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Religious Cults of the Pai-I along the Burma-Yunnan

Border T’ien Ju-K’ang, A Monograph of Cornell University
Southeast Asia Program, Ithaca (New York), 1986, pp.132, maps,
tables.

For the most part, this book is a minimally- edited version of the author’s 1948
Ph.D. thesis submitted to London University under the title ‘‘Religious Cults and
Social Structure of the Shan States of the Yunnan-Burma Frontier.”” One must be
extraordinarily grateful to the author, as well as to Cornell University’s Southeast Asia
programme, for making available this valuable and hitherto most-difficult-to-obtain
study. On the other hand, the publication in 1986 of a work written thirty-eight years
ago, and based on fieldwork conducted forty-eight years ago, does raise some
problems for the conscientious reviewer. Obviously; one cannot fairly judge this
volume by the standards which today would be demanded of an ethnographic
monograph, nor in terms of our present knowledge of the societies and cultures of the
various Tai-speaking peoples. And yet it would surely also be wrong not to comment
on T’ien’s monograph in the light of our present knowledge of Tai socio-cultural
institutions. _

T’ien Ju-K’ang, better known among English-reading anthropologists and
Southeast Asianists for his 1953 work, The Chinese of Sarawak: A Study of Social
Structurel, began his anthropological career when, in 1940, the Yenching-Yunnan
Station for Sociological Research provided him with funds to investigate the
socio-cultural and economic conditions of the Tai peoples (known to the Chinese as
Pai-I) of the Yunnan-Burma frontier. (Until this time, T’ien’s formal academic
training had been in education, psychology and philosophy.) T’ien chose to focus his
research on the small Tai princedom of Mong Hkwan (known in Chinese as Mang
Shih), where he worked intermittently from 1940 to 1942. He was in the field for a
period of fourteen months, during which time he supplemented his miniscule research
funds by serving as private secretary to the ruling prince. After the Second World War,
T’ien went to London to study social anthropology under Raymond Firth at the
London School of Economics and Political Science. Here he submitted the results of
his Mong Hkwan study for the Ph.D. degree. T’ien’s Sarawak research was also
conducted under the auspices of the London School of Economics. Returning to China
after the establishment of the People’s Republic, T’ien briefly taught anthropology at .
Hangzhou’s Zhejiang University before acceptirig his present position as professor of
history at Fudan University in Shanghai.

In 1940, Mong Hkwan (T’ien uses the Chinese name Mang Shih throughout)
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either drought or flood. T’ien did not live for any prolonged period in this village and
so his book is not the intimate eye-witness account of the daily round of village life
familiar to readers of modern village ethnographies.

T’ien’s principal purpose is to describe and analyse a series of merit-making
ceremonies which the people generically label as pai. (Is this word pai really of Tai
origin, as T’ien suggests (p.131), or is it Chinese ? There are certainly many instances in
this book when T’ien uses Chinese rather than Tai words and we are never quite sure
whether this is because they have by now become standard to the sinicized Tai
indigenes, or because T’ien interviewed his informants primarily through Chinese, not
Tai.) For reasons which will be discussed below, the present reviewer regards T’ien’s
analysis of the pai as less than satisfactory. More valuable, it seems to me, is his
description of Mong Hkwan’s socio-political and religious orgainzation (pp.8-10). It
may just be possible to replicate his study of the pai ceremonies, for it seems that their
performance was recently (1985) revived (see Kirsch’s foreword, p. xi). But T’ien’s
eye-witness account of a fully-operative Tai feudal principality in Yunnan can never be
replicated.

T’ien describes (p.8) the rigid class divide in Mong Hkwan at the time of his
fieldwork, with aristocrats (the ruling prince, his family and kinsmen) on one side of
the divide and the mass of commoners (tenants of, and workers for, the aristocrats) on
the other. This major social cleavage was further emphasized by dress, by the etiquette
demanded of commoners in their interactions with aristocrats, and by aspects of social
organization (polygynous marriage and patrilineal primogeniture among aristocrats
versus monogamy and sibling equality among commoners.)

