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The Grammar and Function of Colophons in
Lao Manuscripts: The Case of the Vat Maha
That Collection, Luang Prabang

Abstract: This article discusses the structure, grammar, and function of colo-
phons in Lao palm-leaf manuscripts containing Buddhist texts. The manuscripts
which form the corpus of this study have been selected from the monastic repos-
itory of Vat Maha That, one of the largest monasteries in the old royal capital of
Luang Prabang. The colophons are almost exclusively written in the Lao vernacu-
lar with rather short, standardized Pali phrases at the end. The main emphasis is
on the role of scribes and of sponsors in the making of manuscripts. The vast ma-
jority of Lao manuscripts are elaborately dated according to the Lao lunar calen-
dar. In the case of manuscripts from Luang Prabang the relatively high number
of female sponsors and the presence of royalty among principal lay initiators is a
most striking feature.

1 Introduction

Luang Prabang has maintained its fame and status as a centre of Lao Buddhism
to the present day. The ancient and quite exceptional manuscript culture of Laos
has survived colonial rule, war, and modernization in a globalized world. Unlike
many parts of the world, manuscript production did not cease during the twenti-
eth century in Laos, where traditional methods of writing have been preserved by
monks and lay scribes up to the present. The first documentary evidence of the
Dhamma (Tham) script in the Lao Kingdom of Lan Sang is a monolingual Pali
palm-leaf manuscript, dated 1520/1521, kept at the Provincial Museum in Luang
Prabang (formerly the Royal Palace). This sacred script is an extraordinary exam-
ple of Lao written culture. Originating in the late fourteenth century, in the neigh-
bouring northern Thai kingdom of Lan Na — probably as a derivative of the an-
cient Mon alphabet of Hariphunchai - it made its way south through the Mekong
River basin. As the name indicates, the script was used for the writing of the Bud-
dhist scriptures and other religious texts.

Vat Maha That Rasabovoravihan or Vat Maha That, the ‘Monastery of the
Great Stupa’ is well known for its ‘Great Stupa’ or ‘Pha Maha That’, i.e. the Great
Stupa built at the same time as the temple hall (sim) in 1548. However, many

3 Open Access. © 2022 the author(s), published by De Gruyter. This work is licensed under the
Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial-NoDerivatives 4.0 International License.
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locals call the monastery simply Vat That (‘Monastery of the Stupa’) or, even more
notably, Vat That No6i (‘Monastery of the Small Stupa’), as later on larger stupas
were erected at other monasteries in Luang Prabang, e.g. Vat Siang Thong. Vat
Maha That is located on a lower slope on Fa Ngum Road in the centre of the former
royal capital and the centre of Lao Buddhism. The district of the town attached to
the monastery is known as Ban Vat That. In the past, Vat Maha That was the main
monastery of a group of monasteries situated in the lower (southern) part of
Luang Prabang, the so-called khana tai (‘southern group’). Its location is also
called than miiang (the base of the city). In 2017, when research was first carried
out, the monastery of Vat Maha That counted a total of three monks and twelve
novices under the supervision of the abbot, Venerable Pha Vandi Vannatharo.
The monastery is the focal point of the most important and impressive Lao New
Year festival, which is held every year in mid-April.!

The monastery was founded by King Say Setthathirat in 1548 and has been
renovated and restored many times since then. During the twentieth century, Vat
Maha That was regarded as the temple of the viceroy, the lord of the front palace
(Vang Na), and his family. Thus, it was a monastery under royal patronage. At
present, many buildings in this monastery have been registered by UNESCO as
part of the architectural heritage of Luang Prabang. Such constructions include,
aside from the great stupa itself, the temple hall (sim) and the three monks’
abodes (kuti) in the lower part of the temple compound. As a result, the structures
and building materials have been well preserved. As with every monastery in
Buddhist Luang Prabang, Vat Maha That is an important intersection between
the monastic community of monks and novices (the Sangha) and the community
of lay people in the surrounding town who support the Sangha with the necessi-
ties of life. The monastery is the centre of numerous community activities, such
as religious rituals and festivals, social events, and lessons.

In early 2018, the Buddhist Archives? requested permission from the monas-
tery to bring the whole corpus of manuscripts to our Buddhist Archives at Sala

1 For more information on the Lao New Year festival, see Nginn 1959; Berger 2000 (no page
number); and Kislenko 2009, 147-150.

2 The Buddhist Archives of Luang Prabang was formed in 2015 out of the Buddhist Archives of
Photography. See <https://www.wmf.org/project/buddhist-archive-photography>. The core of
the Buddhist Archives is a collection of more than 35,000 historical photographs (prints and
negatives), which have been discovered in Luang Prabang monasteries, dating from c. 1880 up
to our own days. 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
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Thammavihan in Vat Suvannakhili, where with modest financial support from
the Centre for the Study of Manuscript Cultures (CSMC), University of Hamburg,
the preservation and digitisation of the manuscripts was begun, continuing till
the end of August 2018. The constraints of time resulted in concluding the inven-
tory and digitisation of just one-third of the whole corpus by 31 August 2018. The
preservation and digitisation project was continued with financial support from
the Digital Repository of the Endangered and Affected Manuscripts in Southeast
Asia (DREAMSEA) from September 2018 to June 2019. During the entire duration
of the project, a total of 3,467 documents either written by hand or typed in vari-
ous scripts were registered, mainly in Tham Lao, Old Lao, modern Lao, and Thai.
The 1,541 manuscripts written in Tham Lao and Old Lao scripts were selected for
digitisation. At present, all original manuscripts are kept at the monastic library
in Vat Maha That, whereas the digital images of the digitised manuscripts are
present in different institutes and displayed on the DREAMSEA website.’

2 The manuscript collection of Vat Maha That

Lao village communities as well as town districts usually have a vat (50) as its
cultural and spiritual centre. The vat is a Buddhist temple-monastery which is not
only where the Sangha (the community of monks and novices) live and meditate,
but is also a place for laypeople to come together for festival celebrations, take
part in religious rituals, seek spiritual experiences and the advice of highly re-
spected 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 ac-
tivities. Aside from that, the vat is an educational centre, offering the teaching of
the Dhamma, fundamental truths revealed by the Buddha, as well as secular sci-
ences.” 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 com-
munity, the members of that community have the obligation to maintain the vat.

and beyond. An overview of the photographs and their listing is available at <https://eap.bl.uk/
project/EAP326/search>. All websites mentioned in this article were accessed on 2 May 2022.

3 <https://www.hmmlcloud.org/dreamsea/manuscripts.php?country=&tags=&city=&author=
&library=&language=&projnum=0011&writingSupport=&title=&script=&searchType=1>. For a
list of the archival material used in this article see the Appendix below.

4 The Lao temple-monastery (vat) 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.
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The idea of a vat is still present in the mindset of the lay community, even
when a village has no vat. This is evident from the requirement of the monks’
presence in the performance of ritual ceremonies. In this case, it is necessary to
invite monks from the vat of a neighbouring village. A religious ritual without the
presence of monks and novices is barely imaginable. The mere presence of the
Sangha members adds a sacred meaning to non-religious ceremonies, such as a
housewarming party, the inauguration of a hospital, or a wedding.?

Lao manuscripts were mostly inscribed with a stylus on cut and cured, rec-
tangular palm-leaf sheets of varying length. Each sheet had two holes; a cotton
string strung through the left hole, enabling the binding together of several palm-
leaf sheets as one fascicle (phuk). Recent research estimates that more than
ninety percent of Lao manuscripts are ‘palm-leaf books’ (nangsii bai lan). Accord-
ing to traditional Buddhist beliefs manuscripts were never to be treated disre-
spectfully, or kept in a demeaning place, whether written carefully or not. The
manuscripts’ texts, especially ritual texts, were not to have any insertions or other
writing added to them. Any person breaking this rule would lose the respect of
devout Buddhists.

The length of the text determined the number of leaves in a given palm-leaf
fascicle. However, a literary text can also occupy several fascicles, which are then
fastened together. Such a bundle is called a sum (%). A quite widespread method
for protecting manuscript fascicles bound together by cord was the insertion of
at least one, at times two or three, blank folios at the beginning and the end.
Sometimes one of these blank folios, usually the front cover folio, bore the text
title and the fascicle’s number (when texts ran over more than one fascicle). Two
wooden boards were often added to the bundle for protection. The bundle would
then usually be wrapped in a piece of cloth and bound with cotton string. A
wrapped bundle of manuscripts is called a mat (3®). A mat consisted of either a
single bundle comprising a single text or multiple bundles featuring several
fascicles and texts.

