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PREFATORY NOI'E 

The study which you are about to read is not the "Guide" 
to the Museum of Religious Arts of the Wat Phra Keo . It 
is sii~ply the English translation of a series of articles 
which I published in French in the pres s from October 1968 
to July 1969, in order to make this museum knm.m and to 
permit t he public to admire i t s coll ections without await­
ing the appearance of the Guide t hen in preparation. 

I have added at the end an "Index to the Pieces Mentioned , " 
however , which makes it possible to use this study some­
what in the manner of n guide in visiting the Museum. 

I am most grateful to the management of Lao Presse and the 
Office of Tourism for kindly facilitating the publication 
of the French edition, and to the Lao-Amer i can Associ ation 
which has undertaken the English edition. 

--Thao Boun Souk 
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INTRODUCTI ON 

"The Hat Ho Phra Keo , which i s 
rightly regarded as having been the 
Royal Templ e , is today reduced t o 
its building of worship and some 
debris of the surroundi ng wall, 
caught in the r oots of a be.nyan . " 

--Henri Parmentier (1 911 ) 

After four months of labor (December 1968-April 1969), the Museum 
of Religious Arts of the Wat Phra Keo was r eopened to the public 
on May 1, 1969. 

The work of reorg£,ni zi ng the museu.m wc.s dir ected by Miss :Madel eine 
Giteau, of the French ,'3chool of the Far Ee.st , From a ver itable 
l umber room, scarcel y inventoried~ the wat Phra Keo has become a 
true museum, the f i rst in our country. 

I l eave the '.!lore authori zed voices them mine the t ask of properly 
t h&nking Miss Giteau, t he re2l master mind of t his r esurrection, 
and of i nforming the fri endl y nations>< which helped in this task 
how much the entire L:to people apprec i a t e their dis inter ested ges­
ture . Is t here indeed anything of l ess "strategic importance , 11 

yielding l ess 11 economic r eturn11 than a museum? But i s the r e any­
t hing that more truly 11 pays offH in the long run? I don 1t t hink sol 
Of what use t o us tomor row will be our roc'.ds and our d<:i:ns , our 
factories and our r c.il roads , our school s e.nd our Ar my, if our 
peopl e he~ve l ost t heir soul and their f a i th? H. E. Nhouy Abhay 
once thought tr.£.t ther e was dan~or of just l:.ha t . Long ago I be­
came sure of the contrary, and the rearrcngement of the interior of 
the Wat Phra Keo has justi fied my belief. I had the good l uck to 
be a ble t o follow the work closel y. 

It would have been too bad , in !!lY c pinion , if the r earre.ngern.ent 
had been carried out by coolies paid by tbe day, for whom the clean­
ing of the Wat Phra Keo wou1d have been no different f r om the 
drudger y of cleaning the city; s sewers! Fortunatel y it di dn 1 t 
happen that way. Ins t ead , in response to the call of their t eacher s , 
dozens of students from t he Teacher Training College a t Dong Dok 
came on Saturday afternoons and Sundays and l ent their l abor not 
onl y to move , cl ean , ar r ange, and classify the r elics of our nation­
a l patrimony, b1_lt a lso to sweep, brush, and scrape the dust and 
dirt collected through the years. I know of f ew museums which can 
cle. im comraunnl l abor of such qui:clityl 

>~Especially UNESCO and Frar:ce . 



Mos t of these young people had never set foot inside a mus eum. 
You should have seen how avidly they questioned Miss Giteau a bout 
the origin of this piece or the his t or y of tha t . You should have 
seen their astonishment upon deciphering famous names in our his­
tory on old steles. And t hat is why t hey never l acked enthusiasm : 
for perhaps t he first time in their lives , they r eally felt that 
they were doing something for their country, and doing it for f r ee . 
So they did it with all the fire and all the gaiety of their twenty 
years. The soul of our country i s not dead , and to listen to our 
boys is proof enough. This event in the lives of all t hes e future 
teachers will remain deep in t heir memori es . I am sure that l at er, 
when they bring their students t o visit the Wat Phra Keo , they 
will be proud to say, "1 put that Buddha t her e . This stele 
weighs 300 kilograms and six of us carried it . " 

This intelligent participation is continuing and increasing through 
the museographic work to which our students ar e being introduced 
little by little , espe cially t hose of the Roy<::l Institute of I.aw 
and Administration: translation of the catalog, preparation of 
cards and l abels , tracing of inscriptions , Gnd l a t er, under the 
dir ection of our M9.has , the translation of the stel es , the deci­
phering of the texts • . • • years of work, no doubt--and so much 
the better! 

iv 



HISTORY OF THE MUSEUM 

The Wat Phra Keo-- the Temple of the Emer ald Buddha--dat es from the 
16th century; until the end of the r e i gn of His Majesty Anourout­
tharath ("Chao Anou"), it wa.s the Royal Temple , I t owes its name 
to the stat ue of the Buddha in g1'een jade (not emer ald! ) which 
H. M. Setthat hira t h had brought from Xieng iay in 1548. Two cen­
turies l ater , i n an early pillaging of Vientiane , the Si ames e 
s eized the precious sta t ue to install it in their count ry, where 
i t still r emains : i n the Wat Ph:ro. Keo of •.• Eangkok! 

The r eign of bol d Chao Anou was ended by the disaster with which 
a ll are f amilia r: the sack of Vientiane by the Si amese in 1828 . 
The Wat Phra Keo was pillaged, like al l the other t emples of the 
cit y; t he city itself disappeared, invaded little by little by the 
jungle to the point where less than n. half century later Fro.ncis 
Gar nier 1 was har d put to discover i t in the forest , in ruins e.nd 
deser t ed . 

But with the r eturn of peace in the lntter years of the 19th cen­
tury, Vientiane began to r eturn to l ife , o.nd little by little the 
t empl es were r estor ed . Only the \-lat Phro. Keo , the Royn l Temple , 
r emc.ined a pile of rubbl e . I ts neighbor , the temple of W<1t Kang 
--or what r emained of it- - w<ls razed to construct the French Club2; 
i ts other neighbor , \ih t Sisnket , less da.maged , was restored for 
the Colonia l Expos:~ tion of Paris in 1931 . But in the case of the 
Wat Phra Keo , the task was irmr.ense ! 

However , the French School of the Fo.r East (Ecol e Franyaise d 1Ex­
treme Orient) atkcked the job a few yec..rs befor e the Second World 
War , and in 1942, under the direction of His Highness the Prince 
Souvilnna Phouma , then Public Works Ent;inoer of Vientiane , the work 
of r ebuilding was completed . And it wc.s decided that ins t eo.d of 
r eturning it to worshi p , it would be Ill::'.de into L museum. 

1 French naw.l officer o.nd explorer (1839-73) , 

2The Club was in its turn ruzed in 1962 to construct t he Hot el 
Lcine Xnng; but at the initic·tive of some of the ol dest fc.mi lies 
of t he capital, i t wns docidod to pr•:.:serve the memory of t he vo.n­
ished Wat K< ng. That is why you can now ad!nire , in the hot el 
garden, a l ovely little modern p;;;gadc. in which the Mi nis try of 
Religi ous Affairs hrrs had installod n very hondsome bronze Buddha 
of the 18th century which comes fro:in. the old temple of Wat Kang. 

