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Abstract 

Prayers and curses are expression of emotions that comes to human's feeling. Prayers and 

curses come from love and anger.The Bagan inscriptions which include prayers and curses 

will be extracted from Ancient Burmese inscriptions Volume I, II and III. There will be an 

analysis of the meaning of prayers and swearings according to their categories. The purpose 

of this paper is to know the curses and prayers and to avoid doing evil deeds, and to do good 

deeds after knowing them. Although there is no prayer and swearing according to the 

Theravada Buddhism, prayer and swearing occurs according to the belief of the fruit of 

Kamma. This will be presented in this paper. 
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INTRODUCTION 

Theravada Buddhism was more active in the Bagan period. The people of Bagan donate 

with great faith. The practice of recording such donations seems to have begun in the Bagan 

period. 

 The Bagan inscriptions are the records of the meritorious deeds of the donors. The 

donors included various classes of persons such as kings, nobility, rich men and ordinary 

persons. The offerings included stupas, Buddha statues, pavilions, monasteries, rest houses, 

mural paintings and Piṭakas. The prayers and curses symbolized the influence of the Theravada 

Buddhism. People in Bagan wrote prayers and curses in inscriptions in order to imitate and 

behave from the prayers of the records of the meritorious deeds and to be afraid of curses and 

not to do damages because of that. 

The main reference materials belong to the three volumes of the Ancient Myanmar 

Inscriptions (a½S;a[mif;jrefrmausmufpmrsm;), compiled and published by the Archeological 

Research Department. Depending on these volumes, this paper will be presented the prayers 

and curses written in the Bagan Period Myanmar Language during ME. 429 and 649 (1058-

1287 AD). 

 According to the inscriptions that contained prayers and curses, it is found that the 

religions rite of expressing prayers was life in the early period of Bagan. There are 597 

inscriptions in those three volumes. The number of the stone inscriptions that contained the 

prayers and curses are as follows: 
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No. Volumes 
No. of 

the stone 

slabs 

No. of the 

slabs 

containing 

prayers 

No. of the 

slabs 

containing 

curses 

1. Ancient Myanmar Inscription (vol. I) (ME 474-600) 225 64 95 

2.  AncientMyanmar Inscription(vol. II) (ME 601-622) 145 38 58 

3. Ancient Myanmar Inscription (vol. III) (ME 622-699) 227 37 43 

      Total 597 139 196 

A comparison of the number of the slabs that contained prayers and curses shows that 

there are 139 stone slabs that contained prayers and 196 stone slabs that contained cruses. 

1. The Meaning of Prayers and Curses  

Prayers and curses are found in the habits, customs and religious rites of the various nations 

1.1. Expressing Prayer 

The word pathanā in Pāḷi means saying prayer. The Dictionary of Pāḷi Text Society (PTS) 

defines it as „aiming at, wish, request, aspiration and prayer‟.( PTS II. 30/)  

1.2. Expressing curse  

The Pāḷi word sapana makes cross reference to sapatha. The Reference Book of Pāḷi 

pada Piṭaka defines it as „cures, saying abusive words, swearing or making oath.‟ 
(y'?t0*f?3?304/) 

 The Myanmar Dictionary (jref"mef?29/) defines „usdef‟as meaning:- 

1. Making the other person believe by swearing that “let it be so if it is done such”. 

2. Swearing that such and such danger may fall on the other person. We can imagine that 

the definition of swearing is commitment. 

2. Prayers in Bagan Stone Inscriptions  

Various types of Prayers are found as follows; 

No. Type of Prayer No. of occurrence 

1. Nibbāna 48 

2. Bliss of Men-hood and Deva-hood 29 

3. Buddha-hood 20 

4. Lesser Buddha-hood 9 

5. Arahat-ship 17 

6. Universal Monarch-hood 3 

7. Rich man‟s life 2 

8. Powerfulness and longevity 10 

9. Opportunity to worship Arimetteyya 3 

10. Miscellaneous Prayers 16 

Total number of Prayers; 157 
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It is found that some donors expressed two or three prayers. It is also found that some 

donors requested for themselves only whereas some donors shared their merits with others.  

