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ABSTRACT—In March 2016, a team of researchers of the Buddhist Archives in
Luang Prabang discovered more than 800 palm-leaf fascicles in a store room at
Vat Si Bun Hiiang, one of more than two dozen monasteries which still exist in the
former royal capital of Laos. In a project supported by the Centre for the Studies of
Manuscript Cultures in Hamburg (SFB 950) these manuscripts were inventoried,
catalogued, and digitized until spring 2017. The evidence so far suggests that the
bulk of this corpus was originally stored at the monastery library (4o tham) of Vat
Si Mungkhun and at a later date, probably in the late 1970s or early 1980s, in a
time of radical political change, transferred to its present site. It seems that two
senior monks of Vat Si Mungkhun — Somdet Rattanapanya or Sathu Pho Hung
(1859-1945) and his disciple Sathu Pho Oun Hueane Rattanapanyo (1869—1955)
— played a crucial role in building up the library of Vat Si Mungkhun. They were
most respected learned monks who worked on the construction of temple buildings
and produced many bundles of palm-leaf manuscripts, notably in the 1920s and
1930s. Their names are recorded in the colophons of manuscripts they sponsored
and donated themselves. It is the objective of this article to reconstruct the origins
of this collection and its history based on a thorough analysis of colophons (of
scribes, sponsors and donors) and other paratextual evidence.

The World Heritage Site of Luang Prabang has the highest density of monasteries
in Laos, and perhaps in the whole of Southeast Asia. Since the mid-14th century, Luang
Prabang has been the main pillar of Lao Buddhism. Even after the transfer of the royal
capital of the Lan Sang Kingdom from Luang Prabang to Vientiane in 1560, the city,
situated at the confluence of the Khan and Mekong rivers, maintained its prestigious
status as the spiritual centre of Lao Buddhism. A total of thirty-three monasteries in a
town of less than 50,000 inhabitants, not including an even larger number of abandoned
monasteries and many other historical Buddhist sites, give testimony to the city’s rich
cultural heritage. Until the end of the Lao monarchy in 1975, the Supreme Patriarch
(sanghardja) of Laos resided at Vat Mai, or Vat Si Suvannaphumaram, a monastery
bordering the compound of the Royal Palace.

Indeed, the Buddhist cultural heritage of Laos survived the country’s vicissitudes of

' With a contribution by Khamvone Boulyaphonh, Buddhist Archive, Luang Prabang.
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the last two centuries much better in Luang Prabang than anywhere else in the country.
Inscribed on the UNESCO list of World Heritage in 1995, Luang Prabang has been
the site of intensive documentary research on Lao Buddhism over the last two decades
(UNESCO 2005). In the last century, many of Laos’ intellectually most influential and
charismatic monks came from Luang Prabang.

The case of the Venerable Pha
Khamchan Virachitta Maha Thera
(1920-2007), the late abbot of Vat
Saen Sukharam and one of the most
outstanding monks in 20th century
Laos, who was also a passionate
collector of wvarious kinds of art
objects, historical photographs, official
documents, manuscripts and religious
publications, has been discussed in
various  publications  (Grabowsky
and Berger 2015, Khamvone 2016).
Pha Khamchan’s impressive personal
collection of more than 400 palm-leaf
and mulberry paper manuscripts has
been inventoried, documented, and
digitized—along with similar collections
held in several other monasteries—in
the project, “Rare manuscripts of great
Buddhist thinkers of Laos: Digitization,
translation and relocation at the Buddhist
Archive of Luang Prabang”, supported

, e : B by the British Library’s Endangered
Figure 1. Pha Buaphan Vatsaro, abbot of Vat Si Bun Hiiang, .
reading a palm-leaf manuscript at his abode in Vat Si Bun Hiiang. Archives Programme from February
e Pt v ke e oo, Callcton of A ST 2015 il July 2016 (EAP 691).

In the final phase of the project,
our research team made a surprising discovery: on 15 March 2016, members of our
digitization team discovered hundreds of palm-leaf manuscripts in a storage room in
the abbot’s abode (kuti) of Vat Si Bun Hiiang, a monastery situated just next to Vat
Khili, which houses the Sala Thammavihan, an unusual two-storey building hosting the

2 More than 35,000 historic photographs (prints and negatives) have been discovered in Luang Prabang
monasteries, dating from c. 1880 to the present. Coming from nineteen distinct monastery collections (with
Pha Khamchan’s collection comprising half of the whole corpus), this unique photographic “view from inside”
documents various aspects of monastic life, pilgrimage, rituals, and social life in Luang Prabang and beyond.
An overview of the photographs and their listing is available at https://eap.bl.uk/project/EAP326/search.

3 eap.bl.uk/project/EAP691/search?page=1. This project built upon the findings of a research project titled
“The Lao Sangha and Modernity: A Buddhist Archive in Luang Prabang”, directed by the author, which
was part of a research network organized between several German universities and funded by the German
Ministry of Education and Research, “The Dynamics of Religion in Southeast Asia” (DORISEA), see: www.
dorisea.net.
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Buddhist Archives on the top floor. This discovery was such a surprise as nobody could
imagine that a rather small monastery like Vat Si Bun Hiiang, which never had a monastic
library (ho tham or ho tai),* would hold such precious documents. The manuscripts were
kept in six traditional wooden boxes and in one cabinet. Although seemingly not used
for a long time, they were mostly in good physical condition. However, the manuscripts
were neither kept in any order nor were any tags attached to the manuscript bundles
(mat) bearing inventory numbers of the Preservation of Lao Manuscripts Programme
(PLMP), which had made a survey of thousands of monastic repositories all over Laos
in the 1990s (Hundius 2009).

After a first survey conducted shortly after the discovery of the manuscripts, it
became clear that at least a substantial number of manuscripts from this corpus had been
donated by abbots and monks of neighbouring Vat Si Mungkhun, or by monks from
other monasteries and laypeople of the surrounding communities, including members
of the traditional nobility of Luang Prabang and even by the King of Luang Prabang
and other members of the royal family. Alhough several manuscripts are from the late
18th and early 19th century, the bulk dates from the first half of the 20th century. The
overwhelming prominence in this manuscript collection of scribes, sponsors and donors
associated with Vat Si Mungkhun makes it most likely that these manuscripts were
originally kept in the monastic library (ko tai) of Vat Si Mungkhun, which nowadays
is used as a monk’s dormitory (kuti) and no longer contains any manuscripts. Later
on, these manuscripts were transferred from Vat Si Mungkhun’s library to their present
location for still unknown reasons.

According to Pha One Keo Sitthivong, abbot of Vat Pak Khan and Vat Xiang
Thong and chairperson of the Lao Buddhist Fellowship Organisation in Luang Prabang
province, the manuscripts might have been moved from the library of Vat Si Mungkhun
to Vat Si Bun Hiiang for reasons of safety in the 1980s, at a time when Pha Duangta was
the abbot of Vat Si Bun Hiiang. At that time, Vat Si Mungkhun did not have an abbot,
but only a few young monks and novices, and the monastery library was damaged by
rain leaking through its defective roof. What we know for sure is that the manuscripts
had already been stored in Vat Si Bun Hiiang in the 1990s, since we have some rare
photographs taken at that time that show abbot Pha Buaphan Vatsaro sitting in his kuti
while reading from a palm-leaf manuscript. This provides circumstantial evidence that
the monks already used the manuscripts during the last decade of the 20th century. Thus,
we can conclude that the manuscripts were probably transferred to Vat Si Bun Hiiang at
some time before the early 1990s.

The twin monasteries

Vat Si Mungkhun and Vat Si Bun Hilang are small monasteries that form part of
a cluster of six monasteries lining up on Sakkarin Road in peninsular Luang Prabang.

4 Literally meaning “house of the Dhamma”, respectively “house of the Triple Gems”. As for an in-depth
study of monastic libraries in Northern Thailand, the results of which also hold true cum grano salis for Laos
and the north-eastern part of Thailand, see Lagirarde 2014.
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The other monasteries of that group are Vat Nak, Vat Sop Sikkharam, Vat That Noi, and
Vat Saen Sukharam. The first four monasteries are within the confines of the same wall,
one metre in height, that was built along the street, while the wall in front of Vat Nak
is with only 70 cm tall. In the course of the early 20th century, two monasteries were
abandoned and later integrated into other monasteries: Vat That Noi became part of Vat
Saen Sukharam and Vat Nak merged with Vat Sop Sikkharam. All of these monasteries
are supported by the local communities on both sides of Sakkarin Road and demonstrate
the belief of Lao Buddhists that a community—a village as well as a town quarter (both
called ban in Lao)—should possess one monastery as its spiritual centre.’

Among the four still existing monasteries of the group, Vat Saen Sukharam is by
far the largest and the most prominent; it possesses not only a most beautiful ordination
hall (sim), but also a large collection of manuscripts kept at various repositories. Vat Si
Bun Hiiang, at the other end of the street, belongs to the smaller monasteries in Luang
Prabang, both with regard to its size and the number of monks and novices it houses.

to by Khamvone Boulyaphonh

Figure 2. The kuti of Vat Si Bun Hilang. Pho

5 Lao village communities, as well as town quarters, usually have a vat (as its cultural and spiritual centre. The
vat is a Buddhist temple-monastery, which is not only the place for the Sangha, the community of monks and
novices, to live and meditate, but also a place for laypeople to come together for festival celebrations, to take
part in religious rituals, to search for spiritual experiences, and to seek the advice of highly respected monks
in more worldly matters. The vat is a place where the Sangha and the laity come together to participate in
mutually rewarding and meritorious activities. In addition, the vaz is an educational centre, which offers the
teaching of the Dhamma, the fundamental truths revealed by the Buddha, as well as secular sciences. In other
words, it is a repository of traditional knowledge. It is at the very core of every Lao village community. While
a vat determines the identity of a community, the members of that community have the obligation to maintain
the vat. The Lao temple-monastery (vaf) as a social space and the interaction between Sangha and laity in the
Lao context are discussed in Hayashi 2003: 101-111. See also Holt 2009 and Bounleuth 2016.

Journal of the Siam Society, Vol. 107, Pt. 1, 2019



THAI AND LAO MANUSCRIPT CULTURES REVISITED 83

Vat Si Bun Hiiang

Vat Si Bun Hiiang, “Monastery of Glorious Merit”, or Vat Si Bun Hiiang Sirimaram,
is a small monastery located on Sakkarin Road. When looking from the north to the
south, it is the first of a group of six monasteries; it was built in 1758/59, i.e. during the
reign of King Sotika Kumman (1776-81), and was restored several times during the
20th century (Khamman 1964: 37). The most prominent buildings in the monastery
compound are: the sim (ordination or temple hall) built in so-called Luang Prabang style II; a
drum shelter close to the street corner; and two beautiful monk’s living quarters (kuti).

Figure 3.The wooden inscription at the archway of the entrance door of the abbot’s abode in Vat Si Bun Hiiang. Photo by
Somsack Thongsavatphon, a Buddhist Archive staff member, 5 September 2017.

The kuti on the northern side has a wooden inscription at the archway of the entrance
door to the store room where the large repositery of over 500 palm-leaf manuscripts
is located. This remarkable inscription says that the kut#i was built in 1940 by a local
nobleman and his wife from Ban Khao Khiap (present Ban Khili), Luang Prabang. At
the archway of the entrance door of the abbot’s abode there is an inscription engraved on
a nicely decorated wooden board. The text of the inscription, written in the Lao variant
of the Dhamma script (fua akson tham lao) reads as follows:
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In the year Chunlasakkarat 1302, Buddhist Era 2483, a kat si year (year of the
dragon), on the fifteenth waxing day of the eleventh [lunar] month, the fourth
day of the week, which corresponds to 15 October 1940,° the writing [of this
manuscript] has been completed, at the time of the sunset drum (nyam kong ngai).
[The principal initiators], namely Chan Man, Phanya Maha Monti, and Nang Phia
Phaeng Si, from [the town quarter of] Ban Khao Khiap of Xiang Thong sub-district

¢ In fact, the Lao date corresponds to Wednesday, 16 October 1940, which was indeed “the fourth day of the
week”.
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(tasaeng), along with their offspring, had the religious faith to build one [new]
monk’s abode (kuti) and a veranda of the old abode at Vat Si Bun Hiiang to be dedicated
to the Teachings of the Buddha. May this have permanent [good results] until [the
completion of] 5,000 years. This morally good deed made by intention (cetana-kusula),
which is [the kuti] we all built here together, may produce rewards according to the
wishes of our heart both in this life and in [all] future lives, namely [finally attaining]
nibbana as we all now [want to] realize. Arahato-magga-aratho nibbanam paramam
sukham. (The path to Arahantship, Nibbana [is] the highest [stage] of happiness.)

