
RICE AND RELIGION 

a study of Old Mon-Khmer evolution and culture. 

by 

~professor [Jordon <:Jf . .f!.uce 

A year ago, when we had the privilege of showing Their High
nesses, Prince Dhani Nivat and his sister, around Pagan, His Highness 

suggested that we should come and tell the same story to the members 

of the Siam Society. I need hardly say that we were delighted at 

the prospect; and look forward, not only to talking about Burma, its 
art and history, but also to hearing from you about the art and his

tory of your great land. Already we have some idea of the great 

debt which Burma owes to Siam; it seems likely that that debt is 
greater than what either Thai scholars or Burmese are apt to recognize 
or claim. 

One cannot talk intelligently about Pagfm, the first Burmese 

Capital ( 11th-13th Cent. A.D. ), without first mentioning Sri K~etra 
or Old Prome, the earlier Pyu capital (7th-8th Cent.). One cannot 

talk intelligently about Sri K~etra without first mentioning Dvaravati, 
the contemporary or rather older Mon kingdom of Siam. In 1912 
Finot, the great French scholar and founder of the Ecole FranQaise 
d'Extrihne--Orient, while editing some of the earliest Pali inscriptions 

of Sri K~etra, commented as follows ( I translate from the French): 1 

"This coastal region" ( Prome to Pegu) "professed Tberavada 
( Buddhism ) 6 or 7 hundred years before it first appeared on the 
banks of the Lower Mekhong. It is not impossible that Siam bor
rowed it from Pegu, and then transmitted it to its eastern neighbours; 

and thus the inscriptions of Maunggan and Homawza" (i.e. Sri K~etra) 
" were indirectly the first ancestors of the modern Buddhism of 

Camboja." 

1. .Journal Asiatique, t. XX. juillet-aout 1912, pp. 122·136; "Un Nouveau Document 
sur le Bouddhisme Birman". The passage quoted is on p; 136. 



I doubt ir he would put it quite like thi~, had he heen alive to

day. Thanks to his own labours, and thtlSe of' l\1. Cieorgc Coedes:! and 
other scholars of' the French School, thanks ttl the Siam Snciety, and 
thanks finally to the solid work ol' the late-lamented Dr. Dupont,:l we 
know much more now about the date, n:liginn and art ut' Dvaruvati. 
My own work (mainly un the languages and imeriptions) leads me, 
quite definitely, to the view that your lcounlry. rather than Burma, 
was the main radiating centre; and that we uwc chiefly to Dvaravati, 
not only the Burmese type or Indian s~:ript, but also the first model 
or Theravada Buddhism, which ultimately triumphed in Burma, and 
on which much of our later civilization has been based. This happy 
early period, not of war, but or mutual influence, intimacy, and 
friendship, led each country to its first diion:sccm:c 1)f Buddhi:-;t art, 
and to a brave dcrnonstratiou ol' a new society, guided and governed 
by the D!wmma. 

What did it all rest on '?"··Materially speaking, I should say on 
RICE. And this is the subject of my paper. In trying to con
vince you of tl1e fact, I hope also tu give sume glimpses of the vast 
field involved: not only our two countries, but almost the whole of 
Further India, and a large part of India besides. 

Then let us start with RICE .. ·-

In itself, it stiU has the nature ul' a Rcligiun amung the 
Austric-spcaking hill-tribes of South-East A~>ia. ln 1954 M. and Mme. 

Proux devoted a book of 134 pages to ''The Soul or Rice", /,' ;lme 
du Ri<J,~ worshipped hy the matrian.:hal 1Ul"J1JE ol' the Darlac 
plateau in the Annamitc Chain. An Indonesian pcoplt:, akin to the 
Cham, the Rhade stilt number about HO,OOO. " Tlte staff of life at 
Darlac is an excellent mountain-rice ........ Rice is the essential 
food. Rice comes from the Gods. Rice is God." ( p. 144 ). 
:7~-···· Se;-;~·~;:i-;;·u·~-"~i<~:~~~;~i/·~·~h"·~~,..J;~~~;.~,~ij~ti;;;;.~- .. ~~~;~· s· ian1 :- , .. _ !!.1 11 e I j' ,,-.f· i e : I" s ,:· ri/:;t -,:~;;~;··:/~ 

/Jvaravati, de ~:.riv~jaya ct de L(nw, ( ~nd Ed., Siam Stx:it,ly Wiil ). Edited and 

tran~lated by G. Coedes. 

:l. L' Archeologie ll1one de Dvaravati par Pierre Dupont, 2 V\Jk T~xt and l'httes 

Cpublishecl by the Ecole Fran1:aise d'Extrcme-Orient, l9G(i). 