2.1. Aspiration for Nibbāna 

 Most of the donors of ancient Bagan aspired for Nibbāna. Nibbāna is the highest ideal 

of the Buddhists. They wrote „I aspired for Nibbāna - ed,f&yefqkvdk0foaw' (1^7? 

iEG,foifausmufpm(509)' May I enjoy the Bliss of Nibbāna which is free from suffering - 

qk0fji,fr,faom ed,f&Aef csHomvQif crfp pd,foaw' ( 3^52? raem&mZmom;rsm;ausmufpm            

(635) and so on. 
 

2.2. Aspiration for Humanly and Deva Bliss  

 This was the second most aspired ideal of the people of the ancient Bagan. They wrote 

„Let me achieve the humanly bliss and divine bliss - vlpnf;pdrf? ewfpnf;pdrf vQif&avap 

ukefoaw(1^189? rEl[mbk&m;ausmif;ausmufpm (429) )' ' Let me enjoy the luxury of Sakka, the 

king of devas if I happened to be reborn in the deva abode - ewfawz ’pfumodMumewfrif\ 

pnfpdrfcHp&vdk0foaw (1^172? &mZol&orD;armifESHausmufpm (598)) and so on. 

2.3. Aspiration for Buddha-hood  

 This is the third most aspired ideal of the Buddhists of the Bagan period. They wrote „I 

aspire for Buddha-hood - ig(um)ykMwmqkvdkoaw' (1^11? igrifvnfoif ausmufpm(513)/ ' I 

aspire for Omniscient Buddha-hood - igumoAnKqkumynfq0fvdk0f(aw)}( 2^1? r[ma*gwr 

bk&m;ausmufpm(600)) and so on. 

2.4. Aspiration for Lesser Buddha-hood  

It is found in 9 stone slabs that some donors aspired for Lesser Buddha-hood, 

Paccekabuddha. (1^172? ?&mZol&orD;armifESHausmufpm (598)) The lesser Buddhas know the four 

noble truths in the same way as the Fully- enlightened Buddhas. 

2.5. Aspiration for Arhantship 

Another aspiration of the people of the ancient Bagan was for Arahantship. They wrote 

„I aspire for Arahantship - &[efwmqk vdkc’ifownf;( 3^59?rdzk&m;apmykvJr,fausmufpm(636))
' 'I 

wish to become an Arahant - &[EÅtz’pfvdk0faomaw} (1^29? trwfBuD;odCFolausmufpm(552)/)
 

and so on. Arahant is derived from the pāḷi word Arahanta. He is a person who has attained to 

the Path-Knowledge and Fruition of Arahatta. 
 

2.6. Aspiration for Universal Monarch-hood  

This aspiration is found rarely. It is found only for three times. They wrote „If I happen 

to be in human existence, I wish for the luxury of a Universal monarch - vlawz’pfum 

pufMu0wd,frif\pnf;pdrfcHp&vdk0foaw}.(1^52?em;awmif;rsm;rif;BuD;ausmufpm(569))  

2.7. Aspiration for a Rich Man‟s Life 

This aspiration is found only on two stone slabs. „I wish to become a rich man - owÅd,f 

ok<u,fwdvQifz’apoaw}. (1^52? em;awmif;rsm;rif;uMuD; ausmufpm(569)). It is an expression of 

dislike for poverty and the wish for becoming a rich man. 
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2.8. Aspiration for powerfulness and longevity 

 This is found on ten stone slabs. They wrote „Let me be powerful among men, let me 

live long - vlwGifavzkef Mudpd,foaw? touf½Snf  pd,foaw}. (2^92? Opöemrif;MuD;\ 

OD;&D;ausmufpm(617)) 

2.9. Aspiration for the opportunity of worshipping the Arimetteyya Buddha 

 This aspiration is found on three stone slabs. They wrote „I wish to worship the Great 

Metteyya – r[mrdMwsm zkvdk0faomaw}(1^73? rEÅav;eef;wGif;½kHtrSwf?296(578)) 
]May I meet the 

MetteyyaBuddha – zk½SmrdefMwmavQmif zl;vdk0foaw}. (2^1? r[ma*gwrbk&m;ausmufpm(600)) 

2.10. Miscellaneous Aspirations 

Some aspirations are found to be distinctive from the above- mentioned aspirations.  

