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Introduction

Lisbet Rausing and Peter Baldwin

We would like to thank Lisbet’s father, Hans Rausing, whose exceptional
capability and great generosity enabled us to fund the Endangered Archives
Programme and contribute to the preservation of vulnerable archival
collections worldwide.

The keepers of fragile, at-risk archives often do not have the means of
preserving them. Faced with conflicts and their aftermath, natural disasters
and epidemics, not even governments can afford to secure the survival of
their archival heritage. And what of archives in private possession or those
in small, struggling institutions? What of the heritage of minorities, whose
position may be precarious in any case? What of the heritage of the displaced
and the exiled whose archives are no longer understood or seen as relevant
by the communities who keep them? It is easy to condemn neglect, but
these communities often struggle to preserve their own heritage, let alone
the heritage of others that came to them through accidents of history. We
cannot expect them to shoulder the burden alone.

Endangered archives are scattered throughout the globe, often unknown
or inaccessible. Ensuring that help reaches where it is most urgently needed
may be a complex matter. This is why we decided to establish a grant
programme allowing those who know of archives in danger to apply for
support to digitise them. We chose digitisation because it preserves the
content of the archives, even if the physical materials may disappear in the
future. Importantly, it enables access to the documents without the need for
physical handling that might cause further deterioration.

Access to the materials must be a crucial part of any effort to safeguard
the knowledge and memory they contain. Minorities, exiles, the displaced
and various first nations who have often been denied access to their own
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heritage as a result struggle to maintain their cultural identity. Who could lay
claim to rescuing their heritage if we digitise it without making it accessible
to them? And we do mean accessible — not only to those who can afford
the travel to London but to every member of any dispersed community and
to anyone who wants to explore and understand their culture. Digitisation
may help to preserve the archives, but without open access the impact of
these efforts will be limited.

The digitised collections contain a wealth of historical knowledge. They
may not be part of school curricula or learned canons, but it is not for us to
decide whether they do or do not become part of them in the future. Simply
put: if this is the memory of the world, the world needs to be able to access
it. We are proud that ten years from its inception, the Endangered Archives
Programme has made nearly four million files available through its website.
These are nearly four million individual windows into the human past that
might otherwise have remained inaccessible or could even have closed forever.

Much of the credit for the wonderful success of the programme should go
to the British Library and the programme’s team. Their tireless enthusiasm
and dedication made it possible to transform the concept into an efficient
reality. The global reach and significance of the programme would have
been impossible to achieve without the international panel of experts who,
over the years, have generously shared their knowledge and assiduously
scrutinised applications, making sure that the support is directed where it
is most needed. The expertise of the British Library curators helps to ensure
that, what could have so easily have become a Borghesian labyrinth, is an
accessible and clear archive of archives. We are also grateful to the Advisory
Board and to the staff of the Arcadia Fund for their unflinching support,
advice and hard work. Most importantly, however, our recognition is due
to grantees who took risks and often worked in harsh conditions to ensure
that historical materials were preserved. They are the real heroes of the
Endangered Archives Programme.

We are grateful to the British Library for agreeing to keep the collections in
perpetuity and ensuring that they remain freely accessible. We hope that not all
scholarly publications based on these materials will be closed behind paywalls.



Preserving the past: creating the
Endangered Archives Programme

Barry Supple

When Arcadia was established in 2001, Lisbet Rausing was concerned to use
its resources to protect and advance knowledge and to establish the means
of preserving that knowledge. That aim was based on an appreciation of
the importance of academic and professional expertise. But the essence
of the fund’s purposes was the preservation and enlargement of cultural
information and awareness in their broadest senses.

These aims were initially embodied in the Endangered Languages
Documentation Programme, which reflected the growing awareness of the
threat to a core aspect of human culture. It was designed to support projects
to record the nature, structure and use of as many of the world’s languages
that are threatened by extinction as possible. It exemplified a combination
of an overarching central initiative and a responsiveness to approaches and
applications by well-qualified experts.

As the Endangered Languages Documentation Programme was being
launched, attention turned to a parallel need to act on behalf of a field of
knowledge and culture that was also under threat. Historical archives — the
essential records of human activity — are subject to the ravages of time, to
neglect, to forgetfulness, and to the destructive forces of war and civil unrest.
In response to this danger, Arcadia established the Endangered Archives
Programme (EAP) to ensure that archival material was not only preserved,
digitally recorded and retained in its original location where possible, but
also safely deposited in more than one location. It embodied a major effort to
ensure that knowledge of the past — of human social life in its huge variety

— would remain available to the future.
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The aims and means of the EAP — its “model” — followed logically on
those of the Endangered Languages Documentation Programme. Both were
concerned to rescue or maintain culturally significant records. Both focused
on a large-scale effort to protect important fields of knowledge. But both
were designed to attract individual proposals within those fields rather than
depend on direct, detailed initiatives by Arcadia. It followed that both of
them respected, and were designed to harness, the efforts and initiatives of
a multitude of scholars.