4. L'::ime du Riz par Albert Maurice et Gco!'ges Marie l'roux W.S.J<:.I., N.S., Nos. 

2·3, 9154 ). 
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In his book on the JAMET of Northern Laos, the Swedish 
scholar, Mr. K.G. L'.ikowitz, has also much to say about the Soul of 
RiccJi Tho Lamct are said to number less than 6,000. They live 
close to the borders, both of Burma and of Thailand. They talk a 
Mon-Khmer language of the Northern Group, closest to Khamuk. 
"Rice" says the author, "posseses a Soul, Mpu, just as a human being 
docs. . .. If the soul of rice escapes ... famine will follow. . .. It is 

a very ethereal thing which can easily vanish into other parts. 
Therefore it must be led and enticed on to the right path, and when 
it once is got hold of it must be fastened with stones, exactly as a 
human being is fastened to the grave. . .. No other plant has klpu. 
1t is reserved only for human beings and rice." ( pp., 243-4. ) 

Now it is easy to smile at such curious superstitions, but they 
deserve rather our respect. They are the first steps of a primitive 
people on the road to civilization: the first attempt to take stock of 
life, and give it a meaning and a purpose. They open the door to 
philosophy, religion, literature and art. They are a result of the 
first growing of Rice, or perhaps irrigated Rice-one of the great 

economic discoveries in the history of humanity. Irrigated Rice is 
the prime product of South-East Asia. It is our first contribution to 
civilization. 

What do the botanists tell us about the origins of Rice.-! quote 
the following from the article on ORYZA in I.H. Burkill's Dictionary 
of the Economic Products of the Malay Peninsula (Vol. II, P· 1592 
follg. ). 

" The genus is most strongly developed in a wild state in 
Africa, but it must have been in Asia that the cultivated rice had its 
remotest origin." ( p. 1592 ). . .. ''Man can have invented the wet 
rice-field only after he had long grown rice as ... a dry-land crop. 
The parts of the world, therefore, where it is so grown, taken 
together with the physiological requirements of the parents, indicate 
within what rather wide limits wet-rice cultivation must have arisen. 
The Asiatic species which have been pointed out as parents 0. fatua 

5. Lamet, Hill Peasants in French Indochina by Karl Gustav hikowitz ( Gi:iteborg, 

1951 ). See especially pp. 243·247. , 
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and 0. miuuta .occurs in moist place}, fr11tn the E~~:>tcrn llimalaya tu 
Ceylon and from the snutllcrnnHISt cdgc ul' Chilla tlHIHl).'li Burma and 
Indo-China to .Java, Bnrncn, and the Philippine Islan~b: and where 
they grew, dry-land cultivation is pratti~~·tl. It wuuld be within 
these limits that the first wet-ri~·c ~·ultivatinn wa)l undertaken" 
( p. 1595 ). 

Compare this with Dr. C. 0. Blagden's memurahlc WllHls about 
the Sakai of' the Malay Peninsula. 11 I Ic is dispnl\'ing. mainly on 
linguistic grounds, the old view that they owe their planting of dec 
to Malay influence:--

" 'fhe true inference, in my opinitlll, is that, like many of the 
ruder Mon-Khmer tribes, some nf the wild tribes ut' the Peninsula 
have from time immemorial planted rice in their jungle-clearings. 
But they have never made the great advance ttl pla11ting in irrigable 
swamp-land: that, in South-East Asia, is the Ruhic(ln whit:h a bar
barous tribe must cross before it can fulfil the cuntiitiolls precedent 
to real civilization, first in the material ~ense, ami ultiutatcly in its 
social, moral, intclle~.:tual, and ollwr connotatiull\\" ( pp .. ~:'l-2 ). 

That Rubicon was certainly crossed, al an early date, by the 
more advanced Mcm-Khmer !.peaking peoples nol'th ol' the N!alay 
Peninsula. But at what date: 

In treating ol' such ancient penples as the spcakcrs ur Mon
Khmer, it is important tu di5Linguish Race and I .anguage. The oldest 
known people who have pa!-ised through Burma and ( l imagim~) Siam 
(generally from north to south), arc llwught tn have been in race 
Negrito, their present-day descendants being the inhabitants of the 
Anclmnan islands, and, on the mainland, the .'->'RM;JNG of the Thai-
land/Malayan border, iiOuth of the isthmus or Kra. Little or no Mon· 
Khmer influence has yet been traced in Andamun languages; so we 
assume that they reached Lhci r islands before the coming of the Mons. 
Nor is there clear evidence of common oril'in bet ween Andamanesc 

"" and Semang languages.? The Semang Negritues arc the later comers. 