1 
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But in the meunt i me , many La.o works of nr t had been carefull y 
t r anspor t ed to the Louis Finot T:mseum in Hanoi by the French 
School, with the laudable object of s afeguar ding them, a nd it 
now became necessary to get theJ :l back . It wns not until 1953- 54 
that t he last of them were brought b&ck to Vientinne , where they 
now form the basis of our collection. This expl2ins why some of 
the pi eces in the Wat Phra Keo are inscr i ted "P.anoi No . 11 or 
11 E . F . E.O. No. ___ 11 

Alas , the viscissitudes of politics caused the museum t o be for ­
got ten bit by bit . An attempt 1..rc:s made in 1961 to r eorganize the 
collections) an a t t empt doomed to checkmc.te bec&use it never 
undert ook a selsction of pieces; everything remained in a jumbl e 
on shelve s or in cabinets! Thus it was thnt it was necessar y t o 
wa i t unt il the beginning of 1969 to see our country finally 
granted a museum worthy of its p;ist. 

The esthetic vnlue of the !nonumcnt is clear 5 for the r e cons t ruc­
tion faithfully followed th(:! originc:l pkns; but its archeol ogica l 
value is much l ess . To r econstruct the building , it was necessary 
to raze the old one completely, Nothing is loft of the ori ginal 
Wat Phro. Keo except a few r o. r e vestiges which were j udged t o be in 
a suffi ciently satisfactory state of preservc,tion to be used. Such 
is the case, in particular, of the two ma.in doors: 

- - The East Door . It dates from the original construction of t he 
monument-- th€! t is , from the middle of the 16th century . Once the 
principal door 5 now we:lled up 7 it is of gilded wood . Ee.ch of the 
t wo JJ8nels 11 cont3ins two stems of foliE.ge , opposed ~nd i nterlaced, 
each stra nd being t erminat ed by the upper p<:'.rt of t he body of an 
A:R.~QKEJ. in pr:::.yer. Birds pl2.y at rc..ndom among the str 1rnds . 11 3 Unfor ­
tuna tely vand2ls he.ve not failed to E. pply their vi cious talents t o 
it . One ccn still , however, admire the surprising richness of t he 
half- pl ant, half- humi:m decoration on the upper par t of the door , It 
h~ d a good plc..ce in the Paris Colonial Exposition of 1931 in the 
Indochi nB- Sectiony managed by Prince Phetsareth. 

- - The West Door. It is doubtless of leter origin then the east 
door , for it is of a style inuch akin to th2.t of the nor th door of 
the Wat Sisaket, wf:ich dates from 1P20. b. fal s e door since the be­
ginning, its two pc:mels are of stucco . "Their antiqui ty confer s a. 
va l ue upon them ~s well as providing evidence of the anci ent art of 
Laos; one notes the hieratic <.c•nc stylized side of the figures," 4 
each of which represents a divin:i.ty in c. niche, s upported by a s quat­
ting 11 ogre 11 (yak). 

3H. Parmenti0r L1o.rt du Lc:os . ' - - -· ~-· --·-

4H . Marchal) .Var~ decoro.ti_J du ~Q~ L;ttribQting to t he west 
door a greater age than it is now thought to hr.v~/ . 



There is still no "Guide" published by the museum. However , 
two ca t alogs in manuscr ipt exist in the Wr t Phra Keo ; one is 
in French and w&s prepared in 1952- 54 by our eminent compatriot 
Thao Phouvong Phimmasone , f or r.J.e r member of the French School . 
The other i s in Lao and was prep&red more recently, in 1967-68, 
under the guidance of t bo Hinis t ry of Religious Affairs . 

Miss :Madeleine Giteau , of the E. F .E. O. , is now prepar ing & new 
edition of this catalog o.s well as a Guide ; the Guide is to be 
bilinguul and ampl y illustrotod . 

I invite the attention of art lovers to e. n 11 Inventory11 of the 
f'lUS e llill which is available to the public for consultation. If 
you know t lle nu.r:iber of c. pi ece 1 it will quickly enable you to 
determine its location in the museum. 

In addit ion , I might point out thnt it is not forbidden to photo­
gr aph the museum ' s pieces; quite t he contrary. But inside the 
building, fla sh is needed . 

3 
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TI-lE COLLECTIONS OF THE WAT PHRA KEO 

The pieces in the Wa t Phra Keo cnn be divided into three l ar ge 
groups according to their origins: 

1. The Mon pieces (6t h- Pth centuries) . 
2 . The Khmer pieces (9th-13th centuri es) . 
3 . The Lao pi~ces (14th- 20th centuries) . 

The Lao pieces a r e obviousl y the most numerous and t he most inter­
esting . The Khmer pieces coma from ei ther the re ·~ion of Bassac 
(South Laos ) or Suy Fong (Province of Vicntiene ); t hey are few but 
of good quality . 

The Mon (or Burmes e) pieces 2.re of cxceptioncl inter est. Thei r 
very r ecent discovery (October 1968) i s likely t o brint; [,bout a 
r eview of all or part of the ancient hi st ory-- so poorly ,known-­
of the northern part of the Indochi na peninsula . 

THE HON PI ECES 
6th- 8th Centuri es 

The discovery at the end of 1968 at B::.n ThQl at5 of a stone Buddha 
nnd an inscribed stel e di d not go unnoticed at t he time . The 
Ministry of Religious Affairs was informed , and the two pieces 
were placed in a temporary ~helter alo~g tge road and guar ded by 
the Armed Forces , who heed dJ_scover ed tnem. 

Unable to decipher the ins cript i on myself, 
were Khmer pieces probably de.ting f r om t he 
r ather l ate Dvaravati 11 provinciol 11 styl e . 
photos, c;.nd a tracing of the inscription . ? 

I thought then that they 
11th- 12th century, in a 
However, I ma.de dr awings, 

5vnlage in the muong of Phone Hong, Province of VientiPne, 
on the Nam Ngum River about 65 kilometers north- northwest of Vientiane . 

6These two pieces were trc.nsferred to the Wl:' t Phra Keo in J uly 1969, 
They are now in the east peristyle. 

7For l a ck of anything else at t ho beginning, but later because 
experience showed it conclusively super ior, I us ed local paper ma de 
nt Houei Say from B::mboo prtlp for my tra cings , 



My friends of the French School of the Far East in Phnom Penh, 
whom I had asked kindly to try t o translate the inscription, could 
only admit their i mpot ence , The inscription was not in 11 old Khmer11 

nor in Sanskrit , but s eemed to be in archaic Mon--thet is, in the 
language of ancient Burma--which put tack the date of the vestiges 
of Ban Thalat to the 6th-8th centuries C.E. ! Then I remembered that 
the museum of Phnom Penh possesses a sandstone Buddha (No , B 10 , 8) 8 

which is almost a r eplica of that of Thalat and which was dated as 
from the beginning of the 6th century. 

The study of t he Buddha and the stele i s continuing, and I hope 
that the results can soon be published, I think the histori ans 
will not fail to be interested by these r emains which, if confirmed , 
could bring into question many things , especial1y those concern:ing 
t he anci ent population of Laos and t he introduction of fuddhism 
into t his part of the I ndochina peninsula . 

