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Aspiring to Be a Buddha and Life Before Liberation: The Colophons of the
Siamese Questions of King Milinda

Abstract

This article presents the colophons of a Buddhist text, the Questions of King Milinda, as seen in
manuscripts found mainly in Central Thailand. Through a survey of over seventy Pali palm-leaf
manuscripts and a Thai samut khoi (folding book), the colophons reveal information not only related to
textual transmission, but also to the social and soteriological ambitions of the communities that created
them. Inspired by the ideology of merit, which promises good karmic returns for presenting and
preserving the Dharma in this world, donors and scribes produced various kinds of aspirations (Pali:
patthana). These aspirations are recorded in colophons. In this group of manuscripts, it is not uncommon
to find that the preferred path to Nirvana among stakeholders is to become a Buddha. This is somewhat
contrary to the general assumption that the way of arhat is preferred for a community that upheld the
Theravada tradition. Moreover, the quest to be fully awakened and omniscient is shown not to be
confined to kings or to the nobility, but shared by a wider layer of society. The colophon of the samut khoi
was sponsored by the noble royal ladies (pavaranari) from the court of Ayutthaya. It gives us a glimpse
into what—in a past era—was considered good and righteous, both materially and spiritually, by the inner
circle of the ruling establishment. Accordingly, colophons deserve special attention as they provide
information not only about their respective manuscripts but also about the socio-cultural aspects of the
community that preserved and transmitted them.
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Aspiring to Be a Buddha and Life
Before Liberation: The Colophons
of the Siamese Questions of King Milinda

EnG Jin Oo1
Mabhidol University

HE QUESTIONS OF KING Milinda (Pali: the Milindapasiba) is a
Buddhist text presented in the form of questions and answers
between a Bactrian Greek ruler, King Milinda (Menander I, r.
155/165-130 BCE) and a Buddhist monk, Nagasena. It is believed to have
been written down around the first century CE in northwestern India, most
probably in Gandhari.! However, at present, the text is only extant in Pali

This article is part of my doctoral work done at the Faculty of Social Sciences and Humanities,
Mahidol University. I am particularly grateful to Peter Skilling for his ever-precious guidance
during my course of studying the various aspects of the Milindapasiha. 1 would also like to
thank Trent Walker for translating the Thai and Khmer texts found in the manuscripts and
inscriptions. My gratitude also goes to Yuwaret Wuttheerapon, Pratsaneeporn Phlaykumnerd,
Santi Wongcharoonlak, Poonyawee Songserm, Chung Dipprakhone, Ratanaphorn Saadoat,
and Sawinee Khonkhan of the Department of Manuscript, National Library of Thailand;
Santi Pakdeekham, Somneuk Hongprayoo, and their team from the Fragile Palm Leaves
Foundation and the Henry Ginsburg Fund for copies of the manuscripts; Giuliano Giustarini
and the two reviewers for their valuable input and suggestions; Rosemarie Oong, Sherene
Liew, and Vijaya Samarawickrama for their assistance.

1 Richard Salomon, The Buddhist Literature of Ancient Gandbara (Somerville, MA: Wisdom
Publications, 2018), 26.
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and Chinese.”? The founder of the Pali Text Society, Thomas W. Rhys
Davids, considered this piece of work as “undoubtedly the master-piece of
Indian prose, and indeed is the best book of its class, from a literary point
of view, that had then been produced in any country.” Indeed it is. The
text is quite popular, especially among the communities of the Theravada
tradition. Both its Pali and Chinese recensions have been translated into
multiple modern languages.*

The questions posed by King Milinda cover a wide variety of doctrinal
topics. They range from simple questions, like “what are the distinguishing
marks of mental phenomena?” to dilemmas in the Buddhist system, such as
“why pay homage to the Buddha when he has already been fully liberated
and is not around to accept the homage?™ Nagasena answers each of these
questions skillfully, at times quoting the unimpeachable word of the Bud-
dha (buddhavacana) and providing multiple similes to aid understanding of
complex philosophical positions. For example, consider the simile of the
“chariot” in which he emphasizes that a person’s name is merely a designa-
tion of aggregates (khandba), namely, body parts and mental activities com-
ing together, as “no person is found,” comparing it to when the parts of a

chariot are rightly assembled, the word “chariot” is spoken.®

2 On the text and its Pali editions, see Oskar von Hiniiber, 4 Handbook of Pali Literature
(Berlin: Walter de Gruyter, 1996), 82-86; Vilhelm Trenckner, ed., Milindapafibo: Being Dia-
logues Between King Milinda and Buddbist Sage Nagasena (Edinburgh: William and Norgate, 1880;
hereafter Mil). For the Siamese Pali edition, see Cattasalla Thera and Dhammapimokkha,
Milindapaiiha (Bangkok: Mahamakutarajavidyalaya, 1923). Pali is the classical language of the
Theravada Buddhist canon. The texts in the canon are collectively referred to as the Tripitaka, and
they are revered as “the word of the Buddha.” For more information on Pali, see Wilhelm Geiger,
A Pali Grammar, trans. Batakrishna Ghosh, ed. Kenneth R. Norman (Bristol: Pali Text Society,
2013 [1994], XXIT-XXX); H$5 H 4% (Nagasena Bhiksu Satra), T1670B.

3 Thomas W. Rhys Davids, trans., The Questions of King Milinda: Translation from Pali
(Oxford: Clarendon, 1890), xlviii.

4 For a provisional list of translations into modern languages, see Peter Skilling, “Problems
with Milinda (I): The Opening Verses and Prose of the Printed Siamese Milindapanha,”
Journal of Centre for Buddbist Studies (Sri Lanka) 8 (2010): 1-24 at 14-18.

5  Mil: 95-102; Isaline B. Horner, Milinda’s Questions, vol. I (London: Luzac & Co., 1963;
hereafter Milinda’s Questions 1), 132—42.

6  Na puggalo upalabbbati (no person is found/got at or no permanent individuality [no soul]).
See Milinda’s Questions 1, 34-38 and n. 2 at 34; Rhys Davids, Questions of King Milinda, 40;

https://repository.upenn.edu/mss_sims/vol7/iss1/4
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The exceptional skill and ability of Nagasena in answering these ques-
tions has been regarded as the embodiment of intelligence among the Bud-
dhist communities. One should aspire to be as eloquent and wise as
Nagasena. In Southeast Asia, the aspiration (patthand) to be like Nagasena
goes back at least as early as the twelfth century CE in the form of an
inscription on a votive tablet in Pagan, Upper Burma.” In Cambodia, they
also appear in two Khmer inscriptions of the Grande Inscription d’Angkor,
IMA 32 (1687 CE) and IMA 38 (1701 CE).® The latter reads:

I humbly ask for intelligence, the skill to respond to riddles and
resolve them in debate, just like Nagasena who answered all the rid-
dles before King Malin [Milinda], resolving them without a hitch.’

