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Mr. President, Members of the Siam Society, Ladies and Gentlemen:—




I feel very sensibly the honor you have done me in asking me to present first of all before you some of the results of my months of study here. Those studies lie, as you all know, in the very heart of the Dryasdust realm, and are not supposed to be interesting, or intelligible even, to any save dryasdust people. I felt sure that no other sort of people would come here this evening. I confess therefore to no little surprise at the large and distinguished gathering that I see before me—surprise not unmingled with fear at thought of what you may be ready to do to me before the evening is done. My own impression of people who work on inscriptions has not greatly improved on closer acquaintance with
them. My subject has one point of general interest, however, which I may do well to mention at once. The earliest known inscription in Siamese is a unique document, not merely among the documents of Siam, but among the documents of the world. If I am not entirely wrong, there is no other document extant which records the achievement of letters for an untamed speech by one to whom that speech was native, and which at the same time fully illustrates that achievement. When we recall the part these very letters of this very inscription have played in the culture and the life of the Thai race both north and south, and when we reflect that the very form in which we read and write Siamese today is the lineal descendant of that—not far removed and but little changed—we may be interested to know something more about it.


There is another point also. As your President has just told us, the inscription itself has repeatedly been published, with transliterations, translations, and essays upon it. Yet few things in Bangkok seem so little known, or understood, or rightly valued. Few even of those who know something about it have ever seen the stone, or know where it stands, or have any clear idea of what it is all about. In spite of all ​that these various editors have done—I am not sure but I should have said, in consequence of what they have done—the real nature and intent of this perfectly direct and simple-hearted utterance seem at many points wholly misapprehended, One editor finds in it—apparently for no other cause than that it is now the thing to do—a complete code of civil law. Another finds in it a complete ritual of religious observance and ceremony. Another varies the now somewhat hackneyed performance of discovering the lost tribes of Israel, by unearthing, forsooth from the ruins of a forest-monastery—or rather from the word aranyic which means 'forest-monastery'—his long-lost Aryan brothers![1] Setting all such notions aside, it has been my earnest endeavor to know the thing as it really is, and to understand as a native would, just what it says—its natural drift and import. The quest, begun in the interest of philology pure and simple, has proved of absorbing interest, has taken me far afield, has opened up unexpected realms of thought and of life. If it be then your will to accompany me a little way on this quest, let us begin.



THE STONE.






The stone is a short stumpy obelisk almost without taper, terminating above in a sort of low four-square
Shape and material. dome. The material is a fine-grained compact rock not yet precisely determined, neither too hard for easy working, nor too soft to hold the inscription
well under proper care. It stands 34 inches high above its mason-work pedestal; its faces are rough-hewn below, but above are worked to a smooth surface, forming an area for the inscription of about 14 inches by 23 on each side. In company with another stone from Sŭkhothăi, of
Present position.
later date, it now occupies the westernmost but one of the row of little open Salas on the north side of the main temple-building of Wăt Phră Kæo within the Royal Palace.


Of the earlier history of the stone absolutely nothing is History. known save what is said in the inscription itself, ll. 80—97. While the language there leaves something to be desired in the way of explicit connection of ​the various statements, it seems impossible to mistake its
general import; namely, that this stone was one of four prepared
at the same time, and—though this is not said—presumably
of similar or identical content. The four were dedicated
with imposing ceremonies religious and civic. Three
of them were set up in separate places which are named[2].
The date was 1214 (Măhasăkărat), equivalent to 1293 A.D.
But the dynasty of Khŭn Ram Khămhæng and the supremacy
of Sŭkhothăi were both shortlived. From that date not one
word is heard of the stone for 540 years, that is until A.D.
Its discovery.
1833, when it was discovered by Prince Chău Fa
Măha Mŏngkŭt, who afterwards became King
Sŏmdĕt Phră Chom Klău. The story of its recovery
is thus told by H. R. H. Prince Văjirăñan.—"In the
year 1195 he [the Prince] made a progress through the northern
provinces, doing reverence at various shrines, until at last
he reached Sŭkhothăi. Here as he wandered about, he came
upon a certain large flat slab of stone set in masonry on the
terrace beside the ruins of an old palace. The stone was an
object of reverence and fear to all the people. If any one
failed to bow before it, or presumptuously walked up to it,
he would be striken with fever or other disease. When the
Prince saw it, he walked straight up and sat down to rest
upon it; and, because of the power of his good fortune, he
suffered no harm whatsoever. On his return to the capital he
had the stone brought down and set in masonry as a platform
at Wat Rachathĭwat. After his accession to the throne, he
had it brought to Wăt Phră Sri Rătănă Satsădaram (Wăt
Phră Kæo). He also secured a stone pillar inscribed in
Khămen letters, and one inscribed in ancient Siamese, both
standing now in Wăt Phră Sri Rătănă Satsădaram;—of wonderful
import, as if presaging that he would be sovereign of
Siam, a king of majesty, power, and goodness far-reaching,
like the Phră Bat Kămărădeng At, … who was king in
Sŭkhothăi, as recorded in that inscribed stone."[3]



 ​Since then the stone has not been moved. But it is
Its present insecurity.
greatly to be desired that a safer and more fitting
resting place be found for this the most precious
record and monument so far discovered within
the realm of Siam. In its present position it is far too much
exposed to the weather, to accidents, and to rough handling
by unscrupulous persons. During the weeks of the
writer's work upon it there was a constant stream of all
sorts of people passing almost within arm's length of it, and
without the slightest barrier interposed. Its security so far
is almost wholly due to the entire ignorance of nearly everybody
regarding its real character and value. Not only should
it be placed where it may be safe, but where it can be examined
and studied under suitable illumination. As it now
stands, the inscription is exposed to such confusing and
almost blinding crosslights, that direct study of it is extremely
difficult, and attempts to photograph it are almost
hopeless. Moreover good plaster copies of it should be made
without delay, to serve for all ordinary purposes of study
and reference, and to insure against entire loss of so unique
a document.


The stone has suffered somewhat from exposure, and much
State of preservation.
more from outrageous mishandling—the latter
incurred, so far as one can judge, chiefly during
its transportation from the north. It has apparently
been dragged along bodily over rock or grit,
or pried about with crowbars, so that most parts of its surface
are disfigured by long lines or sweeps of scratches. Besides
this there are some channels and small areas that have been
excavated by drip of water. The edge at points has suffered
a smooth abrasion, no doubt caused by its use as a whetstone
for sharpening knives[4]. There is abundant evidence also of
such things as recent dripping of oil and melted candle-wax
upon the stone, and of the application of various inks and
other pigments to the surface, presumably in attempts to
secure reproductions of the inscription. By such means some
lines of the inscription have become entirely filled up, and cannot
be made to appear in any "squeeze" or "rub." These ​last, of course, are minor matters; it is possible to clean the
stone. Yet they serve to emphasize what has already been
said about the need of stricter care. Still, in spite of all that
it has suffered, the inscription is legible almost throughout.
The letters were deeply incised at the start, and with patience
and a good light, may often still be read, though the surface
seems hopeless. The absolute losses are mostly of one or two
letters out of a word, and these the context often enables one
to supply beyond a peradventure. There are not more than
twenty words completely lost from the whole inscription, and
the restoration of a number of these is scarcely conjectural.
In all this matter the recurrent or the aphoristic phrase, the
metrical balance, the clue of rhyme—things dear to the elder
Siamese speech—are often the surest guides out of the
difficulty. (See further below pp. 18–20.)
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