In the 20th century, Vat Si Bun Hilang had many abbots residing in this monastery,
sometimes over an extended period of time. Some abbots disrobed, while others died
or left the monastery to pursue higher Buddhist education. The last abbot was Pha
Bunlek Rochanayano, also known as Chao Mom Khamlek,” who until recently served
as the acting abbot of Vat Si Bun Hiiang. He informed the Buddhist Archive about the
existence of the manuscript repositery in the store room of his living quarters.

Pha Bunlek was born on 5 December 1945 in Luang Prabang. In 1964, he was
ordained as a monk at the age of twenty-one at Vat Suvannakhili. He graduated from the
Buddhist school of Luang Prabang, finishing the prian prayok hok (the sixth grade of
Buddhist Pali studies). In 1975, he left the monastic life, married, had a family, and later
became a teacher at the Buddhist school of Luang Prabang, where he taught “Dhamma”
and “Pali language”. Possessing a sound expertise in Pali and the Dhamma script (fua
akson tham), he reordained at Vat Na Sang, Luang Prabang, in July 2014, to become once
again a member of the Sangha. In 2015, he was invited by the inhabitants of Ban Phon
Hiang to take over as the abbot at Vat Si Bun Hiiang where he supervised 23 novices.
After his disrobing at the end of 2016, Mr. Bunlek Inthalhi resumed his role as teacher at
the Buddhist school of Luang Prabang. In his free time, he serves as a ceremonial master
for su khwan ceremonies for important guests visiting Luang Prabang.

Vat Si Mungkhun

Vat Si Mungkhun, “Monastery of noble auspiciousness”, or Vat Si Mungkhun
Xaiyaram, is located on Sakkarin Road, Luang Prabang. It was built in CS 1125 (AD
1763/64) during the reign of King Sotika Kumman (r. 1750-1771) by Phia Kang
Mungkhun, who gave the monastery its name (Engelmann 2015: 64). The honorific
“Xaiyaram” (“victorious monastery””) was added later to the monastery’s name. The
most prominent buildings in the monastery compound are a small tapered-arch chapel
near the street, and a small two-storey library with a nice roof (now used as a monk’s
dormitory). An old kuti, with three rooms surrounded by terraces, was built in 1926 by
Phanya Miiang Khang (Thit Un Hiian). This monk’s abode is at present under renovation.
A wooden inscription at the archway of the entrance door of a kuti in Vat Si Mungkhun
testifies to the collaborative effort of the abbot of Vat Si Mungkhun, Khuba (also: Sathu Pho)
Hung, and leading laypersons to develop the monastery and its supporting town quarter.

" His name on his ID card says Pha Bunlek Rochanayano, but the people call him Pha Khamlek. Pha Khamlek
left the monastic order on 7 July 2016 and became a staff member of the EAP691 project.
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Figure 4. Wooden inscription at the entrance to a kuti in Vat Si Mungkhun. Photo by Khamvone Boulyaphonh 8 September
2017.
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In Culasakkarat 1288, a hwai nyi year (Year of the Dog), athikamat (the second
eighth lunar month), on the twelfth waxing day of the eight lunar month,?
at the time of the sunset drum. I, Thit Un Hiian (Phaya Miiang Kang) and my
wife, Sao Kaenchan from Ban Xiang Thong, Luang Prabang, together with Khuba
(Monk) Hung, who is the abbot of Vat Si Mungkhun, along with all our children and
relatives, had the religious faith to build this kuti and also to pay the remuneration
for the workers, and we also built the terrace in front of this kuti. [...] The grand
total of money that I spent on buying materials and workers and the donation of
money by Khuba Hung was more than 400 [Indochinese] piastres (mman), the other
amount I could not remember. I was the architect and built this kuti by myself.
May the result of this merit support all of us through this life and in all future lives
according to our desires until finally reaching Nibbana as the ultimate goal. On

8 1288 Toutyashada 12 = Wednesday, 21 July 1926.
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the other hand, may the result of this merit support grandparents, parents, uncles,
grandfathers and all descendants who die. All creatures that [ killed either willingly
or unwillingly. May the result of this merit support them all to escape from suffering
and reach happiness. Suddhinam vatta me dhanam nibbanam paramam sukham
(Well donated is our gift, [a condition for us to reach] nibbana which is the highest
stage of happiness.)

Vat Si Mungkhun is renowned for carrying out every year a most auspicious
ceremony to honour its own name. The monastery has a small old library (ko tai)
and an old kuti, which is on the western side of the sim. The library has been used for
storing manuscripts over many years. Later, when the position of abbot was vacant, the
manuscripts seemed to have been moved and kept elsewhere, namely—as we were able
to demonstrate—to the neighbouring monastery of Vat Si Bun Hiiang, thus sliding into
temporary oblivion until their recent rediscovery. As mentioned above, at the time when
the large corpus of manuscripts was discovered (in the storage room of the abbot’s kuti
at Vat Si Bun Hiiang), the library at Vat Si Mungkhun was used as a dormitory. Before,
we would have never suspected that the manuscripts would be transferred from this
library. The building is simple and small, but elegant with a two-tiered roof and was
built by the abbot, Sathu Hung Rattanapannya (Ratanapafina), in the 1930s to store
his collection of manuscripts. It is small in order to fit within the limited space in the
compound of the monastery.

Figures 5 and 6. The sim and library of Vat Si Mungkun. The library, built in the 1930s, is now used as a monks’ dormitory;
photo by Khamvone Boulyaphonh, 24 July 2017.
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Sathu Pho Hung or Somdet Rattanapannya (Hung),” whom people preferred to call
Sathu Pho Hung, was born in 1859 in Ban Vat Saen, Luang Prabang. He was the son of
Mr. Chan Kam from Ban Tha Khok and Mrs. Nang La from Ban Khao Khiap (present-
day Ban Khili). When Sathu Pho Hung was still a layman, he took two wives. His first
wife was named Mrs. Bua, who came from the city quarter of Ban Khao Khiap; his
second wife was named Mrs. Thongsi, who came from Ban Kang. Sathu Pho Hung
was ordained as a monk in 1904, at the age of forty-five, and served as abbot of Vat Si
Mungkhun for many years until his death in 1945. We do not know the reasons for his
rather late ordination, though the premature death of his two wives might have prompted
his ordination in the prime of his life. Among the many manuscripts to whose making
he contributed, either as scribe or as sponsor and donor, is a multiple-text manuscript
(BAD-21-1-0567), which he dedicated to his parents, his two wives and his children, all
of whom had already passed away. The unusually long colophon on folio 26r of fascicle
1 not only reveals details concerning the production of the manuscript and its contents,
but also provides brief biodata of its sponsor:
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In [CS] 1280, a poek sanga year, on the tenth waxing day of the eleventh [lunar]
month, the third day of the week, a hap mot (met) day,'° the writing was finished
at the time of the sunset drum. Sathu Pho Hung from Vat Si Mungkhun, born in
Ban Vat Saen, as the initiating [monastic supporter], along with his children and all
members of his family, had the deep religious faith to sponsor the making of the
manuscripts titled: Pupphasikkha vannana. which contains 2 bundles, 5 fascicles
and 17 folios; Navakovat containing 2 fascicles, 11 folios; Uppasampatha 8

? Sadhu means “good man”; Pho means “father”, and Hung means “bright”. Sathu Pho was the traditional
title given to a monk who had a family before entering into the monastery. Somdet means highness, majesty,
the highest title for members of the nobility and for monks; Rattanapannya is his Pali name. Somdet
Rattanapannya, found in the colophons of many manuscripts that he sponsored, was the honoured name given
him by the local Sangha and laypeople as a highly venerated abbot.

101280 Asvina 10 = Tuesday, 15 October 1918. This day was indeed a hap met day.
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containing 22 folios; and Patchavekkhana containing 11 folios to support the
Teachings of the Buddha to last for 5,000 years. This is done in dedication to my
father, Chan Kam from Ban Tha Khok and my mother, Sao La from Ban Vat Saen,
as well as to my children and my two wives, one named Sao Bua from Ban Khao
Khiap and the other named Sao Thongsi from Ban Kang, and to all my siblings and
relatives who have already passed away to the other world. May this transferred merit
support them to escape from suffering and reach happiness. Even if they have already
reached a good place, they ought to move to an even better place, with a 10,000 being
equal to a 100,000. On the other hand, may we all reach the three stages of happiness
with Nibbana as the ultimate goal. Nibbana paccayo hotu no dhuvam niccam. (May
this be a condition for us to reach Nibbana, forever and continuously.) (...)

Figure 7. An official portrait of two monks who were friends.
Left: Pha Hung Rattanapannya, abbot of Vat Si Mungkhun;
Right: Pha Un Hiian Rattapannyo, Vat Si Mungkhun. The
photograph was taken in the early 1940s. Collection of Vat
Saen Sukharam. Buddhist Archive No. B0561.

Sathu Pho Hung’s most outstanding
achievement is the restoration in 1930 of
the sim of Vat Si Mungkhun, which still
exists today. The two-storey small library
with beautiful roof at Vat Si Mungkhun,
probably built in the early 20th century,
was his work because in the colophons of
many manuscripts, the abbot is recorded
as “maker” or “producer” (Lao: phu
sang), i.e., sponsor and donor.!" This
abbot not only had a passion for making
manuscripts, but also for building the
library to store them. The abbot’s full
title, as stated in the colophons, is Somdet
Rattanapannya (Hung). This means that
he was considered an important monk,
who had been elevated to a position of
high rank within the ecclesiastical order
of Luang Prabang in the first third of the
20th century. Other recorded names are
Sathu Pho Hung and Maha Sangkhasa
Rattanapannya. The local people revered
him because of his reputation as a fortune
teller. He had great expertise in traditional
magic practices. People often came to ask

him to prepare and bless holy water because they believed that such holy water could
solve their problems and help them achieve prosperity. He also advised people about
the auspicious time to organize important events or to leave home on a long-distance
journey. One portrait, which has the Buddhist Archive No. B0561R, shows Somdet
Rattanapannya (Hung) with Sathu Pho Un Hiian Rattanapanyo, his close friend and later

1T As for the meaning of the term phu sang, see the discussion in the section “Content of Colophons” further

below.
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successor,'? in around 1931 during their first encounter at Vat Si Mungkhun. Sathu Pho
Hung passed away in 1945 at the age of eighty-six.

The manuscript collection of Vat Si Bun Hiiang

Of the 541 manuscripts in the Vat Si Bun Hiiang collection, comprising at total of
861 fascicles (phuk), 353 (two-thirds) are dated and only 188 (one-third) are undated. In
fact, in the manuscript cultures of the Tai and Lao world most manuscripts—regardless of
whether they use palm-leaf or various kinds of paper as writing support—have elaborate
systems for providing exact dates when the scribe had completed the writing or copying
of his manuscript. This is not something which we should take for granted because
in most other manuscript cultures of South and Southeast Asia (for example, Tamil,
Mon and Khmer), much less care is taken with a precise dating. Dated manuscripts
are, therefore, the exception rather than the rule. The vast majority of the palm-leaf
manuscripts from Vat Si Bun Hiiang contain one single text running over one palm-leaf
fascicle, others contain more than one, some even up to ten fascicles. However, many
of the multi-fascicle manuscripts are not complete and have one or even more missing
fascicles. A number of manuscripts comprising one single fascicle may have originally
been from a larger multi-fascicle manuscript with the remaining fascicles lost. Some
manuscripts are complete and in good physical condition while others are lightly or
severely damaged, with parts of the text missing.

The oldest manuscript in the Vat Si Bun Hiiang collection, which can be dated
accurately, is a fragment of the Nagarakhanda, the thirteenth and last section (khanda)
of the Vessantara Jataka (BAD-21-1-0485); the date when the writing was finished
corresponds to Thursday, 5 September 1799 of the Gregorian calendar. Onne even older
extant manuscript—containing a Maha Vibak (“Great Retribution”) text—but its dating
(January 1783) is less precise and contains internal contradictions (BAD-21-1-0477).
More certain is the dating of an untitled manuscript BAD-21-1-0478, which contains
a Vohara text. The colophon records a date whose components points to Thursday, 12
October 1662 as the likely day when the scribe finished the writing of the manuscript.
The most recent manuscript is from 1982. Thus, the whole collection covers a time span
of 320 years.