In Thailand, these kinds of aspirations are found in the colophons of the
Questions of King Milinda manuscripts. The tradition of Milinda-Nagasena
in Thailand is very much alive. The first printed Thai translation of the text
was published in 1919 CE, by the Vajirafnana Library, and was met with
great enthusiasm both in the capital and up-country, with the result that
the print output did not meet the demand.' Later, the library published
an updated edition." Since then, other Thai translations by different
authors have been issued. Traditionally, the Questions of King Milinda texts,
just like other Pali literature, were preserved in palm-leaf manuscripts, as
were their Thai adaptations; occasionally they were preserved in samut khoi,
or accordion-style paper folding books.

Mil: 25-28; compare Léon Feer, ed., Samyuttanikaya, part 1 (London: Pali Text Society, 1991
[1884]), 135.20-21.

7 Gordon H. Luce, Old Burma: Early Pagan, vol. 1: Texts (New York: Artibus Asiae and
Institute of Fine Arts, 1969), 76.

8 Lewitz Saveros, “IX. Inscriptions modernes d’Angkor 26, 27, 28, 29, 30, 31, 32, 33
Bulletin de I’Ecole frangaise d’Extréme-Orient 60 (1973): 205—42 at 228; Pou-Lewitz, Saveros,
“VII. Inscriptions modernes d’Angkor 34 et 38,” Bulletin de I’Ecole frangaise d’Extréme-Orient
(1975): 283-353 at 304.

9  Translated from the Khmer language by Trent Walker, email 9 July 2020.

10 Skilling, “Problems with Milinda (I),” 2.

11 Milindapasiba chabap phim kbrang thi song, in three parts (Bangkok: National Library of
Thailand, 2006 [1925]).
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Interestingly, the textual traditions of the Siamese Pali Milindapaiiha,
edited by Cattasalla Thera and Dhammapamokkha, and the Pali Text Soci-
ety’s Milindaparnibo, edited by Vilhelm Trenckner, the latter of which is
based primarily on manuscripts from Ceylon, differ considerably.'” There
are Milinda-Nagasena dialogues found in the Siamese edition that are
absent in Trenckner’s. For instance, the king asks: when a person dies, does
he go to the next world as a radiance or as an apparition of an elephant, a
horse, or a chariot?” Undoubtedly, this dialogue seeks to address an impor-
tant yet delicate issue in Buddhist philosophy—what passes from one life to
another. Nagasena gives an elaborative answer by using some similes that
are not found elsewhere in the text. One wonders why such a dialogue is
absent in other recensions.

Little is known as to how and why the two Pali editions evolved accord-
ing to different trajectories. In order to understand this better, I have stud-
ied the transmission history of this text, focusing on its Siamese recensions
by examining what is embedded in the manuscripts. Over the course of two
years of research, I managed to gain access to more than seventy manu-
scripts of the Questions of King Milinda in the Pali language, which circu-
lated mainly in central Thailand. The majority of them are found at the
National Library of Thailand; some are in temples (wat) in the central and
southern parts of the country." The National Library is the richest reposi-
tory and custodian of manuscripts in Thailand. With a staggering 225,733
palm-leaf manuscripts alone, it dwarfs any temple collection.” These Ques-
tions of King Milinda manuscripts are not all copies of each other or speci-

mens in the same line of transmission but are made up of different recensions

12 See Kogen Mizuno, “3 U ~ # [EJ&JHC 2 1» T” (On the Recensions of the Mil-
indapafiha), Komazawa Daigaku kenkyu kiyo 17 (1959): 17-55 at 37-40; Thich Minh Chau,
Milindapaiiha and Nagasenabhikshusiitra: A Comparative Study (Through Pali and Chinese
sources) (Calcutta: Firma KL Mukhopadhyay, 1964), 226-27; Skilling, “Problems with
Milinda (I),” 1-24.

13 Cattasalla Thera et al., Milindapafiha, 117-20.

14 Wat Paramaiyikawat in Nonthaburi and Wat Samuh Nimit in Surat Thani province.

15 Suwakhon Siriwongworawat, ed., The National Library of Thailand (Bangkok: The Fine
Art Department, 2000). On accessing the National Library manuscripts, see E. J. Ooi, “Survey
of the Pali Milindapafiha Manuscripts Kept at the National Library of Thailand: A Brief Cata-
logue,” Journal of the Siam Society 109, part 1 (2021): 169-210 at 175.
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and were copied in different periods of Thai history. Evidence in the colo-
phon is particularly revealing. This article will consider several examples of
colophons that reveal aspects of the manuscripts’ production.'®

Colophons

A colophon carries information about the manuscript. Colophons usually
appear at the end of the text on the last folio. They can be also be found on
the first, or title, folio at the beginning of a text. The language of the colo-
phons under review here is either Pali or Thai. Sometimes it is a mixture,
with Pali words embedded in a Thai-language colophon.

In central Thailand, colophons were generally written in two scripts,
Khom (wou) and Thai. “Khom Pili,” sometimes transliterated as “Khom
Bali” (wanund), is used to write the Pali language, and “Khom Thai” (vau
lue) is used to write the Thai language.” The Khom script is a cognate of
Khmer script; at times it is also called Akson Kamphucha (fig. 1) in the
manuscript. Another script used in central Thailand is the Mon script
(@nwsuogy). So far, I have only accessed two copies of Pali Milindapaiiha
written in Mon script; one is kept at the National Library, and the other
one is preserved at Wat Paramaiyikawat in Nonthaburi, part of the Bangkok

metropolitan area.

DATING SYSTEM

Another important piece of information in the study of the transmission

history of a manuscript is the date it was copied. The date of the manuscript

16 For a complete listing of the Milindapaiiha manuscript colophons preserved at the
National Library of Thailand, see Appendix I in Ooi, “Survey of the Pali Milindapafiha
Manuscripts,” 169-210 at 187-207. For more examples of Thai colophons, see Harald Hun-
dius, “The Colophons of 30 Pali Manuscripts from Northern Thailand,” Journal of the Pali
Text Society 14 (1990): 1-173.

17 For more information on scripts used in Thai manuscripts, see Peter Skilling and Santi
Pakdeekham, “Manuscripts in Central Thailand—Samut Khoi from Phetchaburi Province,”
Manuscript Studies 2, no. 1 (2017): 125-50 at 126-29.

Published by ScholarlyCommons,
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FIGURE 1. The title of NL2018, written in Khom Pali: Phra Milin[da]panha-vitthara-
kambiijjaksarachvat phitk » (The extensive version of the Questions of King Milinda written

in Kamphucha script, fascicle no. six). Courtesy of the National Library of Thailand,
manuscript code 2018, fascicle 6.

helps not only to build a chronology of the text’s transmission but also to
track the evolution of its textual tradition. The date can be found either
embedded in the colophon (fig. 3, highlighted in a box) or written sepa-
rately at the side of the title folio. The dating follows the Buddhist Era
(Wns@nse, BE) system, appearing in the manuscript as Phuttha-sakkarat.
It also uses the sexagenary system, which is a combination of the Siamese
duodecimal animal cycle and the numeric decimal series, or the Sok (#in)
system indicating the year, from the first to the tenth year of the decade.'
The Sok system number points to the last digit of the year in Chula-sakkarat
(Radns1%, Lesser Saka Era [CS])."” Each number in the Sok system has a
name derived from the Pali language.?’ For example, the date of manuscript
NL1781 is given as follows (fig. 2):

18 The twelve animals are: rat, ox, tiger, rabbit, dragon, snake, horse, goat, monkey, rooster,
dog, and pig. Barend J. Terwiel, “Tai Peoples and the Computation of Time, a Comparative
Perspective,” Oriens Extremus 28, no. 1 (1981): 62-106 at 67 and 98.