G. Pagan Races of the Mala_y Peninsula by W. W. Sh~; 1 t and(;,(). J',]agden, ~~ vols. 
( 1906 London, lviacmillan). See Vol. II, pp. cJ:H-~. 

7. "Their relationship must be considered a~; hypotl 11::tical. The :HrucltHCS and 
grammars of the language~; at the present day ure quite dlf!t~nmt" (Blagden, cp. 
cit., Vol. II. p. 'tG3 ). 
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Though not basically Mon-Khmcr, the Scmang dialects arc so deeply 

penetrated with Austric vocabulary, that they must have lived for a 

long time, in Burma and/or Siam, in close contact with Mon-Khmer 
speakers. 

These last were presumably the SAKAI tribes, who now live 

on the higher central parts of the Peninsula, between the Kra Isthmus 

and Malacca. Sakai speakers arc of mixed race: some look more 
than hall· Ncgrito; others might be taken for Mongoloid; but in the 

main they arc classed as Australoid. Apart from a very few pre

Mon-Khnter survivals, such as the older names for the numerals 1, 2 

and 3, the purer Sakai dialects arc shown by Dr. Blagden to be 

thoroughly Man-Khmer, although in race the speakers are clearly 

different rrom, and older than, the Mons of Burma and Siam today. 

A new and conquering set of numerals, 1 to 10, with a much 

less primitive vocabulary, was brought in later by new waves of Man

Khmer speakers, who spread, quite rapidly, over an enormous area

from the China Sea to Central India. These 4 specimen Charts 

(Chart I-74 words)- show two main lines of diffusion: 

T A and B, radiating South-West from Tongking, as far as the 

Nicobars. 

I A and B cont., the same words reaching far to the West 

through the Northern Group ( WA-RIANG-PALAUNG ), reappearing 

in K!UlSI, south of the Brahmaputra in Assam, and finally in the 

MU NDA languages of lndia.f\ These scattered Munda languages, now 

spoken south of the Ganges valley, reach west as far as KURKU 

in Central India, and south as far as SAVAH.A and GADABA north 

of Madras. Munda languages have subsequently been greatly changed 

by Indo-Aryan influence in the north, and Dravidian influence in the 

south; but their primitive Man-Khmer basis is still in certain evidence. 

Similarly the Man-Khmer basis of Tanking Annamite is still plain, 

though now largely submerged by the Southern YVEH (Vl$TNAM) 
conquest of ·the Tongking plain, once the home of Austro-asiatic 

speech. 

8. See George Grierson, Linguistic Stitvey of India, Vol.lV Cpp. 239 ff.), "Mund11 

Languages ". 
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How did this extraordinary diHusiun come about.? The only 
likely, or even possible, explanation seems !11 he RICE. Suuth-l~ust 

Asia is the homdand of Wet-Rice cultivatinn. Dr. Blagdt:n has shown 
from their vocabularies that while the Scmang tribes were mainly 
hunters and food-gatherers, the Sakai made the fir:-.t adYancc tu the 
growing or hill-rice-petty 'taungya' cultivation, as wt~ call it in Bur
mese. The main, enormous advance came later, with the gwwing of 
wet rice in well-watered, monsoon, level, delta an:<ts. Thi~ led inevi
tably to a great cxp[()sion of population, and consequent migration to 
other deltas, where wet-rice could also be grown. It was this, then, 
which led the Mon-Khmcr (or Mon-Annam, to usc the ulder term) 
pioneers of Tongking, under pressure or numbers, tn follnd new rice
growing centres ncar the mouths of the Mekhong ( Cochin-China ), the 
Menam (now Thailand), and the Irawady ( Ramaiiiiadda ). 

Meantime, we may assume, there was con~tant pressure on the 
Tongking plain from east and north-east. Hereabouts was the original 
home of Malayan peoples, whose Indonesian languages arc distantly 
related to Mon-Kbmcr.u Perhaps under double pressure the Y0Bfl 
( T!Jf.;T) of Kuangtung, and the Mon~Khmcrs or Tongking took to the 
sea; and like the Vikings of the North, became pirate~;, Vikings 
of the Sottlh, infesting the islands and the coast of South-East Asia. 
Their main coastal range was from Tongking to the mouth nf the 
Tra wady, their island range from beyond Fiji to Madagascar. 

The Tongking plain was finally overrun by the Vi~t; and this 
led to muss rnigru.tion, or a rupid drift, by the Wet Rice cultivators, 
in search of new rice-fields. Where were they to go'! The other 
Deltas were crowded. Many of the weaker tribes clustered, and still 
cluster, round the few rice-plains of the interior-Kcng-tung, fn[(>, etc. 
(sec Chart IV). But the majority went, up the Red River, into 
Yunnan and beyond. 