As with the Endangered Languages Documentation Programme, the EAP
depended on a panel of international experts to allocate grants to individual
scholars and an institution, in this case the British Library, to administer
those grants. Given its role and the nature of the EAP, the panel had to
be international, experienced and representative of interests and archival
knowledge. By the same token, its was composed of historians and archivists
of standing, reputation and influence.

Initially, and given the flow of applications for support at an unusually
generous and enlightened level, it might have been assumed that the panel’s
work would be undertaken straightforwardly within the original parameters of
the EAP. It was anticipated that grants would be fairly scrupulously confined
to funding the digital recording (and the deposit of those recordings) of
archival material (historical written data, photographs and sound recordings)
largely derived from pre-industrial societies. Indeed, at the initial stage it
was not envisaged that support would be offered to applications concerned
with more unconventional archives or the physical preservation/restoration
of material generated by advanced societies.

However, as knowledge of the programme spread, applications became
more diverse — and in some respects unexpectedly and commendably
adventurous. First, panel discussions increasingly focused on the fact
that the boundaries between categories of archives are porous and the
distinctions sometimes difficult to maintain. At the same time, the EAP came
to acknowledge the urgency of the threat to archives that appeared to be
outside the original expectations but were no less significant for historical
research and the preservation of cultural knowledge.

Quite early on in the history of the EAP, therefore, the panel had to
consider proposals to preserve seemingly unconventional material — material
concerned with Italian folk songs, for example, or Iranian radio broadcasts
between the two world wars, or Chinese tax records. Whatever doubts were
entertained were resolved by the quality and intrinsic interest of the data
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— which sometimes persuaded an initially sceptical panel. By the same token,
some unusually significant archival records from relatively modern periods
and developed societies also seemed sufficiently important to overcome a
strict interpretation of the programme’s original criteria. In effect, the EAP
was drawn into a very broad-based appreciation of the worthwhile diversity
and multitudinous character of archival records — and the importance of
ensuring their survival.

Initially, it was not envisaged that the EAP would support focused
work on the physical preservation of material. But it was not always easy to
maintain the distinction between preserving by sustaining and copying, and
preserving by protecting archives through the acquisition of storage materials
and other means of physical maintenance of archives. This was comparable
to the fact that the Endangered Languages Documentation Programme, while
primarily focusing on the recording of endangered languages, did have an
influence on the preservation or extension of their use, even though that was
not specified as a direct objective of the scheme.

It is also worth emphasising that the EAP arrived at these extensions or
variants of the original guidelines through the detailed consideration of a
wealth of empirical situations. That is, the panel learned more about archival
issues precisely because it had to consider a wider and deeper range of such
concerns than its members’ individual experiences may have brought to their
attention before the panel was formed. Applicants as well as decision-makers
determined the shape and evolution of the programme.

And this is an example of the important fact that in the last resort, it is less
the work of the panel than the scholarly efforts and huge commitments of
those who were supported by the EAP that will loom large in its preservation
of, and therefore contribution to, social and cultural knowledge. This volume
offers a relatively small but significant sample of the fruits of all those
endeavours, ensuring that the past will be illuminated and that darkness
will not obscure history.






The Endangered Archives Programme
after ten years

Anthea Case

Ten years on, the broad objectives of the Endangered Archives Programme
(EAP) remain unchanged. The EAP continues to bring into the international
research domain neglected, vulnerable or inaccessible archival materials
relating to “pre-industrial” societies worldwide. It does so by providing
relatively small grants to individual researchers to find and copy endangered
or vulnerable material.

The reach of the EAP has been global, supporting a remarkable range
of dedicated people — not just professional archivists and academics but
independent researchers and amateur enthusiasts of the best kind. Some
six million pounds in 240 grants has now been given for archives from
Argentina to Zambia, for the digital preservation of around 400 manuscripts
in Ethiopian desert monasteries, of piles of paper decaying in institutions
without the resources to look after them, of boxes of shellac records and
early tape recordings and Saharan rock inscriptions. Grants have also led
to the discovery of unknown and important archives in private hands, such
as manuscripts of the minority Cham people in Vietham and handwritten
records of village customary law in southern India.

All this digitised material is now freely available to academics, individuals
and communities, in both local archives and through the British Library website.
This volume shows the breadth and quality of the scholarly activity that the
EAP has made possible. Its impact, however, goes much further than that.