In 1940, although Mong Hkwan was nominally under Chinese political
control, the ruling prince (cao fa or ‘‘lord of life’’ in Tai and corrupted to sawba in
Burmese) was virtually an autonomous ruler. The family of the Prince (which had
taken the Chinese surname, Fang) had ruled Mong Hkwan for at least five centuries.
The cao fa would be succeeded by his eldest son or, in the absence of a son, by his
younger brother. If a son was too young to succeed, the late ruler’s younger brother
would be appointed as regent, or fgi-pan. The cao fa and the tai-pan each had as
deputy his younger brother, with the titles of Au-yin and hu-/i respectively.

Under the Prince, the state was administered by a centralized bureaucracy, the
Prince’s Office, managed by four members of the aristocracy, each of whom served in
rotation for a period of ten days. The Prince’s Office had four departments: finance,
general affairs, registration and secretarial, the latter department being staffed both by
ethnic Tai and by Han Chinese appointees. In addition, there was a court tutor,
responsible for educating the young aristocrats. This man was usually a Han Chinese.
Senior officials in the Prince’s Office received their remuneration both in money and in
rice; low-ranking workers, on the other hand, were recruited according to the
prevailing corvée system for ten-day duty periods.
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Outside of the capital, Mong Hkwan was divided administratively into eight
k’ang, which were Tai-occupied districts, and fout /iang, foothill districts where Han
Chinese were living. (T’ien says nothing as to whether the Kachin highlanders were

“incorporated - even minimally - into Mong Hkwan’s political system; I assume they
" were). Every k’ang and liang had its own headman and deputy headman, but Tai and
Chinese officials bore different titles. Under this district-level leadership, whether Tai
or Chinese, were the individual village headmen. Each village, in turn, was divided into
sections, every one with its own section head and section deputy head. )

Alongside the secular administration, but not paralleling it exactly, was the
Buddhist ecclesiastical (the term is loosely used) organization. But this was
village-rather than state-based, each village constituting a single ecclesiastical unit
with its own temple, presiding abbot and resident monks. The presiding abbot was
assisted by a deputy, and under these two came, first, those who had served the order
for a minimum of two years and, second, the novices. The monastic order itself was
divided into two sections: the one strict in its adherence to monastic discipline and the
other, lax. But, regrettably, T’ien provides no further details. The villages were, in
ecclesiastical terms, divided into “‘religious sections’’, whose principal functions was to
provide food, fruit and flowers to the village temple. Such religious sections did not
necessarily correspond to the secular divisions of the village. Every ecclesiastical
section had its own head, generically called a puchong, but with each man holding an
individual title. These puchong were elderly laymen with a reputation for religiosity.
(T’ien does not tell us whether such religious organization was unique to the Tai
villages or occurred also in the Han Chinese settlements),

And so, at last, to the principal focus of T’ien’s monograph: the pai, or
merit-making ceremonies. The most important of these was the ‘“Great Pai’’. This
involved, essentially, the presentation to the local temple by individuals of Buddha
images acquired from Nankham in Burma. Carried back to Mong Hkwan over the
mountains by parties mostly of young men, these statues were subsequently displayed,
dedicated, and installed in the temple, each major event being accompanied by ritual
and feasting. Apart from the acquisition of religious merit, participants and sponsors
received secular recognition and a special title, tamn for a participant and paga for a
Sponsor.

T’ien provides, at times, some marvellously evocative descriptions of the
events of the pai (p.15):

From the misty valleys, suddenly a few notes of the pilgrims’
bells and gongs would be heard, and at once an echo answered from
the distant, tree-clad mountains. At length a long procession of
human forms, marching along the winding path below the crests of
the mountains, could be dimly discerned emerging around a corner.
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Presently they were hidden behind the densely interlaced thickets,
leaving but a few vague and shadowy forms exposed to sight here and
there where the trees grew more sparsely. A few sparks glinted now
and then when something caught the sun,