Davies in 1909 ( Yiinnan, pp. 311, 316) said that "The principal 
crop of Yi.innan is rice," but there is never enough for export. Fan 

9. Mr. P.I(. Benedict connects them also with Thai; ~ec hi~ nrtide "Thu1, Kaclai, 
and Indonesian: a new alignment in Southeastern Asia" Cilmt:•rican Anthrof•olo· 
gist, N.S. 44, 19t12, pp. 57G-GO 1 ). 
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Ch'o in 863 A.D. ( Man-slm, Ch. VIT) mentions rice as only one among 

several Ytinnan \.Tops---hemp, glutinous millet, paniclcd millet, barley, 
etc. In 2000 B.C., I doubt if much except hill-rice was grown on the 
cold, high plateau of Central Y\.innan. It was then very likely peopled 
by the Northern Mon-Khmers, WA-RIANG-PALAUNG, speaking 
cognate but different languages. 

Perhaps the Tongking rice-growers had heard of the plains of 
N.E. India. In India Rice is never mentioned in the Rigveda. It 
first occurs in the Atharvaveda. The word is Vrihi, from which Greek 
6ruza and English 'Rice' are thought to derive. The word Vriha 
occurs in a Khmer inscription of 1003 A.D., perhaps in the general 
sense or 'grain'; and Coedes cites, as possibly connected, the]aruy 
word for Rice, breh.IO 

The Tongking emigrants, escaping west, seem to have followed 
the course of the Red River to its source, S. of Ta-li; descended thence 
lo the Ira wady swamps ncar Myitkyina; crossed the Chindwin and the 
runge N. of Manipur; and so reached their next centre, KHASI, in the 
plains of East Assam. But the main body moved on to the vaster 
Ganges plain, where they multiplied exceedingly. But in the 1st 
millcnium B.C., the Aryan penetration ofthc middle and lower Ganges 

valley must huve steadily driven the MUNDAS south of the river, 
into the hills of Central and Eastern India; while soon after, the Mikir 

Naga and Tibeto-Burman invasions in the northeast, drove the Khasis 
south of the Brahmaputra, into the Khasi Hills W. of Manipur, where 
they still survive. After all their losses, in the 1921 Census, Khasi 
speakers still numbered over 200,000, and Munda speakers nearly four 
million. In Burma, the total of Mon-Palaung-Riang- Wa speakers was 
then barely 350,000. 

For centuries before and after the time of Christ, the Malayan 
Vikings of the South maintained a series of footholds along our coasts. 

Their main centres and settlements were in Champa and Sumatra. 

Perhaps owing to the dearth or islands at the head of the Gulf of Siam, 

they were less of a menace to you than they were to us; and that is 

why Man Buddhist culture flourished earlier in Dvaravati than it did 

W. See Inscriptions du Cambod[Je, Vol. II, P· 113, n. 2. 



in Burma. Our cna:-.lal penple li\l'd in kt wr t•t' their ~.mlden raids 
I' rom the se;1, and l':tlled lht!!l1 N.ahsa.w, 'C:llmi h;d lkmnn, '. When 

the first Buddhist thcras ,<.,·,~wand l'llma \~ .. :n: ~en!. in :~:13 B.C.('!), 

al'tcr the 3rd Buddhist Council, tn ,'-,'u<·a~t~w!.hlimi.! l they anivcd just 

when a raid of the Rak~asa was in ]11\lt.•rt:~i~. lht: n;nnL' ,')'uct~ti(Whhiimi 

has an old application in Burma lP the rq.!h•rl annuHI ;'\lt. 1\.cliisa, I~ 
Burma's Gibraltar, some 30 miles N. nr 'I h;~:nn. i\hlflg this coast 
one can still sec old f'urtrcsscs, with treble \l;db and llH':tts, guarding 
the entrances to rivcrs.t:1 The first name ot' ·1 h;\!•.,11. as givt!ll in Bur
nut's olclesl Mon inscriptions, was Ral:.\'lljltJI'II, "Cit) td. !111.' I ).:mons". 1·1 

It was perhaps only in the lOth or early 11 til ( \~nt. tint it wa:; renamed 
Sud!wmma, "City or the Good Law". Tl1~.· b :!~~ i.<dand opposi tc 
Moulmcin is still called 'Bilugyun ', Lkm<'ll hl;ntd. The ~tAW KEN 
sea-gypsies, the SELUNG ( SAU)N) or !he \l~~·~·ui Archipelago, who 
spL~ak a Malayan language. arc relic~i PI' the 1 >!d l~;,,ksa·><t"., still cling
ing to the southernmost l'ringe of Burma. 