19 BE — 1181 = CS. See Wisut Busayakun, “Calendars and Eras Used in Thailand / 3gus’
uwena. Uanuuasdns i 19 Tudsawvelve,” Journal of the Royal Institute of Thailand 29, no.
2 (2004): 46878 at 477.

20 The years of the decades are: first, Ekasok; second, Thosok; third, Trisok; fourth, Chat-
tawasok; fifth, Benchasok; sixth, Chorsok; seventh, Saptasok; eighth, Atthasok; ninth, Noppha-
sok; tenth, Samritthisok. See Terwiel, “Tai Peoples and the Computation of Time,” 67.

https://repository.upenn.edu/mss_sims/vol7/iss1/4
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Fritogemdy n 1 vy

FIGURE 2. Date of the manuscript NL1781 at the title folio.
Image drawn by the author from a National Library of

Thailand manuscript, code 1781, fascicle 16.

P1 Cho Chattawasok Phra Phuttha-sakkarat dai 2345 Phra Phansa (The aus-
picious year is 2345 BE (1802 CE), the Year of the Dog, era Chattawasok,
[the fourth year of the decade])

The ordinal number “fourth” here means in the year of Chula-sakkarat
that ends in four (2231 BE minus 1181 = 1164 CS). Therefore, one sexage-
nary cycle will have the duodecimal series repeated five times and the deci-
mal series six times.

The aspirations (patthana) mentioned in the colophon generally express
wishes that the donor seeks to fulfill for helping to preserve and spread the
dharma. Contributing to the copying of manuscripts is considered a meri-
torious deed capable of yielding good karmic fruits in the future. This
ideology of merit promises a favorable rebirth for the scribe and donor,
culminating in his or her eventual realization of Nirvana. Some manuscripts
have a simple formula, nibbana-paccayo hotu, which means “may it be a
contributing cause for Nirvana.””! However, some aspirants are more ambi-

tious and aspire to become what they see as the epitome of humanity and

knowledge: the Buddha.

Aspiring to Be a Buddha

In the Word of the Doctrines (Dbammapada), verse 354 indicates that the gift
of Dharma exceeds all gifts and that a manuscript is considered the physical

21 For more examples, see Peter Skilling, “For Merit and Nirvana: The Production of Art in
the Bangkok Period,” Arts Asiatiques 62 (2007): 76-94. Nirvana, a state of perfect bliss and hap-
piness, in the Theravada tradition, can be attained either by following the path to become a full
buddha, or the path of arbar where one achieves personal realisation of Nirvana under another
buddha. The third way is to become a paccekabuddha (a lone Buddha), who attains enlighten-

ment without the guidance of a teacher but is unable to guide others to enlightenment.

Published by ScholarlyCommons,
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embodiment of the Dharma.?? As I discuss below, the merit earned from
this kind of contribution is considered vast enough to allow even an aspirant
to become a Buddha. Moreover, in this survey, the goal to become a Buddha
is not limited to rulers or the nobility but also extended to lay contributors
and the scribes themselves. However, it is noteworthy that most of the colo-
phons record the meritorious deeds of the elite, including rulers and high-
status individuals, because only they had the means to sponsor manuscripts
(or images, or reliquaries, for that matter). This does not mean that only
they aspired to be full Buddhas. Ordinary people would also seek merit, in
other less ostentatious ways, but would rarely record their actions.?

A common phrase in the colophons of those manuscripts classified as
the royal edition, copied from the First to the Fourth Reigns of the Bang-
kok period (1782-1868 CE), reads as follows:**

imind punifiatejena milindapanhalikkbitvana paramiyo paripunno bud-

dbo homi anagate

Having copied down the Questions of King Milinda, with the power
of this merit, in the future, may I fulfill the Perfections and become

a Buddha.

Thai monarchs have customarily sponsored the copying of the Buddhist
scriptures as a means to sustain the Dispensation of the Buddha.” Thai rulers
have been presented as Bodhisattvas (Pali: Bodhisattas, Buddhas-to-be) since

22 The Dhammapada is a well-known collection of sayings of the Buddha in verses and it is
a part of the Pali canon of Theravaida Buddhism. On the gift of Dharma, see Oskar von
Hiniiber and Kenneth R. Norman, eds., Dhammapada (Oxford: Pali Text Society, 1995), 99,
verse 354.

23 Peter Skilling, in a note dated 19 November 2020.

24 For examples of manuscripts, see NL327, NL331, NL332, NL333, and NL335. Unfor-
tunately, only the first half of the “royal” Milindapaiiha manuscript copied in the Fifth Reign
is available; therefore, I am unable to assess its colophon.

25 The Dispensation of the Buddha (Pali: sasana) generally refers to the teaching or the
doctrine of the Buddha. For more information on why the Thai monarchs sponsor the pro-
duction of Buddhist texts, see the explanation given by King Rama V in the English transla-
tion of the preface of the first printed royal edition of the Tripitaka by the King of Siam
published in 1894-95 CE, in Robert Chalmers, “The King of Siam’s Edition of the Pali
Tipitaka,” Journal of the Royal Asiatic Society of Great Britain and Ireland (January 1898): 1-10.

https://repository.upenn.edu/mss_sims/vol7/iss1/4
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the Ayutthaya era (1351-1767 CE). This notion is foregrounded in the pre-
amble to a law dated in 1433 CE: “His Highness has set his heart on the
performance of the Perfection of Giving [danaparami] with the aspiration
[patthana) for realization of awakening [bodhifianal, to lead all beings to
freedom from the fears of cyclic existence [samsara] and the suffering of the
woeful realm.”?

The Perfection of Giving is one of the ten principal virtues cultivated by
a Bodhisattva.?” The ten virtues described in the Theravada tradition are:
giving (dana), morality (sila), renunciation (nekkbamma), wisdom (paiiia),
energy (viriya), patience (khanti), truth-speaking (sacca), resolute determina-
tion (adhbitthana), loving-kindness (metta), and equanimity (upekkha).”® In
order to become a Buddha, these ten virtues need to be developed to the
highest degree. The Perfection of Giving aims to eliminate attachment to
one’s own possessions, and therefore, part of the training includes giving
away what is dearest and most difficult to give. This kind of giving is beyond
the capacity of ordinary people. A famous example of this act is the Ves-
santara Jataka in the Birth Stories (Jataka), where King Vessantara gives
away his wife and children to a Brahmin when the latter asks for them.” It
is said that the earth trembled seven times when this happened.*® This act
has become the personification of giving at the highest level. In exemplify-
ing this, the colophon of NL.4595 carries part of the Vessantara Jataka story,
which begins with the section where King Vessantara is about to encounter

26 Peter Skilling, “King, Sangha and Brahmans: Ideology, Ritual and Power in Pre-modern
Siam,” in Buddhism, Power and Political Order, ed. Tan Harris (London: Routledge, 2007),
182-215 at 188.