2.1 Variety of genres and themes

The manuscripts discovered and documented at the monastery of Vat Maha That
are all written on palm-leaf, with the exception of less than a dozen paper manu-

5 This ‘Buddhization’ of formerly non-Buddhist rites and rituals is best reflected in Anisong
texts. For a detailed analysis of Anisong manuscripts in a Lao cultural environment, based on the
Pha Khamchan Virachitto’s personal collection, see Bounleuth 2015a.
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scripts. The vast majority of these palm-leaf manuscripts contain one single text
running over one palm-leaf fascicle, although others contain more than one, and
some even up to ten fascicles. However, many of the multi-fascicle manuscripts
are not complete, with one or more missing fascicles. Several manuscripts com-
prising a single fascicle may have originally been part of a larger multi-fascicle
manuscript, the other fascicles being lost. Some manuscripts are complete and in
good physical condition while others are lightly or severely damaged with parts
of the text missing.

In the 1990s, the Preservation of Lao Manuscripts Programme (PLMP) divided
86,000 texts written on 368,000 fascicles — approximately 12,337 texts are cur-
rently available for online research — into twenty categories.® The last two cate-
gories (‘miscellaneous’ lai muat and ‘undetermined’ bo dai cat muat) are note-
worthy as they illustrate a feature peculiar to Lao (and other Southeast Asian)
manuscript cultures, i.e. some manuscripts, palm-leaf and paper manuscripts,
contain various texts. Whereas Pha Khamchan Virachitto’s personal collection of
manuscripts kept in his living quarters contained a high percentage of such mul-
tiple-text manuscripts, among the mulberry paper folding books, they are rare in
the Vat Xiang Thong collection. Several secular or non-religious texts do not appear
in any of the manuscripts from this collection, e.g. customary law texts, philological
and astrological treatises, and the wide field of secular literature, aside from a few
folk tales (nithan Do finu). Texts related to white magic (sainyasat {38£990
lagma »5) and rites and rituals (phithikam AN W5 nN553) are as rare as medical
treatises (tamla ya 092989 657 ¢1). The collection contains several dozen
chronicles; almost all of which can be classified as ‘Buddhist chronicles’ (tamnan
phutthasatsana &ﬂmmgamemmmm GIUIUNNEAITUD).

A significant number of manuscript-fascicles (414) contain texts from the Pali
canon and may be classified as categories of Vinaya, Suttanta or Abhidhamma.
Of almost equal importance are the popular Jataka stories, dealing with Buddha’s
previous lives, comprising one-fourth of the Vat Maha That corpus’ manuscripts.
Aside from the Jataka tales (398 manuscript-fascicles), Anisong (Pali: anisamsa)
texts (300 manuscript-fascicles) are featured most prominently in the Vat Siang
Thong collection of manuscripts.” Anisong texts are generally known under the

6 See <http://www.laomanuscripts.net>.

7 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 recommended 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 ob-
jects 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
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terms Salong or Song in Lao. These popular texts, inscribed on palm-leaf, mul-
berry paper and other kinds of paper, are used for performing sermons or preach-
ing. These short homiletic texts, which rarely contain more than twenty folios,
concern the rewards of merit or literally the ‘advantage’ which a believer may
expect to receive from performing a particular religious deed.

Table 1: Distribution of texts of the Vat Maha That collection according to genres

Genre finlts]9) BUIR No. of fasc. % of total
General Buddhism  fauedioty 555MzIT3 (1
Vinaya rules wedtu WAty 97 6.3
Suttanta doctrine wWeo WISFHT 289 18.8
Abhidhamma doctrine weosding WIzaA5ITN 28 1.8
Buddhist tales Joaomauy flengsssuz 52 3.4
Jataka tales 290N YI0A 398 25.8
Prayers Jogolu UNFIONUE 80 5.2
Anisong (blessings) 99089 a1ia9d 300 19.5
Rites and rituals WEna TGREEEY 3 0.2
Monolingual Pali aadiu9d AuAsuId 47 3.0
Buddhist chronicles  QAUALWONEKIKLIUT  BIUIUNNSAIFU) 99 6.4
Secular chronicles Gavaucdsy AruIuLiiog 25 1.6
Customary law fiomwae AHNNIY
Didactics QREE] RO 61 4.0
Medical treatises Aaxag 61578 3 0.2
White Magic Ysurg90 laymans 7 0.5
Folktales Tnaw finu
(Secular) Literature Suveazd 255UAAR 43 2.8
Proverbs f9gwag0 Agn1se 1 0.1
Astrology 990 Tusaans 5 0.3
Miscellaneous [RELI]e) NaYNRNIG
Unclassified dFowooln Udanaa i
Total Q0UT90 FIUTNINNA 1541 100

Buddhist New Year, etc.). The manuscripts of Pha Khamchan Virachitto’s collections containing
Anisong are analysed in Bounleuth 2015b and Bounleuth 2016, 130-136.
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An unsurprisingly large number of Jataka texts are written on palm-leaf manu-
scripts. This suggests that the Jataka stories, on Buddha’s previous lives, 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. It tells
the story of one of Buddha’s lives immediately before he was born as Siddhattha
Gotama. The story is about the compassionate Prince Vessantara, who gives away
everything he owns, including his children, thereby displaying the virtue of per-
fect generosity or dana. It is also known as the Thet Mahasat (Great Birth Ser-
mon), familiar to Lao Buddhists by 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 of every year. The festival lasts two or three days,
with the story of Prince Vessantara recited all day on the final day of the festivi-
ties. The story, composed in verse form and comprising thirteen chapters or kan
(kanda), is chanted aloud by monks and novices with years of experience preach-
ing all 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. Due to this sub-division, 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 and not the complete text.

2.2 The colophons

Colophons reveal extremely interesting information on the background of the
manuscripts, its production, purpose, and usage. Colophons usually appear at
the end of the manuscript, either directly following the main text from which it is
separated by a blank line or by smaller-sized letters (as in the last example), or
appearing on the recto side of an additional folio. In some cases, notably in more
recent manuscripts, a colophon can also appear on a title folio, and its appear-
ance within a fascicle (for example in multiple-text manuscripts) is not totally
unusual. Hundius (1990) indicates in his definition, that the Tai-Lao manuscript
tradition lacks a clear distinction between the writer or author of a manuscript
and its copyist. Lao manuscripts usually use the terms phu taem, phu khian, or
phu litchana’® for denoting the scribe who would call himself kha (‘servant [of the
Buddha]’). Aside from which, a number of colophons also mention a phu sang,

8 See Bounleuth 2016, 110.
9 From Pali: racana, ‘composition, arrangement’ (verb root rac, ‘to arrange, prepare, compose’).
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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.

Some colophons of the corpus here are scribal colophons (119 manuscripts).
The vast majority of manuscripts with colophons (815), however, express the
wishes of their sponsors and donors; 555 manuscripts or 45 percent of the total,
do not have colophons at all and are almost all undated. While rather few manu-
scripts have colophons that are exclusively scribal, many more record the names
of both the scribe and the persons 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 and the religious faithful (miilasaddha)™® who took the initiative in
enabling the manuscript’s production.”

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’ (wiang kaeo an nying nilaphan) — that it will lead to obtaining
merit (pufifia) or rewards of merit (phala-anisamsa) either for the writer, the spon-
sor and donor, his family or other people, and that the copying of the manuscript
and/or its sponsoring and donation to the Sangha will support (Lao: khamsu) the
Teachings of Buddha (sasana) to last for 5,000 years, counted from Buddha’s en-
tering of the parinibbana.? This basic purpose is grounded in the widespread
belief among the Tai and Lao that the complete degeneration of the Buddha’s
Teachings will be reached at the latest after 5,000 years. Whereas the intention
of the sponsor and donor to extend the lifespan of Buddhism is expressed as a
standard phrase in almost all the longer colophons, and even in most of the rather
short ones, the wish to be reborn in the age of Buddha Metteyya (Ariya Metteyya)
is reflected in a rather large number of colophons (altogether 17). This wish is
expressed in different phrases. They are mostly written in the Lao vernacular (13
colophons), while four are in Pali. Some colophons just express the donor’s wish
to be reborn in the age of Buddha Metteyya and to meet him in person and be
ordained as a monk to become his disciple, as expressed in the following
example:

10 In Lao and Thai the term miilasaddha can indeed designate both the faith a person has in the
Teaching of the Buddha, and the faithful believer as well. The meaning depends on the context
in which miilasaddha is used.

