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James Low, On Siamese Literature (1839)

James Low was one of the first serious Western scholars of Thai. Although
best remembered for his A Grammar of the T,hai or Siamese Language (1828), the
earliest surviving example of Thai print, he wrote a number of other substantial
articles on a wide range of aspects of Siamese history and culture. His article ‘On
Siamese Literature’ was drafted in 1829, revised in 1836 and finally published in
Asiatic Researches vol. XX pt. II in 1839; it was, at the time, the most informed
treatment of the subject to have appeared in a Western language.

James Low was born in Kettle in Fifeshire, Scotland on 4 April 1791.
He joined the East India Company as a cadet in 1811, and reached the rank of
lieutenant in the Madras Native Infantry in 1817. At the beginning of 1818 he was
transferred to Penang, where he studied Thai and Malay. In 1822 he presented the
manuscript of his Grammar to the Asiatic Society of Calcutta and two years later
he was awarded a special bonus for his proficiency in Thai. The Grammar lay in
the library of the Asiatic Society for six years, until 1828, when Robert Fullerton,
the Governor of the British settlements in the Straits of Malacca, proposed that it
should be printed to encourage wider study of the Siamese language. Low was
meanwhile employed in an unsuccessful diplomatic mission to try to secure Siamese
assistance against the Burmese at the beginning of the Anglo-Burmese War in 1824.
In 1827 he led a raid on an alleged pirate stronghold, but his capture of the pirate
leader backfired when it transpired that the pirate was an official in the service of
the local ruler. Despite official complaints about Low’s conduct, he was officially
exonerated by the East India Company and later made Superintendent of Province
Wellesley, where he acquired land and established his own spice plantations. He
served as Assistant Resident in Singapore from 1840 until 1844 and retired the
following year, returning to his plantations in Province Wellesley. In March 1850
he left Penang to re-settle in his native Scotland, where he died two years later.

Prior to Low’s article, the most substantial published account of Thai
literature was that by John Leyden, in his 131-page article ‘On the Languages and
Literatures of the Indo-Chinese Nations’, which appeared in Asiatic Researches in
1808. The 10-page section on ‘Thay’ includes a list of 41 of the ‘most popular’
‘Cheritrás’, which Leyden glosses variously as ‘historical and mythological fables’
and ‘romantic fictions’, single sentence summaries of most of these, a brief para-
graph on versification and an excerpt, with translation, from Maha Chinok.

Low takes Leyden’s list of works as the basis for his article and attempts to
expand upon each. Thus, where Leyden simply tells us that ‘Un-na-rút narrates the
story of Anírud’ha, the grandson of Krishna’, Low manages to write 32 lines, largely
a summary of the plot, but also including his own rather condescending evaluation.
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Commenting on some works, he corrects Leyden, while in others he simply repeats
Leyden’s words verbatim, noting that he has not examined that particular work.

Many of the works listed by Leyden and repeated by Low are unknown to
today’s experts on classical Thai literature, while most of what is today regarded as
the classical canon goes unmentioned. Whether this was primarily due to the
limited knowledge of local informants, communication difficulties, poor judgment
by Leyden and Low, or simply that current ideas on literary merit were institution-
alized at a much later date, remains a matter of speculation. Whatever, Low does
not appear to have fully grasped how Thai verse forms worked, and embarks on a
misguided attempt to apply Western concepts of versification to analyze Thai
poetry. Curiously, he makes no mention of the immediate vocabulary difficulties
that face the Western student of Thai poetry, and with Pallegoix’s monumental
Dictionarium linguae thai still nearly a quarter of a century away, we are left to
wonder how he managed to produce such eloquent translations - and to wish we
knew more about his informants. There are other questions, too, which Low leaves
frustratingly unanswered. How did Leyden compile the original list of works? Was
it compiled from diverse sources, or was it a catalogue of the contents of a particu-
lar library? Were the texts in Bangkok? Did Low retrace Leyden’s footsteps? What
state were the manuscripts in? How were they preserved? How were they transmit-
ted? Who wrote them? Who read— or listened— to them? And how widely known
were they, locally and nationally?

If today we read Low’s work as a curiosity, an example of outdated
nineteenth-century scholarship, rather than part of a foundation upon which our
knowledge of Thai literature has been built, we can nevertheless admire him for his
pioneering spirit in trying to broaden the Westerner’s knowledge of the culture of
Siam. Despite the occasional derogatory remarks about the country and its people,
Low’s interest in Siam and things Siamese was genuine, and in the years that
followed the appearance of ‘On Siamese Literature’, he published articles, mostly
in the Journal of the Indian Archipelago or the Journal of the Asiatic Society of
Bengal, on the government of Siam, the laws of Siam, the discovery of coal depos-
its on the Siamese coast, white elephants, Buddhism, and the historical
connections between Kedah and Siam.

David Smyth

DAVID SMYTH
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