THE KHlvfER PIECES 
9th-1 3th Centuries 

These are not very numerous but they are of good quality. Almost 
all are displayed in the southwest corner of the great ha11 of the 
Wat Phra Keo . First of all , honor where honor is due: the famous 
stele of Say Fong (No . 449) , Discover ed in 1903 near the village 
of Say Fong, some 10 kilomet er s southeast of Vientiane , it commemorates 
the esta blishment in that pl ace of a hospital by Jayavarman VII , 
King of Ankor, t he immortal builder of the Ea.yon ( 1181- 1218?) . It 
is written in Sanskrit and infor ms us that the hospital was open to 
all, that its personnel consisted of about 100 persons including 
"two doctor s , t wo pharmacists , e i ght nurs es, .•• two cooks, two 
rice millers , 11 etc . The medicines used t here are actuall y listed, 
Altogether , it i s t he r eal 11 f oundi ng charter" of this Khmer hospi-
tal . But this stel e , trans l ated by Louis Finot, 9 r aises & s erious 
probl em: 11 No architectural vesti ge seems to exist at present in the 
Say Fong r egion . How did this city disappear, and why? So many 
questions 1 t o which perhaps excavations will someday bring us an 
answer." iO 

Among the other Khmer pieces we shoul d note 

- -The statue of Ganesh (No . 436) . Elephc.:.nt - headed Hindu deity, 
Ganesh i s the son of Siva. and Parvati and is gener a lly considered 
to be the patron of arts 2.nd l etters . This piece , of ~re-Anker 
manufacture , doubtless dates from the ?th century A. D. 1; it comes 
from Khong Island (Sithandone Province ) , 

8 Cf. Mndeleine Giteau, 11 Guide du Husee Natiorw. l , 11 Vol. I, p. 7. 

9 B. E.F. E. O. 1903 , Volwne I, pages 29- 33 . 

10 H. Deydier , Introduction ~ l a connaissance du Laos . 

11 Ibid . 

5 



6 

--The ver y bee.utiful head of Vishnu (No. 450 ) of gr ay sandstone , 
which seems to dnte from the 12th century. It comes from the Wa t 
Simuong of Vient i ene. Prof. J oan Filliozut, Director of the 
French School of the Far Ens t , who examined it again quit e r ecently , 
thinks that this Vishnu, Hindu deity, is prob.:t bly a Lokevara , a 
Bodhisattva of the Buddhism of the Greater Vehicle , of which the 
hair has been r edone to elimina te t he ha i r dress of the Amit a bha 
Buddha , which is nor:me.l ly found , thus :no.king it conform to the 
Vi shnuite "t i ar a . " 

--An Avalokitesvurn of brmm s2.ndstone (No . 416 ) o.nd c. Buddha 
on a ~ (No . 520) which ar e displcyed in the nor th perist yl e . The 
Buddha is r ernar lm ble because , although originally a Khmer piece , 
it was l a t er transformed into a Laotian Buddha ; the f 2ce is quite 
roughly redone and one still s ees traces of black l a cquer. Bes i des, 
a piece no doubt very similar , but not t hus t r r nsforrned , is found 
immediat ely t o its right (No. 412 ) . 

THE IAOTIAN PIECES 
14th- 20th Centuries 

These a r e nat urc.. lly the most numerous and mos t varied . It i s dif f i­
cult t o pr es ent thGm in chronol8giccl order beca us e the chronol ogy 
of t he 12,otian Buddhas is f nr f rom being established with any cer­
tainty. Consequently I shall pres ent them a ccor ding t o the position 
which they occupy in t he museum. 

1 , The Bronze Buddh<:.S of the Gcller y 

They constitute o. mt:cgnificent s eries of pieces , among which o.r e 

--The Buddhas s eat ed in the bhumipar sa ~ pos i tion; th£t i s, 
with the right b£.nd dropped downward , in c. gesture of 11 c~:lling t he 
Ec.rth to witness , 11 

--The s t .::nding Buddhc.s, c.l most nll in the abhaya mudrn. position, 
palms forwnrd in a gesture tha t mny be inter pret ed either o.s the 
a bsence of f ear , or as intended to calm humcn wr cth. 

Most of these pieces da t e from t he 16th to the 18th cent ury. Their 
exact plcces of origin t:cre unknown, but the nbture of t heir fabri­
cation l eaves no doubt as t o their Laotian or i gin . ~12ny of them 
wer e mutit~t.ed by the pillagers of the 19th century; most of the 
ca bechons of precious stones , t he silver perts , and the f l ame t i ps 

12 
Translator ' s Note: Stones cut i n convex f orm, polished but 
not f a cet ed. 



of the usnisa have disappeared 1 ~. All of them have that aquiline 
profile that so scandc...li:wd Henri PuTm3ri·:~ier J who came from Cambodia 
a nd Vietnamo The fact is thB.t Parme;.1tier stayed t oo shor t a time 
in Laos, fo r t his ethnic T.ype is fJ:·equent among us , especiall y i n 
the northern provinces" The :magnificent Buddha of t he Wat fflanorom 
of Luang Pr aba.ng , whi ch dat es from the 14th century, also has t his 
type of profi l e< The ethnic type of Laotian Buddha is t herefore not 
for e i gn, a s so many of our ·Jl d rzacters thought' it is ' on the con­
trary, t ypically o.utochthonous, · nnd ver y logically so. 

Ne i ther can one fail to b s+,:;,·uck by the ex~:'emely 11modern 11 form of 
s ome of these ancient Buddhas . 'i'te Laotian artis t did not choose , 
as Parmentier wrote , 11 the desiLn rorn most easily f r om t he tool. 11 

On t he contr ary, he sout?ht , "c;I'.rough a r oT11D rkably studied s tylization . 
to make us in some degr·ee sense in ci. very real fash ion t he trans­
cendance of t he Divine Hastcr, a nd that seeking bears witness not 
t o a decadent art as so;ne have thouGht , but rather to an art whi ch 
is extremely powerful because it w:rn deeply l:i.ved by the artist him­
s elf, 

The Ministry of H.0ligi011s Aff'ah's rece i ved. the transfer of the col ­
l e ction called n2) 500th P.nni. vc:..~sar:-' of the Buddha 1

11 composed of 
pie ces of fe r ed t o the Rnyal Gov8r:'1!:1en+. by var ious f or eign countries 
in 1957 C. E. (2, 500 B.K). Whhout these you could not her e compar e 
the powerful art of our fathers with the peudoroalistic dainties 15 
of contemporary r el igious art among certain of our ne i ghbors and even , 
a l as , here at home whence so rr.i n y o.-rtists go abroad t o bobr ow tho worst 
of for e ign art, disdaining or ignoring our national ar t . 1 

13The µiint ed cement flames -which had ·been made and put in place in 
r e c ent years on the heads of al l ,Jf the Buddhas of the Wat Phra Ke('\ 
were r emoved in Mar ch 1969, They might be pr~iseworthy in a t empl e 
'but are iHadmissible i n a museum, wr,ir:tt should exhibit only that which 
is authentic. 

14rn addit ion, Mr . Pierre Marie Gagnoux r e cently published a study 
of Lao art in which he offers a somewhat revolutionary t heory r egarding 
t his matter . 