27 Viggo Fausboll, ed., The Jataka together with its commentary: being tales of the anterior births
of Gotama Buddha, vol. 1 (London: Pali Text Society, 1962 [1877]; hereafter Ja I), 73; Henry
C. Norman, ed., The Commentary on the Dbammapada 1 (London: Pali Text Society, 1970
[1906]), 84.9. For the ten virtues, see N. A. Jayawickrama, ed., Buddhavamsa and Cariyapitaka
(London: Pali Text Society, 1974; hereafter Bv), 6, verses 76 and 77.

28 Chapter I: verses 76 and 77, in Bv, 6; Isaline B. Horner, trans., Chronicle of Buddhas:
Buddbavamsa and Basket of Conduct: Cariyapitaka (London: Pali Text Society, 1975), xiii—
xv, 8.

29 Tale No. 547, Ja IV, 479-593. For the dilemma of giving away his wife and children, see
Mil, 274-84; Isaline B. Horner, trans., Milinda’s Questions, vol. 2 (London: Luzac & Co.,
1969; hereafter Milinda’s Questions 2), 95—109.

30 Mil, 113; Milinda’s Questions 1, 158.
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the Brahmin and knows that his Perfection of Giving is to be fulfilled on
that day.*! The following colophon records what he said to his son Jali on
this occasion:

anagate |

utthebi jali patittha poranam viya dissati
brabmanam viya passami nandiyo mabbikirare ti
abam pi tata passami yo so brabmava dissati
atthiko viya ayati®* [atithi no bbavissati]®

In the future:

Get up now, Jali, and be a support: it is as if something from the
past is in view.

I might just see a brahmin, and delight overwhelms me.

[Hearing this, the boy said]:

I see him too, dear one. He certainly seems to be a brahmin. Perhaps
he is a suppliant, [and will be our guest].**

Unfortunately, the verse ends at the penultimate line, and the following
folios of the manuscript are missing. Nevertheless, the donor or scribe must
have been aware that, in aspiring to become a Buddha, the ultimate act of
giving, as in Vessantara’s case, has to be fulfilled in the future.

The quest by members of the nobility to become a Buddha is reflected in
manuscript NL.2921. Phaya Phisan was the sponsor. It was copied by the
monk Phra Sa in the Year of the Snake, era Ekasok or the first year of the
decade, when 2,411 years of the Dispensation of the Buddha had elapsed
(1868 CE). This manuscript carries the same stock phrase concerning the
fulfillment of Perfections and the becoming of a Buddha as the royal editions.
In another colophon, whose text expresses the same aspiration to become a

31 Viggo Fausbell, ed., The Jataka together with its commentary: being tales of the anterior births
of Gotama Buddha, VI (London: Pali Text Society, 1964 [1896]; hereafter Ja VI), 541.6-7.
32 The manuscript ends here.

33 Cf. verses 2117 and 2118, Ja VI, 541-42.

34 Translation adopted from Naomi Appleton and Sarah Shaw, trans., The Ten Great Birth
Stories of the Buddha: The Mahbanipata of the Jatakatthavannanda, vol. 2 (Chiang Mai: Silkworm
Books, 2015), 595.
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Buddha, the scribe is a member of the monastic order. Manuscript NL.11730
records the monk’s contribution:

unlasgEziyswaNsdsiaussUnunun T shiuase. s

[Venerable] Mahaseung made an effort to write the Questions of King
Milinda to finish [it in time].

The colophon also records that early in the Bangkok period, a group of five
lay devotees (Uszan) came together in the Year of the Rabbit (1783 CE), era
Benchasok or the fifth year of the decade, to make the Questions of King
Milinda manuscript (11l480), possibly in the context of sustaining the Dis-
pensation (#3743 Tuenaun). They are:

Lay devotee Salika [Uszananann]

Lay devotee Than In [vinudn1du]

Than Na [vinunun]

Lay devotee Than Di and female lay devotee Chan [vinudszan@
AnAu]

Coming together to perform a good deed and creating group merit is a
common practice. Despite the names appearing separately on different palm-
leaf fascicles, each mention shares the same stock colophon at its conclu-
sion—"In the future, may I fulfill the Perfections and become a Buddha.”
The word “Dispensation” or Sasana (Fnawn), mentioned earlier, signifies
not only the teaching of the Buddha but rather a specific period when the
Buddha’s teaching will endure before it is obscured by the ignorance of
humanity. According to the Theravada tradition, this period, which is gener-
ally regarded as the Dispensation of the Buddha (Pali: buddhbasasana), will last
for only five thousand years after the demise of the Blessed One.* Therefore,
it is believed that performing good deeds, such as sponsoring the production

35 The sentence is not complete.

36 Thomas W. Rhys Davids and J. Estlin Carpenter, eds., The Sumargala-vilasini, Buddbag-
hosa’s Commentary on the Digha Nikdya, part I (London: Pali Text Society, 1968), 25.16-17;
Wilhem Geiger, ed., The Mahavamsa (London: Pali Text Society, 1908), 19, verse 38. See also
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FIGURE 3. Colophon of NL5008 dated 1686 CE (in box) written in the Thai language in
Khom Thai script. The colophon is written on an independent palm-leaf folio, placed at the
end of the fascicle. Courtesy of the National Library of Thailand, manuscript code 5008,
fascicle 1.

of manuscripts and dedicating them to the promulgation of the Dispensation,
will bring great merit. This idea is reflected in the colophon of NL5008,
copied in 1686 CE, which is also the oldest dated manuscript in this selection
(hig. 3):

WazaHAUN Wn o Thwidgdoaunansunlee IdionTaasluws:
ANAUN ol TRnNaNY [ANY] LLa"lsTas”Nw‘s:mﬁﬁumﬂﬂgmﬂ%ﬂmﬁuﬁs‘”@
Auudysal ob yn HaAwsu neerauiusysaldiu gooo waziaan
ieathaiu wusdnT 1Y bllbe wseiaan wWudiwnls oo ou Au
ol Ju d5aluiuans ifou & 9u b Adona agan udr Frwiwe
Wutasvuainwu Tusunaanmamomenin sulde uaghwidels
WWoumisdeilianlos voiliu sasamansadudosmiiuiaiin.

Fascicle one of King Milinda (Phaya Milinda). 1, a layman by the
name of Dhammajota, devoted myself to the Dispensation of the
Buddha at Wat Kluai, sponsored this manuscript of the Questions of
King Milinda, complete in sixteen fascicles, to be established in the
Dispensation of the Buddha for the full five thousand years. As for
the time I sponsored it, it was in 2229 of the Buddhist era, plus ten
months and twelve days, completed on a Friday, the fifth month on
the second waxing day, the Year of the Tiger, era Atthasok or the
eighth year of the decade. I humbly aspire for the conditions for
Nirvana in the future. May I, the person who copied this manu-

script, be a foremost disciple of a Buddha in the future.”’

Etienne Lamotte, History of Indian Buddhism: From the Origins to the Saka Era, trans. Sara
Webb-Boin (Louvain: Institut Orientaliste, 1988), 196.
37 Input by Trent Walker, personal communication, 14 February 2020.
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Two individuals are present in this colophon. One is the sponsor, Dham-
majota, who aspires for Nirvana, and the other is the scribe, who wishes to
be the foremost disciple of a future Buddha.

