|. Keynote lecture by Dr. Thaw Kaung

Thaw Kaung: Myanmar people, like the Japanese and many other Asian people, value our
historical heritage that is preserved at numerous ancient historical sites, and in libraries,
archives and museums throughout the world.

According to Henry David Thoreau, an American author, among the relics of the
past, the written word is valued as fithe choicest of relics.0 From these written texts, which
are valuablerelics of the past, we can reconstruct the life and times of our ancestors and come
to know more about how they lived, worked, and spent their leisure, what their spiritual and
religious beliefs and practices were like, and unearth the social history of the people and their
society. Thus, through written words we can conquer the constraints of time and space. We
can know the thoughts of our forebears; we can also know about other people separated from
us by geographical barriers.

In unearthing Myanmar history, archeologists
dig up ancient sitesto find artifactsleft from past times,
and display them in museums. As for librarians and
archivigts, they unearth ancient texts written on lithic
stone, on various types of metal, including gold and
silver, and on animal and plant materials.

For the tropical regions of Indiaand Southeast
Asia, the ancient texts were written mainly on the
leaves of some types of palm-trees. (Photos 1,2) Today
many of them are lying neglected in old Buddhist
monasteries and temples. So it is one of the tasks of ~ Photo1
librarians and scholars of the present to search
far and wide for these valuable handwritten palm-leaf
manuscripts of the past. In other words, finding rare
palm-leaf manuscripts in my country Myanmar is like
unearthing the story of Myanmards history.

Palm-leaf manuscripts have been the most
popular writing material in India and the countries of
Southeast Asia. In India and Southeast Asia, because
of the harsh climate and insect destruction, the earliest
examples of palm-leaf manuscripts have not survived,
but the very ancient palm-leaves are found where the
climate is dry and humidity islow. They are found in
Central Asia, some datable to the 2nd century A.D.  Pphoto 2
The earliest that we have found in Myanmar isfrom the
Bagan period from about the 11th century.

At first, people in Myanmar started to write on stone. Thisisa
stone inscription. (Photo 3) Of course the writing is alittle different from
what is written on the palm-leaf. On the stone inscription the writing is
squarer. On the palm-leaf, the writing becomes very round so as not to
break the veins of the palm-leaf.

This is actually a modern depiction, a
statue of stone inscriptions that are made with the
monks, (Photo 4) The monk is holding a palm-leaf
writing, and it is being copied on the stone.
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This is the ancient library of Anawrahta, the founder of the

Bagan Dynasty, and it dates from around 1057A.D. (Photo 5) It is still

1 standing in Bagan. The top part was actually restored in the

.| Konbaung period (1752~1885) but the bottom part is from Bagan
g| times(1044~1299).

Photo 5 And this is some of the
old palm-leaf manuscripts that
were found in Bagan from the Bagan period. (Photo 6) They
are in sort of fragments because these palm-leaves were
embedded in a Buddha image and during the big earthquake
in the 70s the image fell apart and these manuscripts were
discovered. So the shape of the script is the same as on the
stone and different from the later palm-leaf writingsthat we
have.
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Now Iém going to show you all the different types of palm-leaf that we have. Thisis
the most precious one. Ités gilded on all the four edges with gold and was usually used by
royalty. (Photo 7)
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Then, thisis another type of manuscript that we have. It hasared band inthe middle
and is gilded on the two other sides. (Photos 8, 9) It was used at the court.
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And this is the more common one. (Photo 10) It6s just coated in ared color so inthe
old days, during the Kingsi time, it was used to differentiate between the different classes of
people. Only the king and royalty were able to use the gold one and the local people used the
red one.
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Thisis the cheapest one, just coated with black resin on the edges. (Photo 11)
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Then we have another type that we donit use nowadays very much. Thisisarough
one, no coating, no coloring, just a palm-leaf. (Photo 12)
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This is the one used by kings and royals for Royal
Orders such as appointment of officials. (Photos 13, 14) The kingis
orders were written out in just one line on a very long leaf of
palmyra palm.

Photo 13
This was used by the old parliament under the king, a
kind of advisory council to the king, for sending orders. (Photo 15) Thiskind of palm-leaf had
two lines of writing.
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This is a datue of a princess in the Bagan
Archaeological Museum. (Photo 16) She is reading from a
palm-leaf text. Thisisjust to let you see how the Myanmar
people held and read the palm-leaves in the old days.
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This is a modern painting showing
how the palm-leaf was used in law courts.
(Photo 17) This lady standing in front is a
princess. She is also a famous lawyer and
shels defending a prisoner, another lady, you
can just see her head, her hands aretied at the
back and she is sitting on the floor. At the
back of the room are the three judges who
will haveto decide this case. The princessis
asking a question to another assistant, who is
holding the palm-leaf and on the palm-leaf
are writings about law and rulings, and sheis
guoting from that palm-leaf manuscript.
This is just to show you how palm-leaves
were used in the old days in the law courts.

I will now show you the process of
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how the palm-leaf is made. Three species of palm-tree provide material suitable for writing:
the talipot, or umbrella plant, the palmyra palm and, especially in Southeast Asia, the lontar

palm.

These are the talipot palm trees | planted next to my library, the Central Library of
Yangon University. (Photos 18, 19) | planted six trees, but only two survived because Yangon
has a monsoon climate, alot of rain. The palm-leaf we use for writing is more in the central,

drier parts of Myanmar.

Nowadays we donit make the long palm-leaves that | just showed you. | will now
show you the process of how the short palm-leaf, used for horoscopes, is made.

Thisisan example of the green palm-leaf
before it is dried out. Down below is the one with

the writing. (Photo 20)

Thisisadried palm-leaf. (Photo 21)
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Now you see that the palm-leaves are being pressed flat.
(Photo 22) In the natural state the palm-leaf has a little curve so you
need to make them very flat so that you can write on them. Of course
these presses have been modernized, they have these iron screws; in
the old days they just used a heavy stoneto pressthe leaves so that the
leaves became very flat.

This is cutting the edges so that they are all in a straight line.
(Photo 23) Thisis a special kind of palm-leaf used for horoscopes. By
placing many leavestogether it is made thicker and much firmer. (Photo
24)
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Then akind of glue made out of neem is applied. (Photo 25) Neem isatreethat grows
inour country. It isa natural insecticide and protects the palm-leaf against all insects.

After applying the glue, it is pressed for a second time so that the leaves become
very firm and hard and you can write on them.

For the shorter palm-leaf used for horoscopes, the two sides are sewn together with a
locally-made stylus. Here this needle is inserted into the palm-leaf and then the local string
sews it together to make it harder and firmer. (Photo 26)
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Then we start to write with avery pointed kind of stylus. (Photo 27) Thisiron stylusis
like a big needle and ités very pointed. (Photo 28) However, if it istoo sharp it will break the
leaf, so the point is not very sharp. It goesinto the palm-leaf but doesnit break it, and the
writing appears.
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