15rt seems t o me roc.:::.l;r :.i::1pc.ssiLla "Jo liE.ve a r espectful r eligi ous 
attitude toward certain of tllGse Biudb..as i_-1lth the i r frizzy hair , flabby 
lips, vicious smiles- - YeritablG c2n.co.t·u.res of Bangkok 11 chicos . " 

7 

16.A very handsome bronze BLl.d::1:1a., in the same s t yle as those of the 
Wat Phr a Keo gallery, was disco·rnrod jn 1908 near the anci ent city wall 
(Phone Xay RoaC.), It was firsT. insral~od in front of the Wa t Sisaket; 
but in 1952 , in compensation fo-r cc:rtP ir. dumages ca used to the village of 
Wat Tat Noy ( P. IS: .. 4 on tho Luang PrR. 'oang Roac.) by the establishment of the 
Wat 'l'ay military camp , this mngnificcmt. Bvddha was transferred by the 
Fr ench author i t ies to the t e'i'1ple of vht Tay r:Toy (on the l e ft on t he r oad 
to the airport, just before thl; ent:.:·;mce to the French Militar y Mission) . 
I cannot t oo strongl y advise you to go tlioro and admire i t . Its magn i ­
fic ent red bronze reflections (it vff.AS tho . .:-oughly cleaned up before its 
transfer) a r e well WoTth a c.;o l -::: r phot o, 



8 

2, The Stone Buddhas of the Peristyle 

Rather interesting pieces but again extrsmely difficult to classify, 
given the present state of our knowledge . Apart from the pi eces 
already ment ioned (Nos. 412} 416, a nd 520) , other pieces of Khmer 
manufacture figure among these Laotian pieces (Nos. 434 and 438 in 
particular) • 

The Laotian pieces proper show ra~her clearly the influence of a very 
late Dvaravati art,, We ar e dealing here, it s eems, with a provincial 
school following models which were alr eady distant in time and space . 
Particularly does this s eem to be so in the case of the three Buddha 
heads shown together on the same pedestal (Nos. 422 , 425 , and 427 ) . 
At the foot of this pedestal are two fragments of bes r elief of a 
quite similar style , coming from the site of Dane Soung (25 kilomet ers 
northwest of Vientiane ) which came to the museum quite r ecently. 

3 . The Stone Stel es of the Peristyl£ 

Very inter esting pieces . The systematic study of them wi ll no doubt 
produce useful data concerning our history. 

Three quarters of them are written in Lao , some of them being l etter ed 
extremely carefully . The others are written in tham Pali. Seven 
stel es are d~~ed, al most all from the 10th century of the Gulla Era 
(Little Era) ; that is, from the 16th century of the Christ i an Em . 
Four of them include horoscopes--often , unfortunately, incomplete be­
cause, no doubt by r eason of the ignorance of the engraver, many of 
thes e horoscopes (circles divided into 12 "houses") do not mention the 
horakhune (Sanskrit-Pali: ahargana , the total nu.~ber of days pussed 
since the beginning of the era ). 

Many of thes e stel es come from tho r egion of Vientiane , among them 
stel e No. 529, which comes from Bnn Vieng Kham (on the Nam Ngum 45 km . 
north of Vientiane ). Dat ed 943 L. E. (1581 C, E. ), it wa s brought to 
the museum in 1966 by Maha Sila Vira vong. 18 

17Translator 1 s Noto: The Lao-Indian "Little Er a 11 (L. E.) began 
in 638 C.E. 

181n 1968 I &lso saw i n B:m Vieng Kham another stele of the 
same epoch bearing sim1Jly a dat e 9 

11The 5th day of the waxing 
moon of the firs t month of the year 923 11 (1561 C.E.). Local 
tradition also he,s it tho. t it was in t his vill a ge that Fa 
Ngum t emporarily l eft the Ph:r·o. Bo.ng when i in the 14th cent ury, 
he l eft to conquer t he 8ity of Lu~ng Prabang . 



The famous s t ele of Dane Say19 (No . 351 ) must be ment ioned here , 
even t hough i t i s not found i n the Peris t yle but in the i nter i or 
of t he museum, a t the center of the nor th wall. Di scover ed in 
1914 by Maha Ouphahat Baun Khong 9 Vi ceroy of Lueng Prabang , it com­
memor at es the t r eaty of 1560 which mar ked tho front ier between the 
Si ames e Kingdom of Ayuthi a and the Lao Kingdom of Lane Xang. It 
i s written i n Laotian on one side and in Khmer on the ot her, whi ch 
woul d t end to prove that even that recently Khmer was still t he 
"di pl omatic l anguage" of the Thai kingdoms, I n very bad condit i on 
when di scover ed , it was very badly r estored (in Hanoi ? ) . Further­
mor e , during t he recent r eorganization of the museum , tho wor kman 
who fas tened i t to its pedestal turned the I.ao ins cription toward 
t he wall i I t i s therefor e desirable to gi ve it a half turn as soon 
as possible , and later to submit it to a good re- res tor ation . 

4 . The Pi eces of t he South Gal lery 

--Two wooden posts in quite poor condition whi ch come f rom t he 
ol d close of the Wat Ch&nh of Vientiane (Nos . 374 and 375) . 

--A series of stucco decorations which came from the Wat Yot 
Keo , a temple which once s t ood on the site of the present Royal 
School of Medicine, Probably 18th century. 

5. The Alt ar Pieces 

Domi nating the wholo interior of the Mus eum by its impos i ng mass , 
the groat moder n Buddha20 of stuccoed br ick (No . 31 ) has the head 
t urned toward the west, contrary t o the Buddhas of all of the ot her 
t empl es a l ong the r i ver. This is due t o the fact that at the t ime 
of tho r econstruction of the monument (1936-42), the t empl e was t o 
f ace Pavie Square~ which was then located wher e t he Royal Pal ace 
gar dens ar o now . To this end the former east centr al door was 
wall ed up and t he altar was er 2cted against it . However, no cen­
tra l door was cut in the wost we.11 , which explains why the Wat Phra 
Keo now has both its central doors , east and wes t, walled up. 

Ar ound the main Buddha havo been placed s ome 20 pieces of good 
qual i ty, of which, starting from the ontrace t o the Museum, we may 
not e the fo l lowing: 

--An oct agonal pedestal in bronze (No . 66 ) with an inscr i ption in 
Lao dat ing it 1653 C.E. Tho Buddha (No . 688) on it docs not s eem t o 
be of the same period, 

19Village in Loeuy Provi nce , Thailand . 
20This Buddha dat es fror:i the; r ce construction of the Wat Phr a Keo 

(1 940), and its ancicmt styl e' is explained by the fact that it was 
i nspir ed in l arge measure by the Buddha of Wat Tay Noy (see Not e 16 
on page 7) and the great Buddha of the Wat Ong Tu i n Vi entiane . 

9 
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- -An inscribed bronze Buddha (No . 177) unfortunately covered with 
a thin layer of very r ecent gilt paint . 1615 C.E. This statue; as 
well as four smaller ones (not displayed ) wer e found on November 8, 
1967, near Ean Kham, in a grotto in the Nam Lik valley (about 80 kilo­
me t ers north-northeast of Vientia ne) by a fisherman who had taken 
shelter there from a storm--a f ine examrile of honesty for all of us , 
on the part of one of our most humble fellow citizens . 