That was the party on their way home with the statues

There are many passages like this. Nonetheless, from an anthropological point
of view, both T’ien’s description and analysis seem to be impaired by his failure to
provide the reader with any clear account of the ideological premises of the Mong
Hkwan Tai’s Buddhism, nor of the many subtle interactions which undoubtedly occur
between that Buddhism and the animistic world view to which they, like all
Tai-speaking people, traditionally subscribe.? Without any serious analysis of the
people’s ideological framework, the reader is thrown into a description of the minutiae
of ritual preparations and observances with little hope of understanding why all this is
going on. In place of any thoroughgoing ‘‘emic’’ explanation of the events of the pai,
we are occasionally presented with the outworn categories of ‘‘religion’’ and ‘‘magic”’
(see p.70 ff.). (But, once again, I must note that we cannot expect a work of forty years
ago to conform to the categories now in vogue. Furthermore, either T’ien himself, or
his editor, has all but removed Chapter 6, ‘‘Magic and Religion’’ of the original Ph.D.
thesis (pp.129-137), reducing it to a mere couple of pages (70, 72), tacked to the end of
Chapter 5 of the monograph under review.)

Much more satisfactory, it appears to this reviewer, is T’ien’s account of the
economics of the merit-making ceremonies. To this subject he devotes a long and
interesting chapter (pp.73-96), in which he attempts, in the tradition of Malinowskian
anthropology, to provide a more-or-less comprehensive account of the irrigated-rice-
based economy of Mong Hkwan in general and Nam village in particular. We are told
that the cost of sponsoring a Great Pai ceremony was the equivalent of a household’s
total income for a full two years! Nonetheless, for many of Mong Hkwan’s people this
was by no means an unbearable economic burden. This was because of the great
fertility of the land which, T’ien tells us, provided the farmers with sufficient yield of
grain from one year’s crop to keep them in subsistence food for two years, even after
having paid their obligatory taxes to the cao fa.(Historically, the Tai peoples of this
part of Yunnan had been able to retain possession of such fertile lands, despite the
inexorable southward march of the Han Chinese people, because of the high incidence
of malaria in their low-lying valley homelands. It seems that the Tai were physically
and psychologically adapted to such malarial conditions, while the Han Chinese were
extremely vulnerable.)

All Mong Hkwan’s land was, in law, the property of the cao fa. But anyone
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...pai seems to provide both an incentive to work and a means of
reducing the extremes of differences between rich and poor. In this
way the disastrous economic consequences which usually attend the
existence of rigidly demarcated hereditary social classes are avoided.

To conclude : this is a very valuable work to have, at long last, within the
public domain. Until now, all we have had in English of T’ien’s work on thong
Hkwan Tai was his short 1949 article in the American Anthropologist.w On‘é"“might
wish that T’ien had made some attempt to place his work within the context of more
recent Tai anthropological studies in general and that he had seen fit to comment on
the fate of his Tai friends of Mong Hkwan since he left them in 1942. One might also
wish that the editor, or editors, had not removed from the original text all of the vide
infras (if the Latin seemed archaic we are not without an English equivalent!). Thus,
for example (there are others), when T’ien writes on page 34 of his thesis ‘‘the white
firewood was now burnt’’, he invites his reader to see below. But in the published
version under review (p.18) we receive no such instruction and so are baffled by a
near-meaningless sentence. Also, it would have been pleasant indeed if the Cornell
editors had asked T’ien to search for some photographic documentation to grace the
published version of his work. And an index would have much improved this
publication. But 511.6}1 strictures should not detract from one’s gratitude to Professor
T’ien and his Cornell hosts for having given us this book. We must also thank
Professor Kirsch for his useful Foreword to the book.

Anthony R. Walker
The Ohio State University
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Three Worlds According to King Ruang : A Thai Buddhist
Cosmology Frank E. Reynolds and Mani B. Reynolds,

University of California at Berkeley, and The Institute of Buddhist
Studies ; Berkeley Buddhist Studies Series 4, 1982, pp.383.