11 Cf. von Hiniiber 2013, XLVI-XLVIII.

12 See Veidlinger 2006, 164-165.
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May I reach the crystal city which is Nibbana and may I be ordained at the residence
(samnak) of Pha Ariya Metteyya (Maitreya), who will emerge in the world in the future. May
this not be ignored.

volvigfinlGfodponffiswou  uazlduvludninnszufiiestodnosumala  sudnun
wiguiin 1 (881) PAA 81 (981) AAT.E

Others add the wish that the donor will also get the chance to enter the path
(magga) towards enlightenment as an arahant through the teachings of Buddha
Metteyya. For instance:

May the power of this merit support the sponsor of this manuscript to meet Pha Metteyya
(Maitreya) who will emerge in the world in the future. May the power of this merit destine
me to attain enlightenment in the institution of Pha Ariya Metteyya. After having finished
reading, may I, the sponsor, attain Nibbana definitely.
wodurenaadrsianiendgiesidsit  Tliwunszmen(@)esdsnasungialu
Tanwrewiin vaiavznaussaatuaulidinduag (ussq) snnsh (555u) Tuditnnse
Fou [5uun(age] uéa.e

Ariya metteyya santike anagate arahanta magga. Nibbanapaccayo hotu me niccam dhuvam

[May I be] in the presence of Ariya Metteyya and achieve Arahantship in the future. May this
be a condition for me to reach Nibbana constantly and forever.

93UNALAYHFURALN BUIALA B9AANAARN Awwiu Ugaly Tug w figd 3.5

Anagate metteyyo santike bhave pabbajetu daramanopi sattayo desetum anukampaya

In the future (let me) exist in the presence of Metteyya who [comes] out of compassion to
teach the suffering beings to ordain.

ouALe watayly audn N Ywwitee nsunlul aaaly miaes aynyLne.”

Imina kussala sadanena yatha yatha bhave jato tikkhapafifio visarado madarido suriipo
pada saniyam madhuseroyakiyalo  kuttasabbasampattinam arahanta arahanti
maggarnanam ariyametefiya santike anaggate kale niccam dhuvam.

13 BAD-22-1-0578, fol. 7%, a kot set year but no year of an era given. The original text here and
passim written in Tham Lao (i.e. the Lao variant of the Dhamma script) has been transcribed into
modern Thai script by largely preserving the orthography of the original. Thus readers familiar
with modern Thai might better comprehend the English translations. This approach, though not
without shortcomings, is considered more appropriate than transcribing the text into modern
Lao (due to the script’s limited number of consonant letters) or using a Tham Lao font.

14 BAD-23-1-0629, fol. 11", dated 23 April 1963.

15 BAD-22-1-1154, dated 29 March 1826.

16 BAD-22-1-0282, dated 16 July 1766.
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By means of this gift of merit, in whatever world I was born, [may I] possess sharp intel-
ligence, be confident, not be poor, be beautiful, be lovely, possess a sweet voice, be an
arahant, that is one who is worthy of possessing all mundane and supramundane
attainments [and achieve] the knowledge of the paths [of liberation] in the presence of Ariya
Metteyya [Buddha] in the future. [May my aspirations be realized] constantly and certainly.

8w naaa anwu wa va A ¥le nvdalay Fa15ln wmsln g3liimaiid uga
lsvAvlanae awwaydadl oswuen asvud waranal o3ulAnY AU BUIAALR
na igd 3.7

As mentioned above, colophons generally appear at the end of the main text, fol-
lowing either directly or separated by a blank line. In many cases, colophons,
especially the lengthier ones, are written on a separate folio, sometimes in
smaller letters, covering only the central parts of a folio. Colophons in manu-
scripts of religious content commissioned by sponsors to be donated to a monas-
tery are highly formulaic as they follow a similar pattern characteristic of Bud-
dhist colophons from Laos and other areas of the Dhamma script cultural
domain, including Northern Thailand (Lan Na), the Tai Khiin area of Chiang Tung
and the Tai Lii speaking regions in southern Yunnan. Colophons usually provide
information on the date when the manuscript was finished, the date when the
scribe started writing, however, is rarely recorded. Thereafter, the scribe’s name
might follow, especially when the scribe is also the sponsor of the manuscript.
However, in general the names of the leading monastic or lay supporters
(mulasaddha) feature prominently in the second section of the colophon, some-
times mentioning the copied text. Thereafter the miilasaddha, often a lay couple
representing their extended family, express the main objective of the manuscript
donation, i.e., to ensure the Teachings of the Buddha (phuttha-satsana) last till
the end of 5,000 years. In some instances, this objective is connected with the
expectation that the manuscript’s writing support, i.e. the palm leaves, might en-
dure for that period too.!®

Other colophons are relatively long and may even span more than one side
of a palm leaf. Apart from the dating, the recording of the names of the 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

17 BAD-22-1-1082, dated 26 November 1838.

18 See, for example, the colophon of manuscript BAD-22-1-0465 stating: ‘Hua Lung Na Niia and
his wife together with all children had the most ardent religious faith to sponsor the making [of
this manuscript entitled] Nithan Chanthaphanit to support the Teachings of Gotama Buddha to
last until the end of 5000 years and the end of these palm leaves.’ (Waguu1wnita WaLiegn.en
gau laflalagnsdrefimudunswifaynil Bavargaurmszlanzuzdn ausowin & u
2qa7 vneuEwluaiu).



The Grammar and Function of Colophons in Lao Manuscripts =—— 239

the acquired merit, some of the longer colophons also contain some personal ex-
pression, including biographical details. The concluding Pali phrase is optional
and, in most cases, rather short. The structure of such colophons is analysed in
the following chart, discussing two examples which are from different periods
and whose sponsors/donors came from different social backgrounds.

Table 2: Contents and structure of colophons

BAD-22-1-0616

BAD-22-1-0839

Era

2491 BE

1220¢c¢s

Lunar calendar
Year

Month
Fortnight

Day of the week
Zodiac day

Corresponding to

poek chai (Year of the Rat)
first lunar month

eighth waning day

sixth day of the week (Friday)
poek si

Friday 24 December 1948 CE

poek sanga (Year of the Horse)
first lunar month

fourth waning day

sixth day of the week (Friday)
huang mao

Friday 24 December 1858 CE

Time nyam kham (time of the late nyam kéng doek (time of the late
afternoon, 4.30-6.00 p.m.) evening drum, 7.30-9.00 p.m.)
Initiator
Scribe Saen Kumphon (at Ban Phon Sai)
Sponsor/donor Saen Kumphon (at Ban Phon Sai) Thit (ex-monk) Kaeo
Sao (i.e. Ms) Sopha
I (i.e. Ms) Pheng
and all their male and female servants
had the religious faith to sponsor the
making of this manuscript
Title Thamma Rattana Sut Lam Sut
(Sutta text) (Sutta text)
Objective May the merit derived from the to support the Teachings of the

making of the manuscript support
my father, Chan Suk, my mother,
Sao Nyathi, my sister, Sao Vandi,
my uncles, Thit Thum, Chan Phio,
Thit Cha, Sao Nyot and all my
relatives and friends. May all of
them acknowledge this merit.

Buddha to last until the end of 5000
years.
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Table 2 (continued)

BAD-22-1-0616 BAD-22-1-0839
Wish As for myself, may | attain enlight-  May all of us reach the three states of
enment and become one of the happiness with Nibbana as the

teachers of the world (i.e., the Bud- ultimate goal. May our wishes not be
dha) in the future. Before attaining ignored. May all our wishes come
enlightenment and still movingin  true.

the samsara (cycle of birth), for any

of my rebirths, may | be purified

physically, mentally and with re-

gard to my speaking more than

other human being. May | be saved

from all kinds of diseases and

dangers until | will have attained

enlightenment as an omniscient

person in the future.