Against this background it is not surprising that an independent review
in 2010, after the first five years, found the EAP to be innovative, worthwhile
and successful in the eyes of participating scholars both internationally and
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in the home countries of the archival projects concerned. Much of this success
reflects two key decisions taken at the start of the programme: to administer it
through a world-class institution — the British Library — with a global reach
in terms of skills and networks; and to recruit an international panel of experts
to guide its decisions on policy and on individual grants. The contributions
of the library and the panel have been significant in steering the EAP through
the two main challenges we have faced since 2004.

The scope of the programme, originally conceived along conventional lines,
has been challenged by applications from the start. The current approach
has evolved through pretty continuous discussion at panel meetings about
such fundamental questions as “what constitutes an archive” and “what
constitutes pre-industrial society”. In practice, there has been a widening of
the definition of “pre-industrial” or “pre-modern” in response to the expressed
needs in the field, as evidenced by applications and the cases they make for
importance and vulnerability. Some risks affect material whatever its age —
storm and tempest, political instability — but paper used from the end of the
nineteenth century and audio visual materials in the early twentieth century
are particularly vulnerable to the ravages of the environment and the innate
fragility of the media. The panel’s approach is subtle — there is no single
cut-off date. This allows the issues of risk and importance to be judged on
their merits in individual circumstances.

The EAP’s focus has always been on access and preservation rather than on
conservation. In 2004, worldwide access through the web was not envisaged.
The digitised, or in some cases microfilmed, master copies were expected
to be viewed in in-country local archives, with back-up copies available to
view in the British Library, or mailed to researchers who could not get there.

By 2010, development of the internet and the expectations of scholars
had made it clear that the route to dissemination needed to be via the British
Library website which was not subject to the vagaries besetting access to
material elsewhere, especially in less developed countries. This presented
a major challenge. Placing future material online would be relatively easy.
Dealing with the material already deposited — approximately 100 projects,
a huge variety of subject matter, digitised by different hands — has been
more challenging. A single project might produce five terabytes of material,
or in one instance, fifteen terabytes. Sound recordings and videos presented
further difficulties, but this is being worked on, with the aim of streaming
recordings, where rights have been cleared, through the British Library
Sounds website.



The Endangered Archives Programme after ten years xlv

Curating and cataloguing this has been a huge task for both curatorial and
technical staff. But now, this enormous amount of newly digitised material
is free to view online via the British Library website. A significant amount
of the new material is in a wide variety of non-roman scripts. It will enable
new scholarship and new collaborations by both western and non-western
scholars and underline the volume and value of writings in other scripts.

More recently, in 2013, the final report from The Global Dimensions of
Scholarship and Research Libraries: A Forum on the Future, identified the
EAP as one of the most promising initiatives in efforts to align research
library agendas with globalising scholarship and teaching.

In addition to delivering on its core objectives of preservation and
dissemination for the benefit of scholarship worldwide, the EAP has also
secured further benefits, in general unforeseen at the start. Perhaps the most
important of these is the impact on communities where the archives are sited.

In fulfilling its aim, the EAP builds the capacity for local communities
to continue to care for archival sources beyond the life of a project. It does
this by preferring to train local people to help deliver projects rather than
employ experts from overseas. The equipment is deposited with the archival
partner for further use after the project has ended. And the EAP, through
the British Library, offers outstanding technical and general support, which
is highly valued by those leading projects.

The international status of the British Library and its involvement in
the programme has had significant impacts locally. Archives in many
developing countries are poorly funded and personnel employed there
generally struggle to protect their collections. The involvement of the EAP
has meant that governments and universities have been made aware of
the value of the materials they possess and have sometimes pledged to
develop a strategy for long-term preservation and to enhance their support
for archives more generally.

One of the great pleasures of being involved in the programme is to read
the final reports, which express profound thanks for saving part of a group’s
heritage for future generations. This is particularly true for minority groups
whose collections are often dispersed in private hands, with much of their
heritage already lost. The value of the EAP lies in the fact that it does not
remove items from their owners, unless they are happy for this to happen.
It therefore overcomes the concerns that people may have about the loss of
their material heritage. At the same time, the free open access to the materials
through the British Library makes them available to anyone with an internet
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connection — this brings to light the material held in remote or unknown
archives, and increases the interest of researchers to visit those archives.

Overall, the EAP is generally seen to be working in the interests of local
people rather than that of the British Library, which has not often been their
historical experience of contact with outside groups. The involvement of
the EAP has also raised the esteem of local cultures and their history, and
those who have been employed in projects clearly take great pride in being
involved. The excitement felt by local people, which emanates from the
reports, is both rewarding and humbling.