Introduction

In the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries, Tai-speaking peoples began to gain
direct access to the teachings of Theravada Buddhism through religious texts written in
their own languages. Some texts were translations of sacred works in Pali, the most
important of which being the Jataka tales. Others were sermons (désana) in which the
dhamma was explicated in a vernacular language. While a few such sermons were
original compositions, most were a retelling by a local author of some Palitext or texts.

Some sermons, such as those known under the rubric of anisamsa (Thai,
anisong), ‘‘blessings,”” were associated with particular merit-making rituals and are
still often read in conjunction with such rituals in rural communities. Another genre,
classified as vamsa, ‘‘lineages,’’ provide linkages between the Buddha (and sometimes
previous Buddhas) and his spiritual descendants, the members of a particular monastic
tradition. Yet another genre had a much broader purpose, namely the situating of the
whole of existence, past and present, within a Buddhist cosmological framework. The
Traibhiami Phra Ruang, or ‘‘Sermon of the Three Worlds according to King Ruang,”’
which the Reynoldses have translated into English in the book under review, is the most
significant representative of this last genre in the Thai Buddhist tradition. As Frank
Reynolds has noted elsewhere (1985, 1987) while the cosmology/soteriology of the
Traibhiumi Phra guang is only one of three types known among Theravadins, it was by
far the most influential for Thai Buddhists.

The Text

The sermon offers a view of the known world as being but part of a total
spatio-temporal system--the ‘‘three worlds.”’ This system encompasses all modes of
existence imaginable (including those in realms where beings have only
‘“‘consciousness’’--which must have been very difficult for even the most learned monk
to grasp--and relates these to an underlying principle promulgated by the Buddha, the
Law of Kamma. According to this law, different actions have specific moral
consequences which in turn lead to (re) birth in one of the thirty-one realms making up
the three worlds, and to the acquisition of certain characteristics, such as gender or
physical attributes which differentiate those within these realms.
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While the sermon is fundamentally concerned with presenting a classification
of differentiation of beings which can be traced to the consequences of kamma, the
sermon is also structured, as Frank Reynolds points out in his introduction, in such a
way that ““its readers are finally confronted with the impermanence that is believed to
characterize all worldly, samasaric existence, and with the ultimate Theravada ideal of
life on the path and the realization of Final Release (Nibbana)’’ (p.31). While the text
does lead to this final Nibb@nic message, the theme of the sermon centers, nonetheless,
 on the implications of the Law of Kamma.

The sermon begins with a discussion of types of birth into one or another of
the thirty-one realms in the three worlds. The text immediately gives a Buddhist
interpretation to birth, namely that it entails the carrying into a new life the
consequences of actions in previous lives. Such ‘‘rebirth linkage’’ is what leads to the
differentiation of beings distributed throughout the cosmos. This approach makes the
text quite different from cosmographies of other religious traditions which posit a
cosmos created and ordered by a deity. With its concern with the consequences of
kamma, the Traibhiimi Phra Ruang is as much a treatise on ethics as it is one on the
ordering of the universe and beings within it. While the text interweaves the ethical
with the cosmological and cosmographic, modern Thai tend to separate these and look
at the Traibhiimi Phra Ruang rather differently than did their forebears. I will return
to this point in a moment.

Most of the text is devoted to consideration of the eleven realms, including the
human one, which make up the ““World of desire’’ (k@mabhiimi). The “World with
Only a Remnant of Material Factors’’ (riipabhfimi) and the ‘‘World without Material
Factors®’ (ariipabhiimi) have mainly a theological import, although as Sensenig (1973)
has shown, they have also been used as ways of interpreting psychological states. The
“World of Desire,”” however, had an immediacy for anyone who heard or read the
sermon,