The taxonomy of manuscripts varies depending on regulations and the aims of such
classifications. Phouvong Phimmasone (1959) demonstrates that in the 16th century, Lao
folklore was derived from Indian sources. Buddhist sermons and chants also flourished
during this period. They became a source of inspiration for many popular tales in both
verse and prose. Some manuscripts, moreover, contain quite diverse texts, which are
difficult to classify and place in an appropriate category. McDaniel considers manuscripts
containing nissaya, vohara, and namasadda texts as pedagogical manuscripts. '

In the 1990s, the Preservation of Lao Manuscripts Programme (PLMP) divided

12 As for a biography of Sathu Pho Un Hiiang Rattanapanyo (1869-1955), see Pha One Keo Sitthivong and
Khamvone Boulyaphonh 2011: 30.

13 McDaniel 2008: 109.
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thousands of texts—86,000 texts written on 368,000 fascicles, of which about 12,337
texts are currently available for online research—into twenty categories.'* Of these, the
last two categories (“miscellaneous” anenuie and “undetermined” UT(;‘S/@WEJ’J@TT:) are
remarkable because they illustrate a peculiar feature of Lao manuscripts: specifically
that some manuscripts, both palm-leaf and paper manuscripts, contain various texts.
Whereas the personal collection of manuscripts kept by Pha Khamchan Virachitto in
his living quarters contained a high percentage of such multiple-text manuscripts, in
particular among the mulberry paper folding books, they are rare in the Vat Si Bun
Hiiang collection. Several secular or non-religious texts do not appear in any of the
manuscripts from this collection, for example, customary law texts, philological and
astrological treatises, and the wide field of secular literature, apart from a few folk tales
(nithan G ). Texts related to white magic (sainyasat Tewrnaes) and rites and rituals
(phithikam d8nssw) are as rare as medical treatises (famla ya gns2n). The collection
contains several dozen chronicles, all of which have to be classified as “Buddhist
chronicles” (tamnan phutthasatsana ghunuunsFaEu).

This scarcity of manuscripts carrying secular texts confirms our hypothesis that
the Vat Si Bun Hiiang collection is not the outcome of a decade-long collecting of
manuscripts by one, or more, senior monk for personal study but that these manuscripts
originally belonged to a monastic repository, namely that of the neighbouring monastery
of Vat Si Mungkhun. Against this background, it does not come as a surprise that almost
230 manuscript-fascicles contain texts from the Pali canon and thus can be classified as
belonging to the categories of Vinaya, Suttanta or Abhidhamma.

The large number of Jataka texts written on palm-leaf is not surprising either. This
suggests that the Jataka stories, dealing with the previous lives of the Buddha, are not
only well known to the Lao people of Luang Prabang, but are also very popular. Among
the many Jataka stories, the Vessantara Jataka is the most popular one. It tells the story of
one of Buddha’s lives immediately before he was born as Sidhartha Gotama. The story
is about the compassionate Prince Vessantara, who gives away everything he owns,
including his children, thereby displaying the virtue of perfect generosity, or dana. It is
also known as the Thet Mahasat (Great Birth Sermon), familiar to Lao Buddhists under
the name Phavet or Phavetsandon. Phavet is also the name of a traditional festival,
Bun Phavet, which is held sometime around the fourth lunar month (March/April) of
every year. The festival lasts two or three days, with the story of Prince Vessantara
being recited all day on the final day of the festivities. The story, composed in verse
form and comprising thirteen chapters, or kan (sieu%), is chanted aloud by monks and
novices with years of experience preaching all of the chapters. The text combines Pali
words and phrases with the respective Lao translation.'> According to tradition, three of
them—Himmaphan, Thanakhan, Kumman—are usually divided into two volumes. As a
consequence of this subdivision, the story of Prince Vessantara is composed and written
on sixteen fascicles of palm leaves. However, many of the Jataka manuscripts from the
Vat Si Bun Hiiang collection comprise only one of the thirteen kan, not the complete text.

4 For more details, please visit http://www.laomanuscripts.net.
15 See Bounleuth 2016: 110.
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Table 1: Distribution of texts of the Vat Si Bun Hiiang corpus according to genres

Genre }Z)S'C?J: les percent
Customary law AAGRD --- ---
Didactics AEou 20 2.3
Monolingual Pali AUASUE 4 0.5
(White) Magic Tauraes 7 0.8
Jataka tales %160 291 33.8
Buddhist chronicles ENUNUWTNSANEUN 69 8.1
Secular chronicles G'muwm%@o --- ---
Medical treatises a1 4 0.5
General Buddhism 559U U 9 1
Buddhist tales fenes55U 46 53
Prayers UNFIOUUCS 43 5
Suttanta doctrine WSEHEES 109 12.7
Vinaya rules w%%ﬁ@ 74 8.6
Abhidhamma doctrine WaEoRs55Y 46 53
Folktales aN1u 4 0.5
Philology ONYIFAEES " "
Rites and rituals fansau 8 0.9
(Secular) Literature N55¢umE - -
Astrology Tnamaes - -
Anisong (blessings) onftiaad 123 14.3
Miscellaneous RANYHUIG) --- ---
Unclassified USEru6 I 3 0.3
Total SIUTSRUE 861 100

Besides the Jatakatales, Anisong (Pali: anisamsa) texts are featured most prominently
in the Vat Si Bun Hiiang collection of manuscripts.'® Anisong texts are generally known
under the terms Salong or Song in Lao. These popular texts, inscribed mostly on palm-

16 As Arthid Sheravanichkul (2009 and 2010) has shown in his seminal study of gift-giving in the Thai and
Lao world, the kind of gifts reccommended in Anisong texts pertain to (a.) giving alms to the Sangha (food and
medicine, robes and cloth, ritual offerings, such as flowers and lamps, sponsoring the construction of temple
buildings, copying of religious texts); (b.) producing objects of worship (images, stupas); (c.) constructing
public works (bridges, roads, hospitals, schools); and (d.) giving gifts in ceremonies or festivals (celebrating
a new house, funerals, the Buddhist New Year, etc.). The manuscripts of the Pha Khamchan Virachitto’s
collections containing Anisong are analysed in Bounleuth 2015b and Bounleuth 2016: 130-136.
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leaf, mulberry paper and other kinds of paper, are used for performing sermons or
preaching. These short homilitic texts, which rarely contain more than twenty folios,
are about the rewards of merit, or literally the “advantage”, which a believer may expect
to receive from performing a particular religious deed. More surprisingly, collections
of manuscripts also include titles referring to non-Buddhist rituals, such as a marriage
ceremony (Anisong taeng ngan) in which monks are not supposed to intervene in this
region of Southeast Asia. In truth, Anisong could be seen as a paradigm of the principle
of what we might call “Buddhization by means of text”, that is, the legitimization of a
given practice by its written record with a sacred script (the Dhamma script) on a sacred
object (the manuscript). In this way, any local custom may become unquestionably
“Buddhist” if it is included as a subject in an Anisong.

Lao palm-leaf manuscripts: material aspects

According to traditional Lao education, the acquisition of knowledge in ancient Lao
society is dependent upon the study of manuscripts. Unlike modern textbooks, which
introduce script, orthography and grammar of a language to the students in a systematic
and structured way, young novices acquire their reading skills by studying religious
instructions in manuscripts chosen by their teachers. If the text, or texts, in a manuscript
was written in the Dhamma script (tua akson tham édnwssssw) they would “study
Dhamma script writings”. In the same way, if the text was recorded in the Old Lao script
(tua akson lao buhan dhonwsa1iysnu), the reading activity would be called the “study
of old Lao writings”.!” The reading of texts in Khom script (a variant of the Khmer script
used for the writing of religious texts mainly in Central and Southern Thailand)'® would
be coined in a similar fashion. Traditional monastic education places more emphasis on
reading and less on writing. The number of monks who developed advanced writing
skills was relatively small. It was not unusual to find young Lao men, who were able
to read fluently, but had only poor writing skills. It is a widespread belief, both in the
monastic as well as the secular environment, that the skill of “writing” is reserved for
people of authority.

Lao manuscripts are mostly inscribed with a stylus on palm-leaf sheets of rectangular
shape varying in length. Each bundle or fascicle of leaves (phuk tn) is usually fastened
together with braided cords (sai sanong enveaueg) threaded through one or two holes
pierced through the entire body of the manuscript. Based on the data collected by
the earlier mentioned Programme for the Preservation of Lao Manuscripts, it can be
estimated that more than ninety percent of Lao manuscripts are palm-leaf manuscripts

17 As for the origins and dissemination of the Dhamma script, which originated in Northern Thailand (Lan
Na), presumably in the 14th century, and spread from there to Laos in the second half of the 15th century, see
Grabowsky 2008.

18 Up until the beginning of the 20th century, the Khom script was used for works written in Pali. It was also
frequently used for religious texts in the vernacular (notably Thai). On the other hand, manuscripts with
secular content were only written in the Thai script. Lao manuscripts written in Khom script are rather rare,
but not completely unusual as has been shown by Igunma 2013. They are found in southern Laos more than
in the north.
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(nangsii bai lan wis&eluanu). The number of leaves in a given fascicle depends on the
length of the text. Generally speaking, numerous palm-leaf fascicles, that contain the
same literary text, are fastened together. Such a bundle is called a sum (). A rather
widespread method of protecting manuscript fascicles bound together by a cord was
the insertion of at least one, sometimes two or three, blank folios both at the beginning
and at the end. Sometimes one of these blank folios, usually the front cover folio, would
bear the title of the text and the fascicle’s number (in the case of texts running over more
than one fascicle).

Two wooden boards were frequently added to the bundle for protection. The bundle
was then usually wrapped in a piece of cloth and tied with a cotton string. A wrapped
bundle of manuscripts is called mat (:3J@). A mat could either consist of a single bundle
comprising one single text or consist of multiple bundles with several fascicles and
texts. Most palm-leaf manuscripts were inscribed with a stylus and these incisions were
made visible by darkening them with a charcoal or soot based black paint. Traditionally,
the black paint used for making incisions visible on palm leaves is the wood oil of
dipterocarpus, which is known to Lao people as nam man nyang (thiuwns)."

The spelling of words appearing in Lao manuscripts—both palm-leaf and paper
manuscripts—depends greatly on the script because the orthographic systems of the
Dhamma and the Lao Buhan scripts differ considerably. It is not unusual for scribes to mix
the orthographic systems of both scripts, and in some instances we find idiosyncrasies,
reflecting particular multilingual and multi-ethnic cultural environments to which the
scribes were exposed. Some of these idiosyncratic or hybrid orthographic features might
have occurred intentionally, while others probably came about rather unintentionally.
For example, the spelling of Lao words containing the diphthong /u:a/, like in the word /
da:an (\&ou), “month”, is often written /do:n/ (16u) following some local pronunciation.
A particular feature of the Dhamma script is the use of subscript and superscript for
writing final consonants. The consistent use of tone markers (mai ek Tuion and mai tho
stﬁw) is expected from modern printed publications, but is a rather recent phenomenon
in Lao manuscript culture. In most manuscripts dated prior to the mid-20th century, tone
markers are hardly used at all.

Unlike paper manuscripts, palm-leaf manuscripts are mostly numbered by a
combination of consonant and vowel graphemes, according to the order used for the
arrangement of words written in Devanagari and other Indic scripts (for the sake of
simplicity, it shall be called “Sanskrit orthography”). This system of foliation, which
is especially used for manuscripts that contain religious texts, uses a combination of
consonant and vowel graphemes. The first twelve folios would start with £ (a voiceless
and unaspirated velar), the first consonant of the alphabet, which is then combined with
twelve vowels —a, a, i, 1, u, i, e, ai, 0, au, am, ah —which are used in Sanskrit. Apart from
the last one, these vowels are pronounced similar to the pronunciation of the equivalent
vowels in Lao. Thus, the first twelve folios would be paginated: ka, ka, ki, ki, ku, kiz, and
so forth, which correspond to one, two, three, four, five and six, until twelve. Especially
in the case of a longer texts, single-fascicle manuscripts would comprise more than

19 For further details, see Bounleuth 2016: 42-46; and Bounleuth 2015: 54-57.
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twelve leaves, the remaining consonants, such as k#, g, gh, n, c, ch, j, jh, i1, and so forth,
will likewise be combined with the same set of twelve vowels.