--A 11 Phra Kat Chay11 21 in bronze (No . 333) , seated on a pedestal 
bearing a rather long inscription in t~nm~ and dating from 1844 C.E. 
From San Neua province . 

- - A magnificent candelabra of gilded wood (No . 373), which is a 
replica of the one in the Hat Sisaket . This piece, which can be 
taken completely apart (and is at the moment partially dismantled 
for repairs), is recent but r emarkable . It was exhibit ed in the 
Laot i an section, directed by Prince Phetsarath , of the Indochina 
pa vilion in the Colonial Exposition of 1931 in Paris . 

- - A very curious panel of silk with gold embroidery (No . 391 ), 
shown somewhat like a folding screen on a sculptured wooden f r ame 
(in the process of r estoration) . This piece , dating from 1265 L. E. 
(1913 C.E . ) W2S offered to the Wat Sisaket by Prince Vaha Ouphat 
Boun Khong (1856-1920), father of their Hi~hnesses the Princes 
Phetsarath, Souvanna Phouma, a nd Souphanouvong. It repr esents a 
standing Buddha flanked by two persons at prayer . 

--To the right of the altar~ a l a rge empty pl2ce . It is to be 
fill ed by the Buddha and stele of Ban Thal a t of which I have already 
written. In the meantime , the Ministry of Religious f\ffa. irs hB.S 
pla ced th~~e some 10 bronze Buddhas belonging to the temple of 
Phya Wat . Some of these Buddhas nr e mc:-gnificent and could not 
fai l to t empt some dar j ng collectors; hence the need to protect 
them. 

21 "Phra Kat Chay11
: a monk of formidable stomach i n a meditative 

pose , consid ered by some to represent Kaccayana , t he Indic:.n grammar i an , 
and by others, the future Buddha , V~itreya. (Henri Mar chal , QI2 ci t . ) 

22Phyu Wat is t he great tei.1ple und er r econstruction on the bank 
of the Mekong beyond the hospita l on the east s ide of the city. 



£, The Wooden Pieces (Display Cas es I and II) 23 

One of the masterpieces of the mus eum is the Buddha in carved 
wood , gilded and encrust ed, solitary throne , in Case I (No . 354) . 
Unique for its size and wor~nans hip, it was studied by Bernard­
Philippe Groslier, 24 who dat es i t as 18th (?) century. Its exact 
origin is unknown: Muong Sing? in any cas e , norther n Laos . It 
too was a victim of the pillages of the last century before finally 
finding her e a dignified a nd worthy place . 

Cas e II contains a very lovely sampling of U:.otia n wooden pieces: 

--Decorated standing Buddha in a bha ya mudra position (No , 355) in 
t he Ayuthia style (17th--1 8t h century); 

--Seated Buddhas of the Lue.ng Pra bang style (Nos . 405 and 409 ), 
1820 C,E. ; 

--Curious twin Buddhas on pedestals (Nos . 397 and 398); 

--Decoration from a pulpit or ca binet, in gilded wood encrusted 
with glass (No . 404); 

--Carved wooden pc~nel (No . 400) from the Vientiane r egion . 

A little farther along, on the north wall of the museum, are two other 
wooden pa.nels of the same style (Nos . 371 and 377) , also from tem~5es 
in the Vientiane r egion; t he l atter v.lc'.s studied by Henri YJarchal . 

--Terrninnl flame of the usnisa of a Buddha that has disappear ed­
ver y lovely piece in polychrome wood from the Say Fong temple 
(No . 7/SF) . 

- -Above the displ&y case t her e is a four- sided lantern (No . 378) 
with a carved Buddha in a niche on ea ch side . It comes from Br n Sithan 
Tay (on the bank of t he Mekong 12 km. southeast of Vientiane ). 

Besides the two pnnol s of carved wood mentioned above , there are some 
other wooden pieces in t he Mus own , In t he northwest corner , in parti­
cular , one notes 

--A ver y curious carved post (No , 376) , r epresenting two l ittle 
deities , one perched on t he shoulders of t hE:: ot her , from the former 
clos e of Wat Chanh in Vientiane ; 

23The displ a y ca s es of t h0 Huseum a r e number ed from I to IX 
starting from the centn.l cas e i n front of the alta r nnd goi ng counter­
clockwise , 

24rndochine, Carrefour des arts , p. 227 

25QQ.. cit . 

11 
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- A magnificent " begging Buddha" (No . 401) in polychrome wood . 
One call still s ee a fragment of the offering bowl which he hol ds 
between his h8nds . From Wat Inpong , Vientiane , date unknown. 

On the northwest wall , between di splay cas es V ~nd VI, hes been 
plo. ced a door (No . 372) frorn the That In fl.&ng of fun That ( 15 km . 
eas t of Savannakhet on the Seno road ) . Ver y beaut i ful piece of 
Lao !ll8.nufa cture but of Indian inspiration: the two uprights of 
this door are decorated, indeed , with little erotic- r eligious scenes, 
somet hing extr emely rare in Sout heast Asiun art but very common in 
India . This door was once cover ed with a r ed and gol d pl aster of 
which one cen still see some traces. The decor of the two halves 
is surprisingly rich and of typi cclly Ls.otian inspir a t ion. 16th 
century? 

7. The Pottery and Stuccoes (Displ2y Case III) 

The pottery shown in this display cas e has no specifically r eligious 
char a cter . The pi eces wer e placed there by Miss Giteau simpl y to 
underscore the curiously "modern" sobriety of ancient Laotian art in 
all its forms . Admi re the curve of the big vns e at the right (No . 540) ~ 
and compar e that purity of line with the head of t he stucco figure 
at the l eft (No . 530); as I emphasized earlier , one is truly in the 
presence of

2
gn art which is complet e i n the fullness of its means of 

expr ession Compare it a lso , for example , with the three little 
phrapa.tima~7 of va rnished scndstone (No . 682 ) on the bottom of the 
display ca s e at the extreme right; some characterist ics in the r elief 
ar e enough to suggest with surpr i sing for cefulness t he presence of 
the Divine ~ester seated on his throne . 

The other pieces 2re likewise beautiful but mor e classicc, l. No. 4 71 
is a fragment of stocco decorction from t he or iginal Wat Phra Keo; 

26since the end of Mlly 1969 , the other pi e ces of non- r eligious 
nature which a r e part of t he mus eum ' s hol dings ar e being exhibited 
at the Center for the Promotion of Handicra fts (Lu~ng Pr abeng Road , 
Houa Muong section of VientiE'.ne ), where t hey constitute tho embr yo 
of t he fut ure "Museum of Populn.r Arts and Tr;:iditions . 11 (See p. 19.) 

27Phrapat~na: holy images of the Buddill:l, small, gener ally flat 
c..nd made of bronze , stone, or h:.~ked earth. They plcy o.n intermediate 
r ole between votive offering and amulet . 



it r epr es ents Rahu, 2p n motif often r epea t ed in LaoLian decoration, 
especially in t emple foundations . 

Besides some pieces a lre2 dy mentioned in t he south g2llory, there 
a r e a lso, in the interior of the Museum, along t he south wall, on 
boxes of varnished wood, two fragments of stucco decoration from 
the Wat Yot Keo (Nos . 430 nnd /i-]1) r epresenting two a psaras , beauti­
ful pieces which prolx:bl y da t e from the 18th century. 

