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Abstract

This paper proposes a new interprefation of a passage in the Ram Khamhaeng
Inscription. The common interpretation of this passage is that King Ram Khamhaeng of the
first Thai Kingdom invented the Thai alphabet. Two words crucial to this interpretation of the
passage are angda /leay-sii/, interpreted as “alphabet”, and Td /say/, interpreted as “to
invent”. The aforesaid meanings, however, are not in line with the meanings of the
corresponding words in Thai and in other Tai languages. In this paper, “writings” and “book”
are proposed as the meanings of M®da /laay-sii/ and “to put; to put on; to put in” of 1d
/say/. These meanings are in line with the meanings of the corresponding words in Thai and in
other Tai languages. With the new meanings of the two words, the passage should be read as

“King Ram Khamhaeng had the inscription written in Thai”; hence, the first Thai inscription.
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Introduction

This paper has only one simple purpose. It is to ascertain the meaning of the crucial

expression - 31880 /laay-s¥i/ in the First Inscription.

The Ram Khamhaeng Inscription

The Ram Khamhaeng Inscription is the first Thai inscription, purportedly created by
King Ram Khamhaeng, the third king of the first Thai kingdom, Sukhothai. Inscription I is
probably the most studied inscription in Thailand. It has long been a subject of debate as to
whether the inscription was created in 1283 A.D., during the Sukhothai period, or whether it
was created under King Rama the Fourth of the Bangkok period. (For more detail see
Chamberlain 1991). Using comparative method, Anthony Diller, 1991, demonstrated
convincingly that the Thai language used in the Ram Khamhaeng inscription was before the
convergence of the consonant sounds .14 /kh30-khay/ and #.29@ /khdo-khiiat/. By the time
of the Bangkok period, the .27% /kh3o-khmiat/ sound had completely merged with the 2.17
/khd0o-khay/ sound so it was impossible for Bangkok Thai speakers to separate the two
consonants in writing accurately as they appeared in Inscription L. Then as now, Bangkok
Thai speakers did not have the %.27a /khdo-khuat/ sound in their sound system. This paper
does not discuss the period of the language used in Inscription I directly but, in a way, it
solidifies the view that the inscribing language belonged to the period before the consonant

mergers discussed by Diller in 1991.

The Crucial Paragraph in Inscription I

Inscription I was inscribed on all four sides of the stone. The paragraph which
purportedly states that King Ram Khamhaeng invented the Thai alphabet is on the fourth side,
from line 8 to line 11. The common interpretation of these four lines is that formerly there
was no Thai alphabet and King Ram Khamhaeng invented it. The following are the inscribed

statements with the cornmon interpretation:
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tin Aau mwgda In @ v

miakdon laay-sii thay nii boo
formerly alphabet Thai this not

“Formerly, there was no Thai alphabet.”

A 1205 an Uneuw wWagumudm m  lasla
mii [205 sok pii-ma-mee  phJo-khin raam-kham-h€ey  hda Khriy-cay
have 1205 the year of the goat King Ram Khamhaeng but wish

“In the year of the goat, 1205, King Ram Khamhaeng  but wished

lula us ld awde I i awde W i H &7 i
-nay-cay lee sdy laay-sii thay nii laay-s¥% thay mnii cipy mii ph
in heart and invent alphabet Thai this alphabet Thai this therefore have

to invent Thai alphabet. This Thai alphabet thus came into being.”

3 L4 & [ L
G) wWayu i VTR S v D
(ph)fa phdo-khin phiiu nan say way
because the king person that invent put

“Because that king invented it.”

The interpreted meanings of &1u#o /laay-s¥i/ and and d /siy/ above are quite
different from the current meanings. They do not agree with the meanings of their
corresponding words in other Tai languages. aefa /laay-s¥i/ is a compound noun in Thai.
This compound is found 'only in Inscription L. In Siamese, or Thai, , /laay-lak- 2ak-s3on/ or
/nan- s¥#/ is used instead. Both a8 “laay” and & “sii”, however, are cognate. They are
found in all languages of the Tai family, as shown in Fang Kuei Li ‘s A Handbook of
Comparative Tai (1975; p. 125).

Tone  Siamese Lungchow Po-ai

1 striped A2 lai laai laai
2. writing (nap Al) sii 2if i
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William J Gedney’s Comparative Word List also shows the wide distribution of the

word 8a /sii, A1/ with the meanings “book™ or “writing” in all the three branches of the Tai

language family.
Southwestemn Central Northern
Black Tai su' Western Nung  sm'  Le Ping Ivy®
White Tai su' Lung Chou t¥yy Lung Ming Ixy!
Muang Yong Lao  sut' Yay Ou’

Saek s

Words referring to “writing” and “character letters” in Tai Languages

“Alphabet” and “to invent” as the interpreted meanings of angda flaay-s¥i/ and 1d
/say/ are aberrant. They do not agree with the meanings of their corresponding words in other
Tai languages. a1yda /laay-s¥i/is a comﬁound noun in Thai. This compound is found only in
Inscription L. In current Thai, wtiada /nag- s¥i/ would be used instead of Meda /laay-s¥i/.
Both a1t “laay” and & “s¥i”, however, are cognate. They are found in all the three branches

of the Tai family, as shown in Fang Kuei Li ‘s A Handbook of Comparative Tai (1975; p.
125).