In the opening discussion in the Chapter on ‘“The Realm of Hell Beings’’ the
text presents an analysis of the constituents of human nature. After considering the
material factors (pp.61-62) which characterize humans and certain other beings, the
text then turns to psychic dispositions which are understood in a distinctively Buddhist
way. Three such dispositions, ‘“‘greed, anger, and delusion’’ (p.64), when acted on
result in evil consequences which may result in rebirth in one of the eight major hells or
sixteen auxiliary hells, each with a distinctive form of suffering. The detailed
description of these hells in the Traibhimi Phra Ruang, as well as in such other
important related texts as Phra Malai, has provided religious artists With a source of
graphic imagery through which to portray the significance of certain evil acts. But evil
acts do not in and of themselves lead to rebirth in hell, for if one has also acted in ways
which lead to meritorious consequences, one may end life with a positive balance sheet.
The text thus offers hope for the majority of humans whase actions are a mixture of
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evil and good: ‘‘For those who have made merit and have done evil deeds as well, the
devatd will weigh the merit and the evil deeds and look at both sides. The side that is
heavier will determine the person’s destiny’’ (p.70). The view that while human nature
is motivated toward evil impulses, humans are also'inherently capable of cultivating
dispositions which will lead to positive acts and that it is the balance of evil and good
which will determine one’s destiny in the next life has been fundamental to Thai
understanding of the world since at least the time when the Traibhiimi Phra Ruang was
first compiled.

The text discusses how rebirth for those whose evil acts outweigh their good
ones may be in another sub-human realm, namely that of animals, suffering ghosts and
Asura, rather than in one of the hells. Of particular interest here is the realm of
suffering ghosts for the author (or authors) subsumes under this Buddhist (or, more
properly, Hindu-Buddhist) conception the various types of spirits (phi} which Thai
inherited from their pre-Buddhist traditions. The Traibhfimi Phra Ruang, like other
vernacular texts and related rituals which made Buddhist teachings generally accessible
to Tai-speaking peoples, thus legitimated pre-Buddhist beliefs in spirits while at the
same time subordinating them to the more general Buddhist doctrine of kamma.

The central chapter of the text is unquestionably that dealing with the human
realm. Although the text posits the existence of four different ‘‘continents’’ in which
humans live, it really distinguishes between two types of human life. Life in the first, or
Jambu continent, where we and all known humans live, is a very imperfect one. In the
other lands the human life span is longer and less variable because humans in these
lands are more moral, whereas the description of life in the Jambu continent is based to
some degree on the actualities of the world as it is known, the depiction of social life in
the other lands--Pubbavideha, Aparagoyana and especially Uttarakuru--is utopian.

The utopian ideal projected in the Traibhiimi Phra Ruang is not based solely
on generalized human morality, Later in the chapter on the human realm, the text
devotes considerable space to a consideration of the role monarchs play in establishing
a world in which the dhamma prevails. The most ideal of all rulers is the Cakkavatti, or
“‘wheel-turning’’ universal ruler, which the Traibhumi Phra Ruang discusses at some
length (pp.135-72). While not every king can be a Cakkavatti, lesser rulers should
follow the guidelines which the text makes the words of a Cakkavatti (pp.147-54). A
ruler who is able to follow these guidelines and become one who “‘while he reigns, acts
righteously, and does righteous things,’’ thereby ensuring the peace and happiness,
stability and balance, fortune and prosperity of ‘‘the common people, slaves, and free
men,’’ is one who accumulated great merit in a previous life (p.153). The converse of
this premise is that chaos, calamity, and generalized suffering can be taken as evidence
that the king lacks the merit to be a legitimate ruler. Without the appropriate merit,
even a king who commands great armies can become ineffectual. Such is the moral the
text draws from the story of King Ajatasattu and his relationships with his father, King
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extremely rare being who is able to attain Nibbana, one who has followed the path
through thousands upon thousands of eons (kappa) (see pp.346ff). The Traibhumi
Phra Ruang itself can, however, facilitate the quest for ultimate salvation. In the
Epiloque the author repeats a promise first made in the Proloque (p.47): ‘““Whoever
wishes to reach the celestial treasure, which is the deliverance of Nibbdna, let him listen
to this Sermon on theThree Worlds with care and interest, with faith in his heart, and
without being heedless in any way. He will then be able to meet the Lord Sri Ariya (the
Buddha Metteyya) when he is born in the future, to pay his respects to him, and to listen
to the Dhamma that he will preach’’ (p.350).