Concluding Nibbana paccayo hotu no niccam

phrase (in Pali) dhuvam dhuvam (May this be a
condition for us to reach Nibbana,
constantly and certainly).

If a manuscript is dated, the place where the date shows up would almost always
be the very beginning of the colophon. In general, the year when the scribe fin-
ished the inscribing of the text on palm-leaf would be the so-called ‘little era’
(cunlasakkalat, chunlasakkarat or culasakaraja), first introduced in March 638 CE
originating in Burma. In addition, dates in Tai-Lao historical records were also
given with reference to the corresponding year of a sixty-year cycle. This sexages-
imal cycle is known by almost all Tai speaking groups® 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 sexagesi-
mal 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 crosschecking comparison of both dates — culasakaraja year
and the sexagesimal cycle year — allows us to disclose copyist and other errors in
the historical records. Each lunar month comprises two fortnights. The first

19 See Terwiel 1980.
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fortnight is called diian khiin, literally meaning ‘the rising moon’ or ‘the waxing
moon’. It comprises 15 days. The second fortnight, comprising 14 or 15 days, is
named diiang haem, which means ‘the waning moon’. Days of the week are
numbered, beginning with the word van and followed by ordered cardinal num-
bers. The first day of the week is Sunday and the last and seventh day is Saturday.
Van 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 60 days, following the same sexagesimal pattern similar to the one
used for the reckoning of years.

Aside from a dual dating of years and days, colophons of Lao manuscripts
very often record the time of the day (nyam ©90 8173) when the scribe finished
the writing of his manuscript. It is not surprising that a scribe noted the moment
when his arduous and often painstaking work of copying a long, sacred text came
to an end with pride. 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 a.m.),
‘the time of the forenoon horn’ (nyam thae kai thiang = 9.00-10.30 a.m.), and ‘the
time of the sunset drum’ (nyam kong laeng = 1.30-3.00 p.m.).

One of the most interesting colophons concerning the wishes and aspirations
of a sponsor/donor is recorded in the relatively long colophon of manuscript
BAD-22-1-0375, titled Paet Miin.*® The principal initiator and the main sponsor of
this manuscript was Pha Phui Thirachitta Maha Thera, the abbot of Vat Maha
That, who dedicated it to his deceased parents, siblings, teachers, and old friends
who had already passed away. Thus, the benefits derived from the meritorious
donation should affect an improvement of their actual state in the otherworld and
pave their way to ‘the realm of heaven’ (sawan). At the same time, the fruits of the
merit should also help the donor, a high-ranking abbot, to achieve his ultimate
goal: the successful attainment of Nibbana. The manuscript is dated both accord-
ing to the traditional style (see chapter above) and according to the international
calendar: 26 April 1983. The manuscript comprises three palm-leaf fascicles, each
of which contains colophons with identical wording (fascicle 1, fol. 17*; fascicle
2, fol. 16™; fascicle 3, fol. 15"). Its wording is quoted in full (Figs 1a and 1b).

20 Paet Miin means literally ‘Eighty Thousand’ and is a short form of Paet Miin Si Phan (‘Eighty-
four Thousand’) referring to the 84,000 Dhamma-Khanda (Dhamma Teachings), which is the
traditional Theravada description of the complete Tipitaka canon.
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Fig. 1b: Manuscript BAD-22-1-0375, fascicle 1, fol. 17¥. © Buddhist Archives of Luang Prabang.
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On Tuesday, the fifteenth waxing day of the sixth lunar month, a ka khai (kun) year, 2526 BE,
1345 cs,? corresponding to 26 April 1983 cE.”? Pha Phui Thirachitta Maha Thera, the abbot
of Vat Pha Maha That Rasabovolavihan in Luang Prabang had the religious faith to sponsor
the making of the manuscript entitled 8 Miin, fascicle 2 to support the Teachings of the
Buddha, for the property of Vat Pha Maha That Rasabovoravihan in Luang Prabang. May [
dedicate the benefits of this merit to all benefactors, including my parents, siblings,
teachers and all other living creatures that were friends in birth, age, illness and death and
have already died and stayed in the other worlds. If they acknowledge my dedication, they
may rejoice and achieve blissful benefits in their worlds. Moreover, may the benefit of this
merit support me to enter the realm of heaven. May I achieve human prosperity, heavenly
prosperity and the successful attainment of Nirvana in the future. Icchitam patthitam
mayham khipameva samijjatu niccam dhuvam. (May whatever [ wish quickly come to be,
may all my aspirations be fulfilled, constantly and certainly).

21 As Eade points out according to conventions culasakaraja starts in March 639 CE. ‘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 cg’ (Eade 1995, 17). The Buddhist era
(BE), starting with the year 544 BCE as year 1, has been used for the dating of texts in Laos more
frequently only in the twentieth century.

22 The date of the Gregorian calendar matches with the traditional Lao date.
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The relatively rigid structure of the Lao Buddhist colophon nevertheless leaves
space for more personal expressions of the scribe who would add them either in
a shorter colophon which is separated from the main (sponsors’/donors’)
colophon or as a final sentence being part of the main colophon. In the personal
statements of scribes, we frequently find humble excuses for bad handwriting
and misspellings, even by properly trained and experienced scribes. A striking
example is the scribal colophon appearing at the end of the last of twenty
fascicles of the manuscript entitled Matthu Anulom and dated 29 August 1923
(BAD-22-1-0012, fascicle 20, fol. 10"). The scribe, ex-monk Man, begs for leniency
as follows: ‘I am Thit (ex-monk) Man, the scribe. If any mistakes have been made,
such as the omission of letters, the illegibility of my handwriting, and mis-
spellings, I apologize to all Bhikkhu (monks), the Buddha, the Dhamma and the
Sangha.’® Occasionally the scribe would stress his lack of experience, being a
novice both with regard to his monastic status and his being a beginner in the
copying of texts.” Yet we even find the insufficient quality of the writing support,
along with constraints of time as an excuse, such as in manuscript BAD-22-1-0647
(fol. 15"): ‘My handwriting is not beautiful because the palm-leaves are not good,
and I had to hurry in my writing. There are some mistakes, please consider.’®
Reflecting a special sense of humour with sexual allusions is the colophon of a
monk-scribe complaining about his unfulfilled desire to touch a widowed
laywoman whose physical attractiveness might have been on his mind while he
was writing (Fig. 2).

Fig. 2: Manuscript BAD-22-1-0887, fol. 13", lines 3-4. © Buddhist Archives of Luang Prabang.
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The writing of this manuscript was finished at noon (between 10.30 a.m. and 12.00 p.m.).
May I be born as a good and intelligent person in my next lives. May I meet the Enlightened

23 Hrwdniiedu Jugsoun Wouie anAd wdefd Uwefid aa(wilvde)UdiienAs (5
GadnusAnAd  driwdrveaymretinssinyaed  NIUAUNTEWNSET  WIsEITIEN
WszaIALd weAIIMDEY.

24 See, for example, the colophons of manuscripts BAD-22-1-0176 and BAD-22-1-0596.

25 @yulvuetie aule WauibnTi Uauanill UoutiAaAs AosWNaITAIDINTO.
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One. My handwriting is not so beautiful, do not laugh at me. My hand is rough because it
has never touched the breast of the widow girl. The making of this manuscript is to support
the Teachings of the Buddha. The manuscript belongs to Vat Nong. Ai Chan from Vat Nong
is the scribe.

2.3 Scribes, sponsors and donors

This section presents in brief the results of a quantitative analysis of the
colophons of the manuscripts in the Vat Maha That collection with regards to the
information they provide on the persons who contributed to their production.
These are, on the one hand, the scribes who inscribed the texts on the palm
leaves, and on the other, the sponsors and donors who paid the renumeration or
provided the palm leaves and other writing material. A number of more
interesting colophons have been selected to illustrate the social and ethnic
background of scribes and donors. Special emphasis is given to the role of the
religious and secular elites (Supreme Patriarch respectively members of the royal
family) as commissioners. The collaboration of scribes and sponsors/donors to
ensure the making of the manuscripts and their later circulation as reflected in
ownership statements is also illustrated.

