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THE NOEN SA BUA INSCRIPTION OF
DONG SI MAHA BO, PRACHINBURY

New evidence on cultural relations between Sri Lanka and
Dvaravati kingdom

This writer, being invited by Matichon newspaper and Silpa-
vathanartham monthly, Bangkok, conducted a research programme
on cultural relations between Sri Lanka and Siam in ancient times in
1986. Accompanied by Michael Wright and Sujit Wongthes on a tour
to Prachinburi, I had the opportunity to visit the ancient site of Wat
Sa Morakot and Dong Si Maha Phot (Sri Maha Bodhi). For me there
were three main attractions: The Buddha Pdda Lanchana,the imprint
of Lord Buddha’s Feet, recently discovered at War Sa Morakot; the
Sri Maha Bodhi tree, which is believed to have grown from a sapling
brought from Anuradhapura: and an inscription containing three
delightful Pali stanzas in the Vasanta Tilaka metre.

With the first reading of these stanzas, the writer felt them
very near and dear to him, so much so, that they were as if lying
hidden in some corner of his memory awaiting to respond. This
instinct kindled in him a determination to make an intensive study
of the inscription, the results of which constitute this paper.

I

The Noen Sa Bua Inscription, as it is called, is inscribed on a stone slab today
housed at the small museum at Wat Sa Morakot, Dong Si Maha Phot, Prachinburi
Province. The inscription is in what is generally called Pallava Script, that is,
post-Brahmi Script, almost identical with the Sinhala Script of the 7th and 8th centuries
A.D., and consists of 27 lines. The space from lines 6-16 provides for the three stanzas.
The rest at the opening and the close of the inscription are in the ancient Khmer
language, and are not of concern in this article.

The latest edition of this inscription appears in the Caruk nai Pru:het Thai,
vol.1. The plate and the final text as produced in Caruk and Silpavathanatham Journal
are given below.!

The final text

Yo sabbaloka mohito - karunadhivaso
Mokkham karosi amalam - vara punna cando
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Dhammam namassta sadd muning pasttham //
deyyam dada pyamapiyattapasanna -

citta datva nara phalamulam ratta (nam)
saranti tam sabbada dasabalenapi suppasattham
sangham namassata sada mittapunnakhettam //

Let us examine whether the reading and the editing can be improved further
with the help of the Telakatahagatha:

Line 4

Line 5

Line 6

Line 7

Line 8

in mohito, mo aksara is correctly read and editing as mahito is justi-
fied.

in mokhamkaro a dot like mark over the aksara k4 is not seen on the
plate, and the rest mokhakaro is correctly read and editing it as
mokkhakaro is justified. The last three aksaras read as nirama and
edited as si ama by the editor of Caruk, and tivima by us, demand
further revision in the light of the Telakatahagatha. As noted above
these three aksaras are almost totally defaced, but with the scarcely
visible sines in the relevant space raviku as given in the Tela can be
easily accommodated in the context of the plate.

The first two syllables can be read as lamba, and read together with
the last three aksaras of line 5 it makes ravikulambara as given in
Tela. punacando reading is correct and editing it as punnacando is
justified.

N’oyyo reading is correct and should be edited as neyyo, the last two
aksaras read as mo na need revision. If one were to decipher more
carefully one would discover the aksara dhim, su, which then will tally
with Areyyodadhim in the Tela which means *‘the ocean of what should
be understood.”’

The second aksara is read as ku, and taken together with two aksaras
on either side it makes vikulam, but in Tela we get the word
suvipulam’ with su as has been suggested to be the last aksara of Line
6. On the plate the remnants of the second aksara resemble ku more
than pu, but suvikulam or navikulam does not yield a sensible
meaning. On the other hand such a word is uncommon in textual Pali.
Under these circumstances while we can accept suvikulam to be the
correct rendering of the plate, it can be edited as suvipulam to be
meaningful. This rendering tallies with the Tela.

The last aksara is read as ro, but looked at more carefully, ma with a
dot over it, comes out clearly making the word lokuttamam exactly as
it appears in the Tela.

namatthi is faithful to the plate and editing as namatha is desirable. ne
in munendam is correctly read but may be edited as munindam, since
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tarial literature.

The stanzas show great depth of religious and metaphysical learning. The
verses embody in them the fundamental tenets of Buddhism and are an earnest
exhortation to men to lead the good life. They open with a blessing upon the king, apt
beginning for the utterances of a holy man before his murderer. Their setting is
exquisite, and the style of the poem clearly shows that it was written by a man who also
knows Sanskrit quite well. Only such a man could have constructed in the elaborate
and beautiful metre of the poem so delicate a specimen of Sanskritized Pali. Yet the
Pali is not overlanden with Sanskritisms, which shows that the work is earlier than the
twelfth century. It is a fine specimen of the literature of what might be called the Pali
Renascence period, before the language became contaminated by Sanskrit influences
and lost its pristine purity of diction and simplicity.”8

The author and the date of the composition of the Tela are not mentioned in
the work. Malalasekara assigns the poem to either the tenth or the early part of the
eleventh century A.D., but it is only a conjecture not based on any concrete evidence.
Now we see that stanzas 2, 3, 4 of the Telakatahagatha had been quoted in Sa Bua
inscription of 761 A.D. This being so, the Telakatahagatha should have been available
in Prachinburi before 761 A.D., which leads us to the inevitable conclusian that the
Tela predates the inscription.

If we accept that the actual poem was recited by the Arahant himself, as given
in the chronicles, then the date would be some where around 250 B.C.

If that is the case then this poem would have been brought down through oral
tradition to be committed to writing in the Vattagamini Abhaya period, (89-77 B.C.) like
the Tripitaka, Hela atuva, the commenteries in original Sinhala and history of the
Sasana. The written Telakatahagatha then would have been refined and perhaps
recomposed in the 5th century A.D.,in the same manner as the Sinhala commentaries
mentioned above were refined and translated by the learned Acariyas like Buddhaghosha,
and also as the Mahavamsa came to its final form in the hand of Mahanama Thera in
5th century. Thus the 5th century A.D. can be the latest date of the Telakatahagatha.

However the most important questions that arise from our study are, how,
when and through whom this Sri Lankan text reached Prachinburi, possibly the Dvara,
or gateway to the Dvaravati Kingdom. Could it be that the knowledge of Telakataha
was brought by Bhikkhu Buddhasiri himself, who was the author of the inscription,
according to the Khmer language introduction? If so was he a Sri Lankan monk or a
Dvaravati monk who had been in Sri Lanka before 761 A.D.? Whatever it may be, in
the light of this new evidence it can now be established that the Sri Lankan Theravada
literature had found its way to Southeast Asia, even before 8th century A.D. through
Dvaravati, and not in the eleventh century through Ramannadesa as has been generally
believed.’

Since the Noen Sa Bua inscription stands out as a strong testimony to cultural