 „Being free from dangers I wish to live long free for all mental and bodily sufferings, 

free from all dangers and enmities, having mental happiness - tefw&,fr[daomz’½k,f 

touf½SnfpGm ed,f&pd,f\? ESvkHqdk0fji[fudk0fqifji,f cyfodrf;aysmuf+½k,f/cyfodrf;aom 

csHomESifh ynfÑaom z’pfpd,f\? udk0ftEÅ&m,fu paomowÅf½k cyfodrf;aom aysmuf½k,f ESvkH 

csHomaom  z’pfpd,f\}. (1^159? rif;om;axmufavSmfum;ausmufpm (597) 

 The above aspiration is found on the stone slabs erected by Prince Htaukhlawkar 

(axmufavSmfum;) in ME 597. The word „ESpfvkHqdk0fji,f (ESvkH;qif;&J)‟ is the direct translation 

of the Pāḷi word „cetasikadukkha‟. The Pāḷi word „hadayasukha’ is rendered into Myanmar as 

„ESpfvkHcsHom‟ (ESpfvkH;csrf;om) by the people of Bagan. 

 Some donors shared their merits so that others might carnally benefit from such merits. 

But some donors had the sympathy only for those who showed esteem and praise for their 

merits. However, some donors shared their merits without any discrimination and wished that 

others might enjoy the benefits equally. 

 A comprehensive review of the donors‟ aspirations of the ancient Bagan showed that 

they wished for Nibbāna, Buddha-hood, Arahantship, Humanly and celestial bliss, etc. 

according to their individual inclination. It is also found that these aspirations already contained 

in the Pāḷi Literature and is accepted by the Theravāda Buddhism. 

3. Curses in Bagan Inscriptions 

Depending on the mode of cursing, the curses may be roughly classified as follows:- 
No. Type of curse No. of occurrence 

1. Be fallen into Niraya 170 

2. No chance for worshipping the Buddha  65 

3. Not be liberated by the Buddha 15 

4. May you become a Peta 12 

5. May not be powerful and not live long  28 

6. May not enjoy the bliss of men and devas 3 

7. Miscellaneous curses 47 

                  Total number of curses 340 

 Strange curse will be presented as Miscellaneous Curses. 
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3.1. Be Fallen into Niraya 

Among the 196 stone slabs that contained the curses, 170 stone slabs expressed this type 

of curse. So it is deemed to be most resorted curse by the people of Bagan.  

This curse was described in various usages. They wrote „May you be fallen into the Avīci 

Niraya - t0pd,ftxJjiJvQifusufpd,foaw' (1^84?em;awmif;rsm;rif;BuD;(582)) ' May you be 

fallen into the 8 big layers and 128 small layers of purgatory - i&JMuD;½Spfxyf i&Ji,f 

128xyfvsif usufapoawnf}(1^52?em;awmif;rsm;rif;BuD;ausmufpm(569)' ' May you be crusted at 

the bottom of the hell-pot - t0DpdtxJjiJ ojcdK0fz’pfapoaw' ( 1^200? irJawmifOD;bk&m; 

ausmufpm(521)) ' May you be like the stump in the Niraya - i&JopfikwfvQif jzpfapoawnf} 

(1^207? em;awmif;wwfbk&m;ausmufpm(547)) ' May you be fallen into the Avīci for longer time 

than Devadatta - t0pd,fji,fEdIuf a'0'wfcHaom xufvGefaom ji,fEdIuf pHpd,f oaw'(1^12? 

taxmvwfausmufpm(527)) and so on. 

3.2. Have no chance for worshipping the Buddha. 

There are 67 stone slabs that contained this curse. They wrote „Have no chance for 

worshipping the Arimettayya - t&drdwåd&,m yk½Smocif tzl&pd,f' (1^2? jrapwDac: 

&mZukrm&ausmufpm(474)) 'May you have no chance for worshipping the Buddha for endless 

world-cycles - turÇm2aom yk½Smav rzlpd,f oaw},( 1^45 oHysif&ifaumif;(564)) etc. 

3.3. May you be not liberated by the Buddha 

 This curse is found on 15 stone slabs. It was inscribed that „let you be not liberated by 

thousands of Buddhas - bk½Smaxmifaomifc’wf½k,f ru’wfí‟ (1^189? rEl[mbk&m;ausmufpm 

(429)). Although a man has a chance to worship the Buddha, if he is not liberated, he would 

have to go round the saṁsāra and suffer. 

