khane sakalajamba-
dipavasino khattiyabrahmanavessasuddadayo®*! upasaka-upasika ca*? sannipatitva
sattarattindivarn therassa ptjam’® kurumana sabbe khinasava sabbarat-
tindivarnh sattapakaranabhidhammarm ganasajjhayarh akarhsu. punadivase
Vissukammo sattaratanakhacitta anekakutagara nisajjetva sobhanani sobhiyamano
ahosi. tasmirh khane Sakko®* sattaratanakhacitar®® suvannamafijisarn karoti.

alahane*®  therassa bhagava anekasahassakhinasavaparivuto agantva
therassa sarirakiccarh nitthapesi. surasuranagasupannagandhabbayakkhasiddha-
vijjadharakinnarakinnari pavara therassa dayhante byavatta*” ahesurn.

tada*® hettha pathavitalato yava brahmaloka ekakolahalarh ahosi. affie
devasarhgha iddhimanta mahanubhava sariram®® therassa dassanatthaya
agantva’® ekacakkavalarh®! yeva purayimsu. atha*? “anukammena devanam®®
antare yakkha titthanti, yakkhanam antare** gandhabba titthanti, gandhabbanam,
antare venateyya titthanti, venatayyanam antare kinnara titthanti, kinnaranam
antare kirhpurisa titthanti, kirhpurisanam antare chatta titthanti, chattanam
antare suvannacamara titthanti, suvannacamaranam antare dhaja titthanti,
dhajanam antare pataka titthanti, patakanam antare kalasa titthanti [Ja-a (ChS)
10, 5-8]" ti.

[§18] atha kho*®bhagava therassa sariranikkhepavasane**® dhaturh ganhapetva*”’
Vesalimahanagaram eva gantva Ghositarame dhaturh*® thapesi. sabbe rajano
ca'® nagaravasino ca*® sakalajambudipavasino ca manussa ca therassa dhaturn

¥1 A khattiyarh  vesabrahmanasuddhadayo. B khattiyar brahmanavesasuddhadayo. D khattiyabrahmanarm
vesasuddhadayo. H khattiyavesabrahmanavesasuda.

2 0nly in B, C, F, H.

3B, E, F, piijitarh.

394 B sako devaraja.

395 F sattaratanarh.

3% E, F dropetvd kallale.

397 All mss read bydvatta. I suggest this is a scribal error for vyavata.
3% D tatha.

399B,C,DHn.m.

40 A C vandanatthaya . B, D, H vandanatthaya piijanatthaya.

1B, C, D, F, G ekacakkavale. E ekacakkavalo. I suggest ekacakkavalarh.
“2B,D, Hn.m.

403 B devanar.

%4 Only in H.

%5 Only in C.

9 D nikhepavasane. E, F sariranikkhepavasane bikkhusarhgharn. H sariranikkhepavasane therassa.
07 gahapetva.

18 E F therassa dhaturi.

“°F, F nm.

0A C,F,Hn.m.
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mahathiiparh suvannaratanakhacitarh''! Ghositarame karirmsu. atha'? sissa ca
upasaka ca therassa gunarn anussaritva** rodanta paridevanta “aho amhakarh
upajjhayo attano pafifiadya amhesu®® anuttaradhammesu*® sampayojesi™ ti
cintesurn.**®

sayanhasamaye dipadhiipadi-anekasakkarani® gahapetva*® parivara*?
vihararh gacchanti. Bhagava‘® pana'® sayanhasamaye sattaratanarafjita-
pavaradhammasane® nisinno madhuradhammarh desesi.” desanapariyosane®?
sabbe jana*?’ sotapattiphaladini papunirhsu.*?

tato patthaya Sambalopasako® anekakotidhanarh buddhasasane®® vikiritva®
atirekatararh pufifarh katva sasane®’ pabbajitva samathaf ca vipassanafi ca
bhavetva®® pana®* arahattam patva®® nibbanadhatuya kammajartipakkhanda-
vipakavasena** parinibbayati.**’

Gavampatisuttarh samattarm.*®

411 B suvannarajatakhacittarh.

2 Hn.m.

‘B Hnm.

Y14 A, B, C, G saritvd.

4158, C, D H amhe.

8D anuttaradhamme.

417 A, B payojesi. C, E, F, H payojeti.

18 All mss read cintetvd except E, F.

19D dipadhiipani sakkarani.

420 E F ganhapetva.

421 A, B, C, D, G saparivard.

422 B gtha Bhagava.

423 Only inE, F.

424 F eyaradhammasane.

425 B, D, E, F pavattesi. H pavatesi.

426 B C, D desandvasane.

427 H jand bahil.

428 ¥, H sampdpunirsu.

429 B E, F, H sambalo updsako.

430H buddhassa sasane.

1D karitva. E, F vikiritva visajjitva.

2 0nly in E and F.

433 E, F bhavetva sambalo upasako.

34 samathari ca vipassanari ca bhavetvapana is only in E, F.

435 grahattar patvd is B, H arahattapatto. C, D arahattarh patto.
436 nibbanadhatuya kammajariipakkhandavipakavasena is only in E, F.
378, C, D, G, H parinibbayi.

38 C gavampati nitthita bra mahakaccayanatheranibbanasut(t)ar nitthitarn, paripunno. D mahdkaccaya(na)

nibbanam nitthitam. E gavampattisuttarh nitthitarh. G bra kacay nibanasuttam nitthitam nibbanapaccayo hoti.
H gavampatinibbanasuttarn nitthitarh nibbanapaccayo ti.
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English Translation

[§1] At one time, a Mahathera (i.e.,
Great Elder) named Brahmaputta,
endowed with wisdom, concentration,
and discipline, resided in the Sundara
forest monastery at Mount Pajjalita,
near the city of Hemabhimi. He was
devoted to the Dhamma, virtuous, a
great disciple, renowned among the
80 disciples. Revered by gods and men,
he had obtained the worship of the
great disciples due to his supernatural
abilities. He was very wise, possessed
supernatural powers, and was kind to
all beings, with a beautiful appearance.
Except for the Omniscient One, the
Buddha, there was no other disciple
comparable to the Thera. Wherever he
went, men and gods, seeing him, were
pleased, and in every place they praised
[him]: “Our Teacher has come!”

The Thera, upon hearing their
words thought, “People praise me. Now,
I will deliver myself from the ground
of unworthy persons. Well then, after
making myself appear ugly, I will adopt
another form!” From that moment on,
the Thera possessed all supernatural
powers. [People thought,] “Formerly,
the Thera was named Brahmaputta,
[but] now, why is he called ‘Gavampati’?”
The words of the Thera were under-
stood by [all] beings; [therefore] he is
called “Gavampati”. The Thera taught
the Dhamma to all beings, as did the
Buddha. Or he preached the Dhamma
with sweet words to beings, therefore,

he is called “Gavampati”.**

39 See supra for the explanation of Gavampati as
meaning “Lord of speech”.

Later, when the Thera examined his
life-force, he realized it was declining.
He reflected, “After seeking the Master’s
permission, I shall attain final release”.
Taking his robe and bowl, he departed
from the Sundara forest monastery
with a suite of 500 monks and gradu-
ally reached the Jetavana. He paid
homage to the Master [i.e., the Buddha,
and said]:

“Venerable Sir, my life-force has
now abandoned me. Venerable Sir, I ask
for your permission”.

The Blessed One granted his consent
to the Thera.

[§2] The Thera then returned to the
Sundara forest monastery and adorned
with many methods [of exposition],**
exhorted his lay followers and disciples
with the sweet Dhamma. He took leave
of his lay followers and all those who
depended on him, reflecting once more:

“Among my lay followers and
supporters, there is one named Sambala.
He is obstinate, selfish, hard to instruct,
and holds wrong views. Though I have
exhorted and advised him, he does not
heed me. After my death, who will be
able to discipline Sambala? Currently,
he does not grasp my teachings, but,
apart from me, [only] the Blessed One
could convert him. Moreover only
as my death approaches do men and
relatives, beginning with brothers,
masters, and spiritual teachers,
remember [my teachings].* Therefore,

440 This probably refers to the ninefold classification
(navanga) of the Buddha’s teaching: (1) discourse
(sutta); (2) that which is to be chanted (geyya); (3)
exposition (veyyakarana); (4) verse (gatha); (5) inspired
utterance (udana); (6) “thus it was said” (itivuttaka);
(7) birth story (jataka); (8) marvellous phenomena
(abbhutadhamma); (9) analytical discourse (vedalla).

1 The grammatical construction of this sentence
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it is fitting to instruct my lay followers
now”. He sent for the lay followers [and
said]:

“Dear lay followers, whoever you are,
if you are truly [loyal] to me, keep my
words in mind! After my death, honor
the six directions! And [now], I will take
my leave from you”. All the disciples and
lay followers asked: “Venerable, where
are you going?” The Thera said:

“My sons, I am going to the face of
death. Now, I will attain final release”.
Upon hearing the Thera’s word, all the
supporters and lay followers became
dismayed. It was as if 100,000 thun-
derbolts had struck the Sundara forest
monastery and they lamented as
violently as a forest of Sala trees caught
in a storm at the end of an age. Hence
it was said:

[1] Like Sala trees shattered, crushed

by a powerful wind,

Disciples and lay followers lay over-

whelmed in the Thera’s hermitage.

[2] All the women lay followers,

similar to divine Apsaras,

Lamented with outstretched arms:

“Why will you abandon us?”

[3] In Nandana, servant girls, villagers,

and heavenly maidens

Lamented with outstretched arms:

poses some difficulties. Furthermore, it appears that
in the Lao nissaya, as well as in the Siamese trans-
lation, there is uncertainty regarding anusaranti/
anussaranti, resulting in two interpretations of the
overall meaning. The Lao nissaya relies on anusaranti
(“they follow™), “Mais tous les gens qui avaient des
parents ou des amis susceptibles de recevoir
I'enseignement me font confiance comme Précep-
teur” (trans. Lagirarde 2001: 405); while the Thai
translation supports anussaranti (“ they remember”),
as in the Pali text, “[...] et comme les lecons données
a l'article de la mort sont éminentes elles doivent
s’inscrire dans la mémoire et demeurer inoubliable”
(trans. Ibid., 472).

“Why will you abandon us?”
[4] In Nandana, villagers, [their] sons
and daughters, and sons of the gods
Lamented with outstretched arms:
“Why will you abandon us?”
[5] Gathered together, the followers
and disciples of the Thera
Lamented with outstretched arms:
“Why will you abandon us?”
[6] There, in his hermitage, the Thera
was righteous—speaking in accordance
with the Dhamma, revering the
Dhamma, living by the Dhamma,
delighting in the Dhamma.
[7] Making his mind dwell in the
Dhamma, he was an expert, a
supporter in conformity with the
Dhamma, practicing Dhamma among
Dhamma-practitioners and confident
in the essence of the Dhamma.
[§3] When he heard the wailing—“Why
will you abandon us?”—from his followers
and disciples, the Thera, restraining
his lay followers with a discourse on
impermanence, spoke these verses:
[8] Do not sorrow and lament! All
existence [is marked by] suffering.
Whoever is dead has never come
back with laments!
[9] For people, death is not only in
[this] village,
Nor in [this] house, nor in [this]
kingdom.
[10] That all formations are imper-
manent, [this] all the buddhas have
proclaimed.
Having arisen, they cease: this
is the law for [all] beings.
[11] As a clod of earth thrown into
the sky surely falls to the ground,
So it is for all beings, life [ends]
surely in death.
[12] As the river flows from the
mountain and never turns back,
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So the life of men flows and never

turns back.

[13] The young and the old, the foolish

and the wise,

And the rich and the poor—all end

in death.

[14] Brahmins, khattiyas, vessas,

suddas, outcastes, and scavengers,

It spares none along the way but

comes crushing everything.

There is no ground there for

elephant troops, for chariot troops

and infantry.

One cannot defeat it by a magic

spell or with wealth.

[15] No pact exists with death; all

end in death.

Jotika, Jatila, Ugga, Mendaka, and

Punnaka,

These five, renowned for their great

merits in this world, all came to death.

How [would] others not meet with it?

[16] Vasudeva, Baladeva, Bhimasena,

Yudhitthila,

These four great mortals renowned

of great strength,

All succumbed to death. How were

others freed from it?

[17] He joyfully gave a hundred

million after conquering all the

earth,

Yet in the end, his realm was

diminished to less than half an

amalaka fruit’s worth.

Even the king in Nandana,

when his merit was exhausted,

Face to face with death,

he too, though called Asoka [lit.,

“without sorrow”], felt sorrow.
Thus, having exhorted the lay
followers about the nature of death,
the Thera further exhorted them
about the worthlessness of the body

[18] Truly, this body is weak, and
although it is common to all,

It is full of terrors from birth
and plundered by the thief of aging.
[19] It is the dwelling place of a tiger
family—disease—crushed by sorrow
and death, full of torment from
illness, afflicted by many griefs,
Crowded with the ghosts of delusion,
haunted by the demon of wrath.

[20] Covered with clammy skin, with
nine openings, a great wound,;

From all sides oozes impurity,
with foul smells.

[21] This foul-smelling, impure body,
a corpse, is like excrement;

Those with vision condemn this
body [in which] the fool delights.
[22] If the inside of this body were
[visible] from the outside,

Surely, one having taken a stick,
would drive away the crows and dogs.
[23] Do not gaze upon this body! 1t is
worthless and lacks beauty.

The person who relies upon this
body, committing evil, [Will] surely
go to hell. If [you] have affection for
me,

[24] Do not lament! Having practiced
firmly pure actions such as virtue
and giving alms,

Always be respectful towards ascetics
and brahmins.

[25] And do not harm living beings—
be they lean, fat, big, small, or frail!
You always should speak with loving-
kindness!

[26] Follow my words! Just as one
is dear to oneself, so are others dear
to themselves.

One should [not] harm another living
being!

and spoke these verses: 21 rely on the Lao nissaya for the understanding of
this verse (Lagirarde 2001: 411).
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[27] One experiences great suffering
from union with and separation
from what is dear.

With union with what is dear
[arises] happiness and suffering.
[28] As is the seed, so will be the
fruit.

Therefore, do not cause harm
to any living being!

[29] You should not take another
person’s wealth—whether it is small
or large.

Even if you consider another per-
son’s wealth, you should consider it
like a poisonous snake!

[30] What is the use, the benefit in
taking someone else’s wealth?

After using the owner’s wealth
and things,

Later, one [will] go to hell for the
next hundred rebirths [and] also
[become] the servant of the owner.
[31] One should not go after another’s
wife; she is like a poisonous tree;
One should not even desire another’s
spouse. In both cases lies danger.

In this world and in the next, the
body is also destroyed; And after,
one arises in the terrifying hell,
[of this] there is no doubt.

[32] One should never speak a lie
under any circumstances.

For having deceived the weak
for the sake of wealth and
without cause,

And causing him harm, one
surely [will] go to hell.

[33] Later, in every rebirth, one is
always weak.

If one harms living beings, one
experiences great suffering.

[34] The man intoxicated by alcohol
and spirits

Becomes a yakkha for 500 births,

a dog for 500 births,

Mad, and blind: these are the faults

of drinking alcohol.
Thus, the Thera, having exhorted lay
followers, pupils, and others with the
five precepts and other [teachings],
began exhorting on how to behave in
the world and spoke these verses:

[35] Always devote yourself to

agriculture and trade in accordance

with the Dhamma,

Do not act contrary to the Dhamma,

[for] you [will] surely go to hell!

[36] If one makes false coin, false

measuring, false weighing,

It is all called theft and he [will]

surely go to hell!

[37] [If some]one, [practices] agri-

culture contrary to the Dhamma,

Having exploited buffaloes and

cows, or even a man, a male or

female servant, he [will] surely go

to hell!

[38] Later, they [will] be born in such

a way that they [will] be exploited in

the same way.

Therefore, do not act [thusly and]

you [will] attain supreme happiness!

The Thera, having exhorted the lay
followers in this way, exhorted them
about conduct and behavior towards
the king and illuminated [them] with
these verses:

[39] Those who wish happiness in

this world—men and also women—

Always serve the king with a pure

heart and devotion.

[40] Do not perform carelessly any

royal duties!

With devotion, [women and men]

always increase the king’s happiness

and welfare.

Journal of the Siam Society, Vol. 114, Pt. 1, June 2026 91



SPECIAL EDITION

[41] The king is like a god, a supreme
granter of all wishes, always,
Liberating from all suffering, he is
indeed the giver of all desires.
[42] Do not disregard [the importance
of this, or] you will obtain great loss
everywhere!
Just as the blazing fire consumes
even a tree in the forest.
[43] Even if a seed, trunk, flower, or
fruit arise;
Those who disrespect the king’s
duties have no respect,
They are destroyed by the king’s
wrath and they will not rise again.
[44] The king is [like] a god, of great
majesty, a giver of all desires,
He even surpasses the gods, renowned
throughout all the worlds.
Whoever desires happiness [should]
always pay homage to the king-god.
[45] When one has obtained through
all offerings, [...]
Those who honor the king, [source of]
great enjoyment and vast wealth,
Obtain all desires according to their
wishes—there is no doubt.
[46] Therefore, in every case, always
serve the king with a pure heart, in
accordance with my instruction.
One rejoices in this world in the fruit
of his devotion to the ruler and after
death in heaven.
[§4] Having exhorted the lay followers
in this way, the Thera reflected again:
“Now, I shall discipline this lay
follower Sambala”.*
[And said:]
“Dear ones, when I point out the
six directions, pay reverence! Which

3 The Lao nissaya is clearer in this passage, as
Gavampati brings Sambala before him to attend the
sermon (Lagirarde 2001: 416-417).

directions? Dear ones, they are the
eastern direction, the southern
direction, the western direction, the
northern direction, the nadir, and the
zenith”,

The Thera then thought: “This lay
follower Sambala holds wrong views
and behaves wrongly”. Uttering his
sweet voice, which flowed from his open
mouth like the fragrance of a lotus and
was endowed with eight qualities, the
Thera Gavampati spoke these verses:

[47] Mothers and fathers are the

eastern direction, teachers are the

southern direction,

Relatives are the western direction,

wives and children are the northern

direction,

Servants and workpeople are the

nadir, ascetics and brahmins are the

zenith.
The Thera said:

“Dear ones, why are parents called
the eastern (pubba®) direction? It is
because of their previous (pubba®) service.
Indeed, the parents, having performed
merit in the past (pubbe), made the
resolution: ‘Thanks to this amount [of
merits,] we will have a child’. Therefore,
parents are called the eastern direc-
tion. When a child is born, they protect
and care for him. In the beginning,
they provided their child [with] what is
beneficial. In the beginning, they
showed their child what is proper and
what is improper. And in the beginning,
they provided him with clothes and
ornaments. Therefore, parents are
called the eastern direction.

Why are the teachers called the
southern (dakkhina) direction? Because
of the gift (dakkhinaya) of the teachers,
one sees what is unseen, what is whole-
some and unwholesome. The teacher
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shows deep meaning that was unseen.
He shows the essence of discipline that
was unseen. He shows the knowledge of
liberation that was unseen. He shows
what should be done [to reach] nirvana
that was unseen. Therefore, teachers
are called the southern direction.

Why are relatives called the western
(pacchima®) direction? Since his birth*
and [even] after (pacchd), relatives have
pity, they take care, they protect [the
individual]. Therefore, relatives are
called the western direction.

Why are wives and children called
the northern (uttara®) direction? Because
through wives and children, one attains
the ultimate (uttara®) Dhamma. How so?
The Bodhisatta fulfilled the perfections
when he offered [his] wife and children
to beggars,* he fulfilled the perfections
through them. Indeed, the Bodhisatta
obtained omniscience and knowledge
through his wife and children. There-
fore, wife and children are called the
northern direction.

Why are servants and workers called
the nadir (hettha®)? Because they should
be seated below (hetthimato) [their master],
they should eat below [their master].
Moreover, the owners gain wealth on
account of the servants. They gain the
supreme Dhamma on account of the
servants. Bodhisattas, having made
the great gift of the 700,*¢ 700 female
servants and 700 male servants, cannot

444 1 rely on the Lao nissaya for the understanding of
this compound (Lagirarde 2001: 419).

45 This refers to distinct episodes in the
Vessantaragjataka, in which the Bodhisatta gives his
children to Jjaka (an old brahmin) and, separately,
his wife to Sakka in disguise.

46 Reference is to the great gift of 700 (sattasatakarit
mahadanam) in the Vessantarajataka (Ja VI 494, 1-9),
made of 700 elephants, horses, chariots, women,
cows, and servants, 700 male and 700 female.

fulfil [the perfections] without female
and male servants. They attain the
ultimate Dhamma thanks to the
servants. Therefore, servants and
workers are called the nadir.

Why are ascetics and brahmins
called the zenith (upari®)? Because
ascetics and brahmins show the attain-
ment of the world of gods which is above
(upari), the attainment of the [world
of] Brahma, which is above (upari), and
the attainment of nirvana, which is
above (upari). Therefore, ascetics and
brahmins are said to be the zenith”.

[§5] Teaching the Dhamma to the lay
followers, the Thera Gavampati continued:

“Dear lay followers, once children
have grown, children should be protected
by parents in accordance with the
Dhamma. And parents should be
protected by their children in accordance
with the Dhamma. How do parents
protect their grown children? [They say],
‘Dear daughter, dear son, observe virtue,
give alms!” They encourage their
children toward meritorious deeds and
keep them away from unmeritorious
deeds. This is called the protection of
children in accordance with the Dhamma.

And how do children protect parents
with the Dhamma? Parents are of great
help towards their children and, in
return, [children] towards their parents.
Indeed, from the moment they desire
children, parents make the wish for
children with offerings or with gold,
silver, garments, or other [items] in
homage to the gods. When the child is in
the womb of his [mother], they will give
even more wealth. For the child’s life,
when he is in the womb, they endure
great suffering. Mothers also feel pain
in the whole body, become pale, become
thin all over, are unwell.

Journal of the Siam Society, Vol. 114, Pt. 1, June 2026 93



SPECIAL EDITION

At the time of childbirth, they expe-
rience even greater suffering. At times,
mothers are close to death, they are
unconscious, sometimes they perish.
Their body smeared with blood, having
endured such pain they suffer, out of
love for their child, they say: ‘Where
is my child? and taking the blood-
smeared child, hold [him] to their
breast and nurse him.

For sure! How greatly helpful are
[mothers] to their children! When feeding
their child, or cleaning him, the mother
gets rid of feces or urine into a bowl.
The mother feels no disgust, out of love
for her child. At times, the child may
drool or urinate into the food. Still, the
mother feels no disgust. She feeds him
the food*” which has been soiled with
urine and feces [and cleaned by her].
The mother’s body always receives the
child’s waste, urine, phlegm, and others.
She feels no disgust when her food is
contaminated with child’s waste.

Truly! Mothers are greatly helpful
to their children! When the child
becomes ill, mothers—their heart broken
into seven pieces—worship deities with
gold, silver, jewels, wealth, food, and
other offerings. The more they grow,
the more mothers show compassion to
them. Truly! Mothers are greatly helpful
to their children. That is why I say [that
a mother] is very helpful to her child.

Even if someone, with great power
and magnificence, were to seize the
entire surface of the great earth and give
his fortune to his parents, he [would]
still not have repaid his debt to them.

7 The Lao nissaya understands the passage as referring
to the mother eating food soiled with impurities.
However, bhojeti has a causative value, which I retain here.

When parents are still alive, [children
should] accept [to bow] their head at
their feet. They support, guard, and
protect [them] with food, drink, clothing,
beds, and chairs and so on and all forms
of care. Children make their parents
develop the cultivation of mind. Children
engage them in all meritorious deeds.

If parents hold wrong views, they
make them established in right views.
When parents have passed away, children
protect their virtue by themselves, give
alms, make a buddha image, or plant
a Bodhi tree. Having built a stupa, a
monastery, or a monk’s cell (kuti), or
done all meritorious deeds, they reap
the fruits and offer them to their parents.
If they perform all meritorious deeds
and actions in this way, this is
called the protection of parents in
accordance with the Dhamma. For this
was said:

[48] Those who are grateful towards

parents according to the Dhamma,

[Gods] praise them here, and after

death they will rejoice in heaven.

[49] The gods who dwell in the sky,

on earth, or even in the oceans,

All of them protect the man who

supports his parents.

[50] The gods—starting with Indra

and Brahma—, the assembly of gods,

the abodes of gods,

All of them protect the man who

supports his parents.

[51] He who desires success in this

world and the next,

Supporting his parents here, always

obtains what he desires.

[86] How should a teacher or preceptor
protect a pupil in accordance with the
Dhamma? The preceptor establishes the
disciple in moral discipline. He instructs
him in meritorious deeds. He teaches
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him the subject of meditation. He
prevents him from unwholesome
actions. The preceptor teaches the
untrained disciple the Dhamma and
Vinaya. He shows his pupil the deep
meaning of the Dhamma that is
unseen by him. He shows his pupil
nirvana, that is unseen. He should
protect his pupil with all supports, as
if he were his son. For sure! The
preceptor is greatly beneficial to
his pupils. This is called the pupil’s
protection in accordance with the
Dhamma. For this was said:

[52] The master should always

protect his pupil in accordance with

the Dhamma.

The Buddha and others praise [him],

later they grant [him] the deathless.
[§7] How should a pupil protect his
teacher in accordance with the Dhamma?
He should serve him properly, as if he
were his son, through physical assis-
tance, medicine, or all [kind of] support.
If the teacher or preceptor is elderly,
the pupil should personally act on his
behalf. If the spiritual teacher does not
progress in meditation, the pupil should
cultivate his own development. If the
spiritual teacher is elderly, the good
pupil, observing his teacher’s comfort
and suffering, thinks: ‘Now, my teacher,
who was so helpful, is old, weak, and
aged’. He [then] should serve him
with food, drink, clothing, requisites
for sleeping, and sitting. He takes all
the duties of his preceptor as his own
responsibility and carries them out.
If the preceptor has passed away, the
disciple protects his virtue by himself,
gives alms, makes an image of the
Buddha, or builds a stupa, plants a
Bodhi tree, constructs a monk’s cell or

monastery. After performing all these
meritorious deeds, he dedicates [them]
to his preceptor. This is called the
protection of the preceptor in accordance
with the Dhamma. For this was said:
[53] Those who always protect their
teacher with loving-kindness in
accordance with the Dhamma,
All the gods praise [them]; after-
wards they attain divine happiness.
[§8] How should one protect relatives in
accordance with the Dhamma? A person
should invite them to perform meritori-
ous deeds with food or drink, he should
restrain them from unwholesome
and wrong kinds of conduct. This is
called the protection of the relatives in
accordance with the Dhamma. For this
was said:
[54] Those who protect their relatives
with a mind of loving-kindness, in
accordance with the Dhamma,
They obtain happiness in this world
and later they rejoice in heaven.
[§9] How should a husband protect his
wife in accordance with the Dhamma?
He should treat her kindly with clothing,
ornaments, food, drink, and other
[things]”. Or he should keep away other
men. He should encourage her in all the
arts and skills [appropriate] for women.
He should encourage [her] in virtue,
in giving, and in meritorious deeds,
as if she were his own mother, or his
sister born from the same mother. This
is called the protection of one’s wife in
accordance with the Dhamma. For this
was said:
[55] T worship, O Matali, those house-
holders who make meritorious deeds,
The virtuous lay followers who
maintain their wife in accordance
with the Dhamma.
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[56] I worship, O Matali, those house-
holders who, having made merito-
rious deeds,
Are virtuous during the Uposatha
(i.e., Observance Day) and who
maintain children and wife.
All noble men praise [them], after
death they go to a good destiny.
[810] How should a wife protect her
husband in accordance with the Dhamma?
A wife should properly serve her
husband. Rising early and retiring late,
she should serve with agreeable words,
undertaking whatever needs to be done,
agreeable in her conduct, and pleasing
in speech. And she [should] not desire,
even by thought, men other than her
husband. She should always respect her
husband like her own father, like her
elder brother. She does not go against
her husband’s word. She should serve
him with food, drink, clothing, and
all [kind of] support. If her husband
behaves unrighteously, she should
nevertheless guide him toward the
Dhamma. She causes him to protect
virtue and causes him to make all
meritorious deeds. This is called the
protection of the husband in accordance
with the Dhamma. For this was said:
[57] In this world, a [wife] who
speaks with affection to her husband,
Obtains great enjoyment and vast
wealth, all desires—whatever she
may desire, there is no doubt.
[58] Therefore, always and everywhere,
be devoted to your husband with
a pure heart, in accordance with
my instruction.
In this world, you will rejoice in the
fruit of devotion to your husband
and, after death, in heaven.
[§11] How should an owner protect a
servant in accordance with the Dhamma?

The owner does not make a servant
work at inappropriate times. He does
not make him do a burdensome task.
He should consider what is pleasant
and painful [for him]. He should behave
properly with his servant, with food,
drink, or clothing, and so on, as if he
were his son. This is called the protec-
tion of the servant in accordance with
the Dhamma. For this was said:

[59] In this world, those who always

protect servants and workers,

All the noble ones praise [them];

after, they [will] go to a good destiny.
[§12] How should servants or workers
protect their owner in accordance with
the Dhamma? They have sympathy for
the owner. They generate wealth for
him. They tell [him] right speech. They
have sympathy [for him] as they do for
their parents. This is called the protec-
tion of the owner in accordance with
the Dhamma. For this was said:

[60] In this world, servants and

workers always protect their owners,

They work with a pure heart, in

accordance with my instruction.

In this world, they [will] rejoice in

the fruit of devotion to their owner

and, after death, in heaven.
[§13] How should ascetics and brahmins
protect the whole world in accordance
with the Dhamma? Having developed
a benevolent heart, they always should
offer its fruit to the world. By cultivating
meditation, ascetics and brahmins should
offer [their] merits to the people. They
should make [others] hear the Dhamma
which they have not heard. They should
make [others] master the Dhamma
which they have heard. They should
encourage [others] in meritorious deeds.
They should prevent [others from] bad
actions. They should prevent [others
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from] going astray. They should appease
all beings [as if with] their own life. This
is called the protection of the world in
accordance with the Dhamma. For this
was said:

[61] In the world, brahmins and

ascetics always [live] in accordance

with the Dhamma;

Indeed, rightly and always protected,

they go after to nirvana.
[§14] How should men protect ascetics
and brahmins in accordance with the
Dhamma? They should consider what
is pleasant and painful for ascetics and
brahmins. They should take advice.
They should show them respect. Treat-
ing ascetics and brahmins in this way—
through body, speech, and mind—is
called the protection of ascetics and
brahmins in accordance with the
Dhamma. For this was said:

[62] The ascetics and brahmins, who

are virtuous and learned,

Who protect [others] in accordance

with the Dhamma, always attain

happiness.

[63] Do not disregard all these

virtuous ones who practice the

religious life at any time!

[Those disregarding them] go to the

great hell.

[64] Ascetics are said to be unblem-

ished, endowed with a mind of

loving-kindness.

Do not disregard the unblemished

one! Or surely fault [will] result.

[65] Just as dust thrown upward

against the wind falls back on him

[i.e., the thrower],

So the eye is here afflicted.

[66] In the same way, in the

unblemished one [or] the wicked

one with faults or sins,

All faults come back, in this world

and the next.

[67] Do not underestimate evil

[thinking] “That will not come to me”.

Even a waterpot fills through the

falling of water drops.

A fool fills with evil, even accumu-

lating little by little.

[68] A fool thinks it is like honey, as

long as evil does not ripen.

But when evil ripens, he goes to the

Mahaghora [hell].

[69] There is neither mother, nor

father, brother, relatives, friends,

nor clan,

For one who is overcome by the

end-maker. There is no protection

among kinsmen.

[70] By oneself only is evil done; by

oneself only it is experienced;

By oneself is good done; by oneself is

happiness obtained.

[71] One should practice the Dhamma

with good conduct; one should not

practice it with bad conduct.

One who practices the Dhamma

sleeps happily, in this world and the

next.

[72] He who holds the Dhamma,

delights in the Dhamma, protects

the Dhamma.

The Dhamma protects him, like a

great parasol [shelters a king]; later

he goes to the end of the world”.
[§15] Sambala the lay follower listened
to the excellent Dhamma in the words of
the Thera Gavampati, the exposition of
which was profound and dense, able to
dispel [impurities] through a complete
instruction. His heart suffused with joy
and without untruth gone inside it, he
asked the Thera forgiveness. He [i.e.,
Sambala] paid homage reverently with
his head at his feet and said:

“Venerable Sir, I committed a fault,
may you forgive that! Venerable Sir,Iwas
obscured because of the net of wrong
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actions which blinded me like darkness;
I was ignorant of your great virtues.
From today, for the rest of my life I take
refuge in the Buddha, I take refuge in the
Dhamma, I take refuge in the Sangha”.

He held up an afjjali and sat. The

Thera Gavampati Brahmaputta took
leave of lay followers and pupils and
reached final release.
[§16] In what sense is nirvana (nibbana)
spoken of? Nibbana is like the moon
since it is cool. Nibbana is like the sun
since it dries up defilements. Nibbana
is like the earth since it is a support.
Nibbana is like a mountain since it is
unmoving. Nibbana is like the ocean
since it is the treasury of jewels. Nibbana
is like the Sudhamma Hall of the gods
since it is a gathering [place].

There is no earth, no water, no light,
no wind, no cold, no heat, no hunger,
and no craving. Thus, Nibbana is a Great
City because it is not subject to birth,
decay, disease, and death—it is calm,
peaceful, and the supreme [place] of
happiness.

And the Great City that is Nibbana
has a wall, a gate, a watch-tower, a
moat, streets, a marketplace, a pillar, an
interior [place], a bed, a couch, a light
burning, a pond filled with cool water
and sand, with lotuses and water-lilies,
frequented by swarms of bees, by swans,
Cakkavaka birds, egrets, Jivajivaka birds,
cuckoos, peacocks, and herons. Such is
Nibbana—the Great City”.

The inner marketplace is the ten
paths of wholesome karma. The pillar
is [effort].*® The inner chamber is the
Abhidhamma texts. The bed is renun-
ciation. The seat is the knowledge of
liberation. The burning lamp is like

8 Cp. trans. Nibbana-s 128.

existence in Nibbana. The lotus-pond
is the perfection of truth; the garlands
and perfumes are energy. It is filled with
the water [of compassion];* the sand
is the 18 types of Buddha-knowledge.
Frequented by swarms of bees that
are the arhats [lit., those with “influ-
ences” (asavas) destroyed]. Frequented
by swans, Cakkavaka birds, egrets,
Jivajivaka birds, cuckoos, peacocks, and
herons that are the perfect assembly of
arhats in Nibbana. Such is Nibbana—the
Great City. For this was said:

[74] The great lords, free from

craving, declared that nirvana is:

A changeless state, the absolute, the
unconditioned, the unsurpassed.
[817] The Thera Gavampati appeared
in Nibbana. At that moment, the
inhabitants of the entire Jambu island—
khattiyas, brahmins, vessas, suddas, and
others, laymen and laywomen—
gathered. For seven days and nights,
all those with asavas destroyed wor-
shipped the Thera and, during seven
days and nights, they collectively recited
the seven books of the Abhidhamma. The
next day, Vissukamma [i.e., the Celestial
Architect] was busy beautifying the
many pinnacle buildings adorned with
seven jewels he had put at disposal. At
that moment, Sakka [i.e., Indra] created
a golden box embellished with seven

[types of] jewels.

On the Thera’s funeral ground,
the Blessed One, surrounded by many
thousands of those with dsavas
destroyed, arrived and accomplished the
duties for the Thera’s body. During the
cremation, noble suras, asuras, nagas,
supannas, gandhabbas, yakkhas, mystics,

49 1bid.
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sorcerers, kinnaras, and kinnaris*?°
[gathered] around.

At that moment, an uproar [reso-
nated] from the surface of the earth
up to the Brahma worlds. Having come
to view the Thera’s body, other divine
assemblies endowed with magical
powers and great prowesses filled even
this world-system. Then, respectively,
yakkhas stood mingled together with the
gods, gandhabbas stood mingled together
with the yakkhas, venateyyas stood
mingled together with gandhabbas,
kinnaras stood mingled together with
venateyyas, kithpurisas*! stood mingled
together with kinnaras, parasols stood
mingled together with kirmpurisas,
golden fly-whisks stood mingled together
with parasols, flags stood mingled with
golden fly-whisks, banners stood mingled
with flags, and jars stood mingled with
banners.

[§18] After the laying down [i.e., crema-
tion] of the Thera’s body, the Blessed
One collected the relics, went to the
great city of Vesali, and enshrined
[them] at the Ghosita monastery. All the
kings, citizens, inhabitants from all over
the Jambu island, and men constructed
a great stupa, adorned with gold and

450 These terms designate various classes of super-
natural beings in Buddhist cosmology, including
gods (suras), antigods or titans (asuras), serpent
spirits (nagas), garuda-like celestial birds (supannas),
heavenly musicians (gandhabbas), nature spirits or
ogres (yakkhas), and mythical celestial beings, often
depicted as part human and part bird, male and
female (kinnaras and kinnaris)—Editor’s note.

%1 Venateyyas are garuda-like celestial birds,
traditionally regarded as the descendants of Vinat3;
kirhpurisas are mythical semi-human beings whose
name literally means “what sort of men?”, reflecting
their hybrid nature in Indian cosmology—Editor’s
note.

jewels, for the Thera’s relics at the
Ghosita monastery.

Then, disciples and lay followers
remembered the Thera’s virtues, crying
and lamenting. So they reflected: “Alas!
Our preceptor, by his wisdom, has
connected us with the excellent Dhamma!”

In the evening, carrying lamps,
incense, and other offerings, the
followers went to the monastery. The
Blessed One, seated on the excellent
Dhamma-seat, glowing with seven
[kinds of] jewels, preached the sweet
Dhamma in the evening. At the con-
clusion of the discourse, all the people
attained the fruit of stream-entry and
beyond.

From that time onward, the lay
follower Sambala, having scattered
countless wealth in the Buddha’s
dispensation, made even greater
merit. Having gone forth into the
dispensation, he developed concentration
and insight, attained arhatship, and
reached the final release of existence
in the nirvana-element, as the result
of [the cessation of] aggregates and
materiality produced by karma.

The discourse on Gavampati is complete.
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MANUSCRIPT STUDY

A UNIFIED TRANSLITERATION SYSTEM FOR MAINLAND SOUTHEAST
ASIAN SCRIPTS: PRINCIPLES, INVENTORY, AND EXAMPLES

Trent Walker!

ABSTRACT—This article proposes a unified Roman-script transliteration
system for Indic and vernacular scripts used in the Theravada cultural
sphere of mainland Southeast Asia, including Khmer, Khom, Thai, Lao,
Tham, Lue, Shan, Mon, and Burmese. Designed for researchers working
with inscriptions and manuscripts from the second millennium cE, the
system provides a consistent, one-way reversible protocol applicable
across multiple languages and scripts. The full scheme—comprising 25
transliteration tables with 401 consonants, vowels, diacritics, and other
signs—is presented in an online appendix, along with a user guide. The
article outlines the system’s principles, inventories its symbols, and
illustrates its application through 17 examples drawn from inscriptions,

manuscripts, and early printed books.

KEYWORDS: Inscriptions; Manuscripts; Philology; Southeast Asian Scripts;

Transliteration

Introduction

Transliteration—the act of converting
text from one script to another—has
long been an essential tool for Southeast
Asian studies. Though Unicode repre-
sentations are improving for even the
rarest writing systems in the region,
there are still specific applications where
researchers need to accurately record
orthographic features within and across
different scripts and languages. This
article proposes a new, unified Roman-
script transliteration system for the
various Brahmi-based scripts used for
recording texts in Pali, Sanskrit, and
local vernacular languages across most
of mainland Southeast Asia, including
Cambodia, Laos, Myanmar, and Thailand,
along with parts of China and Vietnam.
The scripts include:

! University of Michigan, Ann Arbor.
Email: ttwalker@umich.edu.

 two from Cambodia and Khmer-
speaking communities in Thailand
and Vietnam (Khmer Mul and
Chrieng); two from central and
southern Thailand (Thai and Khom);
+ three from Laos and northeast
Thailand (modern Lao, Lao Buhan/
Tai Noi, and Tham Lao);
+ one from northern Thailand (Tham
Lanna; support for Fak Kham, Thai
Nithet, and other related scripts
follows the protocols for Thai and Lao);
* two from Yunnan province, China
(new Tai Lue and the traditional
Tham Lue);
« and four used primarily in Myanmar
(Burmese, Mon, Tham Khuen, and
traditional and reformed versions of
Shan).
The system also provides provisional
support for the transliteration of a dis-
tinctive group of scripts closely related
to Shan, known collectively as Lik Tai,
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whose variants are used by different Tai
groups in select regions of southwest
China, northeast India, northern Laos,
and northern Myanmar.

Separate transliteration systems
already exist for many of these scripts,
so why bother with a new system?
A unified system is superior for four
reasons: (1) it underscores the close
relationships between the various
scripts of the region and the languages
they record; (2) it allows for rapid,
script-neutral comparison between
the many words and texts that are
shared across the region; (3) it supports
precision in the philological work of
textual criticism, including the editing,
proofreading, translation, analysis, and
comparisons of handwritten documents;
and (4) it provides a potential basis for
the technical work of refining automated
script conversion, multilingual databases,
and other digital tools for representing
Southeast Asian writing systems.

My aim in creating this unified
system is to make the transliteration
of these scripts as user-friendly as
possible. The scripts involved, especially
those in the Khmer/Khom and Tham
families, are among the most complex
non-logographic writing systems in the
world. The method offered here, while
providing support for the abundance
of different characters required, aims
to organize these many possible forms
in a logical way. Since the field’s knowl-
edge of Southeast Asian manuscript
traditions is still developing, the modular
approach of the system is crafted to be
open for expansion as new forms are
studied and documented in academic
publications.

Transliteration is a tool for repre-
senting the way a document is written.

The historical phonology of mainland
Southeast Asian languages is complex;
the way vernacular languages such
as Burmese, Khmer, Lao, or Thai are
pronounced today is often markedly
different from the way they were
pronounced when the scripts used to
write them first took shape (for Khmer
as a paradigmatic example, see Antelme
2002: 6-11). For many applications,
phonemic and phonetic transcription—
both of which aim to record how words
in a language are pronounced at a given
time, with varying degrees of precision—
are much more useful tools than the
form of graphic transliteration presented
here.

At the same time, transcription
systems—whether broad (phonemic)
or narrow (phonetic) in approach—
obscure how words are spelled in
Southeast Asian scripts and are not
easily reversible from the romanization
back to the original. For many applica-
tions, such reversibility is not neces-
sary. Anthropologists and other social
scientists today generally prefer to
use simplified transcription systems
that render phonemes in a very broad
way. For Thai, these include the Royal
Thai General System of Transcription
(RTGS, as adopted by this journal),* the
romanization of Thai promulgated by
the Asien-Afrika-Institut, University
of Hamburg (Peera 2018: 186-187), and
the somewhat more complex system
proposed by the Library of Congress.’
These systems are easy to use and
appropriate for a wide range of applications,

2 Available at: https://www.ratchakitcha.soc.go.th/
DATA/PDF/2542/D/037/11.PDF.

3 Available at: https://www.loc.gov/catdir/cpso/
romanization/thai.pdf.
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both academic and popular. In some
fields of linguistics, narrow phonetic
transcriptions, made with recourse to
the International Phonetic Alphabet
(IPA), are required; no widely used
system allows for finer calibration of
phonemic or phonetic precision than IPA.
The system I present here is crafted
with different intellectual aims in mind.
For many humanistic disciplines,
including the domains of textual studies,
paleography, and historical linguistics,
the precision afforded by transliteration
remains indispensable. This system was
devised with the current needs of these
researchers in mind, with a secondary
goal of supporting future projects to
build searchable corpora, automated
script converters, and other digital
tools. In short, the present system is in
no way intended as a replacement for
RTGS, IPA, or other standard systems
of transcription; it is a transliteration
scheme specifically designed for phi-
lologists, codicologists, epigraphers,
and others who require a rigorous
approach to written texts across
multiple languages in Southeast Asia.

Context and General Principles

Whenever possible, the present unified
system is intended to match existing
standards of transliteration for the
languages and scripts involved. First,
it follows the currently accepted Indic
standard of ISO 15919:2001 for the
applicable graphemes in Pali and
Sanskrit,* though to the exclusion of
ISO’s conventions for other South Asian
languages, which only rarely feature

* Documentation accessible at: https://www.iso.org/
standard/28333.html.

in Southeast Asian manuscripts and
inscriptions. Second, it draws on systems
for the Indic-based transliteration of
Southeast Asian scripts, especially the
systems developed by Francophone
scholars such as Saveros Pou (Lewitz
1969), Louis Gabaude (1979: [81]-[96]),
Francois Bizot (1988: 124-127), and
Anatole-Roger Peltier (1987: 613-619).
Aspects of these systems, long promul-
gated in publications from the Ecole
francaise d’Extréme-Orient (EFEO), have
been refined in recent years by Olivier
de Bernon (Bernon et al. 2004: xliii-xlv;
2018: cvii-cviii) and Gregory Kourilsky
(2015: 27-29), among others. Third, it
attempts to model itself after influen-
tial systems focused on specific scripts,
including those detailed by Harald
Hundius (1990) for the Lanna variety
of Tham script, Michel Antelme
(2002, 2007) for Khmer and Khom, and
Christian Lammerts & Arlo Griffiths
(2016; see also Lammerts 2018: xi-xiii)
for Burmese.

For various reasons, my proposed
system varies in certain ways from
those cited above, mainly for purposes
of consistency across languages, but
also for the sake of some broader
principles, which 1 spell out in greater
detail below. In concrete terms, the
system is designed to closely follow
Lammerts & Griffiths’ system (2016)
for Burmese and related standards for
Mon; the principal difference lies in the
treatment of independent vowels in
general and the multivalent letter a in
particular. It changes a few points for
the standard transliteration of Khmer
to supply additional support for the
complex forms encountered in manu-
script sources. Finally, while remain-
ing close to various EFEO systems, it
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aims to offer a more robust and con-
sistent system for the scripts used to
record various Tai languages, for which
unified norms are not currently in prac-
tice. Therefore, the most significant
innovations of the present system con-
cern various details as well as some
overarching principles in the translit-
eration of Khom, Lao, Thai, Tham, Lue,
and Shan scripts. As mentioned above,
the system’s support for Lik Tai scripts
beyond Shan is only provisional at this
stage; more detailed research into the
history and variety of forms found in
this script family, along the lines con-
ducted by David Wharton on Tai Nuea
(2017), are needed before translitera-
tion norms can be established.

Most transliteration systems strive
to balance two aims: reversibility and
readability. By the former, I mean the
capability of a human or computer to
seamlessly move in at least one direction
between a given script and its roman-
ization. By the latter, I mean the human
potential to process semantic mean-
ing from the romanization. Given the
complexity of Southeast Asian scripts,
fulfilling both aims is not always pos-
sible. For instance, no major translitera-
tion system into Roman script attempts
to reproduce the exact left-to-right
sequence and top-to-bottom placement
of vowels and consonants in Southeast
Asian Brahmi-based scripts; to do so
would create a chaotic system that
would be extremely unwieldy for a
human to read, input, and check for
errors. I have tried to balance creating
a system that is as reversible as possible
with one that a human reader, par-
ticularly someone skilled in reading
handwritten documents in one or more
Southeast Asian languages, can understand

and implement without undue difficulty.
Secondary  considerations concern
relative ease of typing and fidelity to
broader principles, such as avoiding
the use of capital letters, prioritizing
Roman-script  glyphs with  broad
support across modern fonts, making
Indic-language texts and terms as
recognizable as possible, and matching
historically related characters across
scripts. The lattermost consideration
is only partially achievable, given the
still-evolving field of Southeast Asian
paleography, but I have tried to ensure
that visually and paleographically
related markers are transliterated
consistently throughout the system. Since
transliteration is used far more often by
researchers focusing on the past than
the present, the system prioritizes
older forms of scripts, particularly the
orthographic practices for those scripts
followed in traditional manuscripts
and inscriptions. The system can still
capture all the major reformed scripts
of the region developed in the 20th
century (e.g., contemporary versions
of Lao, Lue, and Shan), but users should
note that these often entail extra
complications in transliteration.

In terms of reversibility, the system
is designed to be reversible by a com-
puter in one direction only, namely
from the transliteration back to the
original script. In the process of translit-
eration, human users of this system are
expected to add additional editorial
data, including by marking word divisions,
disambiguating ambiguous forms, joining
words separated by breaks, and eliding
the inherent vowel as appropriate
(notably for Tai languages and Middle/
Modern Khmer, scripts in which the
inherent vowel killer/syllable-suppression
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marker [virama] is not deployed
consistently). A computer algorithm, if
not trained through machine learning
models on a vast dataset, would not
be able to accurately replicate such
transliterations from the original
script alone. Transliterations per-
formed according to this system
thus contain more data than the
original documents they represent;
transliterations are always interpreta-
tions, not perfect mirrors. That said, the
system is designed to produce trans-
literations that can be unambiguously
converted back to the original script,
whether by a human or a computer.
The DHARMA system promulgated
by Déniel Balogh & Arlo Griffiths (2020)
—which focuses on Balinese, Cam
(i.e., Cham), Javanese, Kannada, Khmer,
Malay, Prakrit, Sanskrit, Sundanese,
Tamil, and Telugu sources, especially
but not exclusively those dating
between the 6th and 13th centuries—is
the closest model to what is proposed
here. The present system differs from
the DHARMA system in that it is focused
squarely on mainland Southeast Asian
Buddhist documents from the past 500
years, and therefore on a different range
of languages and scripts. Many scripts
for recording vernacular languages in
the region have become increasingly
intricate over the centuries. Pali
requires just eight or eleven vowel
signs, depending on how one counts;
Sanskrit demands only a handful more.
By contrast, the vowel forms listed in
this system include some 230 different
independent and dependent forms,
along with an enriched consonant
inventory and several dozen additional
diacritics, numerals, tone marks,
abbreviations, punctuation symbols,

and other conventions of translitera-
tion, for a total of 401 forms. I have
excluded most single-character allographs
and other variants that primarily
matter for stylistic reasons. The system
is not meant to be a complete inventory
of all possible letter forms in the
region, but rather to serve as a reasonably
consistent and comprehensive tool for
the transliteration of epigraphic and
manuscript sources in the nominally
“Theravada” regions of mainland South-
east Asia between the 15th and 20th
centuries. That said, for students of one
or more languages of the region, the
abundance of different forms recorded
in the tables should provide a fertile
basis for comparison and further study.

The system follows five general
principles:

1. Unlike a few other prominent
systems, it is not case sensitive,
meaning all transliterated text is
normally in lowercase. Capitalization
may then be applied, as desired, to
proper names, the first member
of text titles, and other situations
that would be natural in English,
French, and other languages that
use Roman script.

2. To the extent that is practical,
transliterations are selected for
their graphic parallels to the original
Southeast Asian graphemes they
represent. My aim here is to make
learning and using the system,
particularly the vowel arrangements
and diacritic and tone mark place-
ments, as intuitive as possible for
those already familiar with one or
more Southeast Asian languages.

3. The system is designed to mirror
the modular features of vowels and
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diacritics in Southeast Asian scripts.
A relatively small number of
symbols may be combined to create
many possible syllable structures.
I have designed the transliteration
of diacritics and vowels with this
principle in mind. Every rendering
of a particular vowel or set of stack-
ing diacritics, no matter how com-
plex, can be expressed as a sum of its
parts. I have included simple equa-
tions to describe the logic behind
each of the more complex renderings
included in this system. For instance,
select variations on the base vowel @
are described as follows: e = ce+i, @ =
ce+, @y = Gevy, @ = ce+, @y = Ge+y.

4, 1 have tried to increase the
readability and aesthetic appeal of
the system by reducing as much
visual clutter as possible. In com-
parison to other systems, this means
using more stacking diacritics,
replacing numerical tone marks with
diacritics, and dividing the vast
numbers of possible vowels into 17
easily recognizable groups—a, g, d,
i,i,ur,e,®,adio,au, e, cead,ida, ud, and
ui—that correspond to discrete
orthographies and phonologies in
mainland Southeast Asian languages.
5. I have worked to ensure that the
system is simple and efficient to
type within the frameworks of
existing fonts, keyboards, and
encoding systems.

The system is designed to be as
consistent as possible across the different
scripts and languages involved. At the
same time, some special conventions
need to be followed for certain scripts.
For multilingual compositions, including
Indic-vernacular bitexts (Walker 2020)

that include whole phrases in Pali and
Sanskrit (rather than just Indic loan-
words) in Southeast Asian scripts,
I recommend marking such Indic
passages in bold. This helps in the case
of Shan books and manuscripts, which
sometimes employ Burmese script for
the Pali portions. Marking the Pali with
boldface allows the vernacular-language
passages to follow the transliteration
conventions for Shan script, while the
Pali can match those for Burmese script.

Second, for Southeast Asian lan-
guages that do not regularly use a final
inherent vowel suppressor or a syllable-
final marker (i.e., Indic virama, discussed
further below), namely Middle/Modern
Khmer, Khom, and most Tai languages
apart from Shan and contemporary Lue,
word-final inherent a should not be
transliterated if it was not pronounced
at the time the document was produced.
This requires some contextual discern-
ment (e.g., Thai brah buddh wsgwns /
p"ra 'phut/, “the Buddha” vs Thai brah
buddha cé Wsewnsian /phra phut.tha
'tea:w/, “Lord Buddha”) but ultimately
produces a much more useful translit-
eration to a human reader and matches
existing conventions for these languages.
If there is doubt about whether a final
a was pronounced, particularly in older
documents, then it should be main-
tained in transliteration. This editorial
convention of selectively dropping the
final inherent a still maintains one-way
reversibility (transliteration back to
the original script). However, it is one
of several conventions that make this
system more complex, if not impos-
sible, for a computer to algorithmically
generate on the basis of the script alone.

Other conventions that prevent a
computer from easily generating a
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transliteration on the basis of the
original script, if not inputted with
zero-width spaces, include the salience
of word division in the system. A human
transliterating a Southeast Asian docu-
ment is expected to add word divisions
via placing spaces (and in certain cases,
a few other marks) between words and
to use hyphens to reunite words sepa-
rated by breaks or unwanted forms of
hiatus. Unlike some systems of roman-
ization for Southeast Asian languages,
which impose complex rules of word
division (such as the Library of Congress
system), the basic principle advocated
here is that vernacular lexical items that
can function on their own, or can be ref-
erenced as such in standard dictionaries,
must be marked as separate words
(e.g., Thai mudulve gvam pén daiy,
“Thainess”).  Reduplicative  and/or
elaborate expressions should likewise
be split into their component parts,
without hyphenation (e.g., Khmer pay
luk pay la MLSGRNLS], “[the game of
making] mud’ pies”). Indic-derived
samdsa compounds should be kept
intact in accordance with the conven-
tions for Pali and Sanskrit (e.g., catu-
ariyasaccadhamma (“the four Noble-Truth
Dhammas”), with hyphen added to
prevent vowel hiatus).

Finally, the system is designed to
function slightly differently for the two
major kinds of Brahmi-based scripts in
the region, namely those that use a
complete set of subscript consonants
and independent vowels (Khmer, Khom,
Tham, Mon, and Burmese) and those
that generally write all consonants in
their full form and lack a complete set of
independent vowels (Thai, Lao, and
reformed Lue, along with Shan and
other related Lik Tai scripts). To maintain

appropriate parallels across languages,
consonant clusters and certain vowel
combinations in the latter group of
scripts need to be transliterated
as if they functioned like the former
group of scripts. In other words, the
inherent vowel a should not be translit-
erated between members of a conso-
nant cluster. For example, what is
written in Khmer script as {fNtW
(/prisj/, “ghost”) and in Thai script as
Wg1e (/phra;j/, of the same meaning)
are both transliterated as bray.
The Roman-script string brdy, when
preceded and followed by a space, can
be unambiguously converted back to
the original forms in each script. This is
straightforward for humans skilled in
the languages at hand; a computer
algorithm would simply need to follow
a slightly different logic for Khmer
(with subscript ra) vs Thai (with
full-form ra), and therefore needs to be
informed which script it should use for
converting a given transliteration.

The chief advantage of following
these additional script-based rules is
that words with similar etymologies are
much more readily compared across
languages (Khmer and Thai bray offering
a case in point; for further examples, see
Antelme 2002: 13). Moreover, vernacular
words derived from Indic terms appear
in transparently parallel ways in different
scripts, despite their contrasting pho-
nologies (e.g., Thai brah buddh wszwwns /
phra 'ptut/ vs Khmer brah buddh {1:0¢ /
preah 'pot/). When whole phrases in
Pali and Sanskrit are used in a document,
these are transliterated in essentially
the same way for the scripts traditionally
used for Indic languages in the region
(e.g., Khmer script ﬁ]ﬁtﬁ indriyam,
“faculty”; Tham script 8[5‘3’;00 indriyarn;
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Burmese script g})@oé indriyarn). Variant
systems for conveying Pali in Thai, Lao,
Lue, and other scripts are transliterated
in a way that makes those alternative
conventions clear (e.g., modern Thai-
script Pali indriyam 8unsey vs tradi-
tional Thai-script Pali inedriydn Buvisén;
traditional Thai-script Pali sdnghdn _
nahmami &2 ugwd, “I pay homage to
the Sangha” vs traditional Lao-script
Pali sdngdn _ nahmami §969 V=09, i.e.,
sangharh namami). The 17 transliteration
examples presented at the end of this
article cover these and many other
common situations across a range of
scripts and languages.

Inventory of Symbols

Inputting texts in this transliteration
system is intended to be a straightfor-
ward process for users working with
modern computers, software, and fonts.
On macOS, for instance, almost all the
symbols, including the stacking diacritics,
can be typed with the built-in ABC
Extended keyboard layout.® Since the
system relies on stacking multiple
diacritics on a single Roman letter,
some older fonts will not display these
features correctly. This is because the
required combinations do not all exist
as precomposed characters in Unicode
(the string a, for instance, exists as a
precomposed character, but a, d, and
a do not). Fonts that are fully Unicode
compliant on Mac, Windows, and other
platforms—such as Gentium Plus
(as used by this journal), Times New

> A special macOS layout devised for this system,
which allows for more efficient input, can be freely
downloaded from www.trentwalker.org/tools. A similar
custom layout would be possible to design for
Windows or Linux.

Roman, Arial Unicode MS, Brill, and
many other modern fonts—have no
issues with the stacking diacritics
required; typing the full inventory of
symbols, including the more obscure
ones used for transliterating unusual
forms of Southeast Asian punctuation,
may require a few special characters
borrowed from other fonts.