As mentioned above, one tenth (119) of the colophons in the 1,220
manuscripts of the Vat Maha That corpus record the names of scribes, while the
vast majority only state the writing was accomplished at a certain date, directly
followed by the names of the leading and initiating monastic or lay supporters
(mula-saddha) and their intentions for sponsoring the making of the manuscript.
With one exception (BAD-22-1-1082) all scribal colophons explicitly mention the
scribe’s name, and in many cases his affiliation to a certain monastery (51),
village or town quarter (11) as well. Three-fifths of the known scribes were
members of the Sangha, either abbots or other monks, and in some cases also
novices. Two-fifths of the scribes were laymen of whom four are called achan
(‘learned man’), often also called by its short form chan, while most of the other
lay scribes were former monks (thit or khanan) or novices (Siang).

Though most scribes were monks and novices, with former monks and
novices making up the rest, the vast majority of sponsors/donors were laypeople.
Analysis here of the names of monasteries and home villages of scribes and
sponsors/donors reveals two-thirds (64 of 96) of the ‘leading monastic
supporters’ (i.e., monks and novices) to be based at Vat Maha That itself (which
was anticipated), while the remaining 32 principal monastic supporters were
from 19 different monasteries. One third (33) of the 99 manuscripts recording the
home villages, town quarters or places of residence of the ‘leading lay supporters’
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were sponsored by people living in the town quarter of Ban Vat That, in the
immediate neighbourhood of Vat Maha That. The only other place from which a
substantial number of sponsors originated were Ban Hua Siang (10) and,
surprisingly, the Royal Palace (9) where the King of Luang Prabang resided and
the Front Palace, the residence of the viceroy. The relatively large number of royal
sponsors will be discussed in a section below. The most prominent principal
monastic supporter was the Supreme Patriarch (Sangharaja) of Luang Prabang
called Phutthapanya (Buddhapafifid) who sponsored the making of a palm-leaf
manuscript consisting of twelve fascicles, which survived as a complete set. The
manuscript, entitled Visaiyabanha (Pali: Vijayapanha) is the story of King Sivirat
and his minister Sonsai making military preparations to fight against King
Sivijaya of Pharanasi (modern Benares). A young novice (chua) named Mi was
hired as a scribe. The karmic benefits derived from the production of this
manuscript were asked to be transferred to the Supreme Patriarch’s late elder
brother, as is stated in the colophon, which is written in far smaller writing than
the main text in the central part of the leaf (Fig. 3).

Fig. 3: Manuscript BAD-22-1-1160, fascicle 1, fol. 25". © Buddhist Archives of Luang Prabang.
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In Culasakkarat (CS) 1222, a kot san year, on the fifth waxing day of the sixth [lunar] month,
the third day of the week (Tuesday), a poek set day,” the writing of this manuscript was
finished at noon (between 10.30 a.m. and 12.00 p.m.). Sangharaja Phutthapanya had the
religious faith to sponsor the making of this manuscript entitled Visaiyabanha to support
the Teachings of Gotama Buddha to last until the end of 5000 years and to dedicate the
merit to my elder brother named Thit (ex-monk) Phomma who has already died and has
gone to the other world. May the benefit of this merit be a crystal-golden vehicle to transfer
my older brother to reach the three states of happiness with Nibbana as the ultimate goal.

26 1222 Vaisakha 5 = Tuesday, 24 April 1860 which was indeed a poek set day. This and the fol-
lowing dates are calculated with the assistance of Lars Gislén’s computer programme ‘SEAsian
Calendars’ based on Eade’s manuals (1989, 1995).
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Niccam dhuvam dhuvam (continuously and forever). [I,] Chua (Novice) Mi, am the scribe
writing beyond [my] wisdom. May my wishes and desires come true. Sadhu sadhu (Well
done! Well done!).

In some rare cases there is evidence of the ethnic or professional background of
sponsors, such as the colophon of manuscript BAD-22-1-0545, mentioning a Mae
Thao (grandmother) Khiin (13484314) from Ban Pa Phai village (1/17%41)7 () who
was most probably a Tai Khiin immigrant from the Chiang Tung area in the
eastern Shan State of Myanmar. Another manuscript (BAD-22-1-1020) was written
by an unnamed Lao scribe at Vat Chom Si in Luang Prabang in the Lao variant of
the Dhamma script. The manuscript, comprising 57 folios, contains a bilingual
text — Sap Patimok (Skt: Sabda/Pali: Sadda Patimokkha, ‘Words of the Sangha
Disciplinary Precepts’) — written in Pali and Lao in accordance with the Nissaya
system in which a Pali word or phrases are directly followed by a translation into
the vernacular. The contents start from the beginning of the Patimokkha and run
until the end of Parajika, the Buddhist monastic code. In contrast to the general
convention of the Lao manuscript culture of four lines written on each side of a
palm leaf, this particular manuscript runs over six to eight lines. This is unusual
even in Northern Thai and Tai Lii manuscript cultures (five lines per side is the
norm). The colophon states (Fig. 4):

RN > =wgs>o?eao qc?wrgﬁen % 2Q 32

G 2 - ) it ggr.;o \(0!)):\)0 2 3982 0¢ (uum
Lo 09500 & ¢ 1% 36

i@v B2 8 -~ g)(mg)(;)::ipq)m(ouoa B B Bego s

0a bl s 55 50 G
&é 3 <5>w)?(9% (QS"Q)Q‘\Q\.»GDK(\ coradman

Fig. 4: Manuscript BAD-22-1-1020, fol. 57". © Buddhist Archives of Luang Prabang.
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In Culasakkarat (cS) 1206, on the full moon day of the second [lunar] month (according to
the Lao calendar), in the capital city, in the fourth lunar month [according to the] Miiang
[Lii calendar] in the city of Alavakkanakhon, the writing of this manuscript was finished at
the time of the sunset drum (between 1.30 p.m. and 3.00 p.m.), in a kap si year.” I copied
(phiak) [this manuscript] at Vat Chom Si, in the city of Luang [Prabang] from a manuscript
belonging to Mom (monk) Inthavongsa from the city of Alavakkanakhon Lasathani Sisuk

27 1206 Pausha 15 = Wednesday, 22 January 1845. In fact, it should be the third lunar month of
the Lao calendar leading to the following correction of the date: 1206 Magha 15 = Friday, 21 Feb-
ruary 1845.
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Phaviphata Maha Nakhon, Luang Saenvifa H6 Kham Luang Miiang Siang Hung (the full
name of Siang Hung or Chiang Rung, the capital of Sipsong Panna).?® Those who borrow
[this manuscript] shall take good care of it and send it back. Any monk may not fail... [miss-
ing text].

The Lao scribe claims that he obtained the master-copy used for producing his
own manuscript from a monk called Mom Inthavongsa based at Chiang Rung, the
capital of Sipsong Panna, and most likely of Tai Lii ethnicity. It may be assumed
the master-copy was almost certainly written in the Tai Lii variant of the Dhamma
script, in Pali and the vernacular Tai Lii language. The date recorded in the colo-
phon is clearly the date when the writing of the original Tai Lii manuscript was
accomplished by Mom Inthavongsa and does not represent the date when the un-
known Lao scribe made his own copy. It seems that the Lao scribe copied the first
half of the colophon directly from the colophon of the master-copy but amended
the lunar month from the ‘fourth’ (according to the calendar of Chiang Rung and
Chiang Tung) to the ‘second’, according to the Lao tradition. Here he made a
slight mistake, as the Tai Lii calendar is only one month ahead of the Lao calendar
and not two like the Lan Na calendar of Chiang Mai. Therefore, the date in the
colophon should represent the third lunar month of the Lao calendar with 21 Feb-
ruary 1845 as the day when the writing of the master-copy was accomplished. It
is unclear, however, how the Lao scribe obtained the master-copy. It is most likely
that a visiting monk from Sipsong Panna — perhaps even the scribe himself
— brought it to Luang Prabang, where he made his own ‘Lao version’ at his home
monastery Vat Chom Si, which is located at the foot of the sacred hill, Phu Si, in
the centre of the town of Luang Prabang.