8. The Gold and Silver Piec.:; s (Dispky C£1. s es IV and VII) 

Inter esting s eries of Buddhc.s which s eemingly date f rom the 18th and 
19th centuries, a period of i mpoverishment and schism for the Kingdom 
of Lane Xang . The f act is thes e pieces arc of neither solid gold 
nor solid silver, but, except fo r No . 245, of baked earth coat ed with 
a thin l ayer of met al , I know tha t in the 16th and 17th centuries-­
centuries of gr eatness-- pieces of s olid gold Dnd solid silver were 
cast; the Royal Collection in Luang Prabang contains magnificent 
spec:llnens , But the pillagers passed by, and f ew temple treasures 
escaped their sear ches! 

Certa in of thes e pieces (Nos. 212 t o 215) , however, are from the 
t emple of Si Damdouane (in the northern part of Vientiane); others 
(Nos . 196, 197, 199, 201 ), from Phya Wat; and still others (Nos . 256 
to 259), from Phone Hong (70 km north of Vientiane ). Note No . 205 
(Displ2y Case IV): from Dong Nn Sok, Vientia ne province, it bears 
an inscript ion in thum with a horoscope da ting it as 1566 C.E . 
It is an amulet ordinarily worn roll ed in a cylinder and tied by a 
cha in around the neck, a little like the St . Christopher or St . 
Ther esa medels in Europe . 

28~: the head of Knln , por sonnified in Indian mythology 
by a dragon which travels in the sky following the ecliptic . Rahu 
r epres ents the 11 a scending node'; of the lunar orbit ; the 11 descending 
node 11 is c.:.~ lled Ketu end is the t cil of t he dra gon . Kala once 
drank the liquor of immortality which the gods prepar ed in gr ea t 
s ecrecy; cut in two by Vishnu with a stroke of the solar disc , Rahu 
a l ways follows Ketu during the ecl ipse , &nd in passing, tries each 
t:line to avenge itself on Vishnu by swallowing the sun. It succeeds 
from time to time , and then ther e i s an eclipse of the sun . An 
imagina tive explanation of the very r eal fact that an eclipse of 
t he sun cs n t c.ko place only in the im..'1ledkte vicinity of the ascen­
ding node of the lunar orbit, and when, of course , the sun and moon 
ar e in con j unction (new moon). 

1.3 
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9. The Bronzes (Display Cases V9 VI 2 VIII 2 and IX) 

The bronzes constitute the r eal bas e of the collections of the Wat 
Phra Keo. Ther e ar e a tDut 70 bronzes exhibited , but the museum 
has more than 200 in stora ge . Some day the systematic Qnd compara­
tive study of these pieces will yield n v- luabl e chronology of Lao 
art, no longer bas ed on stories and l egends but on historic f acts 
scientificc,lly es t ablished. Monnwhile , t here is nothi ng t o keep 
us from t aki ng a simple esthetic pleasure in admiring the works of 
our f at hers. 

--In Display Cas e V: A magnificent ornamented Buddh&, standing 
in the abhaya mudn:i position (No. 148). Rer:mrkcble stat e of preser­
vation. Doubtless of the 16th-17th century. The Director of the 
French School of t he Far East quite r ecently found it one of the 
most beautiful pieces in the mus eUI:l . A little in the s t yle of U 
Thong, it is neverthel ess a piece of typica lly I.co fabricc,tion, and 
comes from Say Fong. 

--A r eclining Buddha (No. 49), unfortlllliltely in poor condition . 
It must be quite old : 15th- 16th century? 

--A Buddha s ea t ed on a pedestal whi ch bears a r ather long inscrip­
tion in~ (No. 309); origin: northern Laos . 

--An inter esting series of phrapatima in bronze from quite dif­
f er ent periods. 

--In Display Ca s e VI: A Il1-:i gnificent standing Btrldha (18th century?) 
(No. 53 ) in the attitude of 11 Founding the Community." 

--Piece No. 108, which i s inter esting for sever al r easons . First , 
it is the usnis& flcme of en unknown Buddha ; you will not hl:.ve f ailed 
to notice tha t t hese flames, nearly alw:..ys pres ent--at l east on 
r a ther l arge Buddha i mages--have Llmost disappear ed . Second , by the 
paint, which le~ds one t o think cha t during cert2in periods polychrome 
bronzes wer e perh~ps made in I.a.as , It would be an inter esting pro­
blem to cla rify. 

--In Display Case VIII: Ono of t he key pieces of t he mus eum: the 
walking Buddha (No. 295). It h1: S been s o badl y r estored that to 
show it, it has been necessary to secure it by copper wires to the 
bottom of its showa cse--not pr et ty, but absolut el y es sential . It 
might be s ent to Fran ce f or r estoration , f or besides its obvious es­
thetic value , this Bud.db::. i s ono of the r ar e ancient exar.1ples of the 
Buddha walking, an att itude quite unknown except in Laos c.nd northern 
Thai l and . 17th century(?), from Say Fong. 



--A very ha ndsome l eft f orearm of a Buddha (No . 176 ) 11hi ch 
all ows us to admire f r om cl ose up the del i cate and skilled trea t ­
ment of t he design of t he f ingers . 
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--A pie ce uni que i n the museu1n 1 s col l ect ions : t he lit t l e fi gure 
kneeling i n prayer (No . 166) . 29 17t h century? Of a t ruly extr a ­
or dina r y na i ve r ea l i sm. One cc.n sense both medita t ion a nd--who knows? 
--ma ybe a lso a n express i on of a litt le mnuser,1ent t owar ds "something 
e l se . 11 

--In Di s pl ay Case IX : A very hc-ndsome decor c t ed s tend ing Bud,-1 ha 
(No . 4 5) , 17th- 18t h century, origin unknown . 

- - A l i t tle standing Buddha (No . 608 ) which must be d ispl a yed her e 
not f or i t s artis tic va lue , which i s quite medi ocre , but for t he 
mater ial of whi ch i t i s made , which s eems t o be an alloy of l ead 
a nd t i n . Date a nd place of or i gin unknown . 

- - A de cora t ed s ec:. t ed Buddho. (No . 51 ) of which t he head i s 11is s i ng , 
either by r eason of an acci dent i n affixing it or s ome subsequent 
event ( l i ghtning? ) , but which i s cert&inl y i nt er es t ing be ceus e of 
the excellent condi ti on of the Vc! r ious el ement s of ador nment of t he 
Buddha . 

10 . The Stone a nd Mi s cell aneous Pi eces . 

We s hould say a few wo r ds a bout the s tone pieces ga t her ed a t the 
right of t he a l tar along t ho sout h wa ll of the mus eum. They wer e 
pl a ced t her e , close t o t he Buddha and t o t he fun Th2 l a.t stel e , to 
show t he r el a tions hip which seems t o exi st between t he 11 pr e-" or 
11 proto- 11 Lao a r t a nd s t rict ly La o a r t , t hrough the medi um of 
Dva r a va ti art . 

--No . 448 . Qui te r ealisti c heod of c fi gur e in sandstone , wi th 
bits of bl ack l a cquer s t ill visibl e . Fr om the Tl:at Lur· ng of 
Vi entfr. ne , dc:'. te unknown . 