The specific symbols required in this
system are as follows. Among the 26
Roman letters, all are used except for f,
d, W, X, and z. These correspond to the
21 letters used in the ISO transliteration
of Pali and Sanskrit. In ISO, the relevant
additional single diacritics include:

« the macron above () for marking

long vowels (a, 7, @ as opposed to

short a, i, u);

* the ring below (,) for vocalic

consonants (r, 7, , );

+ the dot below () for marking

retroflex consonants (t, d, n, I, s) and

the visarga (h);

+ the dot above () for marking

selected nasals (11, m);

+ the candrabindu sign () for

marking the eponymous special

nasal (h);

sthetilde () for the palatal nasal (71);

« the acute accent (") for the palatal

sibilant ();

» the apostrophe (' or ’; the present

system prefers the former) for the

avagraha (e.g., cintyavigato ‘cintyah,

“the inconceivable [is that which is]

departed from thought”).

Single-graph Indic aspirates are
marked with h (kh, gh, ch, jh, th, dh, th,
dh, ph, bh) and Indic compound vowels
are presented as e, o, ai, and au. Numerals
0-9 are provided in their modern-day
Hindu-Arabic equivalents. Multiple
numeral systems within a single document
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can be distinguished via underlining;
see ONLINE APPENDIX: TABLE 6 for
details.

These I1SO conventions continue
unchanged in the current system. Two
other common Indic symbols required
for Sanskrit that are not explicitly
represented in ISO are the virama
(inherent vowel killer/syllable-suppres-
sion marker) and the repha (diacritical
medial r). The present system marks
the former with the interpunct ( - ),
for example: sambuddhair anuvainitam:,
“praised by the buddhas”), and the
latter with an r plus a dieresis (7) as in
muidhna, “with the head”. Both symbols
are common in various Southeast Asian
scripts, including for non-Sanskrit
usages.

Additional Modifiers as Diacritics

Sanskrit-derived conventions can only
take us so far, however. For the
transliteration of Southeast Asian
languages as well as other textual
conventions of manuscripts and in-
scriptions in the region, other symbols
need to be added. For Southeast Asian
consonants, in addition to the ISO
norms for Pali and Sanskrit, a set of
additional modifiers are used as
diacritics. These include:
« the dot above (") for marking
modified consonants, mostly in Tai
scripts (kh, g, t, t, p, ph, b, plus jwith a
dieresis instead of the redundant
single dot for j);
+ the double acute accent above
(") for Khmer consonants modified
with the musikadant i, 1, g, m, ¥, 7,
v, 1);
« the circumflex accent above (") for
Khmer consonants modified with the

trisabd (p, S, h, ), for Lue consonants

modified with a visually similar

mark (d, p, @), and for a diacritical
version of the medial nasal n in

several scripts (A);

+ the dieresis () for marking

diacritical consonants on the model

of the repha, including a few special
diacritical consonants employed in

Tham script (k, v, plus #i, a variant

form of f).

For a full inventory of consonants,
including those covered by ISO for Pali
and Sanskrit as well as those distinct to
Southeast Asian languages, see ONLINE
APPENDIX: TABLE 1.

The Multivalent Letter a

The multivalent functions of the letter
a (Burmese 32; Khmer &; Tham o3)—at
once an independent vowel, an initial/
medial consonant, a dependent vowel,
and final glottal stop or tone marker—
pose distinct challenges in translitera-
tion. The present system requires one
additional symbol to handle certain
situations involving this letter in
Burmese, Khmer, Khom, Mon, and Tham
scripts, namely the feminine ordinal
indicator ( ® ). This symbol, widely
available in most Roman-script fonts
because it is required in Romance-
language typesetting, was selected in
place of g or the apostrophe, as used
in other systems. The feminine ordinal
indicator has the advantage of retaining
the appearance of a despite the
distinct function taken by this letter in
specific cases. The letter g works well
in languages such as Khmer, which
allows for initial and medial glottal
stops, but is a more awkward fit for
Burmese. The apostrophe, already taken
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by the avagraha in 1SO, has the distinct
disadvantage of automatic conversion
to specific right vs left and/or straight vs
curly forms in many software programs,
making consistent representation more
challenging. Regarding the form of the
feminine ordinal indicator, whether
it appears as underlined (as in this
Gentium Plus font) or not (as in Times
New Roman and many other common
fonts) depends solely on the font and
does not affect transliteration.

For the scripts with a full set of
independent vowels and consonantal
subscripts (once again: Burmese, Khmer,
Khom, Mon, and Tham), the letter a
takes six different functions. Each
function is transliterated with a variant
of a, namely (1) as q, (2) as g, and (3a-3d)
as®

(1) the independent vowel a in
word-initial position, transliterated as
a in all scripts as in ISO: e.g., Pali
attha, “goal; meaning”; Burmese akyor-h
39@@3@ “line; reason”; Khmer #{fi#
anrin, “hammock”; preceded by a
hyphen when part of a longer com-
pound, as in Pali catu-ariyasaccadhamma;

(2) the vowel-marker a, often repre-
senting the back vowels /o/ or /a/,
transliterated as q, i.e., a with a dot
below: e.g., Tham rad N2, “to arrive”;
see ONLINE APPENDIX: TABLE 3.2 for
an inventory of combinations with both
full forms and subscripts; not relevant
for Mon or Burmese scripts;

(3a) the vowel-support or glottal-stop
(Burmese, Khmer, Khom, Mon, Tham)
consonant q, used in initial position for
dependent vowels of the i, i, u, e, @, ai, o,
or au groups in place of the correspond-
ing independent forms, transliterated
with the feminine ordinal indicator:
e.g., Khmer “oy it vs oy g, oy Qj, or

oy @j “to give”; Modern Burmese “ip-
390 vs the alternative older spelling ip-

0, “to sleep”;

(3b) the glottal-stop (Khmer, Khom,
Mon, Tham) consonant a, used as a
subscript in medial position for any
vowel except independent i, i, u, e, di, o,
or au, likewise transliterated with the
feminine ordinal indicator: e.g., Modern
Khmer kéaek i’““ “crow”, vs the rare
independent vowel form kek 71
Modern Khmer p%in {8, “younger sib-
ling”, vs the older forth phun §8; Khmer
keak [, “to cough”; Mon s¢ ah Qs3, “tobe
clean

(3c) the consonant-support letter
a (Khmer, Khom, Mon, Tham), used in
initial position when followed by a
consonantal subscript, likewise translit-
erated with the feminine ordinal
indicator: e.g., Khmer “nak Hf, “person”;
Old Mon 4cim- :{25, “to feed”; Tham

ayil ),» “to live’;

(3 ) the final glottal-stop (Mon) or
tone-marker (Burmese) letter a, used in
final position either in full form
following a dependent, independent, or
inherent vowel, likewise transliterated
with the feminine ordinal indicator;
or as a subscript attached directly to a
final consonant, transliterated with the
feminine ordinal indicator modified
with the macron below, a symbol
I return to shortly: e.g., Old Mon vo- - col

35, “this”; Mon gadul- 0333 “ferry”;
Old Burmese e* €3, a partlcle [modern
e ‘el; Old Burmese ruy* qu5, a
conjunction [modern ﬁ r].

Following the rules above obviates
marking independent vowels differently
when in word-initial position. This
allows Indic-language texts and passages
—as well as many of the Southeast Asian
words of Indic origin that use indepen-
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dent vowels in Burmese, Khmer, Khom,
Mon, and Tham script—to be presented
in the exact ISO standard, without the
clutter of extra symbols or conventions,
such as marking all independent vowels
with capital letters or a particular sign
such as the degree symbol. A complete
listing of the relevant independent
vowels appears in ONLINE APPENDIX:
TABLE 2.

For scripts without a full set of
independent vowels and consonantal
subscripts (Thai, Lao, Lue, Lik Tai, and
Shan), only functions (1) and (2) are
relevant for producing unambiguous
transliterations; the feminine ordinal
indicator (?) is not required. The vowel-
support/glottal-stop consonant a—
whether in initial or medial position—is
simply transcribed as inherent a or
according to whatever dependent vowel
is attached. Marking this vowel-
support/glottal-stop consonant a with
the feminine ordinal marker or any
other symbol is unnecessary, as there is
no possible ambiguity in initial position.
When that same letter a serves as a
dependent vowel, it is transliterated as a
instead. For example: Shan c'ip- 7103,
“to be suitable”; Lao itdiban Soiiwb,
“influence”; Thai @a bia Bole, “to
help”; tap mou, “to respond” (/to:p/) vs
pha-ap Woy, “casket” (/pha.?op/), with a
hyphen added to avoid hiatus.

Southeast Asian Vowels

For the transliteration of Southeast
Asian vowels not represented in ISO,
three additional graphemes (@ [a
digraph of a+e], ce [o+e], and g, repre-
senting a modified ce) are added along
with a series of diacritics. The added
diacritics include:

« the breve (), used for the identically
shaped sarhyog safifia, mdi han akas,
and related marks to create short
versions of a and e (g, &) in various
scripts as well as a final -k (&, 1) in
Tham script;
« the inverted breve ("), used for the
identically shaped addhacand over a,
0, and, more rarely, 5 (4, 6, 0);
+ the inverted circumflex or caret
above ( ), used for the lekh asta or
mdi tai gtﬁ over aand e (d, &);
« the ring above ( ), used for the
identically shaped symbol in Lao
and Tham script to mark the back
vowel /a/ (d), and for m in cases
where it is used as a similar vowel
marker in Mon script: e.g., Lao kd 7,
“clump”; Mon kd 03, “neck”, vs Mon
karm 0, “karma’;
« the double acute above (") or
musikadant, which is used to modify
consonants in Khmer, also appears
over inherent a in older forms of
Thai (d), sometimes with a similar
function to the addhacand: e.g., sdk
dn, “year”, and sometimes akin to
the ring above: e.g., cha & or chdv 9,
“six”.
In addition, a few Roman-script diacrit-
ics already described for use with conso-
nants take on different functions when
used to modify vowels. These include:
« the dot below ( . ), typically placed
under i to create variations of the
back vowel /w/ (i);
« the dot above (), used for a special
Tham diacritical form of the vowel
mark usually notated as a ring above
and for the similar Khmer/Khom
usage of the dandaghat in place of
the lekh asta (a);
« the dieresis (), used for the
yugalabindu in Khmer (i) and dia-
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critical versions of e and @ in Shan

and Tham scripts (¢, &).
The symbols above may be combined
with each other and with existing 1SO
conventions to produce the full variety
of dependent vowels; for a listing of
209 possible Southeast Asian forms, see
ONLINE APPENDIX: TABLE 3.

Tone Markers

While Khmer and Mon do not require
tone markers apart from exceptional in-
stances of loanwords, Burmese and the
various Tai languages developed differ-
ent systems for marking tone. For tone
markers in Tai, a set of six symbols are
used in transliteration. The first four
correspond to the tone marks in Thai
and Lao script, while the last two allow
for the fifth and sixth tone markers in
the most recently reformed versions
of Shan script (note that the modern
Shan tone markers, in contrast to most
Tai systems, mark lexical tone directly,
as in Vietnamese, rather than as one
of several factors that determine tone,
as in Thai, Lao, and Lue). Taking ka as a
sample syllable, these symbols include:

1. the grave above ( ) for the first
tone mark (Thai mdi ek), as in ka
(Lanna o)o, “to protect”; Shan O
“to hinder”);

2. the acute above (") for the second
tone mark (mdi do), as in kd (Lao 1",
“to dare”; Shan o3, “price”);

3. the tilde above ( ) for the third
tone mark (mdi tri), as in ka (Shan 73,
“car”) or kat (Thai fine, “kerosene”);
4. the hook above (") for the fourth
tone mark (mdi cdfva), as in ka (Thai
1, “to be bold”);

5. the cedilla below ( , ) for the fifth
tone mark as in kg (Shan o1., “to trade”);
6. the hook below ( , ), as in kg (Shan
o, “money”).

The representation of tone markers
in Burmese continues the system artic-
ulated by Lammerts & Griffiths (2016)
except for the treatment of final a as
a tone marker, which is transliterated
with the feminine ordinal indicator, as
discussed above. A related set of tone
markers, used for Shan script during the
late 19th through mid-20th centuries,
are transliterated according to the
conventions for Burmese. For a full
listing of the tone markers discussed
above, see ONLINE APPENDIX: TABLE 4.

Managing Consonant Clusters

Southeast Asian languages also require
features in transliteration that do not
neatly fall into the main categories of
consonants, vowels, and tone markers.
For these cases, a handful of additional
Roman-script symbols are needed, namely
the macron below, the tilde, the
ampersand, the macron above, the
bullet, and the interpunct. For a com-
plete account of these and other related
forms, see ONLINE APPENDIX: TABLE 5.
The macron below ( _) is perhaps the
most complex of these symbols in terms
of its deployment. The rules for its use
are as follows.

For Burmese, Mon, Khmer, Khom,
and Tham scripts, whenever two or
three consonants appear together, with-
out any intervening dependent or in-
herent vowel, the second (and third,
when applicable) member of such
clusters represent subscripts in the
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original script and do not need to be
marked with the macron below. However,
when a subscript appears outside of an
ordinary cluster, the macron below
marks all such instances, whether they
function as finals, medials, or even
initials (e.g., Khmer darn Qj, “all”; Tham
dan g, “all”; Tham braya [(')do, “lord”;
Tham nai <§, “in”; Tham jetavdnna aram
CRO29QR08Y, “Jetavana monastery”).
This usage is essential for preventing
ambiguity, indicating the proper
sequence for typing, and replicating
traditional spelling conventions (for
example, Khom kal M), “time,” follows a
different Unicode sequence and final
representation than Khom kla m, “to be
brave”; it would be imprecise to render
both as kla). Such usages are rare in
modern Khmer, but common in older
documents; they are pervasive in Khom
and Tham scripts. Since well over half
the words in any given Khom or
Tham document may feature subscripts
outside of clusters, the symbol for
marking them must only affect the
consonant in question while remaining
unobstrusive to the reader. The macron
below was selected for this reason.
The macron below is not needed for
documents in Burmese, but a similar
usage appears in some Mon words
(e.g., Mon dah- 53, “to be”).

For Thai and Lao scripts, in which
consonants are normally written in full
form on the main line of text, the
macron below is necessary to mark any
and all subscripts. Older forms of Thai
feature only a couple ligatures (br, ji).
Modern Lao texts use a handful regu-
larly (hn vv, hm v, hl ), but traditional
forms of Lao Buhan/Thai Noi employ a
wide range of ligatures composed with
subscripts, all of which must be marked
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with the macron below to prevent
ambiguity with non-ligature spellings
(e.g., Lao hluan 299 vs hluan o9,
“great”).

My usage of the macron below is re-
lated to two diacritics used in Thai script
for marking consonant clusters. The
Thai bindu or dot below appears
under any consonant to make clear that
the following consonant should be
understood as a subscript (e.g., Pali
aftharn oms); it is transliterated with
the ring below (). A related Thai
diacritic for marking such clusters is the
yamdkkar, notated with the macron
above (the same symbol used to modify
vowels such as long a and the special Tai
0), placed on top of the consonant thus
modified (e.g., Thai hluan Viaay; Pali
afrajo o519, i.e., atrajo).

Repetition and Suppression Marks

Several Southeast Asian scripts feature
repeater marks. The full tilde (~) stands
for the Tham repeater mark known as
mdi jam, which generally is used to
repeat syllable-level text in special
graphic compounds (e.g., Tham pai~va
ég): pronounced /baj bua/, “lotus leaf”).
The ampersand ( & ) stands for a
different repeater mark, known as mdi
yamak in Thai and lekh do in Khmer,
which is more often used to repeat
whole words or phrases (e.g., Khmer ni
muoy & §g ty%, pronounced /nimusj
nimusj/, “each and all”).

Finally, the bullet ( ¢ ) is used to
transliterate the syllable-suppression
mark known as dandaghat in Khmer and
ra ham in Tham, used to indicate when a
medial or final letter or syllable should
not be pronounced (e.g., Thai kardnt
Susl, itself a term for dandaghat).
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A related symbol, derived from the Indic
virama (transliterated by the interpunct
[ - ], as discussed above) serves to
suppress the inherent a vowel and/or
mark the end of a syllable in Burmese,
Lik Tai, Mon, Shan, 0ld Khmer, and the
new Tai Lue script (e.g., Lue kam- 0y,
Shan kam: o16,, “karma”). One crucial
difference between dandaghat and ra
ham, on the one hand, and the virdma,
on the other, is that the virama only
suppresses an inherent a, while ra ham
and especially dandaghat may suppress
other vowels and indeed entire
syllables, including medial syllables.
Since the virama and the dandaghat/ra
hdm may occasionally occur in the same
document (at least in Cambodia and
Shan State, Myanmar), it is necessary
to transliterate them with slightly
different forms (interpunct vs bullet).

Abbreviation and Punctuation Marks

For abbreviation marks and native-
language punctuation, a set of additional
symbols are needed in transliteration:
» the “at” symbol ( @ ) stands in for
the abbreviated Tai nominative
marker/topic marker dn va in
different scripts, likely derived from
Old Khmer ri, itself possibly related
to Old Javanese ri;
« the backtick () is used as a generic
prefix to mark fixed abbreviated
and/or logographic forms in Tham,
Shan, and Burmese;
» the underscore ( _ ) marks spaces
in the original text;
+ the forward slash ( /) marks line
breaks;
+ the number sign or hash ( # )
stands in variations of the visarga (h)

when used as punctuation, most

often as a space-filler prior to a line

break;

« the circle symbol ( O ) marks string

hole breaks;

« the division sign ( + ) is used for the

Khmer colon;

« the vertical line ( | ) marks the

phrase- or sentence-final danda or

khand in various scripts;

« the bullseye symbol (© ) marks the

kukkutanetr (“chicken’s eye”) for

indicating the beginning of a new
text or section in various scripts;

« the percentage sign ( % ) stands in

for the go mitr, typically appearing

at the end of a passage in various
scripts;

* the section mark ( § ) is used for

a similar symbol in Tham script,

along with two other symbols

(# and %) that mimic section-

dividing marks in various Southeast

Asian scripts.

Bracketed lists are a common
abbreviation device in Khmer and Thai
manuscripts; the less-than or equal to
symbol ( =) is used to notate each item
of a bracketed list; the greater-than or
equal to symbol (=) serves to close such
lists. The remaining common punctua-
tion marks in Roman script, such as the
period (. ), the comma (, ), the exclama-
tion mark (! ), the question mark ( 7 ),
guillemets ( « » ), and single and double
quotation marks (*” and “ ) are reserved
for notating those same symbols when
borrowed directly into a Southeast Asian
script, as is common in modern Khmer
and Lao. For a complete list of abbre-
viated forms and punctuation marks
in non-editorial contexts, see ONLINE
APPENDIX: TABLE 7 and TABLE 8.
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Word Division and Unification

All of the symbols listed above cover
transliteration in the strict sense. The
remaining symbols are technically
editorial marks; they help interpret
word shapes and boundaries, resolve
potential ambiguities, and handle a range
of scribal and editorial annotations.
While these symbols do not have one-on-
one correspondence to Southeast Asian
graphemes, they are necessary for
producing a readable, accurate trans-
literation that resolves all major ambi-
guities. For a comprehensive inventory
of such editorial marks, see ONLINE
APPENDIX: TABLE 9.

The most prominent editorial symbol
is the space ( ), used to mark word
boundaries. Every word in translitera-
tion should be preceded or followed by
a space with the obvious exceptions of
the first and last words in a passage or
a single word cited on its own. Since all
the scripts covered here are normally
written in scriptio continua, any spaces
or other breaks included in the original
text must be marked with the under-
score (_). Spacing is not only important
for human readers, but also for one-way
automated conversion from translitera-
tion back to the original script. This is
because of the special rules concerning
the multivalent letter a in initial, medial,
and final position, as well as the rules
around independent vowels in the
relevant scripts.

The hyphen (- ) is closely related to
the space in that any string that imme-
diately follows a hyphen is transliterat-
ed as if it was in word-initial position. As
an editorial mark, the hyphen allows for
uniting words across line breaks, string-
hole breaks, spacing breaks, and other

situations in which unambiguous
transliteration requires treating a
portion of a word as if it were in word-
initial position, especially for cases
of vowel and consonant hiatus. For
examples with a line break ( /), consider
Burmese ta- / ¢ [ie., 006], “one” or
Tham pra- O dhan [i.e., [oo:g], “chief”.
For examples with vowel hiatus, consider
Pali ma- / ha-anandatthero, “the great
elder Ananda”, with one hyphen joining
across a line break and another for
vowel hiatus; Pali unha-uturn, “hot season”,
to avoid reading the medial string a-u as
the Sanskrit diphthong au; the older
Burmese form a-u 3P, “egg” (Modern
Burmese u e), to avoid confusion with
the independent vowel au G@’S or with
a plus the dependent vowel au, i.e., ‘au
6325. For an example with consonant
hiatus, consider Tham gur-noprakan os
caoo[om:g, “virtuous support”, i.e., Pali
gunopakara, to avoid confusion with the
string rno when the inherent vowel
a on the consonant ra is necessarily
dropped. Finally, the hyphen may retain
its ordinary, albeit optional, editorial
function of linking compounds together.
This is particularly helpful for Indic
compounds spelled according to local
conventions (e.g., Khmer dvetrinsa-
mahdparasalak $${HRJNUIRIANGE, “the
thirty-two marks of a great man”, i.e.,
Pali dvattirmsa-mahapurisalakkhana).
Closely connected to the space and
the hyphen in terms of editorial func-
tion are the equal sign ( =), the degree
symbol ( ° ), the double tilde or almost
equal sign ( = ), and the less-than ( <)
and greater-than (> ) signs. All are con-
cerned with notating peculiar ways
that words might be joined, broken up,
lengthened, or shortened in Southeast
Asian documents; such complications
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in word shape are especially prominent
in manuscript sources.

The equal sign is used in place of the
space when two or more words are
joined via a subscript. It is used to
visually separate each pair of words in
transliteration and make clear that the
second word begins as a subscript
attached to the first (e.g., Tham dn=va
oqc:, nominative case marker; Tham
md=va qo Indic gloss marker; Khmer
sian=ta ﬁ{jﬁ a relative construction,

“those being ones which”; Mon ma=num
9, a relative construction, “which is”;
khom hmak- =kham=pom UNMIYY, “Indian
gooseberry”, i.e., Modern Thai uzeny
Uou mahkham pdm). The equal sign is
the opposite of a hyphen in that it
divides words that are joined in the
original instead of joining words that
are separated. In passages written in
Pali or Sanskrit, pairs of Indic words
joined in this way (e.g., Pali buddhafi=ca
dhammarni=ca, “the Buddha and the
Dhamma”; Sanskrit namas=sivaya, “Homage
to Shiva”) may follow this convention as
well to avoid any ambiguity regarding
the presence or absence of the virama.

Editorial Abbreviation

The degree symbol () is used as a generic
abbreviation marker, including for
abbreviated Pali citations in manuscripts
(e.g., Pali a°nam for arammananarn) and
Mon particles such as °n- ¢ (for yar'l'
¢, nominative case marker) or °n-

(for huin: o?g? accusative case marker).
This symbol can be combined with the
equal sign in cases where abbreviated
syllables are part of two words joined
together via a subscript (e.g., Tham
da°=la° aJ, for dan hlay QCRJ?J’ plural

number marker). None of the above
abbreviations are explicitly marked in
manuscripts; the degree symbol is an
editorial intervention to clarify that
abbreviation is taking place. In the case
of Burmese, for which there are abun-
dant abbreviated forms in manuscripts,
it is not necessary—and often quite
impossible—to use the degree symbol
as described here. In these cases, the
orthography of the abbreviation may
simply be reproduced in transliteration
(eg lh- C\]‘) an abbreviation of lafifih
oY, a particle).

The full tilde ( ~ ) was already
addressed as a transliteration for the
Tham repeater mark known as mdi jar.
When the same phenomenon occurs
without the mdi j'ém, the double tilde or
almost equal sign ( =) is used instead
(e.g., Tham san=ar 239, pronounced /
son sam/, “samsara”). Like the degree
symbol, this is purely an editorial
intervention, but is necessary for
producing a readable transliteration
for a wide range of multisyllabic Tham
compounds abbreviated in this distinct
way.

Hiatus Resolution

The less-than and greater-than signs
come as a pair ( <X> ). They are only
used in special instances of breaks—
whether across lines, string holes, or
other gaps in the original document—
in which part of a dependent vowel sign
is split across lines. The multiplicity of
dependent vowel forms where such a
situation could arise—notably in the 4,
e, @, ai, 0, au, @, ®ea, and ia groups—makes
it nearly impossible to represent these
broken forms comprehensively in trans-
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literation. To avoid these complications,
this system proposes using the less-than
sign to mark the left edge of the portion
of the syllable before the break and the
greater-than sign to mark the right edge
of the portion after the break. The
syllable split across the break is placed
wherever the principal consonant is
written, either before or after the break
depending on the case (e.g., Khmer
<go / > 18/, “cow”, where the ga and
the e portion of the o vowel both
appear before the line break vs Khmer
< / go> i /™, where only the e portion
of the o vowel appears before the line

break).
Other Editorial Marks

Other symbols required for editorial use
include the asterisk ( *X ), the multi-
plication sign ( x ), parentheses ( (X) ),
straight brackets ( [X] ), curly brackets
({X}),and guillemets («X»). The asterisk
maintains its common use in historical
linguistics as a marker for hypothetical
or non-attested forms. It is only relevant
for editorial notes and discussions, not
raw passages of transliterated text. The
multiplication sign, following a common
practice in textual studies, indicates
an illegible letter or syllable; multiple
such signs may appear in a row, always
separated by spaces (e.g., x x x x x), If a
syllable is partially legible, the same
sign may be appended to other symbols
to indicate the undecipherable portions
(e.g. xe, xn, or txy). Single parentheses
( (X)) are set aside for generic editorial
additions. When straight brackets and
curly brackets are in their single form
([X], {X} ), they mark the transliterator’s
own editorial restorations of illegible

passages and deletions of erroneous
passages, respectively. When they appear
in their double form ( ((X)), [[X]], {{X}}),
however, they mark instances of scribal
addition, restoration, and deletion.

Interlinear Annotation

Another set of symbols are designated
for transliterating scribal editorial marks,
especially interlinear annotations. These
include the circumflex accent (X ), the
caret (X ), and the up ( 1X ) and down
( X ) arrows. The circumflex accent
(which looks like a large caret above)
is a scribal word isolation marker that
appears above the main line of text; the
standard caret (which looks like a small
caret below) transliterates a related
form that appears below the line.
In transliteration, both are placed
immediately before the word they
modify. The up and down arrows mark
interlinear annotations placed above or
below the main line of text; the appro-
priate arrow is followed by a translitera-
tion of the annotation, and each arrow
plus annotation pairing is surrounded
by double parentheses to mark it as
a scribal addition (e.g., phrase on main
line of text ((1 annotation above main line
phrase)) ). Such interlinear annotations
are commonly found in Khmer- and
Khom-script manuscripts (Walker 2020:
679-684); they are only rarely encoun-
tered in Mon- and Tham-script examples.

The up and down arrows may also
be applied to special forms of encoded
texts in Thai, Khom, Lanna, and other
scripts. Among the numerous encoding
methods found in Siamese manuscripts
as documented by Peera Panarut (2022),
only the relatively common codes of the
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dksar lekh Snwsia, phan sen ha Wuuau
1, and ban hii jan WovygaN varieties can
be easily represented in this translitera-
tion system (e.g., Thai a((15))ksar 3lakh _
cam933nak a3nak for dksar lekh _ camnaek
anek 9NVUTLAY AwuUnNDLUN [dksar lekh
code from Peera 2022: 86]; Thai 4 ((}0))
((10) 7 ((10)) ((10) ((10) 2 ((10)) ((10)) 4
((10) ((10) (10)) ((10) 7 ((10)) ((10)) (10))
((10) ((10) 6 ((10)) ((10)) ((10)) for dan
nay, i.e., ddn ndy vioutios [ban hii jan code
from Peera 2022: 100]). Since the aksar
lekh, phan scen ha, and ban ha jc'fr'l
occasionally appear in colophons and
other paratexts (Peera 2022: 101-109),
the ability to transliterate them may
prove useful in some contexts. Other
encodings, especially those that play
with the left-right sequence of letters or
transform their graphical appearance,
cannot be so easily transliterated.

The remaining symbols used in
this system are combinations of those
listed above; such compound symbols
are detailed in the transliteration
tables as they are too numerous to list
in paragraph form. The possibilities of
combination are most pertinent for
dependent vowels, which often require
multiple component parts and tend
to encompass a wide range of ortho-
graphic variants. The transliteration
of abbreviations also depends on the
combination of one or more marks in
conjunction with whole words. In
addition, several Southeast Asian scripts,
including Khmer, Khom, and Tham,
feature a proliferation of variant forms
for punctuation marks. These symbols
serve to indicate textual structure,
particularly in folded bark-paper
manuscripts, and can largely be
depicted by appropriate combinations

of the transliterated punctuation marks
detailed above. ONLINE APPENDIX:
TABLE 8 provides specific translitera-
tions for the most common forms of
such marks.

The separate ONLINE APPENDIX®
presents 25 tables, numbered 1 (conso-
nants, 78 rows), 2 (independent vowels,
21 rows), 3.1-3.17 (dependent vowels,
209 rows total, divided into separate
tables for each of the 17 vowel groups),
4 (tone marks, 12 rows), 5 (other
diacritics, 10 rows), 6 (numbers, 10 rows),
7 (abbreviations, 19 rows), 8 (punctua-
tion, 25 rows), and 9 (editorial marks,
17 rows). In this appendix, the tables
themselves are preceded by a brief guide
that details the logic of their construc-
tion, explains how to navigate them
as tools for transliteration, and offers
additional guidance on implementation.

Sample Texts and Transliterations

To demonstrate how the system works
with authentic texts, this article
concludes with 17 short sample trans-
literations of inscriptions, manuscripts,
and books, complete with images for
ready comparison. The examples are
by no means comprehensive, but I have
tried to represent most of the relevant
scripts and styles. Since the system’s
coverage of the Lik Tai family of scripts
is provisional, only Shan is included
here.

The remaining scripts represented
in the examples include four used for
writing Thai (Thai Sukhothai, Thai Yo,
Khom Thai, and a manuscript version

6 Availableat: https://doi.org/10.69486/114.1.2026.6b.
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of 19th-century Thai), three for writing
Lao (Tham Lao, Lao Buhan, and
mid-20th-century Lao in printed
form), two for writing Khmer (Mul and
Chrieng), two for writing Lanna (Fak
Kham and Tham Lanna), and one script
each for Burmese, Khuen (Tham Khuen),
Lue (Tham Lue), Mon (Thai Mon), and
Shan (mid-20th-century Shan in printed
form). Many of the examples selected
include portions in Pali; these are set in
bold. While the forms represented do

Thai Sukhothai Script, Late 1300s CE

not exhaust all of the symbols and their
combinations present in the tables,
the range of texts has been selected
to show as many of the key features of
the system as possible. Examples are
arranged in chronological order, from
the late 14th to late 20th centuries,
rather than by script type, to emphasize
how the system can be consistently
applied across a wide range of eras,
locations, and languages in mainland
Southeast Asia.

FIGURE 1: Gojaniya-/Ajafifiajataka inscription, stone plaque inscription, 1. 1-3; Wat Si
Chum, Sukhothai, Thailand, now in the National Museum, Bangkok © Trent Walker

© gdjaniya-jatak brah bodhisattv / pen ma dessana dharrm ke brahfia / cet gan ||

ann pen garnrap i sip si % /

Fak Kham/Thai Lanna Script, 1476 CE

FIGURE 2:
Lampang
Inscription no. 1
of Chao Muen
Khamphet,
stone stele
inscription,

l. 1-6; Lampang,
Thailand, now
in the National

Museum, Bangkok
© Trent Walker
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sakarajah tai 838 tlia nai p[i] rvay safi tee- / n fii reem 3 garh van budah dai ploek séna
tai rik / j[1] punnatibhahsuh co hmin gam bejr ma kin moen / ndgar ma loek sasana
brah datuh co nai lamba- / 11 hai k& karmbeen pleen vihar gé lev srec < / hai> recana
rip brah budhah tan nin mi prahman saen /

Middle Khmer Script, 1566 CE

FIGURE 3: IMA 4, stone column inscription, Face C, l. 9-18; Angkor Wat,
Siem Reap province, Cambodia © Trent Walker

banaray na tribhidh sarhmpat sampir vin / hon _nii tejahh phalanisan neh ji- / n
dov satv narak ph[o]n darhn hlay ta- / 1 avicinarakabhim guh na tejah phalanisan
/ neh jin dov satv narak dan hlay tal da- / sasahasa-cakrabal hon _ gat sim ja a- /
pasakarat naiy brah sri ar maitri bodhisa- / t lek sasana citr satddha pan pts kan toy
/ brah vinaiy ket dvetrinsa-mahaparasalak kurnmpi /
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Tham Lao Script, 1606 CE

FIGURES 4a-b: Left (a) and right (b) images of Niyay ram (Pattipujitadevakafifiavatthu
section), palm-leaf manuscript, PLMP 12040511001_03, f. chiv., 1. 1-4; Vat Thatsisa-at
Phosai, Khammuan province, Laos © Digital Library of Lao Manuscripts

heen devapud tan pén co pén phtia heen kha nai tavatirhsa svar-gga devalok bur deen
_sa dn=va naf nan diar yam mi gvam prathana dan ni di moea lee _ héd dan rri
nafl lze prathana san nin ca _ héd va naf ranik ru / jatti karhneed bay hlan va ku
tay ca svar-gga devalo O pén di sandk devaputt tan nin ga dai ma koed di ni va
sdn ndn _ naf mak O grai pai koed naij sarnak haen devaputt nin ga luad mi gvam
/ prathana sin ni dii meea lee _ hed din ndn gan di°=la° luad riak naf O ndn ji=va
pattipujita lee _ patti ma=va samikarm patilabhattha- O ya pujita yittha va hutaya
kata pattipujita / ti namarh labhati pujita _ ma=va yitha va dn=va dai puja nay O
ka=di _bahu va ma ka=di _ tayarh an nafi nin _kata ha dai kadarh la- O bhatti _ga
cin dai namarh yan ji _ pattipujita ji=va patipujita /

Tham Lanna Script, 1664 CE

FIGURES 5a-b: Left (a) and right (b) images of Bakulattheravatthu, palm-leaf
manuscript, PNTMP 080311015_01, f. ghah r., 1. 1-5; Wat Kittiwong,
Mae Hong Son province, Thailand © David Wharton
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| % namo tassatthu _% % _ eva me suttarm ekarh samayarh bhagava savatthiyar
viharatti jetavanne _ anathapindikassa arame _ atha kho afifiataro bhikkhu
satthararh pucchati gate ca pathamaya-< / meae> ekatise ito kappayarm danarh
madutada _ duggatirh nabhijana _ kathinadanasidar phalarh _|| _ evam=me
suttarh _ sud in ni pen gam han maha-anandathera cé vissajana nai darn klan
arahanta cé dd°=1ay / prahman 5 rdy bra 4n _ mi mahakassappathera cé plen pra- O
dhan nai meea pathamasarngayanadhamm hva di vin nin _ mahakassappathera c6
gd O kadarh maha-upaliyathera cé pen pradhan safi- / gayana vineyyapitakk l& _
meea l4v vineyy ddn dn _ ga mi cai mik grai safigayana dhammapitakk 16 din in _ g
cin caracar c6 bhikkhu da°=lay va dan ni _ rd ni cd safigayana dhammapitakk 14 ca
kadarn / bhikkhu tan dai pler pradhan n ja _ cé bhikkhu di°=lay g4 rip au gar joen
mahakassappathera va _ bhante _ kassappathera _ kha k& mahakassappathera cé
_rd cd sarhgayana dhammapitakk /

Thai Yo and Khom Yo Scripts, 1741-1755 CE

FIGURE 6: Nanthopananthasut kham luang, khoi-paper leporello manuscript, verso,
p- 84, 1. 1-4; manuscript no. 120, tamra section, tamra phap subsection;
National Library of Thailand, Bangkok © NLT

penbrahjinedrorasa_©_buddhasirinama_phiijlabrah mahabuddhasirikasamtzan
_/ © _sangayitarh _tan ta silisthabacanamagadh _© _silitthar _hai klien klo nai
pad brah / pali _ © _nandopanandavatthu _dn mi nai nandopanandaprahkaranim
_ © _ nitthitarm _ ka sarhréc® / naj tarnan nidan _ © _ iti moh iminapakarena _
thay prahkar tannnile _||©||_%/

Burmese Script, 1870 CE

FIGURE 7: Petasutta, UCL 3894, fifia recto, l. 1-9; Universities’ Central Library, Yangon,
Myanmar © D. Christian Lammerts
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namo tassa bhagavato arahato sammasambuddhassa || _ || sattha || mrat- cva
bhu-/ rah saft || jetavane || jetavan- krofih tau 'n || viharati || ne tau mii ‘e || a- / tha
kho || thui sui. ne tau mi so akha ‘n || bhagava || mrat cva bhurah safifi || peta- /
suttar || petasut- tau kui || kathesi || ho tau pe ‘e || ananda || ana- / nda || ahar |
na bhurah safifi || petasuttam || petasut=tau kui | kathessami / ho tau pe arh. || tarh
petasuttarh || thui na ho tau ma sa{{o}} ap' so pe- / tasut- tau kuiv- || sunohi || korrh
cva na lo || _|| sarhsarabha-</ ve> || sarhsara tafifih ha so bhava 'n || bahu || mrah
cva kun- so || sattha || sa- / ttava tui. safi || sarhsaranta || kyan laifi- kurh e || te ||
thui sattava tui. tvarn || /

Thai Script, 1874 CE

FIGURE 8: Phra Darasuriyawong, khoi-paper leporello manuscript, FEMC D.439.S, verso,
p- 14, 1. 1-4; Preah Vanarat Ken Vong Library, Wat Ounalom, Phnom Penh, Cambodia
© Trent Walker

16m hluan _ 6 dran tejin mai vedana nan _mdéean ((Tyﬁ)) han giim khan nai hvin
hluan _# / meaen hoh tai nan cah pai hai naep druan _ t4v téean luan cuan lap cin kldp
hvin _ debi # / srisahvit kamtat fin _ hai gif gin tuay mai sdm aram hvin _ tann
bléen srim _ # / rim ran Grah bann _ can gléem gldn hen an bra drén rit _vai _ & _
glay juan pennolo_#/

Khmer Mul and Chrieng Scripts, 1880-1910 CE

FIGURE 9: Khmer ritual manual, khoi-paper leporello manuscript, FEMC D.954.V1.6
[UB070], spread 2a, 1. 1-4; Preah Vanarat Ken Vong Library, Wat Ounalom,
Phnom Penh, Cambodia © Trent Walker
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|| % © _|| % _acirarh _ka bvarh lun Iéey _ vatta yarh kayo _ ri vadhapranipad khluon
neh _ paththavi _ 1é praththabiy _ atthi _ gi ch®in _ sessati _ ka sae- / s~al _ tuc-
cho _ ka nin siin _ apettavifiano _ kal=na pé pras nin vifian dau héey _ nirattharh
_ka ralut _ va galingarar _ tic arikat oss _ || / || © anicca _ sin bvurh dien _ vatta
safikhara _ ri sansar phan _upaddavayya _ ri upadan kurhncéet _ dhammino _man
stbhabv _ upajjitva _ kce- / t 1éen h&y _ nirujjhanti _ ka ralut dau _ tesarh _ naiy
safikharadhamm _ viipassamo _ gi ralut gi niban _sukho _ja suk grai begy _|| © neh

Mon Script, Late 19th or Early 20th Century CE

FIGURES 10a-c: Left (a), center (b) and right (c) images of Sla pat- kari, palm-leaf
manuscript, EAL Indic MS no. GM4121, ka recto 1. 1-3; East Asian Library and
the Gest Collection, Princeton University Library © Trent Walker

kruit- puit- dé smah hoti pda dah- _ || _ safifia hoti pdd dah- _ || _ safifia hoti padarh
_|| _ °f1 puit- ma=gah _ safifiato gah' _ || _ pathamantekavacanam _ || _ dé ma cuin-
dah- tau pathamavibhat _ || _ ekavat la®it- _ || / akhyatapadam _ || _ °nt ma cau dah-
akhyat puit'_|| _hoti_|| O pda dah-_|| _atthoti[m]ina padena _||_na puit- ma=gah
attho gah- _|| _ kith nide- O so acariyo _ || _ mii danaj aca cnan- thbah i pl{{e}}
an'rho / au _ || _kammatthanideso _ || _ °n- dadah- aca cnan' th-bah OO kammattha
gah' _|| _acariyena _|| _min aca _|| _kato _|| _ cuin- pa _|| O || akkharehiti[m]
ina{{ma}} padena _|| _na puit- ma=gah akkharehi gah || /
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Lao Buhan Script, 1897 CE

FIGURE 11: Detail of Thao nyi, palm-leaf manuscript, p. 5, recto, 1. 1-4;
Peter David Koret Collection # 40, South/Southeast Asia Library, University of
California, Berkeley © Trent Walker

doen sadu & kha pahkan 1 kha hai phu kha phu ji va japai ni tai theen sanuk 3 pahkan
gi / va nilahban pén O di leev yak khas geev tin O gam mak garh pa- / thana su ycen
su pah[k]- O an hlay & te ké& kha deen O nibanahpatcai- / yo hotu _ khé hai phu
kha t[ai] thoen jan ba meean bom som[lahja] tee doen _sada & /

Tham Lue Script, 1900-1930 CE

FIGURE 12: Tai Lue and Lao ritual and medical manual, sa-paper whirlwind-bound
manuscript, p. 2, l. 1-5; private collection, Laos © Trent Walker

narh hmeek pa di sik med 14 / % | % ci diai* hluafi va || imarh mahasidhala agipuppha
sammasambuddhassa go- / tamassa sakkacarh danarh dema || % ci diaf nay || va ||
imar sile agipupphar / sakkacarh danarh dema piijema || % dan narh uppaththa
bha ¢ va || imam u- / nhodakarh sakkaccarh danarh dema pujema || % dan narn
kdd narh yen va || imarh uddakarh /
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Khom Script, 1925 CE

FIGURES 13a-b: Left (a) and right (b) images of Sattaparitta, palm-leaf manuscript,
FEMC C.77.VII, ka recto, 1. 1-5; Preah Vanarat Ken Vong Library, Wat Ounalom,
Phnom Penh, Cambodia © Trent Walker

an thin jin bra traisaranagam pen di bin _ santa _ mi _ ettha cakkavale va _ nai
cakkaval ni ka=di _ gunaganagahanabyavata _khuan khvay nai kriya ca thia au jin
hma han gun _ mi siladigun pen tdn _ sabvakalam _sin ka- /1 dan puan _ete deva
_dan=va devada dan hlay ndn O santo _ pen sappurus _ santo _ prakat mi _ vasanto
_mé&aO gyl\_l _meruraje _ hnéea yat heen / bra meru _ varakanakamaye _ l&v pai
duay keey lee don dn pra- O scetth _ saheturn _ mah _ tihetukasamannagata _ kap
pai O duay traihetukapatisandhipafia _ samaggarh _ mah / samaggacitta _ mi cit
brdm brien kdn _ soturh _ mah O _ sotukama _ mi gvam praththana béa ca ban
_ munivaravacanam _ jin garh dn O prasétth han bra cé _ aggarh _ dn loe§ _ # /
ayantu _ can ma _ yam pufifiarh _ dn=va pufl an=dai _ amhehi _ an ro dan hlay _
katarh _ kadarh en ka=di yan phii n hai kadam ka=di _ sabvasampattisadhakarh _
mi prakrati hdi sarmrec jin sampatti dan puan _yakkha ca /

Shan Script (with Pali in Burmese Script), 1956 CE

FIGURE 14: Detail
of Marigalasutta
in Pali and Shan
© Pafifiabhoga 1956: 7
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10 || bho devaputta _ khun' phi ‘r _ yarh bahussaccafi=ca _an- / pin- tarrh hi tanrh
han' narh le- _ kunh yav.. _ lan pin' le' san / yam sippafi=ca _ an' pin' tan‘h mau
muivh _ acadhih kva le _tarrh / mau cuivh nan-. _ lan lay mau vay. le- sarr _ susik-
khito / san' vay. li li namh narmh le- _ yo vinayo ca an' pin' vi- / ne'h tarah le sanr
_ subhasita _ mau lat mau ca li / Ii le- _ ya vaca ca _ an' pin _ kvarhh lat carhh le-
san- / atthi _mih yav.. _ etarh _si vuinr le- tarah nay. carhh _ uttamarh _ mrat- / le- _
mafigalarh _ minrkala cuiv- yav-. || /

Lao Script, 1964 CE

FIGURE 15: Detail of Sahmas sansar in Pali and Lao © Thammanyana 1964: 1

_nahmami _ rahtahniftahyo _ buddo _ nayahko / dimmo _ buddahsavahko
_nahmo _ me _ ahvah[s]esahto / budd6 _ naramahranan _ | blah budddn _ tan
phan hné / tan pén cb k& narah deba _ blah sittha guar _ ndm hvai cvai & / pa gai
g3 _nayahko _ tan pén nay nam hmi sit khd st nirahban / parahmiyan _39 _blah
pén cb barnb&n ma _ | _ cahriya sam / plahkar k& kvan _ blah hak san f2 hlin ma _
pariccaga / mahadan in hyai kvan _ ha sin san yak ya dan nan pahman /
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Khmer Chrieng Script, 1991 CE

FIGURE 16: Adittapariyayasutta (introduction), industrial-paper leporello manuscript,
UBO045, spread 31a, 1. 1-5; Wat Bo, Siem Reap province, Cambodia © Trent Walker

- _sttrneh _brah ang dran sartaen arbi _vatthu darin buon _ja rap(as$) ktau _ g1
_bhnaek ja rapas ktau / rip ja rapas ktau _, _ vifinan asrdy nin bhnaek ja rapas ktau _
samphass asrdy nin bhnaek ja_rapas ktau _| _ktau toy bhlcen gi_ragd _ dosd _mohi
_,_ktautoy bhlcen g1 _jati / jara _marana _sec-ktTsok _khsik khsuol _sec-ktT dukkh
_-_domanass _ nin sec-kti canviet cantal / knun citt _ | la| _e adittapariyayasitr ja
bhasa pali _ noh _tictadauneh _+_/

Tai Khuen Script, 1994 CE

FIGURE 17: Kammatthan nar vdd, sa-paper leporello manuscript, recto, p. 1, 1. 1-5;
Kengtung, Myanmar, now housed at Cornell University Library # 4256
© Trent Walker

*|| pugalah yinjay phii dai _ grai bin dukkhe thin sukh dén 4n 14 _ ci thi au kamma- /
tthan pen d1 bin din dn _ hi déi reen khin dak méi larh diaf* Iy au bip kammatthan
cd &n / ni sai khin 1dv _ “bai kha au di ¢l pa acar au bap kammatthan tan hva pan
liv 14 _ gin / ci bhavana hi reen khin khd tak dak méi _ larh diaf pliaramuar lay _
hi samma / kv (5) kotthak se 14y _ hi nin bip baniaf jeen _ hi au pay tin karh kva /
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THE SAVATTHI MIRACLES ON
PAINTED WOODEN PANELS IN SIAM

Natchapol Sirisawad'

ABSTRACT—The Great and Twin Miracles of Savatthi are among the
Buddha’s most renowned miraculous acts, providing key episodes to his
biography. Widely transmitted in multilingual textual traditions, these
narratives became illustrations across South and Southeast Asian Buddhism.
This article examines seven painted wooden panels from Buddhist sites in
central Siam dated to the late 19th to early 20th centuries, analyzing how
artists translated these stories into visual form. Scenes of the Twin Miracle
and related episodes generally reveal reliance on Pali sources while
incorporating contemporary social imagery, demonstrating a localized
reinterpretation of canonical narratives within Siamese artistic practice.

KEYWORDS: Central Siam; Painted Wooden Panels; Savatthi Miracles; Theravada

Literature; Twin Miracle

Introduction

The Sravasti (Pali, Savatthi) miracles
constitute one of the most important
miraculous episodes in the life of the
historical Buddha—and, indeed, of all
past and future buddhas—narrating his
public display of supernatural powers
to subdue the pride of non-Buddhist
ascetics. These episodes hold a central
position in Buddhist textual and
visual traditions and are preserved in
multiple languages and lineages. The
earliest written account survives in the
Kharosthi Split-Collection manuscripts,
composed in Gandhari and dated to the
1st century cE (Falk & Steinbriickner
2020). The oldest Sanskrit versions are
preserved in Gilgit manuscripts from
the 6th to 8th centuries cE (Natchapol
2021). Additional accounts are known in

! Chulalongkorn University, Bangkok.
Email: Natchapol.S@chula.ac.th.

Pali, Tibetan, Chinese, Mongolian, and
Siamese sources, reflecting the wide
geographical and doctrinal spread of
the narrative.

From an early period, the Sravasti
miracles were widely represented
in Buddhist art across India, Central
Asia, and Southeast Asia. In India and
Gandhara, relief sculptures of the Twin
Miracle (Skt, yamakapratihdarya), dating
from the 1st to the 4th centuries CE,
depict Sakyamuni Buddha levitating in
the air while emitting flames and water
from his body. Another miracle in which
multiple buddhas appear instanta-
neously, known as the Great Miracle
(Skt, mahapratiharya), is often rendered
in monumental compositions. By the
Pala period (8th to 12th c.), the miracles
at Sravasti were incorporated into the
astamahasthanani (Eight Great Sites),
reflecting the eight great miracles as
part of a recurring pattern that appears
in the lives of all buddhas—past,
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FIGURE 1: The Savatthi miracles, wooden panel dated 1887,
Wat Pak Khlong, Phetchaburi © Fragile Palm Leaves Foundation

present, and future. These include the
four major events: (1) the Birth at Lumbini,
(2) the Enlightenment at Bodhgaya,
(3) the First Sermon at Sarnath, and
(4) the Great Extinction at Kusinagara,
along with the four secondary
miraculous events: (5) the Taming of
the mad elephant Nalagiri or Dhanapala
at Rajagrha, (6) the Monkey’s gift of
honey at Vai$ali, (7) the Performance of
the miracles at Sravasti, and finally, (8)
the Descent from Trayastrirhsa heaven
at Sarhkasya (Strong 2001: 107ff). The
narrative of the Sravasti miracles was
transmitted northward along the Silk
Road, as evidenced by mural paintings
in Central Asian cave sites and
southward into Southeast Asia, where it
became an important subject of mural
and relief art.

In Siam, the narrative emerged as a
particularly popular theme in Buddhist
visual culture from the Dvaravati
period, one of Siam’s oldest artistic and

religious cultures in the 7th to the 8th
centuries CE, up to the Rattanakosin
period (1782 CE to present), appearing
in sculptures, reliefs, clay tablets, and
especially mural paintings. Scholars
have noted that regional artistic tradi-
tions sometimes combined elements
from different textual lineages, result-
ing in iconographic innovations not
explicitly described in surviving literary
sources (Brown 1984: 79, 83; Natchapol
2022; Revire 2022). From the late
Ayutthaya period, murals depicting the
Buddha’s life increasingly followed the
narrative of the Pathamasambodhi, a
trend that continued into the early Rat-
tanakosin period. The earliest surviving
Siamese mural illustrating the Buddha’s
Savatthi miracles dates to the late
Ayutthaya period, around 1734 cCE,
found in the ubosot (ordination hall) of
Wat Ko (9atn12) in Phetchaburi. From
the early Rattanakosin, during the
reigns of kings Rama I (1782-1809) to
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FIGURE 2: The Savatthi miracles, wooden panel dated 1888 or later, Wat Ko,
Phetchaburi © Fragile Palm Leaves Foundation

Rama III (r. 1824-1851), notable exam-
ples of these murals can be found in
Bangkok in the Phutthaisawan chapel
(wsehtlnnlsassd), the ubosot and
wihan (Buddha hall) of Wat Suthat
Thepwararam (0gNAUWMINITITI), the
ubosot of Wat Suwannaram (Ing155u154),
and on various gilded lacquer cabinets.
From the reign of King Rama 1V, in the
mid-19th century onwards, illustrations
feature the life of the Buddha in both
murals and wooden panel paintings in
central Siam.?

This article examines representa-
tions of the Savatthi miracles painted
on seven Siamese wooden panels (phap
kho song; nwmddeN) dating from the
late 19th to early 20th centuries. The
panels are named after the beams
(kho song; mo@ev) that support the roof
of wooden halls. The paintings were
executed with natural pigments (si fun;
#@#u) on elongated wooden panels made
by joining two or three wide hardwood
planks and subsequently mounted along

% See how these panels are positioned in some of the
temples examined in Skilling 2022: 378, figs 1-6.

the beams and rafters of monastic
buildings such as teaching halls (sala kan
parian; A18N15UTeY) or, occasionally,
entrance and resting pavilions (salg;
A1a1) situated along canals. The
paintings form part of the intricate
craftsmanship and design traditions of
Siam’s premodern wooden architecture,
which by the mid-20th century began to
be replaced by the modern concrete
style (Skilling 2022: 379). Donative
inscriptions at Wat Chantharawat
(399uUns1713), Phetchaburi, refer to them
as chak (21n), chak phaen (R00uHW), and
phaen (LLN'u). In some cases, two or even
three series of paintings are placed at
different levels within the same
building. Occasionally, the panels are
positioned in locations that make them
difficult to view.

This study focuses on examples from
six temples in three central Thai
provinces: Phetchaburi, Ratchaburi, Samut
Songkhram, and one of uncertain
provenance kept in the Folklore Museum
in the southern province of Songkhla.
Chronologically they are listed as
follows: Wat Pak Khlong (iaUnnmaos),
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FIGURE 3a: The Savatthi miracles, wooden panel dated 1918,
Wat Chantharawat, Phetchaburi © Fragile Palm Leaves Foundation

Phetchaburi, dated to 1887 cE [FIGURE 1];
Wat Ko, Phetchaburi, dated to 1888 cE
or later [FIGURE 2]; Wat Chantharawat,
Phetchaburi, dated to 1918 cE [FiGs 3a-b];
Wat Thung Ya Khom Bang (3nvjaniedn
AUUN), Ratchaburi, undated but
probably from the Fifth or Sixth Reign
[FIGURE 4]; Wat Chi Prasoet ('“meé‘z'}'SUizLa?é),
Phetchaburi, dated to 1930 cE [FIGURE 5];
the Folklore Museum, Thaksin Institute
for Southern Studies (WissTusiARzLANEN
aoUuvinduaR@nwn), Songkhla, undated
but probably from the Sixth or Seventh
Reign [FIGURE 6]; and Wat Pradu (3nUs5)),
Samut Songkhram, undated but wood
panel paintings probably from the Sixth
Reign or later [FIGURE 7]. Although
these panels form an important part of
the premodern wooden architectural
and pictorial tradition of Siam, they
remain insufficiently studied. By
situating them within the broader
textual and visual history of the Savatthi
miracles, this article aims to contribute
to a deeper understanding of late

traditional Buddhist painting in central
Siam.

The present article analyzes Siamese
painted wooden panels depicting the
Savatthi miracles by comparing their
narrative elements with a selection of
literary sources in Pali. The analysis is
structured around three phases: events
preceding the Twin Miracle, represen-
tations of the Twin Miracle itself, and
other associated miraculous demon-
strations.

Textual Sources

Accounts of the Gotama Buddha’s
miracles at Savatthi are preserved in
several Pali commentarial sources.
An early version appears in the Jataka-
atthakatha as the “story of the present
occasion” (paccuppannavatthu) of the
Sarabhamigajataka (no. 483). The narrative
describes how the disciple Pindola
Bharadvaja performs a miracle to obtain
a sandalwood bowl, after which the
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Buddha forbids bhikkhus from
performing wonders, leading to a
miracle contest with rival non-Buddhist
ascetics (titthikas). As part of this com-
petition the Buddha announces that
he will perform the Twin Miracle
(yamakapatihariya) at the foot of a mango
tree at Savatthi on the full moon of
Asalha. Despite the titthikas’ attempt
to prevent the event by destroying all
mango trees, the Buddha causes one
to grow instantly from a seed offered
by Ganda, the royal gardener. A more
detailed account is found in Buddhaghosa’s
Dhammapada-atthakatha, composed around
the 5th century. This version elaborates
onthe disciples’ request that the Buddha
entrust the task to them, the creation of
the jeweled walkway (ratanacankama),
the performance of the Twin Miracle, the
Buddha’s encounter with the titthikas,
and Plrana’s flight and eventual suicide.

The account of the Buddha’s Twin
Miracle also appears in the
Pathamasambodhi and closely follows the
Dhammapada-atthakatha.> One notable
variation is that King Ajatasattu, rather
than Bimbisara, is identified as the ruler
of Magadha. Both versions, however,
place the defeat of the titthikas and
Parana’s suicide before the Buddha’s
Twin Miracle. In these accounts, the
miracle ultimately leads the audience
to realize the meaning of the Dhamma
rather than merely emphasizing the
defeat of the ascetics (Natchapol 2019:
195-197).

3 The Pathamasambodhi exists in Pali and in several
vernacular languages of Southeast Asia. The Thai
version, known as Pathomsomphot (Usuaulwg), was
compiled and translated in 1845 cE by Somdet Phra
Maha Samanachao Krom Phra Poramanuchitchinorot
(ABanseuvnaLnLdn niumzﬂimu%m%h?a; 1790-
1853) during the reign of King Rama III (1824-1851).

FIGURE 3b: The grove-keeper’s mango
offering to the Buddha, detail of F1G. 3a
© Fragile Palm Leaves Foundation

Prelude
The Mango Offering

All three literary sources, the Jataka-
atthakatha (J iv 264-265; trans. Cowell
1990: 1V, 167-168), the Dhammapada-
atthakatha (Dhp-a 11 207, trans.
Burlingame 1921: III, 41) and the
Pathamasambodhi (Poramanuchitchinorot,
ed. 2551: 232-233; trans. 2016: 472) agree
that Ganda, the royal grove-keeper of
Savatthi, found ripe mangoes in the
royal park and initially intended to offer
them to the king, but instead, out of
reverence, presented them to the Buddha.

On painted wooden panels, this
episode typically depicts a male figure
kneeling respectfully while offering
a ripe mango to the Buddha, seated
on a throne at a level higher than the
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FIGURE 4: The Savatthi miracles, showing a deity bringing a storm to the pavilion
and the ascetic leader Piirana committing suicide, wooden panel, undated,
Wat Thung Ya Khom Bang, Ratchaburi © Fragile Palm Leaves Foundation

kneeler, receiving the offering with
his right hand. This scene appears on
panels from Phetchaburi at Wat Pak
Khlong [F1G. 1], Wat Ko [FiG. 2], Wat
Chantharawat [F1G. 3b], and Wat Chi
Prasoet [FIG. 5].

The Pavilion

According to the Dhammapada-atthakatha
(Dhp-a III 208; trans. Burlingame 1921:
111, 42) and the Pathamasambodhi (Pora-
manuchitchinorot, ed. 2551: 233; trans.
2016: 473), the destruction of the non-
Buddhist ascetics’ pavilion is carried
out through coordinated divine inter-
vention: Sakka (Indra) commands the
wind-cloud deity Vatavalahaka and the
sun deity Suriya to demolish the struc-
ture prior to the Buddha’s performance
of the Twin Miracle. These literary
sources thus emphasize the participa-
tion of multiple deities, each fulfilling a
distinct role in the narrative.