Some scribes prefer cardinal numbers to order the fascicle of a palm-leaf manuscript.
This approach to foliation is required if the manuscript-fascicle is very large; that is to
say, if it consists of hundreds of leaves. The writing of high-digit numbers—comprising
several numerals, especially three or four-digit numbers—deserves special attention.
Often, both words and numerals are combined to indicate a number above 100. For
instance, the number “125” may be recorded as “hundred 25 (koi 25)” or “hundred 205
(hoi 205)”. Traditionally, the foliation was only written in the centre of the left-hand
margin of the verso side of each leaf, thus demonstrating that palm-leaf manuscripts
are divided by leaf, not page. A number of manuscripts were foliated by applying the
two systems of pagination in parallel. The numeral was mostly written in the left-hand
margin of the first page of each leaf, whereas the numerated word was placed in the
traditional manner. Some palm-leaf manuscripts have been foliated twice, first with the
combination of consonant and vowel graphemes, as described above, and a second time
(mostly not by the original scribe but by a later user) by using numerals.”® There are
also some rare cases where the foliation has been realized by using both Lao and Arabic
numerals (see BAD-21-1-0401).

Dates and calendrical systems

Lao manuscripts have traditionally been dated according to the so-called “little era”
(cunlasakkalat, chunlasakkarat or culasakardja), which was first introduced in March
638 AD. Until the early 20th century, this era was still popular among the Thai and
Lao. The calendar originated in Burma and from there spread throughout mainland
Southeast Asia, replacing older eras. This happened at the time when Burma rose to
be the dominant regional power in mainland Southeast Asia during the 16th century.
As Eade points out, according to conventions culasakaraja (CS) starts in March 639
AD. “That is the date of its year 1, from which it does not follow that it began then.
Like all Southeast Asian eras, it had a year 0, unlike the Christian Era, which has no 0
AD.” (Eade 1995: 17). Since the 1930s, the Buddhist era (BE), counting the time that
has passed since the Buddha’s parinibbana (“Nirvana after death”), has replaced the
culasakardja. Yet, there are a number of manuscripts where both eras—CS and BE—
are recorded (f.e., BAD-21-1-0177).

A few manuscripts, notably from the post-1975 period, even use the Common or
Christian era (AD), which is the officially recognized era in present-day Laos. A large
number of dated manuscripts only speak of “the Era” (sakkarat or sangkhat) without
specifying it. We can be sure that in such cases culasakaraja is meant. In several
manuscripts, a “Greater Era” (Pali: mahasakardja) is indicated. This era, whose “year 1”
corresponds to AD 79, has hardly been used in the Tai-Lao world after the 16th century.
It seems highly unlikely that 19th century Lao manuscripts would be dated according
to this era. A closer examination of the colophons shows that in all cases where the

20 For details, see Bounleuth 2016: 59-62.
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scribe records mahasakardja (MS), “Greater Era”, he in fact means culasakaraja (CS),
“Smaller Era”. Perhaps in order to elevate the importance of CS, it was elevated to the
allegedly “higher” status of MS.

In addition to the culasakaraja year, dates in Tai-Lao historical records were also given
with reference to the corresponding year of a sixty-year cycle. This sexagesimal cycle is
known by almost all Tai speaking groups (see Terwiel 1980) and is composed of two repeating
series of terms. The first series consists of ten names, referring to the year numbers of the
decade, the second series is composed of the twelve names of the animal cycle. The series of
ten is repeated six times and the series of twelve five times. Thus sixty different combinations
are generated before the sexagesimal cycle restarts.?! The first year of the cycle, for example,
is called kat sai by the Lao and can be rendered in English as “the year of the small snake, the
first year of the decade”. A cross-checking comparison of both dates—culasakaraja year and
the sexagesimal cycle year—allows us to disclose copyist and other errors in the historical
records. This catalogue discusses such errors in the footnotes.

Each animal year consists of twelve lunar months, which are divided into odd-
numbered months (\&eu#) comprising twenty-nine days and even-numbered months
(Léeng) with thirty days. The name of each month begins with the word diian and is
followed by its number, with the exception of the first two months, called chiang (one)
and nyi (two) respectively. Therefore, one animal year has 354 days. To reconcile the
lunar calendar with the solar year comprising 365.25 days, every two to three years
an intercalary month is added, making up a total of thirteen months in those years.
The added month is the eighth month, a thirty-day month known to the Lao people as
paet song hon (wegegnu), literally “second eight month”. The first eighth month is
called diian paet ton (LCI§GULLU@gU), or Pratomasada, whereas the second eighth month
is referred to as diian paet lun (\&euulagu), or Tutyasada. According to Chao Phetsalat
(2011: 13), ancient scholars drew up an extra year, comprising thirteen months, in order
to match the Western calendar. A thirteen-month year occurs every two or three years
depending on the dithi thaloen sok (&8wad9rin), or the day on which the New (solar)
Year begins. The first day of a year with thirteen months lies between the fifth lunar
month—the tenth day of the waning moon—and the sixth lunar month—the fifth
day of the waxing moon.

The numeration of months varies from region to region, as in general it follows
the agricultural cycle. The first month of the year usually coincides with the end of the
rainfall (October-December). It is not to be confused with the first month of the calendar
year, which is called caitra or vaisaka, according to Indian tradition, and starts at the
end of March or beginning of April. According to Eade (1989: 11), one has to bear in
mind that the new culasakaraja years must begin within a span bounded (inclusively)
by the sixth day of caitra and the first five days of vaisdka.” In Laos, like in Thailand
(except the upper north), caitra is called “the fifth month”, in Lan Na (upper northern
Thailand) “the seventh month”, and in the Tai Khiin and Tai Lii inhabited areas of the
Upper Mekong region “the sixth month”.

2l For the Chinese origins of the sexigesimal calendar and its spread over Southeast Asia, in particular among
the Tai speaking areas, see Billard 1963; Davis 1976; Terwiel 1980; and Saimdng 1981.
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Each lunar month comprises two fortnights. The first fortnight is called diian khiin
(1Boudu), literally meaning “the rising moon” or “the waxing moon”. It comprises fifteen
days. The second fortnight, comprising fourteen or fifteen days, is named diiang haem
(\@ousu), which means “the waning moon”. Days of the week are named by numbers,
beginning with the word wan (%u) and followed by ordered cardinal numbers. The first
day of the week is Sunday and the last, and seventh, day is Saturday. Wan sam—literally,
“Day Three” —refers to the third day of the week, corresponding to Tuesday. This way of
reckoning days is usually called the “Mon reckoning” of the weekday. In addition, there
is also a “Tai reckoning” which divides the days into cycles of sixty days, following the
same sexagesimal pattern similar to the one used for the reckoning of years. According
to Tai-Lao tradition, the name of a specific year consists of two components. The first
component signifies the year of the decade (ten-year cycle) and is called mae pi (uwud),
literally “mother of the year”. The second component pertains to the Year of the Animal
(twelve-year cycle) and is named /uk pi (gn?D), literally “child of the year”. The naming
of the days follows the same system; thus, we have mae mii (LLan‘T@), “mother of the day”,
and luk mii (Qﬂf‘T@) respectively. The names of the Days of the Animals begin with the
word mii (ﬁye), whereas the year starts with pi (7).

Apart from a dual dating of years and days, colophons of Lao manuscripts very
often record the time of the day (nyam en3) when the scribe finished the writing of
his manuscript. It is not surprising that a scribe noticed with pride the moment when
his arduous and often painstaking work of copying a long sacred text came to an end.
Preferred times of the day for marking the end of the writing process were “the time of
the morning drum” (nyam kong ngai = 7:30-9:00 h), “the time of the forenoon horn”
(nyam thae kai thiang = 9:00-10:30 h), and “the time of the sunset drum” (nyam kong
laeng = 13:30-15:00 h).

An example for a most elaborate and “complete* date is recorded in the colophon
of manuscript BAD-21-1-0479. This manuscript contains one single fascicle (no. 3)
of the Balasankhaya Jataka, an apocryphal birth story about a previous incarnation of
the Buddha which is widely popular in Laos, north-eastern and northern Thailand. The
colophon, written in centred position on the verso side of folio 22, states:

NI el 99Y & (ewod] 6 TN LEoU el 29N oo AN WoNETU
& PoNEE FULAYIUNDIINY |(...)

o —~ - O v .
psahraGea W2 o 0yma e e Ob QI n-anamab)

a9 < '.\.' lep B B = B \.wi\‘u VY i =oa

In CS 1205, a ka mao year, on the eleventh waxing day of the twelfth [lunar]
month, the fifth day of the week, a kot si day, the writing was finished at the time
of the morning drum. (...)
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With the assistance of Lars Gislén’s computer programme based on Chris Eade’s
manuals (1989, 1995, and 1996), this date (1205 Karttika 11) could be converted into the
following date of the Western calendar: Thursday, 2 November 1843. As this day was indeed
a kot si day, we can be confident about the accuracy of the date provided in the colophon.
In the rather large number of inconsistent recording of days, it is not always possible to
decide whether the day of the moon phase, the (Mon) day of the week or the (Tai) day of
the sexigesimal cycle is preferable. In the following example, however, the Tai day solves a
contradiction between the day of the moon phase and the day of the week. The colophon of
manuscript BAD-21-1-0073, titled Pariria-parami, states (on folio 12 recto):

) ) SPHRIBOGE Bg2) <G PPOERHRIVZE LT ISP 2920 B DI PRBOD. Ll
D2 PBEHIG 000D AN

= 258)72H 8597 q;g(mf:}«;vgﬁ/«om)»,‘ 5 OO QOGS

@gaﬁfﬂm%ﬁ@ 1290 O TNE WEewdws 2u 1 A Fu 4 Josulda

In CS 1290, a poek si year, on the first waxing day of the first [lunar] month, the fourth
day of the week, a hwai set day,”* [the writing of this manuscript was finished].

Without considering the Tai day (last component), the date “1290 Margasirsha 1”
would correspond to Thursday, 13 December 1928, which, however, was a moeng kai
day and the fifth day of the week. As the preceding day, 12 December 1928, was not
only a Wednesday (fourth day of the week) but also a Awai set day, it seems evident that
this day ought to be taken as the correct date with some plausibility.

As mentioned above, the dating of manuscripts of the Vat Si Bun Hiiang corpus almost
exclusively follows the Lao calendar. This does not come as a surprise because one would
not expect otherwise from Lao monks and laypeople in the old Lao capital of Luang Prabang.
Cases where the dating follows another calendrical system are very rare, such as in the case
of manuscript BAD-21-1-0344. The colophon (folio 17r) records the following date:

5 G R eadadg o S Qe Rwe 229959 NR°Q I8 a0 9TIVN2AEHK
- e i s e S T < e Qe
GH55Y 4 K2y RS B¢ Qﬁfzgj‘é*b\q((ﬂ,‘l g2 Qe D o538 BEeOTEOER
b 9 XD NG SANR O 2003 2oL R /?“31, Rpace g2 g QO QDI ¢ ;mu% SRRYQOS »

1ANSZle 1283 6h Tanuian WBou 4 Tu 5 A Fu 7 TonelA SaULaNENUNeddy (..

In CS 1283, a huang hao year, on the fifth waxing day of the fourth month, the seventh day
of the week, a kot khai day, the writing was finished at the time of the morning drum. (...)