The work of the EAP is still unfinished. Archives remain at risk from war,
theft, natural disasters, climate change, neglect and planned or accidental
destruction. Recent events, whether the hurricane which swept through the
Philippines in 2013 or the unrest in the Middle East, only serve to underline
the continuing importance of the work of the EAP’s grantees.



What the Endangered Archives
Programme does

Once a year for the past decade an eminent panel of nine experts —librarians,
archivists and academics — has met at the British Library to consider
applications from individuals wishing to preserve vulnerable archival
collections worldwide.

The panel awards two types of grants. Pilot grants support initial exploration
to locate and assess the state of endangered collections. These projects may
serve as preparation for major grants which support the digitisation of
collections. The digital images recorded by the EAP projects are deposited
with local institutions and the British Library, which makes them available
online. To qualify for a grant the material must be potentially significant for
scholarship, endangered and from a pre-modern period. Importantly, the
panel only awards grants where the resulting materials can be made open
to access on the library’s website.

So far the Programme has awarded 244 grants worldwide totalling
£6m, giving between £500k and £900k each year. It has supported 91 pilot
projects and 153 major projects. It has digitised collections endangered by
environmental factors, neglect, obsolescence of materials or the vulnerability
of the minority groups to whom the materials belong. Among the collections
documented are records from the low-lying island of Tuvalu, under threat
from rising sea waters, and murals on crumbling temples in India. The
programme has digitised photographs taken by Buddhist monks in Luang
Prabang, images that provide a unique view of monastic life and that had been
forgotten for decades in storage. It has supported digitisation of traditional
music and stories recorded on magnetic tapes and phonograph records from
the mountains of Azerbaijan. It has also helped to digitise Hakku Patras,
historic certificates of rights granted to families from dependant castes, which
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allowed them to practice their trade in the villages of Andhra Pradesh in
India. Across the programme, the digitally preserved materials range from
rock inscriptions to sound recordings, spanning the first millennium BC to
the twentieth century, from Chile to Siberia.
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Crumb trails, threads and traces:
Endangered Archives and history

Maja Kominko

Advocating the opening of the Imperial Archives of France to scholars, their
director-general Léon de Laborde, argued in 1858 that government “has no
better means to prevent the writing of bad books than to provide scholars
with the means to write good ones”, and that opening the Archives would let

“the light of history shine from its true source”.! The issue of what historians’
sources are and how they should be approached was debated from the
beginning of history-writing, perhaps unsurprisingly considering that it
underlies the fundamental question of what history is, and why and how
it should be written.”? What constitutes an archive is not always clear-cut:
although predominantly understood as a formal repository of official records,
the concept is often extended to accommodate more diverse documentary
residue of the past.?

1 Quoted after Jennifer S. Milligan, “The Problem of Publicité in the Archives of Second
Empire France”, in Archives, Documentation, and Institutions of Social Memory: Essays from
the Sawyer Seminar, ed. by Francis X. Blouin, Jr. and William G. Rosenberg (Ann Arbor,
MI: University of Michigan Press, 2006), 20-35 (p. 20).

2 Donald R. Kelly, Faces of History. Historical Inquiry from Herodotus to Herder (New Haven,
CT and London: Yale University Press, 1998); R. G. Collingwood, The Idea of History
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1993); Arnaldo Momigliano, Studies in Historiography
(New York: Harper & Row, 1966); Jacques Le Goff, History and Memory (New York:
Columbia University Press, 1992), pp. 152-78; Carlo Ginzburg, Threads and Traces: True
False Fictive (Berkeley, CA: University of California Press, 2012).

3 Francis X. Blouin, Jr. and William G. Rosenberg, Processing the Past. Contesting Authority
in History and the Archives (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2011). For a critical theory
of archives as a locus of authority, see Jacques Derrida, Mal d‘archive: une impression
freudienne (Paris: Edition Galilée, 1995). For an overview of the theoretical discussion, see
Wolfgang Ernst, Das Rumoren der Archive: Ordnung aus Unordnung (Berlin: Merve-Verlag,
2002).
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The Endangered Archives Programme (EAP), founded to digitise and
bring vulnerable documentary materials into the academic domain, belongs
to a long tradition of scholarly efforts to find and to publish new pieces of
historical evidence. Although not many collections digitised over the first
decade of the Endangered Archives Programme can be defined as “archives”
in the strictest sense, as we hope this volume shows, this does not make them
any less valuable as witnesses of the past.