The fundamental religious message of the Traibhiimi Phra Ruang is not that
one should renounce the world in the quest Yor Nibbana, since very, very few are
capable of the actions required for such renunciation, but that one should first become
aware that one’s actions are subject to the Law of Kamma. Having learned this truth,
one should then devote oneself to the cultivation of merit to offset the demerit one is
certain to acquire through acting on one’s base human impulses. If one has heeded well
the message of the sermon by devoting oneself to meritorious activities--activities,
moreover, which mainly entail relations with others in society--one is guaranteed
rebirth at the time of the Buddha Metteyya--a far preferable rebirth even than one in
heaven--under whose guidance it will be possible to follow the path to Nibbana. This
salvation ethic set forth in the Traibhiimi Phra Ruang, first propounded in some form
in the fourteenth century, has been characteristic of Thai Therav&da Buddhism ever
since.

Continuing Significance of the Traibhtimi Phra Ruang

Frank Reynolds maintains in his introduction to the Traibhiimi Phra Ruang
that ‘“despite the harsh criticisms to which the text has been subjected by a number of
Buddhist modernists in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, this influence (of the
Traibhiimi Phra Ruang on the religious consciousness of the Thai, on their literary and
artistic development, and on their social and ethical attitudes) has persisted to the
present day” (p.7). While agreeing that the Traibhtimi Phra Ruang--and rituals, art,
and other texts which convey the same message--continues to provide a wellspring of
meaning for contemporary Thai, I believe that one must recognize, as Frank Reynolds
only partially does, that there are two very different perspectives adopted by Thai
today toward the cosmography of the Traibhiimi Phra Ruang.

The first is one which Frank Reynolds associates especially with villages where
the cosmology of the Traibhiimi, although probably derived from related texts rather
than directly from the Traibhiimi Phra Ruang itself, has been translated, to paraphrase
S.J. Tambiah (1970:35) to whom Reynolds refers, into action through rituals. A
cosmological worldview is not restricted, Frank Reynolds maintains, to rural Thai
alone. While granting (p.25) that for some Thai traditional rituals have become merely
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ceremonial activities, he still argues, with reference to a study by Lucien Hanks (1962),
that Thai society as a whole can be understood as a ‘‘king-centered hierarchy at least
partially regulated by cosmic moral principles ... at a variety of personal, social and
political levels”’ (p.27).

Insofar as Thai, whether rural or urban, adhere to ‘‘cosmic moral principles”’
which are taken without reflection as fundamental givens, then it is possible to speak of
a continuity with the worldview projected by the Traibhiimi Phra Ruang. As Craig
Reynolds (1976) has shown, however, a fundamental break in this continuity occurred
in the mid-nineteenth century when a small group of intellectuals connected with first
Prince and later King Mongkut began to question the acceptance of the cosmology of
Traibhiimi Phra Ruang as axiomatic in light of Western thought. This questioning
culminated in the publication in 1867 of Kitcanukit (‘‘A Book Explaining Various
Things’’) by Chao Phraya Thiphakqrawong (Kham Bunnag), then Minister of Foreign
Affairs. The perspective on the cosmology of the Traibhiimi Phra Ruang articulated
in Kitcanukit, ‘‘the first Siamese printed book issued entirely under Siamese auspices™’
(Craig Reynolds 1976:214), was to become increasingly accepted throughout Thai
society over the following century. Fundamental to this perspective was a distinction,
drawn by Chao Phraya Thiphakgrawong, between natural law and cosmic law. He
found the Traibhumi Phra Ruang to be inadequate, in comparison to Western science,
for understanding nature, but he retained, although still in comparative terms, this
time with reference to Christian thought, the Buddhist notion of Kamma for
understanding the ultimate laws which regulate the cosmos. Craig Reynolds (1976:219)
concludes that Chao Phraya Thiphakqrawong wrote ‘his critique of the Traibhumi in
order to bring the cosmography (and cosmology) up to date, to dismiss its
irrelevancies, and to save and reassert the Buddhist principles imbedded within it.”’