This date (1283 Phalguna 5) corresponds to Thursday, 2 March 1922 of the Lao
calendar, which was a kat sai day. Therefore, it contradicts both the day of the week,

221290 Margasirsha 1 = Thursday, 13 December 1928, which, however, was a moeng kai day. The nearest
hwai set day was 1290 Karttika 30 = Wednesday, 12 December 1928.
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which is a Monday (“second day of the week™) and the day of the 60-day cycle, as
mentioned in the colophon. The problem can be solved if we take the Tai Lii and Tai
Khiin calendar, which is one month ahead of the Lao calendar. Then the recorded date
(1283 Magha 5) would correspond to Wednesday, 1 February 1922 of the Gregorian
calendar. Although the week of the day does not fit either, the day of the 60-day cycle,
a kot nyi day, does fit perfectly. This makes the dating according to the Chiang Tung
calendar more likely. Even if the text, including the colophon, is written in the Lao
variant of the Dhamma script it could be possible that the scribe was an ethnic Tai Lii,
who grew up in one of the Tai Lii villages in the vicinity of Luang Prabang.*

The last example of a manuscript comprising several fascicles of the same story is
not untypical. Either the scribe would record the date when the whole manuscript was
completed in a colophon at the end of the last fascicle or he would record that very date
in colophons appearing at the end of each fascicle. The instances where each fascicle
has its own colophon recording the date of completion of only this fascicle are rare.
Furthermore, few colophons record both the date when the writing of the manuscript
started and when it ended. One example of such a colophon is manuscript BAD-21-1-
0156. It is written on the last two lines of folio 36 recto in smaller-sized letters than the
main text (the last three folios of this manuscript, titled Miilanibbana, are left blank).

mabaggausuensng)Bgrone wesveio Sweg mowoﬁuem(mso@;ou{mewga@aﬁg (weegdsysgs c@?>8g§6§a¥

w(ogde abgw Guiad Gsuiag a v B odqolgoayugtigens xQoJ&Ww@c§\ SwgeugeeyiigscamwrRdona
leguawe ug g Sloafvougsces - Goos (00809 g@k{{éégo»évo@QQT&qﬁ;’n?\ deoc&@aonugcwwmvg}fqg\gg@ 2

)

£ v [ ] ' ' v
fnsle ewae 6h Jnila WWousd usu « (A) 900 (KL & A FUu o SAULAILIY
o Tuan

In [C]S 1285, a ka khai year, [the writing of this manuscript fascicle started] on the
fourth waning day of the second [lunar] month (Friday, 25 January 1924.) and was
finished on the fifth day of the following [lunar] month, the first day of the week
(Sunday, 10 February 1924), the writing [of this manuscript-fascicle] was finished
at eight o’clock in the morning.

Information of this quality is most valuable for estimating the approximate average
speed in which a scribe used to inscribe a text on palm-leaf. In our case, it took the
scribe sixteen days to complete the copying of a text running over thrity-six folios. As
each side of the folio had four lines, the total number of lines was 288. The average
speed was eighteen lines or 2.25 folios (recto and verso) per day. At first glance, this
is not an impressive performance for an experienced scribe, but we should take into
consideration that the scribe, most probably a monk, could devote only a few hours a
day to the studying and copying of manuscripts.

2 Manuscript BAD_VSB 1 0323 is another example of a manuscript most probably dated according to the Chiang
Tung (Tai Khiin and Tai Lii) calendar although the text has been inscribed in the Lao version of the Dhamma script.
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Content of colophons

Table 2: Content of colophons

BAD-21-1-0185

BAD-21-1-0382

Era BE 2503 CS 1296
Lunar calendar
Year kot chai (Year of the Rat) kap set (Year of the Dog)
Month eighth lunar month eleventh lunar month
Fortnight tenth waning day sixth waning day
Day of the
woek Monday van sam (Tuesday)
Zodiac day poek sanga ---
Corresponding AD 1960, July 18, a Monday AD 1934, October 29, a
to Monday
nyam thae kai thiang van nyam kong laeng
Time (time of the forenoon horn, (time of the sunset drum,
09:00 — 10:30 h) 13:30 — 15:00 h)
Scribe gl.lilr?n Bunma from Ban Milang Bhikkhu Sukhapaiina
Phia Chan Phui and his wife
Initiator/ Nang Phi Onsi, including their =~ Buddhist laywoman Nanthi
Sponsor/donor  family, from Ban Hua Lat in Vat from Ban Kang (town quarter)
Nong subdistrict, Luang Prabang
, Phutthavongsa Phachao Sao-
Title %%heaGIfelﬁ]i{]:?rei{)ution) Paet Pha-Ong (Lineage of the
28 Buddhas)
To ensure the continuation of To ensure the continuation of
Objective Buddhism over 5,000 vassa the Teachings of the Buddha
(rains-retreats) until the end of 5,000 years
May we both attain the bliss of ls\‘i[a%cz Z)VE ggif:gipeaggﬁgﬁe
Wish the human [world], the bliss of the th %h .
heaven, the bliss of Nibbana. e three states of hapiness
’ and finally reach Nibbana.
Sudinam vattame danam
nibbanam paramam sukham
hotu andgete kale arahanto
Concluding (it "i00 e baccano bt . Nibbanam paraman hontu
word o giit, may (Nibbana is the highest
. . we reach Nibbana, the highest
(in Pali) [goal].)

stage of happiness in the future.
May I be an Arhant in the future.
May this be a condition to reach
Nibbana.)
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Apart from the dating, colophons reveal a lot more about the background of a
manuscript, its production, purpose and usage. Colophons appear at the end of the
manuscript. They either directly follow the main text, from which it is separated by a
blank line, or by smaller-sized letters, as in the last example, or they appear on the recto
side of an additional folio. The Digital Library of Lao Manuscripts, directed by Harald
Hundius, coins the following Lao term corresponding to “colophon’” as follows: Kham
banthuek khong phu litcana®* (literally “note of the scribe”). It defines a colophon as:

a section of writing, usually found at the end of a manuscript, which is added by
the scribe, giving details such as the name of the scribe, the donor, the time, date,
and place of completion of copying the text, personal remarks, etc. Colophons
can also be found at the end of fascicles within a text or on the covers of paper
manuscripts.?

Tai-Lao manuscript tradition lacks a clear distinction between the writer or author
of a manuscript and a copyist. Lao manuscripts usually use the terms phu taem, phu
khian, or phu litchana®® for denoting the scribe, who would call himself kha (“serf [of
the Buddha]”). In addition, a number of colophons also mention a phu sang, literally
the “maker” of a manuscript. This term refers to the person who sponsors the making of
the manuscript by employing a scribe before the manuscript is donated (thawai or than)
to a monastery or to monks. Veidlinger (2006: 164—165) lists a number of common
colophon subjects, which appear in Northern Thai religious manuscripts:

1. Whoever borrows this manuscript should bring it back. If the borrower keeps it,
that person will be reborn as a hungry ghost (peta) (...)

2. It was very hard to make the manuscript, so take care of it.

3. Take the manuscript to worship (prasong or piija).

4. May the manuscript lead to nibbana.

5. May the donor be born in Metteyya’s time [and reach nibbana then].

6. May the manuscript support the Sasana [for 5,000 years].

7. Written in order to get merit.

8. Do not try to alter the manuscript.

9. Please correct any mistakes.

10. Please excuse the poor quality.

11. May the manuscript lead to wisdom and knowledge [of the Dhamma, Tipitaka, etc.]

Although very few manuscripts contain all eleven subjects, a combination of them
is typical, at least for all manuscripts—both in Pali and in the Tai vernacular—with a
religious content. It is not possible to go into detail here, but it must be mentioned that

CLIT3

2 From Pali: racati, 3. Pers. Sg. of rac = “to write”, “to compose”.

» See www.laomanuscripts.net/en/glossary.

EENNT3

2 From Pali: likhita, “written”, “inscribed”, past partiple of likhati, 3. Pers. Sg. of likh = “to write”, “to
inscribe”.

Journal of the Siam Society, Vol. 107, Pt. 1, 2019



THAI AND LAO MANUSCRIPT CULTURES REVISITED 101

subject No. 3 is not without doubt. Veidlinger’s argument, based on Hundius’ translation
of the Khmer-derived word prasong, “to worship” (from Sanskrit: prasamsa), that some
colophons suggest a cult of the book (as is known in the Mahayana tradition) is quite
doubtful. Hiniiber has argued, providing convincing evidence from various Lan Na
colophons (f.e., Kaccayana, AD 1673), that prasong had the meaning “to use” rather
than “to worship” (Von Hiniiber 1993, 228-230). Even in present-day Tai-Lao usage,
prasong expresses an intention to make an offering, and pijja just means “to offer”, as is
reflected in expressions like bucha kan thet, “to offer a homily”.

Some colophons of our corpus are scribal colophons (thirty-two manuscripts), the
vast majority of manuscripts (372) with colophons express the wishes of their sponsors
and donors. While few manuscripts have colophons which are exclusively scribal, many
more record the names of both the scribe and the person(s) who sponsored the making
of the manuscript and donated it to the Sangha. In general, the intentions for making the
donation and the wishes expressed in the colophons pertain to the principal monastic
or lay supporters, the religious faithful (milasaddha) who took the initiative of making
the production of the manuscript possible. This will be explored in more detail in the
following section.

The three wishes that seem evenly distributed over all periods are that the writing of
the manuscript will eventually lead to nibbana (“the splendid city, the peak of nibbana”),
that it will lead to obtain merit (pusiria) or rewards of merit (phala anisamsa), either for
the writer, the sponsor and donor, his family or other people, and that the copying of the
manuscript and/or its sponsoring and donation to the Sangha will be a support (khamchu
#ng) for the Teachings of Buddha (sdsana) to stay until its completion of 5,000 years,
counted from Buddha’s entering of the parinibbana. This basic purpose is grounded in
the widespread belief among the Tai and Lao that the complete degeneration of Buddha’s
Teachings will be reached after 5,000 years (see also Grabowsky and Apiradee 2013,
32). The endowment with wisdom, or the wish to be born again in the age of Buddha
Metteyya, are also among the most common wishes (See Von Hiniiber 2013, LV). This
wish is expressed in different phrases, such as:

* May we all enter Nibbana together with Buddha Metteyya (%J@Tﬁ@dgﬁﬁy’oﬁa’m
TéLgﬁzjﬁwwﬁuwgewwaseéﬂsL&J@Tf@laﬂmﬂyﬁﬁ?jmm@fy). [BAD-21-1-0073; cf. BAD-
21-1-00403]

* May I become an Arhant in the presence of [Lord] Metteyya. (Adrahanto homi
metteyya niccam santike). [BAD-21-1-0221]

* May [ meet the excellent Dhamma of Pha Ariya Metteyya. [BAD-21-1-0221]

* May we all be reborn together in the age of Pha Ariya Metteyya (?J@Tﬁjnj?nm
wane lefawseuwssr@eduzielalawan). [BAD-21-1-0234]

* May we all reach Arhantship by the means of the vehicle of the path and the
vehicle of the results in the institution (samnak) of the padamula{pada} of the
Enlightened whose name is Ariya Metteyya (feJ@Twwommwm%ﬁ@m@%ummammwfu
LAZBATYITU Tumunmwwammma awwfumm@dmfafm@%uL;J@TE@F;‘%J) [BAD-21-
1-0284]
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The length of the colophons varies considerably: many are rather short, providing
only the date when the (often unnamed) scribe completed the writing of the manuscript,
followed by a brief statement that the merit gained from the making and donation of
the manuscript might support the Teachings of the Buddha (phuttha-satsana) until
the end of 5,000 years. That does not mean that the shortest colophons are always the
least interesting. The very brief colophon of manuscript BAD-21-1-0594 (folio 34r),
for example, states that the female sponsor initiated the making of the manuscript to
celebrate her birthday, an intention which she shared with other sponsors of manuscripts,
such as Pha Khamchan Virachitto, the late abbot of Vat Saen Sukharam, who used to
sponsor the making of manuscripts on the occasion of his twenty-fourth, thirty-sixth,
forty-eighth, and other important birthdays.

UMYe WL 6adtn uruedansny esalaluuseenaunifeTul « eenlny eo
M LEOURYY W.A. et Lﬁ@Lﬁu%:?iﬂTumma@mmU Twunthy Uzazds e T‘ﬁursg
09 93

This Mahamunlanipphan (Maha Milanibbana) manuscript was sponsored by
me, Sao Champa from Ban Nong Sai, on the fourth day of the week, the tenth
waxing day of the first [lunar] month, in BE 2499,%" in order to commemorate [my]
birthday. Nibbanam paranam sukham hontu niccam dhuvam dhuvam. (May this be
[a condition for us to reach] Nibbana, continuously and forever.)

Other colophons are relatively long and may even run over more than one side of
a palm leaf. Apart from the dating, the recording of the names of scribe and principal
sponsor, the mention of the motives and intentions for making the manuscript, the
aspirations a scribe or sponsor/donor had for the good results of the acquired merit, some
of the longer colophons also contain some personal expression, including biographical
details. The structure of such colophons is analyzed in Table 2, which discusses two
samples from different periods whose sponsors/donors come from different social
backgrounds.