%34

In 1707 Elias Assemani, a Maronite priest in the service of Pope Clement XI,
was hauled out of the Nile after the boat he travelled on had sunk. The monk
who accompanied him drowned, but the 34 Oriental manuscripts they carried
were rescued, cleaned, dried and shipped to the Vatican.* Assemani acquired
these codices in the Deir al-Surian Monastery, which historically was home
to Syrian monks in the Egyptian desert. Reports of large collections held by
this and several other monasteries in Egypt had reached Europe almost a
century earlier, at a time of growing interest in manuscript-based scholarship,
development of scientific approaches to codicology and palaeography, and
growing interest in the Near East.® The latter, largely driven by the region’s
association with the Bible, was further fuelled by publication of the great
Polyglot Bibles, which combined not only Hebrew, Greek and Latin, but
also Aramaic, Syriac, Arabic and Ethiopic texts.® The importance of teaching,
studying and translating Near Eastern languages increased, and with it the
activity of Oriental printing presses in Europe. But accessible textual sources
were limited, and it was not long before European scholars and institutions
started looking for manuscripts.’

4 Bibliotheca orientalis Clementino-Vaticana, in qua manuscriptos codices syriacos, arabicos,
persicos, turcicos, hebraicos, samaritanos, armenicos, ethiopicos, Graecos, 2gyptiacos, ibericos &
malabaricos, ed. by Giuseppe Simone Assemani (Roma: Typis Sacrae Congregationis de
Propaganda Fide, 1719), Praefatio, sec. 7; Brian E. Colless, “The Place of Syrian Christian
Mysticism in Religious History”, Journal of Religious History, 5 (June 1968), 1-15 (p. 1).

5 Peter N. Miller, “Peiresc, the Levant and the Mediterranean”, in The Republic of Letters and
the Levant, ed. by Alastair Hamilton, Murits H. Van Den Boogert and Bart Westerweel
(Leiden: Brill, 2005), pp. 103-22.

6 DPeter N. Miller, “The “Antiquarianization” of Biblical Scholarship and the London
Polyglot Bible (1653-57)", Journal of the History of Ideas, 62 (July 2001), 463-82; The Republic
of Letters.

7 Columba Stewart, “Yours, Mine, or Theirs? Historical Observations on the Use,
Collection and Sharing of Manuscripts in Western Europe and the Christian Orient”, in
Malphono Rabo w-Malphone, ed. by George A. Kiraz (Piscataway, NJ: Gorgias Press, 2008),
pp- 603-30.
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”

It seems that it was with Elias Assemani that the “harvesting of manuscripts
from the Orient began in earnest. His first visit to Deir al-Surian Monastery
was followed by other expeditions to the Middle East on behalf of the Vatican
Library and in the company of his cousin Joseph Assemani, its future librarian.
The manuscripts they collected constitute much of the Vatican Library’s
Oriental holdings.®? Other libraries followed suit. For example, the British
Library preserves over 500 codices bought from the Deir al-Surian Monastery
between 1839 and 1851.° The acquisition of Oriental manuscripts continued
throughout the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, and with the codices
put “tonoble use”, scholarship on Eastern Christianity, Near Eastern languages
and history grew exponentially.'’ The only occasional wrinkle in this process
was caused by the Eastern monks’ reluctance to part with their books. This
frustrated westerners, who believed the monks had neither intellectual interest
in the manuscripts, nor the skills to read and understand them." Rarely did
they pause to reflect on why the monks were so unwilling to sell, and if they
considered it at all, they wrote it off as result of anathemas placed in the codices
against those who remove them from monasteries.' The buyers grew cunning:
on one occasion Joseph Assemani was careful to procure codices from the
superior without the knowledge of the monks, who would have opposed the
transaction.”” The murkiest and most famous of all such stories is that of the
acquisition of the Codex Sinaiticus, a Greek Bible including the earliest copy
of the Greek New Testament, obtained by Constantine Tischendorf in two
instalments: 43 loose leaves, which he brought to Leipzig in 1844, were allegedly

8 Ricerche sulla formazione del pii antico fondo dei manoscritti orientali della Biblioteca Vaticana.
Studi e Testi 92, ed. by Giorgio Levi della Vida (Citta del Vaticano: Biblioteca Apostolica
Vaticana, 1939).

9 William Wright, Catalogue of Syriac Manuscripts in the British Museum, 3 (London: [n.
pub.], 1872), pp. viii-xxxii. For more general information on western collecting, see
Stewart, “Yours, Mine, or Theirs?”, pp. 622-27.

10 Wright, Catalogue, 4-5; See also Sebastian Brock, “The Development of Syriac Studies”,
in The Edward Hincks Bicentenary Lectures, ed. by Kevin J. Cathcart (Dublin: University
College Dublin, 1994), pp. 94-113.