Visual representations, however,
frequently simplify this sequence.
Some panels depict a single deity
flying among clouds and seemingly
bringing a storm to destroy the pavilion,
as seen in a wooden panel from the
teaching hall of Wat Thung Ya Khom
Bang, Ratchaburi [F1G. 4]. In other
examples, divine figures are omitted
altogether. Four wooden panels [F1Gs 1,
2, 3a, 5] instead focus on the physical
collapse of the two-story pavilion: the
roof caves in, ceremonial parasols and
flags fall, and the ascetics scatter in
confusion. By emphasizing the visible
destruction and the disorder of the rival
ascetics rather than the divine agents
responsible for it, these murals
transform the episode into a dramatic
prelude to the Twin Miracle. The
emphasis on chaos and humiliation
suggests that the destruction of the
pavilion functioned less as an indepen-
dent miracle than as a narrative device
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FIGURE 5: The Savatthi miracles, showing at the center the multiplication of
buddhas atop the mango tree, wooden panel, dated 1930, Wat Chi Prasoet,
Phetchaburi © Fragile Palm Leaves Foundation

highlighting the Buddha's impending
triumph over rival teachers.

The Ascetics

According to the Dhammapada-atthakatha
(Dhp-a I 209; trans. Burlingame
1921: 111, 42) and the Pathamasambodhi
(Poramanuchitchinorot, ed. 2551: 233;
trans. 2016: 474), following the
destruction of the pavilion the defeated
ascetics flee. Their leader, Pirana,
receives a waterpot and rope from
a follower, hangs the pot around his
neck, and drowns himself, resulting
in rebirth in Avici hell. Despite the
dramatic nature of this episode, it is
rarely represented in Siamese mural
painting. It can be securely identified

only on the wooden panel of the
teaching hall at Wat Thung Ya Khom
Bang, Ratchaburi, where it appears
between the collapse of the pavilion and
the Buddha touching the sun and the
moon [FIG. 4]. The earliest known visual
representation of this episode occurs
much earlier in a 12th-century mural at
Kubyaukgyi temple, Myinkaba, Bagan
(Bopearachchi 2024: 328, fig. 2.9).

South Asian textual traditions
themselves present notable variation. In
Milasarvastivada sources, in Sanskrit,
Pilirana drowns himself with a sand-filled
pot and some disciples follow his
example; the Tibetan Vinayaksudrakavastu
describes a collective suicide, while
the Chinese version records only a
single disciple drowning himself.
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By contrast, the Sanskrit Divyavadana
omits the suicide entirely (Natchapol
2019: 268).

The near absence of this episode
in Siamese mural cycles suggests that
painters and patrons did not consider
it a central visual moment within the
narrative sequence. Instead, mural
programs typically emphasize scenes
that directly highlight the Buddha’s
miraculous authority—such as the
collapse of the ascetics’ pavilion or the
performance of the Twin Miracle itself.
The suicide of Plirana, although morally
charged in textual sources as a demon-
stration of karmic retribution, shifts
attention away from the Buddha toward
the tragic fate of a rival teacher. For this
reason, it appears to have been treated
as a secondary narrative element in
Siamese visual tradition, occasionally
included but more often omitted in
favor of scenes that more clearly
celebrate the Buddha’s triumph.

In several painted wooden panels,
particularly at Wat Pak Khlong and
Wat Ko [FiGs 1-2], Siamese artists
depict non-Buddhist ascetics as foreign-
looking figures wearing distinctive
textiles and costumes. Their appearance
—beards, head coverings, long garments,
and fitted trousers—resembles visual
types often associated with Arabs or
Muslims in Siamese mural painting.
Variations in complexion, with some
figures rendered darker and others
lighter, further distinguish these
characters. Such features, however,
should not be read as precise indicators
of ethnicity or religion. Rather, they
reflect conventional pictorial types
used to represent the broader category
of khaek (4¥N), a term historically

applied in Siam to a wide range of
peoples from South Asia and the Islamic
world.

The continued depiction of such
foreign figures in early Rattanakosin-
period paintings likely echoes cultural
memories of the Ayutthaya court, where
diverse foreign communities played
visible roles. Although many had by
then assimilated or adopted local forms
of dress, artists continued to portray
them according to established visual
conventions. The representation of
non-Buddhist ascetics in this manner
can already be traced to Ayutthaya-
period precedents, such as the earlier
murals found in the ubosot of Wat Ko
(Skilling & Santi 2010: 158, fig. 8). As
Somlux (2550) notes, the inclusion of
foreign figures in Siamese mural paint-
ing from the late 17th to 18th centuries
formed part of a broader artistic strategy,
adding visual variety while helping to
convey Buddhist narratives more vividly.

The Twin Miracle

The yamakapatihariya, or “Twin Miracle”,
originally refers to the miraculous
emission of fire and water from the
Buddha’s body in opposing directions.
As summarized elsewhere, the term
yamaka denotes “twin” or “twofold”,
signifying the simultaneous production
of fire and water from the upper and
lower parts of the body (Natchapol 2019:
249).

The Twin Miracle as such appears
primarily in the narratives of the
Milasarvastivada and Theravada
(hereafter Theravada) schools. In
Milasarvastivada sources, including
the  Vinayaksudrakavastu —and the
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Divyavadana, the Buddha enacts a
sequence of miraculous feats across the
four directions: (a) displaying four bodi-
ly postures in the sky, (b) emitting
a great light, and (c) producing fire and
water from his body. The Tibetan
translation of the Vinayaksudrakavastu
explicitly refers to this complex as the “Twin
Miracle” (zung gi cho ‘phrul, g:'nﬁ'%‘@m),
a term absent from the Chinese
translation and Sanskrit versions
(Ibid., 160 §14.6, 244-245).

Pali texts such as the
Patisambhidamagga, the Dhammapada-
atthakatha, and the Madhuratthavilasini
expand the definition of the Twin
Miracle beyond the familiar image of
fire and water to include three distinct
manifestations: (a) the simultaneous
emission of fire and water from different
parts of the Buddha’s body, (b) the
emission of radiant light, and (c) the
appearance of a duplicate buddha
performing the four bodily postures
in the sky. These correspond closely
to accounts preserved in the
Mulasarvastivadavinaya tradition, although
the sequence of the miracles varies
across textual sources (Natchapol 2022:
18-19). Even within the Theravada
tradition, textual treatments differ. Only
the Dhammapada-atthakatha explicitly
associates all three miracles with the
event at Savatthi, whereas
the Sarabhamigajataka and the
Pathamasambodhi describe the Twin
Miracle more narrowly as the emis-
sion of fire and water. These differences
are significant for the study of visual
representation, as mural cycles often
select and emphasize particular elements
of the miracle rather than reproducing
the full range of descriptions preserved
in the literary tradition.

Fire, Water, and Light

The wooden panel at Wat Chantharawat,
Phetchaburi [F1G. 3a], depicts only the
emission of light, selectively visual-
izing one aspect of the Twin Miracle.
According to the Yamakapatihariyavatthu
of the Dhammapada-atthakatha, the
Buddha emits radiant light of various
colors—blue, yellow, red, white, crimson,
and crystal-like—from his body as
part of the miracle (Dhp-a III 213-214;
trans. Burlingame 1921: III, 45-46).
Milasarvastivada sources attribute this
phenomenon to the Buddha’s entry
into the fire-element concentration
(tejodhatu), whereas Theravada texts
do not associate the emission of light
with a specific meditative technique
(Natchapol 2019: 159).

In contrast, Pali sources such as
the Yamakapatihariyavatthu and the
Pathamasambodhi emphasize the emis-
sion of fire and water from the Buddha’s
body, yet these elements are not
specifically depicted on the wooden
panels.

The Buddha Multiplied

One of the most striking features of
the wooden panels is the depiction of
the Buddha performing the miracle
alongside a magically created double,
resulting in multiple manifestations of
the Buddha shown in different postures
and activities. This motif dominates
most visual representations of the Twin
Miracle. An exception appears in the
wooden panel at Wat Thung Ya Khom
Bang, Ratchaburi [F1G. 4], where other
miraculous aspects are emphasized.
The textual tradition provides
a useful point of comparison.
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FIGURE 6: The multiplication of buddhas atop the mango tree at Savatthi, wooden
panel, undated, Folklore Museum, Songkhla © Natchapol Sirisawad

In Pali sources, particularly the
Yamakapatihariyavatthu, the miracle is
described as a didactic display in which
the Buddha creates a duplicate (nimmito)
who teaches the Dhamma while the
Buddha simultaneously  performs
different bodily postures. Because both
the Buddha and his magically created
counterpart enact the miracle, it is
designated a “Twin Miracle”. The
Dhammapada-atthakatha (Dhp-a 111 213-
214; trans. Burlingame 1921: 111, 45-46)
explains that when the Buddha walks,
stands, sits, or lies down, the duplicate
performs a contrasting posture, and
vice versa. In another passage (Dhp-a Il
216; trans. Burlingame 1921: 111, 47), the
duplicate is said to engage the Buddha
in dialogue, enabling the teaching of the
Dhamma to a vast audience.

The paintings, however, seem to
develop this idea differently. None
of the principal textual sources—
the Yamakapatihariyaniddesa in the
Patisambhidamagga, the Dhammapada-
atthakatha, or the Pathamasambodhi—
specify the number of duplicates. The
texts suggest only a single magically
created counterpart performing actions
distinct from those of the Buddha.

In contrast, wooden panels frequently
depict several duplicate buddhas, com-
monly four, arranged symmetrically
around the central figure on the
branches of a mango tree [e.g., FI1G. 5].
This multiplication probably reflects an
artistic convention rather than a literal
transcription of textual descriptions.

Another difference concerns the
miracle’s setting. Pali sources vividly
describe the mango tree at Savatthi,
but do not specify the Buddha’s
exact position, noting only in the
Pathamasambodhi that the miracle
occurred “near the mango tree”
(Poramanuchitchinorot, ed. 2551: 232;
trans. 2016: 471), as echoed in the
Dhammapada-atthakatha. In paintings,
by contrast, the emanations of buddhas
are typically placed directly on the
branches, an adaptation that clarifies
the scene visually.

The structure of the tree itself plays
an important compositional role. In
many murals and wooden panels, the
mango tree is rendered with a broad,
rounded base tapering to a pointed top.
Two reclining buddha manifestations
usually occupy the lower and widest
part of the tree. Above these appear two
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seated figures, while a standing buddha
crowns the apex, as in the example from
the Folklore Museum, Songkhla [F1G. 6].
This arrangement allows several
postures to be displayed simultaneously
while maintaining visual balance within
a vertical composition.

Such images suggest that Siamese
painters organized the scene according
to pictorial logic rather than textual
sequence. The number and placement
of buddha figures clearly respond
primarily to the shape of the tree and
the vertical surface of the wall or panel.
Multiple manifestations are arranged
along the trunk and branches in a clear
hierarchy, transforming the narrative
into a visually coherent composition.

The earliest surviving painted
examples of this arrangement appear in
murals from the late Ayutthaya period,
where reclining manifestations occupy
the lower register, standing figures the
middle, and seated buddhas the upper
part of the tree (Skilling & Santi 2010:
157, fig. 7). Although the painted
wooden panels display slight variations,
the persistence of this vertical orga-
nization indicates that Siamese artists
developed a stable visual convention
for representing the Savatthi miracles.

Sun and Moon

Several painted wooden panels depict
the Buddha reaching toward or touch-
ing the sun and the moon as part of the
miracle scene. At Wat Thung Ya Khom
Bang, Ratchaburi, the Buddha sits atop
a mango tree with both hands raised,
touching the sun with his right hand
and the moon—presumably—with his
left [F1G. 4]. A similar theme appears
on certain gilded lacquer cabinets

(Bunthoeun 2549: 211), where the
Buddha stands on the tree and reaches
toward the two celestial bodies. Another
example occurs on a wooden panel
at Wat Pradu, Amphawa, Samut
Songkhram [FI1G. 7], where the Buddha
stands touching the sun and the moon; an
accompanying inscription, however,
identifies the episode as a miracle at
Kapilavatthu rather than at Savatthi.
This motif has earlier visual
precedents. In Dvaravati-period reliefs
and molded tablets, multiplied buddhas
placed at the top of compositions often
display the gesture of touching circular
forms on either side (Natchapol 2022:
figs 1, 2, 4, 7; Revire 2022: fig. 5). These
circles are commonly interpreted as the
sun and the moon, although they have
also been read as a double manifestation
of the solar deity Strya (Brown 1984: 90).
Textual sources provide only partial
parallels to these images. The gesture
does not appear in the Pali or
Milasarvastivada accounts of the
Savatthi miracles but is described in the
Pathamasambodhi (Poramanuchitchinorot,
ed. 2551: 236; trans. 2016: 479). There,
the Buddha enters the fourth jhana—
the foundation of supranormal powers
—before creating a magical double
(nimmitabuddho) and performing various
feats, including extending his hand
to touch the sun and the moon.
Comparable episodes occur in other
Buddhist traditions. The Chinese trans-
lation of the Dharmaguptakavinaya, for
example, records a miracle demonstra-
tion in which the Buddha multiplies his
body, reunites the forms, touches the
sun and the moon, and extends his body
to the Brahma heaven (T. 1428: 949c23-29).
Similar descriptions in Dharmaguptaka
and related sources associate such feats
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FIGURE 7: The Buddha performing the Twin Miracle, emitting light and touching
the sun and moon, at Kapilavatthu, wooden panel, undated, Wat Pradu,
Samut Songkhram © Thanaphat Limhasanaikul

with the psychic powers arising from
the fourth level of meditative absorption
(Natchapol 2019: 260-261). Miraculous
displays in early Buddhist literature
are often presented as extensions of
meditative mastery, expressing the
power of the mind over matter
(Fiordalis 2008: 4). A related episode
appears in the Sanskrit Buddhacarita,
where the Buddha performs miracles
to convince his father of his
enlightenment. Among these feats
he touches the chariot of the sun,
multiplies his body, emits fire and water,
and moves freely through earth, water,
and air (trans. Johnston 1995: 138-139).

Taken together, these visual and
textual parallels suggest that Siamese
artists drew selectively on a wider
repertoire of Buddhist miracle traditions.
The wooden panels do not simply
reproduce a single textual narrative but
seem to incorporate motifs circulating
across multiple literary and artistic
traditions.

Narrative Inscriptions

The inscriptions on the painted wooden
panels, all written in Thai script and
language, function either as narrative
captions or as donative records. The few
narrative labels are presented here in
modern Thai orthography, transcribed
and translated into English by the author,
with original spellings retained where
relevant. Donative inscriptions belong
to a different category of analysis and
are therefore not treated here.

Wat Ko, Phetchaburi

The wooden panel kept in the teaching
hall (sala kan parian; A1@aIN15WUTCY)
depicts the Twin Miracle at Savatthi
paired with the Buddha’s visit to the
Sakyas at Kapilavatthu [F1G. 2]. Although
the Twin Miracle is not explicitly named,
a four-line inscription—identical in
content to that at Wat Chantharawat,
with only minor orthographic variation
—appears at the bottom center within
an ornate scroll frame [FIGURE 8]:
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FIGURE 8: Narrative caption, detail of FIG. 2 © Fragile Palm Leaves Foundation

YUFNYTIVHON
lUgnsenzmziun
ATIUDIANTENTIUTS
Wusinag (s

All the Sakyas gathered,

11U

WPeu v

WA AL
AUSOULUYIZUT

To approach the Blessed One with reverence.
They were ordained into the monastic life by the Buddha,
Becoming monks, the fires of the Five Maras were extinguished.

The inscription thus identifies the scene
through the narrative of the Sakyas’
ordination rather than the miracle
itself, suggesting that the panel partici-
pates in a broader biographical cycle
in which the Savatthi miracles are
visually paired with the episode at
Kapilavatthu.

Wat Thung Ya Khom Bang, Ratchaburi

A short label inscription in Thai-Pali
accompanies the scene and clearly
identifies it as the Twin Miracle
[FIGURE 9]. It reads:

FIGURE 9: Narrative caption, detail of FIG. 4 © Fragile Palm Leaves Foundation

[ ¢

w9 ox ggunUnfnns

Khan 19: yamokapatihan.

Journal of the Siam Society, Vol. 114, Pt. 1, June 2026 143



RESEARCH HIGHLIGHTS

The label is written in Thai, employing
Pali-derived vocabulary rather than
a direct Pali transliteration. Here the
term khan (Pali, khandha; “section”
or “chapter”) designates a numbered
episode within a narrative cycle of the
Buddha’s life. Such numbering com-
monly appears in Thai vernacular ser-
mon and illustrated traditions, where
episodes are organized sequentially
for didactic purposes. The inscription
therefore identifies the scene as
the 19th episode, corresponding to

yamokapatihan or the Twin Miracle
(Pali, yamakapatihariya), presumably
in Savatthi, although the numbering
does not necessarily correspond to a
specific canonical textual source.

Folklore Museum, Institute for Southern
Thai Studies, Songkhla

A two-line inscription accompanying
the scene of the multiplication of
buddhas reads [FIGURE 10]:

FIGURE 10: Narrative caption, detail of F1G. 6 © Fragile Palm Leaves Foundation

Nauladionsenszvitungunu
UULOR (12199 4

Seventeenth: When the Buddha performed miracles

atop the mango tree.

The inscription also functions as a
brief narrative label identifying the
episode depicted. The phrase thi sipchet
(7&udm; “seventeenth”) again indicates
the position of the scene within a
sequential cycle of events from the
Buddha’s life. The expression patihan
(Unnu) refers here to the Buddha’s
performance of miracles atop the
branches of the mango tree at Savatthi.

Similarly written in khlong si suphap
(Tnavdanaw), a structured poetic form
in Siamese literature, the above inscrip-
tions function as label texts that guide
viewers’ interpretation of the images.

However, they extend beyond simple
labeling by narrating and interpreting
the visual scenes with literary richness,
revealing a close intertextual relation-
ship between verbal and visual story-
telling. Their content is not strictly
scriptural and often reflects localized
Buddhist narrative traditions. For
example, the explicit reference to the
mango tree in the Folklore Museum
inscription introduces a detail not
consistently emphasized in canonical
sources, indicating the integration of
local folklore.
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Concluding Remarks

This study has examined six painted
wooden panels depicting the Savatthi
miracles dating from the late 19th to the
early 20th century. Although the number
of surviving examples is limited, this
situation reflects the broader condition
of wooden architectural decoration in
Siam, where earlier monastic structures
and their painted elements have
frequently been lost through renovation,
replacement, or environmental deterio-
ration. It is therefore likely that similar
pictorial cycles once existed more widely,
even if only a small number have
survived.

These panels probably formed part
of larger pictorial programs illustrating
the broader biography of the historical
Buddha, drawing on both Pali canonical
texts and vernacular narrative traditions.
Wooden panels offered considerable
compositional flexibility and were
commonly used to decorate the interiors
of permanent monastic buildings. In

the surviving examples, the Savatthi
miracles rarely appear in isolation;
rather, they are presented alongside
other major episodes from the Buddha’s
life. Arranged in multi-panel series, such
paintings integrate several key events
into a coherent visual narrative that
encourages viewers to recognize the
broader biography of the Buddha rather
than focusing on a single episode.

The relationship between Buddhist
literary texts and Siamese painted
panels reflects the differing constraints
of each medium. Pali texts recount the
Savatthi miracles in extended narrative
detail, leaving much to the reader’s
imagination. Painted representations,
by contrast, operate within a limited
pictorial space and therefore condense
the story by selecting a small number of
visually effective moments. As a result,
wooden panels tend to emphasize the
most recognizable and doctrinally
significant scenes rather than repro-
ducing the full literary sequence, as
summarized in TABLE 1.

TABLE 1: Literary and Visual Traditions of the Savatthi Miracles

Narrative Elements Wooden Panels
1 2 3 4 5 6
Prelude
The mango offering v v v v
The pavilion v v v v v
The ascetics v
The Twin Miracle
Emission of light v v
The Buddha multiplied v v v v v
Sun and moon v

1: Wat Pak Khlong; 2: Wat Ko; 3: Wat Chantharawat;
4: Wat Thung Ya Khom Bang; 5: Wat Chi Prasoet; 6: Folklore Museum
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The table indicates that visual
storytelling in these panels is selective,
favoring scenes that can clearly structure
the narrative within a confined pictorial
field. For example, the grove-keeper’s
mango offering appears in four of the
six examples, while both the destruction
and collapse of the ascetics’ pavilion and
the multiplication of the Buddhaoccurin
five. These episodes function as effective
narrative anchors, enabling artists
to evoke the broader story through a
limited number of scenes. By contrast,
other episodes—such as the suicide of
the leader of the non-Buddhist ascetics
—appear only once, likely because
scenes centered on secondary develop-
ments or chaotic action were less suited
to stable and legible compositions
within the restricted space of a panel.

Variation also occurs in the depiction
of miraculous phenomena. Although
the emission of light forms part of the
miracle textual narrative, it appears
in only two panels. Other miraculous
demonstrations, such as the Buddha
touching the sun and the moon, are
depicted only once among the examples
studied here. A comparable motif
appears in the panel from Wat
Pradu, Samut Songkhram, but there
the accompanying inscription identifies
the episode as a miracle at Kapilavatthu
rather than at Savatthi. This overlap
suggests that certain miraculous
motifs circulated relatively freely across
different episodes of the Buddha’s life
and could occasionally lead to visual or
narrative conflation between distinct
miracle traditions. In practice, artists
seem to have privileged the most
immediately  recognizable = image
associated with the Savatthi event: the
multiplication of the Buddha upon the

mango tree. This motif condenses the
miracle into a single visual scheme
while allowing painters to organize the
composition vertically and hierarchically
—an arrangement particularly well
suited to mural and panel painting.

Other narrative elements described
in textual sources appear rarely, if at
all, in the paintings. A notable example
is the emission of fire and water
traditionally associated with the Twin
Miracle. Although this phenomenon
occupies a central place in several
literary traditions, it is entirely absent
from the panels examined here. This
absence does not imply that the scene
was impossible to represent—artists
occasionally depicted the fire-and-
water miracle elsewhere—but rather
suggests that most painters favored
motifs capable of structuring the
composition more clearly within a
limited pictorial field.

Differences in textual interpretation
may also have contributed to this
pattern. While the Pathamasambodhi
defines the Twin Miracle primarily in
terms of the emission of fire and
water, other Pali works—such as
the  Patisambhidamagga and  the
Dhammapada-atthakatha—present
a broader conception that includes
the Buddha’s multiplication. The prom-
inence of this latter motif in Siamese
wooden painting therefore reflects not
only pictorial considerations but also
the selective engagement of artists with
multiple narrative traditions.

More broadly, the patterns observed
in these painted panels correspond
to strategies found in Siamese mural
painting, where complex textual
narratives were likewise condensed into
visually legible scenes organized
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around a limited number of emblematic
moments. The Savatthi miracle panels
thus illustrate how painters working
in Siam transformed literary traditions

ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

This article derives from the research
project “The Buddha's Miracle in
Sravasti: The Relationship between Lit-
erary and Visual Representations in
South Asia and Southeast Asia”. The
project was supported by the Office of
the Permanent Secretary, Ministry of

ABBREVIATIONS

Dhp-a  Dhammapada-atthakatha
] Jataka

REFERENCES
Primary Sources

. Burlingame, Eugene W., trans. 1921.
Buddhist Legends: Translated from the Original
Pali Text of the Dhammapada Commentary.
3 Volumes. Cambridge, MA: Harvard
University Press.

« Cowell, E.B., trans. 1990. The Jataka, or
Stories of the Buddha’s Former Births. 6 Volumes.
London: Pali Text Society [Reprint; 1st Ed.
1895-1907].

« Johnston, E.H., trans. 1995. Asvaghosa’s
Buddhacarita or Acts of the Buddha. New
Delhi: Munshiram Manoharlal [Reprint; 1st
Ed. 1936].

« Poramanuchitchinorot, Somdet Phra Maha
Samanachao Krom Phra (futfanssuiaunidn
NsUNsEUTINYBRYTUsa), ed. 2551 BE (2008 CE).
wszUguauTwg [Phra Pathomsomphot]. Bangkok:
Wat Phrachetuphon.

into coherent visual narratives adapted
to the constraints and possibilities of
monumental painting.

Higher Education, Science, Research,
and Innovation (OPS MHESI), the Thai-
land Science Research and Innovation
(TSRI), and Chulalongkorn University
(Grant no. RGNS 65-004). I am grateful
to Nicolas Revire and the anonymous
reviewers for their valuable comments
and suggestions, which helped improve
this article.

T. 1428 Sifen lu VY434
[Dharmaguptakavinaya, trans. by Buddhayasas
#FEHR % & Zhu Fonian =4, 408-413 CE],
Vol. 22, 567a-1014b

———, trans. 2016. Pathamasambodhi:
The Life of the Lord Buddha. Bangkok: Amarin
Printing.

Secondary Sources

» Bopearachchi, Osmund. 2024. The Buddha
Performing the “Twin Miracle” Creating
the Spatial Cosmos. In Kucha and Beyond,
Divine and Human Landscapes from Central Asia
to the Himalaya: Proceedings of a Conference of
the European Society for the Study of Central
Asian and Himalayan Civilisations (SEECHAC)
held in Leipzig, 2-4 November 2021, ed. by
Eli Franco et al., 17-34. New Delhi: Dev
Publishers & Distributors.

« Brown, Robert L. 1984. The Sravasti
Miracles in the Art of India and Dvaravati.
Archives of Asian Art 37: 79-95.

« Bunthoeun Sriworapoj (Ysuiiou @Saswanl).

Journal of the Siam Society, Vol. 114, Pt. 1, June 2026 147



RESEARCH HIGHLIGHTS

2549 BE (2006 CE). ¥1AnUazwynsussInann
§anesonin [Jatakas and Buddha’s Life from
Dharma Gilded Lacquer Cabinets]. Bangkok:
Document and Archive Committee of the
60th Anniversary Celebrations of His
Majesty the King.

« Falk, Harry & Steinbriickner, Elisabeth.
2020. A Metrical Version from Gandhara of
the “Miracle at Sravasti” (Texts from the
Split Collection 4). In Annual Report of the
International Research Institute for Advanced
Buddhology (ARIRIAB) 23: 3-42.

« Fiordalis, David V. 2008. Miracles and
Superhuman Powers in South Asian Buddhist
Literature. PhD Dissertation. Ann Harbor:
University of Michigan.

+ Natchapol Sirisawad. 2019. The
Mahapratiharyasitra in the Gilgit Manuscripts:
A Critical Edition, Translation and Textual
Analysis. PhD Dissertation. Munich: Ludwig
Maximilians-Universitit.

———.2021. A Newly Identified Manuscript
of the Mahapratiharyasitra in the Gilgit
Buddhist Manuscript: A Critical Edition and
Translation. Annual Report of the International
Research Institute for Advanced Buddhology
(ARIRIAB) 24: 65-98.

———. 2022. The Sravasti Miracles: Some
Relationships Between their Literary
Sources and Visual Representations

in Dvaravati. Entangled Religions 13(7).
https://doi.org/10.46586/er.13.2022.9908.

« Revire, Nicolas. 2022. The Dvaravatil
Relief at Wat Suthat, Bangkok, and Its Indian
Roots. In Decoding Southeast Asian Art: Studies
in Honor of Piriya Krairiksh, ed. by Nicolas
Revire & Pitchaya Soomjinda, 74-89.
Bangkok: River Books & The Piriya Krairiksh
Foundation.

« Skilling, Peter. 2022. Tapussa and Bhallika
in Thai Painting. In Connecting the Art,
Literature, and Religion of South and Central
Asia: Studies in Honour of Monika Zin, ed. by
Ines Konczak-Nagel et al., 377-390. New
Delhi: Dev Publishers & Distributors.

« Skilling, Peter & Santi Pakdeekham. 2010.
Imaginaires of Late Ayutthaya Pilgrimage:
The Seven and Eight Great Sites at Wat Ko
Kaeo Suttharam, Phetchaburi. Aséanie 25:
147-194DOL:https://doi.org/10.3406/asean.
2010.2131.

» Somlux Khamtrong (au&nwai @61s3). 2550 BE
(2007 cE). mw?iﬁ'asi']wﬁﬁ?umu?mniiufms
Uszindielusiuanewnsanisswil 23 Tawns
ARITYN 24 [Images of Foreigners in Traditional
Thai Painting from the Late 18th to the 19th
Century]. MA Thesis. Bangkok: Silpakorn
University.

« Strong, John S. 2001. The Buddha: A Short
Biography. Oxford: Oneworld.

148 Journal of the Siam Society, Vol. 114, Pt. 1, June 2026


https://doi.org/10.46586/er.13.2022.9908
https://doi.org/10.3406/asean.2010.2131 
https://doi.org/10.3406/asean.2010.2131 

RESEARCH HIGHLIGHTS

MAPPING POLYGYNY: ROYAL PALACE SPACES IN
LATE 19TH-CENTURY SIAM

Witinan Watanasap' & ML Chittawadi Chitrabongs?

ABSTRACT—Under King Prajadhipok (Rama VII, r. 1925-1935), Siam
formally adopted the principle of “one husband, one wife”, departing from
the longstanding royal practice of polygyny. This earlier family structure
had been inscribed in the spatial organization of the Inner Court of the
Grand Palace and in the layout of Dusit Palace in Bangkok under King
Chulalongkorn (Rama V, r. 1868-1910). This article argues that changing
marital policy and palace architecture were closely intertwined, revealing
the tension between the projection of a “civilized” monogamous
monarchy and the persistence of polygynous practice within the royal

household.

KEYWORDS: Gendered Space; History of Siam; Palace Architecture; Polygyny; Royal

Household
Introduction

The enactment of the “one husband,
one wife” marriage law in 1930 during
the reign of King Prajadhipok (Rama VII,
r. 1925-1935) marked a pivot in royal
Siamese socio-architectural arrangements.
Seemingly rooted in the adoption
of Western monogamous ideals, this
legal reform redefined the structure of
elite Thai families, enforcing a “single
standard of marriage rather than
recognizing, as had been traditionally
allowed, a broad range of relationships
as ‘marriage”” (Loos 2006: 9).

Legal marriage and extramarital
sexual relations were more explicitly
distinguished in statutory law in the
20th century. This development followed
earlier debates over the definition of
marriage that had already emerged

! Chulalongkorn University, Bangkok.
Corresponding author. Email: Witinan.w@chula.ac.th.

Z Chulalongkorn University, Bangkok.

before and during the reign of King
Chulalongkorn (Rama V, r. 1868-1910)
in the context of Western colonial
pressure. The Siamese royal practice of
polygyny (“one husband, many wives”),
distinct from broader marital customs
in the kingdom, drew foreign criticism
in the 1850s. This scrutiny reportedly
led King Mongkut (Rama 1V, r. 1851-
1868) to “consider including a treaty
clause that would abolish polygyny for
Siam’s monarchs in the 1856 agreement
with the United States” (Loos 2006: 119).
It is therefore essential to distinguish
from the outset between the marital
regulations of the sovereign and those
applying to the wider population.

This article examines changes in the
spatial planning of royal palaces to help
understand why King Rama V of Siam
did not embark upon changes of codes
and laws concerning Siamese marriage,
despite other contemporaneous policies
of reform which were intended to “break
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Siamese habits” (Chittawadi 2011: 179).
Amongst this national change, the
king’s residence, the Inner Palace, was
neither restructured nor disbanded.
Instead, it continued to increase in size
and complexity during the reign of King
Rama V (Pirasri 2011: 200). The king’s
relocation to the newly built Dusit
Palace did not represent a rush to
modernize, but an inward struggle to
maintain a large domestic family and
an outward attempt to portray this
marriage system as civilized and ordinary.

During his 1897 trip to Western
Europe, King Rama V—who had more
than 150 wives and consorts—commis-
sioned Florentine artist Eduardo Gelli
(1851-1933) to paint an oil portrait of
himself, Queen Saovabha Phongsri, and
their five progenies, to be hung on the
wall of the royal drawing room at the
Chakri Maha Prasat Throne Hall
(WeehtleanFunausianwn;  Ibid.,, 201).
Conventional wisdom often interprets
this effort to present a monogamous
image of his domestic life as part of a
broader “process of modernization”
(Ibid., 200). Such readings, however,
may rely too heavily on mid-20th-cen-
tury social science models of modern-
ization, defined as the “adaptation of
the secularization and rationalization
characteristic of Western Europe and
the USA” (Lerner 1958: 119). The
reforms of late 19th-century Siam do
not fully align with this framework.
Rather than casting Rama V as a
straightforward modernizer leading
Siam toward democratic transforma-
tion, it may be more accurate to situate
his policies within specific dynastic,
diplomatic, and political concerns.

To examine resistance to change
in this dimension of the king’s

family life, this article draws on Robin
Evans’s methodology, which investigates
the relationship between architectural
plans and the everyday lives of their
inhabitants. It focuses on two royal
residences of Rama V, analyzing plans,
photographs, and written accounts of
daily life to trace shifts in architectural
planning in response to the complexities
of a polygynous household. A close
reading of spatial hierarchies, proximity
between living units, and the division
of functions reveals the political,
diplomatic, sexual, and domestic ten-
sions embedded in these environments.
The article concludes by situating this
spatial analysis within broader inter-
pretations of Rama V’s legacy, both as a
monarch and as a domestic figure.

“Figures, Doors and Passages”

In an essay first published in Architectural
Design in 1978, later included in his book,
Translations from Drawing to Building and
Other Essays (1997; reprinted in 2003),
the British architectural writer Robin
Evans (1944-1993) proposed a way of
linking architectural and social history
—in particular, seeing how sanitation
and morality shaped domestic spaces in
the United Kingdom. Evans suggested
that an early scheme for model family
dwellings developed by British architect
Henry Roberts (1803-1876), “was planted
at the core of London’s most disrepu-
table rookery, in Streatham Street,
St Giles” by no accident (2003: 94).
The desire to see purity triumph over
iniquity was put into constructed form
by the architect Robert Kerr (1823-
1904) in the first model housing estate
of the Boundary Street scheme (1889-
1900). Promiscuous sexual liaisons,
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FIGURES 1a-b: Ground floor plans of Palazzo Antoni, Italy, 1556 (a);
and Amesbury House, England, 1661 (b) © Witinan Watanasap

it seems, could be resolved by domestic
legislation and the agency of architecture.

Principally through this project’s
architectural plans, Evans searched for
the full extent to which this housing
suggested privacy and comfort (as well
as morality and civility). The schematic
attempt that Evans pushed forwards,
in an essay titled “Figures, Doors and
Passages”, is central to the methodology
of this article. Evans uncovered house-
hold affairs through the reading of
architectural elements, such as walls,
doors, windows, and stairs, that divided
and then reunited inhabited spaces. To
Evans, the nature of human relationships
is described by a plan. He shed the light
on “signs of life” of human figures who
occupied the building (Ibid., 57).

The process that Evans suggested
is as follows: take the “portrayal of
human figures and take house plans
from a given time and place: look at
them together as evidence of a way of
life, and the coupling between everyday
conduct and architectural organization
may become more lucid” (Ibid.). Pairing
is key to defining similarities and

differences. Take, for example, a part
of Evans’s study and his choice of
the ground floor plans of two houses
[FiGUrREs 1a-b]. The first shows the
matrix of rooms in Andrea Palladio’s
Palazzo Antoni in Udine, Italy, 1556,
the second shows Amesbury House in
England by John Webb, 1661.

The common features in Palladio’s
villa and palace are a set of connecting
rooms, meaning that all rooms have
more than one door—some have up to
four. These features had been regarded
as a fault in domestic buildings since
the early 19th century because of, as
Kerr put it, the wretched inconvenience
of “thoroughfare rooms” (Ibid., 63).
The peculiarity of Palazzo Antoni how-
ever is that “lavatories were brought
within the main building. In pairs they
flank the square anterooms at the very
center of the plan (ventilated from
above). They, too, could be used as
thoroughfares” (Ibid.). The matrix of
connecting rooms, Evans suggested, is
appropriate for a “type of society which
feeds on carnality [..] and in which
gregariousness is habitual” (Ibid., 88).
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The second plan, used as a comparison,
Amesbury House, demonstrated a new
device for removing human traffic from
rooms: the corridor. Staircases began to
be attached to the corridors instead of
terminating in rooms. This architectural
solution suggests the architect’s view-
point that all occupants of a house are
a potential source of irritation to each
other (Ibid., 73). But it is not really
a suggestion of how to live but a
restriction on living—this organization
of spaces removes any possibility of
living in the same way as in Palazzo
Antoni. The social dynamics of the
period continue in other parts of
the plan. For example, a spiral stair
sits within the main stair, for use by
servants. The plan inscribes a division
between upper and lower ranks in
society, with direct, visible movement
for the family circle and limited terri-
tory for servants, who were always at

hand, but never present unless required
(Ibid., 71).?

Prince Chulalongkorn’s Inner Court

Royal palaces should be considered
as both domestic affairs and potent
emblems of the king’s political and
religious power. This dual role is part
of the reason this architecture is so
useful in gaining a better understanding
of why King Rama V was silent about
Western European criticisms of
polygyny in Siam. It is also why Robin
Evans’s methodological framework,

3 Long before Evans (albeit from a somewhat different
perspective), Umberto Eco argued that architectural
objects function as expressions conveying both
practical functions and social meanings. See especially
Eco 1968—Editor’s note.

which bridges architecture and social
reform, is useful to this study.

It is important briefly to point out
the distinction between “royal palaces”
and common “palaces”. Wang (39) means
palace, a residence of a king’s descen-
dants of three higher ranks, for example,
chao fa (197%"), a child of a king whose
mother holds the rank of a queen. The
Thai royal language distinguishes
between the regular wang and phra
ratchawang (WS59%N), meaning royal
palace—the homes of the monarch
himself (Sombat 2555: 5). Bangkok’s
long formal appellation includes the
words “the Happy City abounding in
great royal palaces which resemble the
heavenly abode” (s1v81TiuSsudonusY
JnAdunianIuousAuIY; trans. Askew
2002: 2-3). The city is thus, in part,
defined by the royal residences of the
king (ratchaniwet; sroiimy, here trans-
lated as “royal palaces”). As noted by
the Office of the Prime Minister (2539:
12), these royal palaces encapsulate the
integration of cultural symbolism and
architectural expression, reflecting the
deep interrelation between political
authority and architectural organiza-
tion. Central to this circle of power was
King Rama V, whose childhood was
spent at the Inner Court of the Grand
Palace (1wAWse51951UIUTUNTZUTU-
UN15993). A description of the palace
of his childhood will describe the
domestic tradition and political situa-
tion which he inherited from his father,
King Rama IV [FIGURE 2].

The Inner Court of the Grand Palace
is a walled city—complete within itself.
It was a town of women—governed by
women, served by female court servants
—the only man who lived within this
boundary was the king. The Inner
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FIGURE 2: Children of King Mongkut, on the day of King Chulalongkorn’s first
coronation; Inner Court of the Grand Palace, Bangkok, 1868. Public Domain

Palace was strictly off-limits to men
(Vanlee 2563: 2676). His sons, after
reaching the age of puberty, thirteen,
had to live elsewhere outside the Inner
Palace (Chongchittanom 2552: 9).

In Description of the Thai Kingdom or
Siam (1854), Monsignor Jean-Baptiste
Pallegoix (1805-1862), French bishop
who spent 24 years in Siam, described
the Inner Palace: “The quarters in which
the King lives are poorly lit and not
very ornate. They are like warehouses
in which are stacked a host of curious
things, mirrors, center lights, crystal,
watches of all kinds, porcelain vases,
statues, musical boxes [..] precious
furniture from Europe” (trans. 2000:
146). By contrast to King Mongkut’s
warehouse-like quarters, the Queen’s
palace, adjoining that of the king, was
described as “consisting of several great
elegant and well-decorated buildings”

(1bid., 147).

An elderly lady who had the
confidence of the king took charge of
“everything” that concerned the house
of the Queen: some 100 ladies were
under her orders, she exercised strict
surveillance over the Queen and the
king’s concubines of various nations, and
she commanded 2,000 girls employed
in the service of the Palace. The king’s
daughters who could not marry,
Pallegoix noted, “pass their lives in the
triple enclosure of walls in which they
are enclosed”, and they could go out
“only rarely to make a few purchases or
to bring gifts to the temples” (Ibid.).

Most controversial among Western
European observers was Anna H.
Leonowens (1831-1915), a British governess
of King Mongkut’s children—including
the young Crown Prince Chulalongkorn.
Her experience was eventually portrayed
in the stage musical premiered at
Broadway’s St. James Theater in 1951,
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“The King and I”. Leonowens’s The
English Governess at the Siamese Court
(1870) and The Romance of the Harem
(1873) were regarded as the books to
be read by missionaries, travelers, and
wives of Western European personnel
who were heading to work in Siam. The
number of King Mongkut’s “concubines”
was used to condemn the king as
sexually excessive. In his own account
of the court of Siam, Sir John Bowring
(1792-1872) describes an invitation to
a performance in the Inner Palace; the
principal actors were a king, a queen,
and two concubines. The secondary
actors were girls, whose ages did not
exceed 16, selected from the king’s
concubines. He had, Bowring noted,
“six hundred” of them in the Palace,
who had “two-thousand four hundred
other women in attendance on them”
(Bowring 1857: 319).

It is true that King Mongkut had
at least 82 children, including Crown
Prince Chulalongkorn. Polygyny was
important to the Siamese monarchy. It
signified status, power, wealth, and the
ability to provide. Most importantly,
polygyny was a means to maintain
political stability. The king married
into other royal families to prevent
competition for royal assets and to
create alliances with the daughters and
granddaughters of nobility, cultivating
loyalty and establishing relationships.
Marriages to princesses of foreign
countries served as guarantees to
protect rules. Queens were chosen for
the foundation of economic and political
cooperation (Chanan 2556: 4-5). This
system of marriage was also true for the
Siamese nobilities and filtered down to
ordinary Siamese families who could
pay the expenses.

However, King Mongkut might have
seen an advantage to ending this
polygynous tradition. The king issued
two proclamations on either side of
sighing the Bowring Treaty in 1855. The
first was in 1854, allowing women to
leave the Inner Palace at “one’s desire”;
the king insisted that the Inner Palace
was “not a confinement”. His condition
was that “living in the Inner Palace
while searching for lovers or husbands
is prohibited” (Chomklao 2397: 88). The
second proclamation, announced in
1861, suggested a decline of “gifting”
one’s daughters to the Inner Palace
which had increased in numbers during
the past ten years, resulting in a
financial problem. King Mongkut said
“Two-thousand-chang [160,000 baht]
was not enough” for women in the
Inner Palace, which became very
“congested” (Chomklao 2404: 451-452).
These two problems, external criticism
of the country’s polygynous tradition
and the internal struggle to maintain
this domestic organization, were inher-
ited by Crown Prince Chulalongkorn.

King Chulalongkorn’s Inner Court

King Chulalongkorn neither destroyed
the walls of the Inner Palace nor
abolished the Siamese tradition of
polygyny. Many of his consorts were of
noble or royal lineage, thereby reinforcing
political alliances. Several were also his
half-sisters—such as Queen Savang
Vadhana (#9179 Yu; 1862-1955), Queen
Saovabha Phongsri (181901 WONAT; 1864~
1919), and Queen Sukhumala Marasri
(Y118 W19AT; 1861-1927)—a common
dynastic practice intended to preserve
royal bloodlines (Chirawat 2546: 109).
Their roles were not entirely subservient.
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(Queen grandmother)

Queen Sunandha Kumariratana
Queen Sukhumala Marasri (Q3)

{3 omeeniat 1 1]

=

T
Princess Consorts (PC)
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Princess Piu Ladavalya

Princess Bua Ladavalya
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Mot Bunnag

Chan Sukumalachandra
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Ruean Sundarasaradula

Wat Kalyanamitra

Chao Thipkeson na Chiangmai
Mom Rajawongse Nueang Snidvongs
On Bunnag

Phrom

Wong Netrayana

Sae Rojanadis

Mom Rajawongse Keson Snidvongs
Chum Krairoek

Luean Niyavananda

Mom Rajawongse Chiu Kapitatha
Hem Amatyakul

Khian Kalyanamitra

Mot Bunnag
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Nuan na Nakhon
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Mom Luang Thanom Devahastin
Lamay Suwannathat

Jaem Krairoek
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Cheua
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Konkaew Buranasiri
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Jean Jotikasthira

Yeam Jotikasthira
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Paem Malakul
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Ope Bunnag

Mom Rajawongse Paew Malakul
Leam Bunnag

Ap Bunnag

Uean Bunnag

Sae Bunnag

Sombun Manprasoet

Mom Rajawengse Sadab Ladavalya
Mom Rajawongse Lamai Singhara
Theam Bunnag
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Cheng Phonkanit
Choei Bunnag
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Savas Salak
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Sai
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Sin Sriben

Singhara

Suwan na Nakhon
Lean Bunnag

Im jotikasthira

Im Gurukura

Chan Saeng-chuto
Mom Rajawongse Pradap Suriyakul

FIGURE 3: King Rama V’s
family tree. Photo 1: King
Rama V’s family portrait
(the basis for a portrait by
Eduardo Gelli), Photo 2:
King Rama V’s queens
and princess consorts,
Photo 3: King Rama V’s wives
* © Witinan Watanasap
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They could have political standings. For
example, when King Rama V travelled
to Western Europe in 1897, he appointed
Queen Saovabha Phongsri as the regent
of Siam. The king’s multiple queens,
consorts, and children formed part of
an elaborate hierarchical structure that
reflected Siamese court customs, and
they all resided within the Inner Palace.
It would have been virtually impossible
for Eduardo Gelli to paint an oil-on-
canvas portrait of King Chulalongkorn
together with his 153 wives and all their
progeny [FIGURE 3].

The Grand Palace, as depicted in
1875, was structured into four primary
zones: the Inner Court, the Middle Court,
the Outer Court, and the Temple of
the Emerald Buddha [FIGURE 4]. This
complex functioned not only as the
royal residence but also as the admin-
istrative and ceremonial center of
the Siamese kingdom. Approximately
one-third of the Grand Palace grounds
were dedicated to the Inner Court,
designated for the queens, consorts,
female attendants, and daughters
of the king. Beyond its function as a
private royal residence, the Inner Court
served as an institutional space for the
education and training of young women
destined to become members of the
royal household (Naengnoi 2527: 18).

As noted above, the Inner Palace
could become congested. King Chula-
longkorn’s solution was to renovate the
existing Siamese houses, to increase the
area by building vertically, and to replace
some buildings with new ones (Ibid., 83).
The Inner Palace in 1875 was composed
of groups of five-room houses in the
Siamese traditional style, with a
veranda overlooking a central courtyard.

It has row-houses of small rooms with
a veranda in front of each room, and
Western-style houses built with bricks
and mortar, two-to-four-stories high,
with storage, kitchen buildings, and
ponds. The work of Thai architectural
scholar MR Naengnoi Saksri describes
changes between the houses built in the
reigns of King Rama III (1824-1851) and
King Rama V. These include comparisons
between the courtyards of Siamese
houses and those influenced by the
West, as well as the symbolic meaning
and function of exterior doors and
windows. These will be analyzed in the
next sections in relation to the king’s
marriage practices.

Courtyards and Gates

Courtyards are frequent features of the
Grand Palace, a result of the layering of
walls and enclosures in the complex.
They are also main features of transition
spaces in the Inner Palace. These court-
yards changed in style and appearance
between the reigns of Rama III and
Rama V, showing the extent to which
King Chulalongkorn was ready to make
changes to his royal palace.

Courtyards could be enclosed as part
of a house or bound by a single story-
masonry wall, marked with a gate.
While earlier examples are typical of
local architecture, houses built during
the Fifth Reign began to adopt Western
styles. For example, one courtyard gate
is surrounded by a pediment and stone
rustication, built out of locally available
bricks and mortar [FIGURE 5]. The fake
rustication resembles the stone columns
at the main facade of the Royal Salt-
works at Arc-et-Senans, commissioned
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FIGURE 4: The layout of the Grand Palace in the Reign of King Rama V
© Witinan Watanasap
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1- Archway Entrance of the Inner Court in the early period

2 - Archway Entrance of the Inner Court from the Reign of King Rama V, featuring a Western pediment

3, 4 - Courtyard of a Royal Residence from the Reign of King Rama III

5, 6 - Courtyard of a Royal Residence from the Reign of King Rama V

7 - The fagade of Phra Ong Chao On-Praphan Rambhai Residence is a three-story building constructed in a
Western-influenced style.

8 - Archway with a Western Pediment

FIGURE 5: Archway entrances and courtyards of the Inner Court at the Grand Palace
in the early Rattanakosin period, Bangkok © Witinan Watanasap

158 Journal of the Siam Society, Vol. 114, Pt. 1, June 2026



RESEARCH HIGHLIGHTS

during the reign of Louis XVI (1774-
1792) and designed by French architect
Claude-Nicolas Ledoux (1736-1806).
King Chulalongkorn had a Western
influence on the lifestyle and appearance
of the Royal Palace.

Alexander Purves suggested that
people’s affinity for courtyards “make
up an elusive web of conscious and
unconscious needs, desires and associa-
tions” (1982: 138). He continues, they
are “expressive of the need of human
beings to group together” (Ibid., 142).
In this sense, the change in style could
be seen as an expression of how King
Chulalongkorn wanted his queens and
consorts to be perceived—perhaps as
something closer to a Western family.

Doors, Corridors, and Stairs

A clear hierarchy in the organization of
the Inner Palace conveyed the impor-
tance of King Chulalongkorn’s wives and
consorts. Size was relative, signifying
preference and daily habits. FIGURE 6
shows a series of these houses drawn
to the same scale and orientation. The
location of these houses in the Inner
Palace, and their proximity to the King’s
residence, is shown above in FIGURE 4.
The location of the house of King
Chulalongkorn’s three queens [Q2 in
FIG. 4] was primary, opposite the king’s
bed chamber in Chakri Throne Hall
[K in F1G. 4]. These queens, sisters, were
Queen Sunanda Kumariratana (&un
nuUN3Fmi; 1860-1880), Queen Saovabha
Phongsri, and Queen Savang Vadhana.
King Chulalongkorn designated a three-
story house for them. The ground floor
had space for guest reception, staff
living quarters, and storage. The first
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and second floors served as living
spaces for the three queens and their
children. The plan for the house
includes two main courtyards and five
staircases, effectively dividing the space
into three distinct living areas, one for
each queen. The position of corridors,
courtyards, and stairs suggests a level of
privacy for each [Q2 in FiG. 6]. Follow-
ing the untimely death of Queen
Sunanda Kumariratana, Queen Saovabha
Phongsri was relocated to the Chakri
Maha Prasat complex [Ql in FiG. 4].
Thus, the house became the sole abode
of Queen Savang Vadhana and her royal
children, standing as the largest and
most distinct structure of its kind
(Naengnoi 2527).

Houses for less important wives
become gradually smaller but maintain
similar organizations. The Royal Residence
of Princess Oradaya Debkanya (o5
WWiityeyn; 1859-1906) [c1] is more than
three times as large as the Royal Residence
of Chao Chom Mom Rajawongse Jiew
(1¥190untousIgd A1) [c2]—both
princesses were ranked as royal concu-
bines (chao chom; 191991)—yet the plans
are remarkably similar. In each a court-
yard at the entrance is enclosed by the
facade on one side. Each are entered
through a double-height space, with
primary rooms arranged in the four
corners. Corridors with staircases at
multiple ends connect upper and lower
floors, creating different ways of
moving through each room.

The staircases of these houses, built
during King Chulalongkorn’s reign [Pc1,
Q3, Gcl, Ge4 in F1G. 6], give clues to
their daily use. In these plans doors are
placed opposite each other along both
sides of wide central corridors—glances
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FIGURE 6: The plans of King Rama V wives’s residences in the Inner Court of the
Grand Palace [keyed to F1G. 4], Bangkok © Witinan Watanasap
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into the opposite room were not prob-
lematic. Interconnecting doors are even
placed between rooms alongside these
corridors. These houses are meant for
many people reflecting their specific
roles in the Inner Palace. The Royal
Residence of the princesses, daughters
of King Rama V and Chao Chom Manda
Chum Krairoek (14799111561 Y lnggnd;
1869-1911) [Gc1], for example, had a
room designated for the king’s bed, next
to the main staircase, which suggested
that the king could choose to stay in the
residence if he wished. The proximity of
this room to the staircase suggests
someone coming and going easily and
quickly, perhaps even discreetly. 1t is
notable that this was one of the first
houses to have Western style bathroom
furniture inside the house (Naengnoi
2527:117).

Other staircases suggest a similar
level of privacy or discretion. The wooden
spiral staircase at the end of a series of
connected rooms in the residence of
Chao Chom Manda On (131991115601 90L;
1868-1969) and her daughters [Ge3] was
similar to one installed in many royal
residences (Naengnoi 2527). These could
be used as service stairs but also
connect personal spaces.

Windows

The window (phra banchon; wssUtyys)
in King Chulalongkorn’s bedchamber at
the Chakri Throne Hall was an impor-
tant tool in his polygynous lifestyle, as
suggested in the memoir of Mom Chao
Chongchitthanom Diskul (itioutan 933ms-
OUDY HiANa; 1886-1978). The position of
this window was carefully observed as
part of the everyday activities of the

women in the Inner Palace. An open
window signified the “right time”, no
matter how late it was, for the wives to
prepare themselves to see and to
converse with King Chulalongkorn
[FIGURE 7]. Close to the king’s wake up
time female court servants and the
king’s daughters would be waiting to
perceive the moment when the king’s
window was open. They would “run” to
report to their individual superiors, so
that his wives would “come up” to meet
the king (Chongchitthanom 2521: 15).
The bedchamber’s window represents
the agency of architecture to maintain
the order of everyday life. Women in
the Inner Palace who had already failed
to attract the king’s favor had a specific
room to sit in and wait for the king
to pass by. This room was called the
“Yellow Room”, following the color of
gilded interior decoration (Sunsanee
2556: 195). At Chakri Throne Hall,
as reported by Malcolm Smith, in A
Physician at the Court of Siam (1947), King
Chulalongkorn’s bedroom had gilded
decorations. Three beds arranged side
by side were at the center of the room.
The king’s bed was the largest and the
highest one, ornate with high level
craftsmanship. The side beds were for
the king’s women waiting to serve him.

Latrines

Perhaps despite or because of King
Chulalongkorn’s attempts to increase
the number of stories to the royal
residences, sanitary conditions of the
Inner Palace gradually became more
threatening. In the Inner Palace, female
court servants traditionally defecated
in a building called the “tunnel”
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FIGURE 7: Group portrait of King Rama V (center), Queen Savang Vadhana (left), and
Queen Saovabha Phongsri (right), taken at the window of the king’s bedchamber,
Chakri Throne Hall, Bangkok, 1880. Public Domain

(oumong; 9139A), a one-story building
with thick brick walls. Excretion was a
collective activity. Court servants
squatted between wooden partitions
that went up to head height. The waste
would be washed away to the river.
Before King Chulalongkorn’s sanitary
reform, the waterways of Bangkok were
the primary means of sewage disposal
from the Inner Palace. This even
included the king’s feces. After he had
defecated, his feces would be trans-
ferred from the chamber pot to a
krathong khut (n5eVN@0), i.e., “banana-leaf
vessel for feces”. The Royal Palace
Police would guard the specific site for a
trusted servant to float the krathong khut
down the waterways.*

4 See Damrong Rajanubhab, viviethdaaFosTalasn
(081938 1vuBnaLe) [Installation of Sewage (Shone

In truth, the Inner Palace was
probably one of the filthiest habitats
in Bangkok. The British Medical Officer
of Health, Dr Hugh Campbell Highet
(1866-1929), who was employed to
work in Siam, submitted a report to the
Siamese Deputy Minister of Local
Sanitary Department. The issue was
about the “filthy condition” of the
southern and western side of the outer
wall and the spaces between the outer
wall and the inner wall of the Inner
Palace. Highet noted that barrack rooms
were clean. “Only three feet” (approx.
91 cm) away from the head of the beds
where soldiers slept, the “buckets” were
simply placed on the ground. There was
no proper cement floor, no drains, and
the ground was “stinking” from nightsoil

System)], 31 January 1906-13 May 1907, NAR5 LG 5.12
/3, National Archives of Thailand, Bangkok.
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and urine. The latrine had no more than
ten rooms for a population of “at least
five hundred people”. The inner portion
of the Palace was not better than the
outer portion. The Royal Palace did
not have drains. Waste water could not
really leave the Palace enclosure and
simply soaked into the ground. Highet
wrote: “I am not surprised at the fact
of plague breaking out there owing to
overcrowding of fifth”.>

Western European residents in
Bangkok were mostly worried about
health, especially diseases transmitted
through the water. The Bangkok Times
bilingual newspaper, since the late
1890s, raised concerns about public
health and personal hygiene.

Dusit Palace

When King Chulalongkorn realized that
his mode of living must be changed, in
the late 1890s he moved from the Inner
Court of the Grand Palace to live in a
new palace outside the walled city of
Bangkok. The Dusit Palace complex
(Wsg519%490)AR), whose name explicitly
refers to the Tusita heaven—the
celestial realm where future buddhas
dwell before their final rebirth (from
Sanskrit tusita, “contented” or “joyful”)
—was built at Suan Dusit or Dusit Park
(81undn) and served as a suburban
residence of the king. Ratchadamnoen

> See Campbell Highet, wysgnmiaAsyandny ey
sIeNUUNngaYIRuIaUsedn U 5.4, 117 [Phraya Thewet
submitted to the King the Annual Report of the
Medical and Sanitation Department for 1898], NA R5
LG 5.5/2, 29 May 1895-20 August 1899, National
Archives of Thailand, Bangkok.

® See inter alia “Precautions Against the Plague”, The
Bangkok Times, 1 May 1897, and “Personal Hygiene”,
The Bangkok Times, 17 June 1897.
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Avenue (auusawliv), “the royal
procession road”, began its construction
in 1899 from the Dusit Palace to
Bangkok’s city walls. The name, it was
argued, was derived from Queen’s Walk,
an avenue in Green Park, London,
whereas King Chulalongkorn compared
his Avenue with the Mall, a ceremonial
thoroughfare between Buckingham
Palace and Trafalgar Square with St.
James’s Park and Marlborough House
Gardens on its sides (Pirasri 2011: 191).