One of the most interesting colophons, with regard to the wishes and aspirations of
a sponsor/donor, is recorded in the unusually long colophon of the manuscript BAD-21-
1-0085 (titled Suphasit kap lok, i.e. “Moral teachings for the world”’). The manuscript’s
sponsor and donor was a monk, who had not yet been invited to undergo a consecration
ceremony called thelaphisek (Sanskrit: therabhiseka) and is thus mentioned under his
honorific title, “Mom”.?® Khamdi, as was his name, expresses his concern that he might
be unable to recognize sinful acts (papa) and thus asks to be endowed with sati-parina
(consciousness and wisdom) in his present life and all future existences. It seems that

271318 Margasirsha 10 = Wednesday, 12 December 1956.

2 The thelaphisek ceremony, also known as bun kong hot, is a Buddhist ceremony for the veneration of
monks, which is organized by lay Buddhists to promote and celebrate monks, so as to pay their respects to,
support and encourage the monk to remain in the Sangha community while disseminating Buddhist teachings.
The term literally refers to the watering ritual and the offering of new robes to the monk. This ceremony is
popularly organized in Theravada countries in Southeast Asia. For details, see Khamvone 2016: 36 and 58-59.
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Mom Khamdi, who completed the writing of his manuscript on Saturday, 12 June 1852,
was of modest social background, as indicated by his repeated wish for economic wealth.
The key passages of the colophon (folios 19v—20r) read as follows:

h  Sebpnptorgmion fg
r

() afugenleafeniuau AsuyaenauavelvrdlastanAedouny segrniau 2o
T@ﬂamwm %ULw@wnmm@ﬁwm@mwmauwwwmmmomeo Suntovelnionio
Tu@ﬁmmmwammﬁu@ setrlanulamulaseesn selrismreaduausng 2o
@%JWT@UQU’]OHO%’]@ yelvtinurndureusssy Tdulevslnuszneureusssunndu
nermesy eng &g oylund @uwuawefiﬁwmwﬂ@lﬂfumwemaﬂ(aﬂ)LLaUWﬂm@w
voottrifladufvara sy w@TﬁﬁTﬂ@uwy;@yme@uﬁTqLw@w@nLma@nm

oy ‘ZJ’E)TT‘?E@L’Qu’%’]ﬂU’WU‘V]O&J’)’aﬂ%‘ﬁUﬂdﬁJQﬁ 21@Twwmﬂf@uqﬁiuﬂﬁﬂqu%““‘w‘nsm’]
NNY8@ |...)

(...) If Tam reborn as a human being may I recognize, as soon as I am able to walk,

bad actions and avoid them. May [ always make merit until finally reaching Nibbana.
If I were reborn as a human being, may I always be aware of sinful acts (papa)
as soon as | am able to walk. May I always do meritorious acts and accumulate
them in each existence to come until finally entering Nibbana. Moreover, may
I be born into a family of wealthy merchants (setthi), so I would always have
plenty of food to eat. May my storehouses always be filled with property (khao
khong), so I would never suffer any shortages in all my future lives. May I have a
family full of righteousness observing the Dhamma in every aspect. Sadhu sadhu
anumodami. May 1 be endowed with profound wisdom in each [future] life. May
I never become lazy in any of my next lives. May I be industrious and emphatic to
all sentient beings. May I constantly avoid all kinds of sinful acts. May I be ordinated
as a monk to serve the Teachings of the Buddha in all my future lives. (...)

Such unsual, and even idiosyncratic, wishes are not frequently expressed in Lao
colophons. However, a manuscript from the small Tai Lii village of Ban Don Chai in
the district of Miiang Sing in Luang Namtha province, close to the border with China,
contains a rather similar colophon. The monk-scribe of the mulberry paper manuscript,
dated to 1983 and titled Khiao song mon (“Two excellent parrots”), expresses his long-
held wish to enter nibbana, but also the fulfilment of a more modest goal: “May I be
able to go to America in this or my next life. May I be born again as the child of wealthy
people” (Grabowsky and Apiradee 2013: 34). That wishes of this kind are not confined
to the present is testified by Hundius, who cites a colophon of a Pali manuscript from
Wat Lai Hin in the Northern Thai province of Lampang. The colophon of a manuscript,
titled Sivijayapainha, dated CS 942 (AD 1580/81), states: “[M]ay I above all not be
reborn as a poor man (...)” (Hundius 1990: 134).
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Scribes, sponsors and donors

Only a small amount of colophons in the 541 manuscripts of the Si Bun Hiiang
collection record the names of scribes. The vast majority just state that the writing
was accomplished on a certain date, directly followed by the names of the leading and
initiating monastic or lay supporters (mila-saddha) and their intentions for sponsoring
the making of the manuscript. Only thirty-two colophons explicitly mention the scribe’s
name and, in some cases (eleven), also his affiliation to a certain monastery or village, or
respective town quarter. Four-fifths of the known scribes were members of the Sangha,
either abbots or other monks, and in some cases also novices. Only six scribes were
laymen, of whom two are called chan, a short form of achan (“learned man’) while the
other four lay scribes were former monks (#4if).

On the other hand, laypeople formed the large majority of sponsors and donors of
manuscripts. Here, the ratio is the reverse: four-fifths were laypersons and only one-
fifth members of the Sangha. Among the initiating monastic supporters (seventy-eight)
exactly one half (thirty-nine) were monks and novices based at Vat Si Mungkhun,
followed by those from Vat Sop Sikkharam (eleven), Vat Si Bun Hiiang (eight) and
Vat Saen Sukharam (seven). One monk alone, namely Sathu Pho Hung alias Somdet
Rattana Pannya, initiated the making of at least twenty-one manuscripts, four of which
he had written himself.*” Not surprisingly, most of the laypersons who acted as sponsors
came from town quarters such as Ban Khili, Ban Vat Saen and Ban Kang, all situated in
the neighbourhood of the “twin monasteries”, Vat Si Mungkhun and Vat Si Bun Hiiang.
With roughly two-thirds of all dated manuscripts falling into Sathu Pho Hung’s tenure as
abbot of Vat Si Mungkhun (1904-1945), it seems likely that it was due to this venerable
abbot’s initiative that the bulk of the manuscript collection in the monastery library (ko
tai) of Vat Si Mungkhun was established.

The principal lay supporters who sponsored the making of manuscripts were mostly
couples, with the name of the husband mentioned first, followed by the wife’s name.
The couple would include their children (luk gn), grandchildren (lan wanu), great-
grandchildren (len wau), or simply the “whole family” (phanthavongsa Wusagen)
as beneficiaries of the merit resulting from the donation. A surprisingly large number
of colophons (in eighty-seven manuscripts) mention a woman as the principal lay
supporter, either alone or together with her husband, whose name would be listed at
second position. These women are recognizable by their titles: sao or nang for younger
or midle-aged women, pa (‘“aunt”) for elderly women, or simply mae-ok, which means
“laywoman”. One is tempted to speculate that in cases where a woman was the only
leading lay supporter, she was either an unmarried woman or a widow; in the latter case,
children and other family members would explicitly be mentioned as beneficiaries. In
the colophon of manuscript BAD-21-1-0337, for example, three women decided jointly
to sponsor the making of a manuscript. The first woman was probably an unmarried or
widowed elderly woman, whereas the other two, called sao, were young women with
two little children who might have already been widowed or divorced. The colophon,

» See Appendix: Corpus of manuscripts from Vat Si Bun Hilang (according to scribes).
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appearing on the recto side of folio 7 of the fragment of a manuscript recording a
Buddhist chronicle (7amnan Fa Samang), reads:

—— I—w ~ e ‘
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In [CS] 1278, a huai si year, on the second waxing day of the fifth [lunar] month,
a Sunday,*® the writing was finished at the time of the monastery drum. Mae-ok
(laywoman) Uan [from] Ban Sang Vi (“hair comb village”) as well as Sao Phan and
Sao Thong, along with their two little children, jointly sponsored this manuscript-
fascicle [titled] 7amnan Fa Samang [to ensure that the Teachings of the Buddha
will last] until the end of 5,000 years. Furthermore, all five of us wish to be born in
heaven. Nira/bana paJramam sukham. (Nibbana is the highest stage of happiness.)

Alhough the sponsoring of manuscripts was usually the joint undertaking of
married couples for the benefit of their families, other bonds between two or more
leading initiators are testifed as well. One manuscript (BAD-21-1-0305) was sponsored
by mother and son, another (BAD-21-1-0260) by a novice and his abbot, the latter also
being the scribe. The joint sponsorship of monks and laypersons, not necessarily their
own relatives, is also documented. Many of the sponsors were members of the nobility
or aristocrats, as their titles, such as phia, phanya, miin or saen, indicated. Unlike the
social background and the home village or home monastery, the ethnic origin of scribes,
as well as sponsors, is never indicated, with one notable exception: the colophon of
manuscript BAD-21-1-0613 states that in September 1927 two Chinese migrants, with
the names of Siang (Xian?) and Tong, sponsored together with their Lao wives, “their
parents, all relatives and children” (Jmenunuenay @inn Wugasan), the making of a
manuscript titled Dhammachak (Dhammacakkappa-vattana Sutta).

Perhaps the most surprising discovery of the Vat Si Bun Hiiang collection is the
relatively large number of royalty acting as sponsors and donors of manuscripts. A total
of eighteen manuscripts can safely be identified as sponsored by members of the royal
family. Six manuscripts alone have an unidentified “royal mother” (pha lasamada) as
sponsor. Since all these manuscripts are dated the same day, namely “CS 1178, a hawai
chai year, on the ninth waning day of the seventh [lunar] month, the fourth day of the
week”, corresponding to Wednesday, 19 June 1816, this “royal mother” might have
been the mother of King Anuruttha (r. 1791-1817). Another female sponsor of royal
blood was Chao Nying (“Princess”) Buasi, who initiated the making of manuscripts

301278 Caitra2 = Saturday, 24 March 1917.
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either alone or together with her husband, Sadet Chao (“Royal Highness”) Si Saloemsak
Chao Latsasamphanthavong (in the years 1931, 1932, and 1963).*! Even a king of Luang
Prabang was among the royal sponsors. King Chantharat (r. 1852—1871), the last king
who, throughout his reign, ruled Luang Prabang as a Siamese vassal state,** sponsored
two manuscripts (BAD-21-1-0265; BAD-21-1-0604) in 1855. The second manuscript
deserves closer scrutiny, as it comprises nine fascicles, the first four having colophons,
each of which bears the following text (fascicle 1, folio 24r):
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Pavara mangkhala, in [C]S 1217, a hap mao year, on the eighth waning day of the
ninth [lunar] month, the fourth day of the week, a hap hao day (Tuesday, 4 September
1855), the writing was finished at noon. Somdet Maha Phummi Pala Maha
Nakhala Lasathani Si Sattanakhanahut Uttamakhatsa Lasathani Suvannachantha
Mahapannya (His Majesty, the King of Lan Sang), along with his royal mother,
brothers, sisters, sons, daughters and relatives had the religious faith to sponsor
the making of this manuscript titled Dhammapada to support the Teachings [of the
Buddha]. May the merit of this good deed help us to gain magga (path) and phala
(fruition). Nibbana paccayo hotu no dhuvam niccam dhuvam dhuvam. (May this
be a condition for us to reach Nibbana, continuously and forever.)

More than seventy years later, two laypersons, along with all their family members,
decided to sponsor the writing of fascicles 69, which either had disappeared or had
been in such bad physical conditions that the text was almost illegible. The colophons,
written in small-sized letters at the end of each of the four last fascicles, contain the
following identical text (fascicle 6, folio 24r):

UrNAnsle 1290 dh dnd foudus 3 6 A ‘wﬂ(waﬂ)mfmu 2 s9UILAILA
(LL@wa)Tﬂam viunelifiedugn JedeTun ﬂumumuew@ﬁfuwmwueo Bolewson
fuganssasuunfiunadestniu leaaouny J9eu 6 (106) Tuanyu 2 wleAU

31 Prince Sisaloemssak was a half-brother of King Sisavang Vong (r. 1904-1959). See the royal genealogy in
Evans 2009: 60.

