
SIAMESE TREASURES IN THE LIBRARY OF CONGRESS 1 

hy 

,'Jr(cu:'f .. Anglern.r;e r 

'l'hc Library of Congrl~S~ is one of the besL-lwowu iusLitut.ioll:l 

in Lhc Unite(1 States of America. Without eveu going to vVashiugtm1 

many students from all over (.be United States and from uther 

eountries have hacl an occasion to use its 8ervicos. 'l'he sale of 

printed cards to libraries throughout the \\•ol'ltl and inter-liiHary loallS 

are among the most familiar of these services. But thero are many 

services of the Library tba~ are not ·widely known. It is some of 

these that we will treat ns the subject here. 

"'I'he Library of Congress is, in fact, an aggregate 

of many libraries. 'l'he entire range of man's graphic 

expression, moreoYer, i~ covered in the Library's collect.imm. 

'l'hey contain everything from Babylonian and Assyrim1 

clay tablets long predating the Ch l'istian era, early 

papyri, Chinese books printed from wood blocks au tell atin1~ 

by centuries the introduction in Europe of printing from 

movable metal type, and medieval m~muscl'ipts to the 

rnicrocards, by which a hundred pages Ol' more of printed 

matter are photographically reproduced on a single 

sheet." 2 

'l'hese materials are acquired by pur·chase, copyright deposits, 

gifts, international exchange of government: publications, exchanges 

with other institutions, and tranfers from other United States govern­

ment agencies. Mnch has !JPen acquired hy gifts frow distinguished 

donors. 

'l'he KingH of Siam have been amnng the most. generous 

these donors. One of the eal'liest, if not. the earliost gift frPm the~e 

Kings is the first pl'inted edition of the 'l'ripitalca. (See the inscription 

1. Hevised from an <trticle originally prepared by the author for the Thai 
Alliance and published in the 1956 Mahidol Yearbook. 

2. Annual report of the Library of Congress, 1954. 
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of. t,his wol'k .from tho copy in the Library of Congress, on plate 1.) 

This worli: reveals t.he corJcern of King Chnlalongkorn for spreading 

tho knowledge of Buddhism and for enlarging the schohnship of 

his own and of other countries. In ordn to commemorate the 

twonty-fift.h year of his reign, His Majesty appointed a committee 

to prepare and issue the first printing of the Tri:pitaklZ in the Pali 

language written in Siamese characters. His choice of this project 

reveals his great vision, and his reasons are treated in fnll in the 

introdnct,ion which he wt·ote himself. He notes that. other countries, 

whose people had been adherents of the Hinayana Buddhist fait,h, 

had fallen to foreign conquerors. Because these conquerors 

were unsympathetic to the faith it had declined. But; Siam had 

remained free and independent and it had a sacred trust to preserve 

t,he tenets of the religion. In ot'der to do this it was necessary to 

record the teachings of the Buddha and make them more widely 

known. He <leciderl, vet·Y wisely, that these records should he 

pl'inted rather than written on palm leaves as they haft been in 

the par~t. He observed that palm leaf hooks would have had to 

be written in Cambodian characters, which were nnfamiliar to 

mmJt people. By using type, many copies eonld be printed and 

made avni!ablo t.o cwcryone who eonlcl 1•eacL 

'l'he volumes of the Tti.pitalca. are bound in thnle-quarter 

leat,her with the seal of King Ohulalonglwrn embossed in gold on 

the cover. The King presented copies of the work to major lihntriE!S 

and universities throughout the world. '.rhe Library of Congress 

was fortunate enough to be one of these. This treasure was recently 

brought again to light from where it lay in the Library'l:luncatalogned 

collection. The author of this discovery was M.R. Snmonjati 

Swasdikul, a tt•acher and scholar known and loved by many graduates 

of Ohnlulongkorn Univer•sity. 

'rhe ~eoond edition, which wt•s prepared under the direction 

of a Royal Commission of dignit.al'ies of lhe rrhai Bmlclhisl Clergy 

during the yertt•s 1925-1928, is mor~;~ complete in that it contains 

sevet•al books that were omitted from the earlier edition. It waEl 
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dedicated to King Vajiravndh who, not long before its publication, 

had died. A. complete deseript.ion of this edition may he fonnd in 

lhe J mwnal oj the S'iam 8ociet]J, Volume XXXV, No. ~2. 'I' he 

set compl'iscs 45 volumes with thu figmtJ of t.lte royal dophant 

impriuted on Lhe Chakri colors ot: the paper covers. 't'his udit.ion 

:·dso was pre::Jenled to the Library of Cungref:il'i. 

The: Library (,f OongresN ha~~ in Hs pn8Sl1SHion another Hei. uf 

volumeH, which eonstitutes a body of explanation anrl eommm1lHI'Y 011 

the 'J'n:2Jitaka. 'l'hc,se bouks Wl'l'f' clC'sigued to explai\1 null clarify 

clitficnlt parts of' the texts, but ti1C1y n.n• nnt for the layman. 'l'hey 

were also written in Pali. 'l'hese volumes were erlited by Klteul[J.­

earl Thera, Phra Dhammatrailokae:un, who was t,ben Chief Monk of 

Wat Mahatat. '!'hey were pnblh:!hed in 19:2;), and dedicated to the 

memory of the Prince of Chanclahuri. 

In addition to these gifts, the Library of Congress has many 

Siamese volumes which were acquired through exchanf.!CS. 'l'llese 

exchanges, which were made on an informal basis, began in 18f:)9, 

when President Buchanan sent t.wo eases of books to King Monglmt 

as a traditional exchange of gifts between governments following the 

making of a treaty. Since 190·1, the Library of Congress and the 

National Library of 'l'hailand have exercised a system of official 

exchanges. 'l'heso exchanges have brought. many valnab1e publications 

to Thailand and to the United States. In the yeut·s ahead, as the two 

countries st.rengtllen their cultural relationships, the libraries of each 

will undonbtably beeome gr·eatly enriched with the materials of 

t.lw other. 'l'he Library of Congress, which is even now working on a 

new syslem of transliteration of Siamese names in ordet· to facilitate 

the cataloguing of these material~, is proud o.l' its l'Ole in these 

enlarging cultural exchnng,;s. 