Tone Siamese  Lungchow Po-ai

1. striped A2 lai laai laai
2. writing (nag Al) sii 31i 3ii

William I Gedney’s Comparative Word List also shows the wide distribution of the
word &8 /s11,41/ with the meanings “book” or “writings™ in all the three branches of the

Tai language family.

Southwestern Central Northern
Black Tai s’ Westem Nung  su’ Le Ping Iy’
White Tai sut' Lung Chou yy' LungMing ¥y
Muang Yong Lao  su' Yay ou'
Saek s’
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Dehong, a Southwestern Tai, however, does not use / s, Al/ to mean “book™. It uses
/laai, A3/ and, /1ik, D3/ instead, from A Dictionary of Dehong, Southwest China. (Luo
Yongxian, 1999), for example.

/laai?/ striped, spotty; writings, letter, document.
/laai'/ " toread

/1ik5 laai®/ books; newspapers; writings

/1iks/ book; writings; volume

/to® laay?/ written words; written characters
/to®1iks/ orthography

It is noteworthy that /f0°/ a classifier, is specifically needed to refer to character
letters in Dehong. The same is true in Tai Nue. In her narration about her frip to visit the Tai
Nue people, Banjob Bhandhumetha ,1984, explained that the Tai alphabet in Sip Song Panna,
Yunnan, is called either Taila /t0"? tay*/ or / t0*2 ik tay #*/ and that “writings” or
“book™ is called “/lk™*/ or /laay*®/. In this language, to study is to leamn writings or to
learn books; hence, to study is to /heen™ 1ik™ heen**laay™*/, /heen™®/is to learn. In a
nearby Shan city called Muang Khon, a teacher, an instructor or a learned person is called
/moo™ laay*3/. .

In Ahom Buranji or Ahom chronicles of the Tai in Assam, India, (Barua, 1985),

/laay™/ and /cia/ are used to refer to “writings”. The word /cia/ is compounded to
/laay **/ to mean “writings”, for example,

/temcia maay laay / “to write words or notes on paper”

to write to write

/phaa cia phaa laay maaduay/ “phaa”means “io bring along something”

To bring along the “writings” or the “letter”
White Tai of Vietnam, from the Tai—Vietnamese—English Dictionary by Bieu Chinh

Nhim and Jean Donaldson, 1970, has three different words for “writings” — sw san, and

lic. Again, to refer to alphabet letters, the classifier /t0*?/ is added to san.
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Tai Vietnamese

s chit letter

san chir, tho: letter

du san xem tho: to read a letter
tem san viét tho to write a letter
lie (pap) lich. calendar

10 san chit character letters

Nung of North Vietnam also uses /shZ/ for writing.

bi
Older

nang mirhn té slon shi

sister he, his she  teach writings

(from Nung Grammar by Janice E. Saul and Nancy Freiberger Wilson, 1980}

From the examples above, we may conclude that both flaay**/and /si3*"/ are used
widely in all three branches of the Tai language. However, /laay®’/ has two meanings —
“striped” and “writings™. The first meaning is spread more widely than the latter. This may
mean that the first meaning, striped, is older. Also /si i, meaning “writings”™ is older than
Nlaay™/ with the same meaning. /s:£*!/ happens to be a loanword from'Chinese with same
meaning. This could also mean that Naay™/ developed the second meaning, writings, after
/s:3*1/, We may also conclude from the examples that in Tai languages the classifier @7 /tua/
is compounded to the word a# /laay™”/ or &a /i3 or @95 /saan™Y or tam /lik/ for the
compound word to mean character letter. That is auda flaay sii/ in the Ram Khamhaeng
Inscription must be interpreted as “writings” not “alphabet”. The classifier /tua/ must be

compounded to /laay sii/ for the word to mean “alphabet”. Hence,

Wo fau awda  ln i U i

mfa-koon laay-s¥i thay nii boo mii
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should be interpreted as « Formerly, this Thai writing or Thai inscription did not exist,”

Or “ Formerly, there was no Thai inscription.”

wWaguTImAm

phdo-khiin raam-kham-h&ey

King

Tuta ua  ld  awda In
-nay-cay lee sy

in heart and  puat

Ram Khamhaeng

&

laay-s¥3 thay nii

m  lashy
hia  khriy-cay
but  wished

= " oF o
Mmgda In i gy i W

laay-sf: thay nii cip mii ph

writing Thai this writing Thai this therefore have

to put this Thai writing. This Thaj writing thus came into being,

Note: I am gratefil to Dr. Anthony Diller who has kindly edited my paper.
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