The desire to be born in the time of a future Buddha, especially the next
fully awakened Buddha (sammasambuddhba), Maitreya, is displayed in
another colophon, NL4594:%

o lrniunsdonsome losluouns[adaunaduuua

May I be reborn in time for Sri Arya Maitreya, who has unob-
structed [omniscient] knowledge, in that distanced future.

There are two sentences preceding this line in the colophon. The first is the
Pali stock phrase on the aspiration to become a Buddha. The second is
nibbana-paccayo homi (may I be the contributing cause for Nirvana).”” The
aspiration to be the contributing cause for Nirvana is also seen embodied,
with some differences, in Sumedha, the Bodhisattva in the time of
Dipankara Buddha. Just before taking the vow to become a Buddha,
Sumedha thought: “There is no use of crossing over [the ocean of cyclic
existence] alone, and having awareness of my own strength, I resolve to
reach omniscience and cause the world together with its gods to cross over
[santaressam sadevake].”* This resolution was made in front of Dipankara
Buddha, who then foretold that Sumedha would become Gotama Buddha.
Similarly, a fourteenth-century inscription found in the early Thai kingdom

38 According to the tradition, the current Dispensation will only last five thousand years,
followed by a long period where the Buddha’s teaching will be completely obscured until the
appearance of the next Buddha, Maitreya. See Lamotte, History of Indian Buddhism, 191-98.
Maitreya (Pali: Metteyya) is mentioned in the Pali canon. See J. Estlin Carpenter, ed., The
Digha Nikaya 111 (London: Pali Text Society, 1976 [1911]), 75-77; Maurice Walshe, trans.,
The Long Discourses of the Buddba: Translation from the Digha Nikaya (Boston: Wisdom
Publications, 1995 [1987]), 403—4; Bv, 101 (chapter XXVII, verse 19); Horner, Chronicle of
Buddbas, 97.

39 Curiously, the verb zo be (bbii) in the second sentence has changed from the usual stock
may this be (hotu) to may I be (homi).

40 Jal, 14; Bv, 12 (chapter II, verses 55-57); Horner, Chronicle of Buddbas, 14-15.
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of Sukhothai indicates that the chief monk (sanigharaja), who was also the
preceptor of King Mahadharmaraja I (r. 1347-1368/1374), set down his
aspirations in the colophon of a cosmological text, the Lokappadipasara,
which he composed: “By the merit that has been well stored, may I, until
the attainment of the excellent Buddhahood in the process of becoming, be
always the one who causes the welfare of the world and full of refuge [to
others].”!

Furthermore, according to the Chronicle of Buddbas (Buddhavamsa), meet-
ing a living, fully awakened Buddha (sattharadassanam) is one of the eight
conditions an aspirant must fulfill for the resolve (buddbabbavaya abbinihara)
to be successful.”? Therefore, meeting Maitreya becomes imperative in this
quest.

This selection of colophons demonstrates that a particular path to
attaining final bliss by way of becoming a Buddha seems to have been a
favored choice among donors and scribes. Even though this path is more
demanding and time consuming than that of the arbat, there are neverthe-
less individuals who, out of altruistic intent and the desire to give their best,
would take up these challenges.”” The quest to become a Buddha is also
taught by certain monks, as reflected in NL4596, copied in 2230 of the
Buddhist Era (1687 CE), the Year of the Rabbit, era Nopphasok, or the
ninth year of the decade:

dundayaeAnuundwaysunnsnaidgguiendddnoids | aundnm
Neualnig |

41 Translation adapted from Alexander B. Griswold and Prasert na Nagara, “The Epigraphy
of Mahadharmaraja I of Sukhodaya, Epigraphic and Historical Studies, No. 11, Part II,”
Journal of the Siam Society 61, part 2 (1973): 91-128 at 93-94. anena puiifiena susambhatena
sayambbutam yava ca papune varam nirantaram lokabitassa karako. Later, the same monk also
repeats his wish to become a Buddha in a gold-leaf inscription using the words buddho
bhavissami anagate bhave (may I become a Buddha in a future existence) (128 and n. 10).

42 Bv, 12 (chapter II, verse 58); Horner, Chronicle of Buddhas, 15; Ja I, 14.5.

43 Gotama Buddha went through an intensive training of four incalculable (asarikbeyya) eons
(kappa) and a hundred thousand world cycles from the day he made the resolve in front of
Dipankara Buddha to his Awakening. See JaI, 15; Mil, 232; Horner, Milinda’s Questions 2, 34.
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[Pali: Indaparniiaya bhikkbuna sabbasifiii buddbabbavam patthentena
imam sikkhapetam. Upasika Ngai pen upakaral

This was taught by the monk Indapanfia, who aspires to be an
omniscient Buddha. A female lay devotee Ngai sponsored [this

manuscript].

The aspiration to become a Buddha in the future has existed since the early
period of Thai history, as shown by the statement made by the chief monk
of Sukhothai mentioned above. It is not only the chief monk who has such
a goal. The king himself also resolves to become a Buddha.* Furthermore,
in a stone slab inscription found in Wat Si Chum, another high-ranking
Sukhothai monk, Si Sattha, is said to aspire to become a Buddha.” Even
though in the Pali canon the mention of a future Buddha occurs only once,
with regard to Maitreya, later (apocryphal) Theravadin texts such as the
Sotatthaki Mahdanidana identify many more bodhisattvas who will become
buddhas in the future; in the Dasabodhbisattupatti-katha, the Buddha is
quoted as saying that the number of beings who will become Buddhas in
the future is countless.® As such, the aspiration to become a buddha
becomes possible when the number of future buddhas is left open.”
Overall, despite certain colophons being composed of stock phrases, and
despite there being donors who might not be aware of their contents due to
lack of knowledge of the Pali language or disregard for details, we do see

some phrases being tweaked to suit certain individuals’ needs in this regard,

44 Inscription 5; see Alexander B. Griswold and Praset na Nagara, “The Epigraphy of
Mahiadharmaraja I of Sukhodaya, Epigraphic and Historical Studies No. 11,” Journal of the
Siam Society 61, part 1 (1973): 71-182 at 142—-43.

45 Inscription II; see Alexander B. Griswold and Prasert na Nagara, “King Lédaiya of Suk-
hodaya and His Contemporaries, Epigraphic and Historical Studies, No. 10,” Journal of the
Siam Society 60, part 1 (1972): 21-152 at 122.

46  Sotatthaki Mahanithan [Sotatthaki-mabanidana] by Culabuddhaghosa, a cremation vol-
ume for Somdet Phra Phutthachan (Bangkok, 2526 [1983]), v. 629 at 96; Dasabodbisa-
ttuppattikatha (The Birth Stories of the Ten Bodhisattas), ed. and trans. Ven. H. Saddhatissa
(London: Pali Text Society, 1975), 54 (trans.) and 119 (text).