Two manuscripts record the High Commissioner of the Siamese crown as the
principal lay supporter, either together with his Lao wife (BAD-22-1-0482, dated 6
January 1871) or alone (BAD-22-1-1205, dated 17 September 1891). The second
manuscript is highly interesting for several reasons. Firstly, it was produced less
than two years before the Pak Nam incident of July 1893 cg, when French ‘gun-
boat diplomacy’ enforced the Siamese cession of all territories situated on the left
bank of the Mekong River to French Indochina. The kingdom of Luang Prabang
ceased to be a Siamese vassal state under the supervision of a High Commissioner
sent by the government in Bangkok and became a French protectorate. Secondly,
the colophon reveals that the manuscript entitled Sipsong Tamnan (‘Twelve
Chronicles’) was copied from a printed book (nangsii phim) published by the Sia-
mese king. Thus, the original text was translated from the Thai language and

28 It appears the manuscript owner was a monk from Chiang Rung in Sipsong Panna, most
probably an ethnic Tai Lii.
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script into Lao and written on palm-leaf in the Lao variant of the Dhamma script.
Finally, the date when the writing of the manuscript was finished is given both in
the traditional Lao style, based on the ‘Minor Era’ (Chulasakkarat) and the ‘Bang-
kok Era’ (Rattanakosin Sakkarat), which starts with the founding of Bangkok
(1782) as Year 1. The colophon (on fol. 36") reads (Fig. 5):
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Fig. 5: Manuscript BAD-22-1-1205, fol. 36'. © Buddhist Archives of Luang Prabang.
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In Culasakkarat (cs) 1253, a huang mao year, on the ninth waxing day of the tenth [lunar]
month, the sixth day of the week (Friday),” the writing of this manuscript was finished at
noon time (between 10.30 a.m. and 12.00 p.m.), on 11 September in [year] 110 of the
Rattanakosin Era (1892 CE). Pha Phatsadanulak, the [Siamese] High Commissioner, had the
most ardent religious faith to sponsor the making of this manuscript entitled Sipsong
Tamnan to support the Teachings of Gotama Buddha to last until the end of 5000 years.
Nibbanapaccayo hotu no niccam dhuvam dhuvam paramam sukham. (May this be a condi-
tion for us to reach Nibbana, which is the greatest bliss, constantly and forever). [ am Chao
Phia Sisutthamma, who reviewed this manuscript and compared it with the typed manu-
script which was published by His Majesty the King in Bangkok. A monk who is devout and
wants to sponsor, copy or chant, please make a copy of this manuscript.

The principal lay supporters sponsoring the making of manuscripts were mostly
couples and the name of the husband is mentioned first, followed by the wife’s
name. The couple included their children (luk §n), grandchildren (lan %81u),
great-grandchildren (len t#8u), or simply the ‘whole family’ (phanthuvongsa
W"u,b:'m A1), as beneficiaries of the merit resulting from the donation. Many colo-
phons (99 manuscripts in total) mention a woman as the principal lay-supporter,
either alone or together with her husband, whose name would be listed in second

29 1253 Bhadrapada 9 = Saturday, 12 September 1891.
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position. These women are recognizable by their titles sao or nang for younger or
middle-aged women, pa (‘aunt’) for elderly women, or simply mae-6k, 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;
regarding the latter, children and other family members would explicitly be men-
tioned as beneficiaries. The colophon of manuscript BAD-22-1-0573 (fol. 117) spec-
ifies the female donor’s principal intention of merit transfer to her late husband
as follows (Fig. 6):

Fig. 6: Manuscript BAD-22-1-0573, fol. 11". © Buddhist Archives of Luang Prabang.
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In 2482 BE, a kat mao year, on the second waxing day of the fourth [lunar] month, the first
day of the week, Sunday. The writing of this manuscript had been finished in the afternoon
at 1.00 p.m. Sao (i.e. Ms) Thi from Ban Hua Xiang together with her children and all relatives
had the religious faith to sponsor the making of this manuscript entitled Sap Sai Noi to sup-
port the Teachings of Gotama Buddha to last until the end of 5,000 years. May this merit
support Thit Khun, her husband who has already died to the other world. If he has been
stuck in a place of suffering, please have him moved to a good place. If he has already been
born in a good place, please let him enjoy happiness numerous times greater than previ-
ously. If he still has merit, may he enter the crystal city that is Nibbana, definitely. Sudinnam
vata me danam paramam sukham sadhu anumodami. (This gift of mine has been properly
offered. Nibbana is the highest stage of happiness. Well done! We rejoice.)

Perhaps the most amazing discovery of the Vat Maha That collection is the rela-
tively large number of royalty acting as sponsors and donors of manuscripts. A
total of thirty-two manuscripts can securely identify the sponsors as members of
the royal family. Three manuscripts alone have a ‘royal mother’ (pha lasamada
or pha lasasonani) as the principal royal sponsor. The colophon of one of these
manuscripts (BAD-22-1-0032, fol. 27°) records Sathu Thongsi, the ‘mother’ of King
Sisavang Vong, the King of Lan Sang Hom Khao (Kingdom of the Million Ele-
phants and the White Parasol) as the royal sponsor who dedicated the ‘fruits of
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merit’ (phala-purifia) derived from the donation to her own parents (in October
1906 CE). At least three further manuscripts were sponsored by incumbent kings.
King Sisavang Vong (r. 1904—-1959 CE) sponsored two on the same day in the early
period of his reign. The two single-fascicle manuscripts (BAD-22-1-0195 and BAD-
22-1-0196) are put together in one manuscript-bundle (mat), protected by two not
beautifully embellished wooden covers (mai pakap). Containing short texts enti-
tled Palami (Parami) and Unhatsavisai (Unhassa-vijaya) respectively, the two
manuscripts have colophons with identical wording indicating that their writing
was accomplished on the same day: Friday, 30 June 1911 ck (Fig. 7).
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Fig. 7: Manuscript BAD-22-1-0196, fol. 26'. © Buddhist Archives of Luang Prabang.
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In Culasakkarat 1273, a [huang] khai year, on the fourth waxing day of the eighth lunar
month, the sixth day of the week (Friday),* the writing of this manuscript was finished at
the time of the sunset drum (between 1.30 a.m. and 3.00 p.m.). His Majesty King Sisavang
[Vong] had the religious faith to sponsor the making of this manuscript entitled Panya
Parami to dedicate to pho kao mae lang (his previous parents). May this merit reach the
guards of the hells. May I be happy in daytime and night-time. May I be prevented from all
diseases constantly and certainly. Niccam dhuvam dhuvam aham arahanto homi anagate
kale. (Constantly and forever, may I become an arahant in the future.)

The most prolific royal sponsor of manuscripts was not a king of Luang Prabang
but a viceroy (uparat). Viceroy Un Kham (r. 1872—-1889 CE) commissioned the mak-
ing of three manuscripts in the early years of his reign and his son and successor
Bunkhong (r. 1890-1921) is listed as the sponsor of at least nine manuscripts be-
tween 1895 and 1918 cg, with four manuscripts donated on one day in November
1895 CE alone. Only the colophon of manuscript BAD-22-1-380 mentions his name
‘Bunkhong’ explicitly, while the others call him either Chao Maha Sivit Wang Na
(‘Lord of the Great Life, [Head of the] Front Palace’) or by even more elaborate
titles. Perhaps the most impressive joint sponsorship of Viceroy Bunkhong as

30 1273 Ashadha 4 = Friday, 30 June 1911.
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principal royal initiator and his closest relatives is recorded in the colophon of a
manuscript entitled Munlanipphan (Milanibbana), ‘Foundations of Nibbana’
(Fig. 8) :

Fig. 8: Manuscript BAD-22-1-0778, fol. 34". © Buddhist Archives of Luang Prabang.
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In Culasakkarat (cS) 1272, a kot set year, on the first waxing day of the eleventh [lunar]
month, the third day of the week (Tuesday), a ka mao day,* the writing of this manuscript
was finished at the time of the forenoon horn (between 9.00 and 10.30 a.m.).
Akkavorapasitthikhamphila Setthanakkhara Itsara Ho Kham Fai Na (king), together with
the queen and his mother, princes, princesses, and all royal family members, had the most
ardent religious faith to sponsor the making of this manuscript entitled Munlanipphan
(Malanibbana) to support the Teachings of Gotama Buddha to last until the end of 5000
years. Sudinam vata me danam nibbanapaccayo hotu no niccam dhuvam. (May this well
donated gift be a condition for me to reach Nibbana constantly and forever.)