Dusit Palace adopted the customary
spatial arrangement of the royal palaces:
outer court, middle court, and inner
court to house his many wives and
daughters. However, the organization of
these areas was more open than in the
Grand Palace [FIGURE 8]. A network of
canals, functioning like passageways,
divided the Inner Court, separating the
various plots of land bestowed upon the
king’s queens, consorts, and daughters
for their privacy and security (Sutthion
2556: 82). In 1901, the king decided to
relocate an unfinished teak building
from Ko Sichang, in the Gulf of Siam, to
Dusit Palace. In 1902, the mansion
named Wimanmek (WTNIUIULLL)
became King Chulalongkorn’s residence,
equipped with electricity and running
water (Peleggi 2002: 85). Wimanmek
Mansion was the first residence where
King Chulalongkorn decided to break
the Siamese tradition by allowing his
queens, wives, and favorite consorts to
live under the same roof (Pirasri 2011:
202).

King Chulalongkorn occupied the
top floor of the octagonal shaped room
of Wimanmek Mansion, which also had
the living quarters of Queen Sukhumala
Marasri [Q3]. The Queen and her
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FIGURE 8: The layout of the Dusit Palace complex, Bangkok © Witinan Watanasap
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retinue lived underneath the king’s
bedroom, suggesting her increasing
power during the end of his reign. On
the eastern side, at the far end of the
corridor, was Queen Saovabha Phongsri
[Q1], the mother of the Crown Prince
(previously living closest to the king at
the Grand Palace), no longer his favorite.
Between the king’s bedroom and Queen
Saovabha Phongsri were the grand
concubines from the Bunnag family
(mzayuun) [Ge1]: Chao Chom Manda
Chum [Gc2] and, at the northern end of
the corridor, Princess Consort Saisavali
Bhiromya (&nwand fHsud; 1862-1929)
[C1], another favorite of the king (Pirasri
2011: 203, 260). The planning of this
palace facilitated a dual aim: maintain-
ing the king’s large Inner Court which
had been housed so problematically
before and portraying an outward
image of monogamy and progress when
necessary. Crucially, when the king
received guests at Wimanmek Mansion,
members of the Inner Court could move
to their own detached villas in Dusit
Palace to avoid the eyes of foreigners.

Detached Villas

The Four Seasons Garden Residence
(wssswmlinacudge), home to Queen
Saovabha Phongsri and Princess Valaya
Alongkorn (21a goasnsal; 1884-1938), was
designed to emphasize privileged
privacy and elevated status. Its location
on the secluded south edge of the com-
pound, notably distant from other inner
court residences, reinforced the queen’s
importance. The building’s rectangular
plan [FIGURE 9], surrounded by a
veranda, implied a domesticity reserved
for a single royal family, featuring
connected but separate upper-floor

quarters for the queen and the princess
(Sutthion 2556: 140-142).

In sharp contrast, the Phutthan
Garden Royal Villa (wsesiwtlinau
WaARY) offered an efficient solution
for housing multiple lower-ranking
consorts such as Chao Chom Manda On,
Chao Chom Aep (191991 18U; 1879-1944),
Chao Chom Ap (141993 9U; 1881-1961),
Chao Chom Uean (141704 19914; 1887-1927),
and their children. Its compact,
H-shaped plan [F1G. 9] included 32
bedrooms and prioritized the proper
circulation of numerous occupants
(Ibid., 145-146). Here the corridor is
used for its efficiency as much as for the
privacy it offers. The differences
between the scale and grandeur of the
various residences of the Inner Court’s
shows the continuation of hierarchy
among queens and consorts.

Furniture and Bathroom Fixtures

King Rama V’s drawing rooms and
bedrooms were the center of public
attention, clearly exhibiting his selective
taste for Western culture. The main rooms
were furnished with “very elegant”
Louis XV-chairs and custom-designed
pieces by Messrs. Hewetson, confirming
his contemporary image as an “Anglo-
maniac” (The Sketch 1893). This selective
adoption extended to personal hygiene:
the king purchased water closets from
Maple & Co. and even acquired a bidet
as a gift, introducing the Western sitting
posture to the palace.” Crucially, this
acceptance of Western custom did not
extend to public infrastructure. An

7 See wszangFunadwmdolaanigivdjaunniy [Phraya
Suriya sends a urinating pot for women (to King
Rama V)], NA R5 RS 8.1 @1/17, 18 July-26 September
1899, National Archives of Thailand, Bangkok.
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FIGURE 9: The plans of King Rama V and his wives’ residences
in Dusit Palace, Bangkok © Witinan Watanasap
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FIGURE 10: King Chulalongkorn cooking a meal at his wooden residence,
Dusit Park, 1904-1905. Public Domain

official minute records that Prince
Damrong Rajanubhab  (1862-1943),
supervising provincial reforms, refused
to sanction the expense of an imported
sewage system, prioritizing funds for
road maintenance instead: “The best
duty of the Sanitary Department is to
maintain the roadways in good repair
[...]. Besides, the expenses should best
be preserved”.?

This pattern of adopting Western
consumer goods and education (for his
son), but resisting fundamental utilitarian
infrastructure, complicates the image of
King Chulalongkorn as a straightforward
modernizer, contrasting with the utili-
tarian trajectory customarily outlined

8 See Damrong Rajanubhab, “Installation of Sewage
(Shone System)”, cited in note 4 (our translation).

(Wyatt 1994). Instead, his architectural
pursuits, like Dusit Palace, can be inter-
preted as a form of “courtly consump-
tion” focused on “self-fulfillment and
self-realization” (Peleggi 2002: 91). The
palace, modeled on the suburban villa
ideal—a retreat from urban weariness
—allowed the “working monarch” to
pursue a rural fantasy, as captured in
the famous photograph of him cooking
a meal on the porch of the ruean ton
(Sougiu), a traditional wooden residence
within the Dusit Palace complex
[FIGURE 10]. However, the failure of
urban infrastructure undermined this
aesthetic escape. The king wrote that
the “faecal smell of sewage disposal
carts” continued to haunt him even in
the new palace, fearing the stench
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would cause a stomach ulcer and
proving that personal modernization
could not suppress the environmental
realities of Bangkok.’

Polygyny in Siam

Polygyny in Siam was paradoxical. It
was the result of both a sexual drive
and a political one. Polygyny incurred
expenses, such as monthly financial
support for pregnancy and children of
all ages, announced by King Mongkut in
1865 (Chomklao 2404: 226). The aban-
donment of this tradition lay in the
logic of internal political reform within
the country. King Mongkut gradually
realized that he could not afford the
growing number of Inner Palace inhab-
itants, but it remained for three reigns
after him. Polygyny was defended by
King Mongkut’s Minister of Foreign
Affairs as early as 1867, as a Buddhist
practice for men, particularly on the
ground that Buddhist custom did not
explicitly forbid it (Thiphakorawong
2410: 153-158). Meanwhile, polyandry,
“one wife, many husbands”, was forbid-
den because women were predisposed
to play favorites among their husbands
and that might result in murder (Ibid.).
King Chulalongkorn himself suggested
taking a survey of men who practiced
polygyny to help legal advisers deter-
mine whether monogamy or polygyny
should constitute the legal standard,
but no survey was taken (Loos 2006:
122). His Majesty King Vajiravudh (Rama
VI; r. 1910-1925) responded to the Sia-
mese Cabinet Council in 1912 that “our

? see King Chulalongkorn, u§¥vazena [Clean Work
Company], NA R5 LG 12/9, 29 June 1899-13 October
1899, National Archives of Thailand, Bangkok.
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[Siamese] moral plane and that of the
Europeans could not very well be
compared with fairness, and it is most
difficult to judge who is on the higher
moral plane and who on the lower.
Therefore, to drag the subject of Moral
Planes into the drafting of Marriage
Law appears to be rather inapt”.’® There
was an obvious resistance to outside
judgment of this way of family life, as
well as a clear function of this system.

King Chulalongkorn’s action to
move out from the congested Inner
Court of the Grand Palace to live in
Dusit Palace was seemingly good for the
king’s health. This is not entirely true.
Health was mental and physical. The
fecal stench of Bangkok continued to
haunt King Chulalongkorn even when
he had already entered Dusit Palace.
It is true that King Chulalongkorn had
purchased various furniture including
a water closet and bidet from Europe.
However, he did not introduce the
sewage system to Bangkok. His water
closet and bidet were the introductions
of sitting postures rather than the
utility of a hygienic infrastructure.
Even in the modernized bedroom of the
king, the furniture betrayed the persis-
tence of the old order. Three beds were
arranged side-by-side: a central one for
the king and side beds for the women.
This arrangement is a microcosm of the
“matrix” surviving within the “corridor”.
It acknowledged the polygynous reality
even as the walls of the palace signaled
monogamous privacy.

Despite Western criticism, polygyny
remained essential for the Siamese

10 See Georges Padoux, “Memo to King Vajiravudh”,
9 May 1913, quoted in Adul & Luang Chamroon
1968: 97.
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monarchy. It was the mechanism
through which the king integrated the
powerful noble families of the kingdom
into the royal household. Marrying the
daughters of the Bunnag family, for
instance, or the northern princesses,
was a strategic act of statecraft. Yet it
contrasted with the work which King
Chulalongkorn did to make friends
internationally, to protect Siam from
colonial rule.

Concluding Remarks

This article attempts an understanding
of the complex nature of the polygynous
life of King Chulalongkorn during a most
interesting period of Thai history: the
era of Western colonization. Readings
of architectural plans, old photographs,
archival materials, and memoirs suggest
the changes in spatial organization of
the royal palaces to maintain the order
of the king’s daily life, relating to the
women in the Inner Palace. Windows,
doors, corridors, interconnecting rooms,
and circular staircases facilitated a
polygynous life while maintaining a
level of privacy. These were among
numerous other symbolic gestures of
hierarchy in the palace and in the king’s
routines.

The reigns of King Rama VI and King
Rama VII saw a decisive shift from the
traditional Siamese practice of polygyny
to monogamy, enforced through royal
decrees, and inevitably mirrored by
architectural changes. King Rama VI
initiated this transition with the design
of Mrigadayavan Palace (wszs1%Tai-
ugAneTu), located near Cha-am in
Phetchaburi province and built in 1923-
1924, which—although separating male
and female quarters by a corridor

approximately 40 m long—functionally
grouped his small family under a single
roof. The new scale of intimacy at the
palace is illustrated by the khao tai to
(1@ TATHe) ritual, during which a
lady-in-waiting of the Inner Court
performed a specialized massage for
King Vajiravudh during mealtimes in
the Outer Court, thus blurring the
conventional separation between the
two domains (Chanan 2556: 29-30). King
Vajiravudh further enforced a new
social hierarchy by requiring his court
ladies to seek royal permission to marry,
thereby encouraging later marriage and
monogamy. This evolution culminated
under King Rama VII, who solidified the
change by enacting the Marriage Act of
1930, which legally recognized a
woman’s status as a wife through
registration. Architecturally, the shift is
embodied in his gift to his only wife,
Queen Rambai Barni (§11W wssel; 1904
1984), of the Klai Kangvol Palace
(wszgrglnaing), designed by a
Western-educated Thai architect as a
spacious, comfortable, Western-influ-
enced house, abandoning the strict
front/back separation and formality of
traditional palaces. MR Naengnoi Saksri
(2527) observes that this palace’s
resemblance to a large house is in part
due to the king’s monogamous family
structure, with a design prioritizing
comfort and informality as architectural
evidence of the move away from
polygamy. The image of Bangkok and
the king’s domestic life emphasized
symbolic  gestures over political
motivations. Despite an awareness of
the moral distinctions between
monogamy and polygyny, deep-seated
traditions were difficult to change.
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MEMORY, POWER, AND GENDER IN SIAMESE CREMATION VOLUMES

Karandeep Singh'

ABSTRACT—This article examines gender dynamics within the tradition
of cremation volumes in early 20th-century Siam, shaped in part by the
editorial direction of Prince Damrong Rajanubhab (1862-1943). It argues
that these commemorative texts functioned as instruments of patriarchal
control and elite self-representation. Through an analysis of sponsorship
patterns and biographical narratives, the study highlights how women’s
agency in shaping public memory emerged only conditionally, mediated
through relationships with male kin and embedded within elite social
networks. By situating cremation volumes as cultural artifacts, the article
sheds light on the intersection of memory, power, and gender in elite

Siamese society.

KEYWORDS: Cremation Volumes; Gendered Agency; Gender Dynamics; Gendered

Remembrance; Siamese Funeral Culture

Introduction

Cremation volumes, also known as
nangsue ngan sop (WilN&oNTUANW), are a
unique and historically rich genre of
literature distributed as keepsakes at
funerals in Siam.? Traditionally given as
gifts to guests attending cremations,
these volumes contain wide ranging
content, including biographical sketches
of the deceased, eulogies, religious
teachings, and selected literary works.
Originating among royalty and nobility
in the late 19th century, they soon
became a tradition adopted by wealthy
commoners and, eventually, the broader
middle class. Over time, cremation
volumes evolved into critical cultural
artifacts, offering a wealth of historical

! University of Hamburg (PhD Candidate).

Email: karandeep.singh@studium.uni-hamburg.de.

2 They are also known as nangsue anuson ngan sop
(Wﬁﬁﬁaqqaﬁﬁmuﬁw), nangsue thiraluek ngan sop
(nilvFofissAneuan), and nangsue chaek (nilvdouan).

and social information about Siamese
society. They contain crucial information
about the personal lives of individuals
as well as reflect broader political,
cultural, and social dynamics, making
them invaluable sources for historians,
anthropologists, and scholars of Thai
studies.

The primary sources for this article
are the Wat Bowonniwet Vihara Crema-
tion and Rare Book Collection and the
Pridi Banomyong Library Cremation
Collection from Thammasat University
(TU)’s Digital Collection, which together
house 19,558 cremation volumes.® This
article studies these cremation volumes

3 The Wat Bowonniwet Vihara Cremation and Rare
Book Collection houses 11,902 volumes, while the
Pridi Banomyong Library Cremation Collection
contains 7,656 volumes. These numbers continue to
grow as the library adds newly digitized volumes to
its collections. The TU Digital Collection is publicly
accessible through the following link: https://digital.
library.tu.ac.th/tu_dc/frontend/Search/index/
collection:main_11.
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during King Vajiravudh or Rama VI’s
reign (1910-1925), specifically focusing
on the prefaces (A1) to analyze how
these texts reflect elite identity, social
hierarchies, and broader societal changes,
offering insights into the cultural signi-
ficance of cremation volumes during
this pivotal period. For this article, a
streamlined selection of 96 volumes was
made: 19 from the Pridi Banomyong Li-
brary Cremation Collection and 77 from
the wWat Bowonniwet Vihara Cremation
and Rare Book Collection, both in Bang-
kok. This focused sample was chosen
based on a key criterion: nearly all these
volumes contain a preface written by
Prince Damrong Rajanubhab, who served
as Chairman of the Watchirayan Library
of Siam (the future National Library of
Thailand). This selection represents an
initial exploratory cut into an immense
and largely understudied corpus,
designed to allow a manageable and
coherent analysis while still capturing
meaningful patterns in how cremation
volumes were produced and used.*
Prince Damrong’s central role in
shaping cremation volumes during this
period cannot be overstated. During
his tenure as chairman, he became the
most prolific and influential author of
these prefaces. His preambles not only
highlight the rationale for selecting and
reproducing particular texts but also
reflect his broader intellectual project: to
preserve classical Siamese literature and
Buddhist scriptures from disappearing.
He used cremation volumes strategically

* Additional cremation volumes suspected to have
been authored by Prince Damrong were excluded
either due to the absence of a preface or lack of a
definitive signature. Two further volumes were also
excluded as it could not be confirmed whether they
were indeed cremation volumes.

as tools of cultural preservation and
public education by expanding the scope
and introducing historical chronicles,
legal texts, and literary works into what
had previously been a more narrowly
religious corpus.

This act of reproduction and redis-
tribution through cremation books was
in line with royalty’s early 20th-century
project of cultural institutionalization
with particular stress on preserving and
codifying a particular subset of Siamese
knowledge in the face of modernizing
pressures. Thus, while Damrong did
not originate the tradition, his role was
crucial in systematizing and popular-
izing it. His prefaces point to broader
social and cultural dynamics and
provide a rare and earliest first-hand
perspective on how he made selections
and how he meant texts to function in
both memorial and pedagogical contexts.

The commissioning and donation
of handwritten palm-leaf manuscripts
containing Buddhist texts have long
been a Siamese practice as a form of
merit-making. Such donations were also
sometimes made in memory of deceased
individuals. This tradition reflects the
sponsor’s commitment to preserving
Buddhist teachings and is rooted in
the belief that the Gotama Buddha’s
religion would gradually decline over a
span of 5,000 years. In response, devo-
tees sought to safeguard the Dhamma
(teachings) for future generations by
producing and donating such manu-
scripts. Additionally, the practice of
distributing gifts is an integral part of
Siamese cultural life, often marking
significant life events such as birthdays,
promotions, and ordinations. Crema-
tion volumes represent a tradition that
builds on these longstanding religious
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FIGURES 1a-b: Title page (a) and collage of the deceased (b) from a cremation
volume for the triple cremation of Prince Sethawong’s sister, wife,
and daughter, 1906 © TU Digital Collection

and commemorative practices but retool
them for print-centric modernity (Olson
1992: 280).

While the exact origin of cremation
volumes remains debated, scholars have
proposed different starting points.
Some trace the first instance to 1880,
with the double cremation of Queen
Sunanda Kumariratana (W%‘xu']\‘il,ﬁ’]
G Qm?‘%'mfl; 1860-1880) and Princess
Kannabhorn Bejaratana (137#n ngsaunnsal
wWsSe; 1878-1880), while others cite
the 1901 cremation of Chaokhun Chom
Manda Samli (14RuA9ULNTAN N5, 1835-
1900).° The most widely accepted scholarly

> For a discussion of differing scholarly views on the
origins of cremation volumes, particularly the two
primary schools of thought regarding their initial
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consensus, however, places the formal-
ization of the tradition in the early 20th
century. A 2014 newspaper article
mentions the discovery of an even
earlier example: a Phra Aphaimani volume
supposedly published in 1869 for the
cremation of King Mongkut or Rama IV
(r. 1851-1868).% If accurate, this would

appearance, see Olson 1992: 281-283. Although Queen
Sunanda Kumariratana and Princess Kannabhorn
Bejaratana died in 1880, the royal cremation
ceremony took place in 1881. In Thai funerary
practice, cremations are generally conducted some
time after death, ranging from several days in
ordinary cases to many months or longer for royal
funerals; this delay accounts for the chronological
variation in the literature.

6 See “Cremation Books Bring History to Life”,
Bangkok Post, 27 October 2014: https://www.bangkokpost.
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FIGURE 2: Commemorative volume (1894)
with a Pali grammar edited by Prince
Patriarch Vajirananavarorasa; edition
of 1,000 copies © TU Digital Collection

be the oldest known cremation volume,
though no further details or corrobo-
rating evidence about the volume are
currently available.

In the studied TU Digital Collection,
the oldest volume that aligns with the
modern cremation volume format dates
back to 1906, for the triple cremation of
Prince Sethawong Warawat’s (WszovA-
197 L@SNY 191T69; 1878-1932) family.
Notably, the prince himself authored
the preface. The volume, titled Special
Sermon (thetsana phiset; \nAUTNLAY), was
edited by Somdet Phra Wanarat (81139
WseIUSH; 1837-1923), the former abbot

com/life/social-and-lifestyle/439824/cremation-
books-bring-history-to-life.

of Wat Mahathat Yuwaratrangsarit in
Bangkok and Supreme Ecclesiastical
Head of the Southern Region [FiGs 1a-b].
I have also identified an earlier com-
memorative volume from 1894,
although its function as a cremation
book is uncertain, as it does not specify
whether it was distributed at the time of
funeral. It contains a Pali grammar text
edited by Prince Patriarch Vajiranana-
varorasa (AUAANTEUMNALUAINTUNWTZEN
W@seuualssa; 1860-1921). The title
page notes that the volume was spon-
sored by the laywoman Chim (3w) for
Mahamakut Royal College in the name
of Malai (un1a), a male official of the
Royal Treasury. It was first printed in an
edition of 1,000 copies [FIGURE 2].

Sponsorship Disparity

Cremation volumes are historical
artifacts that reflect the power structures
and social hierarchies of their time. In
early 20th-century Siam, these volumes
were not merely records of the deceased
but also instruments of elite self-repre-
sentation, reinforcing familial prestige
and patronage networks. Within this
framework, gender played a decisive
role in shaping who was remembered,
how they were commemorated, and by
whom.

The data on sponsorship of cremation
volumes for male and female deceased
reveals a profound gender disparity that
reflects broader social, cultural, and
political hierarchies within early 20th-
century elite Siamese society. TABLE 1
shows how cremation volumes served
as cultural artifacts embodying and
perpetuating patriarchal control.

Among the cremation volumes for
deceased males, 40.4% were sponsored
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TABLE 1: Sponsorship Patterns in Cremation Volumes

Sponsors

Cremation Volumes for Male
Deceased (Total 57 volumes)

Cremation Volumes for Female
Deceased (Total 35 volumes)

Male Sponsor

Chaophap/Multiple
Sponsors

Female Sponsor

Unknown

23 volumes (40.4%)

20 volumes (35.1%)

13 volumes (22.8%)

1 volume (1.8%)

19 volumes (54.3%)

8 volumes (22.8%)

6 volumes (17.1%)

2 volumes (5.7%)

by male individuals, while only 22.8%
were sponsored by female individuals,
illustrating a clear pattern where men
predominantly organized and financed
these memorial publications for other
men. By sponsoring cremation volumes,
these men asserted control over familial
narratives and, by extension, national
memory, emphasizing their leadership
within both the family and society. The
commemoration of death thus becomes
an arena where dominant male figures
exercise social power to reinforce their
authority over social memory.

This practice aligns with Connell &
Messerschmidt’s argument that hege-
monic masculinity is not a self-perpet-
uating system, but one requiring active
maintenance through the subordina-
tion of women and the policing of men.
According to these authors, hegemo-
nic masculinity operates in two forms:
(1) external hegemony, the institu-
tional dominance of men over women;
and (2) internal hegemony, the domi-
nance of one group of men over others
(Connell & Messerschmidt 2005: 844). In
this context, male sponsorship in elite
cremation practices reflects both forms;

men not only assert dominance over
women but also establish hierarchies
among themselves, with elite men gain-
ing symbolic capital through such acts.
In this way, sponsorship patterns in
cremation volumes can be understood as
symptoms of an already existing social
order, reflecting the hegemonic gender
relations that structured Siamese elite
society and reaffirming male authority
within both familial and broader social
contexts.

In the case of female deceased, male
individuals sponsored 54.3% of the
volumes while only 17.1% of female
deceased volumes had female sponsors;
this reflects Deniz Kandiyoti’s theory
of the “patriarchal bargain”. According
to her, women’s roles and societal
positions are often negotiated through
relationships with men, who maintain
control over key aspects of family narra-
tives, here related to commemoration.
As a result, these patriarchal bargains
are not merely conscious strategies
but also shape the deeper unconscious
aspects of women’s identities, inter-
nalized through early socialization and
adult cultural environments (Kandiyoti
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1988: 278, 285). This reinforces a system
where men, whether husbands, sons,
or brothers, act as primary custodians
of family legacies, and women’s roles
remain secondary, becoming prominent
only when no male relative is available
to assume this responsibility. This
dynamic highlights the patriarchal
expectation that male relatives oversee
significant family events for both male
and female deceased. “Such bargaining
strategies may represent an adaptation
to structural subordination rather than
a form of empowering agency” (Charrad
2010: 519). While women participated
alongside male relatives, their roles
were often integrated into a broader
familial effort, illustrating how women’s
visibility and agency were bargained
through their relationships with men,
reinforcing their subordinate position
even in elite commemorative practices.

A distinct pattern is visible when it
comes to the case of cremation volumes
sponsored by female individuals for
female deceased. With the sole excep-
tion of the cremation volume for Nang
Yim (129 8w), which was sponsored by
her daughter Khunying Intharamontri
(Asunede dunsuUm3), all female sponsors
were senior princesses or queens.
Furthermore, apart from Nang Yim, the
remaining deceased individuals com-
memorated in these cremation volumes
include Khrua Yai Arun (¥5¥3e1e o5y
1842-1924), Chao Chom of Rama IV;
Mom Chaoying Pao (vdouavisys tUn;
1851-1920), granddaughter of Rama II
(r. 1809-1824); Mom Chaoying Sunthorn
Thararom (Mdoud ey auns neasual;
1876-1922), granddaughter of Rama 1V;
Princess Suddha Dibyaratana (1471 gnsn
Awestu; 1877-1923), daughter of Rama V
(r. 1868-1910); and Thao Songkandan

(V11 n5NTUANT; 1840-1924), Chao Chom
Manda of Rama 1V, all of whom held
royal titles, were closely connected to
the monarchy, and achieved their
position through their relationships
with men. This pattern suggests that
the act of sponsoring a cremation
volume for a female deceased by a
woman was predominantly a privilege
reserved for royal women. They had the
means and authority to memorialize the
deceased through these volumes, while
non-royal elite women were seldom
able to do so. Even in the case of Nang
Yim, where the sponsor was not royal,
her familial connection to an elite
figure suggests that access to these
commemorative practices was still
deeply tied to elite status.

In cremation volumes sponsored by
women for male deceased, a similarly
exclusive pattern tied to male royal and
elite connections emerges. Among the
commemorated individuals are royal
princes, relatives of concubines or royal
consorts (chao chom; 191994), senior
nobles, privy councilors, senior officials
such as former governors of Kanchana-
buri and Phetchaburi, and notable
businessmen. In the case of volumes for
deceased women, the act of sponsoring
cremation volumes by males was closely
tied to the sponsor’s elite or royal
status. Women who undertook this act
were typically situated within or had
strong connections to the royal court.
This disparity shows how commemora-
tive practices were determined mainly
by rank and status, with royal women
exercising influence over the cultural
and intellectual preservation of family
legacies, while non-royal women had
little opportunity to shape the narrative
around the legacies of both male and
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female deceased. Such internal hierar-
chies create inequalities among women:
those marginalized by gender may still
enjoy privilege over women who face
multiple forms of disadvantage (Murray
2024: 497). The layered structure of this
power illustrates how women’s com-
memorative agency was both enabled
and constrained by their embeddedness
within elite patriarchal systems.

In 35.1% of the studied volumes for
male deceased and 22.8% for female
deceased, the chaophap (19797W) or
multiple sponsors were responsible
for commissioning the volume, often
comprising multiple family members of
either gender. These collective efforts
reaffirmed elite social standing while
the shared responsibility helped diffuse
the symbolic weight of commemoration
and saw higher sponsorship for male
deceased than for female deceased.

Male deceased often received
institutional sponsorship for cremation
volumes due to their eligibility to
hold public office and serve in official
capacities, a venue not available to
women. Hence, there is an absence of
governmentorinstitutional sponsorship
for female deceased.” As a result, the
preservation of women’s legacies fell
largely to private initiatives, usually
undertaken by family members, most
often male relatives. Men were seen
as natural inheritors and protectors of
family legacies, while women’s roles
often reinforced familial bonds rather
than act independently, resulting in
restricted opportunities for women to

7 Only concubines, royal consorts, or royal princesses
received institutional sponsorship for cremation
volumes, highlighting the restricted agency of women
in the public sphere.

assert their individuality and contribu-
tions outside the confines of familial
and marital affiliations.

Additionally, there are two instances
where a son-in-law and daughter jointly
sponsor a cremation volume, indicating
the involvement of the extended family.
The cremation volume for Chaophraya
Bodindechanuchit (1421 URUNTLAB-
4¥m; 1856-1921) was sponsored by his
widow and daughter, along with the
son-in-law, while the volume for Mom
Sai Navawongs Na Ayudhaya (vislouane
UWINA U 9gse) was sponsored by her
daughter and son-in-law (Damrong
2465; Phra Ratchaphirom 2468)
[FIGURES 3a-b]. However, there are no
recorded cases where sponsorship came
from the deceased’s daughter-in-law,
suggesting a broader societal norm
surrounding gender roles and familial
obligation in which male relatives,
either by blood or marriage, are more
visibly responsible for these duties.

Biographical Representations

Biographies in cremation volumes are
highly gendered, reflecting the broader
social structures of elite Siamese society
during the early 20th century. Among
the 57 cremation volumes for the
deceased males, almost 60% (33 volumes)
include biographies, while out of the 35
volumes for the female deceased, only
approximately 30% (11 volumes) contain
biographies. More than half of the male
volumes feature biographical accounts,
compared to less than one-third of
the female volumes. This discrepancy
points to a larger pattern where male
figures were more likely to be commem-
orated with detailed personal narratives
compared to their female counterparts.
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FIGURES 3a-b: Title page (a) and preface page (b) from the cremation volume for
Mom Sai Navawongs Na Ayudhaya sponsored by daughter and son-in-law, 1925
© TU Digital Collection

The inclusion of biographies for men
often focuses on their public contribu-
tions, particularly their involvement
in political, military, or administrative
roles. In contrast, female biographies,
when present, tend to highlight their
roles as mothers, daughters, or grand-
mothers, and focus on their philan-
thropic efforts rather than any direct
public or professional achievements.
A recurring feature in many of these
female biographies is the dispropor-
tionate focus on male relatives rather
than their own lives and individuality.
This may be because the editor or
biographical authors were more familiar
with and had greater access to the male
kin of the deceased than to the women
themselves, resulting in a curated and

180

gendered representation shaped by
male perspectives.

Animportant aspect of this gendered
inequality is the absence of formal titles
for women in Siamese society during
this period. Men’s titles and their public
identities were tied to their professional
achievements as well as their govern-
mental positions. These were recorded
in detail and celebrated in their biogra-
phies. In contrast, women’s titles were
essentially relational and tied to their
roles as wives, daughters, or mothers of
prominent male figures.

An interesting observation from this
sample is that when the deceased holds
a title or possesses significant social
standing, they are typically addressed
by their name and title. However, in
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FIGURES 4a-b: Title page (a) and preface page (b) of a cremation volume sponsored by
Khunying Intharamontri for her mother’s funeral, 1920 © TU Digital Collection

cases where the deceased lacks a formal
title, they are often identified by their
relationship to the sponsor of the
volume. For example, on the cover page
of Nang Yim’s cremation volume, the
mother of Khunying Intharamontri, the
deceased is identified through her
relationship to her daughter rather
than by her name, “Ruian TunuAnRUNSY
LNTANRUVCINDUNTUURAS meaning “Printed
for the funeral of Nang Yim, mother of
Khunying Intharamontri” (Damrong
2463).

On the surface, this may appear to
reflect the hierarchical logic of Siamese
society, in which an individual’s signifi-
cance was often framed through their
proximity to titled relatives. Yet this

case is more telling. Khunying Inthara-
montri, by virtue of her own title, would
have had connections to high-ranking
male officials, possibly through marriage
or kinship, highlighting how her access
to print culture was facilitated by elite
networks. She is recorded as having sent
Luang Sophonpaksonkit (va4 Taneu-
onwsiia; 1871-1948), the founder of the
Sophonphiphatthanakon printing press
(Ts9RunTanuiWmuing), to request
permission to reprint certain materials
for her mother’s funeral volume
[FIGURES 4a-b]. This detail underscores

8 The reason for this was that the Watchirayan Library
allowed individuals wishing to publish cremation
volumes to reprint selected manuscripts from its
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FIGURES 5a-b: Title page (a) and preface page (b) of a cremation volume sponsored
by Ammat Tho Phra Banhanphumsathit for his mother’s funeral, 1920
© TU Digital Collection

how women, even when socially
powerful, often acted through male
intermediaries when engaging public or
institutional channels. The resulting
volume, though centered on a woman
without a formal title, was made possible
by the daughter’s position within a
gendered hierarchy of influence, revealing
how elite women negotiated access to
public memory through the very patri-
archal structures that constrained them.

A similar example comes from the
cremation volume sponsored by Ammat
Tho Phra Banhanphumsathit (Bun
Uthayanin) for the funeral of his mother

collections. However, explicit permission was required
for each subsequent reprinting (Olson 1992: 283).

182

(Phutthayotfa 2463).° In this case, the
name of the deceased, Nang Phloi
Uthayanin (U1 waoy gnenilu), does
not even appear on the title page but is
mentioned later in the preface
[FIGURES 5a-b]. The title page reads
only, “é"\mmsi‘[mwszussmsgﬁaamsj‘
(ysygnenii) AunlunisnAauasAnauos
AUITAN”, meaning that Ammat Tho
Phra Banhanphumsathit (Bun Uthayanin)
printed the volume as a meritorious act
in honor of his mother’s funeral.

? The text originates from the reign of Rama I (1782-
1809) but was reprinted in a revised multi-part
edition in 2463 BE (1920 cE) edited by Prince Damrong
Rajanubhab. Damrong notes that an earlier edition
printed in 2455 BE (1912 cE) had been incomplete; the
revised edition therefore reorganized the material
into five parts covering different reigns, effectively
forming a compendium of royal inquiries.
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This narrative structure privileges
the sponsor’s identity over that of the
deceased, casting the commemorative
act as an extension of the sponsor’s
virtue and filial duty. The absence of
the mother’s name from the title page
is not merely a formal omission but
reflects a broader commemorative logic
in which the deceased woman’s identity
is subsumed under the moral economy
of male kinship. The woman'’s presence
in the text is mediated through the
sponsor’s narrative frame, limiting her
commemorative visibility to the rela-
tional value she holds. While similar
patterns exist in cremation volumes for
male deceased, in the corpus examined
they appear more frequently when the
deceased is a woman without formal
rank.

The focus on religious topics in
female cremation volumes further adds
to this dynamic. While men’s volumes
often highlight professional achieve-
ments, in contrast, volumes for women
frequently prioritize religious merit,
devotion, and charity. This pattern
reflects the cultural expectation that
elite women should embody and per-
form moral virtue within the domestic
and religious spheres. Female biogra-
phies frequently portray women as
nurturers and moral guides, aligning
with the idealized feminine roles in
Siamese society. One volume describes
the deceased Nang Phrom (U9 woy;
1864-1917) in precisely these terms.
It notes:

Nang Phrom was a virtuous
woman with deep faith in
Buddhism. She enjoyed giving
alms, observing precepts, prac-
ticing meditation, and regularly

supporting the monastic com-
munity. On Visakha Bucha days,
she liked to gather groups of
women and laymen to chant
in Pali and recite poetic trans-
lations of the sacred texts. She
lived with her husband, duti-
fully fulfilling her role as a
wife and homemaker, which
brought them lasting happi-
ness and harmony (Damrong
2462: Preface, 3-4).1°

The cremation volume for Khunying
Siphuripricha (Reune)s ATHTUTY; 1864-
1916) notes religious devotion as a
natural extension of domestic virtue.
Her biography presents her turn to
Buddhist practice not as an autonomous
spiritual pursuit but as one that becomes
appropriate only after she has fulfilled
her duties as a wife and mother. It notes:

Khunying  Siphuripricha
had been steadfast in her
faith in Buddhism since her
youth. When she reached
middle age and her children
had grown enough to manage
the household affairs on their
own, she gradually withdrew
from domestic responsibilities
in order to observe the pre-
cepts and listen to sermons at
various temples, including Wat
Thepsirin, Wat Somanat, and
Wat Suthat [Thepwararam,
Bangkok]. She studied Dhamma

1% Here and below, all translations from Thai are my
own. In the original prefaces, the pages sometimes
appear in Thai numerals (e.g., ®, ©) and at other times
with Thai alphabetical markers (e.g., 0, %). For clarity
and consistency, all references in this article have
been standardized using Arabic numerals.
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under Phra Panyaphisan Thera
[wegUsysurwenans] of Wat
Pathumwanaram and Phra
Phrommuni [wsswswuyil] of
Wat Suthat Thepwararam and
diligently pursued the path of
spiritual  cultivation  and
disciplined practice (Damrong
2460: Preface, 10-11).

Taken together, these cremation
volumes illustrate a recurring narra-
tive pattern of idealized feminine virtue
structured around a moral trajectory
that unfolds in distinct, sequential stages.
The narrative arc frequently begins
with the woman’s dedication to her
domestic responsibilities with her
role as a wife, mother, and household
manager and only later transitions
into a deepened engagement with
religious practice. This progression
is not incidental; rather, it reflects
a culturally sanctioned model of
womanhood in which religious merit
gains legitimacy only after the successful
fulfillment of familial duties. In this
schema, elite women’s lives are framed
as moral exemplars through the careful
sequencing of private devotion and
spiritual cultivation. The structure
implies that ideal legacy-making depends
on the harmonious integration of both
spheres: first family, then faith. By
emphasizing this moral continuum,
these volumes quietly reinforce a
gendered vision of virtue imposed on
the female agency to roles anchored in
familial and religious obligations, roles
that are valorized precisely because
they are seen as extensions of a patriarchal
moral order.

Yet, possibly paradoxically, within
this very structure, through the

domesticated and religious themes,
elite women found avenues for agency.
These roles, while constrained, were
not entirely passive. Women exercised
influence in religious life, organized
merit-making events, supported temples,
and cultivated networks of moral and
social reciprocity. In this way, cremation
volumes also reveal how elite Siamese
women, though excluded from official
state recognition, actively shaped their
legacies and societal contributions
through culturally sanctioned channels
of religious devotion and domestic virtue.

A parallel insight comes from the
study of Shan women, where “unlike
most other public occasions, ordination
rituals are ones in which women are
allowed to be seen on center stage where
they have a prominent, even command-
ing, public presence” (Eberhardt 2006:
143). Similarly, these volumes offer a
rare and public space in which women'’s
roles, which are often tied to domestic
and religious life, can find certain
agency and representation, even if it is
constrained and curated by male voices.

Gendered Authorship

Within the historical development of
women’s education in Siam, significant
gender disparities shaped both access to
literacy and participation in public
intellectual life. Traditionally, access to
formal education was limited for
women, as the primary institutions of
learning were monasteries, which
excluded women from participation.
Even the early educational reforms
under King Chulalongkorn (Rama V),
which aimed to modernize Siam’s
education system, initially prioritized
the education of boys. It was not until
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the late 19th and early 20th centuries
that systematic opportunities for girls
began to emerge more widely, with the
establishment of institutions such as
the Sunanthalai Girls’ School (gHun1av)
in 1892 and the Rajini School (T35
51%1) in 1904 (Natanaree 2015: 98, 111).
These developments marked a turning
point in expanding access to formal
education for women, though they
remained limited in scope and primarily
served elite urban communities.

This educational disparity had lasting
implications for women’s participation
in intellectual and literary life. While
many male figures of the period are
represented in the volumes through
their own works or through writings
commissioned in their memory, female-
authored contributions are rare. In the
entire corpus of cremation volumes
from this period, only one female author
is notable, Princess Malini Nobhadara
(L9971 WA UWeIS; 1885-1924), who
served as the royal secretary to King
Chulalongkorn and wrote the draft of
his travels (Chulachomklao 2468)."
However, her active role as a writer was
subordinate to her father, the king, as
she merely wrote the draft from his
notes and travel diary, not her own
work. These examples illustrate the
marginal position of women in the
intellectual and literary sphere of the
time, where their writing was mediated
mainly through or tied to male authority
figures. Outside of these exceptions,
women are entirely absent as authors

' This volume contains a compilation of letters
written by King Chulalongkorn and was first
published posthumously in 2468 BE (1925 CE). In
the preface, Prince Damrong notes that these royal
letters had not previously been printed.

in cremation volumes, reflecting the
limited avenues available to them for
expression in public, intellectual, or
literary domains during this period.

Masculinities scholarship shows that
the same privileges granting men access
to power, such as education, wealth, and
elite social connections, also determine
how they wield that power, not only
over women, but also over other men
(Murray 2024: 498). In elite Siamese
society, hegemonic masculinity often
operated through cultural and intel-
lectual dominance expressed through
authorship, sponsorship, and the pro-
duction of memory. The near-total
absence of female authorship and sub-
stantive male sponsorship of cremation
volumes reveals how public memory
and legacy were curated through patri-
archal control."* Men were positioned as
both custodians of memory and archi-
tects of national history, while women'’s
voices, when present, were mediated
through male-dominated familial and
institutional structures. This exclusion
not only diminished women’s visibility
in the cultural archives but reinforced
a hierarchy in which authority over
memory was itself gendered.

2 For discussion on historical development of
women’s education in Thailand, see Costa 1997. The
example of Khun Suwan (R g299%; 1809-1875)
illustrates the challenges faced by women in asserting
their literary voice in this period. Khun Suwan was a
lady at court in the late reign of Rama I1I (1824-1851)
and early reign of Rama IV. Her work Unarut roi rueang
(9sugndouiFev) was groundbreaking yet dismissed by
Prince Damrong as the work of a woman deemed
“insane” (Kepner 1996: 9-12). This disparagement
reflects broader societal biases that undermined
female authorship and reinforced the perception
of women’s creative contributions as inferior or
anomalous.
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However, in the absence of women'’s
own literary output, female subjects
were often commemorated through the
writings of their male relatives. Unmar-
ried women were typically remembered
through the voices of their natal kin,
while married women were memorial-
ized through the works of their hus-
bands or in-laws. While this practice is
prominently observed among royal
individuals, it is not exclusive to them,
as three examples in this study sample
can also be found in aristocratic and
government official cremation volumes.
The cremation volume of Khunying Seni
Narongrit (AquEDN Latl usAgmNS; 1891~
1924), sponsored by her husband, Phraya
Seni Narongrit (Wszen L&l wsIANS;
1885-1963), offers a compelling illustra-
tion of the motivation behind including
works of her great-grandfather-in-law
in such publications. The preface explains
Prince Damrong’s rationale behind the
inclusion of that particular work. It says:

This book was first intro-
duced in the Thai language
through the efforts of His Royal
Highness Prince Wongsathirat-
sanit [NTUNAW WANSTIVAUN;
1808-1871], the great-grandfather
of Phraya Seni Narongrit, who
translated and adapted it into
Thai. 1t is believed that the
Sanitwongse family [@na aina]
has played a role in the crea-
tion of this book since its
origin. It is appropriate that
[Sanitwongse] family members
print and distribute it widely
to ensure it is preserved
and not lost (Damrong 2468:
Preface, 1).

Including such ancestral writings ties
the deceased to a legacy of the family’s
intellectual or cultural contributions,
enhancing its collective reputation. This
practice highlights the interconnected-
ness of individual and familial identities
while also exposing a gendered asym-
metry within a patrilineal system:
marriage absorbs a woman into her
husband’s lineage, but not the reverse.
Women’s cremation volumes often
contain content that reinforces the
prestige of their marital families,
functioning as instruments of male
lineage-building. In contrast, men’s
volumes rarely, if ever, incorporate
material about their wives’ families.
This reflects gendered kinship dynamics
in which men retain their natal lineage
identity intact while women are
symbolically relocated into that of their
husbands.

This asymmetry reinforces a patri-
archal model of descent and belonging,
where commemorative identity is uni-
directional and gendered. Natal ties are
often erased in women’s biographies,
particularly when their families lacked
elite status. While “kinship systems may
function as descendant-leaving strat-
egies aimed at maximizing ancestral
fitness” (Palmer & Steadman 1997:
47-48), biological logic alone cannot
account for the cultural and symbolic
weight of commemorative practices. In
this context, the symbolic relocation of
women into their husband’s lineage is
not only about genetic continuity but
also about maintaining collective social
prestige. A married woman’s commem-
orative identity becomes the “property”
of her husband’s lineage, which can be
deployed as a curated asset to secure
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the family’s symbolic dominance in
both spiritual and social registers. Such
women are primarily remembered
through their relationships with
husbands and male kin, producing
an archival silence that flattens the
complexity of their multidirectional
identities and reduces their presence to
a function of male familial continuity.

Complex Agency of Elite Women

The cremation volume of Khunying
Siphuripricha offers a revealing example
of how women’s lives were commem-
orated within elite Siamese society,
highlighting the gendered nature of
remembrance. When her husband,
Phraya Siphuripricha (Wsgen A393UTY;
1861-1917), suggested that there was
nothing significant in her life worth
recording in a biography, Prince Dam-
rong protested, offering a defense of her
legacy that reflected the societal expec-
tations placed upon women at the time.
The preface states:

Phraya Siphuripricha re-
marked that the biography
of Khunying Phueng [Siphu-
ripricha] held no significant
content and need not be
written. However, upon reflec-
tion, I realized there are several
noteworthy aspects of Khunying
Siphuripricha’s life. Firstly, she
shared the trials and successes
of married life with Phraya
Siphuripricha, akin to a partner

steadily brought prosperity
until they became grand-
parents and heads of a noble
lineage. This alone is not a com-
mon achievement for most.
Secondly, Khunying Phueng
bore eleven children, eight
of whom survived. Of these,
those of an age suitable for
royal service excelled, earn-
ing recognition through royal
commissions and noble titles.
Her daughters married into
prominent families, enjoying
happiness and fulfillment.
This outcome reflects her
exceptional ability in her
role as matriarch, nurturing
and educating her children,
yielding results that brought
great joy to their parents and
deserving of praise. Lastly,
I believe many who knew
Khunying Phueng would agree
on another point: she was
generous and kind-hearted,
possessing a temperament that
endeared her to everyone
across all ranks. It could
even be said that she had no
enemies and was universally
admired by all who knew her.
For this reason, when Khunying
Phueng passed away, many
mourned her loss and deeply
sympathized with Phraya
Siphuripricha (Damrong 2460:
Preface, 7-9).

who helped build a foundation
for their family from their
youth. Together, they upheld
virtuous conduct, which

Phraya Siphuripricha’s initial remark
implies that there was nothing signifi-
cant in his wife’s life and she lacked
accomplishments that were worthy of
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documentation, which mirrors the
broader societal view of women’s roles
naturally being limited to the domestic
sphere with their philanthropy and
nurturing roles taking center stage.
Khunying Siphuripricha’s biography, as
defended by Prince Damrong, shows
how women’s legacies were shaped by
societal expectations of virtue, mother-
hood, and family loyalty, highlighting
the limited but significant ways in which
women’s lives were commemorated
within the gendered framework.
Damrong’s acknowledgment of his
personal connection to her, consistently
referring to her by her name Phueng
(W) and mentioning her kindness
toward him likely motivated his excep-
tional effort to honor her through this
biography.

Cremation volumes also reveal
significant ways in which Siamese
women could navigate societal constraints
in order to assert their agency and
preserve their family’s legacy. As widows,
mothers, and patrons, through these
volumes they at times navigated
complex social structures to reinforce
their family’s social standing, managing
wealth, and maintaining elite networks.
A notable example is the cremation
volume of Phra Phibun Phatthanakon
(Yukui Tanthasetthi) (wszﬂgasﬁ WeIunNg
[¢rie Fiummsws]; 1875-1918), where the
widow Nang Phoem (114 k1) sponsored
the volume and publicly announced her
inheritance of her husband’s business.
The preface notes:

The property and assets
inherited were bequeathed to
Nang Phoem Phibun Phat-
thanakon through the will of

Phra Phibun Phatthanakon.
As for the debts arising
from everyday commercial
dealings, which are to be ex-
pected, Nang Phoem Phibun
Phatthanakon duly managed
the settlements and transac-
tions accordingly.

Given that Phra Phibun
Phatthanakon had several
children and wives, Nang
Phoem Phibun Phatthanakon
graciously allocated a special
portion of the inheritance to
his wives and children who
were not her own while con-
tinuing to support them.
She ensured that the
operations of the Siang Ki
[1Wer 0] trading business pro-
ceeded harmoniously, with
collaboration among relatives
and friends on both sides;
the business continues to
flourish, enabling the Tan-
thasetthi lineage to remain
permanently stable and pro-
gressive while maintaining
their status as loyal subjects
of His Majesty the King under
the Siamese crown. Grateful
for the royal grace bestowed
upon them, they hoped for
continued royal benevolence
and pledged unwavering
loyalty in return. Nang Phoem
also expressed confidence that
those who had cared for her
family would extend their
kindness and support to the
Tanthasetthi lineage in the fu-
ture  (Prachakichakornchak
2462: Preface, 5-6).
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The cremation volume of Phra
Phibun Phatthanakon includes a striking
example of curated emergent repre-
sentation. This appears in a section
describing his principal wife, Nang
Phoem Phibun Phatthanakon. Unlike
the other biographies, an unusual but
significant assertion of agency emerges
by inserting her new role in the
biography of her deceased husband. It
makes her new liminal role and adjusted
power structure public knowledge. Her
account outlines the just and strategic
distribution of inheritance among her
late husband’s other wives and children
and establishing her authority as the
head of a polygynous household. More
than a personal gesture, this public
declaration functioned as a means of
stabilizing kinship and business networks
and legitimized her role in managing
the family’s commercial legacy. This
further projected her as a mediator
able to balance the needs of a complex
family and business. Moreover, traits
often coded as masculine, such as
authority, financial acumen, and man-
agerial competence, were effectively
mobilized by women such as she,
challenging a binary view of hegemonic
masculinity (Cornwall & Lindisfarne
2017). Through stewardship and
patronage of the cremation volume, she
ensured the preservation of her family’s
symbolic capital and elite status by
performing religious duties towards
her late husband. The selection and
celebration of such women in cremation
volumes reinforced ideals of fairness,
loyalty, and non-jealousy, projecting not
only an ideal widow but an ideal woman
within a hierarchical domestic order.

Yet this agency unfolded within the
constraints of classic patriarchy, wherein
major wives (mia luang; tHeviad) like
Nang Phoem were recognized and
voiced, while minor wives (mia noi;
(Wetloe) remained dependent and largely
invisible (Kandiyoti 1988: 278). This
reflected broader gendered hierarchies
where not only do men dominate women,
but women themselves are stratified on
multiple levels. Intersectional modern
feminist scholarship helps further
contextualize this: while elite wives like
Nang Phoem were subordinated within
patriarchal structures, they simultane-
ously wielded power over less privileged
women, including minor wives or
female servants (Smooth 2011; Severs et
al. 2016). Importantly, gendered power
in such contexts is a complex, multidi-
mensional phenomenon. Gender rela-
tions are shaped by contextually specific
interpersonal dynamics, as not all power
manifests as domination (Peters 1995).
Nang Phoem’s relationships with male
kin, for instance children from other
wives, were not reducible to patriarchal
subordination. Hence, female agency
and subordination were not mutually
exclusive but operated at different
levels and across different axes of
identity. These intersecting identities
produced multi-layered inequalities,
highlighting that even within patriarchal
systems, complex female agency was
negotiated, relational, and uneven.

Concluding Remarks
This exploration of early 20th-century

Siamese cremation volumes through
the lenses of subordination and
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intersectionality reveals a stratified
and gendered commemorative landscape.
Sponsorship patterns and biographical
representations reflect an embedded
patriarchal order wherein men, whether
as sponsors or subjects, occupied
central roles in shaping elite cultural
memory. Women’s contributions, though
present, were always mediated through
familial structures and constrained by
normative ideals of femininity, making
their commemorative presence highly
conditional.

Yet this does not mean exclusion of
women. Instead, it points to a pattern of
conditional emergent representation,
a form of visibility that arose only
when specific socio-cultural expecta-
tions were met. As Cornwall (1997: 11)
notes, each cultural context contains a
range of available models of masculinity
or femininity. Just as elite men were
celebrated for public service and moral
authority, elite women were represented
as their complements as guardians of
domestic order and moral integrity.
The ideal man was incomplete without
an ideal woman; his virtue was mirrored
and stabilized by hers. Elite women
could participate in the memorial
sphere and become custodians of family
legacy, but only if they embodied ideal-
ized virtues such as loyalty, discretion,
moral uprightness, and relational self-
effacement. Their inclusion was not
grounded in autonomous merit but in
their capacity to reinforce male status
and lineage continuity. It shows that
women’s participation was not passive
but negotiated within the boundaries of
patriarchal expectations.

Gender and politics scholars have
long argued that women’s presence
in public life is a necessary but not

sufficient condition of representation:
it also matters which women are visible
(Smooth 2011; Celis & Childs 2020).
Similarly, in cremation volumes, female
voices may be present in form or con-
tent, but they are shaped and con-
strained by dominant gender norms.
Women’s commemorative agency was
thus embedded in kinship hierarchies
and elite ideals of propriety, which
dictated not only who could be remem-
bered but also how. Those women who
conformed to these conditions found
representation as moral exemplars
whose lives lent symbolic weight to elite
male virtue.

This stratification also created
inequalities among women, as various
factors further filtered representation.
Royal or elite women could influence
cultural and intellectual legacy-build-
ing in ways that non-elite women could
not. In this way, the cremation volume
becomes a mirror of broader power
structures: intersectional hierarchies
of gender, class, rank, status, and
lineage that shaped not just lived
realities but also memory. These were
not one-dimensional power relations.
As such, sweeping generalizations about
gender fail to fully capture the complexity
of women’s commemorative roles.

In sum, women’s commemorative
identities in elite Siamese society were
often shaped by male curatorship,
whether as editors, sponsors, or husbands
who determined whether their biog-
raphies would be included. Yet women
were not entirely absent from these
narratives; their representations emerged
under specific conditions of conformity
and relational positioning. Their visibility
was rarely based on autonomous
recognition but rather on the condition
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of their portrayal as moralized figures
who affirmed and reinforced elite male
authority. Women retained a degree
of commemorative power and partici-
pated in shaping memory, albeit largely
through prescribed roles as matriarchs
or moral exemplars. It is through this
interplay of visibility and constraint, as
well as authority and negotiation, that
the concept of conditionally emergent
representation takes analytical form.

It should be noted, however, that
this study represents a preliminary
analysis of the cremation volume genre,
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SILPA BHIRASRI AND THE MAKING OF THAI MODERN ART:
A HISTORIOGRAPHICAL JOURNEY

Sébastien Tayac!

ABSTRACT—Often described as the “Father of Thai modern art”, Silpa
Bhirasri (1892-1962; born Corrado Feroci) occupies a canonical place in
Thai art history. This article adopts a historiographical approach to examine
how his artistic production, pedagogical role, and public writings have
been received and interpreted in Thai scholarship and how these readings
have shaped his reputation and legacy since his death in 1962. Drawing
on sources in Thai, French, Italian, and English, the study highlights
both convergences and divergences in these discourses. It concludes by
identifying avenues for future research on his role in the formation of Thai

modern art.

KEYWORDS: Historiography; Italian Artists in Siam; Silpa Bhirasri (Corrado Feroci);

Silpakorn University; Thai Modern Art

Silpa Bhirasri Reconsidered

During the period between World Wars I
and I, many Asian territories, colonized
or independent, adopted European-
style art academies to promote nation-
building and modernization. In this
context, curator Yu Jin Seng (b. 1979)
notes, “Art was thought to somehow
exhibit and manifest the nation and its
identity, and national art exhibitions
evidenced the ‘national characteristics’
of art” (2017: 217). While Siam was never
officially colonized, it adopted this
approach by pursuing its own modern-
ization goals through two related strategies:
introducing Western art education and
redefining national artistic traditions.
In Siam (Thailand after 1939), this trans-
formation was personified by the Italian
sculptor Corrado Feroci (1892-1962),
who arrived in the kingdom in 1923 and
was naturalized as Silpa Bhirasri (Aat fsz#5)

! Chiang Mai University.
Email: sebastien.t@finearts.cmu.ac.th.

in 1944. Scholar Pandit Chanrochanakit
(Uoudin Junslsaufia) encapsulates the
complexity of his identity, portraying
him as:

an Italian sculptor who
taught and protected Thai art
and aesthetics, an alien who
was confined in the Japanese
concentration camp during
World War II, an Italian who
naturalized to become a Thai
citizen to avoid further
confinement by the Japanese,
and lastly an artist who loved
and protected Thai culture
(2004: 45).

According to Pandit, Silpa Bhirasri’s
name change was linked to the wartime
context; other narratives, however,
remain less explicit, suggesting motiva-
tions such as devotion to art and attach-
ment to Thailand. He remained in Thai-
land until his death in 1962, witnessing
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four successive reigns—from Rama VI
(1910-1925) through Rama IX (1946-
2016)—and experiencing the political
shift from absolute monarchy to a
constitutional regime following the
1932 revolution. He served under various
governments, notably during the lead-
ership of Field Marshall Plaek Phibun-
songkhram (Wan AyaasAsy; in office
1938-1944 and, 1948-1957) and Sarit
Thanarat (49 y# SUz§6: in office 1959—
1963). Initially employed as a foreign
court sculptor, Silpa gradually became a
central institutional figure, ultimately
serving as professor and founding dean
of Thailand’s first national School of
Fine Arts, the future Silpakorn University
in Bangkok.

Assistant Professor Thanavi Chotpradit
(sun?d TeRUsERYS; b. 1981) underscores
Silpa’s overwhelming presence in Thai
modern art historiography, observing,
“When knowledge of modern art history
is insufficient [..] modern Thai art
history is studied primarily through his
biography” (2555: 36).? Influential scholar
and curator Apinan Poshyananda
(@At TUweuus; b. 1956) similarly
emphasizes Silpa’s formative influence
as what he terms “Bhirasri-ism”:
“This generation of artists emerged as
proponents of Silpa and his pedagogical
approach. They continue to staunchly
uphold ‘Bhirasri-ism’ long after his
passing in 1962” (2007: 32). In parallel,
Silpa has been widely framed as a heroic
figure in both Thai and international
scholarship. Italian scholar Maurizio
Peleggi notes, “Feroci is memorialised
in the national pantheon as ‘the father
of Thai modern art’ (2003: 100), while
Justin McDaniel observes that he is

2 Here and below, all translations from Thai, French
and Italian sources are mine.
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regarded as “a national hero in Thailand”
(2011: 161). Art historian Kessara Srinaka
(1951 AFUNAN) similarly observes, “Writings
about Silpa Bhirasri’s art [...] narrate his
life in the manner of a heroic or venerable
figure who rendered virtuous service to
the ‘Thai nation’ (2558: 5). This heroic
framing is echoed in the writings of two
academics from Silpakorn University:
Maneepin Phromsuthirak (1eiUu wsviu-
qn8¥ny), who depicts Silpa as “the
soul-lighter of Thai artists” (2003: 39),
and Pairoj Jamuni (Iwlsay %yf), who
asserts, “If Professor Bhirasri had not
founded an art institute nearly seventy
years ago, Thailand would not have
been given this pride in the modern
artistic heritage” (2000: 20).