In the Old Mon language or Hmma tln:rL· i:. ~~tllack n!' Malayan 
words (not only Malay), some goin.i!, hack, it ~c~:n1•,, tn th<: t'(lllHnon 
origin of' b11Lh suh-fnmilics, other:; pwhnhly due t.u anl'itnl Malayan 

II. l'ir:;t llll'llliom; of 1IH~ Jlli,,· i1111 ~>tTtlr in !lt•· }',•It l ·;,,,.,., l· '. ,f '· ·,.,..J.,n, rlw ltli <'1'111· 

l.icj•ll'l'<llil.la (VIII 1:~) and tlw rill,,·,.~,!. .if,Ji,,~,,;~,;l'"' l :dl ''· l I .!1 ), 

1:~. Tilt! llllllilf'<'" ki111: 1\y:m·illlta pr••hal<l\· H'i::q.J,.,j \lt. l•:,·h· ,, II:•• It t.t L!!lil!' uf 
P.nddhi~an iu l:itrll.il: f•u lw ldt I'-':" r lid :>,.!,.,, in.•'ti!'li<•!l ill t!w tll'if~hlllnHlio•ul, 

l~ttlh rhl<'<llll\ll\ ,\.1 J. fino·, tlw /\yvuhi•Jllil "1"111' :11 liw l•'l·t· d tlw tll'llllll:lin. i~ 

no\\' in l<at'li""'' I lni,·r:r••ity Uhr:tr~· ( ,,.,. J.;;•i,~;. n:, 111. I. II, In· n. V. !. !H, "lilt' 

rl'ti of J..:y(i/; Ta!w!" ). Tlu: nllittl' j,; ::I ill in .1i11t ;I! K;::.il: T•~ I"'V' tl.1, :: •mit·<; N. 
of Tuungzun (or·•• 111M I'. t!( !lwma, l'ortJ.,Ii" V, 1'1. ;.;~J, I, .j;,, "!Ia• /•Jtll,ld.t 111 till' 

t(reat rt:lie nf Satih" ). In tl:t· l:ith 1'<."111\lt} t,lllrl'll l'•:•ii:i 'llo:iw (Shin Sawbn) 

and" lwr nwu s•111" Nwniidhij•ali (IJitt~llltHa:,•t:tli) r· 1·tuin·d 1111' Ji:<J!•.da of dtt: I lair 

relies 111 the top nf !l,e lllflll!ltain, Tlw hirtJ('• !\Ji,1tllr· !.lrJ11 in:••·tiplillll, hrolw1 hut 

olill in situ iH dat<:d HH:'i·li (it has not h•••·ll Prliu·tll. ill l~l·l'l, in hie; l'r:gu Kalyiil)i 

in":ription, he has ldt a detailr~d atiCOIIIll uf tilt: mi:.,inn anclthr! :·itt.:: 'ee Taw '::ir•in 

Ko, Indian !lnti<JIIary ( li·>U:l, Bombay reprint) .. tlw l'.lli I·.'!.; I; C.U. Bla(.(d(•n, 

J•:j.•(g. lJirm. Ill, 1!, p. 185 -·the Mon tel:t. 

n. e.g. Mutbin, at the mouth of Hilin River. 

14. See lnscrs. of Burma, Portfolic IV, Plat(';; :1:;;.;>1, :1:·,,,,1 (uppt:r in<l'r.l, .. 1:1 (lower 
inseT.). D.tte c. lOfi(} A.D. 
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settlements along our coast. Doubtless the pirates conscribed the 

local aborigines, such as the Scmang Negritoes, and the few coastal 

Sakai tribes, such as the Bcsisi of Malacca, who, in turn, contributed 

not a l'ew words to Old tv1on which are hardly found elsewhere in 

Mon-Khmer. These ancient Malayan pirates, whatever the Mons 

may have called them, were not savages. In some ways they were more 

than a match for the Mon-Khmers. They gave many of the peoples 

of' S.E. Asia their words for metals,--gold, silver and iron; also for 

shipping. Their prowess as early navigators is second to none in the 

history of the world. Curiously enough, they seem to have ignored 

the Nicobarcsc, who lived so near Sumatra. The languages of the 
Nicobars arc not Malayan, but Mon-Khmer-all ancient and peculiar 

varieties. They are the only Austroasiatic languages spoken on the 
islands. 