11 William George Browne, Travels in Africa, Egypt, and Syria, from 1792 to 1798 (London:
T. Cadell Junior & W. Davies, Strand and T. N. Longman & O. Rees, Paternoster-Row,
1799), pp. 42-43; Charles-Nicolas-Sigisbert Sonnini de Manoncourt, Voyage dans la haute
et basse Egypte, fait par ordre de l'ancien gouvernement, et contenant des observations de tous
genres, 2 vols (Paris: F. Buisson, 1799), pp. 185-216.

12 Wright, Catalogue, 4.

13 Wright, Catalogue, 7.
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recovered from a basket of old parchments, ready to be burned; the bound
codex, secured in 1859, was borrowed to present to the Emperor of Russia.'*
The European buyers’ accounts take pains to illustrate that the manuscripts
were neither read nor kept in good condition: they were usually piled up in
cellars, covered in dust and neglected.'® Westerners shrank in horror at traces
of wax on ancient lectionaries used for liturgy.'® To take them at their word,
had they not rescued the manuscripts, the codices would have perished.
Some accounts seem exaggerated; others may be true, but the miserable
state of the codices mostly seems due to the fact that the monks had no
resources to care for them, rather than to any lack of appreciation. Would
the manuscripts have been lost, were they not brought to the west? Possibly
some would. Even today the fate of several collections in Syria and Iraq is
not known. Yet the travellers’ damning statements are belied by the fact that
many of the monasteries retain large libraries of manuscripts to this day."”
On the other hand, it is clear that most of the westerners hunted for
manuscripts out of genuine scholarly interest. This was not new. In fact, this
was how many collections were created in the first place. The Deir al-Surian
Monastery’s library was greatly expanded through acquisition of manuscripts
by the abbot Moses of Nisibis in the tenth century. Notes in several codices
document the circumstances of their purchase. In 925, a new vizier sent to
Egypt from Caliph al-Mugqtadir demanded that monks, who had previously
been exempt, should pay the poll-tax. The monasteries of the Egyptian
desert elected the abbot of Deir al-Surian as their representative to travel to
Baghdad and appeal to the Caliph. It took Moses five years, from 927 to 932,
to battle the Abbasid bureaucracy and have the vizier’s ruling overturned.
It was during these years that he acquired over 250 books, some several
centuries old, and brought them back to Deir al-Surian. The arid climate of the
Egyptian desert preserved the manuscripts, which are among the oldest Syriac

14 The latter codex was purchased in 1933 by the British Library. David Parker, Codex
Sinaiticus: The Story of the World’s Oldest Bible (London: British Library, 2010), pp. 127-48.

15 Curzon, in Visit to the Monasteries, pp. 23-24, claims to hear a report of monks in Bulgaria
who, during a service, stood on old manuscripts in order to protect their bare feet from
the cold marble floor of the church. For a description of the lamentable state of the
collections in Egypt, see Curzon, Visit to the Monasteries, pp. 82, 85-87 and 381-82.

16 Curzon, Visit to the Monasteries, pp. 78-82.

17 Bigoul al-Suriany, “The Manuscript Collection of Deir al-Surian: Its Survival into the
Third Millennium”, in Coptic Studies on the Threshold of a New Millennium: Proceedings of
the Seventh International Congress of Coptic Studies. Leiden, 27 August — 2 September 2000, ed.
by Mat Immerzeel and Jacques van der Vliet (Leuven, Paris and Dudley, MA: Uitgeverij
Peeters en Departement Oosterse Studies, 2004), pp. 281-94.
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codices in the world. It is from this collection alone that we have complete
writings of the most famous early Syriac authors, Ephrem and Aphrahat.™
Moses had acquired the books for the spiritual and intellectual benefit of his
community; intellectual benefit to the scholarly community also drove the
western buyers. Yet there are differences: Moses was part of the historical
community that produced the codices; the westerners were outsiders who
believed themselves better equipped to read and interpret Eastern Christian
books than Eastern Christians themselves.”” Unsurprisingly, the monks
learned to firmly close the doors of their libraries to visitors from the west.
Only gradually did scholars travelling to the Middle East to read, rather than
buy, regain Christian communities’ trust and obtained access to important
and in many cases unknown collections. New catalogues were published
both by Levantine and western authors, bringing previously unknown
works to scholarly attention.?” Even so, access remained a problem for very
practical reasons. A new effort then began: first to microfilm (from the 1950s),
then to digitise (from the 1990s) the manuscripts and make them available
without removing them from the libraries where they reside.?' Importantly,
photographic documentation ensures that a record of all codices will be
preserved, a significant safety measure considering the difficult history of
the Middle East. It also permits us to digitally unite dispersed collections and
divided manuscripts such as the Codex Sinaiticus.> Needless to say, the Eastern
Christian manuscripts on which I have focused here, are only one example,
a case study, in what has been a much wider phenomenon encompassing
and affecting, to various degrees, almost all regions of the globe. Arguably

18 Sebastian Brock, “Without Mushé of Nisibis, Where Would We Be? Some Reflections
on the Transmission of Syriac Literature”, Journal of Eastern Christian Studies, 56 (2004),
15-24.