Previous academic work highlighting
Silpa’s impact frequently obscures the
distinction between rigorous historical
analysis and nationalistic reverence,
resulting in accounts that are shaped
predominantly by sentiment and ideology
rather than critical evaluation. While
Silpa Bhirasri’s recognition differs from
that of Victor Tardieu (1870-1937),
founder of the Ecole des beaux-arts de
I'Indochine in Hanoi, and George Groslier
(1887-1945), founder of the Ecole des
arts cambodgiens in Phnom Penh, both
operating in colonial contexts, the
exceptional scope of Silpa’s influence
nonetheless invites comparison with
other early-modern Asian art histories.
Junichi Shioda offers a pertinent parallel
with Japan’s early modern period, noting
that Feroci’s role in Thailand recalls that
of the “hired foreigners’ Fontanesi and
Ragusa, [... who] laid the foundations of
modern Japanese art by teaching
Japanese students the techniques of
Western painting and sculpture at the
Art School” (1995: 238). This comparison
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is particularly relevant since Japan, as
with Thailand, remained uncolonized
while Western influence shaped these
two nations. Shioda further observes,
“it would be no exaggeration to say that
the modern period in Thai art begins
with Feroci [whose influence he considers]
incomparably greater than that of
Fontanesi and Ragusa in Japan” (Ibid.).
These observations call for a more
precise assessment of Silpa’s singular
prominence among foreign artists in
Siam. He was neither the first Italian in
Siam, nor the first sculptor, nor the first
artist to adopt a Thai name. He followed
a line of Italian artists already active in
Siam, including architects Carlo Allegri
(1862-1938), Annibale Rigotti (1870-1968),
Mario Tamagno (1877-1941), and painters
Galileo Chini (1873-1956) and Cesare
Ferro (1880-1934). Other Italian sculptors
were active in Siam, including Rodolfo
Nolli (1888-1963) (Somporn 1995: 243-244).
Nor was he unique in adopting a Thai
name, as architect, painter, and sculptor
Ercole Manfredi (1883-1973) became Ekarit
Manfendi (LOﬂQVIS wuuLWum)

Although Silpa’s prominence is
unmatched among his Italian predecessors,
Peleggi nonetheless notes, “an exhaustive
study of him is still waiting to be written”
(2017: 217). One reason for this omission,
as Thanavi (2017: 134) observes, is that
Thai art history remains largely focused
on premodern art. Thanavi also under-
scores “blind spots in Thai art historiog-
raphy [.. such as] the study of art
produced during the People’s Party
(PUE519g9) era (1932-1947)” (2555: 36),
including the under-researched artistic
production of Silpa during this period.
For Thanavi, this absence “is not solely
due to the marginal and underdeveloped
status of art history as a discipline” but

reflects “the political dimension of art
historiography itself, [...] deeply shaped
by successive waves of royalist ideological
restoration following the 1947 coup”
(Ibid., 37). While Thanavi acknowledges
the relative underdevelopment of art
history in Thailand, she also emphasizes
an ongoing process of rewriting within
the discipline. This contrasts the field of
history, where, as Thongchai Winichakul
(59%y ATA92QA; b. 1957) notes, Professor
Charnvit Kasetsiri (¥ 1NYRSAS;
b.1941) identified a more elaborate
classificatory framework, comprising
“those of Damrong [Rajanubhab] and
Luang Wichit along with four additional
categories which materialized after
1973: the nationalist revival, Marxist,
Historicist, and Asiatic society of
schools” (1995: 100). Thus, whereas
history reveals a plurality of schools
shaped by ideological conflict, art
history—Iless institutionally developed
—registers fewer internal divisions but
remains marked by politically inflected
processes of selection and rewriting.
Professor Emeritus John Clark and
artist Phaptawan Suwannakudt (n9w-
P A29TuQg; b. 1959) likewise highlight
this tendency, noting,

Thai modern art history has
been reconstructed from a
rapid run-through of accepted
positions seen from a height
which is peculiarly convenient
to accepted viewpoints or
prevalent ideologies, whether
conservative or radical. Some-
times the art historical riders
have been academics keen to
reconstruct “Thainess”, and
the artists have only wanted to
see self-confirming radicalisms
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or order-propagating conser-
vatisms (2021: 2).

In these conditions, Silpa Bhirasri’s
legacy, as historian Pinyapan Potjanalawan
(ﬁwuwﬁ'ué: wauzanToue) observes, has been
celebrated to such an extent that it
becomes “difficult to subject him to
critique—despite his historically significant
role” (2557: 180).

Rather than offering a biographical
account, this study considers the
representation of Silpa’s role in Thai
art historiography. It proposes neither
an inquisition nor a hagiography, but a
critical scholarly examination of the
available literature to reveal the multiple
dimensions of his persona as they
emerge through academic and insti-
tutional narratives. In this sense, the
analysis relies primarily on publications
about Silpa rather than on Silpa’s own
writings. The study draws on primary
sources, including testimonies and
writings by Silpa’s former students—
many of whom later became Silpakorn
lecturers or prominent artists—as well
as on secondary sources by both Thai
and international scholars, encompassing
Thai scholars trained abroad, those
educated locally, and those affiliated
with other academic institutions within
Thailand.

By the late 19th century, Italian
artists and architects were already
active in Siam: figures such as Tamagno
and Rigotti were recruited to contribute
to the modernization of royal and civic
architecture, while painters such as
Chini, whose work had drawn the
attention of King Chulalongkorn (Rama
V: 1. 1868-1910) at the Venice Biennale,
were invited to undertake prestigious
royal commissions. Silpa Bhirasri’s

trajectory, however, followed a different
pattern. Rather than arriving with an
established artistic reputation, Feroci
was selected through an administrative
process; art historian Viboon Leesuwan
(Ayagl AaIT99Y; b. 1947) notes, “Feroci
was chosen to work for the Fine Arts
Department out of 200 Italian candidates
whose portfolios were screened by King
Rama VI” (1996: 69). He was subsequently
appointed state sculptor under a three-
year contract, indicating an initially
technical and contractual role rather
than a pedagogical one.

On this basis, the study initially
considers Silpa as an artist to grasp the
aesthetic foundations and transnational
dialogues that underpinned his practice.
This dimension contextualizes his
subsequent position as professor and
mentor, through which he formalized
and transmitted his vision to successive
generations of Thai artists, contributing
to the shaping of a national modern
artistic identity. Finally, the analysis
turns to Silpa’s role as a scholar, whose
writings, curatorial initiatives, and
cultural policies helped construct
the very framework through which
Thai modern art has been defined and
historicized.

Artistic Legacy
From Florence to Bangkok

In their study of artists’ biographies,
Ernst Kris & Otto Kurz (1979) identify
several recurring themes. In the case
of Corrado Feroci/Silpa Bhirasri, the
biographical discourse foregrounds
the theme of departure and personal
sacrifice, illustrated by two pivotal
episodes: (1) his move to Siam with his
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FIGURE 1: Corrado Feroci in Italy, 1918-1922 © Silpa Bhirasri Research Center

family in 1923, and (2) his return to
Thailand in 1949, leaving his wife and
child in Italy. Viboon interprets the
1923 departure as a major personal and
professional sacrifice, observing, perhaps
with a certain degree of hyperbole, that
“had he remained at the Academy or
begun creating artistic works in Italy,
he would have definitely become one of
the world’s foremost sculptors, in the
footsteps of Michelangelo, the artistic
genius of Florence (1475-1564) or Leonardo
da Vinci (1452-1519)” (1996: 21). Yet, as
Viboon notes, concerning Feroci’s early
career, including his nine years of
teaching at the Academy of Fine Arts of
Florence (from which he graduated in
sculpture in 1914), “there is no serious
documentation of his works” (Ibid., 67).
This absence nevertheless allows later
narratives to construct an image of
innate mastery. Viboon also observes
that “the few photographs he brought
with him to Siam endorsed Feroci as a
sculptor of high quality in the realist
school. It was believed Feroci was
particularly accomplished in portraiture
and religious sculptures” (Ibid.) [FIGURE 1],

By framing Silpa as an artistic genius
akin to Renaissance masters, Viboon
places him within a conventional
narrative of exceptional talent, echoing
the description offered by Nipan
Khamwilai (fiwws 9731a; 1939-2014), editor
of the commemorative volume: Prof.
Silpa Bhirasri and His Students (971915¢
ﬁaﬂﬁugﬂﬁwﬁ), which compiles recol-
lections by former students. Nipan
describes him as “a saint of art, from the
city of Florence, a devout believer in the
glory of the Renaissance, who journeyed
eastward and devoted his entire life to
the land known as Siam” (cited in
Thanavi 2555: 34). Drawing on former
students’ testimonies, Apinan similarly
conveys the impression that Silpa
“aroused fanatical loyalty in his admirers
and students, many of whom credited
him with almost superhuman powers”
(1992: 93).

Collectively, these tropes illustrate
the patterns described by Nathalie
Heinich as a hagiographic regime of
admiration. In her analysis of Van Gogh
publications, Heinich argues that
biographical narratives often cease
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to function as historical accounts and
instead become modes of veneration:
“some of [their] forms are canonical in
hagiographical terms. They repeat and
perpetuate what has been said before”,
driven “less by information [...] than by
celebration” (1996: 36). Such narratives
obey a temporality “not that of historical
research but that of collective celebration
[...] with its commemorations, its exhi-
bitions and its pilgrimages” (Ibid.). Thai
narratives surrounding Silpa closely
follow this pattern.

However, while hagiographic framing
dominates earlier narratives, several
scholars offer more historically grounded
interpretations of his departure from
Italy that challenge this saintly image.
Massimo De Grassi suggests that the
move ultimately worked in Feroci’s
favor: “What we do know for certain is
that this decision [..] granted the
Tuscan sculptor a degree of fame and
prominence that he could hardly have
achieved had he remained in his home-
land” (2022: 138). De Grassi further
notes that Feroci would have struggled
to stand out in the crowded post-First
World War Italian art scene, where he
“would indeed have faced great difficulty
in distinguishing himself among that
multitude of ‘workers of glory’—sculptors
who, during the 1920s, were engaged in
filling Italy with monumental memorials
dedicated to the fallen of the Great War
who, in the following decade, would
become, with the necessary qualifications,
the celebrants of the fascist regime’s
exploits” (Ibid.). Apinan, however, shifts
the focus from missed opportunities to
the alignment between Feroci’s realist
training and institutional patronage,
“Having gained a reputation as a sculp-
tor of war memorials [...]. If Feroci had

remained in Florence, his status as an
official artist working for the Fascist
government would have assured his
reputation” (1992: 34). In this sense,
Apinan’s remark complements De Grassi’s
contextualization: both suggest that
Feroci’s realist orientation tied him to
forms of state patronage, whether in
Italy or later Thailand. Viboon also
addresses the stylistic dimension, citing
the artist and former student of Silpa
Bhirasri, Damrong Wong-Upparaj (f153
WAQUTIY; 1936-2002), who observed,
“While Feroci was teaching in Florence,
Europe was rife with modernism move-
ments. Siam, on the other hand, was a
peaceful country far removed from
modernism. Such a country would seem
ideal for an artist of the classical school
like Professor Feroci” (1996: 23). Viboon
further notes, “One remembers that
when Feroci completed his studies at
the Academy in 1914, modernism was at
its peak in Europe. This would have been
alien to Feroci, whose whole education
had been in the realist school. Opportu-
nities to build a reputation through his
realist creations would have been few
and far between” (Ibid.). This stylistic
conservatism is echoed by Gigi Salva-
gnini, who observed, “Throughout his
Italian production, Feroci demonstrates
a persistent fidelity to pre-20th-century
stylistic conventions, entirely immune
to avant-garde temptations—which he
must have known, yet which had no
discernible influence on his sculptural
practice” (1998: 12). Salvagnini’s analysis
corroborates Viboon’s assessment while
providing a more detached art-historical
perspective, demonstrating that Feroci
remained firmly rooted in descriptive
realism without engaging the formal
innovations of the European avant-garde.
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These interpretations are not merely
variations on a theme but often point
in opposite directions: while some
accounts portray Feroci as a celebrated
sculptor whose departure from Italy
interrupted a promising trajectory,
others argue that remaining in his
home country would have offered limited
prospects. Such divergence reflects not
only the different evidentiary bases
mobilized by each author, but also the
distinct historiographical aims shaping
their narratives. Viboon underscores
Silpa’s role as the foundational figure
of Thai modern art, thereby cultivating
a national myth; De Grassi and Apinan
situate him within the Italian interwar
and fascist artistic context, emphasizing
how his realist style both constrained
and enabled his career; and Salvagnini
highlights his stylistic conservatism,
framing his ceuvre as aligned with
enduring academic and classical values.
Rather than revealing a single historical
truth, the historiography of Feroci’s
move to Siam exposes a persistent
tension between retrospective canon-
ization and explanations rooted in the
historical circumstances of the time.

Between Commission and Compromise

While Feroci’s classical training in Italy
partly explains his distance from the
European avant-garde, state commissions
further constrained his creative freedom.
As influential Thai artist and scholar
Piriya Krairiksh (W52 Insqni; b. 1942)
notes, “As a government employee,
Feroci was not as free to work as he
wanted and, on many occasions, had to
compromise with the wishes of his
superiors” (1982: 66). This view is echoed
by German scholar Helen Michaelsen,

who recalls, “because of his position as a
civil servant he did not have much
freedom to decide and had to go along
with the visions of his commissioners”
(1990: 34). Consequently, while Feroci’s
works in Siam may have fulfilled their
official purposes, he did not necessarily
regard them with high esteem.
Michaelsen provides a concrete example:
“The ‘Democracy Monument’ [oya125¢)
UsesnSUlny] was done, like the
‘Victory Monument’ [oya3dduaussil
in Bangkok], in the style of heroic
realism. Although Feroci was a follower
of the realistic style, these over-
emphasized forms did not correspond
with his ideas” (Ibid.). Piriya (Op. cit.)
likewise observed that Feroci “was so
unhappy with the alterations to his
design of the figures ornamenting the
Victory Monument, that he referred
to it as the Monument to his embarrass-
ment” (p. 66). Notably, scholars discussing
Feroci’s constrained creative freedom
repeatedly cite this same example,
raising questions about its emblematic
status and the absence of alternative
cases. Feroci thus functioned less as an
autonomous artist than as a highly
skilled artisan under state commission.
As Apinan argues, “it took several years
to establish his reputation as a sculptor
in the Department of Fine Arts, where
he was responsible for producing official
sculptures” (1992: 34). These institutional
constraints complicate the conventional
portrayal of Silpa Bhirasri as an
independent genius, indicating that his
legacy cannot be understood solely
through technical skill or aesthetic
innovation but must be situated within
the political and administrative
conditions shaping both production
and reception in Siam.
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Art Under Debate

Continuing the Thai context, we may
recall Annabelle Boissier’s observation
on modern art, in which the French
social anthropologist of art notes that
“it is often academic artists, rather than
avant-gardists, who constitute the driving
forces behind the emergence of modern
art movements in non-European coun-
tries” (2008: 38). In the case of Thailand,
the late artist, art critic, and lecturer
Thanom Chapakdee (auou ¥15i0#); 1958-
2022) highlights that modern art was
shaped by state patronage, marking a
sharp divergence from European trajec-
tories: “It can be seen that the founda-
tion of modern knowledge of arts had
been well established carefully by all
forms of tools planned by the govern-
ment. In contrast, the European way of
modern arts had been originally created
by thinkers, philosophers, rebel artists,
not by the state” (2012: 279). This
contrast, however, should be qualified,
as many figures associated with European
modernism were themselves trained in
state art academies or worked within
institutional frameworks. Within this
state-supported context, curator and
scholar David Teh (b. 1977) notes that
Feroci/Silpa occupies a central yet
contested position: “[He] was certainly
no vanguardist—his ‘new’ was that of
neoclassicism that in 1930s Europe was
buffing Roman imperial heritage for the
purpose of fascism” (2017: 127). Boissier
(Op.cit.) adds: “It is his own ultra-
conservative aesthetic choices that will
be valued, while abstraction and the
avant-gardes will consequently be
rejected” (p. 38). Such assessments help
explain why, despite Feroci/Silpa’s

institutional prominence, many scholars
have remained critical of his artistic
achievements. British historian Michael
Smithies (1932-2019) frankly asserts,
“He was not a great artist” (1978: 147);
Piriya notes, “By Western standards,
Feroci’s works are not particularly
distinguished. They are academic and
unimaginative” (1982: 66); Peleggi even
goes so far as to call him “a mediocre
sculptor” (2017: 128).

At the same time, several scholars
acknowledge Silpa’s positive impact on
Thai modern art. Piriya (Op. cit.) notes
that “in the context of Thai art, [Silpa’s
works] are of great importance for the
influence they exerted on generations
of students” (p. 66). Similarly, Peleggi
(Op. cit.) argues that Silpa’s “localization
of academicism not only exerted a huge
influence over the subsequent develop-
ment of modern art in Thailand but was
more intellectually sophisticated than
his critics tend to assume” (p. 128).
Despite these acknowledgments, Peleggi
calls for a more critical and nuanced
approach: “The new breed of Thai
revisionist art and architectural
historians relish in challenging institu-
tional memory of Corrado Feroci/Silpa
Bhirasri as ‘the father of modern Thai
art’—a memory championed by Silpakorn
University, where his life statue is the
object of devotional care by students
(see below), especially at the time of
exams—by denouncing, somewhat
simplistically, the fascist root of Feroci’s
aesthetic” (Ibid., 128). These positions
expose a central tension: while his style
was conservative, his institutional and
pedagogical influence was decisive.

The “fascist root of Feroci’s aesthetic”,
identified by Peleggi, is further elabo-
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rated by Thanavi, who argues that
Silpa’s sculptural style evolved “from
Neoclassicism to exhibit Nazi character-
istics in the case of the Democracy
Monument, reflecting both the aesthetic
preferences of that era and the use of
art as a vehicle for political propaganda—
akin to the appropriation of fascist
styles in Italy and Nazi styles in Germany”
(2553: 108). Within the Siamese/Thai
ideological context, the fascist doctrine
promoted by Phibunsongkhram and
Luang Wichit Wathakan (#8724 33515 29vn1s;
1898-1962), the chief architect of
modern Thai nationalism, shaped Feroci’s
institutional role; as Apinan notes, both
“were interested in the use of art as
propaganda, [through which] Feroci
became an important link and his status
correspondingly increased” (1992: 36).
Given his direct involvement in a
politically instrumentalized visual culture,
scholars have questioned whether Silpa
himself endorsed fascist convictions.
British-born writer Michael Wright
(1940-2009), for instance, suggests,
“Bhirasri may have decided to enter
government service in Siam in order to
flee the fascist ideology taking hold in
his homeland”, but immediately adds:
“this assumption becomes difficult to
sustain”. Wright specifies: “his work—
particularly the Democracy Monument
—is imbued with characteristics
commonly associated with fascist
aesthetics, such as severity, historical
distortion, uniformity, and a propagan-
distic use of monumental form to exert
ideological influence” (2535: 178). This
reasoning often rests on a reductive
syllogism: since Silpa produced works
aligned with fascist aesthetics in Italy
and continued to do so after relocating

to Siam/Thailand, some infer that he
shared fascist political convictions.
Such a conflation between aesthetic
affiliation and ideological alignment
risks oversimplifying the conditions of
artistic production under authoritarian
regimes. In light to these suppositions,
Thanavi draws a clear distinction
between stylistic production and
personal conviction, noting: “[T]here
is insufficient evidence to determine
whether Silpa was a fascist. Conversely,
there is also no conclusive evidence to
affirm that he was not. His true political
stance thus remains undetermined, as
no writings or memoirs have surfaced
that seriously articulate his political
views” (2555: 40). Thus, in the absence
of conclusive biographical evidence,
Silpa’s political orientation therefore
remains open to interpretation.

From Sculptor to Master
Career and Teaching Philosophy

Corrado Feroci began his educational
career at the Academy of Fine Arts in
Florence, where he taught from 1914 to
1923. Upon arrival in Siam in January
1923, he signed a three-year contract as
a state-employed sculptor. Pairoj retro-
spectively frames this phase as the
beginning of “a far more important
mission: to create an art institute to
develop the nation’s artistic resources”
(2000: 20), an interpretation that
appears premature given the gradual
development of Silpa’s institutional
authority. In 1933, the Department of
Fine Arts founded the School of Fine
Arts, Pranit Sinlapakam School (T35
UseinAaunssu), renamed the Silpakorn
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School of Fine Arts (Ts9Sgu@aunnsg) in
1937 and elevated to Silpakorn University
(UnAenduAaUINT) in 1943. Feroci/Silpa
taught there from 1934 until 1962.
Despite its transition to university
status in 1943, Silpakorn University
“continued to teach an academic syllabus
based on the European academy
practice remarkably similar to that
practiced before the Second World War
in Tokyo” (Clark 1998: 162). This assessment
is reinforced by distinguished scholar
Soranat Tailanga (aselg (m&vAz), who
asserted that “Students were not
encouraged to practice modern art
since the professor emphasized the
Academy’s teaching techniques. Students
who painted in a modernist style usually
received strong criticism and low grades
from the professor” (2008: 128). While
this indicates strict conservatism, it also
demonstrates Silpa’s active role in
defining the aesthetic boundaries of
Thai art education, reflecting both his
academic training and his vision of a
culturally, even perhaps politically
grounded pedagogical model.

However, instead of emphasizing
Silpa’s rejection of modernism, educator
and curator Somporn Rodboon (AU
soaYsY; b. 1947) highlights his pedagogy’s
strong orientation toward Thai tradi-
tional art. She explains that Thailand
appreciated Silpa because he “laid a
strong foundation for Western academic
training as well as encouraging his
teaching staff and students to appreciate
their own culture and to do more
research on Thai traditional art. He suc-
cessfully tutored them in assimilating
Western and traditional styles in a way
that has led Thai artists to create inter-
national art works without losing the
essence of ‘Thainess” (2005: 278).

202

Shioda similarly argues, “In performing
his role of educating Thai students and
introducing Western academic art and
its techniques, Feroci issued a warning
against the excesses of modernism and
advised Thai artists to respect the
traditions of their own country and seek
their own kind of originality. In other
words, he was an advocate of preserving
traditions as well as being the promoter
of a policy of modernization and
Europeanization” (1995: 238).

If these interpretations are justified,
one might ask why postcolonial theories
or other analytical frameworks have not
been more widely applied to theorize
this phenomenon. In this regard, Homi K.
Bhabha’s notion of mimicry, developed
in The Location of Culture (1994), can help
us understand ambivalent imitation,
producing alocalized hybridity in which
Thai traditions and European forms
intersect. Shioda (Op. cit.) also draws
comparisons with the development of
art pedagogy in his own country, viz.
Japan, notably through the figure of
American art historian Ernest Fenollosa
(1853-1908), “the ideologue who advocated
a return to the past in modern Japanese
art” (p. 238). He later highlights that
“Fenollosa, together with his Japanese
colleague Okakura Tenshin [1863-1913],
encouraged the creation of a modern
form of Japanese-style painting to be
achieved by reforming the traditional
painting schools, which were enervated
by the influx of Western-style painting,
and restoring tradition in modern
context. The ideas of Feroci and
Fenollosa are quite similar in many
respects” (Ibid.). Silpa is frequently
portrayed in Thai art history as an
artist and educator with a distinctive
approach. Yet the observation that
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FIGURE 2: Silpa Bhirasri teaching at Silpakorn University,
Wang Tha Phra Campus, 1950s © Silpa Bhirasri Research Center

Fenollosa employed comparable methods
in Japan suggests either that Silpa’s
contributions were not entirely excep-
tional or, conversely, that they formed
part of a broader intellectual and
pedagogical current spreading across
East Asia at the time, within a context
shaped by Western cultural influence.

The Cult of the Teacher
Venerated in Thai art history as a devoted

educator, Silpa’s biography abounds in
anecdotes drawn from former students.

Viboon underscores this dimension in
his biography, dedicating an entire
chapter, “The Spirit of a Teacher”, to
Silpa’s pedagogical role [FIGURE 2].
Viboon writes, “Professor Silpa was
determined to be an exemplary teacher.
He lived a life of ‘giving’, from educating
his students to helping them financially.
His undoubted spirit of a teacher served
as a profound example for his students”
(1996: 215). Viboon cites several testi-
monies from Silpa’s former students to
highlight this stance, revealing a
semantic elevation from teacher to
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paternal figure. Master sculptor and
disciple Sanan Silakorn (athu Aannsal;
1919-1986), for instance, recalls that
Silpa “eventually became like another
father to me” (Ibid.). Viboon concludes,
asserting, “He did not teach because it
was his job; he was sincere and dedicated
to his students” (Ibid., 220-221). While
Viboon convincingly foregrounds Silpa’s
human qualities, the repetition of these
motifs gives the narrative a distinctly
hagiographic tone. Even Smithies, who
remained critical of certain aspects of
his work, emphasizes Silpa’s role as a
catalyst for artistic inspiration: “He was
something more important in the con-
text of the art scene of the time, serving
as a tremendous inspirer of individuals.
Through his enthusiasm and personality,
he ignited the imaginations of genera-
tions of young men and women alike”
(1978: 147).

Other accounts deepen this idealized
image, portraying Silpa as a man con-
sumed by ascetic dedication, for whom
“water was the only drink to quench his
thirst” (Viboon 1996: 225). A star pupil
of Silpa, Khien Yimsiri (\%eu 8BUAT; 1922-
1971), recalls that Silpa “led a life of
solitude, living for work rather than
pleasure”, and his “closest friend then
was a Thai dog which accompanied him
to and from school every day” (2545:
225-227). Another dimension shaping
Silpa’s constructed persona concerns
language, as former students recalled
his limited spoken Thai and heavy
accent. Khien notes that Silpa “could
speak some Thai, but his accent was
very strong, even though he had lived in
Thailand for many years” (Ibid., 13).
This perception is echoed by Damrong
Wong-Upparaj, who recalled that “we

understood his Thai, but [...] his accent
was terrible” (cited in Clark 1995: 52).
Thanavi (2555) situates these anecdotes
within the mythic construction of Silpa,
observing that variation in portrayals
lies in his idiosyncrasies: “If there is
variation in portrayals of Silpa, it lies
chiefly in anecdotes recounting his
endearing idiosyncrasies—such as his
mispronunciation of Thai. These are not
intended as irreverent mockery, but
function as a rhetorical strategy of
respect in another form” (p. 34). This
rhetorical strategy allows intimacy and
reverence to coexist, culminating in
Thanavi’s description of Silpa: “Conse-
quently, Bhirasri embodies both the
untouchable saint and the touchable
beloved father of his students—an
ambivalent figure characteristic of
many cultic personalities elevated for
veneration” (Ibid.).

From a historiographical perspec-
tive, these testimonies, together with
Thanavi’s interpretation, contribute to
the construction of an idealized narra-
tive around Silpa Bhirasri. The empha-
sis on sacrifice, perseverance, and moral
purpose transforms biographical detail
into an uplifting narrative of vocation
and destiny. Even minor traits—e.g.,
his accent, his solitary habits—serve to
reinforce a dual image of Silpa as both
revered and relatable, at once saintly
and paternal. Such tensions suggest
that idealized narratives simultaneously
construct and obscure historical figures:
Silpa emerges not as a flawless originator,
but as a historically situated individual
whose authority rested as much on
symbolic capital and institutional
reverence as on pedagogical and artistic
merit. Consequently, his legacy functions
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FIGURE 3: Cover of Phuchatkan Newspaper, 9-15 January 1995 © Manager Weekly

as a highly charged cultural reference,
in which even minor gestures involving
his image may provoke controversy.

A striking example occurred in
January 1995, when Vishnu Chotikul
(wey T@6NR), editor of Phuchatkan (§36N15)
or Manager Weekly, featured on its cover
a photograph of Silpa’s statue at

Silpakorn University with a sign at its
base reading “Sale 50 %”, [FIGURE 3]
intended to criticize the “commercialism
and inflated prices of the Bangkok art
market” (Cate 2003: 44). This act
challenged the boundaries of permissible
critique, as the statue had become a
sanctified symbol of national artistic
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identity and provoked outrage among
Silpakorn staff and students.

The symbolic significance of the
statue derives from its creation by
Sanan Silakorn in 1966 and its installation
in 1969, marking Thailand’s first monu-
ment dedicated to a foreigner [FIGURE 4].
As artist, writer, art critic, and art teacher
Pishnu Supanimit (Weey Antiling; b. 1948)
notes, following Silpa’s 1962 death, “his
students found themselves without a
spiritual anchor—lacking a symbolic
representation that could stand in for
the profound virtues he had embodied
and contributed to the academic
institution, the artistic community, and
the nation” (2015: 19). Seen in this light,
the portrait statue cemented Silpa’s
status as an untouchable figure, rendering
his image prescriptive rather than
merely depictive. Yet while monuments
consolidated his symbolic authority, his
influence was equally articulated
through his writings on Thai art,
archeology, and cultural heritage.

Writing Thai History

Any serious engagement with Silpa’s
writings must consider both their
thematic breadth—from archeological
reflections on Siam to critical essays on
Western and contemporary art—and
the mediating role of translation. As
Pinyapan observed, “access to his ideas
for the general Thai public has always
depended on translation” (2557: 203).
The translators—Phraya Anuman
Rajadhon (w81 oULU $9951; 1888-1969),
Khien Yimsiri, Dhanit Yupho (516 0¢/1w8;
1907-2004), MC Subhadradis Diskul
(A, asiA ArNg; 1923-2003), and Sulak
Sivaraksa (ajé'nwﬁfl Aa¥n; b. 1933) brought

diverse perspectives to this task, yet the
implications of their editorial and inter-
pretative choices have rarely been
examined. Negotiating meaning, syntax,
and conceptual frameworks, these
translations shaped the reception of
Silpa’s thought and cultivated art-
historical consciousness in Thailand.
As Kessara notes, “Silpa Bhirasri’s
writings in the 1960s also played a
crucial role in stimulating artists and
scholars to develop an interest in and
research Thai artworks from the past”
(2558: 12). This success prompts
reflection on Silpa’s scholarly status,
revealing a tension between the
authority attributed to his erudition
and the practice-oriented, pedagogical
nature of his writings.

Scholar or Artist?

Silpa’s significance in Thai art history
derives not only from his institutional
role, but also, equally, from his writings,
which established a conceptual founda-
tion for the field. Pishnu describes him
as “an art scholar and an artist” (2012:
47), while artist, curator, and art historian
Sutee Kunavichayanont (8 Anunigenuu;
b. 1965) emphasizes the enduring impact
of his texts: “Some excerpts from his
writings have become iconic and
frequently cited, such as ‘Tomorrow is
already too late’ and ‘Art is long, life is
short’. These phrases contributed to
Silpa Bhirasri’s status as a revered figure
in the art community, deeply admired
by his students. He became a central
influential thinker, philosopher, and
advocate for art in the country” (2546:
69). While Sutee presents both phrases
together, only the first may be Silpa’s
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FIGURE 4: Statue of Silpa Bhirasri at Silpakorn University,
Wang Tha Phra Campus, Bangkok © Sébastien Tayac
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own; the second—the centuries-old
aphorism  Ars longa, vita brevis
(Hippocrates; 4th c. BCE)—was cited by
him rather than authored. Viboon
acknowledges, “the written works of
Professor Silpa Bhirasri, including his
books and articles on contemporary art
and culture, are of immense value”
(2535: 149). He notes, “many articles and
art textbooks, both in English and
translated into Thai, are credited to
him, representing his direct academic
contributions and thoughts” (1996: 183).
Even though Viboon (Ibid.) first notes
that from these works “Professor Silpa’s
status as an ‘Art Scholar’ is securely
confirmed” (p. 205), he complicates this
view by emphasizing that Silpa’s writings
approach contemporary art “from the
perspective of a sculptor or an artist,
rather than that of an art scholar” (2535:
149) and that he “wrote his articles from
the perspective of an artist and sculptor,
not a scholar” (1996: 199). He also
explains (Ibid.) why Silpa’s writings
contain few references, noting that they
were “never meant for serious academic
discussion; they aimed at creating
understanding among his readers” (p. 183).
This tension—between acknowledgment
of Silpa’s scholarly output and his
orientation toward practical instruction—
reveals a fundamental ambiguity: his
writings are valued for their accessibility
and scope, designed both for students
and the wider public, but do not fully
conform to conventional academic
standards.

Despite these limitations, Yu Jin
Seng highlights that from 1949 “until its
14th edition [of the National Exhibition
of Art in 1964], Silpakorn University

and Bhirasri were given the power to
shape the direction of the exhibitions
in line with the education curriculum
of the University” (2017: 217). In this
context, Silpa’s writings became a key
medium for transmitting his intellectual
authority as they “had a significant
influence on his students, many of whom
played important roles in Thailand’s art
scene” (Kessara 2558: 25). This obser-
vation aligns with Clark’s remark that
“The study of Silpa Bhirasri’s biography,
works, ideas, and followers are four
topics embroiled within a cult of
personality or cult of ‘great man’ worship
still prevalent in Thailand today” (2020: 80).
Through this alignment, Silpa’s students
and institutional affiliates transformed
his intellectual authority into a resource
that legitimized their own positions
and inscribed his discourse into artistic
practice, cultural memory, and the
historiography of Thai modern art.
Operating as an art school from 1934
and a university from 1943, Silpakorn
remained the sole university of fine arts
until the 1980s, when, as Curtin notes,
“the art departments at Chulalongkorn
University and Chiang Mai University
began to provide a counterbalance to
its dominance” (2021: 48). Its authority
over national exhibitions—including
control over competitions, jury mem-
bership, and professors’ role as “status-
bearing consecrators of new work”
(Clark 2010: 121)—often generated
tensions within the Thai art world.
This interplay between Silpa’s writings,
his students, and Silpakorn University
raises important questions regarding
critical engagement and invites a
methodological reassessment of his legacy.
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Public Discourse and Criticism

Beyond Silpakorn University, Silpa
sought to reach a broader public through
exhibitions. Recognizing that “the
public, by and large, had not been
sufficiently educated to appreciate
modern art” (Piriya 1982: 71), he
addressed this gap by including “a short
note in each of the catalogues explaining
art to the public and commenting on a
few chosen works in the exhibitions”
(Piriya 1986: 8). As Michaelsen notes, he
nevertheless “constantly complained
about the consequence of this lack”
(1993: 66). Through these texts, Silpa
mediated between contemporary artistic
practices, which receive limited recep-
tion and institutional support, and the
public

Despite these constraints, Silpa’s
writings influenced Thai art culture.
Smithies acknowledges that he “was one
of the first to write seriously about art
in Thailand in the Thai Culture Series of
pamphlets published by the Fine Arts
Department, and his book The Meaning
of Art was translated into Thai” (1978:
147). Viboon similarly notes that these
writings “significantly contributed to
the public’s awareness and understanding
of their own art and culture” (2535: 149);
Somporn notes, “Bhirasri’s publications
have proven to be very accessible and
beneficial for anyone interested in
art [...] and have done much to revive
appreciation for Thai traditional art”
(2017: 159). Together, these assessments
indicate that Silpa’s writings shaped
public perception and institutional
approaches to Thai art, despite his
recurring frustrations.
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His legacy, however, was marked by
contradictions. Apinan observes that
his writing “reflects how his views of
modern Thai art were transformed over
the last decade of his career. Concerning
the essence of modern Thai art, Bhirasri’s
writings seem inconsistent and con-
tradictory at times” (1992: 57). Teh
similarly notes that his veneration as
the progenitor of Thai modern art “was
not for commitment to any modernist
doctrine, but because he proved so
pliable in changing ideological wings”
and “Feroci’s knack for compromise
has had profound and enduring effects
on Thai modern art” (2017: 127). These
critiques indicate that his influence
rested as much on adaptability as on
coherent aesthetic principles.

Silpa’s public writings also include
responses to criticism. A notable
instance occurred during the second
National Exhibition in 1950, when
MR Kukrit Pramoj (1.9.2. Angns Us1ue;
1911-1995) published a critical article
in the newspaper Siam Rath (Ag7u55).
Referenced by both Piriya and Apinan,
this episode serves as a case study of
Silpa’s dual role as educator and defender
of artistic agency. Pramoj dismissed the
works as imitative or rudimentary,
arguing that many artists lacked per-
sonal style and clarity of expression and
did not seem to know what meaning or
emotion they wished to convey (Piriya
1982: 68-69; Apinan 1992: 56). Piriya
notes, “Bhirasri was defensive of such
criticisms” (1982: 69) and felt compelled
to respond. Piriya asserted, “what and
how contemporary artists express must
be entirely left to the individual feeling
and judgment of each artist. They are
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Thai, and as such their art will be Thai
as well, even though the laymen’s eyes
may not yet discern such characteristics”
(Ibid.). This exchange, often cited for
its combative tone, highlights Silpa’s
commitment to both education and
artistic freedom.

While both Piriya and Apinan
acknowledge Silpa’s role, they do not
explore the ideological implications of
Pramoj’s critique. Thanavi defines Pramoyj
as a “conservative royalist intellectual
and politician” who dismissed the art
associated with the People’s Party as
“alien to the basis of Thai society and
even tasteless” (2017: 131). Pramoj
reiterated this argument during the
Bangkok seminar Art since 1932 held at
Thammasat University in 1983, when he
claimed, “Thai art after 1932, frankly
and patriotically speaking, is the most
declining age because [the People’s
Party’s] leading members came back from
France and their taste of art is just from
cafés along the streets of Paris” (cited in
Ibid.). Such critiques contributed to a
widespread perception of art from
1932-1947 as derivative or culturally
alien. Thanavi further notes that in
2005, architectural historian Chatri
Prakitnonthakan (993 Useinuunnns;
b. 1976) challenged Pramoj’s criticism of
revolutionary art as mere Western
imitation, reintroducing the subject
into academic debate (Ibid., 135).
Although art associated with the People’s
Party was long regarded negatively,
Silpa—despite playing a decisive role
in its artistic production—was later
canonized as the Father of Thai modern
art, avoiding any lasting discredit. This
apparent contradiction is not coinci-
dental: it points to a historiographical
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process that selectively minimized his
involvement in the revolutionary project.
This tension became evident in the
academic field when Thanavi delivered
a lecture entitled “The Hagiography of
Silpa Bhirasri: Memory and Forgetting
in Art History” at the Faculty of
Archeology, Silpakorn University, in
Bangkok on 23 March 2012.° She received
criticism suggesting that her research
addressed a topic “not worth knowing”
and she “never seems to contribute
anything worthwhile to the university”
(cited in Thanavi 2555: 48). She later
published an article based on this
presentation, articulating her view of
the university as “a space whose primary
function is to generate and expand
knowledge within each discipline.
Challenging established arguments in
order to introduce new perspectives is
therefore essential, and engaging in
scholarly debate through evidence and
logic is entirely normal” (Ibid.). She
contrasted this conception with the
Thai academic context, suggesting that,
through her topic and approach, she

may have violated the conven-
tions of Thai academic culture
[..] where junior scholars
are expected not to raise
questions or express criticism,
especially towards those who
have been elevated to an
almost sacred status. [...] In a
pre-modern worldview, the
university remains analogous

3 This lecture derives from a section of her doctoral
research project, Reassessing Silapa Khana Ratsadon:
The Neglected Movement in Thai Art History, Nationalism,
and Collective Memory, undertaken at Birkbeck,
University of London, between 2011 and 2016.
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to a temple, and the teacher
is seen as a monk or a saint.
Within such a temple-like
academic culture, the author’s
heterodox work is likely
perceived as something acintya
[03ulpy; ie., that which is
unthinkable or beyond com-
prehension] (Ibid.).

Thanavi extends this analysis by
situating the issue within broader
cultural and ideological frameworks.
She argues that the scarcity of critical
perspectives on Silpa reflects “deeply
rooted cultural values—gratitude, respect
for elders, and the recognition of
hierarchical status. These values
are embedded in the long-standing
conservative structure of Thai soci-
ety. Such a conceptual framework per-
mits no other mode of representation
for Silpa beyond the sculpted image of
idealization” (Ibid., 34).

By oscillating between explanatory
essays and responses to critics, Silpa
cultivated a public persona as both
educator and advocate. This duality
reflects his understanding that sustaining
a distinctly Thai modernism required
expanding art appreciation while
defending artistic agency. His public
texts thus form a dynamic archive that
actively shaped Thai art historiography.

Concluding Remarks

In 2026, 64 years after his death, Silpa
Bhirasri remains a revered figure in
Thailand, commemorated by a statue,
an annual day of remembrance held on
his birthday (15 September), a research
center (A11In3duAalinszAs), a national

museum (WissTumanuwisndiradinssas),
and numerous artistic initiatives bearing
his name. His legacy remains influential
among students and professors of fine
arts, reflecting his role in shaping the
country’s artistic landscape. Silpa’s
multifaceted roles in art were marked
by a syncretic blend of European
influences and a commitment to pre-
serving Siamese traditions, while fulfill-
ing the propagandistic imperatives of
both the absolute and constitutional
monarchies. Within debates on “multiple
modernities”, Silpa provides a particu-
larly instructive case. Although he
rejected modernist tendencies in Italy
in favor of classical approaches, relocating
to Siam/Thailand allowed him to reshape
the local art scene by merging European
techniques with Siamese traditions.

Over time, he came to be celebrated
as the “Father of modern art” in Thailand,
illustrating how modernity is mediated
through local contexts, pedagogical
authority, and institutional power.
Although scholarly debates have ques-
tioned Silpa’s originality and artistic
merit, especially regarding “fascist”
aesthetics, his dedication as a teacher
remains largely uncontested, with
former students consistently emphasizing
his selflessness, rigor, and personal
investment in their academic development.
His writings and teachings produced a
dominant narrative of modern Thai art
that still shapes contemporary under-
standings, even as historians critically
examine its ideological and institutional
underpinnings. Despite frequent citation,
critically distanced scholarship on Silpa
remains scarce, highlighting the persis-
tence of hagiographic representations
and the need to reassess his legacy.
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The harsh reception of Thanavi’s
critical work demonstrates how Thai
academic and cultural contexts may
hinder reassessment of established
figures through seniority norms and
sacralized institutional memory. Moving
beyond commemorative mythologies
requires addressing unresolved contra-
dictions: how did Silpa’s state-aligned
role as a national artisan constrain his
artistic vision? Can his Eurocentric
pedagogy coexist with contemporary
decolonial approaches to Thai art

ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

This study forms part of the research
project Constructing Thai Modernity and
Contemporaneity: A Comparative Study
of Publications in English and French
About Modern and Contemporary Thai Art
History Within Its Own Social, Political, and
Religious Context, funded by the Faculty

REFERENCES

« Apinan Poshyananda. 1992. Modern Art in
Thailand: Nineteenth and Twentieth Centuries.
Singapore: OUP.

. 2007. Behind Thai Smile: Selected
Writings, 1991-2007. Bangkok: Ministry of
Culture.

* Bhabha, Homi K. 1994. The Location of
Culture. London: Routledge.

« Boissier, Annabelle. 2008. Lart contemporain
est-il par définition international ? Les relations
transnationales dans le processus de légitimation
de lart contemporain en Thailande. PhD
Dissertation. Paris: EHESS.

« Cate, Sandra. 2003. Making Merit, Making
Art: A Thai Temple in Wimbledon. Honolulu:
University of Hawai'‘i Press.

212

history? Addressing these questions
requires deeper archival research and
critical effort to separate Silpa as a
historical figure from ideological appro-
priations of his legacy. Only then can his
contributions be assessed not as those
of a singular “Father of Thai modern
art”, but as a historically situated
figure embedded in ongoing global-
local negotiations of modernity. To what
extent might rewriting Silpa Bhirasri’s
biography reshape the narrative of Thai
modern and contemporary art?

of Fine Arts at Chiang Mai University in
2024. I am grateful to the anonymous
reviewers for their thoughtful comments
and suggestions, which helped improve
this article, and to the JSS editorial team
for their careful assistance in preparing
the manuscript.

« Clark, John. 1995. Decoration and Distance:
The Work of Damrong Wong-Upparaj. Art &
Asia Pacific 2(3): 50-57.

———. 1998. Modern Asian Art. Honolulu:
University of Hawai'‘i Press.

———. 2010. Asian Modernities: Chinese and
Thai Art Compared, 1980 to 1999. Sydney:
Power Publications.

———. 2020. “Tradition” in Thai Modern
Art. Southeast of Now: Directions in Contemporary
and Modern Art in Asia 4(2): 39-89. https://
doi.org/10.1353/sen.2020.0007.

¢ Clark, John & Phaptawan Suwannakudt.
2021. A History of Phaiboon Suwannakudt
(1925-1982). Journal of the Siam Society 109(1):
1-36.

e Curtin, Brian. 2021. Essential Desires:

Journal of the Siam Society, Vol. 114, Pt. 1, June 2026


https://doi.org/10.1353/sen.2020.0007
https://doi.org/10.1353/sen.2020.0007

RESEARCH HIGHLIGHTS

Contemporary Art in Thailand. London:
Reaktion Books.

* De Grassi, Massimo. 2022. Sguardi sull’
Oriente: Corrado Feroci e 'occidentalizzazione
artistica della Thailandia. Between 12(23):
137-164.

* Heinich, Nathalie. 1996. The Glory of Van
Gogh: An Anthropology of Admiration. Chicago:
University of Chicago Press.

« Kessara Srinaka (Ln¥s1 @5UA"). 2558 BE
(2015 cE). AaU WseAs MunisanUunAaus
WANIER (W.A. 2475-W.A. 2505) [Silpa Bhirasri
and the Establishment of National Art (1932-
1962)]. MA Thesis. Chiang Mai University.

« Khien Yimsiri (19 8UAS). 2545 BE (2002 CE).
Aans1asdaal Weems; uneu JeiBuu
uazNUAaUNTSUYONANARTI915IAAT NszAs
[Professor Silpa Bhirasri; Writings and Artistic
Works of Professor Silpa Bhirasri]. Bangkok:
Amarin Printing.

* Kris, Ernst & Kurz, Otto. 1979. Legend,
Myth, and Magic in the Image of the Artist:
Historical experiment. New Haven: Yale
University Press.

« Maneepin Phromsuthirak. 2003. Special
Note: Professor Silpa Bhirasri’s Life and
Works. Silpakorn University International
Journal 3(1-2): 39-46.

*» McDaniel, Justin Thomas. 2011. The Lovelorn
Ghost and the Magical Monk: Practicing
Buddhism in Modern Thailand. New York City:
Columbia University Press.

+ Michaelsen, Helen. 1990. Modern Art in
Thailand: An Outline of its Development
from 1932-1960. SPAFA Digest 11(3): 32-38.
———.1993. Under Threat from the West?
Thai Art & Culture 69(1): 59-61.

« Pairoj Jamuni. 2000. Silpa Bhirasri: The
Father of Contemporary Art in Thailand.
Silpakorn University International Journal 1(1):
1-21.

« Pandit Chanrochanakit. 2004. Feeling
Contemporary: The Politics of Aesthetics in

Journal of the Siam Society, Vol. 114, Pt. 1, June 2026

Rirkrit Tiravanija’s Art. In Nothing: A Retro-
spective, ed. by Rirkrit Tiravanija & Kamin
Lertchaiprasert, 30-53. Bangkok: PLAN.b.

« Peleggi, Maurizio. 2003. Purveyors of
Modernity? Europeans Artists and Architects
in Turn-of-the-Century Siam. Asia Europe
Journal 1(1): 91-101.

———. 2017. Monastery Monument Museum:
Sites and Artifacts of Thai Cultural Memory.
Honolulu: University of Hawai‘i Press.

* Pinyapan Potjanalawan (fisysywus wauz-
anud). 2557 BE (2014 cE). Aaununilau Tu
ey Aad fszas: dndedunaniioenis
AaUz vy [Artistic Colonialism in the Name
of Silpa Bhirasri: On Hegemony in the Thai
Art World]. §genansans [Political Science
Journal] 35(1): 178-243.

« Piriya Krairiksh. 1982. Art in Thailand since
1932: A Brief History. Bangkok: Thammasat
University Press.

———. 1986. Thai Reflections on American
Experiences. Bangkok: Bhirasri Institute of
Modern Art.

« Pishnu Supanimit. 2012. Social Space and
Art Patronage. Art in the Reign of King Rama IX:
Thai Trends from Localism to Internationalism,
exh. cat., 44-48. Bangkok: Bangkok Art and
Culture Centre.

———. 2015. Diary: The Construction of
Professor Silpa Bhirasri Monument. Silpa
Bhirasri (Journal of Fine Arts) 3(1): 17-58.
https://doi.org/10.69598/sbjfa240954.

« Salvagnini, Gigi. 1998. Gli esordi di Corrado
Feroci scultore e medaglista fiorentino.
Libero (6)11: 12-24.

* Seng, Yu Jin, 2017. Cultural Wars in South-
east Asia: The Birth of the Critical Exhibition
in the 1970s. In Charting Thoughts: Essays
on Art in Southeast Asia, ed. by Sze Wee Low
& Patrick D. Flores, 214-231. Singapore:
National Gallery Singapore.

« Shioda, Junichi. 1995. Bangkok and Chiang
Mai: Ways of Modernity. In Asian Modernism:

213


https://doi.org/10.69598/sbjfa240954

RESEARCH HIGHLIGHTS

Diverse Developments in Indonesia, the
Philippines, and Thailand, ed. by Furuichi,
Yasuko, 238-242. Tokyo: The Japan
Foundation Asia Center.

« Smithies, Michael. 1978. The Bangkok Art
Scene in the Early 1960s: A Personal Souvenir.
Journal of the Siam Society 66(2): 146-158.

« Somporn Rodboon. 1995. History of
Modern Art in Thailand. Asian Modernism:
Diverse Developments in Indonesia, the Philip-
pines, and Thailand, ed. by Yasuko Furuichi
et al., 243-256. Tokyo: The Japan Foundation
Asia Center.

———.2005. Developments in Contemporary
Thai Art. Art and Social Change, Contemporary
Art in Asia and The Pacific. ed. by Caroline
Turner, 278-296. Canberra: Pandanus Books.
———.2017. The Transition of Thai Tradi-
tional Art to Modern Art in the 1950’s and
1960’s. In Charting Thoughts: Essays on Art in
Southeast Asia, ed. by Sze Wee Low & Patrick
D. Flores, 154-163. Singapore: National
Gallery Singapore.

+ Soranat Tailanga. 2008. Modernist Thai
Short Stories, 1964-1973: The Relationship
with Art. Manusya, Journal of Humanities
11(2): 125-141.

« Sutee Kunavichayanont (&8 asundgenuui).
2546 BE (2003 CE). 9qnagnuinginelny:
egAUNanNuYosAaUzaINUTBINdldaly
Tvsluwassauatie [From Old Siam to New Thailand:
On the Transformation of Art from Tradition
to Modern and Contemporary]. Bangkok: Ban
Hua Laem.

» Teh, David. 2017. Thai Art: Currencies of the
Contemporary. Cambridge, MA: MIT Press.

« Thanavi Chotpradit (sun73 TaFiusehivus). 2553 BE

214

(2010 CE). Us1n9n19iinss@nas: sauunmanu
Ienuiadun wYoNAaUssaually [Exhibition
Phenomena: Collected Essays on the Visuality of
Contemporary Art). Bangkok: Sammathi.
———. 2555 BE (2012 CE). wos{Un1inu
fAuusmann [Deity is Everywhere]. 87u
[Aan] 4(2): 32-48.

———.2017. A Dark Spot on a Royal Space:
The Art of the People’s Party and the
Politics of Thai (Art) History. Southeast of
Now: Directions in Contemporary and Modern
Art in Asia 1(1): 131-157. https://doi.
org/10.1353/sen.2017.0004.

« Thanom Chapakdee. 2012. Art Criticism
Through Book Context, Arts for Life, Arts
for People, and Contemporary Arts in
Thailand. In Art in the Reign of King Rama IX:
Thai Trends from Localism to Internationalism,
ed. by Apinan Poshyananda, 278-291.
Bangkok: Bangkok Art and Culture Centre.

« Thongchai Winichakul. 1995. The Changing
Landscape of the Past: New Histories in
Thailand since 1973. Journal of Southeast
Asian Studies 26(1): 99-120.

* Viboon Leesuwan. (§g3559 "‘i‘gasﬁ). 2535 BE
(1992 CcE). Aans1ansdaad Weead Tuenu
Aaugd¥1ns [Professor Silpa Bhirasri and
Academic Art]. AMsa1sUNIINYIAYAIUINT
[Silpakorn University Journal]: 136-155.
———. 1996. The Life and Works of Silpa
Bhirasri. Bangkok: SITCA.

» Wright, Michael. (Tu#a T5v). 2535 BE (1992 CE).
ouasd Usswndulne oyanaidloun fign
souUaslviymminua3e  [The Democracy
Monument: A Monument of Lies That Has
Been Reinterpreted to Speak the Truth].
AauTusssu [Art & Culture] 14(2): 178-181.

Journal of the Siam Society, Vol. 114, Pt. 1, June 2026


https://doi.org/10.1353/sen.2017.0004
https://doi.org/10.1353/sen.2017.0004

RESEARCH NOTES

THE VIETNAMESE ORIGIN OF THE 12-YEAR NAMES IN SAEK

Pittayawat Pittayaporn'

ABSTRACT—This research note shows that all 12 zodiac names in
Tai-language Saek derive from Vietnamese rather than directly from
Chinese. Eight names can be securely identified as premodern Vietnamese
loans based on regular sound changes, while the remaining four suggest
Vietnamese origins. These results provide new evidence for Vietnamese-
Saek contact in the 16th to 18th centuries and underscore the role of
Vietnamese as an intermediary in the spread of Chinese calendrical

systems in mainland Southeast Asia.
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Zodiac Terms

FIGURE 1: Chinese zodiac disc showing names of the 12 years at
Yunnan University, Kunming, China © Saengtawan Surakarn

Introduction

The traditional Chinese zodiac cycle
assigns 12 animals to successive years—
Rat, Ox, Tiger, Rabbit, Dragon, Snake,

! Chulalongkorn University’s Center of Excellence
in Southeast Asian Linguistics, Bangkok. Email:
Pittayawat.P@chula.ac.th.

Horse, Sheep, Monkey, Cock, Dog, and
Pig [FIGURE 1]. In mainland Southeast
Asia, the terminology used to designate
these 12 years varies across linguistic
communities, reflecting different
historical pathways of cultural trans-
mission.
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The 12-Year Cycle in Mainland
Southeast Asia and the Saek Anomaly

In the absence of historical documen-
tation, the transmission of calendrical
systems between languages in mainland
Southeast Asia provides insights into
prehistoric contact between language
communities. George Coedes (1935)
systematically categorized ethnic groups
into two types based on their 12-year
zodiac nomenclature: (1) “Northern” groups,
consisting exclusively of Tai languages
such as Lao, Shan, Ahom, Dioi, who used
special names derived from the 12
“Earthly Branches” (dizhi #137) of the
Chinese calendar; and (2) “Southern”
groups, including Mon, Khmer, and
Cham, who employed regular terms
denoting animals. Central Thai, previously
known as Siamese, originally belonged
to the first category, but adopted the
animal-based system from Khmer after
the 14th century.

Coedés diverged from Edouard
Chavannes (1906: 61-62), who argued
that the terms were partly Chinese
names transcribed through Vietnamese
and partly words of uncertain origin.
Instead, Coedes proposed that the Khmer
names for the 12 years, subsequently
adopted by Central Thai, originated from
a Muong language. Later, Michel Ferlus
(2010) convincingly demonstrated that
these Khmer names actually derived
from the hypothetical ancestor of
Muong and Vietnamese dialects that
existed before the 6th century cke. All
12 Khmer year names can be traced to
reconstructed Viet-Muong animal names,
suggesting that Viet-Muong-speaking
people played a more central role in
regional calendrical transmission than
previously recognized.

Regarding Tai languages, Fang-kuei
Li (1945), Seren Egerod (1957), and
Barend Terwiel (1981), among others,
confirmed Ccedes’s claim that the 12-year
names in Tai languages were imported
from Chinese no later than the period of
Middle Chinese (6th c. CE). More recently,
Ferlus (2010) and Wilaiwan (2552) have
reached similar conclusions. Most
intriguing is the 12-year cycle in Saek.
William Gedney (1993) documented
this cycle, showing it consists mostly
of forms bearing partial resemblances
to their counterparts in other Tai
languages, alongside some forms that
are entirely different. He also raises the
possibility that the Saek cycle is older
than those of the Northern Tai languages,
further reinforcing the perception of
Saek as a coelacanth, a Tai living fossil.
Interestingly, Gedney found only one
elderly monk who knew this zodiacal
nomenclature, making it impossible to
assess its earlier prevalence among Saek
speakers. By the time of his fieldwork,
most Saek speakers had adopted Khmer
terminology via Lao. This mirrors the
dual usage in Lao and Lanna Tai, where
the Earthly-Branches system coexists
with the more recently adopted Khmer
nomenclature (Kourilsky 2021).

Saek is a northern Tai language that
has long fascinated historical linguists
due to its archaic features (Haudricourt
1958, 1963; Gedney 1970); some scholars
even consider it a close relative of Tai
that split off from Tai proper before the
Proto-Tai stage, rather than descending
from it (Chamberlain 1998). More
recently, I argued that the Saek language
originated near Fusui county in south-
western Guangxi, China, before its
speakers migrated southward to
Vietnam where they acquired numerous
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TABLE 1: Names of zodiac years in Saek, compared with Lue,
Yay, Vietnamese, and Chinese

Year Year Character  Saek Lue Yay  Vietnamese MC ocC
Rat ¥ /tiB/ [caj®t/  [saw/ twr/ty tsi’/tsi’ *[ts]a?
0ox H [thriw®/  [paw®/  [pjaw®/ st triuw’ *[nJru?

Tiger ¢ /run?? /ji*?/  [nan*?/ dan jin *[6](r)ar
Rabbit g /mew??/  /maw®/ /maw®/  meo/mdo  mew'/maiw’  *m‘ru?
Dragon Jx /sin*?/ /siAt/ /si*?/ thin/than dzin *[d]or
Snake B /ti:B2/ [saj¢/  [owc/ ti zi'/zi’ *s-[c]a?
Horse o /no®/  [sapa®?/  [0a%?/ 1o no’ *[m].q"*a?
Sheep PN /muj*?/  /met®?/  [fat’?/ mui/vi mujh *m[a]t-s
Monkey FH /thrun®'/  /san*/  /Ban*!/ than 6in *i[n]
Cock (i} Jraw’’/  [law®?/  /ru®?/ dau juw’ *N.ru?
Dog 5% Jtut’st/  [set’s'/  /Owt"s!/ tudt swit *s.milt]
Pig Z e S faw® o Y g

SOURCE: Adapted from Boltz 1991: 55

Vietnamese loanwords during the 16th-
18th centuries (Kosaka 1997; Pittayawat
2024).

TABLE 1 compares Saek zodiacal names
across relevant languages, revealing
systematic correspondences that support
the above conclusion. Though borrowed
only after the 15th century, the cycle’s
Vietnamese origin, in turn, emphasizes
Vietnamese speakers as an important
transmission point for the Chinese
calendar. The Middle Chinese (MC) and
0ld Chinese (OC) names are from Pulley-
blank (1991) and Baxter & Sagart (2014),
respectively. The Saek, Lue, and Yay are
from Thomas Hudak (1991, 1993, 1996).
Tones are marked etymologically for
all Tai names, following Li’s (1977)
notation.

Journal of the Siam Society, Vol. 114, Pt. 1, June 2026

William Boltz (1991) argues that
the Saek 12-year cycle was borrowed
entirely from Chinese, though he
acknowledges “Vietnamese flavors”
in three terms: /ti:®/ ‘rat’ < ty (< Fzi),
/ti®?/ ‘snake’ < ti (< B si), and /tut®'/
‘dog’ < tudt (< & xu). He contends that
these cannot be direct Viethamese
borrowings because Saek lacks the
phonological “complexities” found in
Vietnamese. As evidence, he points to
Saek /thriw/ ‘ox’ (< T chou), which
retains a medial /-r-/ resembling OC
*[n]ru?,? rather than Vietnamese siru.
However, he does not consider sound
changes that occurred in both Saek and

2Boltz cites Li’s (1971) reconstructed form with initial
hnr-, which became hnthr-, and finally thr-.
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Vietnamese, which may obscure the
historical connections between forms
in the two languages.