32 Under King Chantharat’s successor, King Un Kham (r. 1872—-1894), Luang Prabang came under French
protection as a result of the Franco-Siamese treaty of July 1893, which stipulated that the Mekong river
formed the border between Siam and French Indochina.
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619 VB LAYIWLANFIULASIZHRAAIOWENBUsSY Inufeniouna Surtue[ruwLan
ﬁoﬂ@af@ﬁoqw 3 Usznns Dtwwuuiinan vesenlenarauwranedisnusisaun
Suuwue Jaazly T‘ﬁ@g 0299 139

In CS 1290, a poek si year (Year of the Rat, the tenth year of the decade), on the sixth
waxing day of the first [lunar] month, the second day of the week,* the writing was
finished at the time of the evening horn. Thit Chansuk and his wife, Chanthi along
with their children, grandchildren, and all their relatives sponsored the making of
the manuscript titled Dhammapada. The missing sections of this story, running over
106 palm leaves have been continued and completed by me. May we all recover from
misfortune and escape all kinds of diseases and dangers. Furthermore, may both of us
reach the three stages of happiness with Nibbana as the ultimate goal. May we be safe
according to our wishes. Nibbana paccayo hotu no niccam dhuvam. (May this be a
condition [for us] to reach Nibbana, continuously and forever.)

Finally, the colophons provide some insights into the co-operation between different
sponsors and between sponsors and scribe. Although the colophons specify that the
benefits of the merit derived from the making of manuscripts would go primarily to
the sponsors and donors and may even be transferred to their dead relatives, the scribes
expect to gain some benefits as well. In manuscript BAD-21-1-0447 the scribe, a monk
named Bhikkhu Siddhipaniia, asks the sponsor, Chua (Novice) Pho At, in the final
section of the colophon (on folio 10 recto): May you share [the result of your] merit
with me, please [do it,] Novice Pho (weummu@w@u @’W%JQ’QWQLE‘J%J)

Manuscript BAD-21-1-328 is a good example demonstrating how scribes and
sponsors co-operated in the making of the manuscript. The first of two colophons appears
directly after the end of the main text (folio 63 verso, lines 3 and 4) and was written by
the scribe himself. Noting the year (1964) and the time of the day, but interestingly
neither the lunar month nor the day of the moon phase when he finished the writing of
the manuscript, the sribe mentions the names of the principal lay supporters, a couple
from Ban Thing Hong village, before recording his own name and monastic affiliation:
Thu (monk) Phumma from Vat [Ban] Sang Hai (“Monastery of the Potter Village™).
Most significant is the final phrase: “I also wish to get a huge amount of merit.” (2@
yeyuhwianen weneu) This second colophon appears on the recto and verso sides of a
separate folio and is written in smaller-sized letters, in a different style, maybe even by a
different hand, and running only over three, respectively two lines per side (instead of the
four lines which are standard for Lao palm-leaf manuscripts). It seems that this second
colophon reflects the production process from the sponsors’ perspective, describing the
division of responsibilities between the two principal lay supporters who paid for the

331290 Asvina 6 = Saturday, 20 October 1928.

Journal of the Siam Society, Vol. 107, Pt. 1, 2019




108 VOLKER GRABOWSKY

remuneration of the scribe, whose name is no longer mentioned, and the abbot of Vat Si
Bun Hiiang who provided the palm leaves for inscribing the text, Pha Tai Lokkavithan.
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I sponsored the making of this manuscript [titled] Pha Tai Lokkavithan in CS
1327, a kat sai year (Year of the Small Snake, the seventh year of the decade),
[corresponding to] AD 1965. Thit Man and Sao (Ms.) Chan [from] Ban Thin Hong
were the persons who paid for the remuneration of the scribe for his writing (kha
chan khian); Pha Maha Khamla, the abbot of Vat Si Bun Hilang, Luang Prabang,
was the person who provided the palm leaves for the inscribing, which [both]
is of utmost merit. Thus, this preaching manuscript (nangsii thet) [titled] Pha
Tailokkavithan could be dedicated to the Teachings of the Buddha to ensure that it
will last until the end of 5,000 years. The merit, which will result from the making
of this manuscript, shall be transferred to Sao Pheng who is my mother, Pha Maha
Khamla. Finally, we religious faithful wish to encounter only prosperity and
well-being at all times in future existences. Nibbanam paramam sukham nibbana
paccayo hontu. (Nibbana is the highest stage of happiness. May this be a condition
to reach Nibbana.) May I eventually enter [the place of] immortality, the great
Nibbana in the future.

In a similar vein, the colophons of other manuscripts reflect shared responsibilities
of scribe and sponsor(s). Manuscript BAD-21-1-0401, bearing the title Samat Sisunthon
(Pali: Samdsa sisundara, “Combination of eloquent speech”), is another striking
example. This manuscript comprises thirteen leaves. The left margins of the verso sides
bear a rather unusal dual foliation in Lao numerals above and Arabic numerals below,
starting with number “3” on the verso side of the folio 1, thus indicating that the first
two leaves of the palm-leaf manuscript are missing. While the last folio bears only the
title on its verso side (the recto side is left blank), the colophon appears on the recto side
of the second last folio or folio no. “14”. This colophon, running over four lines, is most
interesting. The first line is written in small-sized letters. The two strokes at the end
of the line mark the end of a textual unit that records the date when the writing of the
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manuscript was accomplished (May/June 1923) and mentions the name of the “owner
of the palm-leaves” (chao lan \anau) and the name of the scribe, who were both monks
(bhikkhu) but different persons:
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The writing was finished in the early morning (6:00-7:30 hrs), on Wednesday, a
hap sai day, the fourteenth waxing day of the seventh [lunar] month, BE 2486,
a ka mot (met) year.** Bhikkhu Thissapannya was the owner of the palm leaves.
Bhikkhu Ditthi was the scribe.

The following two lines are indented. They are written, like the first line, in Tham-
Lao script, but in larger-sized letters. This central part of the colophon records the name
of the sponsor, Bhikkhu Dissapanfia, who was apparently the same person who provided
the scribe, fellow monk Bhikkhu Ditthi, with writing support.

W?J"I%JXJ‘ZJ’TIULQ"Iﬂﬂ‘ZW]ﬂﬁ” ﬁt’i]sfﬂﬂ‘a‘ﬂﬁ’ﬁt@ﬁ‘mdﬁw’ﬁﬂﬁf‘j‘ﬂ@uwﬂiﬁ’]ﬂﬂFT’\ﬂU’TUJ‘a‘“‘TF]
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I, Bhikkhu Dissa, sponsored the making of this Samat Sisunthon manuscript-
fascicle to support the Teachings of Lord Gotama to last until the end of 5,000
years. May all my aspirations and wishes be fulfilled. Nibbana paccayo hontu
me andagate kale niccam dhuvam dhuvam. (May this be a condition for me reach
Nibbana in the future, continuously and forever). Please consider any mistakes
which might have occurred, [my] mind was not in conformity with [my] body. O,
Chao Mom!

The last sentence clearly reflects the scribe’s deep concerns about any inaccuracies
and mistakes which might have occurred during the process of inscribing the text. The
scribe was likely a junior monk and still lacking experience as a scribe. Thus, he calls
himself by the diminutive Lao pronoun kha noi (“little serf”) when apologizing to the
more senior sponsor addressed with the respectful title, chao mom, as the last line of the
colophon, written in the modern (secular) Lao script, states:

3% BE 2486 Jyestha 14 = Tuesday, 29 May 1923 which, however, was a hao nyi day. The nearest hap sai day
was BE 2486 Jyestha 17 = Friday, 1 June 1923.
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ANRUDUWOAAILONEN O MeuRIVUeUEY  nuedlauifiuinaiuue Aoy
WANFUDN NBU (eer@en)

If any [text] has been omitted and is incomplete, please complete it, Chao Mom
(monk)! I was very often absent-minded. Please consider this. (1943).

The next, and last, example demonstrates the co-operation between the scribe, a
former monk, who sponsored the making of the manuscript he himself had inscribed,
but gives credit to a couple (coming from the same village?) who donated the palm
leaves. The colophon of manuscript BAD-21-1-0412, bearing the title Sisunthon (as the
manuscript discussed above), appears on the recto side of folio 22. Its text runs over four
lines and leaves out the space to the left of the left-hand hole. It reads:
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In [B]E 2515, a ka pao year, on the seventh waxing day of the sixth [lunar] month,
a Monday (8 May 1973), the writing was finished at the time of the sunset drum.
Teacher (nai khu) Von and his wife, Sao (Ms.) Phaeng, along with their children
donated the palm leaves. I, Thit Nya from Ban Chan Tai, was the scribe. We all
together had the religious faith to sponsor the making of this manuscript titled
Sisuthon to prolong the Teachings of the Buddha until the end of 5,000 years. May
we all obtain [everything] according to our aspirations and wishes and gain the
three kinds of happiness of which Nibbana is the ultimate goal. May our aspirations
and wishes be fulfilled. Nibbana paccayo hontu. (May this be a condition [for us]
to reach Nibbana.)

Later, the left third of the recto side was filled by an addition to the colophon above.
Written in smaller-sized letters, it pertains to the wishes of the scribe only:

ar

1w feen HugBou weglomsasssuyniidumudusyeneaun oxio gio
Buw s Uzazdlo g8 Tng ozunmzie e

I, Thit Nya, was the scribe and sponsored the making of this manuscript as a
Dhamma gift to support the Teachings of the Buddha. Aham sukham nibbanam
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paramam sukam hotu anakhate kale. (May 1 obtain happiness in the future,
Nibbana is the highest stage of happiness.)

Conclusion

It has been demonstrated that the impressive collection of 541 palm-leaf manuscripts
(or 841 fascicles) kept in the storeroom of the abbot’s living quarters in Vat Si Bun
Hiiang originally did not belong to this monastery, but was transferred from the library
of a neighbouring monastery, Vat Si Mungkhun, at some time between 1976 and circa
1990 for still unknown reasons. Many of the monk-scribes, of whom we know the
names and monastic affiliation from the colophons, were based at this monastery. Many
of the sponsors and donors of manuscripts were monks and novices associated with Vat
Si Mungkhun as well. They are, in fact, more numerous and figure more prominently
than those attached to Vat Si Bun Hiiang or any other monastery in Luang Prabang.

Vat Si Mungkhun has been lacking a responsible abbot over a period of several
decades, which may also explain why the monastery’s collection of manuscripts has
fallen into oblivion since the 1990s. We know very little about the history of that
monastery during the 20th century. Therefore, it is exciting to see how the colophons of
the manuscripts from the Vat Si Bun Hiiang collection shed new light on the personality
of at least one leading intellectual monk, who served as abbot of Vat Si Mungkhun
during the first half of the last century: Sathu Pho Hung or Somdet Ratanapaniia, about
whom we know little from other historical sources, written or photographical.

Although the structure and content of the colophons of the corpus as a whole
are hardly different from what we know from other Lao, Northern Thai or Tai Li
manuscripts which bear religious texts, some aspects are nevertheless astonishing, such
as the relatively high percentage of women serving as principal lay supporters or the
presence of royalty among the sponsors and donors of manuscripts. Moreover, several
colophons also help to sharpen our understanding about the co-operation between
scribes and sponsors/donors, but also among different sponsors/donors in the making
of a manuscript.

Even though over the last few years, many projects have been carried out to
preserve, document, and digitize manuscripts in various parts of Theravada Buddhist
Southeast Asia, much still has to be done do identify, either physically or culturally,
endangered collections of manuscripts, both in monastic repositeries and private hands.
The author hopes that this article will help raise awareness to speed up research in the
diverse manuscript cultures of the Thai and Lao world, which constitute a most precious
heritage of the people in the region.