47 For more information on future Buddhas and the Theravada, see Peter Skilling, “The
Sambuddhe Verses and Later Theravadin Buddhology,” Journal of the Pali Text Society 22
(1996): 15083 at 173-75.
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as I discuss below. Nevertheless, the ambition to become a Buddha and the
desire to lead all beings to escape from the continuous, suffering-laden
cyclicality of existence is regarded as a noble quest and the wish of many

across all layers of society.

Life Before Liberation

The path to Nirvana, by way of either the arhats or the Buddhas, is long and
protracted. Unless one becomes an arhat or attains the paths or fruits in
this very life, which would then reduce the number of rebirths, one is
expected to go through many more cycles of existence before the eventual
achievement of perfect bliss.”® Accordingly, it would not be unwise to take
the merit generated as an opportunity to transform oneself into a capable,
virtuous, and fortunate being. Below are two examples, one in a palm-leaf
manuscript, the other in a samut khoi, that demonstrate this aspiration:

The following colophon appears in four manuscripts, namely, NL.4600
(undated), NL5500 (undated), NL11815 (1782 CE) (fig. 4), and NL5435
(1793 CE). Below is the edited Pali text from these four witnesses:*

imind lekkbapunifiena tikkhapaiiiiena visarado abam pi jatisatasabassani
dbarento tipitakam kitttyam abam pi jatisatasabassani tipitakam
labbissami abam pi yava nibbanam na gamissami samsaram samsaranto
mahabhogo labbissami abam pi suddhakeso suddbadanto suddhandaso
suddbhamukho suddhasoto suddhalalato suddhacakkbu suddbajivho
suddbabbasito piyavaddho suddbanakkbo suddhapado suddba-uro

48 The paths (Pali, magga) and fruits (Pali, phala) are stages to the attainment leading to
arhat-ship; If one attains the first fruit (sotd@panna or stream-enterer) toward arhat-ship, one
would not take the eighth rebirth before realizing Nirvana. See Dines Andersen and Helmer
Smith, ed., Sutta-Nipata (London: Pali Text Society, 1994 [1913]; hereafter Sn), 40, verse
230; Bhikku Bodhi, The Suttanipata: An Ancient Collection of the Buddba’s Discourses Together
with Its Commentaries (Somerville, MA: Wisdom Publications, 2017), 194, verse 230, and its
commentary at 697-98.

49 For the critical apparatus of this edited text, see Ooi, “Survey of the Pali Milindapaiiha
Manuscripts,” 207.

https://repository.upenn.edu/mss_sims/vol7/iss1/4

18



Ooi: The Colophons of the Siamese Questions of King Milinda

120 | MANUSCRIPT STUDIES

suddbababu suddbabattho suddhavaco suddba-akodhano cettha
mettabbavano punappunam andagate yassa buddho paccayo lokandyako
abam labbami savako buddbo puna 3|FnsagiDUns™ | |

With this merit of writing down [the text], may I be accomplished
in sharp wisdom, may I memorize and teach the Tripitaka for a
hundred thousand lives. I will also be one who receives the Tripitaka
for a hundred thousand lives. As long as I am yet to attain Nirvana,
I will get to be one who possesses great wealth, pure hair, pure
teeth, pure nose, pure mouth, pure ears, pure forehead, pure eyes
and pure tongue; one who is pure in speech and who is dear to the
elders; one who has pure nails, pure feet, pure chest, pure arms and
pure hands; one who is pure in words and perfectly free of anger;
and one who cultivates loving kindness here and in the future,

again and again. . . . [and] to awaken as a Phra [Buddha].”!

It is interesting to see the aspirants in these manuscripts going into such
detail about a perfect physical embodiment of a human form. They leave no
parts of the body to chance. It is noteworthy that among the four manu-
scripts, only in one of them, NL5500, do we see someone (either the scribe
or the donor, it is unclear) declare a determination to awaken as a Buddha.
Therefore, while the other part of the colophon may seem to be formulaic,
aspiring to be a fully enlightened being is a personal choice.

Another manuscript that expresses somewhat similar aspirations but
covers a broader scope is the Milindapariba, in an edition made by Chao Pan
and Chao Pom during the period of the Kingdom of Sri Ayutthaya (R&un
Uaywavuidhuwidilonnssngsdsonysen), promulgated by the court nobil-
ity. This work is a samut khoi on the section of Questions on Talk of Similes
(Opammakathapariba) of the Questions of King Milinda.” This two-volume

50 delﬁmﬁaftﬂuwiz (Thai: to awaken as a Phra [Buddha]) only in NL5500.

51 The syntax of the last Pali passage, “yassa . . . puna,” is not clear.

52 The title of the samut khoi is given as milindapaniba-yogikatha (talks on yogi). The word
yogikatha refers here to the talk on what qualities a yogi should be endowed with in order to
become an arhat, which is discussed in the section of the Questions on Talk of Similes. It should
not be mistaken as the section of the Questions on Talks About Yogins (Yogikathapaiiha).
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FIGURE 4. The colophon of NL1181S5 starts at the top folio, line three, after the
punctuations (+1). Courtesy of the National Library of Thailand, manuscript code 11815,
fascicle 16.

samut khoi currently belongs to Wat Champa in Thonburi District. It was
copied during the (late) Ayutthaya era by an unknown scribe. The content
was transliterated into a printed edition in 1924, on the occasion of the royal
cremation ceremony of Phra Suwan Muni Narasitham.”® At present, the
manuscript is in the custody of the National Library. The text’s original
sponsors were the noble royal ladies (pavaranari), Pan and Pom, who are
depicted as donors in the manuscript itself (fig. 5), which is a rather rare
feature in the Buddhist art of Thailand.*

The two donors acknowledge that they have many more lives to go
through before the final attainment, and therefore wish to be reborn in a
noble house again, blessed with wealth and retinues, and the chance to
practice the Perfections. The rhythmic exordium (fig. 5) reads:

avuil eswsudsasddnfisznsauny Uhutlonaswssiitiossu
Usznoudiuasusn asuliniaasliitunsadulyTusuanna we
UelsTudssaun fwszunsiideiiundn azdeaunnis ves isnos
asulnanAnluanlaAlwa1aa Usziadgaouanaed Sunsamuan
wardonTa Tunsnmsanaun veiidayansassssuniias udqlw

53 National Library of Thailand, Milindapaiiha of Chao Pan, Chao Pom, Krung Sri Ayut-
thaya (Phra Nakhon [Bankgok]: Thiphayarat, 1924). On the occasion of the Royal Cremation
Ceremony of Phra Suwan Muni Narasitham, the heir of Sanghapamok (Chui Suk Bhikkhu),
Gangaram Chao Temple, Phetchaburi Province. / faundaymatuidiuidtlonasing
FROLSLN. WRUAT: AWeSml, 2467 (RuWTUUNSTUYNUINAIAN NI UL TusAVETTy
o mdmnlunal (80 auAng) Jaasann ianesmiamasus Wollena w.a. 2467).

54 Cf. Peter Skilling, For Merit and Nirvana, 79-80 and figs. 3 and 4; email 16 July 2020.
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FIGURE 5. The opening pages or exordium of the samut khoi on the section Questions on
Talk of Similes (Opammakathapafiha) in the Thai language and script. The two ladies in the
image are the sponsors, Chao Pan and Chao Pom. Courtesy of the National Library of
Thailand, manuscript Panha Tham No. 7, Milindapanha No. 10.