My analysis or Old Mon vocabulary (mostly taken from our 

11th--12th century inscriptions) shows a large number of borrowings 

from fndo-Aryan: the older forms taken from Sanskrit rather than 

Pali. But Old Mon never sinks to the level of a secondary language, 

as Khmer docs in the pre-Angkor inscriptions of Camboja, where the 

Khmer passages arc mostly confined to lists of slaves, lands, and ob

jects dedicated. The true Mon vocabulary in our inscriptions shows 

several strands of' origin. Of the 153 words listed in these Charts, not 

counting the more dubious cases, I reckon that half (nos. 1 to 74) are 

widespread or almost uni versa!. Over 60 occur in Khasi; over 40 in 

Munda. In Vietnamese perhaps 50 survive. In Kinner over 100, in

cluding 50 found in pre-Angkor inscriptions ( 600-800 A.D.). In the 
Annamitc Chain practically all the words in Charts I and II are found 

(Nos. 1 to 117): but hardly any in Chart III. 

The oldest strand in Mon includes words shared only with the 

South-with Sakai, Besisi, Semang, the Nicobars, and sometimes 

Khmer; they arc not found, so far as I know. in the Annamite Chain. 

Then there are a lot of common words of varying antiquity (e.g. 

smiil "king") which seem to be confined to Mon or Burma Mon. 
Closest to Old Mon-rather closer than Khmer-are the central dia

lects of the Annamite Chain-BAHNAR-SRE-BIAT~ etc, Their 
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words nul t:\llllllHlll to the South ~.h<m a m;trh~.:d adnlll\:t~ in culture 
beyond the Scmang/Sakai level. Their lim: ••f l'Pnta..:t \\tth Burma 
must have crossed the heart of J'urthcr India. V/Jwn nne Ctllllparcs 
the early megalithic stone urn~ nr the Plaine de• .. Jarn!~. LatiS,l. with 
the 7th···Hth century inscribed st\lnc lllll~ nl' the P~ u kinp. at Sri K~ctra. 
this confirms the lingui~tk evidence, namdy that anL"icnt L"ultmal in
!luences crossed the S.E. Asian pcnin~ula frnm Ea~.\ Ill West, as well 
as from North to South. This j~, al~o sl\11\\ n in ('hart IV by thl~ thick 
cluster or diale<.:ts still extant t11tlay, arnund Kcngtung, Inlc, and other 
irrigated rice-plains in the heart of Furtht:r India. Chart III ~;hows a 
North and South strand, more or less imlcp~.Cndt:nt tlf the Eust. North· 
west of Bahnar, we make a sh(lrt jump to 1"k.\'U and Kll.l.Hl 7K.. cas
tern outliers of the Northern Group. \!/hen the first e:wdtUi to India 
had passed, this distinct Northem Gn1up. !Jtl doubt under pressure 
from the north, descended from the )'iinnan plateau to the Shan States. 
This of'tcn caused a break in the links hctwt:cn the Annamite Chain 
and fndia. Thus the older word:-; fur Eye, Water, Tigcr, !louse, etc., 
hardly occur in the Nnrthem (irnup; but tht:y reappear in Khasi 
or Munda. Another notabh: t'a<.:t is that the Plder languages to 
the South have practically nothing in commnn with Chinese or 
Tibcto-Burman, ancllittlc, I think, in cnmmon with Dai languages, 
though here there may be cx<.:eplions. The nnly word I know 
ill Old Mon <.:ommon to Sino-Burmau, b; tlw WPI'd fur Elephant 

)0. Mon £r[ 
--dil, clzah hsiang \. <.>. Burm. rof, 

\(). Chinese if
northernmost Mon~Kluncr languages. 

a \Vurd conlincd to the 

This Mon-Khmer clement, l suggest, is at the ru11t of nwch of 

our civilization. In return for RICE, India gave us IHJDDH!SM. 
The mission of So1,1a and Uttara may have had only temporary suc
cess. But from the latter half of the lsl Cent. A.D. other missiona· 
rics, Brahmanical but also Buddhist, began to arrive from all parts of 
India. 

' lfi. :;ec Madeleine Colani, ill(.galithes du Jlaut-Laos, 2 vols. l!l:.tii, puhl. by the Ecole 
Fran1:aisc d'Extreme-Oricnt, Pmis. 
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To conclude the subject of Mon-Khmer, may I give a brief 
summary of the earliest Mon inscriptions.-

( i) Much the oldest Mon writing comes from Dvaravati king
dom, which, according Chinese accounts, was at its height in the 7th 

century A.D. In 1952, at Vat P'o Rang in the P'ra Pathom group, 
Nagnra Pathama, a stone fragment with two different inscribed faces 
was found. In editing it, Coedes describes the script as "identical 

with that of the oldest inscriptions of Caniboja: it points to the begin
ning of the 7th century, perhaps even the end of the 7th. The language 
is unquestionably Mon."t6 The subject is ,Buddhist. The writing, 

though fragmentary, is clear. 16 or 17 words are about all that are 
legible. Nearly all are common to 11th Cent. Burma Mon; and the 
spellings arc almost identical. 