19 For a wide-ranging discussion of the Occidental bias of history-writing, see Jack Goody,
Theft of History (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2006).

20 Arthur Vé6bus, “In Pursuit of Syriac Manuscripts”, Journal of Near Eastern Studies, 37/2
(April 1978), 187-93. For examples of catalogues, see Agnes Smith Lewis, Catalogue of the
Syriac Mss. in the Convent of S. Catharine on Mount Sinai. Studia Sinaitica 1 (London: C.].
Clay and Sons, 1894); Addai Scher, Catalogue des manuscrits syriaques et arabes, conservés
dans la Bibliothéque épiscopale de Séert (Kurdistan) avec notes bibliographiques (Mosul:
Imprimerie des péres dominicains, 1905).

21 Kenneth Clark, “Microfilming Manuscripts in Jerusalem and at Mount Sinai”, Bulletin
of the American Schools of Oriental Research, 123 (1951), 17-24. For large-scale digitisation
projects in Iraq, Syria, Lebanon, Israel, Egypt and Ethiopia, see http://www.hmml.org/
our-collections.html

22 http://www.codexsinaiticus.org/en/project/ For the hopes of a digital reunion of the Deir
al-Surian collection expressed by Father Bigoul, the monastery’s librarian, see British
Library Annual Report 2001-2002 (London: The Stationary Office, 2002), p. 13.
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the materials brought to western libraries were accessed and studied by
more readers then it would otherwise have been possible. Yet this has come
at a price. Leaving aside the difficult issue of how the loss of manuscripts
affected their custodians, the removal from their original context led to the
loss of entire levels of historical information on collection formation, on
traditional use of manuscripts, on their original cultural significance. It is
important to note that, at the time when western scholars began their hunt
for manuscripts, Europe had long ceased to use manuscripts for intellectual
and religious purposes. The availability of printing brought the demise of
manuscript literary culture and transformed manuscripts into artefacts, to be
protected and studied.” The western scholars did not recognise that the link
between communities and manuscripts as objects of cultural and religious
significance still existed elsewhere.

The rise of manuscript-based scholarship and efforts to gather codices
into secure libraries were part of a broader interest in primary documents,
increasingly gathered into archives and approached scientifically.* These
efforts culminated with Leopold Ranke, who in his Geschichten der romanischen
und germanischen Vélker von 1494 bis 1534 [Histories of the Latin and German Peoples
from 1494 to 1534] declared his intention to write “how it actually happened”
(wie es eigentlich gewesen), challenging the status of previous historians as
primary sources of history.? In 1831 he published a small volume, Ueber die
Verschworung gegen Venedig, im Jahre 1618 [On the Conspiracy against Venice
in the Year 1618], on a subject which, as he explained to his publisher, was
“distant, complicated ... [and] not a very important matter”.? The publication
was nevertheless significant: in it, Ranke delivered and described in detail
his model of how the historian should work, placing archives at the centre
of historical inquiry.?” Ranke firmly believed that the science of history lay
in a strict presentation of the facts; that history could be uncovered from
historical documents; and that the task of the historian was not to interpret

23 Stewart, “Yours, Mine, or Theirs?”, pp. 606-13.

24 Anthony Pagden, “Eighteenth-Century Anthropology and the ‘History of Mankind™, in
History and the Disciplines: The Reclassification of Knowledge in Early Modern Europe, ed. by
Donald R. Kelley (Rochester, NY: University of Rochester Press, 1997), pp. 223-33.

25 Leonard Krieger, Ranke: The Meaning of History (Chicago: University of Chicago Press,
1977), pp. 4-5. His historical intention was not new. Indeed, Herodotus was already
seeking to narrate the real story (ton eonta logon) (History 1.95.1, 1.116.5).