Chao Phraya Thiphakqrawong’s approach to the Traibhiimi Phra Ruang
became the authoritative perspective because of support by the throne and by the
influential Thammayut order. This perspective became dominant not only in elite
circles, but also found its way into general consciousness as a result of the
establishment of a system of mass education. While the rituals which remain significant
particularly in rural areas project a world ordered with reference to cosmic laws, the
education children receive in schools project one ordered with reference to laws of nature
unknown in the Traibhiimi Phra Ruang.

Chao Phraya Thiphakorawong’s critical reflections on the Traibhiimi Phra
Ruang in Kitcanukit have been continued by more contemporary authors. In 1954
Phya Anuman Rajadhon (1970), wrote his Lao rjjang nai trai phum phraruang
(Stories of the Traibhiimi Phra Ruang), in part to introduce to an audience which was
quite distant from the traditional world of the text the sources of many of the images to
be found in literature and art. More recently, in 1983, as part of the celebration of the
700th anniversary of the origins of Thai writing, the Fine Arts Department sponsored a
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seminar on the Traibhimi Phra Ruang (see Prungsi Wanliphddom, Phakawan
Detchathéwaphon, and Phannipha Ninlanarong 1984). The convening of the seminar,
at which participants drawn from a variety of scholarly institutions traced the
influences of the text on Thai politics and society, literature, philosophy and religion,
and art, demonstrates the continuing significance of this text in contemporary
Thailapd. The participants in the seminar did not view the Traibhiimi Phra Ruang
simply as a sermon, an explication of the, dhamma. They felt compelled, as did Chac
Phraya Thiphakorawong, to interpret it in comparison to non-Buddhist modes of
thought, in this case with reference, for example, to medieval Christian cosmology and
Western utopian philosophy.

While monks were probably responsible for compiling the Traibhiimi Phra
Ruang from a variety of canonical sources (which are listed in the Epiloque to the text;
on pp.349-51), pride of authorship of the version of the sermon linked with the name
Phra Ruang is accorded to Phya Lithai (Lidaiya), the future King Mahadhammarija I
of Sukhothai. Frank and Mani Reynolds, following most previous scholars, interpret
the exordium and collophon to the text as indicating that Phya Lithai wrote the
Traibhiimi Phra Ruang in 1345 when he was ‘‘the heir apparent to the throne of
Sukhothai-Srisachanalai and (before) he became its paramount ruler’’ (p.5). While
there are problems with ascribing a text known only in an eighteenth century recension
to a fourteenth century author (see Vickery 1974), there seems little reason to doubt, as
Craig Reynolds (1976:208) has written, that ‘“The Traibhiimi cosmography dates in
some form from the fourteenth century’’ (also see the Reynoldses’ note in an appendix,
pp.353-55). What has been added to the recension of 1778, including most probably
materials derived by later monk-scholars from Pali sources as well as from related texts
in Lao and Khmer, would have been only elaboration of a world view that had already
become central to Siamese thought in the time of Sukhothai.

The translation of the text, based on a version of the 1778 recension published
in 1912 and a more recent critical edition in typescript by Acharn Pitoon Maliwan, has
benefited greatly by the unique combination of skills of the two translators. Mani
Reynolds, a former principal of Dara Academy in Chiang Mai and lecturer in Thai at
the University of Chicago, drew on her knowledge not only of Thai but also of
northern Thai in making sense of the archaic language of the text. Frank Reynolds, a
Professor of History of Religions at the University of Chicago, oriented the translation
toward an audience not only of Thai specialists but of historians of Buddhism more
generally. While both had studied classical Pili, it took their working together to deal
with the problem of ‘‘the poor quality and extremely concise character of the Pali used
in many portions of the sermon” (p. 39). The long and arduous labor which both
devoted to the project was well justified given both the significance of the text and the
quality of the result. The book, which has been well-produced, is also enhanced by the
inclusion of a set of beautifully reproduced illustrations of cosmological themes from
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Thailande : Buddhadasa Bhikkhu Louis Gabaude, Ecole
Frangaise D’Extreme-Orient, Paris, 1988.
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