--No . 446 . Head of Bu.ddh2 in sandstone in Dvar avati s t yl e ( ver y 
l a t e ) . This piece i s part of t he sc::me 11 s chool 11 a s the three hoads 
exhi bited in t he north per i styln qf the museum (Nos . 422 ; 42 5, c rrl 
4 27) a l r eady mentioned on p. ge 8 . ;iO 

29In t he Eoy;:~ l Coll.ect i on i n Lmng Pr arang t her e a r e fo ur l ittle 
s k tuet tes of compa r abl e style which it would be extr emel y i nt er esting 
to be abl e t o date . One of them r epr esent s a wonk'1n with a Lua.ng 
Pr abE,ng- styl e chignon and a r ather curious skirt of a style h2 lfway 
bet ween t he Cambodi <n skirt e.nd the L<::o s i n . 

3~lore r ecent stone stat ues of the Buddha a r e r a r e and neorly a l ­
ways of 11 provinci a l 11 --not t o sey wor se--fabrica t ion . The ( continued) 
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--No. 428 . Buddha in s2ndstone , quite mut i l at ed , f rora the Wat Sene 
of Lwng Prabung. It is most interesting to compa r e t his with its 
nei ghbor from Bon Thal &t: her e we have two "autochthonous 11 statues, 
executed in the same material, representing the same person, but s epa­
rated in time by at l oast five centuries ! The kinship of the two 
pieces is quite striking; but wher eas the one , the Ban Thalat Buddha , 
s eems to attest a style that had already matured, the other, No . 428 , 
is witness to a style which has not yet achieved its fullness , a 
style t hat we could call more 11 primitive 11 than the other e. lthough of 
a later dat e . This apparent historical contr adiction c2.n be expla i ned 
by the arrival of our ancestors, the T1ni , who at first were no doubt 
more wa.rriors than sculptors and, from the 12th-13th centuries , had 
to l earn from the loctrl a r tists before they thems elves beco.me capable 
of producing the masterpieces of t he 15th end 16th centuries . 

Along the south wall, on one side and the other of Displ<y Case VIII , 
you can see two r c ther inter esti ng t hat points . One (No . 41 - 42) is 
of met al; the other (No. 92- 9J)J of stone and bronze . The l atter , 
furthermore , strikingly r es embles t he pinna cles of tho Tha t Lu:.ng of 
Vientiane . 

Fin&lly, near t he entrance , a ver y handsome n:i;::nuscript box in lac­
quered nnd gilded wood . (No. 384) . 

11 . The Pieces in the Center of tho Room. 

I h2ve kept for tho l a st the pieces in the center of the room, which 
are natur2lly a lmost a ll unique . Besides, together they constitute a 
sort of r eview of the princip.=;.l at t itudes of t ho Lao Buddha : 

--The 11Wnlking Buddha" in gilded bronze (No . 294) , n r emnrkclble 
piece dating no doubt from tho 18th century. Should be conpar ed with 
the wnlking Buddha of Sey Fong (Displny Cc.s e VIII, No . 295) . 

--The bronze Buddha 11 s eat ed in Europec.n styl e" (No . 60), c. very 
r ar e attitude in Buddhist iconogra phy. 17th century? Origin unknown . 

--The bronze s ee. t ed Buddha 11 Ccclling the :&.rth to witness" (No. 24/PV 
of Phya Wat ). A piece of remc.rkD.blG f abrication ~nd adli1ira bly pr eserved. 
I should like to use it to put people on guard against ho.sty decipher ings 
of &ncient inscriptions . The pedest nl of t his Buddhe. boors [: horo­
scopic circle ond a short inscription in t ill::m which, transla t ed word 
for word , yields the following: 

collections of the mus eum ar e s ignificant in t his r espe ct . However , 
I hc.ve s een in the collection of the School of Fine Arts an absolutely 
r emarkable stone head of the Buddhn , l eccquer ed o.nd gilded , From &:ty 
Fong, probably 17th- 18th century. It is not at nll i n tho DvarQvati 
style , but r a ther in that of Ayuthic , c lthough indubit~bly of L'lo 
manufacture. 



"The year 2 of the Little Era, t he year kot u, 
Thursday the 8t h day of t he waning moon of the 2nd month 

at the morning 's first light . 11 

The unwarned decipher er immediatel y calculates : 

2 (L. E.) + 638 = 640 (C . E.) 

and s9ncludes that the piece is f r om the 7th century of the Christian 
Era , which i s not consistent with the style of t his Buddha! 

It is important t o know that aLnost alwa ys, only the last or t he last 
two figures of the number of t he year are s hown in the inscriptions . 
In the case of our Buddha, one im..~ed iately verifies this rule by noting 
that the years ~ §][ in each 60- year cycl e are defined mathematically 
in the Little Era by the congruence x E 02 (mod . 60), which gives the 
possible dates of 702 , 1002 , and 1302 L.E. The first and last may 
be discarded , l eaving 1002 L. E.: that is , 1640 C.E. 

--The bronze Buddha (No . 4 ) in the attit ude called 11 calling the 
rain11 (17th- 18th century? ) . Place of ori gin unknown. This magnifi­
cent piece32 was formerly in the north peristyle . Miss Giteau had 
it moved in February 1969 t o the interior of t he mus eum, It is the 
one which I per sonall y find the most beautiful of all in the Wat Phra 
Keo, One might think it sculptured by Maill ol . It shows us how 
soberly yet forcefully our fathers managed to sugr~e st that t he Buddha 
did not belong to our mat erial world, and t o suggest at the same time 
his infinite compas s ion for mankind. One need not be a great expert 
in matters of art to see the differ ence between t his pure masterpi ece 
and the sorry 11 neo-naturalism11 of so ma ny of the later pieces which 
clutter our temples! 

31And t his r eally happened! .A l ittl e typewrit ten l abel glued 
to the statue made out that t hi s Buddha w-as 13 centuries old; hap­
pily the l abel was r emoved! I wouldn't be mean enough to try to 
find out who was the author • 

32Note to philatelists: This Buddha, in a design by the mas t er 
Marc Leguay, appears on the 9- ki p emer ald gr een stamp of the air 
mail s eri es of 1953 (No, 9, Yvert & Tellier) . For that matter, 
ther e is the poss ibility of a whole philatelic-artistic study, f or 
numer ous other pieces from the Wat Phra Keo appear on our Lao stamps . 

17 



18 

- -The standing Buddha in black-lacquered -wood. (No . 352) , col­
l ected by H. Parmentier in 1911 in the ruins of the Wat Phra Keo . 

--The magnificent throne of t he Buddha in bronze, in the form of 
the naga (No . 299 ) . This piec'3, absolutely unique . in the whole 
Indochina peninsula , comes from Xi eng Khouang (16th- 17th century? ). 
:i;t was studied by Henri Marchal , who says Y "this motif, from a 
decorative point of view, achieves a richness unknown i n all the· · 
other couritries . 11 33 The ori ginal Buddha has di sappear ed . 