Vietnamese Connections
in Saek Zodiacal Names

To establish direct connections between
Saek zodiac names and their Vietnamese
counterparts, we must first identify
tonal correspondences between the two
languages. There are two distinct tonal
patterns that align between Saek and
Vietnamese forms. In open syllables,
Saek A2 tone typically corresponds to
the Vietnamese huyén tone (marked
with the grave accent *), while in closed
syllables ending in stops, Saek DS1 tone
corresponds to the sdc tone (marked
by the acute accent ©). For example,
/run*?/ ‘Year of the Tiger’, /sin"?/ ‘Year
of the Dragon’, and /muj*?/ ‘Year of
the Sheep’ correspond to Vietnamese
dan, thin, and mui, respectively.
Additionally, /tut™!/ ‘Year of the Dog’
corresponds to Vietnamese tudt.

These patterns are consistent with
the general tendency observed in
common loanwords, such as /vam*?/
‘yellow’” < vang (Kosaka 1997). The only
exception is /mew*?/ ‘Year of the
Rabbit’, which reflects folk etymology
involving Vietnamese méo or ‘cat’.
It should be noted that ‘cat’ replaces
‘rabbit’ in the Vietnamese zodiac.
Additionally, all items with the B2
tone in Saek correspond to the nang
tone (marked with a dot below -)
in Vietnamese. Although this pattern
cannot be robustly established for
Vietnamese loanwords in general
(Kosaka 1997), examples such as /cian®?/
‘story’ < chuyén suggest that the
correspondence is not unexpected.

Given the tonal correspondences,
it can be observed that among the
12 names, half are identical in form
to their corresponding Vietnamese
equivalents, namely /ti:*'/ ‘Year of the
Rat’, /ti:®?/ ‘Year of the Snake’, /no:®?/
‘Year of the Horse’, /muj*?/ ‘Year of
the Sheep’, /tut™/ ‘Year of the Dog’,
and /h¥:j»?/ ‘Year of the Pig’. These
are unquestionably loanwords from
Vietnamese. Noteworthy are /ti*!/,
/ti:*2/, and /tut®/, which reflect the
remarkable sound change /s/ > /t/
that occurred in Vietnamese sometime
between the 15th and 17th centuries
(Ferlus 1992; Shimizu 2020). In addition,
two more names can be demonstrated
to have been borrowed through
Vietnamese. Although the onsets of
these initially seem discrepant, an
examination of sound changes in Saek and
Vietnamese reveals their Vietnamese
origins.

The first name, Saek /thriw®'/ ‘Year
of the Ox’, is thought by Boltz (1991: 59-
60, 65) to have been directly borrowed
from Chinese, possibly during the 3rd to
6th century CE, as it is closest to the MC
form trhuw’. He also suggests that the
Vietnamese suitu, with its simple onset
[s-], is a separate and later borrowing,
implying that the retroflex fricative
reflects a Chinese source with a retroflex
affricate. However, his analysis cannot be
correct because [s-] in Middle Vietnamese
(Rhodes 1651) and Modern Vietnamese
developed from Ancient Vietnamese
/p"r-/, /br-/, /kr-/, and /kbr-/ (Ferlus
1992; Shimizu 2020), meaning that sttu
most likely had a cluster with /-r-/.

From the Tai perspective, Saek /thr-/
can be traced back to an intermediate
/kbr-/. Many northern Tai languages
preserve velar clusters, while Saek shows
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/thr-/ onsets in forms like /thran*!/
‘to imprison’ and /thre:*!/ ‘small frog’.
In contrast, Wuming typically has /kl-/
onsets, as seen in /klan*/ and /klwe®!/
(Hudak 2007), and Mashan Zhuang has
/k(j)-/, as seen in /kjan*'/ and /kve'/
(Somsonge & Qin 2006). Therefore,
the most likely scenario is that Saek
/thriw®!/ was borrowed from Vietnamese
situ before the sound change from
/kbr-/ to /s-/ occurred in Vietnamese.
Another possibility is that this item
was borrowed through another Vietic
language spoken in central Vietnam
that still preserved the /kbr-/ cluster.
For example, the Cubi Chim language
of Nghé An has /k"r-/ in words that
have initial s- in Modern Vietnamese,
e.g., /kbra:w!/ ‘star’ and /khra:p’/ ‘wax’,
corresponding to Vietnamese sao and
sdp, respectively (Ferlus 1994).

Another item that must have been
borrowed from Vietnamese is /sin*?/
‘Year of the Dragon’. Boltz (1991: 62)
directly links the initial /s-/ in Saek to
MC dz- but does not recognize that the
item may have been borrowed from
the Vietnamese form thin. Crucially, an
important source of /th-/ in Modern
Vietnamese is Ancient Vietnamese /¢-/
(Ferlus 1992; Shimizu 2020), which is
still preserved as a fricative in loan-
words into Saek, such as /sua”!/ ‘to lose’
and /swan*!/ ‘to love’, corresponding to
Vietnamese thua, and thuong. Therefore,
Saek /sin*?/ may have been borrowed
from Vietnamese before the change /¢-/
> /th-/ took place sometime between
the 15th and 17th centuries. Given that
more than half of Saek zodiac terms
have been imported from Vietnamese,
viewing Saek /sin"?/ as having been
borrowed through Vietnamese provides
a simpler and more coherent analysis.

In addition to the eight items
previously discussed, the remaining
four zodiac names can potentially
be attributed to borrowing through
Vietnamese, though some speculation
is required. For /ruun*?/ ‘Year of the
Tiger’ and /raw®/ ‘Year of the Cock’,
the initial /r-/ is unexpected given the
Vietnamese dan and ddu, which suggest
Middle Vietnamese /8-/ (Rhodes 1651)
rather than /r-/. Boltz (1991: 60-61, 63)
views the initial liquid as preserving
0ld Chinese *r-, which has been lost
elsewhere. If these items were borrowed
through Vietnamese, there may have
been older forms ran and rdu that were
subsequently replaced by the currently
attested Vietnamese forms.

The name /thrwin*'/ presents a
phonological puzzle. The MC voiceless
fricative ¢-, corresponding to Vietnamese
th-, should yield /s-/ in Saek, paralleling
the MC voiced fricative dz- in /sin*?/
‘Year of the Dragon’. However, the
aberrant /thr-/ cluster cannot be ex-
plained through either direct Chinese
borrowing or indirect borrowing via
Vietnamese. Since Saek /thr-/ likely
derives from earlier /kbr-/, this etymon
should appear as /s-/ in Modern
Vietnamese, not the observed /th-/.
An alternative hypothesis is that this
item entered the language through
contact with another Vietic variety
rather than through direct borrowing
from Vietnamese.

Finally, /mew??/ likely involves
folk etymology. In the Vietnamese
calendar, the zodiac animal for the
fourth year is the cat rather than the
rabbit. The Vietnamese forms meo and
mdo for Y mao, if borrowed into Saek,
would yield /mew®/ and /ma:w?/,
respectively. The attested Saek forms
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thus exhibit an unexpected tone.
Notably, the Saek term /me:w*?/ also
means ‘cat’ and corresponds perfectly
to Vietnamese méo ‘cat’. It is possible
that Saek originally borrowed Vietnamese
meo as /me:w®?/, but later replaced it
with /me:w??/ due to its association
with the cat.

Saek-Vietnamese Contact and
Diffusion of Chinese Calendrical System

In conclusion, this research note
demonstrates that the duodecimal
zodiac year nomenclature in Saek,
previously assumed to have derived in
antiquity directly from Chinese sources
(Boltz 1991), was instead borrowed
entirely from Vietnamese during a
considerably more recent historical
period. While the evidence points
toward direct borrowing from Vietnamese,
the possibility that another Vietic
variety served as an intermediary
language cannot be ruled out. These
findings provide additional evidence of
sustained Vietnamese-Saek linguistic

contact from the 16th, possibly extending
into the 18th, centuries (Pittayawat
2024), thereby challenging the prevailing
characterization of Saek as an excep-
tionally archaic Tai or para-Tai language
(Gedney 1970; Chamberlain 1998).

Moreover, these results have broader
implications for understanding cultural
transmission patterns in mainland
Southeast Asia. The data reveal that
speakers of Vietnamese served as
crucial intermediaries in disseminating
the Chinese calendar system in the
region. Although Saek differs from
other Tai languages in that it imported
the Vietnamese versions of the Chinese
Earthly Branches instead of the common
Vietnamese words for the zodiac
animals, the intermediary role of
Vietnamese/Vietic varieties is a pattern
shared across mainland Southeast Asia.
This intermediary function highlights
the complex multilingual networks
that facilitated the spread of Chinese
cultural innovations across Southeast
Asia, with Vietnamese acting as a
pivotal bridge.
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LE FONDS GEORGES PADOUX A L’'UNIVERSITE CHULALONGKORN

Olivier de Bernon'

ABSTRACT—This notice presents and contextualizes the Fonds Padoux, a
major archival collection held at Chulalongkorn University in Bangkok
containing the papers of Georges Padoux, principal author of the 1908
Penal Code of Siam and contributor to the drafting of the Civil and
Commercial Code. The note briefly retraces the circumstances of Padoux’s
mission within the broader history of legal reform, judicial modernization,
and the dismantling of extraterritorial jurisdictions in early 20th-century
Siam. It describes the contents and structure of the collection—drafts,
correspondence, and preparatory materials—and highlights its excep-
tional value for understanding processes of codification and the transition
from traditional Siamese law to modern legal institutions in Thailand.

KEYWORDS: Chulalongkorn University; Civil Code; Georges Padoux; Penal Code;

Siamese Law

Introduction

En 2010, une partie des archives de
Georges Padoux (1867-1961) étaient en
vente chez un antiquaire parisien.
Achan Kingkarn Thepkanjana (#. &s.
funneyaud wwnneyaun), alors responsable
des relations internationales de 'université
Chulalongkorn, qui en fut informée,
compris  immédiatement  l'intérét
historique de ces documents et 'urgence
qu’ils fussent conservés a Bangkok. C’est
donc grice a elle que ce fonds fut acquis
et récemment cédé a la Faculté des
Lettres de l'université Chulalongkorn
(AoudnwsAERS PIANNT NN INeNdY)
ou il se trouve désormais?.

! Ecole francaise d’Extréme-Orient (EFEO), Paris.
Email : olivier.de-bernon@efeo.net.

2 Le fonds est conservé dans la collection des
« ouvrages rares » du Humanities Information
Center, Maha Vajiravudh Building, Faculty of Arts,
Chulalongkorn University (Audansfimauyveeans

S’il n’est pas nécessaire de rappeler qui
était le grand juriste Padoux — qui a
présidé a la rédaction du Code pénal du
royaume de Siam, promulgué en 1908,
et qu'il a préparé celle du Code civil et
de commerce —, il est peut-étre utile
de revenir sur certaines circonstances
du travail qu’il a accompli au Siam afin
de situer le contexte historique dans
lequel les documents qui constituent
le « Fonds Padoux » de l'université
Chulalongkorn ont été produits®.

91ANTUNNITINE AETNYTANEES PNl IMenaR).
Nous remercions Nicolas Revire de s’étre déplacé afin
de consulter ces archives et de procéder aux vérifica-
tions nécessaires.

3 Ce texte est la version révisée d’'une présentation
faite a I'Alliance francaise de Bangkok le 8 octobre
2025 dans le cadre de la Semaine franco-thailandaise
du droit et de la justice, organisée par 'ambassade de
France en Thailande, en collaboration avec 'EFEO
(centre de Bangkok).
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Codification et modernisation
du droit siamois

On se souvient que les dernieres
décennies du XIX® siecle ont été scandées
par les épisodes, plus ou moins violents,
de confrontation entre la France — par
le biais de I'Indochine francaise — et
le royaume de Siam, et que lissue de
chacun de ces épisodes a été actée par
un traité ou par une convention.

Dans la plupart de ces textes —
depuis le traité du 15 juillet 1867, qui
entérine le Protectorat francais sur le
Cambodge, jusqu’a celui du 23 mars 1907,
actant la rétrocession des provinces
siamoises de Battambang et de Siem
Reap a la couronne du Cambodge — le
statut juridique ou judiciaire des sujets
francais au Siam et celui des Siamois
dans I'Indochine francaise sont évoqués.
S’il faut bien admettre que les stipula-
tions de ces traités et de ces conventions
sont dans I'ensemble rédigées de fagon
l1éonine au profit de la France, celles qui
concernent strictement le droit des gens
se veulent équilibrées en ce qu’elles
s'efforcent de prévoir la réciprocité en
matiere juridique et judiciaire pour les
sujets francais résidant au Siam et pour
les Siamois installés dans I'Indochine
francaise.

Il est constant toutefois que cette
réciprocité est fictive dans la mesure
ou, si 'Indochine francaise dispose de
toutes les ressources matérielles et
humaines pour installer autant de
consulats qu’elle le désire dans plusieurs
villes du royaume de Siam, la couronne
siamoise n’a pas les mémes moyens.

D’autre part et surtout, la pratique
du droit est, au XIX¢ siecle, si divergente
au Siam et en France que toute réciprocité

est artificielle des lors quon se meut
dans deux univers complétement
différents. Au Siam, par exemple, pour
tout ce qui en Occident aurait relevé
d’'une « juridiction civile » et méme
pour les matiéres criminelles, la justice
est rendue — en province a tout le
moins — par des « mandarins » locaux,
C'est-a-dire par des fonctionnaires de
'ordre administratifs chargés aussi bien
du maintien de I'ordre public, que de la
répartition de 'imp06t et de la corvée.

A la disposition de ces mandarins
locaux, les codes issus directement ou
dérivés du « Code des Trois Sceaux »
(Kotmai tra sam duang ; NRUIYRTIANY
A) de 1805 répertorient le plus grand
nombre de cas particuliers dans lesquels
pullulent les détails accessoires. Presque
nulle part, comme I'observe René Guyon
(1919 : 10) — dernier collaborateur de
Padoux — ne sont définis des « principes
généraux » capables d’éclairer les juges
et de les guider tout en leur laissant
une libre appréciation des faits et de
I'espece’.

Doit-on ajouter que, dans le vieux
droit siamois, la peine varie, par exemple,
en fonction du statut social de la victime
et de celui du mis en cause. La peine
est aggravée a raison de 1'’éminence
de I'un et de I'autre : plus le mis en cause
a un statut social élevé, plus la peine
qu'il encourt est lourde ; plus la victime
a un statut social élevé, plus la condam-
nation est sévere.

* Toutefois, des manuels ou guides
d’application appelés lak chai (vdnlae) ont été
retrouvés a Ayutthaya et dans les régions
méridionales, ce qui nuance quelque peu cette
affirmation (Arunrat et al. 2531)—Note de
léditeur.
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De facon corollaire, la valeur d'un
témoignage est-elle, dans le vieux droit
siamois, évaluée non pas a I'aune de la
situation objective du témoin au regard
de I’événement qu’il rapporte — témoin
occulaire ou auditif, témoin direct, etc.
—, mais a celle de son statut social,
jusqu'a étre irrecevable si celui-ci
appartient a une catégorie jugée
inférieure — tels, par exemple, une
prostituée, un mendiant, un infirme
sans famille ou méme un savetier. En
bref, certaines modalités — sinon
certains principes — du droit siamois
traditionnel sont si éloignées des formes
du droit occidental que leur application
se heurte a I'incompréhension la plus
grande des Francais méme les mieux
disposés a des accommodements.

Dans le méme temps, les causes de
conflits se multiplient a mesure que le
commerce du Siam s’ouvre sur le monde
par le biais des grandes maisons de
commerce occidentales, chinoises ou
japonaises — en d’autres termes, alors
que le Siam entre dans une modernité
qui n’est pas la sienne.

Pour libérer son pays de la nécessité
des tribunaux consulaires qui s’arrogent
des prérogatives de plus en plus étendues,
le roi Chulalongkorn (Rama V; r.
1868-1910) entreprend de moderniser
I'administration judiciaire du royaume
a marche forcée. Le 29 mars 1892, le roi
crée un « ministere de la Justice »
(krasuang yutthitham ; NTENTWNYRHSTTU)
chargé de superviser tous les tribunaux
du royaume, notamment ceux qui
étaient jusqu’alors placés sous 'autorité
des fonctionnaires de I'Intérieur et ceux
qui dépendaient, par la force des traités,
des Affaires étrangeres.

Ce n’est qu’un premier pas : en 1897,
le roi instaure une « Commission de

codification » dont il confie la présidence
a son fils, Krom Luang Ratchaburi
Direkrit (NTU1A §19YT Ailsnaws ; 1874-
1920), mieux connu sous le nom de
Prince Raphi Phatthanasak (% Walu@ng),
alors Ministre de la Justice, et la
vice-présidence a un juriste belge,
le Prof. Gustave Rolin-Jaequemyns
(1835-1902). Ce dernier, qui recoit le
titre de Chaophraya aphai ratcha
(L39M52910H959%97) est lui-méme assisté
d’'un juriste japonais, le Dr Tokichi
Masao (1871-2921) qui regoit, quant a
lui, le titre de Phraya mahithon manupakon
kosonlakhun (wsspufissuyunsallnaanmnl)’.
En outre, Rolin-Jaequemyns s’assure le
concours de deux compatriotes :
Richard-Jacques Kirkpatrick puis, apres
le décés prématuré de ce dernier,
Corneille Schlesser.

Impatient de mettre fin a I'existence
des cours consulaires qui exaspeérent
la souveraineté siamoise, le roi
Chulalongkorn, consent, bon gré mal
gré, aux conditions drastiques imposées
par I'Indochine francaise en échange
du démantelement des juridictions
extraterritoriales.

En sus de la cession au Cambodge
et au Laos de plusieurs provinces
allogenes, la Convention du 13 février
1904, dans son article XI, et le Traité
du 23 mars 1907, par larticle V,
disposent que « la compétence des Cours
Internationales sera transférée aux
tribunaux siamois ordinaires, apres la
promulgation et la mise en vigueur des
codes siamois (Code pénal, Code civil et
de commerce, Code de procédure, Loi
d’organisation judiciaire) ».

5 Masao Tokichi est 'auteur d’un article intéressant
dans le JSS (1905).
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Or, quelle que soit la qualité des
membres étrangers de la premiere
Commission de codification, engoncés
peut-étre dans les titres et les honneurs
que le roi leur avait prodigués d’avance,
le projet de Code pénal qu’ils étaient
chargés d’élaborer ne voit pas le jour.

Le Fonds Padoux
Les papiers de Georges Padoux

conservés désormais a l'université
Chulalongkorn se présentent sous la

Balayant les réserves de ses conseillers
belges résolument hostiles a la France, le
roi Chulalongkorn crée, en 1905, une nouvelle
commission, placée cette fois sous 'autorité
d’un juriste francais : Georges Padoux,
Ministre plénipotentiaire en disponibilité
mis a la disposition du roi de Siam.

forme de quinze grands volumes de
format in-folio magnifiquement reliés
plein cuir [FIGURE 1].

FIGURE 1 : Le Fonds Georges Padoux a I'université Chulalongkorn,
Bangkok © Nicolas Revire

Chaque reliure réunit des documents
différents par leur nature, par leur
support, et par leurs tailles disparates :
il s’agit de manuscrits, de tapuscrits,
d’épreuves imprimées, de lettres
manuscrites ou dactylographiées en
anglais, francais ou siamois. Le travail
de reliure est exceptionnellement
soigné : chaque document est fixé a un
« onglet piqué ». Le soin pris par Padoux
pour préserver de fagon ordonnée les

archives liées a son travail au Siam
atteste la conscience qui était la sienne
de leur importance historique et
scientifique.

Le Code pénal du royaume de Siam

Le premier chantier engagé par
Padoux est donc celui du Code pénal
du royaume de Siam dont la rédaction
est achevée a la fin de 1907. Le Code est
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promulgué le 1° juin 1908 pour entrer
en vigueur le 22 septembre de la méme
année. Les travaux préparatoires pour
la rédaction de ce code peuvent étre
retracés, pas a pas, dans les cinq
premiers volumes du Fonds Padoux
dont quatre sont conservés a I'université
Chulalongkorn le Volume 4 est
malheureusement perdu®.

* Le Volume 1 de ces archives montre
que Padoux ne part pas de zéro lorsqu’il
débute sa mission et qu’il reprend le
projet abandonné par Tokichi Masao et
Corneille Schlesser. On trouve ainsi le
manuscrit du projet Masao-Schlesser
dans son dernier état, et le premier
tapuscrit de ce document est enrichi
de trés nombreuses annotations
manuscrites de la main méme de
Padoux. L'analyse de ce document et les
modifications suggérées par 1'équipe
francaise donnent lieu a un rapport
imprimé de quelque 40 pages, signé
de Padoux. Le méme volume contient
encore un « Avant-projet » de quelque
170 pages, imprimé en aolit 1906
(Rs 125), du Penal Code for the Kingdom
of Siam’.

* Le Volume 2 est entierement consacré
a la révision de cet Avant-projet. 1l
comporte des documents manuscrits et
tapuscrits en frangais, en anglais et en
siamois, rédigés pendant une période
qui court du 31 aofit 1906 a fin mars
1907.

* Le Volume 3 contient deux nouvelles
versions révisées de 1’Avant-projet de
presque 170 pages, comportant cha-

6 Cote d’appel : RB (Rare Books) KPT3794.31956 C669,
vol. 125 (sauf le vol. 4).

7 Pour une version numérisée, quasi identique mais
datée de 1908 (RS 127), voir :
https://ia801309.us.archive.org/15/items/
Cu31924080478187/Cu31924080478187.pdf.

cune de trés nombreuses annotations et
corrections manuscrites de Padoux,
datées de RS 124 (1905-1906 CE).

* Le Volume 4 est manquant, comme on
Ia dit.

* Le Volume 5 contient toute la corres-
pondance, entre 1907 et 1909, relative
a la mise au point du texte définitif du
Code pénal du royaume de Siam, ainsi
que les documents manuscrits, tapuscrits
et imprimés accompagnant sa promul-
gation et sa diffusion.

Le Code civil et de commerce

La deuxiéme série d’archives concerne
le projet de Code civil et de commerce.
Elle comporte huit volumes, numérotés
de 1 2 9 — il faut en effet déplorer
encore une fois la perte d’'un volume,
et trois volumes supplémentaires®. Elle
se présente dans un format légerement
différent de reliure toujours extréme-
ment soignée, réunissant des documents
fixés sur des « onglets piqués ». Les
conditions matérielles dans lesquelles
Padoux entreprend ce second travail
ne sont pas les mémes que celles dans
lesquelles il avait supervisé la rédaction
du Code pénal Padoux partage
désormais son temps entre la France et
le Siam.

Intercalés entre les différents
documents majeurs au sein de ces huit
volumes, figurent quelques échanges
manuscrits ou tapuscrits, en anglais,
entre Georges Padoux et le Prince Raphi,
Ministre de la Justice et président de
la Commission de codification (voir
ci-dessus). N'ayant plus le loisir de se
rencontrer régulierement pour des

8 Cotes d’appel : RB KPT68 C669, vol. 1 4 9 (sauf le
vol. 5), KPT68 C669S, vol. 1-2, et RB KZ3405 C 669.
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séances de travail, ils doivent en effet
correspondre par écrit pour coordonner
leurx travaux. Ces échanges attestent
le grand degré de confiance mutuelle
qu’ils ont su nouer mais, le Prince Raphi
étant anglophone, la presque totalité
des documents de cette seconde série
d’archives sont rédigés en anglais.

Le document commandé a Padoux
et a son équipe est, comme son titre en
anglais l'indique (Draft Civil and Com-
mercial Code for the Kingdom of Siam),
un « projet » — de Code civil et de com-
merce, et 'essentiel de ces documents
concernent principalement le droit
commercial et notamment les régles
concernant les « obligations » et les
conditions de validité des contrats
commerciaux.

Ce projet ne contient pas seulement
les principes du droit et la formulation
des articles du code. Pour presque
chaque article, les rédacteurs choisissent
un « exemple », qui doit permettre aux
magistrats siamois appelés a rendre des
jugements de se familiariser avec les
nouveaux principes du droit et leur mise
en pratique. Ce texte est donc a la fois
un projet de code et un « manuel d’ap-
plication ». Certains de ces « exemples »
reprennent en effet délibérément et de
fagon pédagogique quelques cas décrits
dans les anciens kotmai : le titre Undue
Enrichment, par exemple, correspond
aux vieux délits de prabat sin (UseUndy,
« dissimulation ») ou de sin mak dai (3u
116, « demande abusive ») tels qu'ils
sont abordés, dans I'ancienne « Loi sur
les dettes » (Laksana ku ni; anwougdnil,
art. 53, 54, 57) ou dans les anciennes
« Lois diverses » (Laksana betset ; 8N
WOeiada, art. 112, 113, 115). Ces documents
attestent surtout l’extraordinaire

investissement direct et personnel de
Padoux dans chaque phase de la
rédaction de ce projet.

* Le Volume 1 de cette série d’archives
contient le premier projet tapuscrit en
anglais de presque 100 pages du Livre
II sur les « obligations » du Code civil
et de commerce établi a Paris d’octobre
1908 a avril 1909, et remis a Bangkok en
mai 1909 ; puis une seconde copie de ce
méme projet révisé a Bangkok pendant
I’été 19009.

+ Le Volume 2, dans un format un
peu plus grand, contient une version
augmentée et imprimée du Draft Civil
and Commercial Code for the Kingdom of
Siam, « Obligations », de quelque 288
pages et datée de Bangkok, octobre 1910.
¢ Le Volume 3 contient une nouvelle
version révisée du projet de 1910, sous
la forme d’un tapuscrit en anglais et de
nombreuses notes et lettres en frangais
et en anglais relatives a ces révisions.

* Le Volume 4 contient une version
imprimée du texte en anglais de 1910,
tel qu’il est contenu dans le Volume 2,
entierement amendée a I'encre rouge de
la main de Padoux.

* Le Volume 5 est manquant.

* Le Volume 6 contient une nouvelle
révision du projet, datée de 1912,
présente sous la forme de notes
manuscrites et documents tapuscrits en
francais et en anglais de quelque 336
feuillets.

« Le Volume 7 contient une autre révision
du projet de 1912, contenant des parties
intitulées Preliminary Title, General Pro-
visions, Definitions, Periods of Time, etc.
Cette partie du Fonds Padoux contient
de nombreuses observations faites par
Henri Segnitz (1881-1915), assistant de
Padoux entre 1912 et 1915 — décédé
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transportation or to return the goods.

)
Pt

signee demands delivery.

YR TL s APR— - i
PART TIL—RIGHTS AND DUTIES OF THE SENDER AND THE CONSIGNEE.

01 Ry Ardeln o g (MLn‘?an,ww Al )
515.—As long as the goods are in the carrier’s hands, the sender fcan exercise

the right of stoppage in tramsit, that is to say he can require the carrier to stop the

In such case, the carrier is entitled to the freight in proportion to the trans-

portation performed and to all other expenses occasioned by the stoppageot Py tetisis, of THA ﬁ""’"’

516.—If & consignment note has been made to order or to bearer, the semder
con DEexAzise

eamrexercise-the right of stoppage in transit/only on surrendering the note to the carrier.
517.—The right of stoppage in transit ceases :
1) When the carrier gives notice of the arrival of the goods to the consignee.

2 ) When the goods have arrived at the place of destination and the con-

FIGURE 2 : Extrait du Draft Civil and Commercial Code for the Kingdom of Siam
de juin 1912, annoté et corrigé a la main par Georges Padoux © Nicolas Revire

prématurément le 22 aolt de cette
méme année — portant sur les états
successifs du projet. Y sont joints les
éléments d’une correspondance impor-
tante entre Padoux et le Prince Raphi,
désormais ministre de IAgriculture,
le tout sous la forme de quelque 358
feuillets manuscrits et tapuscrits en
francais et en anglais.

« Le Volume 8 contient une nouvelle
révision tapuscrite du projet de 1912
avec, cette fois, les annotations en
anglais du Department of Legislative
Redaction (« Commission de codifica-
tion ») réuni entre 1¢ octobre 1913 et le
21 janvier 1914, formant un document
tapuscrit de 396 feuillets.

« Le Volume 9 contient une ultime
version imprimée du texte de juin 1912
intitulée Draft Civil and Commercial Code
for the Kingdom of Siam. Book I: Obligations,
annotée et corrigée, une fois encore,
de la main de Padoux [FIGURE 2].

« Deux tomes supplémentaires, d’environ
400 pages tapuscrites chacun, portent
sur le droit des « Sociétés ». La rédaction
des différents articles du premier tome
remonte a 1905 ; celle du second s’éche-
lonne de mai 1910 a novembre 1912,

« Un dernier volume indépendant, de
plus de 400 pages, correspond a une
version tapuscrite du Livre VI, consacré
au « Droit international privé » du projet
de Code civil et de commerce. Il est daté
du 21 juillet 1913 et porte la mention
« & insérer au Code des Obligations »°.

° Pour une version numérisée compléte de ce Code,
datée de aofit 1914, voir :
https://upload.wikimedia.org/wikipedia/commons/
3/34/Draft_Civil_Code_of_Siam_%28Daily_
Mail%2C_1914%29.pdf.
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Révisions et prolongements
de I’ceuvre de Padoux

En 1923, Padoux n’est plus concerné
que de loin par les questions de codi-
fications au Siam — a cette époque il
est conseiller légiste du gouvernement
chinois — et le Prince Raphi, qui avait
démissionné du ministére de la Justice
depuis longtemps, est décédé en 1920.
La nouvelle Commission de codifica-
tion siamoise est désormais dirigée par
le frangais René Guyon (1876-1963),
dernier collaborateur de Padoux. Elle
fonctionne sans désemparer jusqu’a
1940 et, parmi les juristes prestigieux
qui la rejoignent au fil des ans, elle
compte Robert Lingat (1892-1972),
auteur d'une Histoire du droit thai
(Prawatisat kotmai thai ; UssIRA1EARNS
ngvinne ne, 1935-1940) qui fait encore
autorité aujourd’hui, et le savant Jean
Burnay (1899-1982), tous deux membres
correspondants de I'EFEO.

Les dispositions du Code civil et de
commerce étant jugées « trop francaises »

REFERENCES

 Arunrat Wichiankheao, Rotsukhon Khan-
napha, & Phunphon Phunthachak (o50u$61
APe91Te9, TagAUS Tusun), WU WaNIINg).
2531 BE (1988 CE). #anA21uuny Banlvyy
[Principle for Lawsuits Named Lak Chail.
In sauunaNnuUsEIRAEns [A Collection of
History Articles], Vol. 10: 1-58.
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et, a quelques égards, trop éloignées de
certains aspects de la société siamoise
par les nouveaux membres de la
Commission désignée par le roi Rama VI
(r. 1910-1925), ces derniers entreprennent
de reprendre la rédaction de certains
articles laissés par la précédente
« Commission mixte de codification ».
Méme les Livres I et 1T du projet — dont
Padoux avait supervisé minutieusement
la rédaction — doivent étre amendés en
sorte que la version définitive du Code
civil et de commerce, qui aurait dii étre
publiée en 2467 BE (1924 CE) et promul-
guée en 2468 BE (1925 CE), ne le sera
finalement que dix ans plus tard.

Pour conclure, il faut signaler
I'existence d’'un autre fonds d’archives de
Georges Padoux conservé aux Archives
diplomatiques de France sous la cote
394PA AP [ANNEXE], ot il a été déposé
en 1999 par son fils, le grand indianiste
André Padoux (1920-2017). Ce fonds
vient utilement compléter celui qui
est désormais conservé a l'université
Chulalongkorn.

* Guyon, René. 1919. L'ceuvre de codification
au Siam. Paris: Imprimerie nationale.

« Masao Tokichi. 1905. Researches into
Indigenous Law of Siam as a Study of
Comparative Jurisprudence. Journal of the
Siam Society 2(1): 14-18.

Journal of the Siam Society, Vol. 114, Pt. 1, June 2026



RESEARCH NOTES

ANNEXE

Extrait de l'introduction au catalogue du Fonds Georges Padoux aux Archives
diplomatiques de France' :

Si 'on ne trouve que tres peu de documents officiels relatifs a son réle
au sein du gouvernement siamois, nous disposons d’une large correspon-
dance qui offre un apergu plus personnel de son action au Siam. C’est le cas
des lettres envoyées par Georges Padoux lui-méme, a son ami diplomate,
Fernand Gaussen [1869-1929] (394PA AP/1). Au-dela de la description de
son quotidien au Siam, on y découvre les différentes tensions qui
existent entre la légation francaise et le gouvernement siamois mais
également entre les puissances anglaise et francaise. En effet, alors que
la Grande-Bretagne exerce son influence sur la Birmanie et que la France
régne sur le Cambodge et la Cochinchine, le Siam garde son indépendance,
représentant ainsi un enjeu pour ces deux puissances coloniales engagées
dans une lutte d’influence dans la région.

Cet enjeu est clairement exprimé a travers ces lettres et particuliére-
ment lorsque se pose la question du recrutement de nouveaux assistants
francais au sein de la légation francaise.

Parallélement, Georges Padoux fait part a son ami des interrogations
et problémes auxquels il doit faire face durant le procédé de codification,
livrant ainsi une partie du travail d’élaboration de ces divers codes
1égislatifs. Diverses problématiques sont également évoquées a travers les
lettres émanant de personnalités en poste au Siam qui écrivent a Georges
Padoux principalement quand celui-ci est en congé en France (Pierre de
Margerie'!, Charles I'Evesque?, Jens Westengard®...). On peut souligner
I'intérét des questions soulevées dans la correspondance avec Jens
Westengard, conseiller juridique, concernant les lois de naturalisation.

! pierre de Margerie (1861-1942), Ministre de France
au Siam de 1902 a 1909.

12 Charles LEvesque (dates inconnues), membre de
la Commission de codification, auteur d’« Ftudes
sur le mariage dans le droit siamois moderne et sur
I'ancienne loi successorale siamoise » (non publiée,
19yoir la notice compléte : vers 1920).
https://www.diplomatie.gouv.fr/IMG/pdf/394paap_  ** Jens Iverson Westengard (1871-1918), juriste
cle055259__papiers_georges_padoux.pdf (consulté  américain, conseiller 1égiste auprés du gouvernement
le 11 janvier 2026). siamois de 1903 & 1915.
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THE MLABRI AND LAND MINES IN NORTHERN THAILAND

Ian G. Baird!

ABSTRACT—The Mlabri are an Austroasiatic language-speaking Indigenous
group who formerly lived as hunter-gatherers in the mountainous forests
of northern Thailand and northwestern Laos. This research note examines
how a Mlabri group in present-day Phayao province was forced to abandon
forest life in the 1970s amid armed conflict between the Thai military
and the military-wing of the Communist Party of Thailand (CPT). The
deployment of anti-personnel land mines by both sides generated
pervasive fear, precipitating displacement, the collapse of mobile subsistence
practices, and the eventual resettlement to permanent communities.

KEYWORDS: Hmong; Indigenous Peoples; Land Mines; Mlabri; Northern Thailand

Introduction

One of the groups who formerly lived
in the mountainous forests of northern
Thailand were the Mlabri, an Austroasiatic-
speaking Indigenous group who led
nomadic lives and were found in small,
scattered bands acrosstheregionandad-
jacent parts of northern Laos. There are
presently about 400 Mlabri in northwestern
Thailand and around 30 in northern
Laos (Nakai & Ikeya 2016; Sakkarin 2016).
They were known for constructing
small lean-to shelters roofed with large
green leaves, under which they slept
until the leaves turned yellow after
about a month—hence their nickname
“Spirits of the Yellow Leaves” (phi tong
lueang; WHoaWaDY)—before moving on.?
The Mlabri have a long history of
forest life, but those who once lived in
Pong district, Phayao province, were

! University of Wisconsin-Madison.

Email: ibaird@wisc.edu.

2 personal communication with Som Wang or Noi
(¥ vSo milow), Santisuk village, Pong district, Phayao
province (4. #ufiay, 9. U9, 9. welen), 16 June 2018.

forced to leave when land mines prolif-
erated during the Cold War-era conflict
between the Maoist Communist Party
of Thailand (CPT) and the Royal Thai
Government. This displacement profoundly
altered Mlabri subsistence strategies,
with effects that continue to shape their
lives today.

The Mlabri and the Hmong

The Mlabri did not historically practice
agriculture in the conventional sense,
as they were primarily hunter-gatherers.
They did, however, interact at times
with nearby Hmong villages, whose
inhabitants probably arrived in the
area in the early 20th century. Hugo
Bernatzik (1938) noted that the Mlabri
exchanged forest products for rice and
occasionally worked in Hmong swidden
fields in return for food. Sakkarin Na
Nan likewise reports that, from time
to time, small groups of Mlabri would
approach Hmong settlements to request
salt and rice, even though rice was not
a staple of their diet. The Hmong also
hired Mlabri as short-term laborers in
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FIGURE 1: Shy Mlabri women wearing Hmong clothing, Thailand, 1980 © Gene Long

swidden fields and during opium poppy
harvests, often paying them with
slaughtered pigs.?

In a few cases, such as at Don Praiwan
village in Nan province (U. aoulwsda
. Uu), the Hmong reportedly supplied
the Mlabri with opium to induce
dependency and ensure their return as
agricultural laborers (Sakkarin 2555: 84),
reflecting the Mlabri’s reputation as
effective workers. These practices occurred
mainly after the Mlabri had largely left
the forest.* According to Ikeya & Nakai
(2009), from the mid-1970s onward
Hmong communities in northern
Thailand increasingly employed Mlabri
to cut trees and clear land for swidden
cultivation.

3 Personal communication with Sakkarin Na Nan
(FnSums au Unu), Nan City, 8 May 2021.
* Som Wang (Noi), pers. comm. (see supra, 1. 2).

According to an informant, a
Hmong elder in Santisuk village, Pong
district, Phayao province, who had
earlier interacted with Mlabri groups
living in the nearby forests, Hmong
could understand a few Mlabri words
and some Mlabri likewise learned a
small amount of Hmong. A few also
knew some local lowland mueang (Tai
Yuan) vocabulary. He recalled that the
Mlabri language sounded soft, with long,
drawn-out words. Despite these limited
shared vocabularies, the two groups
could communicate at a basic level.
The Mlabri were generally described
as very timid and shy, with women
reportedly especially fearful of outsiders
[FiIcURE 1]. Village dogs would often
bark loudly whenever Mlabri approached
the Hmong settlements.

5 Ibid.
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Another anonymous elderly Hmong
man from Santisuk village remembered
seeing the Mlabri in the area when
he was a child and recalled that they
usually carried spears and bags. They
sometimes used their spears for self-
defense when threatened by others.°
The Mlabri were also said to fear spells,
which they believed the Hmong used to
harm them.

Mlabri society is highly egalitarian,
with individuals often feeling obliged
to share their possessions with commu-
nity members who have less.” A Hmong
man from Huai Hom village (1. ingviow),
adjacent to Bunyuen village (4. ysydu),
where the Mlabri group discussed here
now lives, described a long-standing
relationship between the Hmong and
the Mlabri, whom the Hmong call
“forest people”. However, a Hmong elder
from Huai Hom noted that the Mlabri
generally did not wish to marry Hmong,®
although another informant from
Santisuk village recalled a few notable
exceptions.’

While Tkeya & Nakai (2009: 258)
described the relationship between the
Mlabri and the Hmong as “symbiotic”,
it seems likely that the power relations
that developed between the employing
Hmong and the laboring Mlabri were
far from equal, with the Hmong holding
more power. Indeed, Gene Long, an

¢ Ibid.

7 Personal communication with Gene Long, Bunyuen
village, Rong Kwang district, Phrae province (. ysy&u,
9. $99N9, 9. WWs), 13 October 2016.

8 Personal communication with Nai Mang Sae Kue
(weiiusAo), Huai Hom village, Rong Kwang district,
Phrae province (. #evoy, o. 090214, 2. uws), 13
October 2016.

% Personal communication with Ja Va Sae Vang
(a1 mgd14), Santisuk village, 19 October 2016.

American missionary who has worked
with the Mlabri community at Bunyuen
village in Phrae province for decades
and speaks Mlabri fluently, certainly
believes that the Hmong have often
taken advantage of their power as
employers to exploit the Mlabri.
I personally have also observed other
cases when Lao Hmong have used
their better economic position to take
advantage of poorer Austroasiatic
language-speaking groups such as the
Khmu.

The Communist Party of Thailand
(CPT)

The CPT has a long history in Thailand.
They first became active in the country
during the late 1920s, as the Siam
Communist Party. During its early
period, the CPT mainly organized in
urban areas among Chinese-Thai.
However, their fundamental strategy
changed around the time of the Third-
Party Congress, in September 1961,
when they decided that the CPT
would focus its recruiting and political
organizing activities on rural parts of
the country, including upland areas
occupied by people from various
ethnic groups. The Hmong were one of
the groups the CPT targeted, since the
Government of Thailand had treated the
Hmong poorly and most Hmong were
not recognized as Thai citizens (Baird
2021). They had considerable grievances
and soon many Hmong were recruited
to support the CPT. During the 1960s,
many Hmong teenagers were sent to
receive military, medical, and political
training in northern Laos, North Vietnam,

1% Gene Long, pers. comm. (see supra, 1. 7).
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MAP 1: CPT Strongholds in Thailand in the 1970s © Ian Baird
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and the People’s Republic of China
(PRC), the main political backer of the
Maoist CPT (Baird 2021).

After fighting first broke out in
northern Thailand on 8 May 1967,
hostility between Hmong aligned with
the CPT and Thai security forces erupted
in northern Thailand’s Thoeng district,
Chiang Rai province (9. 14, 2. 1@eN519).
The Thai military responded with heavy
bombing and other attacks, driving many
ethnic Hmong and Lua people to join
the CPT (Baird 2025). Soon, the fighting
spread to other nearby areas in what is
now Loei, Nan, Phayao, Phetchabun, and
Phitsanulok provinces. The CPT decided
to establish stronghold bases in remote
and highly inaccessible mountainous
forested areas, places that they effec-
tively were able to fully govern between
1968-1969 and the early 1980s [MAP 1]
when almost all of those in the CPT
surrendered following a government-
offered amnesty (Baird 2021).

Beginning in the early 1970s, after
establishing its stronghold bases in
northern Thailand, the CPT started
planting Chinese land mines they
received as aid from the PRC in order to
protect their strongholds. At the same
time the Royal Thai Army also planted
its own land mines at the edges of CPT
stronghold areas. Neither side kept good
maps of where the land mines were buried,
nor was it unusual for people to step on
mines planted by their own colleagues.
Unexploded bombs and other unexploded
ordnance were perennial threats in the
forest. One Hmong informant who was
formerly in the CPT told me that, over
the approximately 15 years that the
CPT stronghold in Chiang Rai province
was established, 112 people died from
stepping on land mines and unexploded

bombs, with only about 20 from direct
battle."* Another Hmong in the CPT also
reported that, in Phetchabun province,
CPT soldiers were rarely shot but more
frequently died after stepping on land
mines.”? In Nan province, it was also
recounted that few CPT died in battle,
but that many more died due to stepping
on land mines.” In addition, many wild
animals, such as tigers and bears, were
also killed by land mines.**

The Mlabri, the CPT, and Land Mines

The Mlabri did not become directly
engaged with the Cold War conflict
between the Maoist CPT and the US-
backed Royal Thai Army. However, some
of them lived inside or near CPT
stronghold areas and, as a result, were
dramatically affected by the conflict. In
particular, a small group of Mlabri lived
in the Pha Chi-Pha Chang mountain
(W13 W) area in present-day Phayao
province. According to a Hmong elder
from Santisuk village who was previously
with the CPT, the Mlabri continued
contacting the Hmong who joined the
CPT, since they knew them from before.
Yet, according to one Mlabri man named
Tarana [FIGURE 2], who lived in the Pha
Chi-Pha Chang range when he was

" Personal communication with No Daeng Sae Li
(vuoumv ueA), Sai Thong village, Wiang Kaen district,
Chiang Rai province (1. n518M0y, 9. Beauny, 9. 1@ense),

3 June 2014.

12 personal communication with Phu Kong Chot
(Q’naﬂ%ﬁ), Phop Phra district, Tak province (9. wuwss,
2. 717N), 12 May 2017.

13 personal communication with Wieng Sae Sang
(WIeugwn), Pa Klang village, Pua district, Nan
province (4. Unnans o. Ua, 2. Unu), 16 October 2016.

Y personal communication with Phu Kong Sou
(#no9d), Nam Tuang village, Mae Charim district, Nan
province (1. tmng, 0. uilasy, 2. unw), 4]July 2017.
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FIGURE 2: Tarana (Mlabri man) in Bunyuen village, Rong Kwang district,
Phrae province, 13 October 2016 © Ian Baird

young and now lives in Bunyuen village,
his people decided to leave the area due
to the threat of land mines that the two
sides of the conflict had planted in the
forests where the Mlabri had long
resided. Hmong, formerly associated
with the CPT who presently live in
Santisuk village, later confirmed this to
have been the case.”

According to Tarana, “When we were
living in the Pha Chi-Pha Chang area,
land mines were planted in the forest.
Three people stepped on the mines and
died: my father, my older sister, and
another old man in the community.
Therefore, we could not stay there and
had to leave the forest.” He claimed that
there were enough natural resources for
survival in the forest. He also explained
that the Mlabri had a good relationship

15 Som Wang (Noi), pers. comm. (see supra, n. 2).

with both the communists and non-
communists. He stated that the main
problem for them were the land mines.!¢

Indeed, the Thai State did not view
them as a threat (Nimonjiya 2013)
and neither did my informants in
the CPT. However, although Tarana,
speaking as a Mlabri man, described
harmonious relations with both sides
in Pong district, Phayao province, fully
unpacking the complexities of Mlabri
interactions with non-Mlabri actors
would require far more extensive
ethnographic research than undertaken
here. Previous studies suggest that these
relationships were often complex,
ambivalent, and at times contradictory
(e.g., Sakkarin 2007; Ikeya & Nakai 2009).

16 personal communication with Tarana (s1595u0),
Bunyuen village, Rong Kwang district, Phrae province,
13 October 2016.
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One Hmong man who joined the
CPT in the late 1960s told me that many
Mlabri people stepped on land mines
and were killed during his time in the
forest. He also reported that the Mlabri
were also quite fearful of gunfire. He
remembered one time when a Mlabri
man came to inform him and others
with the CPT that he had found an
unexploded bomb in the forest. He dared
not touch it or bring it with him, but
he claimed that the bomb was dropped
from an airplane. He was clearly quite
worried about it. The Hmong man
explained that the Mlabri were very
sincere and honest about describing
things that they found in the forest."”

The Cold War took a heavy toll on the
Mlabri and by 1975 they had apparently
all left the Pha Chi-Pha Chang area and
moved into lowland settlements, due to
fearing the conflict and especially the
land mines.’* Some of the Mlabri ended
up in a settlement in 1981; in 1983-1984
some of those moved to Huai Hom
village in Rong Kwang district, Phrae
province, where they continue to
reside. One Mlabri man said that they
could not return to the Pha Chi-Pha
Chang forest because the area is now
part of Doi Pha Chang Wildlife Sanctuary
(wnsnwnugdn iUt aoendv),” which
was officially established in 1980.

The livelihoods of the Mlabri from
the Pha Chi-Pha Chang area appear
to have been profoundly transformed
when the placing of land mines com-
pelled them to abandon forests that
had long sustained their way of life.
The Mlabri now live in settled villages,
where they often work as day laborers

17 Ja Va Sae Vang, pers. comm.
18 bid.

19 Tarana, pers. comm. (see supra, 1. 16).

for neighboring Hmong. They also have
their own rice and corn fields.® Some
have become Christians. Some have
reacted badly to alcohol consumption,
since they did not have a history of
making or consuming it before moving
to a settled village. Many have not
adapted well to the dramatic changes
that they have experienced and there
have been cases of suicides.”

seskskokokkkokk

This brief note documents the impact of
land mines on a single Mlabri community
in northern Thailand, illustrating how
anti-personnel land mines and armed
conflict can profoundly alter the lives
of nomadic, forest-dwelling Indigenous
peoples. For the Mlabri now residing in
Pong district, Phayao province, departure
from the forest was not prompted by
resource scarcity but by the pervasive
threat of death posed by land mines
planted by other actors in a conflict in
which they were not directly involved.

This account does not suggest that
all Mlabri in northern Thailand and
northern Laos experienced similar
displacement, nor does it imply that
subsequent social challenges—such
as alcoholism or suicide—can be
attributed solely to land mines. Rather,
it highlights land mines as one important
factor among several shaping major
transformations in the lives of this
particular group. At a critical historical
moment, land mines altered the meaning
of the forest itself, prompting the Mlabri
to abandon a place long understood as
one of refuge and abundance.

0 Gene Long, pers. comm. (see supra, 1. 7).
1 1bid. See also, Long et al. 2013.
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LAP MUEANG NAN AND REGIONAL IDENTITY:
A CULINARY COMPETITION

Patcharee Chunthong' & Thanasin Chutintaranond?

ABSTRACT—Lap mueang Nan is a key expression of Nan’s regional food
culture, distinguished by local ingredients such as native red cattle meat
and makhwaen seeds. Drawing on participant observation and informal
interviews conducted during the 2025 Cooking Competition in Nan, this
short study shows that shared ingredients coexist with diverse household
preparation techniques transmitted across generations. These variations
highlight Lap mueang Nan'’s role as a lived marker of local identity and

culinary knowledge.

KEYWORDS: Cultural Identity Communication; Food Competition; Nan Culture; Thai

Gastronomy

Introduction

To understand Nan culture is to enter an
intricate and expansive field of inquiry.
A region’s cuisine serves as a medium
of cultural communication reflecting
values, traditions, social, and economic
conditions, the relative abundance of
natural resources, and local wisdom
(e.g., Chineephen & Meena 2564). Such
a study may examine categories of food,
methods of preparation, choices of
ingredients, the crafting of flavor, the
ways meals are consumed, intergen-
erational recipe transmission, and the
function of food as a representation of
identity and culture.

This study approaches a culinary
dish as a living cultural practice that
evolved through time. The findings
are drawn from fieldwork conducted
through observation and informal
interviews with participants at the

! Chulalongkorn University, Bangkok.

2 Chulalongkorn University, Bangkok. Corresponding
author. Email: Thanasin.c@chula.ac.th.

Center of Learning for the Region
(CLNR)’s 2025 Cooking Competition
featuring beef dishes, including Lap
mueang Nan, organized by the CLNR,
in cooperation with the Nan Provincial
Livestock Office at Chulalongkorn Uni-
versity, Wiang Sa district, Nan province,
on 12 March 2025. The intention of this
short notice is not to discuss historical
origins or to evaluate the dish aestheti-
cally. Instead, this modest account seeks
to illuminate how Lap mueang Nan is
perceived, enacted, and sustained in
contemporary Thai society. In doing so,
it records a cultural moment that may
serve as a resource for future scholars
interested in exploring Nan’s gastronomy.

Nan’s local foodways reveal several
compelling features. Its culinary tradi-
tions offer a wide variety of dishes that
reflect the region’s richness such as
Kaeng sanat (wneastin).’ Each dish carries

* The word sanat is phonological variation of the word
sai nak (Tdvwiin, to put in heavily), which corresponds
to the cooking practice of emphasizing the generous
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this generous wuse of ingredients
signaling Nan’s natural abundance;
methods of preparation create balanced
and unmistakably local flavors. Among
the many dishes embodied in this culinary
identity, Lap mueang Nan (anuiioguny,
“lap from the Nan country”) stands out.
It is the characteristic local form of a
dish known as lap in various regions of
northern and northeast Thailand, as
well as in Laos.

The culinary tastes of northern Thai
tend to favor moderately seasoned dishes
with a slight saltiness and tangy acidity;
sweetness is not highly valued. The
preparation method of lap, along with
its flavor profile, places it among the
category of mixed salads dishes (yam; &n).*
Lap mueang Nan is characterized by
finely minced meat blended with blood,
combined with a mixture of chiles and
dried spices to produce a hot, spicy
flavor, with an added note from bitter-
tasting ingredients. It is commonly
served accompanied by fresh vegetables.
Some scholars have argued that the
term lap derives from labha, meaning
“success” or “gain” in Pali. In this sense,
although lap is now consumed in a wide
range of occasions, it was, and in some
locations still is, historically shared as
symbolic expression of friendship and
good fortune (Stringler 2011: 108).
Reinforcing this understanding, a Thai

use of ingredients, particularly locally available
vegetables that are commonly found in household
kitchens as the main components of the dish.

* See s.v. 92115 Mg (Thai Food). In ansynsulnedmsu
WU TRUNTETIBUTEANA TUWTSUMANAANTSUT U
NBIUAT INQINAORAAULAYUNITIY UTUUNOURRT LUT 13
[Thai Junior Encyclopedia Foundation by His Majesty King
Bhumibol Adulyadej The Great, Volume 13], 2532 BE
(1989 CE), pp. 208-212.

linguistic comparison shows that lap/
a1 is a homophone of lap/an9, signifying
auspiciousness (Thanes 2009: 167).
Consequently, lap was in the past and
currently is in the present often
consumed on special occasions.

However, this local dish traditionally
uses zebu beef from the native red
cattle of Nan (Bos indicus), a breed long
associated with the area, as its primary
ingredient. The minced beef is seasoned
with Zanthoxylum limonella or makhwaen
(uzuYY), a local aromatic seed known
for its fragrant scent and numbing
spiciness. Through these ingredients
and methods of preparation, Lap
mueang Nan reveals a depth of local
culinary knowledge and a cultural
identity deeply tied to the land and
resources of Nan [FIGURE 1].

A Specific Identity

Lap mueang (81Utllov), in its traditional
form, has long been associated with
the use of water buffalo meat. In
many parts of northern and northeast
Thailand, water buffalo are used as
motive power to plow the extensive
fields for the aqueous cultivation of
paddy rice. Thus, water buffalo have
traditionally been a readily available
source of meat.

The preparation of lap involves finely
chopping the meat until it becomes
smooth and cohesive, then blending it
with a mixture of spices that produce a
sharp, heated flavor accompanied by
the slight bitterness characteristic of
certain local ingredients. For this reason,
the dish is typically eaten with fresh
local vegetables to complement and
soften its strong taste. Traditionally, Lap
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FIGURE 1: Typical presentation of Lap mueang Nan © Patcharee Chunthong

mueang was eaten raw, but over time it
has been adapted to suit a wider range
of tastes, giving rise to cooked versions
such as Lap khua (a1u#), or dried-fried
lap (Thanes 2552: 168; Adisak 2565;
Chiranarong 2567).

When considering what gives Lap
mueang Nan its specific character, the
authors conducted an interview on 12
March 2025 with Mr Yan Songmueang-
kaen (y1ou @ovLiiowiiny), a Nan cultural
expert who received the national award
for Master Artist of the Land in 2015.
He explained:

Lap mueang Nan, if made with
beef, is different from others
because the spice mixture here
has makhwaen, galangal, garlic,
and dried chilies. These are
what we use for the lap spices.
The offal is boiled, and when
we mix the lap, we rinse the

mortar with the broth from
the offal to create a rich and
rounded flavor.®! But if it is
Lap mueang from Chiang Mai
or Lampang, they add mahlaep
(uzwnay; Heracleum siamicum
craib), which is another kind of
spice.

The dish is typically made with
zebu beef or water buffalo meat and,
when chopped, is mixed with fresh
blood and worked until the texture
becomes smooth, cohesive, and slightly

> Offal refers to the internal organs and entrails of
an animal that are used as food. This includes parts
like the liver, heart, kidneys, lungs, tripe (stomach),
intestines, and sometimes the brain or tongue. In
culinary contexts, offal is often distinguished from
the “prime cuts” of meat (like muscle or steak) and
is valued in many cuisines for its flavor, texture, and
richness—Editor’s note.
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sticky against the chopping block. Some
recipes incorporate cooked offal as an
additional ingredient.

Household Secrets

A culinary process is a subcomponent
of culture that is transmitted across
generations through practice. Conse-
quently, a process is not rapidly defined,;
it remains dynamic, evolving with the
accumulation of communal knowledge
and traditions (Aiswarya et al. 2021).
In this sense, the preparation of Lap
mueang among people living within the
same province is never uniform. Each
household carries its own small varia-
tions, shaped by memory, preference,
and local experience. The 2025 Cooking
Competition featuring beef dishes,
including Lap mueang Nan, revealed not
only the consistent use of local ingredients
among the eight competing groups that
applied to participate in the competition,
but also vividly illustrated this cultural
diversity in culinary practice.

Through fieldwork conducted during
the event, the authors observed that
each group prepared Lap mueang Nan
in its own way, drawing upon family
traditions, long held techniques, and
personal interpretations of what the
dish should be. The authors documented
these methods through close observa-
tions combined with informal interviews,
resulting in the dataset summarized
below in TABLE 1.

Local Ingredients
The dataset below clearly shows, in

empirical terms, that Lap mueang Nan
is distinguished not only by its bold

and vibrant flavors but also by the use
of ingredients that embody the cultural
identity and lifeways of the people of
Nan. Most notably, the dish relies on
meat from the native red cattle of Nan
[FIGURE 2]. This breed is uniquely tied
to the region, possessing physical char-
acteristics and adaptive qualities suited
to Nan’s mountainous environmental
conditions. The use of this locally raised
cattle results in a lap with a balanced,
rounded flavor and a tender yet slightly
chewy texture that reflects the high
quality of the meat. Today, the meat
undergoes quality inspection before
food preparation, ensuring that it can
be safely consumed in accordance with
traditional practices of raw or semi raw lap.

In terms of spices, the field data
indicate that all eight participating
groups emphasized the importance of
makhwaen seeds in the lap spice mixture.
Zanthoxylum limonella or makhwaen is
native to Nan and thrives due to the
region’s ecological abundance. As a
result, makhwaen harvested in Nan
is particularly aromatic, releasing a
distinctive fragrance and delivering a
sharp, numbing heat on the tongue.
Its presence in the spice blend under-
scores both the sensory identity of Lap
mueang Nan and the broader relationship
between local ecology and culinary
practice.

Preparation

The preparation of Lap mueang Nan
among the eight competing groups
followed a broadly consistent process.
Each cook began by finely chopping
meat until it reached a smooth and
cohesive texture. For the meat used
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FIGURE 2: Native cattle of Nan province © Patcharee Chunthong

in this competition, each team was
provided with an equal amount of
meat, 1 kilogram a piece. The meat was
supplied by the Nan Provincial Live-
stock Office, which ensured the quality
and cleanliness of the meat as well as
the correctness of the meat-preparation
procedures.