( ii ) The next important Mon inscription (really 4 short Bud
dhist dedications) has been often edited.l7 It is on the octagonal 
pillar from Vat Sal Sun at Lopburi, now at the National Library, 
Bangkok. Apart from proper names, it contains only about 24 different 

Mon words. The writing is continuous and fairly legible. In 1925 
Coedes dated it palaeographically "not earlier than the middle of the 
8th Century". -Round about 1000 A.D. this Theravada Buddhist 

kingdom of Dvaravati fell into the hands of the Khmer rulers of 

Angkor. 

( iii ) The earliest Mon inscriptions of Burm~, not yet edited 
in print, come from Thaton, and Kawgun Cave on the Salween, 30 
miles N. of Moulmein.l8 They date probably from the middle of the 
11th Century, shortly before Aniruddha's capture of Thaton (c. 1057 

~ Se-;···Cin~~-;;,;;;;;z~d;.-;;·de la -fondation de l' E~ole Fram;aise .d' E:ctreme-Orient. 
Seance du 21 mars 1952, pp. 27-31. See also G. Coedes, Recueil des Insc1·iptions 

du Siam. Part II, Inscrij>tions cle Dvamvati, 2nd Ed., Siam Society, 1961, Pl1mche 

XVIII. 

17. See Coedes, BE.F.E.O., t. XXV, 1925, pp. 106-8. Recueil des Inscrij>ti01zs du 
Siam, Part II, 1st Ed. 1929, pp. 17·19 (French text), and Planches I Cleft side) 
and XIII C Inscr. XVIII); 2nd Eel. 1961, XVIII, pp. 7-9 C French text), and 

Planches III, IV. R. Halliday, "Les Inscriptions Mon du Siam", B.E.F.O.E. 

t. XXX. 1930, pp. 81-85, and Pl. VIII. 

18. See Inscriptions of Burma, Portfolio IV, Plates 358·360. 
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A.D.). They are Buddhist: and lllll~ of them h partly written Ill 

high--t1own poetical style. 

( iv) The bull: of thi: Burma stune in~cription~ bd<,ng to the 
reign or Kyanzittha (lOB~~-! 113 A.D.). \\iti1 a f..:v: nwrc extending 
bcfurc and after, ch1wn to ahout the middle ot' the t:)th (\·ntury. [v1ost 
of them have been edited hy Dr. Blagdvn in HpignLf'lzit1 1Jimwnica.19 

But many short glos•;cs, especially below t'rcscucs and Pn terracottas 
and votive tablets, remain to be published. With the at:ec~sion of 
Ca'iisii II ( Nmapatisithu, 117·+ A.D.) the period nt' C)ld l\1('11 writings 
in Burma abruptly ends. 

( v) For the final stage of' Old l\'Ion, we rctum to Siam--the 7 
inscriptions of' llari{Jilnjaya, Lamphun, sum~.~ 20 miles ~.~tuth ot' Chicng 
Mai. Six have been edited in the Bulletin ut' the l·'n.:IK'h SdwnJ.::u 
Their dates appear to fall within the first half pf the· 13th Century. 
Haripunjaya finally !'ell to tvWngrai and the Thai, c. 1:~ 1JO A.D. 

'I'he stages of Old Mnn orthography, a~i ~\l(!Wll un thili Table, 
cover a period or six hnndrcd years; and even the earliest shows no 
signs of immalmity. The inscriptions come from fum distinct king
doms: DvumvatT, ThatGn, Pag!m and llaripu!ijaya. Eviden<:c is 
perhaps meagre: but from what there is, ouc mw.t, I think, conclude 
that there is remarkable unil(.ll'!nity, pninting to a ~lrPng literary 
tradition and a common source at the beginning. And the linguistic 
Charts prove the high antiquity and stability of much of this Mon-

HI. J.:j•ig. !Urm. Vol. I, f'illl I, 1!110, l'l'· ;;:l-li!<. ha·, 1lw :>.l••n be;··· of !lw HH'all(•d 

'Myaz1:di f11Scription' n:nlly tlw ;'-.!yi 11 k;1J,a 1\!!1>;::1tih·,!yi iw.oTiptiow• uf Riijn· 

kumiir, 1:. 111:1 !\.)). Hla~~den'H pinm•,;r n.•:<<lill;\'' <>f tl11·•· f:u·•·'· tli<• h:,,j,. of :1ll 
HUho[~qucnl work on thi:; old langu:.;~ 1 ~ ·an• t(ivt·n in th•· .lrllll'lltli 1{ the Uoyal 
!\sialic So •. ·icty 1.909, pp. 1017-f):~. anc11!110, 1'1'· 7'1!1·Hl:~. 1-:f•ig. Hirm. Vol. I, 