Although manuscripts were usually commissioned by members of the same fam-
ily, the Vat Maha That corpus also contains several cases of joint sponsorship by
persons from different families. Manuscript BAD-22-1-0933, with the title Lam
Chiiang (a popular epic about a pre-historical Tai king in the Upper Mekong ba-
sin), comprises nine extant fascicles, each of which was commissioned by differ-
ent main sponsors. Moreover, some colophons provide interesting insights into
the shared responsibility of different sponsors. While several colophons stress
the sponsor’s efforts to procure the palm leaves for the scribe, one manuscript’s
(BAD-22-1-0904) colophon (fol. 66") stresses that the principal monastic initiators
— two senior monks — gave money to the unnamed scribe while a former novice
looked for the writing material (Fig. 9).

31 1272 Asvina 1 = Tuesday, 4 October 1910.
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Fig. 9: Manuscript BAD-22-1-0904, fol. 66r. © Buddhist Archives of Luang Prabang.
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In the Buddhist Era (BE) 2512, a kat hao year, on the fifteenth waning day of the eighth [lu-
nar] month, a Monday, the writing of this manuscript was finished in the afternoon at 1.00
p.m. Sathu Nyai (great monk) Phui and Sathu Pho (elderly monk) Butda were the sponsors
who donated money, and Siang (ex-novice) Phan looked for the palm leaves. They had the
religious faith to sponsor the making of this manuscript entitled Nyamuk to support the
Teachings of Gotama to last until the end of 5000 years. May all the wishes and desires of
the three of us come true. Idam me dhammadanam asavakkhayavaham nibbana sarnkhatam
hotu anagate kale nibbanapaccayo hontu no (May my donation of the Dhamma bring about
the destruction of the cankers (@savaka-kilesa) known as Nibbana. May it be a condition for
me to reach Nibbana in the future.)

Though manuscripts kept in a monastic repository belonged to that monastery,
they were frequently borrowed for various purposes, either to be studied and
copied by monks from a neighbouring monastery who lacked a specific text or to
be used in Buddhist rituals and ceremonies outside the monastery’s compound.
This explains why the scribes admonished all borrowers of manuscripts to return
them to their original place, as expressed in the following rather short colophons:
‘Those who borrow it, please give it back to Vat Sikoet monastery’ ([Im]gs\ltﬁﬁx‘l
TadLAaLiia, BAD-22-1-0007, fol. 26%) and ‘This manuscript belongs to Vat Pha
Maha That Rasabovoravihan. Those who have borrowed it have to return it to its
original place.’ MikFoTawszuu5105 19253 dryanatiadulyudades
Tiounaefi WBu, BAD-22-1-0216, fol. 15%). An interesting case is manuscript
BAD-22-1-0004, which contains two different texts sponsored by two couples. The
two main sponsors’ colophons (fols 51" and 52") are preceded by a colophon of the
manuscript’s owner. One of the sponsors probably took it back later and kept it
in his home (fol. 50Y), and his colophon is preceded by a brief scribal colophon
directly following the end of the second text (fol. 50"). These two colophons are
quoted in full (Figs 10a and 10b).

32 1331 Pratomashada 30 = Monday, 14 July 1969.
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Fig. 10a: Manuscript BAD-22-1-0004, fol. 50". © Buddhist Archives of Luang Prabang.
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Thammapanya from Vat That is the scribe. May I share a large amount of merit with you.
The old manuscript had lost much [text], [thus I] copied an additional five full leaves. Now
[the manuscript] is fully completed.
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Fig. 10b: Manuscript BAD-22-1-0004, fol. 50'. © Buddhist Archives of Luang Prabang.
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Matthu Anulom Hom, 2 fascicles are bound together. [This manuscript] belongs to Hua Pa
Saen [and] Mai Pu, [their house is located] behind the corner of the wall [surrounding] Vat
That. If any wandering monks, laymen or laywomen borrow [this manuscript] to recite it,
they must return it to its original owner after having used it. Well done! Well done! I rejoice
three times.

Occasionally ownership statements are found that help to identify the prove-
nance of a manuscript which does not contain any paratextual information about
the scribe and sponsor(s). The palm-leaf manuscript BAD-22-1-0482 (dated 6 Jan-
uary 1871), of which only the first fascicles (phuk ton) of the Nitsai Chatuvik has
survived, is a case in point. A brief ownership statement appears on the verso side
of folio 8v. It is written in modern Lao script with a blue ballpoint pen, and reads
WieHaa159UN AW e 9, ‘The manuscript belongs to Monk Chantha from Vat
Hua Siang’. This indicates that this fascicle — part of a larger codicological unit
comprising several fascicles — originally belonged to Vat Hua Siang in the lower
(southern) part of the town of Luang Prabang. Most of the ownership statements,
however, confirm the manuscript belonged to Vat Maha That itself. In other
cases, the ownership statement is written on a separate side of a leaf with a pink
ballpoint pen. The following example is BAD-22-1-0152, a manuscript com-
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missioned by abbot Chao Mom Bunthan on 31 December 1947. It is written both
in Tham Lao script and in Roman characters (Fig. 11).

In Roman script:
Vat Phramahathat / Rasehabovoravihall (sic) / Luang-Prabang.

In Tham Lao script:
dnayalafiny wezyaius5na / TaWssumsNasIeUITINIG / WITUATHALIWTEUN

Thittapunya Bhikkhu Phra Bunthan Rathikun / Vat Phra Maha That Rasabovoravihan /
Phra Nakhon Luang Phrabang

lG&efensfnmwa siiauaaun / wszlanudn win @ooo /2aan Awwiu Ygals Tug

[He] sponsored the making of the Niyai Phimpha Hamhai [manuscript] to ensure that the
Teachings of Buddha Gotama will last until [the end of] 5000 years. Nibbanapaccayo hotu
me (May [this] be a condition for me [to reach] Nibbana).

Fig. 11: Manuscript BAD-22-1-0152, fol. 30". © Buddhist Archives of Luang Prabang.

3 Conclusion

The corpus of digitised manuscripts kept at the monastic repository of Vat Maha
That is the largest ever conducted in the city of Luang Prabang, thus far. The im-
pressive collection of palm-leaf manuscripts was the work of senior intellectual
monks who appreciated the ancient manuscript culture of Laos. Notably, Sathu
Nyai Phui Thirachitta Maha Thela (1925-2005), who served as the abbot of Vat
Maha That from 1967 until his death, contributed much to the building-up of the
unique manuscript collection at his home monastery. He was a passionate scribe,
sponsor, and collector of manuscripts.

The colophons found in these manuscripts reveal quite interesting features,
though their structure and content differ little from those that are known from
other Lao, Northern Thai (Lan Na) or Tai Lii manuscripts and bear religious texts.
The vast majority of these manuscripts are dated, and the dates are recorded
according to the Lao lunar calendar in a refined and elaborate way allowing, in
most cases, a quite precise dating of the day (and even daytime) when the writing
of the text was accomplished. The persons figuring most prominently in the colo-
phons are not the scribes, whose names are only occasionally mentioned, but the
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sponsors or donors who hired the scribes and provided the writing support. They
are considered the real ‘makers’ of the manuscripts, and their intentions and
wishes are expressed in the colophons. Though the main texts might be written
in Pali or bilingual Pali-Lao, the colophons are almost exclusively written in the
Lao (or in some cases also Tai Lii) vernacular with rather short, standardized Pali
phrases at the end.

Scribes are, in almost all cases, either monks and novices or laymen once
ordained in a monastery where they have learned to read and write texts written
in the religious Dhamma (Tham) script. Sponsors and donors may also have had
such a background but were usually normal laypeople. In the Lao context, at least
in Luang Prabang, the relatively high percentage of women serving as principal
lay supporters is astonishing as is the presence of royalty among the sponsors
and donors of manuscripts. Moreover, a closer study of colophons will also help
us sharpen our understanding of the cooperation between scribes and spon-
sors/donors as well as the involvement of different sponsors/donors in the mak-
ing of a manuscript. Although in recent years many projects have been carried
out to preserve, document, and digitise manuscripts in various parts of Thera-
vada Buddhist South-East Asia, much remains to be done in identifying either
physically or culturally endangered collections of manuscripts, both in monastic
repositories and private collections. It is the author’s great hope that this article
will help raise awareness and speed up research in the diverse manuscript
cultures of the Thai and Lao world, that constitute a most precious heritage of the
region’s people.
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Appendix: archival material

The first two digits of the code of the manuscripts kept at the Buddhist Archives
of Luang Prabang (BAD) refer to the monastic repository (22 = Vat Maha That),
the third digit denotes the writing support (1 = palm-leaf), followed by the last
four digits denoting the individual manuscript according to the order of digitisa-
tion. The first 470 manuscripts were digitised with the support of the University
of Hamburg’s Centre for the Study of Manuscript Cultures while the remaining
manuscripts (from no. 0471 upwards) were digitised with the support of the
Digital Repository of Endangered and Affected Manuscripts in Southeast Asia
(DREAMSEA). Thus only these manuscripts do have a DREAMSEA code as well and
are accessible through the DREAMSEA website (<https://www.hmmlcloud.org/
dreamsea/index.php>).