During this stage, small amounts of
fresh cow blood were gradually added,
allowing the meat to bind and develop
the dense, elastic quality characteristic
of the dish. Once the meat achieved the
desired texture, the cooks proceeded to

the next stage by mixing the chopped
beef with finely sliced boiled offal, nam
phia (W), and a pre-prepared lap
spice mixture. The ingredients were
thoroughly combined until they formed
a uniform mixture.

Across all eight groups, the shared
technique of chopping the meat until
it became sticky and adhered to the
chopping block was clearly evident.
This defining texture is one of the
reasons why Lap mueang Nan is some-
times referred to as Lap niao (anuwitlen),
or “sticky lap”. The gradual incorporation
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TABLE 1: Dataset of Lap Mueang Nan Preparation

Nos Participating  Distinctive Methods Shared Practices
Groups
1  Siriwan Maikham bark is mixed into the meat during

chopping.

Additional cow blood is added to create a slightly

soupy consistency.

Pickled makhwaen is offered as a condiment for ¢ Quality inspected meat
those who prefer enhanced aroma and numbing from native red cattle

2 Ngua mueang
Ngua
3 Muan Chai

heat. of Nan is finely chopped
while blood is gradually
added.
4 KruaNanView Maikham bark is added during chopping to give ¢ Chopping continues until
the lap a thicker, stickier texture. a smooth texture is
achieved.

Phak paeo, galangal, makhwaen, and salt are added ¢ Lap spices are dissolved

during chopping. in nam phia, with makhwaen

Roasted pea eggplants are served as condiments.  seeds as a key spice, then
mixed with the chopped
meat and boiled offal.

Lap preparation with emphasis on boiled cow offal « Served with various local

5 Headmen and
Village Leaders
Association

6 Beef Cattle

Group served as a side component. medicinal vegetables.
7  Administrative =~ Maikham bark and makhwaen seeds are mixed into
Organization the meat during chopping. The dish is topped with

dill.

Nonthaburi Beef Phlu khao leaves are used among the vegetables

Cattle Cooperative for preparing lap.

of blood during chopping was another
common practice observed throughout
the competition.

Despite these shared features, several
groups demonstrated distinctive house-
hold techniques that set their prepara-
tions apart as observed in TABLE 1. For
example, Group 5 infused the meat early
with herbs, including phak paeo (Nnww?;
Polygonum odoratum) and salt, while
Group 7 incorporated maikham ({3@n;
Garuga pinnata) bark and makhwaen
seeds during chopping and finished the
dish simply with dill (Anethum graveolens).

Differences also emerged in the timing
and use of added vegetables. Most
groups mixed chopped spring onions,
coriander, mint, and phak paeo directly
into the lap before serving. However,
Group 8 included phlu khao (Wam19;
Houttuynia cordata) leaves as part of the
lap mixture itself, whereas other groups
used the same leaf only as a side accom-
paniment. These variations highlight
the interplay between Nan’s shared
regional culinary identity and the
subtle differences that distinguish one
household’s lap from another.
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Although Lap mueang Nan is
anchored in cultural traditions, it
thrives through the experiential
knowledge and creativity embedded in
each household’s practice. Differences
in preparation techniques naturally
produce variations in flavor, even
when all groups use the same locally
sourced ingredients. The eight competing
groups, representing households from
across Nan province, each brought
distinct household traditions to the
event. These variations reveal the
intimate, generational knowledge that
shapes Nan’s culinary culture, offering
insight into how a single regional dish
can encompass diverse interpretations
while remaining rooted in a shared
identity. In this way, the preparation
of Lap mueang Nan provides an
ethnographic window into the province’s
cultural plurality.

Sociocultural Reflections

This cooking event provided not only
an opportunity for the authors to study
the food culture of Nan province but
also provided a window into the broader
social and cultural landscape of the
local community. Throughout the event,
the atmosphere revealed patterns of
social organization, a gendered division
of labor, and communal relationships
that are deeply embedded in Nan’s
cultural fabric.

Across all eight participating groups,
the division of roles in preparing Lap
mueang Nan was strikingly consistent.
Men were responsible for chopping the
beef—a task that required strength,
precision, and control over the final
flavor of the dish. They acted as the

primary cooks, the ones who shaped the
identity of the lap. Women, on the other
hand, took on supporting roles:
preparing the vegetables used in the
dish, arranging the accompanying
herbs, and handling side dishes such as
Sa makhuea (d7u21¥9), Yam makhuea
(g1u21@9), and boiled offal stews. This
clear delineation of tasks in the produc-
tion of lap reflects a gendered social
structure in which men assume the
position of leaders or decision makers,
while women serve as assistants or
supporters in the culinary process
[FIGURE 3].

At the same time, the observed
atmosphere of the event revealed other
important dimensions. The gathering
displayed strong kinship ties, mutual
support, and a sense of collective
belonging. Each group brought numerous
members to assist in the preparation
process, demonstrating a spirit of
cooperation and shared pride. The
scene was lively and joyful: participants
exchanged smiles, conversed enthusi-
astically across group boundaries, and
engaged in friendly interactions
throughout the preparation of the
dish. The rhythmic sound of chopping,
punctuated by laughter, created an
environment that blended festivity,
labor, and social bonding.

These observations suggest that
preparing Lap mueang Nan is more than
a culinary task; it is a social activity that
deepens relationships within families
and strengthens the interconnectedness
of the community. Moreover, the cooking
competition not only demonstrated
sustaining cultural continuity while
engaging in a collective expression
of local heritage, but also within the
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FIGURE 3: Atmosphere of the 2025 Cooking Competition featuring beef dishes
including Lap mueang Nan © Patcharee Chunthong

context of the competition, the dedi-
cation of the contestants to preparing
lap and presenting the dish to achieve
the best possible plate for victory in
this competition becomes evident. The
event was adjudicated by a panel of
judges and a cash prize along with a
trophy was awarded to the winner.

skeskokokkekskokok

However, although this note presents
the topic within the context of a
competition, a retrospective view of
lap preparation in the daily life of Nan
inhabitants reveals that historical
methods differ from contemporary
practices. According to Thanes (2552:
165-178), the primary ingredient for
lap is beef or buffalo meat; thus, each
preparation required slaughtering
a large animal, entailing substantial

labor and time. Consequently, in
the past lap was not easily accessible
food and was typically prepared only
during major festivals. In contrast,
contemporary conditions have changed:
meat can be readily sourced from
markets, making lap a common dish that
is readily available and widely ordered
at local eateries. This claim aligns with
data obtained from interviews with
informants, who report similar observa-
tions.

Lap can be made for almost any
occasion. It could be prepared as a
regular meal whenever one feels
like eating it. There is no need for a
special event (Participant in the 2025
Lap mueang Nan Cooking Competition).

The preparation of lap in the
competitive context and in everyday
life exhibits consistency, particularly in
the distribution of roles. In addition to
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interviews and participant observations,
Thanes (2552: 165-178) documents
corroborating evidence, noting that lap
production assigns male participants to
lead the process. Moreover, Lap mueang
Nan is a multi-step culinary practice
that requires meticulous attention and
the collaboration of many individuals.
Consequently, the competitive setting
magnifies collaborative labor across
groups, illustrating how participants
contribute collectively to the prepara-
tion of lap.

Food culture not only enables an
understanding of local ways of life and
the recognition of community identity,
but also reflects the indigenous wisdom
that shapes how people adapt and
appear to live in harmony with their
geographical environment. Lap mueang
Nan represents a distinctive form of
local culinary culture that embodies
the identity and lived experience of the
people of Nan.

Fieldwork conducted for this
short-term study on 12 March 2025 at
CLNR, Wiang Sa district, Nan province,
revealed that Lap mueang Nan reflects
the natural abundance of the province.
The availability of high-quality local
ingredients is evident in the use of meat
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BRONZES ROYAUX D’ANGKOR, UN ART DU DIVIN: AN EXHIBITION
AT THE MUSEE GUIMET (30 APRIL-8 SEPTEMBER 2025, PARIS)

BIronzes unart
du divin

royaux

d’Angkor

CGuimet

Musée national des arts asiatiques

Guimet
Musée national des arts asiatiques
6, place d’léna 75116 Paris / guimet.fr

FIGURE 1: Exhibition Poster, Musée national des arts
asiatiques-Guimet, Paris © MNAAG
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The exhibition Bronzes royaux d’Angkor,
un art du divin presented more than 200
artifacts—including 126 loans from the
National Museum of Cambodia—at the
Musée national des arts asiatiques-
Guimet (MNAAG) in Paris from 30 April
to 8 September 2025." Although Khmer
art has been the subject of more than 20
major exhibitions worldwide over the
past two decades, this exhibition stood
out for its narrative approach, which
drew on the findings of an ongoing
scientific research project, a notably
in-depth curatorial framework, and the
complete study and restoration of its
central masterpiece: the reclining Visnu
from the West Mebon temple at Angkor.
The ambitious program involved four
curators: art historians Pierre Baptiste
and Thierry Zéphir (MNAAG), archeologist
Brice Vincent (Ecole francaise d’Extréme-
Orient, EFEO), and archeometry specialist
David Bourgarit (Centre de recherche et
de restauration des musées de France,
C2RMF).

The exhibition formally opened on
29 April under the auspices of
HE Phoeurng Sackona, Minister of Culture
and Fine Arts of Cambodia, together
with representatives of the French
Ministry of Culture and the cultural
institutions  involved—notably  the
National Museum of Cambodia, the
principal lender. The speeches delivered
on this occasion also referred to the
20th Francophonie Summit (Sommet de
la Francophonie), to be hosted by
Cambodia in Fall 2026, underscoring
the diplomatic dimension of the event.
It is worth noting that the opening
coincided with a period in France

! See:  https://www.guimet.fr/fr/expositions/

bronzes-royaux-dangkor-un-art-du-divin. For the
exhibition catalog, see Baptiste et al. 2025a.

marked by several academic events
commemorating the 50th anniversary
of the Khmer Rouge takeover (17 April
1975). On this occasion, several magazines
simultaneously devoted special coverage
to the history of Cambodia.

The exhibition itself received extensive
publicity in France, both during its
preparation and throughout its run,
across a wide range of media, including
podcasts, online videos,? radio programs
devoted to Angkor and Cambodia,* and
a television documentary featuring
interviews with the curators and
members of the scientific team.* This
sustained media coverage—particularly
during the exhibition’s production
phase—helped offset the more ques-
tionable color choices adopted for the
final exhibition poster [FIGURE 1].

A Thematic Exhibition Tracing
Bronze Casting in Cambodia

The exhibition was divided into five
thematic sections arranged along a
chronological narrative thread. The
visitor’s path began with an introduction
providing the archeological and technical
context of bronze-casting practices
in Cambodia. Ranging from examples
of slag and furnace tuyere to models
reconstructing the different phases of
Hindu deity image-making, this section
traced the long history of casting in
Southeast Asia since protohistory. It

2 Available on MNAAG website (see note 1) and EFEO
YouTube channel:
https://www.youtube.com/playlist?list=PLQuV4_
i0ZeBJolwUGohvLwtdzCCpg8Wzg.

3 See: https://www.radiofrance.fr/franceculture/
podcasts/serie-cambodge-des-histoires-khmeres.

* See Iliade productions-France télévisions, Angkor,
le mysteére des temples de bronze, 2025, 88 mn.
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FIGURE 2: Second exhibition room, Musée national
des arts asiatiques-Guimet, Paris © Mario Ciampi

presented field investigations that led
to the discovery of ancient mines and to
a better understanding of metallurgical
craftsmanship, which  contributed
to the economic rise of Angkor. This
introductory approach anchored the
exhibition’s discourse in an archeological
perspective, setting it apart from
Beaux-Arts-oriented exhibitions. Through-
out the display, this perspective was
reinforced by the use of X-ray images of
the artifacts, highlighting the technical
investigations carried out on the process
of manufacture of the sculptures.

The next room was devoted to
bronze divine images, displaying,
among others, a large selection of
masterpieces from the collection of the
National Museum of Cambodia. It opened
with a digital reconstruction of the sizeable
Siva image once installed in the Phnom
Bayang temple, of which only the feet
are preserved today. Although such
a highly hypothetical reconstruction

raises questions, it nevertheless allowed
visitors to visualize how the artifacts
were originally positioned within temple
settings. This section also offered
insights into the use of metal divine
images in processions, as mentioned
in epigraphic sources. This entry into
the sacred world of ancient Cambodia
was marked by the most striking
scenographic  atmosphere of the
exhibition, designed by Guicciardini &
Magni Architetti, supported by lighting
developed by Studio Massimo Larussi
[FIGURE 2]. Drawing inspiration from
Khmer temple architecture, the scenog-
raphy skillfully guided visitors through
a dense array of sculptures, highlighting
some of them through evocative shadow
effects. One may regret, however, that
the overall atmosphere was rather dark
—making reading the captions challenging
—and echoing the dramatic mode of
illumination that has become increas-
ingly standardized in exhibitions.
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FIGURE 3: Bronze ornamental elements, Musée national des arts asiatiques-Guimet,
Paris © Mario Ciampi

The corridor connecting the two
largest exhibition spaces presented
a succession of thematic showcases.
This section highlighted other uses of
copper-alloy craft production, such as
cult vessels and ornamental copper and
bronze elements used in architecture.
This latter theme—crucial for shedding
new light on the original appearance of
Angkorian temples—was supported by
a film and by the elegant graphic design
of the showcases, which helped convey
the original placement and function
of bronze ornamental elements
[FicuRE 3]. The section concluded
with the display of an impressive boat
figurehead in the form of Garuda,
recovered from illicit trafficking networks,
as well as a panel devoted to the
monumental Khmer sculptures preserved
at the Mahamuni temple in Mandalay,
today Myanmar.

The following section was devoted
to ruptures and continuities in artistic
forms and in the uses of metalwork from

254

the post-Angkor period to the present.
The display of buddha sculptures in wall
recesses recalled the scenography used,
for instance, in the 1,000 Buddha Hall of
the Angkor National Museum in Siem
Reap, Cambodia. Beyond the develop-
ment of Theravada Buddhist iconog-
raphy, the exhibition also highlighted
the renewed uses of bronze casting that
accompanied technological and soci-
etal changes, such as the production of
cannons and coins. Particular emphasis
was placed on the organization of
artistic craftsmanship promoted by the
Ecole des arts in Phnom Penh under the
French protectorate. Concluding this
section, the contemporary continuity
of casting traditions was illustrated
through a remarkable video documenting
a ritual casting performed in Cambodia
today.

The exhibition’s final section was
devoted to its masterpiece, the West
Mebon Visnu. Archival materials on
display documented the investigations
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FIGURE 4: Archival materials and analysis relating to the West Mebon Visnu,
Musée national des arts asiatiques-Guimet, Paris © Mario Ciampi

carried out from its discovery in 1936
through the most recent laboratory
analyses, aimed at understanding the
manufacture of this exceptional work
and reconstructing its fragmented form
[FIGURE 4]. The display employed a
range of digital media tools, including a
touchscreen and an immersive projec-
tion setting, which unfortunately suf-
fered from several technical malfunc-
tions throughout the exhibition’s run.
Ultimately, the staircase leading
out of the exhibition brought visitors
to its central masterpiece. The exhi-
bition’s chef-d’ceuvre, the West Mebon
Visnu, was unmistakably the highlight
of the entire layout, positioned at the
center of the MNAAG’s cour khmeére.
Its base and an accompanying floor

graphic evoked its original placement
within the West Mebon temple, where
it was once surrounded by water. This
installation within the museum allowed
the sculpture to function both as the
starting point and the conclusion of the
visitor’s journey, making it the
exhibition’s climax and the primary
focus of inquiry around which its rich
narrative was developed [FIGURE 5].

A Curatorship Supported by
a Scientific Program

Drawing on a broad and diverse corpus,
the curatorial selection extended well
beyond the well-known divine images to
include a wide range of lesser-known
archeological materials, such as crucibles
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FIGURE 5: The restored West Mebon Visnu on display, Musée national des arts
asiatiques-Guimet, Paris © Mario Ciampi

and casting molds, ingots, an archeological
mercury droplet, and the ornamental
fragments mentioned above. The inclu-
sion of these artifacts was grounded in
ongoing archeological investigations
and reflected an approach that moved
beyond purely stylistic or iconographic
analysis to address broader questions
of craftsmanship, technology, and cult
organization in ancient Cambodia.
Notably, this scientific perspective
tended to move away from the classical
terminology of stylistic periods in the
object descriptions, suggesting a
methodological revision in the field
of art history. The exhibition captions
also encouraged visitors to reconsider
the generic term “bronze”, offering

instead a very precise characterization
of the alloy compositions.

Several objects from the National
Museum of Cambodia included in the
exhibition derived from recent repa-
triations. Their integration into the
thematic display underscored the
importance of combating illicit traffick-
ing for the advancement of historical
and artistic knowledge.

The curatorial scope further extended
to French private collections, with works
shown from the Aziz Bassoul collection
and the Philippe & Kéo Dumont col-
lection. Research conducted by the
exhibition’s curators in collaboration
with these private owners led to the
restitution to Cambodia of a major
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historical document: stela K. 1297,
probably originating from Preah Khan
of Kompong Svay, and bearing an
important inscription relating to sacred
Buddhist foundations established in the
12th century. The selection was further
enriched by several works from other
French public collections, including the
Musée du quai Branly-Jacques Chirac
and the Musée de 'Homme in Paris,
as well as the Musée des arts asiatiques
in Nice.

Among the sculptures presented,
the West Mebon Visnu received excep-
tional attention during the preparation
of the exhibition. While the Ministry of
Culture and Fine Arts of Cambodia has
been actively engaged in international
exhibitions in recent years, the loan of
such a masterpiece remains remarkable.
This mark of trust was underpinned
by the development of an ambitious
parallel scientific program, which
justified the sculpture’s absence from
the galleries of the National Museum of
Cambodia for over two years.

An in-depth technological study was
conducted by the French laboratory
C2RMF,” with funding from the ALIPH
Foundation (Alliance Internationale pour
la Protection du Patrimoine). Coordi-
nated by David Bourgarit, a broad range
of analytical protocols was applied
by a team of around 40 specialists to
clarify the casting processes and assem-
bly techniques used by Khmer craftsmen.
These investigations also enabled a
reconstruction of the sculpture’s original
appearance, based on evidence of mer-
cury gilding and polychromy employing
cinnabar, lead, and silver.

> See: https://c2rmf.fr/actualite/le-projet-vishnu.
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In advance of the exhibition, the
reclining West Mebon Visnu underwent
a conservation campaign at the Arc’
Antique laboratory in Nantes between
November 2024 and March 2025.° This
intervention was carried out in close
collaboration with Von Noeun and
Soun Sreyleak, specialists from the
bronze conservation laboratory of the
National Museum of Cambodia, who
actively participated in the conserva-
tion procedures.

Finally, the mounting work under-
taken by Emmanuel Bougenaux and
Laurent Laly allowed fragments that
had remained in storage for nearly a
century to be reunited. Despite the
inevitable losses, this new assembly
offers a much clearer understanding
of the original scale and length of this
monumental composition.

A Momentum Within a Broader
Scientific Framework

The scientific quality of the exhibition
rested on the participation of a large
research team, made visible through
the collaborative catalog published in
conjunction with the exhibition and
featuring contributions from 28 authors.
Issued in both French and English,
the catalog brings together a series of
concise thematic essays, supported by a
rich iconography and distinguished by
its high production quality (Baptiste et
al. 2025a and b).

The exhibition’s narrative was grounded
in the results of archeometallurgical
research conducted over the past
decade by co-curators David Bourgarit

¢ See: https://www.laboratoire-arc-antique.fr/44/nos-
actualites/le-vishnou-couche-du-mebon-occidental/
arc_6993.
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and Brice Vincent, in collaboration
with a broader scientific team, notably
within the CAST:ING and Languau
projects. Following excavations car-
ried out since the 2010s at the royal
foundry within the Angkor Thom Royal
Palace (Polkinghorne et al. 2014) and
the recent identification of a major
archeological copper mine at Chhaep
in Preah Vihear province, this research
has expanded to investigate the circu-
lation of materials across Southeast
Asia. These investigations make a major
contribution to understanding the
economic foundations and societal
organization of Angkor and are likely to
lead to further significant discoveries in
the years to come.

Conclusion

Despite the spatial constraints of the
MNAAG’s exhibition galleries, Bronzes
royaux d’Angkor, un art du divin emerged
as a quietly powerful and intellectually
ambitious project. Far from a conven-
tional display of masterpieces, the
exhibition distinguished itself by placing
scientific inquiry at the core of its
curatorial vision, offering visitors a
materially grounded and methodologi-
cally renewed understanding of Khmer
bronze sculptures.
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By integrating archeological evidence,
technological analysis, and conservation
research into its narrative, the exhibi-
tion successfully shifted the focus from
stylistic typologies toward questions of
production, circulation, and ritual use.
In doing so, it not only enriched the
interpretation of iconic works—most
notably the West Mebon Visnu—but also
foregrounded the broader economic,
social, and religious frameworks that
underpinned Angkorian art. The
accompanying catalog further rein-
forced this ambition, standing as a
lasting scholarly contribution beyond
the temporal limits of the exhibition
itself.

The exhibition’s subsequent presen-
tation in the United States as Royal
Bronzes: Cambodian Art of the Divine at the
Minneapolis Institute of Art (25 October
2025-18 January 2026) attests to its
international resonance. Ultimately, this
project sets a compelling benchmark for
future exhibitions of Southeast Asian
art, demonstrating how curatorship,
conservation, and scientific research
can be productively interwoven to
renew both public engagement and
scholarly discourse.
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DECOLONIZING SOUTHEAST ASIA STUDIES CONFERENCE
(17-19 JuLY 2025, CHIANG MAI)
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INTERNATIONAL
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RCSD, Faculty of Social Sciences,
Chiang Mai University, Thailand
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FIGURE 1: Poster announcing the conference © Chiang Mai University

Decolonizing Southeast Asia Studies, a  national academic gathering focused
conference held 17-19 July 2025 at on exchanging ideas and different
the Regional Center for Social Science  perspectives about the decolonization
and Sustainable Development (RCSD), of Southeast Asian studies [FIGURE 1].!
Faculty of Social Sciences, Chiang Mai

University was an important inter- ! The full conference schedule is available online at:
’ https://decolonizing.rcsdcmu.com/schedule/.
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FIGURE 2: Chayan Vaddhanaphuti and Ian Baird during the conference
introductory session © Chiang Mai University

In recent years, increased interest
in various aspects of decolonizing
Southeast Asian studies, whether in the
United States, Europe, or in different
parts of Southeast Asia has taken place.
“Decolonization”, however, does not
mean the same thing to all, can take
on many forms, and be imagined in an
array of ways. In the U.S., for example,
efforts to decolonize Southeast Asian
studies have often been focused on
putting more emphasis on increasing
the number of Southeast Asian faculty
and encouraging increased participa-
tion from Southeast Asian diasporic
communities.

In Southeast Asia, however, more
emphasis is put on other matters. For
example, some programs advocate
rethinking how territories and borders
associated with Southeast Asia are
imagined, defined, and dealt with in
academic scholarship. Indigenous peoples
in Southeast Asia also have varied ideas

about regional decolonization and the
directions it should take. They often
advocate for taking the perspectives of
their historically marginalized commu-
nities more seriously. Sometimes these
perspectives focus on who is doing the
research and writing it; in other cases
the focus is more about ideas that are
emphasized and which are marginalized,
intentionally or not. Undoubtedly many
perspectives and theoretical ways to
think about decolonizing Southeast
Asian studies exist, but issues related to
knowledge production and the dissemi-
nation of knowledge are always central
to discussions.

Although the original plan was to
bring together between 30-40 scholars
from various parts of Southeast Asia, as
well as a few scholars from elsewhere,
applicants responding to the call for
papers surprised us with their over-
whelming interest. Over 250 abstracts
were submitted, mostly coming from
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FIGURE 3: Attendees of the second plenary session © Chiang Mai University

Southeast Asia. After carefully considering
all submissions, the most appropriate,
dealing not only with Southeast Asian
decolonization, but the decolonization
of Southeast Asian studies, involving
almost 100 scholars from all over
Southeast Asia—as well as North America,
Europe, and other parts of Asia outside
of Southeast Asia—presented a diverse
array of inspiring ideas related to this
important topic. Indicating the level of
interest, almost as many scholars and
graduate students attended as observers.
The three-day conference was opened
by Assistant Professor Dr Pitipong
Yodmongkol, Vice-president of Chiang
Mai University (CMU). The lead organizer,
Dr Chayan Vaddhanaphuti, Director of
RCSD at CMU, provided opening remarks
[FIGURE 2]. As co-organizer representing
the Center for Southeast Asian Studies
(CSEAS), University of Wisconsin-Madison,
lan Baird introduced the topic of the
conference with a brief paper,
“Decolonizing Southeast Asian Studies:
Different Perspectives and Approaches”.

The first keynote address, titled
“Overcoming Marginality: The Decolo-
nizing Force of Zo Studies”, was delivered
by Dr Willem van Schendel of the
University of Amsterdam. During the
afternoon of the first day, three parallel
themed sessions of individual paper
presentations took place. During the
evening, three films, focusing on the
modern nations of Thailand, Indonesia,
and Vietnam, were screened.

The second day of the conference
began with the second keynote address,
“Can there be Southeast Asians in
Southeast Asian Studies: Redux”,
presented by Dr Thiti Jamkajornkeiat of
the University of Victoria [FIGURE 3].
The rest of the second day was devoted
to three parallel themed sessions of
individual paper presentations.

The third day, which concluded at
noon, continued with three parallel
themed sessions of individual paper
presentations. The conference paper
sessions included a diversity of excellent
presentations followed by lively question
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FIGURE 4: One of conference participants asking a question © Chiang Mai University

and discussion periods [FIGURE 4].
The conference ended after concluding
remarks from Chayan Vatthanaphuti
and Ian Baird.

Following the conference’s success,
the organizers are collaborating with
presenters to publish a series of signi-
ficant and thought-provoking papers.
A special issue of Asian Ethnicity is
planned. These volumes will be edited
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Stephen A. Murphy, Buddhist Land-
scapes: Art and Archaeology of the
Khorat Plateau, 7th to 11th Centuries,
Singapore: National University of
Singapore/SOAS University of London,
2024, 288 pages, SGD$78, ISBN 978-
9813252134 (Hardback)

Religion, once viewed as an unattain-
able rung on Christopher Hawkes’
(1954) famous ladder of interpretive
inference, has become an increasingly
important focus in global archeological
discourse. In contrast with prehistoric
belief systems, the recognizable imag-
ery and monumentality associated with
the world’s “great” religions made it
appear easier to study, but early efforts
were typically limited to reification of
events described in canonical litera-
ture. More recent efforts transitioned
beyond the historical origins toward
investigating how the core values of a
religion manifest differently within the

material record. The archeology of Bud-
dhism, spearheaded by studies from its
South Asian homeland, has witnessed
a dynamic range of approaches over
the past twenty years from excavation
of sites associated with the historical
Buddha to exploring colonial interven-
tion and worship and regional surveys
of monastic and lay evidence around
Buddhist monuments. These latter
studies set the stage for a new Buddhist
archeology emphasizing the intercon-
nection between different scales of
data (from object to environment) and
a specific interest in how the religion
was practiced and evolved within its
local cultural milieu. Stephen Murphy’s
book, an enhanced version of his 2010
dissertation, fits broadly within this
discourse and represents an important
milestone for Buddhist archeological
investigation in mainland Southeast
Asia. Through the 200-plus pages of
this nicely illustrated text, the author
provides a thorough review of the
Buddhist remains in early historic
northeast Thailand and central Laos.
He is particularly commended for
highlighting the unique ways the
religion appeared in the Khorat Plateau,
differentiating the region from the
better-known contemporary polities of
Dvaravati in the central Thai plain and
Zhenla/Angkor in Cambodia. Further-
more, his study is a welcome temporal
shift away from the prehistoric narra-
tives that dominate academic literature
about the Khorat Plateau.

The six chapters of Murphy’s treatise
provides a comprehensive discussion
of Buddhist materiality—sites, sema
(boundary marker stones), statuary,
and inscriptions—found within the
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museums and landscape of the Khorat
Plateau and middle Mekong. The text
provides a detailed typological and
scalar perspective on Buddhist religious
media, particularly the decoration and
content of the sema stones, linking
their distribution to different patterns
of Buddhist practice across the region.
Unlike the surveys by Lars Fogelin
(2006) and Julia Shaw (2007) for early
Indian Buddhism, evidence of daily
life such as ceramics and the plans and
organizations of sites are not included
as part of the discussion. This point is
raised in the hope that local researchers
in the future will attempt to link these
important parts of the cultural system
to get a more holistic view of how
Buddhist monks fit within the broader
lifeways of the region’s lay communities.

Chapter 1 (pp. 1-40) frames the
theoretical lenses of the project and
introduces the reader to Buddhist art
and archeology across northeast Thai-
land and parts of southern and central
Laos. Ideas of historical ecology and
landscape archeology are raised to
justify the spatial inventorying of Bud-
dhist remains, largely in relation to
the main rivers and tributaries. More
important to the discussion of how
Buddhist practitioners organized them-
selves within the Khorat Plateau is the
discussion of mandalas, a concept first
modelled by 0.W. Wolters. The second
half of the chapter explains the impor-
tance of the Khorat Plateau and high-
lights the marginalization of this region
in past research. The argument that we
must think of the plateau as an impor-
tant cultural setting in its own right
(p. 15) and not only as a cultural
thoroughfare for Dvaravati and Angkor

is incredibly salient and serves as the
one of the most important takeaways in
the book.

Chapter 2 (pp. 41-88) focusses
on the heart of the Khorat Plateau’s
Buddhism in the Chi River and its
relationship to the site of Mueang Fa
Daet in Kalasin province. Discussions
of the mandala concept and political
authority here are linked to incredibly
detailed narrative depictions of numerous
jataka and other historical tales of the
Buddha on sema stones. Murphy raises
an important point from Peter Skilling
and Robert Brown that we cannot treat
jataka tales and other stories on the
sema stones as didactic devices (p. 71),
as it is uncertain whether the imagery
is easily visible to monks or lay people.
The significance of the images on the
semas are generally viewed as being
imbued with the presence of the Buddha.
Murphy also notes that the stylistic
consistency and quality of the images is
the product of an atelier or workshop.
This idea of groups of skilled carvers
creating specific pieces for religious
centers is supported by similar studies
of lintels found around Greater Angkor
(Polkinghorne 2007). An issue that
merits further consideration is that the
kinds of stories invested in stone and
the frequency and distribution of such
stories are indicative of familiarity or
choice. While semas are transportable
we must think that the craftspeople in
the production centers identified are
variably familiar with the Buddhist
Canon. The depiction of a specific story
is a choice that raises questions about
whether it was chosen by the artist or
commissioned by the donor. The critical
issue becomes why were these stories
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chosen over others? In Angkor, the
rare depiction of jatakas on late 12th
to 13th century-temples is dominated
by the Vessantara or Vi$vantara story
(Tuy 2022). Was it selected specifically
to enhance the munificence of the king
or was it simply the most popular story
at the time? Explaining the diversity
of jatakas in this part of the Chi River
offers a unique opportunity to explore
and to address ideas of local education
and donor demonstration.

Chapter 3 (pp. 89-122) moves us into
the upper and lower Chi River Valley
and focuses again on evidence of semas.
Discussion here emphasizes the degree
to which narrative imagery and iconic
imagery predominate the assemblages
in three different clusters. The jataka
content and stylistic similarities with
Mueang Fa Daet in Chapter 2 are seen
as an indication of more direct connec-
tion with this important center. These
areas show a smaller number of jatakas,
decreased artistic skill, and the prolifer-
ation of stupa-khumba motifs, an iconic
representation of the Buddhist burial
mound. Murphy attributes these varia-
tions as indicating differences in belief
structure and correlates this with their
relative positions in the river valley.
Numerous canonical interpretations
are provided for the meaning of the
stupa-khumba. A simpler answer not
highlighted among them, yet possible,
is that this image could demarcate a
Buddhist sacred space to communities
less versed in exact stories.

Chapter 4 (pp. 123-164) looks at
the spatial nexus of Dvaravati, Mueang
Sema, and Khmer influences in the Mun
River Valley and whether Mueang Sema,
in today’s Nakhon Ratchasima province,

is the center of the Sri Cana$a mandala.
Here the archeological and epigraphic
evidence allow for more dynamic
discussions about Mueang Sema’s
history and its Buddhist and Hindu
faiths. It also hints at marriage alliances
and the site’s political power in relation
to Dvaravati. Beyond Mueang Sema we
see the appearance of Buddhist statuary
—a form largely missing from the Chi
River Valley—and a specific discussion
of the famous Prakhon Chai/Plai Bat
Hill bronze horde. The general lack of
statues is curious and makes the reader
consider if this is due to choice, tech-
nological skill, or later reuse of buddha
images made in copper alloys. Regional
connectivity is also indicated by the
discovery of sema stones at Phnom
Kulen in Cambodia. This sema tradition
is used to indicate support for Buddhism
by Khmer. While an intriguing connec-
tion, epigraphic records show that Bud-
dhism was a persistent presence behind
the Brahmanical veneer throughout the
Angkor period (Estéve 2023).

Chapter 5 (pp. 165-200) shifts north-
ward into the Middle Mekong and again
notes the coexistence of Buddhism,
Hinduism, and animism along this
important artery. The inventory of
items is mixed into the question of
pilgrimage and mountaintop retreats
and intriguingly discusses examples of
Buddhist use of animist rock shelters,
most likely repurposing them as rainy
season retreats. Interestingly, narrative
representations are restricted to core
sites and the jatakas here are made in a
Khmer and not Mon style.

Chapter 6 (pp. 201-208) reviews the
idea of Buddhist landscapes and seeks
to outline how art shaped and in turn
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became shaped by the cultures, societies,
and environments that it encountered.
The intent of asking this question is
important, but the ability to answer
it is, again, limited by the lack of
evidence about the lay peoples and
specific environmental contexts that
supported these Buddhist communities.
In a strange irony, the archeological
record of the Khorat Plateau provides
an inversion to Hawkes’ ladder in that
the only rung available is religion. While
ideas of historical ecology and landscape
were used to frame the argument at the
start of the book, the ultimate connec-
tion to Buddhism imagery is proximity
to rivers and their role as natural trans-
portation corridors of ideas and people.
Again, this does not diminish the impact
of the volume’s results but highlights
the potential for generating more
holistic and anthropologically oriented
investigations of Buddhism in the region.

Several key takeaways of this final
chapter reinforce the importance of
Murphy’s study. First, the Khorat Plateau
has an undeniably unique Buddhist
“aesthetic” centered around the ubiqui-
tous sema stones. Second, the mandala
concept appears to be an important
organizational principle, specifically
in relation to larger centers such as
Mueang Fa Daet and Mueang Sema.
Whether this directly relates to political
or just religious structure remains to be
tested. Finally, while the Khorat Plateau
aesthetic is easily distinguishable from
Dvaravati and Zhenla/Angkor polities,
it also shows considerable internal
differentiation through the varying
distribution of Buddhist imagery,

workshops, and localized emphases on
different types of religious media.

Like the innovative, contemporary
studies in South Asia, the author
successfully uses multi-scalar evidence
to tease out traces of Buddhist practice
and transcends traditional discussions
of what type or where and how Bud-
dhism arrived into the Khorat Plateau.
The extensive descriptions of the jataka
tales on semas alone make this book an
invaluable resource for future studies
in Southeast Asia and beyond. From
a production perspective, the book is
beautifully illustrated with significant
quantities of color images throughout.
Where Murphy’s work is unfortunately
let down is in the labelling, content, and
organization of maps and figures. Maps
are labelled 1 to 8 consecutively through
the book while figures are labelled
according to chapter. Site references
interchangeably shift from numbers to
names, inconsistent spelling in Thali,
and single to multiple colors, making it
difficult for the reader to easily under-
stand what they are looking at in the
landscape. A similar issue can be made
on the placement of figures relative to
text, where some images appear pages
before the reference yet there is clearly
space for it on the actual page (e.g., Fig.
3.24). Minor technical issues aside, this
volume is a must for anyone interested
in Buddhism and a new narrative of an
important, yet largely understudied
region of mainland Southeast Asia.

Mitch Hendrickson
University of Illinois Chicago
mjhend@uic.edu
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Eric C. Thompson, The Story of South-
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2024, 320 pages, SGD$28, ISBN 978-
9813252349 (Paperback)

Eric C. Thompson, Associate Professor
of Anthropology in the Department
of Sociology and Anthropology at the
National University of Singapore, is
known for his ethnographic and historical
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work on Malaysia, regionalism, and
ASEAN. In this single, readable volume,
he turns to the ambitious task of telling
a long-term “story” of Southeast Asia,
from the first arrival of Homo sapiens
to the establishment of contemporary
ASEAN. The stated aim is a historical
anthropology of the region that keeps
colonialism in view, but refuses to let
it dominate the narrative, instead
foregrounding longer processes of
human movement, state-making, and
social change through the agency of
Southeast Asians.

Chapter 1, “Populating Land and
Seas” (pp. 1-26), overviews how modern
humans came to settle in Southeast
Asia from as early as 50,000 years ago.
Drawing on archeology, anthropology,
and historical linguistics, Thompson
sketches changing late Pleistocene and
early Holocene landscapes (covering
50,000-10,000 BP) and, from 3,000 BP
onwards, the spread of agriculture and
the now-familiar “Out of Taiwan” model
for Austronesian migrations. Individually,
these mechanisms are well established
in the specialist literature; the chapter’s
contribution places them in dialogue,
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offering a clear, integrated account of
early Southeast Asian lifeways for a
general readership.

Chapter 2, “Hub of the World”
(pp. 27-48), covers the period from
roughly 500 BCE to 500 CE as an era
of intensifying trade and exchange.
Thompson introduces the transition
into Bronze and Iron Age societies, with
the appearance of more elaborate grave
goods, increased indications of warfare,
and the rise of entrep6ts such as Funan
(Oc Eo) in the Mekong Delta and Khao
Sam Kaeo in the Thai-Malay Peninsula.
The emphasis is less on dynastic detail
than on how people, objects, and ideas
circulated through maritime and
overland networks, prefiguring later
configurations of power.

In Chapter 3, “God Kings of the Golden
Lands” (pp. 49-69), Thompson tackles
the emergence of “classical” polities.
The familiar mandala model provides
a loose frame, but the author is careful
not to let Angkor and Srivijaya monopo-
lize the story. Major lowland kingdoms
are set alongside smaller centers, such
as Dvaravati and various highland
societies. The chapter showcases one of
the book’s main strengths: a thematic
ordering of the Southeast Asian past
that largely avoids a distracting oscilla-
tion between national histories, instead
explaining shared political and cosmo-
logical frameworks across the region.

Later chapters extend this approach
into the more recent past. “Power,
Piety and Reformation” (Chapter 4,
pp. 70-94), “Family and Gender in Flux”
(Chapter 5, pp. 95-119), “Emergent
Identities” (Chapter 6, pp. 120-148), and
“Contesting Sovereignty” (Chapter 7,
pp. 149-181) follow, respectively,

religious transformations, shifts in
social organization, and the formation
of modern social groups, including
nation-states and revolutionary move-
ments. The final Chapter 8, “Modern
Southeast Asia” (pp. 182-212), continues
the thematic treatment for roughly the
last two centuries, taking nationalism,
education, media, urbanization, and
social movements as lenses through
which to view the making of our
contemporary region. This culminates
in a discussion of ASEAN and the ways
in which regional institutions both
reflect and attempt to manage South-
east Asia’s diversity.

As an introductory reader on South-
east Asia, the volume succeeds admi-
rably. Thompson’s thematic chapters,
each internally ordered chronologically,
represent a considerable feat of brevity
and breadth. He manages to compress
an enormous temporal and spatial
canvas into 320 pages without reducing
the region to a simple sequence of
dynasties or colonial interventions. The
integration of archeological, textual,
and ethnographic materials will be
especially welcome to readers interested
in bridging disciplinary divides. The
long-term perspective, beginning with
early humans and ending with ASEAN,
usefully dislodges lingering Eurocen-
tric habits that treat Southeast Asia as
coming into focus only with European
expansion.

The treatment of mainland polities
and of Thailand’s neighbors is particu-
larly valuable. Thai, Khmer, Mon, and
related cases recur throughout the
chapters on state formation, religion,
and modern politics, but are consciously
set within a genuinely regional frame
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rather than isolated as self-contained
national stories. The plentiful maps and
tigures, together with brief, up-to-date
references, make the book suitable for
use in undergraduate courses on Thai
and Southeast Asian history or anthro-
pology.

The very qualities that make the
book so accessible, however, bring
some limitations. Selectivity is inevi-
table: certain sub-regions, minority
histories, and specialist debates receive
only passing mention; some readers
will no doubt find points of contention
in particular summaries or emphases.
Thompson himself identifies two such
areas—biodiversity and medical history

David Holm, ed, Vernacular Chinese-
Character Manuscripts from East and
Southeast Asia, Berlin: De Gruyter,
2024, 353 pages, €99.95, ISBN 978-
3111382326 (Hardback)

—that have rich histories but are not
integrated into his Story.

These are trade-offs in an ambitious,
single-volume synthesis. The Story of
Southeast Asia offers a wide-ranging
discussion and explanation of what
Southeast Asia is and why the region
has taken its present form. It will
serve as an excellent starting point for
students and non-specialists; even
specialists will find much to appreciate
—and to argue with—in Thompson’s
carefully crafted narrative.

Noel Hidalgo Tan
Independent scholar
seaarch@gmail.com

Although manuscripts written with
Chinese characters may at first seem a
niche subject for scholars of Thailand
andits neighboring countries, Vernacular
Chinese-Character Manuscripts from East
and Southeast Asia proves otherwise. This
edited volume gathers a rich set of case
studies that show how manuscripts in
Chinese-derived scripts operate across
multiple languages, cultures, and dis-
ciplines. Several of the eleven chapters
(one introduction and ten research
articles) focus on materials from
Thailand, trace connections with Thai
cultural and linguistic practices, or offer
models that could inform future work
on Thai and Tai manuscripts and other
script traditions found in Thailand.!
The volume investigates both
the shared features and the diversity
of local manuscript traditions employing

! The digital version of the volume is freely
available in open access: https://www.degruyterbrill.
com/document/doi/10.1515/9783111382746/html.
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vernacular Chinese scripts—defined by
David Holm in the Introduction (pp. 1-20)
as adaptations of Chinese characters
used to represent spoken varieties or
ritual recitations distinct from standard
literary Chinese. It demonstrates how
communities across East and Southeast
Asia, situated at different points along
what Holm calls the Sino-Foreign
spectrum, reshaped the writing system
to meet specific ritual, social, and
communicative needs.

Holm emphasizes (p. 1) that Chinese
-character writing and manuscript
production constitute social practices
embedded in broader cultural con-
tigurations. The chapters collectively
illustrate this perspective through case
studies from southern China, Thailand,
Laos, Vietnam, and the Philippines,
revealing the many ways manuscript
culture functions within local societies.
Several contributions examine manu-
scripts preserved in Thailand or engage
directly with Tai-speaking communities
and their textual traditions.

A further strength of the volume is
its sustained engagement with linguistic
analysis. Three chapters, in particular,
stand out for their close attention to
language structure and usage. These
manuscripts are not only historically
significant and often preserve language
varieties otherwise absent from written
records; they also provide valuable
methodological insights for studying
languages across East and Southeast
Asia and beyond.

Lien Chinfa’s chapter (pp. 37-54)
examines the Folangji huaren huabu
HEARE L N 555, a 17th-century collection
of Spanish phrases and sentences
compiled by the Hokkien diaspora in

Luzon, Philippines. Following the tradi-
tion of Sino-Foreign Glossaries (Huayi yiyu
# %G, this text comprises Spanish
expressions and sentences including
loanwords from Tagalog and Japanese,
organized into eleven semantic
categories. Through careful analysis
of Hokkien character pronunciations,
including both colloquial and literary
readings, Lien convincingly demon-
strates that Early Modern Spanish in
the colonial Philippines retained three
sibilant sounds, in contrast to the single
sibilant in modern Andalusian and Latin
American Spanish. This analysis exempli-
fies how vernacular Chinese-character
manuscripts can illuminate the historical
development of languages far beyond
East and Southeast Asia.

Robert S. Bauer’s chapter (pp. 55-96)
explains the unique status of writ-
ten Cantonese in Hong Kong, where
it developed highly conventionalized
forms without formal schooling.
Meticulously analyzing the different
layers of the Cantonese lexicon, the
author shows how writers improvised
solutions for representing colloquial
speech, creating special characters
for words without standard Chinese
equivalents, including English loanwords.
This process illuminates how other
Sino-Xenic writing systems, such as
Vietnamese and Japanese, developed
from informal adaptations into stan-
dardized writing systems.

Shimizu Masaaki’s excellent chapter
(pp. 97-114) examines the Foshuo tiandi
bayang jing i Kb )\F54%, a Classical
Chinese and Vietnamese Chir N6m
manuscript now at Kyoto University.
Through philological, grammatological,
and phonological analyses, Shimizu
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dates the text to the 19th century and
locates its dialect in central or southern
Vietnam. The grammatological evidence
includes late-period Chit Nom character
usage, while phonological features show
distinctive central-southern consonant
patterns. Lexical items trace southward
from Nghé An province. Beyond textual
analysis, microscopic examination of
the manuscript’s paper composition
reveals a high proportion of bamboo
fiber typical of pre-20th-century mate-
rials. These multiple lines of evidence
consistently date the manuscript to
the 19th century and locate its dialect
in central or southern Vietnam. This
chapter skillfully weaves together
linguistic, philological, and material
analysis to illuminate the complex
nature of vernacular Chinese-character
manuscripts.

Another notable strength of the
volume is its presentation of materials
that have rarely been studied. Four
chapters stand out in this respect.
Though the manuscripts they examine
come from different linguistic and
cultural contexts, each contribution not
only brings these little-known sources
to light but also offers thoughtful
analysis of their contents, enriched by
careful phonological and grammatological
discussion.

Henning Kloter’s chapter (pp. 21-36)
introduces Early Written Hokkien
dictionaries and grammar guides com-
piled by Spanish missionaries in 16th
and 17th-century Philippines. While
examining how these sources reveal the
spread and status of written Hokkien,
the author speculates that semi-literate
Chinese scribes wrote Min dialect
characters following popular usage

rather than scholarly conventions.
The chapter opens new paths for
future research into this invaluable
diasporic material which is unique for
the study of historical interactions
between vernacular Chinese culture
and the cultures of the host territories
and the colonial presence.

Chen Meiwen'’s chapter (pp. 115-148)
takes a sociological approach to Yao
manuscripts in Western collections,
examining their classification and
circulation. She traces how these texts
reached institutions worldwide through
art dealers, researcher donations, and
direct collection from Yao villages for
digitization. Significantly, the author
identifies three forms of textual trans-
mission in Yao religious manuscripts:
faithful copies of Daoist texts, indige-
nous content under Daoist frameworks,
and incorporated folk songs. This
analysis reveals how local elements
influence Yao written traditions, par-
ticularly the intertextual relationships
between folk songs and ritual texts.
Her attention to variations in language,
customs, and writing practices among
different Yao groups is especially
valuable given that many manuscripts
in library and museum collections lack
provenance information.

Next, Jacob Cawthorne (pp. 149-190)
examines Kim Mun letters as valuable
yet understudied primary sources for
understanding history, politics, and
religion in the China-Southeast Asia
borderlands. As with religious manu-
scripts, these letters employ three
languages written in Chinese script:
vernacular, literary, and ritual languages,
with the latter two being varieties of
Chinese. The chapter offers clear com-
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parisons between these three languages
while documenting variations in literary
language pronunciation across Yao
communities. Through detailed analysis
of manuscript passages, Cawthorne
demonstrates how these letters provide
rich insights into regional history,
geography, economy, religion, and tra-
ditions. Beyond factual documentation,
they capture individual and community
perspectives shaped by lived experiences,
revealing not just historical events but
their emotional and social impact on
communities.

Meng Yuanyao’s chapter (pp. 243-280)
introduces the manuscripts of “Song
of the Brigands”, a widely circulated
Zhuang song text from west-central
Guangxi in China. His richly detailed
survey reveals remarkable variation
across content, physical characteristics
(appearance, size, materials, paper),
calligraphic style, script usage, and
performance practices. For analyzing
and editing Zhuang traditional texts
written in vernacular Chinese characters
(sawndip or “raw characters”), he rec-
ommends a field linguistics approach,
emphasizing close collaboration with
manuscript owners and presenting
translations in interlinear format. His
first-hand experience offers practical
guidance for researchers beginning
work on Zhuang vernacular texts and
manuscripts.

In addition, three compelling chap-
ters examine cultural practices sur-
rounding vernacular Chinese-character
manuscripts. Though diverse in focus
—ranging from intergenerational
transmission of reading knowledge to
traditional papermaking and the logic
and ethnography of secret ritual lan-
guage—they all underscore how these

manuscripts are woven into their
cultural traditions.

Joseba Estévez (pp. 191-242) analyzes
how Lanten (Kim Mun) ritual masters
in northern Laos use manuscripts con-
taining “secret words” to fetch the
hon (s9V) or vital force of rice in their
Daoist ceremonies. With rich ethno-
graphic detail, the chapter meticulously
documents how ritual masters employ
these words to retrieve rice’s wandering
hon, guide it earthward, and install it in
the fields. Understanding this process
requires knowledge of oral traditions
circulating through Lanten communi-
ties. Through careful translation and
interpretation, Estévez unveils the met-
aphors, grammar, motifs, and themes of
the ritual text, offering a window into
the Lanten magical world. As he notes
(p. 236), ritual experts’ explanations
were essential for decoding these living
manuscripts. His systematic analysis
of text and ritual context also reveals
intriguing parallels between hon and
the Tai concept of khwan (¥3sy; Lao,
khouan, 29v), which share the same
religious and etymological root.

Meng Yuanyao's second chapter
(pp. 281-300) documents traditional
papermaking in Zhuang-speaking villages
of central Guangxi, detailing how paper
mulberry (Broussonetia papyrifera) is
transformed into manuscript paper. His
vivid documentation not only details
the technical processes but also records
local language terms for materials and
techniques. This meticulous attention to
both practice and terminology enables
comparative insights: the process shows
clear cultural and linguistic connections
to sa (a7; Lao, sa, 81) paper traditions
among Tai groups in upper mainland
Southeast Asia, including northern
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Thailand, suggesting the deep historical
roots of papermaking among Tai-
speaking peoples.

Finally, Holm’s chapter (pp. 301-330)
examines diverse literacy transmission
practices among Tay, Nung, and Zhuang
communities in southwestern China and
northern Vietnam. He identifies four
distinct modes: performative literacy
of vernacular priests (mogong), where
recitation involves minimal reading;
ritual masters’ textual practices using
mature vernacular script; literate
traditions of Tay shamanic practitioners
(then), featuring female priests’ perfor-
mative orality; and song text literacy
transmitted through family or master-
student relationships, using simplified
characters for singing competitions.
His rich fieldwork vividly documents
how various text genres are transmitted
across generations. Significantly, Holm
presents a rigorous methodological
approach that combines broad research
with philological and linguistic analysis
to understand manuscripts in their
living social contexts. The author advo-
cates moving beyond script-language
relationships to document traditional
recitation practices and cultural contexts,
suggesting that digitized manuscripts

can facilitate meaningful discussions
with knowledgeable community members.

Collectively, these diverse chapters
represent a significant advance in the
study of vernacular Chinese-character
manuscripts. While Thailand has a rich
tradition of manuscript studies, the
emergence of Tai manuscript culture as
a distinct field is relatively recent. This
volume stands out for the exceptional
quality of its individual contributions
and its remarkable integration of mul-
tiple disciplines. Notably, while linguistic
analysis is often perceived as inacces-
sible and removed from humanities
research, here it is seamlessly woven
throughout most chapters, demon-
strating how different methodological
approaches can enrich one another. This
successful interdisciplinary integration
makes important contributions to Thai
and Tai manuscript studies by introduc-
ing understudied materials, opening
new research directions, offering
methodological recommendations, and
connecting this field to broader manu-
script culture scholarship.

Pittayawat Pittayaporn
Chulalongkorn University
Pittayawat.P@chula.ac.th
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Susan Conway, Tai Herbalism, Chiang
Mai: Silkworm Books, 2024, 104 pages,
B625, ISBN 978-6162152054 (Paper—
back)

Tai Herbalism is based on a translation of
an early 19th-century Shan manuscript
used by specialist traditional medical
practitioners. Because Tai medical tra-
ditions beyond those of central Thailand
have received relatively little attention,
this publication is a welcome addition,
with the potential to shed light on
Shan practice and, more broadly, on Tai
traditional medicine.

Across present-day Thailand, Myan-
mar, Laos, Vietnam, and China, Tai peo-
ples maintain long-standing beliefs and
practices related to health and healing.
Their medical traditions draw on pills
and herbal potions, massage, ritual and
symbolic techniques, and spells, admin-
istered by lay and specialist healers.

Texts recorded on palm leaves, kradat
khoi or mulberry paper (nNseAwY0Y),
and inscriptions—such as those at Wat
Phra Chetuphon (Wat Pho)—circulate
widely. While some explain theories of
illness, most preserve recipes for medic-
inal compounds prepared from herbs,
animal substances, and minerals.

Because these fragile materials had
to be recopied, errors, omissions, and
rearrangements inevitably occurred.
Sections could be lost, detached, or
inserted in the wrong place; intentional
destruction, especially during warfare,
also took its toll. Medical manuscripts
were sometimes carried off as spoils,
as after the sack of Ayutthaya in 1767.
Surviving texts therefore often reflect
a complex mélange, with uncertain
provenance and unclear intellectual
genealogy. Susan Conway’s manuscript
must be read within this broader
history.

The manuscript used for Tai Herbalism
is held at London’s Horniman Museum
and was collected by Frederick Horniman
(1835-1906) in British Burma around
1860. In good condition, it comprises an
accordion-style mulberry paper book of
174 pages, written mainly in old Shan
with some Tai Yuan, Burmese, and Tai
Khun letters, and appears to have been
compiled for specialist practitioners.
Today, very few people are able to read
it. Its translation into modern Shan
required the collaboration of three Shan
supernatural experts or saya (soep),
one of whom remains unnamed. This
modern Shan version was then rendered
into English by a professional Shan
translator based in Chiang Mai, also
left anonymous, rather than by Conway
herself. Yet the published book presents
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largely a summary, rather than a full
critical edition and translation. In this
respect, the question of authorship and
scholarly responsibility becomes diffi-
cult to determine.

The original manuscript is mostly
lists of ailments and prescriptions,
with about ten pages of mystical dia-
grams (yantras) accompanied by spells
(kathas). Conway has organized these
materials into thematic chapters. The
presentation is clear, with photographs
of selected pages and all the yantras, a
list of spells, a glossary, a brief bibliog-
raphy, and an index of materia medica
with Latin names. As the author notes,
not every ingredient could be rendered
into English.

The book will no doubt appeal to
tourists and casual readers, but what
additional scholarly value does it offer?
One stated goal is to preserve connec-
tions to endangered languages and
scripts. However, publication solely in
English severely limits access for Shan
readers. While the book raises aware-
ness of Shan medical heritage, it cannot
do much more without bilingual
presentation and sustained annotation
designed for contemporary audiences.

A second objective is to illuminate
19th-century Shan herbalism and magico-
religious healing. Here the insights
remain partial. The text shows what
conditions were treated and what
remedies prescribed, but it rarely
explains why particular ingredients
were chosen. A complex fever treatment,
for example, mixes spices, opium, seeds,
and bear bile (p. 17), yet no rationale—
pharmacological, symbolic, or ritual—is
discussed. Moreover, names appear only
in English, without Shan transliteration,

greatly limiting comparison with other
Shan manuscripts or related Tai tradi-
tions (cf. Bamber 1998).

This points to a more general limi-
tation: the book engages only lightly
with existing research on Tai medicine.
Beyond citing Brun & Schumacher’s
foundational study of northern Thai
healing, it overlooks important works
such as Jean Mulholland (1987)’s
analyzes of central Thai materia medica
and prescription practices. Such schol-
arship could have helped interpret the
manuscript and situate Shan medicine
within wider Tai conceptions of illness
and therapy.

A third justification concerns bio-
diversity. The text records plants and
animals once available to healers, from
rhinoceros blood and pangolin liver to
tiger and vulture gall bladders. Many of
these species are now rare or gone. Yet
the index lists only English and Latin
plant names, complicating precise iden-
tification, and there is no guarantee the
ingredients were locally sourced. Given
historic links between the Shan States,
Lan Na, and Ayutthaya, the prescriptions
themselves may have circulated widely.
At best, the manuscript offers a broad,
indirect glimpse of past environments.

The absence of cross-references
between the index and individual pre-
scriptions further limits analysis. With-
out knowing which plants treat which
disorders—and without Shan terminology
—comparisons with work in Laos and
southwest China on therapeutic efficacy,
ethnobotany, and environmental rela-
tionships are difficult.

One of the most engaging sections
of the book concerns magic, protection,
and the supernatural. Here the author
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draws on earlier publications (Conway
2014) and her informants to discuss
yantra, kathas, and remedies against
spirits, ghosts, and witches, themes
also noted by Mulholland (1987: 113).
Unfortunately, we learn little about how
yantras were actually used: tattooed
on bodies, printed on cloth, or hung in
homes and sickrooms?

Given the scarcity of sources and
specialists, any study of Shan medicine
is valuable. Tai Herbalism offers an
evocative glimpse of a fragile tradition
and the world from which it emerged.
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Yet its potential is constrained by sum-
maries in place of full translations,
opaque authorship, limited engagement
with existing scholarship, and insuffi-
cient contextual discussion. The result
is, at times, frustrating: a fascinating
work that nevertheless feels like a
missed opportunity to deepen our
understanding of Shan—and more
broadly Tai—medical knowledge.
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Thomas Baudinette, Boys Love Media
in Thailand: Celebrity, Fans, and Trans-
national Asian Queer Popular Culture,
London: Bloomsbury Academic, 2023,
248 pages, £85, ISBN 978-1350330641
(Hardback)

Walk into any bookstore across Thai-
land and, more than likely, the most
prominently displayed section will be
devoted to “youth fiction”: novels with
cover illustrations of attractive young
male couples. This genre, called “Boys
Love” or simply “BL”, is a form of pop
cultural fiction representing romantic
and sexual relationships between
young men.

The genre began in 1970s Japan as
illustrated manga novellas. BL first came
to Thailand in the 1990s as pirate trans-
lations of Japanese BL manga. However,
over the past two decades, the popu-
larity of BL in Thailand has exploded,
expanding from manga to novels and
television series. Thomas Baudinette’s

Boys Love Media in Thailand is a meticu-
lous study based on extensive research
in Thailand and online. This highly
accessible book is essential reading for
anyone interested in learning what
BL is about and how major Thai media
corporations and state agencies have
taken roles in its development.