--Finally, in the center of tho r oom, the full- size r eproduction 
in gilded wood of the Phra Bang (No . 353) . : ·The Buddha is sta:nding 
in the abhaya !!!lli!m position and is .pla ced in .a .11 sbrine11 similar 
t o t hat which so rec~ntly sheltered it in the Wat May of Luang 
Prabang and which still sh~lters it today in the interior of the 
Royal Pal a ce where it was pl,aced t o awa it t he .complet ion of the 
construction of the ·Ho Phra -- B~ng, a special l i ttl e templ e which Their 
Maj es ties are having constructed on the Pal a ce grounds to welcome- .. 

~ . I 

t he Palladium of the . Kingdom. 

33 .QQ. £11. . , p. 15 . 



POPUIAR ARTS AND TRADITIONS 

The press reported the inauguration on Thursday, May 29, 1969, 
under the High Pres idency of His Highness Prince Souvanna Phouma , 
of the Center for the Promotion of Handicraft, Luang Prabang 
Road , in the Houa Muong Quarter of Vientiane , 

I t would not be fo:r me here t o report that moving ceremony, except 
that ther e were present wounded war veterans who had found ther e a 
r eason and the means to live. On the other hand, I cannot too 
str ongly urge the fri ends of Lao drt to visit the Center; for in 
addition to the several wor kshops (weaving, rug- making, silver work, 
ceramics (soon), etc .) where works of art a r e bein ~ created today, 
the Center has an extremel y interest ng exhibit hall which one may 
cons ider an embryonic !!Museum of Popular Arts and Traditions" of 
the future . 

In a char ming setting, ar r anged with exquisite taste on a base of 
shot mater i als, several dozen pieces from either the Director a t e 
of Fine Arts or from private collections harmoniously complement 
some 52 pieces which the Curatorship of the Museum of Rel i gious 
Arts of t he Wat Phra Keo has very obligingly l ent to the Center. 
The pi eces , until recently in storage in the museum, are now of­
fered for the admiration of the public . We thank the Ministry of 
Religious Affairs for this wis e example of inter- Ministerial co­
oper ation . 

I cannot , unfortunately} describe in det ail all of these marvels , 
but I have selected certain ones~ 

- -Among the wor ks of ar t coming from the Wat Phra Keo , exhibited 
at the end of the room in three l ar ge display cases , the chief piece 
is without question that magnificent khan of incised silver (offering 
cup on a single pedestal, No . 246 VPK) f r om the Wat Xieng Mieng of 
Ban Na Hai Diao (in the north of Vientiane), which dates perhaps 
from the end of the 18th century, Notice also the water r ecept acl e 
of decorated baked earth, in r ed (No. 575 VPK), unfortunately miss i ng 
the t op part; not only is this piece memor able for its form and 
style, but these !@.!!! tuo of ba.ked eD r th which one used to buy a t Ban 
Ph2n Luang (Luang Prabang) h~ve not been made for several years, 
since the death of the last artisan of the village . 

Note also the four ancient bowls (18th century? ) in gray faience 
with blue linear decorations (No. 579 VPK); this typically Lao decor 
must have been quite common but has disappeared before the invas ion 
of Chinese , Japanese, Vietnamese , Thai and other products . 

--Among the pieces from private collections, one TIIBY note~ a 
magnificent set of celadon cups which can be da ted from the end of 
the 18th century and which come from the outskirts of Vientiane 
{P. K. 3 on the Tha Deua Road); 

11) 
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- - till'ee stuccoes--two heads of f igures and a decorative mot i f 
in the form of a rose . From Say Fong , 18th- 19th century. The 
rose is particularly carefully made , and bece.use t his mot i f i s 
r ar ely used in Laos, it has a cer tain interest . 

--Meo and Yao silver bracelets ~ some curiously inci sed in the 
form of a spira l . 

But here I must stop my enwner a tion. What can we glean from it? 

--First, that t her e exis ts, whatever some may think of it , a 
truly Lao art , an art which once .Jr.new how to employ t he most ela­
borate t echniques--bronze, celadon, etc . 

- - Next , that this ar t is not dead but simply sleeping. 

- - And f i nally, with the opening of t his l i ttle musc:mm, ther e i s 
no excuse for those--decorators , jewelers , painters , or s culpt ors 
--who continue their servile copying of foreign models , refusing 
to find in their own country the InateriCtls for thei r inspirat i on . 

The artist is free to choose t his or thi:~t pattern for his wor ks , 
but we , on our side , are free to r efuse to use them t o ornament 
our houses , our public buildings , or templ es . Independence is not 
won solely on the field of l:xlt tle nor a round gr een- cover ed tabl es ; 
it is earned every day in the heart of each of our homes ! 



CONCLUSION 

Now her e we are , having surrmllir;i:z8d.-: i n a f ew. pages the r iches of 
t he Wat Phrn Keo , I may not ha.ve brought out much in. the way of· 
new f a cts , but I do think I l'.!Lve contribut ed a little to the 
demolition of certa in stubborn l egends atout the non- existence of 
Lao art--legends which go back to the time of the Protectorate • . 
Indochi na then was Angkor , and apart f rolli Angkor there was nothing. 

Far be it from me to minimize the role of the.Khmer Empir e in the 
Indochinese Peninsula! But t!tis Kl'ller influence impi nged on cen­
t ers a nd "proto- civil izationsil alreo.dy well advanced i n many 
fi elds, especiall y in art. India through the intermediary of 
Burma , Siam through the par a l lel development of the Thai k i ngdoms , 
and--less clearly--China , ti.ad before , during , and after· the ·KhI!ler 
per iod contributed t o the development of our art . What art, in­
deed , can boo.st- th<:~ t it. o.we.s _nothing to Erny other ? 

So I do not entirel y share the opinion of Jeanine Auboyer , Curator · 
of t he Mus ee Gui met, when she writes of Lao art and particularl y of 
statuary : 

"It repres ents the e~reme end of late Indian formulae , 
come to this coUn.try outside of t lie int ernat ional routes 
by successive stages, of which the main ones wer e Ceylon~ 
Burma , and Thailand . 11 

Our country i s per haps i n?eed out s i de of the pre~ent international 
rout es ; the long paths of Air France and the Cunard ships do not 
come here . But the old cont inent a l r outes--those of the river 
valleys and mountain passes , those by which arts and t echniques 
used to be propaga t ed--cross here , Lmng Pra bang and Muong Phouan 
(i, . ~ . ~ the Plain of Jars ) have a l W&ys been active zone s of ri:ssage . 
I need no more proof then the very great antiquity .of the vestiges 
already found hero . ·· 

When i t i s bet ter known, Lcco art will not fail to f i nd recognj tion 
of ... its deep origi m:.lity , nor of the r eal quality of its works of 
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a rt . But for that , this a rt nust become the object of our serious 
study. SoI'1eone must t nke an inter est in our steles , ,our br onzes, no 
longer to dwell on ol d unverif i abl e l egends , but.to·e.nal yze . thern 
scientifica.lly . And the first laboratory for the beginning of such 
study i s properly the Museum of Rel i gious Arts of t he We.t Phra Keo . 
This is why we are l oyally and respectfull y grateful to tlss Madeleine 
Giteau for what she has done here for us . We would not have been 
ca pa ble of doing it~ we must admit . But now the road has been shown 
us . It is we who should t~ke t he next initiative in the vast Pnd still 
unexplored doma in of the knowledge of IE.o nrt , 

Tha t Dam--Vi entiane 
July 1969 
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