—  BAD-22-1-0004: Matthu Anulom (Conforming to the daily routine of the Bud-
dha); palm-leaf manuscript; one fascicle of 56 folios; language: Lao, Pali;
script: Tham Laoj; 1293 cs, a huang mot year (1931 CE).

— BAD-22-1-0007: Ubpat ([Chanting for warding off calamities); palm-leaf
manuscript; one fascicle of 27 folios; language: Lao, Pali; script: Tham Lao;
1223 cs, a huang hao year (1861 CE).

— BAD-22-1-0032: Matthu Anulom (Conforming to the daily routine of the
Buddha); palm-leaf manuscript; ten fascicles with a total of of 279 folios; lan-
guage: Lao, Pali; script: Tham Lao; 1268 cs, a hwai sanga year (1906 CE).

— BAD-22-1-0152: Ninyai Phimpha Hamhai (The Story about Bimba’s lamenta-
tions); palm-leaf manuscript; one fascicle of 30 folios; language: Lao, Pali;
script: Tham Lao; 2490 BE, a moeng khai year (1947 CE).

—  BAD-22-1-0176: Pannya Parami (Pafifia Parami); palm-leaf manuscript; one
fascicle of 8 folios; language: Lao, Pali; script: Tham Lao; undated.

— BAD-22-1-0195: Unhatsavisai (Unhassavijaya) (Victory in suppressing the
heat); palm-leaf manuscript; one fascicle of 11 folios; language: Lao, Pali;
script: Tham Lao; 1273 cs, a huang khai year (1911 CE).

— BAD-22-1-0196: Pannya Parami (Pafifia Parami); palm-leaf manuscript; one
fascicle of 6 folios; language: Lao, Pali; script: Tham Lao; 1273 cs, a huang
khai year (1911 CE).

—  BAD-22-1-0216: Mangkhala 38 (Part of the Discourse on Blessings); palm-leaf
manuscript; one fascicle of 16 folios; language: Lao, Pali; script: Tham Lao;
2465 BE, a huang hao year (1922 CE).
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— BAD-22-1-0282: Sap Mahavak (Words of the Great Group — part of the Abhi-
dhamma); palm-leaf manuscript; one fascicle of 48 folios; language: Lao,
Pali; script: Tham Lao; 1128 ¢S, a hwai set year (1766 CE).

— BAD-22-1-0375: Paet Miin (Eighty Thousand); palm-leaf manuscript; three
fascicles with a total of 50 folios; language: Lao, Pali; script: Tham Lao; 1345
s / 2526 BE, a ka khai year (1983 CE).

—  BAD-22-1-0414: Matsima Nikai (Majjhima Nikaya), palm-leaf manuscript;
one fascicle (No. 14) of 26 folios; language: Lao, Pali; script: Tham Lao; 1205 cs,
a ka mao year (1843 CE).

— BAD-22-1-0482 (DS0011_00015): Chatuvik (Title of a poem); palm-leaf manu-
script; one fascicle of 10 folios; language: Lao, Pali; script: Tham Lao; 1231 ¢S
(in fact: 1232), a kot sanga year (1870/1871 CE).

— BAD-22-1-0545(DS0011_00088): Song Khao Salak (Benefits derived from of-
fering food distributed by lottery tickets); palm-leaf manuscript; one fascicle
of 8 folios; language: Lao, Pali; script: Tham Lao; 1308 ¢S / 2489 BE, a hwai set
year (1946 CE).

— BAD-22-1-0573 (DS0011_000116): Sap Sai Noi (Words of the small victory);
palm-leaf manuscript; one fascicle of 11 folios; language: Lao, Pali; script:
Tham Lao; 2482 BE, a kat mao year (1939 CE).

— BAD-22-1-0578 (DS0011-00121): Sai Luang (The Great Victory), palm-leaf
manuscript; one fascicle of 8 folios; language: Lao, Pali; script: Tham Lao; a
kat set year (no further date given).

— BAD-22-1-0596 (DS0011_00139): Sap Phahung (Sapta Bahum - Words of
eight verses about the Buddha’s auspicious victories); palm-leaf manuscript;
one fascicle of 6 folios; language: Lao, Pali; script: Tham Lao; 2492 BE, kat
pao year (1949 CE).

— BAD-22-1-0616 (DS0011_00159): Rattana Sutta (Rattana Sutta — Discourse on
the Triple Gems); palm-leaf manuscript; one fascicle of 13 folios; language:
Lao, Pali; script: Tham Laoj; 1310 cs or 2490 BE, kat pao year (1947 CE).

— BAD-22-1-0647 (DS0011_00197): Tamnan Nithan Vat Pha Kaeo Viang Din Doi
Tao (The Chronicle of the monastery of Vat Pha Kaeo Viang Din Doi Tao);
palm-leaf manuscript; one fascicle of 16 folios; language: Lao, Pali; script:
Tham Laoj; 1281 cS, a poek chai year (1919 CE).

— BAD-22-1-0778 (DS0011_00344): Munlanipphan (Mulanibbana) (Discourse
on the way leading to Nibbana); palm-leaf manuscript; one fascicle of 16 fo-
lios; language: Lao, Pali; script: Tham Lao; 1272 cs, a kot set year (1910 CE).

— BAD-22-1-0839 (DS0011_00405): Ban Ton (The beginning section); palm-leaf
manuscript; one fascicle of 33 folios; language: Lao, Pali; script: Tham Lao;
1220 cs, poek sanga year (1858 CE).
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BAD-22-1-0904 (DS0011_00481): Yamuk (Yamaka) (Book of Pairs); palm-leaf
manuscript; one fascicle of 66 folios; language: Lao, Pali; script: Tham Lao;
2512 BE, a kat hao year (1969 CE).

BAD-22-1-0933 (DS0011_00531): Sapphahung (Words of the Bahum Sutta or
the Jaya Mangala Gatha); palm-leaf manuscript; one fascicle of 8 folios; lan-
guage: Lao, Pali; script: Tham Lao; 2515 BE, a tao chai year (1972 CE).
BAD-22-1-1020 (DS0011_00663): Sap Patimok (Sapta Patimokkha) (Words of
the Basic Code of Monastic Discipline); palm-leaf manuscript; one fascicle of
57 folios; language: Lao, Pali; script: Tham Lao; 1206 cs, a kap si year (1844 CE).
BAD-22-1-1082 (DS0011_00743-00759): Khutthakanikai (Khuddaka-Nikaya)
(Minor Collection); palm-leaf manuscript; 17 fascicles with a total of 139 fo-
lios; language: Lao, Pali; script: Tham Lao; 1200 cs, a poek set year (1838 CE).
BAD-22-1-1154 (DS0011_00848): Sap Khatha Thammabot (Gatha
Dhammapada) (Words about the Buddha’s Path to Enlightenment); palm-
leaf manuscript; one fascicle of 147 folios; language: Lao, Pali; script: Tham
Lao; 1187 cs, a hap hao year (1825 CE).

BAD-22-1-1160 (DS0011_00855-00865): Visaiya Banha (Vijeyya’s Problem);
palm-leaf manuscript; 12 fascicles with a total of 148 folios; language: Lao,
Pali; script: Tham Lao; 1222 cs, a kot san year (1860 CE).

BAD-22-1-1205 (DS0011_00962): Bok Tua Akkhara Hai Thiik Nak Bao (Telling
the correct pronounciation of [consonant and vowel] letters); palm-leaf
manuscript; one fascicle of 158 folios; language: Lao, Pali; script: Tham Lao;
1253 cs, a huang mao year (1892 CE).