Thai BL is not a minority or subaltern
cultural form. After Thai cultural con-
servative criticisms in the early 2000s,
in the 2010s and early 2020s, BL moved
from the margins to the center of Thai
youth cultures and commercial media
production. The language of Thai BL has
also moved from the world of its fans
to become part of mainstream popular
discourse. In Thai, BL novels are now
widely known as nawaniyai wai (Watlene-
219) or “Y novels”, while BL TV series
are called siri wai (T5d97¢) “Y series” or
lakhon wai (agAT278) “Y soap operas”.
Wai here denotes the letter “Y”, refering
to the first letter of the roman script
spelling of yaoi, a popular Japanese word
for BL.! Thai female fans of BL are called
sao wai (8197378), “Y girls”.

Boys Love Media in Thailand is the first
book in Bloomsbury’s new monograph
series, Asian Celebrity and Fandom Studies.
The inauguration of this series reflects
the importance of media celebrities
and their fans in the 21st century and
the rise of scholarly analyses, theories,

! Yaoi is a humorous acronym formed from the first
letters of a common early expression for BL manga
among Japanese female fans, yama nashi, ochi nashi,
imi nashi (“no climax, no point, no meaning”) and
which referred to how the genre emphasized sex
more than romance. In Japan, fans and scholars write
yaoi in several ways. Depending on the context, the
word is written in Roman script or romgji as yaoi,
in Hiragana as ¥ #\>, or as the numerical code 801,
where the numbers respectively refer to the three
Japanese phonemes ya, 0, and i.
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and university departments of media
and cultural studies. Commercial mass
media—including printed media of
the press, manga, and books as well as
visual media of cinema, television, and
online digital platforms—are major
cultural phenomena, the focus of
rapidly expanding media industries,
and of interest to government agencies
keen to promote soft power.

The book’s cover design includes
a reverse or mirror image of the Thai
word chai (¥1), “man” or “male”,
effecting a visual queering of Thai
discourses of masculinity resonating
with the theoretical queering developed
in the book’s analyses. Queering is the
analytical practice of challenging domi-
nant notions of masculine and feminine
gendering and heteronormative ideas
of sexual “normalcy”, pointing to the
historical contingency of notions of
gender and sexuality in cultural patterns
rather than nature or biology.

Baudinette’s academic training
is in Japanese studies; his first book
(Baudinette 2021), based on his doctoral
dissertation, studied gay cultures in
Tokyo’s Shinjuku Ni-chome nightlife
district. His expertise in several Asian
languages, including Japanese and Thai,
and his background in Asian cultural
studies enable him to draw on a wealth
of sources and to place the origins and
success of Thai BL in a broad setting. For
the volume under review, Baudinette
interviewed people working in the Thai
media industry and actors in Thai BL
series, attended organized fan events,
and analyzed selected BL TV series,
websites, and advertising. Combining
these sources brings the dimensions of
both the production and consumption
of Thai BL alive.

278

The book’s Introduction (pp. 13-41)
summarizes the origins of BL in Japan
and its spread across Asia, including a
useful glossary of key terms used by fans
and the rapidly expanding academic
field of BL studies. Baudinette describes
how in both Japan and Thailand, as well
as across Asia and the rest of the world,
the main audiences for BL manga, novels,
and TV series are young women. Many
Thai BL TV series are based on novels by
female authors, which are often first
distributed online before publication by
commercial presses. While BL finds fans
among some gay men, it is not
usually understood as a genre of gay
fiction. Rather, BL draws on accounts of
romance between handsome young
men to fashion imagined relationships
that attract many female readers and
audiences. The active role of fans’
imagination in the success of BL is made
clear from the fact that they often
engage in “shipping”, abbreviated from
“relationshipping”, which describes
imagining male characters or actors in
romantic relationships. In Thai, these
imagined same-sex couples are called
khu-jin (@3u), from khu for “couple” and
jin derived from jintanakan (3umWINI9),
“to imagine” or “imagination”.

Chapter 1 (pp. 42-75) traces the
origins of Thai BL TV series from under-
ground pirated translations of Japanese
BL manga in the 1990s to the impact
of the highly popular 2007 Thai movie
Love of Siam or Rak haeng siam ($nu#3
ae11; director Chookiat Sakveerakul),
depicting the romance of two teenage
Bangkok schoolboys. Baudinette also
documents early Thai BL TV series
such as Lovesick, the Series, which was
broadcast in 2014.> Many Thai BL TV

2 The Thai name for this series was Rak wun wairun
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series have been broadcast on digital
channelsoronline viainternet platforms
such as YouTube. Online broadcasting
means these series can be viewed
almost anywhere in the world, allowing
them to reach international audiences.
The Covid-19 pandemic brought about
an even larger audience. Many new fans
serendipitously came across Thai BL
as they scanned the internet in search
of entertainment during lockdowns.
Colleagues of mine teaching Thai studies
in Europe have related that in recent
years many undergraduate students
enrolling in Thai language programs
have been drawn to Thai because they
are fans of Thai BL. In addition, Thai
BL is nurturing an up-and-coming
generation of farang scholars; indeed
this genre of fiction may prove a
seeding ground for the future of Thai
area studies in Europe and elsewhere.
Chapter 2 (pp. 76-106) describes how
Thai authors and production companies
adapted the tropes of Japanese BL to the
Thai context. Baudinette argues that
Thai BL is a hybrid phenomenon
merging Japanese forms of the genre
with the aesthetics and commercial
organization of Korean K-pop. To this
blend, distinctively Thai elements
have been added. Because of Thai BL's
innovative development of the Japanese
form of BL, which many fans saw as
stereotypically repeating formulaic
plots and reflecting conservative gender
values, Baudinette contends that Thai
BL took Asian youth cultures by storm
and found new audiences in Europe and
Latin America. Overall, the BL genre
achieved transformative potential by

saep (§nqu Juguuav; “Confusing Love, Mischievous
Teens”). Thai movies and TV series are often given
different, unrelated Thai and English titles.

adapting to settings outside Japan.
While constrained by the commercial
strictures of Thailand’s media produc-
tion companies, the involvement of
large numbers of Thai LGBTQ+ people
in the production of these TV series has
given Thai BL an edgier tone attractive
to audiences looking for more challeng-
ing representations and story lines.
Finally, one of Baudinette’s interviewees
observed that Thai BL has proven to be
more attractive to gay male audiences
than Japanese BL given the latter’s
formulaic character. Thai BL has also
expanded in a commercial setting where
the economic potential of young female
and queer consumers is recognized by
the country’s major media and marketing
companies. Homoerotic images are no
longer widely regarded as taboo but are
mobilized to promote products and the
careers of young male stars.

Chapter 3 (pp. 107-137) gives a
behind-the-scenes view of how the media
and marketing company GMM Grammy
has produced Thai BL TV series and
manufactured male actors as celebrity
idols. Baudinette describes GMM Grammy
as a “boys love machine” that produces
celebrity male actors through carefully
tailored schooling in acting, fan meet-
ings, and product placement advertising
in series episodes. Many male actors in
Thai BL series have become multimedia
stars whose faces adorn advertisements
for cosmetics and lifestyle products
and who engage in promotional events
where they meet fans in Thailand and
across East and Southeast Asia. The
production of Thai BL series also built
on media companies’ well-honed skills
in producing television soap opera
melodramas, often called lakhon TV
(azAsiin).
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Baudinette observes, “GMM’s business
model has rested on the mainstreaming
of queer romance due to a recognition
of the market potential of sao wai
[female fans] rather than a commitment
to queer representation” (p. 104). He
nonetheless argues that while the male
actors in Thai BL series may not be
gay, the significance of the genre has
influenced the ways same-sex desire is
depicted in Thai popular culture. While
highly commercialized and intimately
tied to marketing and advertising, Thai
BL TV series contribute to debates on
the status of queer people in Thailand.
Some BL series actors publicly called for
the legalization of same-sex marriage in
the lead-up to the mid-2024 passing of
the marriage equality law by the Thai
parliament. Baudinette states that the
influence of Thai BL in opening space
for greater social acceptance of queer
people shows that “Asia has the agency
to narrate its own accounts of queer
emancipation without relying on
Western European or North American
models” (p. 183).

Chapter 4 (pp. 138-165) details the
highly successful marketing strategies
of the GMM Grammy media production
company in organizing ticketed events
where the khu-jin stars of BL series
perform live on stage, meet fans in
person, and promote the sale of
branded merchandise bearing the
names and images of stars. Chapter 5
(pp. 166-193) traces how Thai BL began
its global expansion beyond Thailand’s
borders among fan communities in
China and the Philippines.

The adaptation of Japanese homo-
erotic manga by Thai female authors
and fans, and the commercialization of

this reformulated genre by Thai media
production companies on the model
of South Korean popular culture, has
created a phenomenon that has proved
tremendously attractive to young
audiences across the world. Is it any
wonder, as Baudinette notes in Chapter 6
(pp. 194-219), that Thai government
agencies have taken note and attempted
to capitalize on this phenomenon to
promote Thailand as a tourist destina-
tion for BL fans? In this regard, Baudi-
nette contends that existing theories
of soft power have overlooked the
potential of mid-ranking countries like
Thailand to project cultural influence
internationally. This is because these
theories have assumed that soft power
is only an adjunct to the political and
economic power of globally dominant
countries such as Japan or the United
States.

The Thai BL wave shows no signs of
receding. This was brought home to me
by the large number of Thai publishers
selling BL nawaniyai wai novels at
recent Bangkok Book Fairs in 2023 and
2024. Increasing numbers of Thai and
international scholars are also studying
Thai BL and its influence beyond the
country. In 2023, a special issue of
the online journal Intersections: Gender
and Sexuality in Asia and the Pacific was
dedicated to studies of Thai BL by
Thai scholars. Perusal of the many
new Thai academic journals that have
blossomed over the past decade will also
reveal articles on Thai BL.

A minor gripe, not with Baudinette
but with his publisher, Bloomsbury
Academic, is that his marvelous book
is expensive. It is a pity that many
Thai scholars, students, and fans of BL
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will not be able to afford this book and
Baudinette’s important findings may
not have as much of an impact in the
country’s academy as they deserve.
I hope that a more affordable edition
and a translated Thai version are
published soon. Nonetheless, this
book provides an essential key to
understanding the complex networks

REFERENCE

« Baudinette, Thomas. 2021. Regimes
of Desire: Young Gay Men, Media and

Henri Locard, Jungle Heart of the
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of Thai youth cultures in the 2020s,
revealing the history, evolution,
and trajectories of a major
cultural phenomenon in contemporary
Thailand.

Peter A. Jackson
Australian National University
peter.jackson@anu.edu.au

Masculinity in  Japan. Ann Arbor:

University of Michigan Press.

Few academic books are fully dedicated
to the Jarai; one of the most numerous
and historically fascinating ethnic
minority groups straddling the northeast
of Cambodia and the central highlands
of Vietnam. This book—focusing on
arguably the most prominent Jarai
individual who served in the Khmer
Rouge regime—is a significant addition
to the literature on ethnic minorities
and the ways their history becomes
intertwined in the darkest chapter of
Cambodia’s recent past.

The book has three main parts. Part I
(pp. 3-54), Introduction, delves into the
Khmer Rouge regime and the ways in
which author, Henri Locard, came to
Ratanakiri and, in 2001, met Phi Phuon,
the former bodyguard to Khmer Rouge
leader Pol Pot (1925-1998). Part II
(pp. 43-202), the largest section, centers
on Phi Phuon’s memoirs covering nearly
four decades of his life, thirty of those
years dedicated to the revolutionary
cause alone.

The book’s third part (pp. 203-310)
brings additional materials from the
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extraordinary chambers in the courts
of Cambodia where Phi Phuon testified.
This section also includes the author’s
analysis of Ratanakiri’s role in shaping
the Khmer Rouge’s societal ideals. The
book concludes with three vignettes
in the Epilogue (pp. 311-325) bringing
together a high-profile wedding in
Phnom Malay where Phi Phuon had
been appointed Deputy Governor in
1997, Phi Phuon’s sudden death, and
Ratanakiri’s desolated social, cultural,
and physical landscape.

Phi Phuon’s memoirs tell the
extraordinary life of a seemingly
ordinary Jarai adolescent, who started
as one of Pol Pot’s servants but slowly
climbed the ranks and was eventually
entrusted with safety and logistics at
the Ministry of Foreign Affairs at the
height of the Khmer Rouge regime
(1975-1979). While in charge of security,
he explained that he travelled to the
provinces between 1977 and 1978 and
reported to the “upper echelon”.

Phi Phuon recounts how, in many
cooperatives, people were given barely
any food and that they were mistreated.
Faithful to the cause and to Pol Pot
himself, he attributed the fault to
the local leaders of the cooperatives:
“But what I saw was not really the
same as what was agreed” (p. 225) for
the Revolution. At the Khmer Rouge
Tribunal, Phi Phuon, known for his
frank and direct nature, testified that
he reported what he saw to Pol Pot
(Brother Number One) and leng Sary
(third in command). Reflecting on his
survival, he admitted “one could say
that I managed to slip through the net”
(p. 194).

Phi Phuon’s memoirs provide the
reader with one individual’s personal

experience, rendered at times in
surprising levels of detail, on a
particularly complex and bloody

period half a century ago. Phi Phuon’s
proximity to a Khmer Rouge leadership
that operated largely in the shadows
offers a distinct and sometimes
illuminating perspective. For the same
reason, it inevitably has its limitations
as an objective account of a regime
whose appalling crimes with which no
one wants to be associated.

Henri Locard extensively used
the services of Suong Sikoeun (for
French to Khmer and Khmer to
French translations) to carry out
all his interviews. This dependence
raises serious issues concerning Phi
Phuon’s singular vantage point. Suong
Sikoeun, a Paris educated Khmer Rouge
intellectual who also worked at the
Ministry of Foreign Affairs (1977-1979),
was a former assistant to Pol Pot. As with
other former Khmer Rouge officials,
Sikoeun claimed that he was unaware
of the scale of the executions and
other crimes the party that he served
perpetuated against the population.
I once accompanied Henri Locard to one
of his meetings with Phi Phuon, which
took place at Suong Sikoeun’s house and
remember the host as a very charismatic
man, who indulged himself in speaking,
and particularly, in speaking in perfect
French.

A related point is how Locard implies
that all his visits to interview Phi Phuon
were public events that attracted locals’
attention: “During my investigation,
I was always surrounded by a crowd,
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and it was difficult to get biographical
information from my interlocutors”
(p. 299). It is perhaps not surprising that
in a remote village of Banteay Meanchey
near the Thai-Cambodian border, such
interviews may have triggered the local
curiosity and interest. Either way, that
Phi Phuon may have done much of
his reminiscing before an audience of
neighbors (and possibly former subjects
of his deputy governorship) raises
further questions about whether one
can take all his claims at face value.

The account of Phi Phuon’s life
provides an entry point for Henri
Locard’s  exploration of  ethnic
minorities in Cambodia and Ratanakiri’s
privileged role in contributing to the
Revolution. The author writes, “In a
way, Angkar wanted to turn the country
into a great Ratanakiri and return to
what the Revolutionary Organization
considered the pre-feudal and pre-
capitalist era, annihilating 2,000 years
of Khmer history [...]” (p. 299).

Although Pol Pot was, indeed, initially
enthused by the loyalty, discipline, and
physical strength of ethnic minorities,
it is telling that none were given a
decision-making position in shaping
the Revolution. In stark contrast with
the autonomy, vibrancy, and elevation
of traditional rites and customs of Jarai
communities, the Khmer Rouge regime
was all about centralising control and
erasing individual and communal
expression and culture. The regime’s
signature policy was massive, forced
collectivization in pursuit of a vision
steeped in xenophobia. Its intention

was to arrive at a form of Communist
utopia far faster than other Marxist
regimes. All forms of spirituality,
religions, and languages were banned. It
is hard to see much of this as a reflection
of Ratanakiri. This is even true of the
Ratanakiri of the early 1970s where the
Khmer Rouge leadership first went to
hide and subsequently came to exercise
control and influence prior to their
takeover of the whole country in April
1975.

Among the book’s strengths is
that it introduces an array of voices to
illustrate the complex ways in which
various ethnic groups were caught in
the conflict. It also brings together
some materials from the Extraordinary
Chambers in the courts of Cambodia
that take the reader straight into the
heart of the tribunal.

Amidst the wealth of autobiographies
and memoirs written about the Khmer
Rouge regime, only a few have been
written by former Khmer Rouge cadres
or leaders. Khieu Samphan’s Lhistoire
récente du Cambodge et mes prises de
position, originally published in 2004,
is one prominent example. Another is
the book by Suong Sikoeun whose 2013
publication, Itinéraire d’un intellectuel
Khmer Rouge, is also published in French.
As the first such English account from a
Khmer Rouge official from an Indigenous
minority, Phi Phuon’s memoirs are an
intriguing addition.

Krisna Uk
Beyond Asia
krisna.uk@beyondasia.org
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Saw Eh Htoo & Tony Waters, General
Ne Win’s Legacy of Burmanization in
Myanmar: The Challenge to Peace in
the Twenty-First Century, Singapore:
Palgrave Macmillan, 2024, 225 pages,
US$129.99, ISBN 978-9819712694
(Hardback)

What a story this book tells! It opens
with an almost Hollywood-like plot: a
boy from a repressed minority in the
remote countryside manages to become
a self-made man. He secures an edu-
cation on his own in the challenging
environment of the country’s largest
city (back then the capital), dominated
by a majority ethnic group unfriendly to
his. All of this occurs under a military
dictatorship, failed rebellion, and
unsuccessful protests. Against all odds,
he becomes a sought-after contractor
for international NGOs, taking him into
no-go areas of his country. He survives
the military dictatorship, the democratic
transformation, another coup, and

COVID. As an expert with a rich
personal life, he decides to transform
his insider knowledge into a PhD.
Unfortunately, unlike Hollywood movies,
there is no happy ending; he dies
prematurely from cancer.

Luckily, there is a sort of redeeming
sequel. Our hero’s PhD supervisor,
a distinguished visiting American
professor in Germany who values his
student’s work, knows how underrep-
resented non-Western Burma-related
voices are in the global academia.
Believing that Eh Htoo’s thesis is
groundbreaking, the professor decides
to resurrect the languishing dissertation.
He edits the text from its rough
drafts, finds a reputable publisher,
and adds his (modest) contribution.
In doing so, the professor does justice
to Eh Htoo’s ideas, saving them from
oblivion. The protagonist described
here is the late Saw Eh Htoo, a Karen
from Yangon, Myanmar, the professor
is Tony Waters, and the book is
General Ne Win’s Legacy of Burmanization
in Myanmar.

Let us be honest—academic books
are often dry and hermetic in style.
Self-aware authors wusually try to
capture the reader’s attention at the
start, knowing that it may be difficult
to hold it later. In contrast, Saw Eh
Htoo and Tony Waters do not have this
problem. Thanks to Eh Htoo’s compelling
story, the book secures a “wow” effect
from its beginning. Once you start
reading Burmanization in Myanmar,
you want to continue—the reader’s
attention is instantly captured.

Naturally, as the book progresses,
it shifts from personal memoir to an
academic exploration of Burmanization
—abrutal yet unsuccessful policy aimed
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at assimilating all non-Bamars into a
Bamar-centric nation. This policy,
initiated during General Ne Win’s rule
(military dictator from 1962 to 1988), is
the book’s focus. Since Eh Htoo lived
through this era—he was educated with
propagandist school textbooks—and
subsequent military and quasi-military
regimes, he possessed something
invaluable: insider knowledge. This is
the book’s strength. For example, Eh
Htoo introduces the concept of “the
armed royal state” (le net nainggan taw,
o) 05%566005, p. 170), showing how
military-ruled Myanmar continues the
traditions of pre-modern Burmese
kingdoms ruled by warrior kings. He
also describes the military doctrine of
“total elimination” (a pyaut taik yey,

ooooooe 3, p. 96), rooted in the
mihtarized nee for security, along51de
alternative policies such as “assimila-
tion (tamgymtha si long nyl nyunt yay,
ooc elc $0008 o)d&) c\) gg)ooeq p. 112)
or “accommodation” (nayyar pay thi ah
mat phut chin, e$ePeLs 0339600 l@cs,
p. 115). His analysis o Bamar chauvmism
(maha lu myo, emmeﬂ[ or “superior
race”, p. 137), also known as “Burmese
[or rather Bamar] dominance” (bamar
baho phyu, @e’)@oo@[ p. 26), is equally
insightful.

The merit of Eh Htoo’s research does
not exactly lie in the novelty of this
information—it was already known in
Burma studies, even if not universally—
but rather that a Burmese person wrote
it, using indigenous concepts and terms
from a domestic perspective. This insider
view carries more weight than even
the most well-informed observations of
foreign scholars.

A particularly good example of
the value of Eh Htoo’s approach is his

analysis of the Burmese Way to Socialism
(BWS), the official ideology of the Ne
Win regime, usually written off in the
West as window dressing for military
rule. Eh Htoo notes that the regime
inserted Buddhism into its philosophy
as a way to distinguish itself from the
Communist Party of Burma (CPB), the
capitalist West, and Christian and
Muslim communities. Seen from this
angle, BWS appears less illogical and
more reasonable. Tony Waters adds
to this analysis with irony: “Ne Win’s
philosophers were not writing for a
critical audience of comparative political
scientists, but for the Burmese masses,
who were susceptible to a righteous
ideology that protected them against
their enemies and fears” (p. 123).

Eh Htoo’s sharp observation of
politicized Buddhism after 1962 is
another highlight. While Buddhism
traditionally places obligations on both
rulers and ruled, Eh Htoo points out
that “under Ne Win’s Burmanization
program, the teachings of the Buddha
for leaders have been somehow omitted;
monks do not typically mention moral
teaching for the monarch in their
sermons in the post-1962 world” (p. 205).

Another strength of Eh Htoo’s work
is his ability to combine this insider’s
view with knowledge drawn from
academic literature. He uses both
Burmese and English sources, including
military memoirs and other primary
materials. Importantly, he does not just
recount his personal experiences; he
places them within the broader context.
For example, inspired by Thongchai
Winichakul’s seminal Siam Mapped
(1st ed., 1994), Eh Htoo theorizes that
at the heart of Burmanization is the
Tatmadaw’s (Myanmar’s army) “sanctity
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of the borders inherited from the
British” (p. 175). This distinction
between precolonial kingdoms, relatively
indifferent to borders (compare with
the well-known concepts of “mandala
system” or “galactic polity”), and the
postcolonial state’s focus on rigid
boundaries reflects a colonial legacy.

I also enjoyed Eh Htoo’s use of vivid
expressions like “Ne Winism” (his
proposed term for Ne Win'’s rule, p. 12)
and “Machismo of ethnic militarism”
(his description of the generals’ style,
p- 203). His humour shines through in
lines such as, “I also enjoyed reading
Moscow-published  socialist  novels
which were widely available. The
English translations were clear and
concise, so some of my English education
was based on Communist ideology!”
(p. 7). These details make Eh Htoo
someone you would love to converse
with over tea—or something stronger!
—in a Burmese teahouse.

To this rich personal narrative, Tony
Waters adds academic rigor and theo-
retical depth. His sociological introduc-
tion to Part I1I (pp. 179-204) is probably
the second-best part of the book (after
Eh Htoo’s memoir Introduction). It
provides an academically sound over-
view of Myanmar’s structural problems
and proposes ways to resolve them
through three interlinked narratives:
de-Burmanization, de-militarization, and
decentralization. Waters’s Conclusion
(pp. 209-218), summarizing the state
of knowledge in Burma studies calling
for more indigenous-centric research
and asking vital questions, is equally
noteworthy.

While the personal circumstances
behind this book’s creation evoke

sympathy, this cannot excuse some
serious flaws. The first and foremost
handicap is the lack of fact-checking.
For an academic monograph, the
number of factual errors is troubling.
For example, U Nu was not the President
of independent, postcolonial Burma,
but the Prime Minister in office
intermittently between 1948 and 1962.
Similarly, U Saw was not the President
of colonial Burma—the title did not even
exist—but the Prime Minister (in office,
1940-1942). Conversely, in 1988 Maung
Maung was the President of the
Socialist Union of Burma, not the Prime
Minister. Aung San never was Prime
Minister, even though he was popularly
referred to as such (his official title was
“Deputy Chairman of the Governor’s
Executive Council”); this irritating error
is repeated throughout the volume, even
appearing in a subchapter title: “Prime
Minister Aung San 1946-1948”, which
is doubly wrong as Aung San was
assassinated in 1947. The CPB collapsed
in 1989, not 1990. Aung San Suu Kyi was
released from house arrest in 2010, not
2011. Cyclone Nargis hit Myanmar in
2008, not 2006. The First Anglo-
Burmese War took place not only in
Rakhine (Arakan); Yangon (Rangoon)
and the Ayeyarwady (Irrawaddy) Delta
are hardly in Rakhine. The Taungoo
dynasty (or the Second Burmese
Empire) was not established by King
Bayinnaung (r. 1550-1581), but by
Mingyi Nyo (r. 1485-1530), the father
of Bayinnaung’s predecessor, Thabin-
shwehti (r. 1530-1550). The persistence
of these inaccuracies raises concerns
and falls well below the standards
expected of a serious academic
publication.
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Another limitation is that Eh Htoo
often moves from topic to topic—or
from past to present—without sufficient
contextualization, which can be confus-
ing. At times, the discussion becomes
diffuse, particularly in attempts to
connect the National League for
Democracy (NLD) period with the era
of Ne Win. Finally, the narrative relies
heavily on description while offering
relatively little personal experience.
Although the book originates from a
PhD dissertation project—which may
partly explain its conservative narrative
style—it would have benefited from
more of Eh Htoo’s own reflections on
life under military rule, rather than
extended summaries of well-known
works.

Despite its shortcomings, Burmaniza-
tion in Myanmar remains a valuable and
engaging read. As Tony Waters rightly

observes, it is “truly an emic document,
reflecting Eh Htoo’s insider view of
Myanmar’s politics and society” (p. 209.);
this perspective is its principal strength.
Equally stimulating are Saw Eh Htoo’s
more provocative arguments, such as
his conviction that “the Greater Burma
(Maha Bama) ideology is so deep that
no simple training program or peace
curriculum, would change the hearts
of the Burmese people” (Ibid.). His
interpretation that the military under
Ne Win preserved national independence
only by producing an inward-looking
country mired in protracted civil war
is also compelling. For these insights—
and the distinctive voice behind them—
the book deserves serious attention.

Michat Lubina
Jagiellonian University
michal.lubina@uj.edu.pl
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Tyrell Haberkorn, Dictatorship on Trial:
Coups and the Future of Justice in
Thailand, Redwood City, CA: Stanford
University Press, 2024, 287 pages,
US$30, ISBN 978-1503639409 (Paper-
back)

22 May 2014 witnessed Thailand’s latest
military coup d’Etat, an event which
submerged the country under both
political repression for the next five
years and under a legal system ratio-
nalizing authoritarianism. In this well-
researched study about the 2014-2019
years under Thai military rule, Tyrell
Haberkorn, an anthropology professor
at University of Wisconsin-Madison,
traces how Thai law was exploited in
the service of the junta. She herself is
well-known for writing about the
history of Thai state violence. In this
book, borrowing from feminist per-
spectives, she offers hope for the
future, examining how junta-influenced

judgements could have become more
just (p. xvii).

In the Prologue, Haberkorn states
the purpose of her book: to write a
history of Thailand’s 2014-2019 martial
law under military rule. She adds that
her study of this period came on the
heels of a previous study in which she
examined a history of “illegitimate
violence” in Thailand since 1932. That
research led her to the conclusion that
“impunity is the foundation of [Thai]
state formation rather than an aberra-
tion” (p. xv). In the Prologue, she then
wondered to what extent support for
human rights might be possible under
existing Thai law: What if the judiciary
ruled that arbitrary detention of dissi-
dents was illegal and/or that peaceful
demonstrations against the junta was
not sedition? Haberkorn thus sought to
rethink judicial decisions that favored
the junta during this period, rewriting
them with a more just interpretation.
While she admits her effort might be
utopian, she contends that, some 90+
years after the end of absolute monarchy
in the kingdom, it is necessary to place
the just needs of Thai people as the
central focus of the law.

In the Introduction, “History and
Jurisprudence” (pp. 1-24), Haberkorn
stresses that the proliferation of coups
in Thai history means that they have
become the principal nexus between the
Thai state and its people. Thus, Thais
are subject to a history of dispossession
(p. 3). The first lesson of dispossession
is that the king holds everything while
the people have no standing. The
second lesson is that juntas have
increasingly received legal protections.
The third lesson is that in terms of coups,
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courts have always sided against the
people, giving coup-makers impunity.
Finally, Haberkorn then reveals the
organization of the book: to examine
a series of court decisions (with no
appeals allowed) rendered under the
National Council for Peace and Order
(NCPO; AUESNWIAINUANULNGIE)  to
“trace the formation of the jurisdiction
of impunity” (p. 17). Each chapter
analyzes a particular kind of case—
each a dimension of junta repression—
followed by details of the case itself.
Chapter 1 (pp. 25-46) examines the
case of the anti-group Resistant Citizen
which in 2015 filed charges of rebellion
and treason in the Criminal Court
against the 2014 coup-makers, accusing
them of being guilty of abrogating the
2007 Constitution and Articles 113 and
114 of the Criminal Code. In 2018 the Su-
preme Court dismissed the case. This
was to be expected. As Haberkorn points
out, a 1972 case against a 1971 putsch
had met with a similar fate, that,
according to then-coup maker Field
Marshal Thanom Kittikachorn (ouou
fimAvas; in office 1958, and 1963-1973),
once a coup occurred, it became legal.
Resistant Citizen’s case in 2015 brought
attention to the destruction of plural-
ism by the 2014 coup and the need to
transform laws to force militaries to be
accountable to the people. A detailed
review of this case shows that the coup-
makers did indeed violate the Criminal
Code and the rights of Thai citizens.
Chapter 2 (pp. 53-72) looks at the
case of Apichat Pongsawat (9fi¥15
WaYaTAR; b. 1989) who held up a sign on
23 May 2014, the day after the coup,
stating that he did not accept “illegiti-
mate power” (p. 53). Sent to prison for

32 days, his case was finally adjudicated
in 2019 and he was found guilty of
violating Head of NCPO Order no. 3/2558
because he had been part of an illegal
assembly of five or more persons. In
reality, he had stood up against the
“coupocracy” of coup-makers who, backed
by weapons, sought to intimidate Thais
into submission. Haberkorn writes that
a jurisprudence of accountability would
have found that the criminals in this
case were the coup-makers. The case
had relied on a martial law order, not a
royal proclamation: it abrogated the
Constitution of 2007 which had guaran-
teed the “rights” and “liberty” of the
people (p. 75). Finally Order no. 3 had
already been revoked before Apichat
was charged under it.

Chapter 3 (pp. 79-107) investigates
the post-2014-coup NCPO Order, sum-
moning 472 individuals to the Army
Club to enter into detention. Some did
not report, instead choosing civil
disobedience. = Worachet  Pakeerut
(a51amd nATH; b. 1969) petitioned the
Constitutional Court regarding the
constitutionality of the summons. The
court ruled the petition unconstitutional
in 2020 and the case against him was
dropped in 2021. Haberkorn criticized
Articles 1, 37, and 41 because she sees
them in clear contravention of the|
junta’s own 2014 Interim Constitution
which guaranteed all Thais the “right to
security and liberty of person”, with
the arrested informed as to the reasons
for the arrest and anyone arrested
allowed to access to the court (p. 112).

Chapter 4 (pp. 114-138) scrutinizes
the actions of Piyarat Chongthep (Ug5g
WWW; b. 1990) who, on 7 August 2016, at
a referendum vote on a new Draft

Journal of the Siam Society, Vol. 114, Pt. 1, June 2026 289



BOOK REVIEWS

Constitution, tore up his ballot rather
than filling it out, yelling “Down with
Dictatorship!” (p. 140). He and two
other defendants were found guilty of
violating the Draft Referendum Act. In
this case, the NCPO-influenced court
seems to have used judicial devices to
intimidate anyone willing to oppose
the junta-supported Constitution. The
author argues that the tearing up of the
ballot repressed freedom of expression
under Article 34 of the 2017 Constitution.

In Chapter 5 (pp. 143-161), the
author looks at the case of Pansak
Srithep (Yudn® A3nw; b. 1967), a member
of Resistant Citizen, who petitioned the
Administrative Court against wrongful
detention, challenging Ministry of
Justice Order no. 314/2558. This law
created a prison in Bangkok for civilians
in “national security” cases. 47 people
(including 45 civilians) had been detained
in this prison. While imprisoned, two
had died under mysterious circum-
stances, including Mo Yong (aka Suriyan
Sucharitphalawong, #3¢u @33nwam;
1962-2015), a famous fortune teller.
Pansak himself had initially been
charged with participating illegally in a
protest. The author argues that the
brevity and ambiguity of Order no. 314
gave too much leeway to the state
regarding those detained. There must
be much more clarity in such laws to
protect people’s rights.

In the book’s Epilogue (pp. 167-173)
Haberkorn discusses four demands of
youths who demonstrated in 2020: (1)
General Prayuth Chan-Ocha (Ussews
FJumslown; in office 2014-2023) must
resign; (2) there must be a new, more
progressive Constitution; (3) the state
must stop threatening dissidents; and
(4) the institution of monarchy must be

290

reformed. These demonstrations con-
tinued well into 2021—though they
were ultimately repressed. The author
states that her book, in support of these
protests, seeks to create a jurisprudence
of accountability centered on the needs
of the people rather than the monarchy.
She ends her volume by pointing to the
urgency of reforming Criminal Code
Article 112 on lese-majesté, which makes
it illegal to defame, insult, or threaten
the king, queen, heir to the throne, or
regent of Thailand. Since the Thai
judiciary is devoid of impartiality
because it acts in the name of the king,
it lacks legitimacy (of impartiality) to
act on 112 issues (p. 173).

In sum, this work appeals to multiple
scholars and policymakers who examine
comparative jurisprudence as well as to
scholars of Asian studies as an examina-
tion of civil-military relations and the
politicization of courts. The book also
appeals in its use of feminist approaches
to examine marginalized Thais in court
processes. The examination of legal
rationales for previous coups in Thai
history as a comparison with the 2014
putsch was innovative. Additionally, the
book offers important detailed cases
representing key dimensions of legal
repression which might be repeated in
the future. Finally, the author’s attempt
to bring hope to decisions overshadowed
by the junta, by demonstrating how
they might be reworked to benefit the
people, was novel. Ultimately, as a work
which looks at how law might be trans-
formed in a democratizing country of
Southeast Asia, this book is an essential
tool.

Paul Chambers
University of Oklahoma
Paul.W.Chambers-1@ou.edu

Journal of the Siam Society, Vol. 114, Pt. 1, June 2026


mailto:Paul.W.Chambers-1@ou.edu

BOOK REVIEWS

Paul Chambers, Praetorian Kingdom:
A History of Military Ascendancy in
Thailand, Singapore: ISEAS Publishing,
2024, 705 pages, SGD$50, ISBN 978-
9815104240 (Paperback)

In Praetorian Kingdom: A History of Military
Ascendancy in Thailand, Paul Chambers
offers a path-breaking and expansive
political history of Thailand through
the lens of military-monarchy relations.
Across 700 engaging pages, he constructs
an incisive assessment of the military’s
role in shaping, and often dominating,
domestic politics and international
relations, particularly Thai-U.S. relations.
Framed by an illuminating discussion
of different theories of praetorianism,
Chambers asks three urgent questions:
“[1] Why did Thailand evolve to become
a praetorian kingdom? [2] What is the
detailed history of Thai praetorianism?
And [3] why has Thai military influence
across politics never been curtailed?”

(p. 2). The chilling answer is one rooted
in impunity: the military has never been
held to account or subject to democrati-
cally-elected civilian control. Organized
chronologically, the book begins with
the end of absolute monarchy in 1932
and continues to 2023, covering 14
successful coups and many other forms
of more insidious military interventions
into Thai public life. Chambers pairs his
theoretical elegance with rich evidence,
combining interviews with Thai military
sources and exhaustive use of govern-
ment documents. Thai government
documents pertaining to the military
since 1932 are not readily available, so
Chambers uses declassified U.S. govern-
ment documents, including those from
Foreign Relations of the United States,
Wikileaks, and the Central Intelligence
Agency Freedom of Information Act
(CIA FOIA) Electronic Reading Room,
to painstakingly unveil how the Thai
military cemented its position in politics
and public life.! Four appendices
condense information about overt and
silent coups, the presence of security
forces in parliament and in the cabinet,
and details of the annual military
reshuffles. The sheer amount of infor-
mation that Chambers has consolidated
means that Praetorian Kingdom should be
required reading for anyone interested
in Thailand, defense and security studies,
and how to use declassified documents.

The book’s importance, however,
goes far beyond making new data widely
available. Praetorian Kingdom, by centering

! The Foreign Relations of the United States series
can be accessed online via the U.S. Department of
State Office of the Historian website here: https://
history.state.gov/historicaldocuments. The CIA FOIA
Electronic Reading Room can be accessed online here:
https://www.cia.gov/readingroom/.
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the military with its most significant
partner, the monarchy, tells a new set
of stories about Thai history. The very
nature of these two institutions and the
shifting form of the relationship means
that the book becomes a history of state
violence, corruption, capital accumu-
lation, and the deferral of democracy.
Two chapters—one focused on the pre-
lude to the 6 October 1976 massacre and
coup and the other on the long arc of the
most recent coup regime, the National
Council for Peace and Order (NCPO)—
illuminate this history.

The 90-page Chapter 6 (pp. 259-349)
on the 6 October 1976 massacre and
coup draws on newly-available evidence
to offer a month-by-month account of
the breakdown of democracy between
October 1973 and October 1976. Focusing
on General Krit Sivara (Wa.. nguni &es),
commander-in-chief of the army between
1973 and 1975, Chambers argues the
general was “the most powerful person
in Thailand” during this period and
“was also more powerful than the king.
Though Krit declared his loyalty to King
Bhumibol, the General controlled the
monopoly on state violence and the
king’s guards; moreover, he was
wealthier than the palace” (p. 259). The
chapter is at once a mini-biography of
Krit and an analysis of the struggles
over power that created the conditions
for violence.

Krit used his spectacular wealth,
gained from involvement in sugar, air
travel, and other Thai industries, to
support a range of pro-military and
other candidates in the January 1975
election. But shortly after retiring
from the military and appointment as
defense minister, Krit died suddenly and

mysteriously on 16 April 1976. Chambers
queries the circumstances of his death,
noting there were rumors that he was
poisoned and an autopsy was never
performed. This was significant because
“with the king having become amenable
to supporting a coup, Krit was the only
person who seemed able and willing to
preserve Thai democracy—and he con-
veniently died only hours after being
named defense minister” (p. 303).

In the wake of Krit’s death, the
army broke into six cliques. Once this
happened, “[..] other security forces
were used to repress the NSCT [National
Student Center of Thailand] and enable
a coup [...] the strongest and easiest to
manipulate was the BPP [Border Patrol
Police]” (p. 322). The massacre that
ensued was not an accident, but the
violence at Thammasat University and
the coup “appeared more as a long-
conceived plan” (p. 322). Chambers
argues that those behind the violence
had likely planned to use the BPP while
omitting Krit and the army. Accompa-
nying the text, Chambers includes a
staggering two-and-a-half page chart
mapping key leaders across the security
forces, palaces, government, (un)civil
society—with their positions, units, and
role vis-a-vis the massacre and coup.
Alongside his careful analysis of Thai
tigures, he also draws on U.S. government
documents to show the CIA’s direct
financial and propaganda support of
Thai right-wing and para-state actors,
as well as its indirect support of the
massacre and coup. Chambers is par-
ticularly compelling when he explicates
possible meanings of the both terse and
wordy cables traveling between Bangkok
and Washington, D.C. In particular,
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a cable from Henry Kissinger (U.S.
Secretary of State, 1973-1977) about a
possible coup in late July 1976 suggests
both foreknowledge and a profound
willingness to act against democracy by
the United States. No one’s hands are
clean.

Chambers marks 1980 and the
General Prem Government (1980-1988)
as a key transition point during which
a reversal takes place and the “military
became quite ‘monarchized’ in the sense
that it functioned as the junior partner
to the palace” (p. 6). The most recent
iteration of this is the subject of the last
chapter (Chapter 14, pp. 619-647) in the
body of the book, on the regime of the
NCPO that carried out the most recent
coup on 22 May 2014, stayed in power
for five years, and continues to exercise
influence today. The junta leader,
General Prayuth Chan-Ocha, claimed
that the NCPO launched the coup to
preserve the monarchy, foster happiness,
and return the rule of law after years of
Thaksin Shinawatra-induced lawlessness.
Instead, Chambers parses the unstated
but real goals of the coup: “[1] ensuring
arch-royalist order amidst an impending
monarchical succession; [2] re-asserting
monarchical-military domination over
Thailand amidst perceived threats from
civilians (especially Thaksin and Yingluck
Shinawatra); [3] consolidating the
domination over the armed forces and
police by the junta leaders’ military
faction; and [4] enhancing military
corporate interests, particularly those
of the senior brass” (p. 620). The effects
for civilians, particularly those who
dissented, were disastrous. During the
five years (2014-2019) that the NCPO was
in power, those critical of the monarchy

and military were prosecuted, public
speech was constricted, and a legislative
order was put in place by the 2017
Constitution that created permanent
obstacles to democracy. Despite a return
to elections in 2019, the military
remains highly influential in governance
and public life. The military is able to do
this because it became a “monarchized
military”, secondary only to the palace
and essential as its protector.

Chambers concludes his compre-
hensive and chilling indictment of
praetorianism in Thailand by noting
that, “The military has overthrown
governments when it has been unified
under a military personality to do so,
finds a rationale based around political
pandemonium to usurp power, and is
encouraged to act by the palace for all
of these motives” (p. 649). He reiterates
one of the questions with which he
began: how might the Thai military
be brought under civilian control?
Providing answers may be beyond even
the best scholarship, of which Praetorian
Kingdom is an example, because doing
so must rely on the will of the military,
government, and other key figures in
the Thai polity to change. The sheer
lack of this will is witnessed with every
intervention of the military into politics,
every Article 112 prosecution for
dissenting expression, and the general
climate of fear that ensures silence
around many key matters in the kingdom.

Assessing the contributions of this
ground-breaking political history and
analysis of Thailand’s military would
be incomplete without discussing the
unjust legal proceedings the author
faced in 2025. In early April 2025, police
appeared at Naresuan University in
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Phitsanulok, where Chambers was a
Faculty member, with a warrant for his
arrest for violation of Article 112 of the
Criminal Code. Article 112 stipulates
that, “Whoever defames, insults, or
threatens the king, queen, heir-
apparent, or regent shall be subject to
three-to-fifteen years imprisonment”.
Present in the Criminal Code since its
last major revision in 1957, Article 112
has been used extensively over the last
two decades. Thai Lawyers for Human
Rights (TLHR) reports that there were
at least 169 cases during the five years
of the NCPO’s regime with at least 284
cases since the youth-led movement
for democracy between late 2020 and
August 2025.2 The vast majority of these
cases have been for peaceful expression,
including questioning, or even merely
analyzing, the institution of the mon-
archy. Article 112 cases are frequently
characterized by procedural inconsis-
tencies, the arbitrary exercise of power,
and the presumption of guilt. Chambers’
experience was no different.

The case against him was brought
by a military official and centered on
the text of an advertisement—which
Chambers did not write—for a talk on
the military and monarchy he gave for
the Institute for Southeast Asian Studies
in Singapore. When he reported to

2 For information of Article 112 cases, see the TLHR
website: http://www.tlhr2014.com.

the police, he was initially denied bail
and spent nearly two days behind bars
at the Phitsanulok provincial prison.
When he was released, he learned that
he had been summarily dismissed from
his longstanding Faculty position at
Naresuan University and his visa
revoked. His passport was seized and
he was forced to wear an electronic
monitoring anklet. His case prompted
outrage and concern about implications
for academic freedom. While the Office
of the Attorney General ultimately
decided not to prosecute the case, there
was no assurance that the military
would not try again; Chambers eventu-
ally left Thailand at the end of May 2025.

The attack on Paul Chambers is a
very concerning development indicative
of the declining climate of academic
freedom and freedom of expression
generally in Thailand. Naresuan Univer-
sity and Thailand lost a brilliant scholar
and generous colleague. His work will
continue and so must the work of all of
us who are concerned with the unjust
and arbitrary actions of the military,
judiciary, and other key institutions of
the Thai nation.

Tyrell Haberkorn
University of Wisconsin-Madison
tyrell.haberkorn@wisc.edu

294 Journal of the Siam Society, Vol. 114, Pt. 1, June 2026


http://www.tlhr2014.com
mailto:tyrell.haberkorn@wisc.edu

BOOK REVIEWS

Matan Kaminer, Capitalist Colonial:
Thai Migrant Workers in Israeli Agri-
culture, Redwood City, CA: Stanford
University Press, 2024, 298 pages,
US$30, ISBN 978-1503641099 (Paperback)

“Don’t try to change Thailand [...]. We
want them like this [...]. Don’t think we
really want [the Frontier Settlement
Project]. We are pretending” (p. 74).
This quotation from Matan Kaminer’s
book is from an Israeli key informant
directly involved in the Frontier
Settlement Project training program—a
cooperative enterprise between the
Thai and Israeli governments since the
late 1980s. In the end, this project turned
out to involve the export of Thai (Isan)
migrant workers to Israeli agricultural
settlements along the Israeli-Jordanian
border—the phenomenon under study
in this book. The most interesting
aspect of the quotation is that it comes
from a direct conversation between an

Israeli informant and a member of the
Thai elite. It illustrates what the author
refers to as the “structural hypocrisy”
(p. 72) of the Thai state regarding the
Frontier Settlement Project, in which it
requested technical cooperation from
the Israeli government from the outset.
For the Thai government, this project—
modeled after Israel’s NAHAL (Fighting
Pioneer Youths), a paramilitary Israel
Defense Force program and mixed
military—civilian  settlement along
disputed borders—seemingly aimed to
“kill two troublesome birds with one
stone”: securing the border with neigh-
bors, notably Laos and Cambodia, on
the one hand, and promoting economic
development in remote areas on the
other (pp. 68-70).

As the title Capitalist Colonial: Thai
Migrant Workers in Israeli Agriculture
indicates, however, this book is not
about bilateral cooperation between the
Thai and Israeli governments. Rather,
it is the story of Thai migrant workers
in Israel. The request for technical
assistance for the Frontier Settlement
Project was only a pretext to facilitate
the entry of Thai migrant workers
into Israel. This coincided with Israel’s
increasing demand for farm labor
following the Palestinian intifada in the
late 1980s and its adoption of neoliberal
economic policies. To increase global
competitiveness in the agricultural
sector, Israel could not rely solely on
advanced technology but also needed
cheap agrarian labor. Persistent conflicts
with the Arab world, however, made
importing workers from neighboring
countries increasingly difficult. Since
the late 1980s, Thai migrant workers
have consistently been a major source
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of labor for the Israeli agricultural
sector, making this phenomenon worthy
of study.

In the Introduction (pp. 1-21), the
author discusses key concepts such as
domination, difference, the capitalist-
colonial world system, and the role of
ideology. He critically examines Thai
migrant farmworkers in Israel through
the lens of domination and difference,
posing his central research question:
“How do domination and difference
become interdependent in this way?”
(p. 1). To address this, Kaminer employs
the concept of “capitalist coloniality”.
It is “capitalist” in the sense that
Israeli entrepreneurs are compelled to
recruit cheap Thai labor to compete in
the global market. It is “coloniality” in
that it involves the Zionist assertion of
sovereignty and rule over migrant
workers. The logic of capitalism produces
a particular form of domination and
unequal relations between capitalists
and workers. Yet domination does not
manifest itself through simple economic
exploitation alone—it is more complex.
The author therefore introduces the
role of culture and ideology. In this
regard, the book is not only about Thai
migrant workers in Israel but also about
the cultural encounter between Jewish
Israelis and Thai (specifically Isan)
migrants. Ideology, intrinsically hege-
monic, reproduces domination—but it
is not one-sided. Rather, it is interactive.

Chapter 1 (pp. 23-52) traces the his-
tory of Israeli settlement in the Arabah
(an ancient word meaning “desert”)
from Bedouin inhabitants to the colonial
“redemption” of the land. The key
challenge was the maintenance of
Jewish cohesion while recruiting workers

to make the desert arable. At the root
of this recruitment was “exploitation
anxiety”—a distrust of non-Jewish
workers. With the Israeli government’s
turn to neoliberal policies and the
outbreak of the Palestinian rebellion in
the late 1980s, this challenge became
even greater, paving the way for the
importation of Thai migrant labor.
Chapter 2 (pp. 53-75) provides the
Thai historical background, with a
special focus on the Isan region. It
examines the Siamese colonization of
Isan and the establishment of paternalism
as the leading ideology of hierarchical
integration. During the Cold War and
the struggle against Communist
insurgency, the Thai government sought
models to counter local Communist
movements and contain neighboring
Communist states. This is the context
in which cooperation with Israel in the
Frontier Settlement Project began.
Chapter 3 (pp. 76-98) narrates the
arrival of Thai workers in the Arabah
desert, which the author defines as the
“Thai revolution”. He sees this as a
revolution for two reasons: (1) Thai
workers came to outnumber the Israeli
population, and (2) they overcame Israeli
xenophobia. Here ideology played a
crucial role. Because Isan workers
neither demanded participation nor
sought social integration, they did not
trigger Jewish anxieties. Moreover, pa-
ternalism served as an ideological
bridge between Israeli employers and
Isan workers. For the latter, domination
was acceptable due to another ideology:
karmic reciprocity—the belief that
meritorious actions are eventually
rewarded or literally in Thai “tham di
dai di” (V& (@5; p. 13). The following
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Chapters 4 and 5 (pp. 99-147) elaborate
on the reproduction of domination,
examining the spatio-temporal life
cycles of Israeli employers and Isan
workers. The key points highlighted are
the separation of the public sphere and
the differing rhythms of daily life.

Chapter 6 (pp. 148-166), “Social
Reproduction and Karmic Reciprocity”,
moves beyond the spatial context of
relations within the Arabah. The author
delves into the life histories of Isan
workers, with a focus on gender
relations and marital problems. When
workers faced family crises back home,
they sometimes asked their Israeli
employers to intervene. This reflects the
transnational extension of paternalism,
in which the patron’s role extended
beyond the farm. In the concluding
Chapter 7 (pp. 167-175), after synthe-
sizing the overall argument—especially
the role of ideology in reproducing
domination—the author expresses
uneasiness about the exploitation of
workers. He calls for transcending the
colonial-capitalist structure in favor of a
“decolonized, democratic, and socialist
Arabah” (p. 175).

This work contributes to many
fields, including Thai studies, migration,
sociology, and development studies.
Although the study of Thai migrant
workers has long been and remains
a popular topic, this book makes a
distinctive  contribution.  Existing
material tends to focus on Thai migrant
workers in “3D” (dangerous, difficult,
dirty) jobs—particularly in construction
and industry (Pattana 2014) or the sex
industry (Watanabe 1998)—with case
studies mainly from Asia and Europe,
such as Singapore (Pattana 2014), South

Korea (Kanika & Penchan 2020), Japan
(Watanabe 1998), and Germany (Supang
et al. 2001). Although several studies
have examined Thai migrant workers in
Israel (e.g., Or & Shohamy 2020), this is
the first book to apply anthropological
methods and analyze the subject
through the lens of capitalist coloniality
and paternalism.

In the same vein, it would be fruitful
to conduct further comparative
research on Thai (Isan) migrant workers
in other countries, to examine whether
similar forms of domination or capitalist
-colonial relations exist elsewhere.
Some key informants in this book had
experience working in other countries,
such as South Korea and Sweden. It is
worth asking whether patron-client
relations emerge in those contexts as
well. Furthermore, in Israel itself, there
are also migrant workers from other
countries, including the Philippines,
Nepal, and Sri Lanka. Can the concept
of capitalist coloniality also be applied
to these groups? As long as global labor
migration shows no signs of diminishing,
this book is well worth reading. It
demonstrates how to combine a critical
theoretical lens with ethnographic
research to understand the complexities
of contemporary labor migration.

Amidst the Israel-Hamas war which
began on 7 October 2023, and tends to
persist and develop into the “perpetual
conflict”, this book is a timely read. As
the Thai workers have been direct or
indirect victims of this war, they are
unfortunately under a critical dilemma
whether to live under conflict-ridden
areas and make a good money or get
back home and live under economically
insecure life in Isan. The above dilemma
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is perfectly encapsulated in an interview
of one of the Isan worker who already
evacuated to Thailand after the Israel
-Hamas war that: “I want to go back
(to Israel). In Isaan I can’t make any
money” (Neuman 2023). On the Israeli
side, in order to secure the food security,
which is equally important as the
national security, the demand for
migrant workers is still high or even
higher considering the lower supply
of workers. As such, the concept of
“capitalist coloniality” seems to be
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applicable in that the Israeli entrepre-
neurs are even more compelled to find
laborers not just to make profit in the
global market but to secure the nation’s
food security and the Israeli government
is eager to assert its sovereignty over
the conflict-ridden areas and continues
the hegemonic domination over the
migrant workers.

Nithi Nuangjamnong
Naresuan University
nithin@nu.ac.th

Perspectives on Migration Control: Language
Policy, Identity and Belonging, ed. by Markus
Rheindorf & Ruth Wodak, 148-169. Bristol:
Multilingual Matters.

« Pattana Kitiarsa. 2014. The “Bare Life”
of Thai Migrant Workmen in Singapore. Chiang
Mai: Silkworm Books.

« Supang Chantavanich et al. 2001.
The Migration of Thai Women to Germa-
ny: Causes, Living Conditions and Impacts
for  Thailand and German. Bangkok:
Chulalongkorn University Press.

« Watanabe, Sasoko. 1998. From Thailand
to Japan: Migrant Sex Workers as
Autonomous Subjects. In Global Sex Workers,
ed. by Kamala Kempadoo & Jo Doezema,
114-123. London: Routledge.

Journal of the Siam Society, Vol. 114, Pt. 1, June 2026


mailto:nithin@nu.ac.th
https://www.npr.org/2023/11/09/1211191682/thailand-israel-hamas-attack-hostages-farm-workers
https://www.npr.org/2023/11/09/1211191682/thailand-israel-hamas-attack-hostages-farm-workers
https://www.npr.org/2023/11/09/1211191682/thailand-israel-hamas-attack-hostages-farm-workers
https://www.npr.org/2023/11/09/1211191682/thailand-israel-hamas-attack-hostages-farm-workers

Past Presidents of The Siam Society
(With Years in Office)

Mr W.R.D. Beckett (1904-06)

Dr Oskar Frankfurter (1906-17)

Mr H. Campbell Highet (1918-21)

Mr W.A. Graham (1921-25)

Prof. George Ccedés (1925-30)

Phya Indra Montri (1930-38)

Maj. Erik Seidenfaden (1938-40)

HH Prince Dhani Nivat (1940-44)
HRH Prince Wan Waithayakon (1944-47)
HH Prince Dhani Nivat (1947-65)

HH Prince Prem Purachatra (1965-67)

Honorary Members
(With Year of Election)

HE Anand Panyarachun (1992)
Somdet Phra Buddhakosajarn (1995)
Mrs Virginia M. Di Crocco (1995)
Mr Henri Pagau-Clarac (1995)

Mr Term Meetem (1995)
Thanpuying Putrie Viravaidya (2000)
Mr Euayporn Kerdchouay (2001)

HSH Prince Ajavadis Diskul (1967-68)
Phya Anuman Rajadhon (1968-69)

HRH Prince Wan Waithayakon (1969-76)
Prof. Chitti Tingsabadh (1976-79)

HSH Prince Subhadradis Diskul (1979-81)
MR Patanachai Jayant (1981-89)

Prof. Piriya Krairiksh (1989-94)

Mr Athueck Asvanund (1994-96)

Mr Bangkok Chowkwanyun (1996-98)
Mrs Bilaibhan Sampatisiri (1998-2004)
MR Chakrarot Chitrabongs (2004-06)
Mr Athueck Asvanund (2006-10)

Mrs Bilaibhan Sampatisiri (2010-16)

Mrs Pikulkaew Krairiksh (2016-20)

Dr Warren Y. Brockelman (2002)

Prof. Piriya Krairiksh (2002)

Dr Sumet Jumsai (2002)

Dr Chetana Nagavajara (2004)

HE Tej Bunnag (2004)

Dr Peter Skilling (2010)

Prof. Barend J. Terwiel (2020)

Dr Chris Baker (2021)

Dr Weerachai Nanakorn (2022)

Ven. Phra Phrompacharayanmuni (2025)



THE SIAM
SOCIETY

UNDER ROYAL PATRONAGE

OBITUARY
HM Queen Sirikit (1932-2025) « ML Pattaratorn Chirapravati et al.

SPECIAL EDITION: GAVAMPATI
The Legend and Cult of Gavampati * John S. Strong
Tracing Gavampati in Burma * Donald M. Stadtner
Intertextuality in Thai-Lao Buddhism: The Gavampatisutta * Gregory Kourilsky
The Great Disciple Gavampati and His Parinibbana * Javier Schnake

MANUSCRIPT STUDY
A Unified Transliteration System for Mainland Southeast Asian Scripts ¢ Trent Walker

RESEARCH HIGHLIGHTS
The Savatthi Miracles on Painted Wooden Panels in Siam ¢ Natchapol Sirisawad
Royal Palace Spaces in Late 19th-Century Siam ¢ Witinan Watanasap et al.
Memory, Power, and Gender in Siamese Cremation Volumes ¢ Karandeep Singh
Silpa Bhirasri and the Making of Thai Modern Art ¢ Sébastien Tayac

RESEARCH NOTES
The Vietnamese Origin of the 12-Year Names in Saek ¢ Pittayawat Pittayaporn
Le Fonds Georges Padoux a 'université Chulalongkorn ¢ Olivier de Bernon
The Mlabri and Land Mines in Northern Thailand « Ian G. Baird
Lap Mueang Nan and Regional Identity * Patcharee Chunthong et al.

EVENTS & EXHIBITIONS
Bronzes royaux d’Angkor, un art du divin: An Exhibition at the Musée Guimet « Sophie Biard

Decolonizing Southeast Asia Studies Conference * Ian G. Baird et al.

BOOK REVIEWS



	Inside cover Combine 1
	Inside cover Combine 2
	1-Obituary 114.1 W
	2.1. John W
	2.2. Don Color W
	2.3. Gregory 27 Apr Color W
	2.4. Javier W
	3.1. Trent Color W
	4.1 Research Highlight - Natchapol W
	4.2 Research Highlight - Witinan W
	4.3 Research Highlight - Karandeep W
	4.4 Research Highlight - Sebastien W
	5.1 Research Notes - Pittayawat W
	5.2 Research Notes - OdB W
	5.3 Research Notes - Ian Baird W
	5.4 Research Notes - Thanasin W
	6. Exhibition-Sophie Biard W
	6. Exhibition-Ian Baird W
	7. Book Reviews 114.1 W
	Inside cover Combine 3