3.4. May you become a Peta 

 This curse is found on 12 stone slabs. They wrote „Let you be a peta for innumerable 

saṁsāras - r&d,fwGufEdkifaom ooF&mEdIuf jydwåmz’pfp d,f oaw' (1^209? pmMudKbk&m;vSausmufpm 

(554)' ]Be a human peta if you are in human existence, be a deva peta if you are in deva 

existence - vkz’pfaomavvkjydwåm? ewfz’pfaomav ewfjydwåm z’pfapoaw} (1^109? 

a½Taygifavmifbk&m; ausufpm (587)) and so on.  

3.5. May you be not powerful and live long 

 This type of curse is found on 28 stone slabs. They inscribed on stone slabs that „Let you 

be not powerful and live long – zkefrMuDtouf r½Snfpd,foaw' .(3^38 tapmvwfarmifESH 

ausmufpm(632)) 

3.6. May you not enjoy the bliss of Men and Devas  

 Just like the prayer for enjoying the bliss of men and devas, this curse was made so that 

the destroyers of their deeds of merit might not enjoy the bliss of men and devas. This curse is 

found on three stone slabs. They wrote „vlcsHom ewfcsrfom r& pd,foaw’.( 1^7? 

iEG,foifausmufpm(509)) 
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3.7   Miscellaneous curses  

Unlike the above-mentioned types of curses, some curses were unique. Some such 

curses will be presented in the following passages. 

3.7.1. „Let pain blindness, hump-backed-ness, leprosy, etc. be afflicted upon the destroyers 

of the deeds of merit‟ (qifji,fa0wemMuDaom uDuefaom ukefuGaom El0Jaomu ponfu 

ysufqDookEdIuf a&mufap oaw) (1^32? apmrGefoifausmufpm(554)) 

This curse is found on the stone slabs inscribed by Saw Mon Thin (apmrGefoif) in M.E. 

554.The donor cursed that the destroyer of her offertory may suffer not only in the next life but 

also suffer the derogatory life in this very existence. 

„Just like the earth turns to dusts when destroyed by wind, let you be crushed and 

lose composure‟ (uHzmvd,fzsufaomtcg r’d,fMud awmifcyifrk2nuf2 ysufpdodk0f usufpdpd,f 

oaw/ aqmufwnf&m jrz’pfpd,f ukefoaw) (1^84? ?em;awmif;rsm;rif;BuD;ausmufpm(582)) 

This curse is found in the Nataungmyarmingyi (em;awmifrsm;rif;juD;)stone inscription, 

erected in M.E. 582. In Pāḷi Literature, there is the writing „cuṇṇavi cuṇṇam karonti (crushed to 

dusts)‟. 

3.7.3. „The dangers of king, fire, water, lightening, axe, elephant, snake, leopard, tiger, 

gorilla, incurable disease be fallen on you and may die of vomiting blood‟ 

(rifMuDzdkvfysHwefMuD;opF,aw/ rDzdk,f&d,frkj*dK0fykqdefzdk,f qifzdk,f?jrK,fzdk,foau’mv0fzdk,f 

ormuk½k,frwwf&smaom temzdk,fMuDpGm 2vQif½dk,fzwåvwfod,fpd,faw/ okcJtef½k,f 

od,fpd,faw) (2^21? anmif&HBuD;orD;ausmufpm(604)) 

This curse is found on the stone slab, erected in M.E 604 by the daughter of 

Nyaungyangyi. 

3.7.4. „Let you be consumed up like the oil that boiled in the iron pot‟ (oHHtk0fuifwGif 

u’dKuf2ql½k,fcefoqDu,fodk0fukefcef pd,foaw) (3^33i0Hz’OaoifESifh izkefqkefoifvifr,m; 

ausmufpm (630)) 

This curse is found on the stone slab inscribed and erected by the couple called 

]i0Hz’OaoifESifh izkefqHkoifvifr,m;ausmufpm} in M.E. 630. 

By looking at the curses that were mentioned here, inscriptions that recorded donations 

in Bagan era were appeared to be influenced by the sense of cursing and swearing oaths. Some 

of the donors even seem to regard taking oaths as the vital component of the whole inscription. 

As the inscriptions of donations in Bagan era show, it is apparent that there were much more 

curses than wishes inscribed on the stone. 