Journal of the Siam Society, Vol. 107, Pt. 1, 2019



112

VOLKER GRABOWSKY

Appendix: Corpus of manuscripts from Vat Si Bun Hiian

Name of scribe Name of scribe  native village Code no. of Year/date of
Romanized Lao or monastery manuscript production
Vat Saen

Phommapannya Dupzduga Sukharam BAD-21-1-0014  27/08/1918
Thit Un Hiian o
[Phanya Miiang NOU ISV
Kang] [wreatdognag] BAD-21-1-0046  17/01/1926
Phothipannya -
(Bodhipafifia); Chao  twiifusa
Nong Kaeo URRIIVSYEND BAD-21-1-0054  1922/23
Yothilapannya ToRazduen BAD-21-1-0071  09/02/1905

19/09/1917
Monk Sukhi wsgfé - BAD-21-1-0076  (?)
[Nai] Inthisan [Vae] SuHgau BAD-21-1-0158 1901
Achan Khai 2999112 --- BAD-21-1-0182  28/08/1895

. Ban Miiang
Chan Bunma UV (J998U  Siin BAD-21-1-0185  18/07/1960
Novice Thongdi VL UUND9D
Thalap neYIW --- BAD-21-1-0194 1945
Vat Sop
Thu Phan zgiﬁn J08uy Sikkharam BAD-21-1-0200  13/05/1929
Maha Ariya Le11993er g2y
Sukhapafifia Juga --- BAD-21-1-0204  ---
Maha Ariya L1993 gy
Sukhapaiifia Juea - BAD-21-1-0205 07/10/1929
Chao Manivamsa
(Manivong) Bhikkhu pei39 Wng --- BAD-21-1-0206  09/09/1933
Sathu Pho Miiang ,
Kang mqwﬁcﬁsgmg - BAD-21-1-0250  29/07/1942
ngzl’]ccau%‘ Vat That
Sathu Pho Saen Si S0m0999 Luang BAD-21-1-0260  01/02/1959
Sathu Pho Vat Si , Vat Si 24/06/1920
Mungkhun g S0U9gu  Mungkhun ~ BAD-21-1-0288  (?)
Thit Pa noUa - BAD-21-1-0298  04/04/1818
iingIunsdueya

Bhikkhu Candapafifia 301U -—- BAD-21-1-0302  20/10/1927
Huachao Khu B
(monk) Su i’n‘aﬁﬂg 3 - BAD-21-1-0306  17/12/1899
Chao Khanan (Sagzmauuue
Phommapannya Juga - BAD-21-1-0320  03/03/1807
Thu (monk) Phumma  yuua Vat Sang Hai BAD-21-1-0328 1965
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Bhikkhu iinz Dyosasy Vat Sop
Mangkhalapannya  Juga S0&u Sikkharam BAD-21-1-0330  29/05/1925
(Monk) Tissapaifia ~ Qosizurduea BAD-21-1-0350  ---
, Vat Sop

Mom (Monk) Phan  2u9uiiu Sikkharam BAD-21-1-0366  ---
Bhikkhu
Sukkhapannya
(Sukhapaiiia) zﬁneﬁsﬁmzsﬂﬂum --- BAD-21-1-0382  29/10/1934
Bhikkhu Katapunyo ~ @ingneosyy e
(Tw) ) --- BAD-21-1-0384  23/08/1945
Chan Chanpheng U9 --- BAD-21-1-0387  1955/56
Bhikkhu Dissapaiifia  ing Qoszduea - BAD-21-1-0390  23/06/1918
Bhikku Ditthi iinz Gof BAD-21-1-0401  16/06/1923
Chao Mom (Monk) L .
Man (39UUUDU --- BAD-21-1-0402  20/01/1927
Saen Mai Thit Nya usuluwdosn --- BAD-21-1-0403  28/09/1927
Sitthipannya Sotiduea BAD-21-1-0410  07/12/1976
Thit Nya Nowa Ban Chan Tai BAD-21-1-0412  08/05/1973

. . 03/09/1982
Chua [On] Si EBIEENE BAD-21-1-0413  (?)
Thit Un #o 8;1J Ban Vat Saen BAD-21-1-0418  31/12/1937
Thit Sing o &9 --- BAD-21-1-0444  19/11/1879
Mom (Monk) Phim  usuiiu --- BAD-21-1-0445 1933 (?)
Bhikkhu Siddhipanfia
(Sitthipannya) ﬁng%ozﬁﬁusﬂ --- BAD-21-1-0447  07/01/1958
Bhikkhu Siddhipanfia
(Sitthipannya) ﬁng%ozﬁﬂnm --- BAD-21-1-0448  18/10/1937
Mom Phila woudan --- BAD-21-1-0450  11/05/1868 (?)
Pha Khanan We2st)aU
Kundalapannya nuozaeduy9 --- BAD-21-1-0472  ---
Sathu Pho Vat Si , Vat Si
Mungkhun SRt 505.1513@ Mungkhun BAD-21-1-0580  01/06/1920
Sathu Pho Vat Si , Vat Si
Mungkhun SRt 505451353 Mungkhun BAD-21-1-0581  06/12/1919
Sathu Pho Vat Si P U . Vat Si
Mungkhun YU 50&4513&;1 Mungkhun BAD-21-1-0591  01/06/1920
Sathu Tii, Vat
Phumiiat g8 Vat Phumiiat BAD-21-1-0597  ---

. 08/12/1930

Maha Sangkhasa LENIK90E39 Vat Si (fascicle 5:
Rattanapannya 50msua§jn8ﬂ(§3) Mungkhun BAD-21-1-0636  05/09/1850)
Sathu Pho Chanman ngzﬂmw?ﬁu
Munivangso gﬁﬁg?a Vat Khok Pap BAD-21-1-0646  17/12/1962
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fascicle of 15 folios; language: Lao, Pali; script: Tham Lao; CS 1297, a hap khai year (AD 1935).

BAD-21-1-0234: Thamma sam tai (The Three Gems), fascicle 1; palm-leaf manuscript; one
fascicle of 27 folios; language: Lao, Pali; script: Tham Lao; BE 2463, a vok year (year of
the monkey) (AD 1920).

BAD-21-1-0260: Maha vibak phet (Retribution for the actions of departed spirits of the dead); palm-
leaf manuscript; one fascicle of 12 folios; language: Lao, Pali; script: Tham Lao; undated.

BAD-21-1-0265: Tamotamasu; palm-leaf manuscript; one fascicle of 24 folios; language: Lao,
Pali; script: Tham Lao; CS 1217, a hap mao year (AD 1855).
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BAD-21-1-0284: Akalavattasut (Akaravatta sutta; one of the texts for recitation in a ritual cere-
mony organized for peace and prosperity); palm-leaf manuscript; one fascicle of 27 folios;
language: Lao, Pali; script: Tham Lao; CS 1248, a hwai set year (AD 1886).

BAD-21-1-0305: Maha khanthaka vannana vassupanayika khanthaka, fascicle 1; palm-leaf

manuscript; one fascicle of 28 folios; language: Lao, Pali; script: Tham Lao; CS 1292, BE
2472, a kot sanga year (AD 1930).

BAD-21-1-0328: Pha tai lokavithan (vithana); palm-leaf manuscript; one fascicle of 64 folios;
language: Lao, Pali; script: Tham Lao; CS 1327, BE 2507, AD 1965, a kap si year.

BAD-21-1-0337: Untitled (Tamnan fa samang; Chronicle of Fa Samang); palm-leaf manuscript; one
fascicle of 7 folios; language: Lao, Pali; script: Tham Lao; CS 1278, a hwai si year (AD 1916).

BAD-21-1-0344: Thipphamon (Dibbamanta; A Heavenly Incantation); palm-leaf manuscript; one
fascicle of 8 folios; language: Lao, Pali; script: Tham Lao; [CS] 1283, a huang hao year (AD 1921).

BAD-21-1-0382: Phutthavongsa phachao sao-paet phao-ong (Lineage of the 28 Buddhas);
palm-leaf manuscript; 10 fascicles with a total numberof 243 folios; language: Lao, Pali;
script: Tham Lao; CS 1296, a kap set year (AD 1934).

BAD-21-1-0401: Sisuthon; palm-leaf manuscript; one fascicle of 13 folios; language: Lao, Pali;
script: Tham Lao; BE 2486, a ka mot year (AD 1943).

BAD-21-1-0403: Song khao phan kon (Benefits [gained from the making] of thousand rice balls
[dedicated to the worship of the Triple Gems]), Song pha sai (Benefits [gained from the
making] of a sand stupa), and Song pitaka (Benefits [gained from the making a copy] of the
Three Baskets); palm-leaf manuscript; one fascicle of 23 folios; language: Lao, Pali; script:
Tham Lao; CS 1289, a moeng mao year (AD 1927).

BAD-21-1-0412: Sisuthon; palm-leaf manuscript; one fascicle of 223 folios; language: Lao,
Pali; script: Tham Lao; BE 2515, a ka pao year (AD 1972).

BAD-21-1-0447: Pha pannya palami (Pafina parami); palm-leaf manuscript; one fascicle of 9
folios; language: Lao, Pali; script: Tham Lao; BE 2500 (AD 1957).

BAD-21-1-0477: Pathama vongsamarini; palm-leaf manuscript; one fascicle of 26 folios;
language: Lao, Pali; script: Tham Lao; CS 1]144, a tao nyi year (AD 1782).

BAD-21-1-0479: Phalasangkhanya (Balasankhya), fascicle 3; palm-leaf manuscript; one fascicle of
23 folios; language: Lao, Pali; script: Tham Lao; [CS 1205], a ka mao year (AD 1843).

BAD-21-1-0485: Untitled (Maha vessantara; The Great Vessantara Jataka); palm-leaf manuscript; one
fascicle of 16 folios; language: Lao, Pali; script: Tham Lao; CS [1]161, a kat mot year (AD 1799).

BAD-21-1-0567: Pupphasikkha vannana (Puppha sikkha vannana), Navakovat (Navakovada),
Uppasampatha (Upasampada), and Patchavekhana (Pacchavekkhana); palm-leaf manu-
script; 10 fascicles with a total of 256 folios; language: Lao, Pali; script: Tham Lao; [CS]
1280, BE 2462, a poek sanga year (AD 1918).

BAD-21-1-0594: Maha Munlanipphan (Maha Milanibbana); one fascicle of 34 folios; language:
Lao, Pali; script: Tham Lao; BE 2499 (AD 1956).

BAD-21-1-0604: Thammapattha (Dhammapada); 9 fascicles with a total of 231 folios; language:
Lao, Pali; script: Tham Lao;

BAD-21-1-0613: Dhammacakkappavattana sutta (The setting in motion of the wheel of the

Dhamma), Maha samaya sutta; The great assembly); palm-leaf manuscript; one fascicle
of 44 folios; CS 1217, a hap mao year (AD 1855); CS 1290, a poek si year (AD 1928).

Official documents

BAD-12-2-1943.003: “A note of census of monks and novices in Vat Saen 1943,
Tlugaue tuwelodousu 1943, written by Pha Khamchan Virachitto, abbot of Vat Saen
Sukharam from 1943 to 1951.
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BAD-12-2-1957.183: Pha Thong Thammathinno. 1958. c%-nsaz?]mu‘ﬁoé’quc%ag Daguzway
[The abbot of Vat Si Bun Hiiang passed away]. Luang Prabang.

BAD-12-2-1958.046: Pha Bunchan Punyasaro (Phothichitto), director of the Pali school of
Luang Prabang. 1958. neguaydgwegiisnoonananissjudaduaznadie woduntnd
29t [Request for sending monks to examine the Pali schools and propagate the Dhamma
in Milang Sai]. Luang Prabang.

BAD 12-2-1965.168: Pha Khamchan Virachittao. 1965. (39szinauSogysguiasuzwau [The
abbot of Vat Si Mungkhun passed away]. Luang Prabang.

Photographs

Official portrait of two monks who were friends. Left: Pha Hung Rattanapannya, abbot of Vat
Si Mungkhun; Right: Pha Un Hiian Rattapanayo, Vat Si Mungkhun. The photograph was
taken in the late 1920s. Collection of Vat Saen Sukharam. Buddhist Archive No. B0561.

Photograph of Pha Buaphan Vatsaro, abbot of Vat Si Mungkhun while reading the palm-leaf

manuscript at his abode in Vat Si Bun Hiiang. The photograph was taken in the 1990s.
Buddhist Archive No. D5003.
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Interviews

Mr. Chanthahom Udomphong, member of the lay committee of Vat Si Bun Hiiang, on 15 March 2016.

Mrs. Buasanit Suksavat, a sister of Mrs. Buasi Suksavat, who was a sister of Sathu Man Muth-
uchitto, abbot of Vat Si Bun Hiiang, from Ban Phon Hiiang, on 4 August 2017.

Mrs. Phaeng Saengchansavang from Ban Khili, wife of Achan Maha Khamla Udomphet
(formerly Sathu Maha Khamla Udomphet, abbot of Vat Si Bun Hiiang), on 7 June 2016.
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