Part Il ( lD:!O) anrl Vol. III, T\ut I ( 1!1:(:1) :trt• d•·-.·••t••rl maink tu K:,·;m<,ittlw'H 
inscriptions. l~j•ig. !Jirm. Vnlll (!:!part;;), l!t:n, i•tli~ctl by C. J),,roj;•elle, dcab 

with the upper lcrrrtt•otla plaqtWH on tlw Ananda (f'lllpk, l'agan (c. 1 lOG 1\.D. ), 

with their Mon glosses illu~trating th(; Mahiinij,iJ!a .liita/m. For otlwr plates of 

Old Mon in;:criptionH, see !users. of Burma, !'tJrtfolio:i [!I Plate., :Hiil, :101; IV, 
362; V, 5rJI:lb lu 55-1. 

20. B.E.F.R-0. t. XXV 1!12/i, pp. 1H9-l!JG and Pls. XVIlTw XXVII (l'nedi:!;); ibid. 
t. XXX 1930, pp. SG-lOfi <Halliday). 
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Khmer \'(JL:ahulary, extending from the China Sea to the Malay Penin

sula and Central India. The beautiful script of Sabbadhisiddhi's 
inscription:> at l!aripuii.jaya, clearly derives in the main from that of 
II th lo I 2th Century Burma. But that of Burma probably derives 
from that of 7th Ccmury Dvaravatl. It is very different from the 7th 

Ccn tury Pyu script of Sri Ks;:;tra. The 8th-9th Century Pyu (of Halin? ), 
according to the i'v'!"Z1J T'ang Tlistury,zt claimed suzerainty over the 
Lower Burma iv1ons. Perhaps this was an idle or outdated claim. 
Anyho\\', in the 7th Century, the western boundary of Dvaravati' is 
said in the Old T'ang llistory to have been the ocean.22 If so, it 
reached the Gulf or Martaban. M. Coedes and Dr. Dupont have 
shown the remarkable extent and uniformity of this Theravada Bud

dhist kingdom. If the excavations at Sri K~etra prove, as it seems, 
that the Pyu, with their usc of the radiating arch, were the better 
architects, the Mons always appear to have been the better sculptors. 
And since not only the Theravacln, but also the Mahayana and Brah

manism were strong at Sri K~etra, while in Dviiravati the Theravacla 
dominated, it seems probable that in religious matters, the latter in

fluenced the Ji:mner rather than vice vers'a. The Old Siam religion, no 

less than the Old Siam script, ultimately tnumphed in Burma. 

But the final collapse of this ancient and stable Old Mon literary 
culture came with extraordinary suddenness in both countries. In 

Lower Siam, after 1000 /\.D., it seems to go out like a lamp. In Burma, 

after the !'all or Pagan, an independent Mon kingdom revived in the 

south, from the end or the I 3th Century. But Mon inscriptions 

("Middle Mon") :::: start ag'ain only in the middle of the 15th Century; 

21. l1sin.t'an1:·sl111 d1. :~:~:~C. St~rtion on P'iao. 

:~2. Chiu-t'ang-shu t:h. J!l7, Section on To-ho-lo kingdom. 

:!:l. For published Middle Mon inseriptions, sec E.)if.f· T3irm. Vol III, Part II and 

Plate~ ( lfJ2H) "The Inscriptions of the Kolyal).'lSirna, Pegu ";and VoL IV, Parts 
l and U (plates), 193,!.36, "The Mcdiaevnl MCn Records"- both by Dr. 

Blagden. Sec also the Rr~j>ort of the Suj;erintendent, Archaeological Su1·vey 

13urma for the year 19::18-39, pp. 22-~4 and Plate VII " An Imcription at the site 

of the Mui'icalinda Pagoda Pcgu " by U Lu Pc Win; ond Bulletin of the School of 

Oriental ancl African Studies, London, 1958, xxi/2, PP· 361·7, "The Kyaikmaraw 

ln~eriptions ",by H.L. Shortq. 
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and then, owing to phonetic breakdown and Burmese infiltmtions, it 

looks almost like a different language. 

Old Mon has a strength and beauty all its own. Perhaps, as 

in Indonesian, the normal word was originally dissyllabic. When the 
first syllable decayed through loss of accent, it was wonclerfull y revived 
in Old Mon writing to provide an cffccti ve Syntax, based on prefix, 
infix and reduplication. It was soon adequate for the gigantic task of 
translating the Tipitaka. But what strikes me most, is its grave beauty 
and imaginative range. It was no primitive language struggling to 

express thoughts too deep for it. Even in prose, it is always poetry. 
Even the words of the Buddha. translated into Old ivhm, Jose little in 

the process. 
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