Twyadiostuadneaidunusiissadugiu Ussnausnouinsuas
anvAsuunn valiusiAannlsan wonsuadusunsiy Tﬁ:ﬁlﬁﬂgmmta
nfuanniszns veldiniiadauavuunsififuiia dazdndals
waldsamulsaoun TWinszsuweydulaues uAnannwnd

Tuaaglgnws=innu Tuouanniatudan®

This edition [of the Questions of King Milinda] belongs to the noble
royal ladies, named Pan [and] Pom, sisters endowed with faith, who
sponsored [this manuscript] as an act of merit to continue into the
future. We make the following aspirations, lest our Perfections
[parami] be insufficiently strong, and we end up transmigrating for
however many lives: in whatever existence we are born into, may we

55 This transliteration is an attempt to adapt the old Thai writing in the manuscript to
modern Thai.
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be born in an exalted lineage, blessed with power and radiant [with
faith] in the Dispensation of the Buddha. May we have the wisdom
to awaken to the realization of the Dharma, and be endowed with
an abundance of physical beauty, both in complexion and form.
[May we] possess a [vast] retinue and vast wealth. May we be free
from disease and danger, and may our bodies and minds prosper
with all manner of bliss. May we constantly fulfill the Perfections
of Morality [sila] and Giving [dana]. Whatever we may wish, may
we achieve our aspirations. [May we] have great longevity, suitable
for the times, in each and every life, until we reach Nirvana in the

future!®®

At the end of the second volume, there is also a colophon (fig. 6) expressing
somewhat similar sentiments:

wazflaunTum visunsusudafsensany Unutlonasswsziios
Usznaulushunmarsustanun ashalinialiidusssuananiasd Tu
TaatiuuasunAnnia wavdistulsisaun fasdauniuanidosmin
wofldeyayLaman nsadsTuAaE Tlinaae Usaasgiuanand
vsasswanvanituaiad lwyagtholalavanvsiuasauinsidusu
1 TWseannAsunss dngrinawisnuna agiillsmwensan
Woedou Huvsuavondu Wiwssduwonyiuunu velduiiny
vuusiiuadaunsfifuiianma dldvedrazusisaundsdavalidsa
Tosuludsugamnendly niaslddamuasinnulusunanmatiu
10 oy Taulas A9a was

This book of the Questions of King Milinda belongs to the foremost
royal ladies named Pan and Pom, sisters endowed with meritorious

56 In the Discourse of The Lion’s Roar on the Turning of the Wheel, it is explained that the
lifespan of human beings correlates to their behaviors. Unskilled behaviors lead to shorter
lifespan. In the Discourse, a normal lifespan ranges from eighty thousand years (when unskill-
ful behavior is unknown to humanity), deteriorating over time to ten years. Cf. Carpenter,
Digha Nikdya, 58-79; Walshe, The Long Discourses of the Buddba, 395-405. Translated from
the manuscript by Trent Walker with minor changes (i.c., certain terms changed for consis-
tency throughout this article), email dated 5 November 2020.
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FIGURE 6. 'The colophon of the Milindaparfiha, the Edition of Chao Pan and Chao Pom.
Courtesy of the National Library of Thailand, manuscript Panha Tham No. 7, Milindapanha
No. 11.

intentions, sponsored [this manuscript] in order to [reap] the bene-
fits of listening to the Dharma, both in the present and in the
future. We make the following aspirations. Should we be born again
in a future existence, may we have exalted wisdom to awaken to the
exquisite Dharma. [May we| be endowed with supreme might, lofty
in our lineage, and possessed of all marks of [prosperity],” abun-
dantly equipped with luxuries and wealth, and a vast pomp and reti-
nue. [May we] be free from danger. [May] enemies be vanquished by
our power. May we be free of the molestations of disease and illness,
and be filled with pleasant bliss. May we have great longevity. May
we fulfill the perfection of charity and moral conduct in every life to
come until we reach the great city of Nirvana in the future.”® Lon-

gevity, beauty, happiness, and strength.

The four benefits in the last sentence (Pali: ayu, vanna, sukha, bala) are also
found together in the Word of the Doctrines, verse 109, which says: to those
who always show respect and honor to people who are older and more virtu-
ous, these four benefits of longevity, beauty, happiness, and strength will

57 Not clear in the manuscript.

58 For the Nirvana imagery in Thai tradition, see Barend J. Terwiel, “The City of Nibbana
in Thai Picture Books of the Three Worlds,” Contemporary Buddhbism 20 (2019), Issue 1-2:
184-99. Translation by Trent Walker, email 5 November 2020.
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increase.”” This verse may have functioned as a moral foundation upon
which one might learn humility and respect for the elders. The Perfections
of Giving, or the practice of generosity through charitable work, is empha-
sized in these two paragraphs in particular. The kingdoms of Southeast
Asia were in near continual strife with neighbors and vassals.® Everyone
wished to be victorious against all threats; naturally enough, jaya, “victory,”
“success,” and the wish to vanquish enemies were part and parcel of the
court ideology. Overall, this exordium and this colophon give us a glimpse
of what was considered good and righteous, in lifestyle and conduct, among
people living in Ayutthaya-era court.

Returning to the above-mentioned aspiration of donors and scribes who
wish to be as wise as Nagasena, the next colophon, carrying this hope,
appears in three manuscripts, namely NL4596, NL6133, and NL.4606. The

aspirant asks not only for a heavenly rebirth, but to be wise as well:

Edited Pali text:%

imind pusinakammena sagge sugati gamiko tavatimse nibbatteyyam
sudbammayam sanantane gato puto bbave yattha divibhi vibbave bbave
uppanno paiifiavabessam cheko pucchavisajjane yatha raja nagaseno yujj-
hanti yujjbabbiumiyam afifiamanisiam vivecanoti || nibbana paccayo hoti

| buddbham saranam gacchami®® |

Translation:

Through this act of merit, may I be the one who goes to the happy
realm [sugati]. May I be reborn in the heaven of the Thirty-Three
[Tavatimsa] and spend a long time in the Sudhamma hall. May I be

59 Dhammapada, 31, verse 109.

60 According to Prince Damrong Rajanubhab, twenty-four wars were fought between Siam
and Burma, from 1539 CE until the destruction of Ayutthaya in 1767 CE. See Damrong
Rajanubhab, The Chronicle of Our Wars with the Burmese: Hostilities Between Siamese and Bur-
mese When Ayutthaya Was the Capital of Siam, trans. Phra Phraison Salarak Thein Subindu
a.k.a. U Aung Thein, ed. Christopher Baker (Bangkok: White Lotus, 2001), xxii—xxiii, 3-9.
61 The syntax in this colophon is unusual. For the critical apparatus of this edited text, see
Ooi, “Survey of the Pali Milindapantha Manuscripts,” 169-210 at 206.

62 The last two phrases only in NL4596.
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there, in the majesty of the divine state. May I be wise and skilled
in answering questions in the same way the king and Nagasena
contested on the forum of debate, each of them sharply discerning.
May this be the contributing cause for Nirvana. I go to the Buddha

for refuge.