 

FINDINGS 

Among the total of 597 stone inscriptions under study, there are 139 stone slabs that 

contained the prayers and their number of occurrences is 244. There are 196 stone slabs that 

contained curses and their number of occurrences is due to the repetition of prayers and curses 

on a single stone slab. 

From the point of view of the Thevada Buddhism, curses amount to ill-will. However, 

the intention of the donors of the ancient Bagan was found to be the desire for long-lasting of 
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their deeds of merit and the perpetuity of the Buddha Sāsana. They just filled up the essential 

gap for the prolongation by inscribing the curses to ward off the destroyers, feeling frightened 

of the sufferings they would have to undergo as consequences of their misdeeds. Depending on 

the mind-set and world outlook of the donors some curses were short and direct. But some 

curses were lengthy and very ghostly. The custom of inscribing on stone slabs continued up to 

Inn-wa period. Gradually and eventually this custom faded away. Now, this custom is not found 

at all. 

 

CONCLUSION 

           The belief in the existence of thirty one planes and the law of Kamma of the Theravada 

Buddhists is to be found in the stone inscriptions of the early Bagan Period. Beings go round 

the Saṁsāra which consists of four Miserable Abodes, one Human Abode, six Deva Abodes 

and twenty Brahma Abodes- altogether thirty one Abodes. The Human Abode exists in-between 

the lower Four Miserable abodes and the upper twenty six abodes of Devas and Brahmas. 

Therefore, men go up and down between the lower and upper planes of existence in accordance 

with the law of Kamma. Man has the capability to do both wholesome and unwholesome deeds. 

Man can create many lives, being possessed of his own Kamma (action). During his existence 

man can find out the way to liberation.  

Therefore, the study of the prayers shows that there are two kinds of prayers-mundane 

and supra-mundane. The prayers for the bliss of men and Devas, power and longevity, the 

luxury of the universal monarch, wealth and property, etc. constitute the mundane prayers. The 

prayers for Nibbāna, Buddha-hood, lesser Buddha-hood, Arahantship, the opportunity of 

worshipping the Arimetteyya, etc. constitute the supra-mundane prayers. These prayers come 

out of human intelligence.  

The mundane prayers are the expression of men‟s desire for well-being in the saṁsāra. 

The supra-mundane prayers are the expression of men‟s desire for liberation from the saṁsāra. 

Nibbāna is the noblest and highest ideal of the Buddhists. Nibbāna which is free from suffering, 

Nibbāna which is the extinction of the cycle of suffering, Nibbāna which is deathless- there are 

the various attributes of Nibbāna. Being convinced of the essence of Nibbāna, the people of the 

ancient Bagan had aspired for Nibbāna. Their prayer is quite inevitable and worth. 

 The donors of the ancient Bagan made curses for the protection of their deeds of merit 

and perpetuity of the Buddha Sāsana. „May you fall into Avīci Niraya‟, „May you not have the 

chance to worship the Arimetteyya‟, „May you not be liberated by the Buddha‟, „May you 

become a Peta‟, „May you not be powerful and live long‟, „May you not enjoy the bliss of men 

and Devas‟, „May you fall into the Lokantarika Niraya where you will not see light of the sun 

and the moon‟- these curses are quite abominable to frighten away the potential destroyers of 

religious edifices. 

 The people of the ancient Bagan had depicted the grandeur and luxury of the celestial 

places and the ghostly sights of the hell in the stupas, pagodas and caves with their arts. They 

were meant for envy of their deeds of merit, for deference against destruction of such 

wholesome deeds and for fear of unwholesome deeds.  

Prayers and curses are regarded favourably as powerful words in traditional and 

religious beliefs of different nationalities. In the Theravada view of Karma which accepts the 

theory of cause and effect, and of actions and reactions, one will enjoy the good results from 

good deeds done and suffer the bad results from bad deeds. The prayers and curses in the Bagan 

inscriptions stand testimony to the acceptance of this Buddhist teaching by the people of the 

ancient Bagan. 
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 Thus, it may be concluded that the prayers and curses in the Bagan inscriptions are the 

expression of the inner feelings of the people of Bagan who understood felt convinced and 

believed in the law of Kamma. As the Buddhism philosophy suggests that "benevolence is 

Karma", wishes and curses are just the expressions for charity and anger respectively. 

Therefore, it can be stated that prayers and curses are a form of belief in merits and demerits in 

Theravada Buddhism. 
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