In Buddhist cosmology, the abode of the Thirty-Three (Pali: Tavatimsa) is
the second of the six worlds of gods, the first being the abode of Four
Heavenly Kings (Pali: catummaharajika).®® The chief of the gods in the
Thirty-Three is Sakra (Pali: Sakka).** The Hall of Sudhamma is a distin-
guished location where gods of the Thirty-Three regularly hold their
meetings, or go when the Dharma is preached.®® It is said that while
Gotama Buddha was living among the gods of the Thirty-Three, he taught
the Abhidharma, as did other previous buddhas.®® Thus, the Hall of
Sudhamma in the abode of Thirty-Three has a special and exalted position
in the Buddhist imagination. It is often depicted in Thai art. For example,
it appears in the royal temple of Wat Phra Chetuphon (Wat Pho) in Bang-
kok.®” Consequently, possessing the wisdom and skill to debate in the

63 See G. P. Malalasekera, Dictionary of Pali Proper Names, vol. 1 (London: John Murray for
the Government of India, 1937), 1002—4, for details of Tavatimsa.

64 For Sakka as the chief of gods [devanam inda], see G. P. Malalasekera, Dictionary of Pali
Proper Names, vol. 2 (London: John Murray for the Government of India, 1938), 957-65.

65 For what was taught in Tavatimsa, see Peter Skilling, “Dharma, Dharani, Abhidharma,
Avadana: What Was Taught in Trayastriméa?,” Annual Report of the International Research
Institute for Advanced Buddhology 9 (2008): 37-60.

66 In the Theravada tradition, the Abhidharma (or Higher Doctrine) is one of the divisions
of its Pali canon that deals with the philosophical psychology of Buddhism presented in a
highly technical systemization of the doctrine. See Bhikkhu Bodhi, Abbidhammattha Sangaha,
a Comprebensive Manual of Abbidbamma: Pali Text, Translation, and Explanatory Guide (1993;
rpt. Kandy: Buddhist Publication Society, 2013), 1-20. Edward Miiller, ed., The Atthasalini:
Buddhaghosa’s Commentary on the Dbammasarigani (London: Pali Text Society, 1979),
31.13-15; Bv, 92 (chapter XXV, verse 6); Malalasekera, Dictionary of Pali Proper Names,
2:1203—4, for details of Sudhamma.

67 See Peter Skilling, “King Rama I and Wat Phra Chetuphon: The Buddha—Sisani in Early
Bangkok,” in How Theravada Is Theravada? Exploring Buddbist Identities, ed. Peter Skilling,
Jason A. Carbine, Claudio Circuzza, and Santi Pakdeekham (Chiang Mai: Silkworm Books,
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Phik 1

FIGURE 7. Colophons of the Questions of King Milinda manuscript kept at Wat Samuh
Nimit in Chaiya District, Surat Thani Province, southern Thailand, dated 1802 CE.
Photographs courtesy of the Fragile Palm Leaves Foundation and the Henry Ginsburg Fund.

assembly of gods inside the famed hall adds prestige to the aspiration
expressed in the above colophon.

However, for those who wish to be well-versed and conversant in the
Dharma, the icon is Sariputra, one of the Chief Disciples of Gotama Bud-
dha. The Blessed One proclaimed him to be foremost in wisdom
(mabapanifianam yadidam sariputto), and in the Questions of King Milinda,
Nagasena calls him the General of the Dharma (dhammasendpati) whenever
he quotes the Chief Disciple.®® This aspiration can be found in these two
colophons in a manuscript copied in 1802 CE, kept at Wat Samuh Nimit in
Surat Thani province in southern Thailand (fig. 7). They have similar con-
tents, but the aspirations are articulated slightly differently. Below is the
translation based on the two colophons:

Friday, the fourteenth waxing day of the tenth month, year of the
dog, the fourth year of the decade, when 2345 years had elapsed in
the Buddhist Era, We, servants of the Lord, the former monk
Chuen and Mr Nak, the scribe, were replete with faith and created
these four manuscripts of the Milinda[paiiha/ to be established in
the excellent religion of the Buddha. We, servants of the Lord, pray
to reach the state of buddhahood in the future. In the period before

we reach buddhahood, may we be endowed with Sariputra’s

2012), 297-354; Chatri Prakitnonthakan, “Symbolism in the Design of Wat Phra Chetuphon
Wimonmangkhalaram (Wat Pho),” Journal of the Siam Society 102 (2014): 1-39.

68 Richard Morris, ed., The Anguttara-Nikaya I, 2nd ed., ed. Anthony K. Warder (London:
Pali Text Society, 1961), 23.18; Mil, 170.
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intelligence. Moreover, we ask for eight boons to be granted to Phra
Maha Nak Chao, the monk who studied and preached these four
manuscripts of the Milinda/pasiha]. May all we imagine be achieved
in accordance with our wishes.*

In this colophon, we see that the merit was distributed to the monk too.
Sharing of merit after a good deed is an important aspect of Buddhist prac-
tice. The merit is generally shared with departed relatives, protective deities,
and all sentient beings, so that they too can rejoice together. In the section
of the Dilemmas (Mendakapaniba), Nagasena explains that what is skillful
(kusala)—a good deed, for example—is abundant (babuka), and can thus be
shared with many other beings. Using simile, he states that a good deed is
like the water of the great and mighty cloud: if it were to pour down rain,
this would satisfy the earth’s surface, and the water from the great cloud
would spread out all around.”

Conclusion

The tradition of aspiring to become a Buddha has been present in Thailand
since the formation of the Siamese state around the fourteenth century, as
evidenced by epigraphic inscriptions. This survey has shown that such aspi-
ration continued to be a popular option for donors and scribes from the
seventeenth to nineteenth centuries. The colophons examined also reveal
that the desire to become an omniscient Buddha was expressed by all layers
of society, not just by the nobility or by high-ranking monks.

While the donors emphasized the final goal of Nirvana, they also wished
that the merit generated by their contributions toward the production of
manuscripts would help them become more capable, intelligent, and fortu-
nate beings in their future lives. Their colophons also reaffirm their com-
mitment to lead a life of righteousness and to practice loving-kindness and

69 Translated from the manuscripts by Trent Walker, email 10 November 2020.
70 Mil, 294-97; Horner, Milinda’s Questions 2, 123-28.
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generosity. The idea that merits (pusifia) benefit not only the donor but
others as well can be seen as a powerful driver for the production and
preservation of manuscripts.”!

Although the Questions of King Milinda is not considered to be the word
of the Buddha, it is regarded as Dharma and thus enjoyed a certain degree
of popularity in Siam. Its colophons not only capture information about the
manuscripts’ circumstances of production, but also reveal the social and
psychological aspects of the Siamese community that preserved and trans-
mitted the text.

71 For examples of Sri Lanka manuscripts, see Stephen C. Berkwitz, “Materiality and Merit
in Sri Lankan Buddhist Manuscripts,” in Buddbist Manuscript Cultures: Knowledge, Ritual and
Art, ed. Stephen C. Berkwitz, Juliane Schober, and Claudia Brown (London: Routledge,
2009), 35-49 at 43—47.
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