26 Leopold von Ranke, Neue Briefe, ed. by B. Hoeft (Hamburg: Hoffmann und Campe 1949),
p- 158

27 Kasper Risbjerg Eskildsen, “Leopold Ranke’s Archival Turn: Location and Evidence in
Modern Historiography”, Modern Intellectual History, 5/3 (2008), 425-53.
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documents, but to give them their own voice. For a century after Ranke,
history and archival research became inseparable. *

Yet, as historians started knocking on archives’ doors in unprecedented
numbers, even the most willing archivists began to realise that access was
not without problems. Léon de Laborde may have seen it as a noble ideal,
but in practice the negotiation between opening the Imperial Archives and
retaining the degree of control required by the French government proved
complex and quickly resulted in a scandal. L affaire d’Haussonville started with a
project initiated by Louis Napoleon to publish the official edition of his uncle’s
complete Correspondance, which Louis hoped would strengthen his own claim
to power. In 1867, a prominent historian and admirer of Napoleon Bonaparte,
Joseph d’'Haussonville, demonstrated that some letters were conspicuously
missing from the official “complete” correspondence. He also exposed the
politically-biased practices of the Imperial Archives, where his requests for
documents that could undermine the state-approved version were increasingly
denied or returned with the annotation “not found”. As d’"Haussonville
noted, this begged the question of the government’s role in protecting and
shaping the nation’s memory.?” The problem of access was not limited to
France. Ranke travelled for months to visit archives and invested significant
effort in cultivating archivists and powerful patrons who could ease his way
into repositories.’*® Other historians in turn had to trust Ranke’s personal
credibility, since they could not easily verify whether he accurately quoted,
ignored or misrepresented important evidence. It soon became apparent that
greater transparency was necessary, and as a result German historians began
publishing large editions of archival sources, beginning with the Monumenta
Germaniae Historica.>'

The archives on which Ranke and other nineteenth-century historians
depended were mostly the official state or church repositories, believed to

28 Anthony Grafton, The Footnote. A Curious History (London: Faber and Faber, 1997),
pp. 38-50. In France, Charles-Victor Langlois and Charles Seignobos opened their
1898 methodological textbook, intended for students in historical seminars, with this
declaration: “History is done with documents [...] Lacking documents, the history
of immense periods of the past of humankind is forever unknowable. For nothing
can replace documents: no documents, no history”. C. V. Langlois and C. Seignobos,
Introduction aux études historiques (Paris: Hachette, 1898), pp. 1-2.

29 Milligan, “Problem of Publicité”, pp. 25-28; Stefan Berger, “The Role of the National
Archives in Constructing National Master Narratives in Europe”, Archival Science, 13
(2013), 1-22 (pp. 7-8).

30 Risbjerg Eskildsen, Leopold Ranke, pp. 442-46.

31 Grafton, The Footnote, pp. 36-72; David Knowles, Great Historical Enterprises: Problems in
Monastic History (London and New York: Thomas Nelson, 1963).
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hold “authentic” records, privileged in the determination of historical truth.*
Since the introduction of diplomatics in the seventeenth century, historians
and archivists had tools to verify the authenticity of records, but the objectivity
of the documents themselves, however authentic, was a different issue.® To
assume that one could objectively reconstruct history from archives, it was
necessary to assume that history was objectively recorded in the first place,
and that the content of archives was objectively preserved without any bias
in what was kept and what was discarded.** Gradually, it became clear that
such assumptions could not be sustained. Moreover, historians such as Lucien
Febvre, Marc Bloch and other Annalistes moved away from histoire événementielle
towards broader analyses of the role of social phenomena in historical events,
for which the records kept in official archives provided only limited testimony.®
Some limitations were practical: official state archives only recorded events in
which the state bureaucracy was directly or indirectly involved. This meant
that entire areas of history were omitted, rendering not only whole swaths
of population, but also many events, invisible: for example, any rebellion
that escaped repression usually escaped history as well.* Increasingly other
types of records — parish registers, personal archives, oral histories — came to
play an important role, whilst archival documents were analysed not only
for what they recorded but how they recorded it and why.¥” At the same time
microhistory and the history of everyday life became subjects of interest.®® As a
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result, a question arose: what are we to preserve, what historical records from
the past are we to secure for the future? Perversely, this question may be best
answered by looking at what has been discarded in the past.

When he first came to the site of Oxyrhynchus, in Upper Egypt, Bernard
Grenfell was not impressed by its ancient rubbish mounds. Yet, within a
decade of excavation, he and Arthur Hunt had uncovered 500,000 fragments
of papyri, which included plays by Menander, fragments of Euclid’s Elements,
parts of several lost plays by Sophocles, and Christian Apocrypha.* There
were also tax returns, petitions, lease and sale contracts, wills, letters and
shopping lists: from Alexander the Great to the Arab conquest, the entire life
of a market town was captured in its discarded papers.* The papyri were
sent to Oxford, and in 1898 Hunt and Grenfell published the first volume of
along series on the finds (79 volumes published as of 2014). The documents
became an essential reference work for the study of Egypt between the fourth
century BC and the seventh century AD, and, more broadly, one of the
richest sources for the study of ancient culture, literature and economics. It
is something of a paradox that we lament the loss of the library of Alexandria,
a library we know so little about, when one of the archives that allowed us
to learn the most about antiquity came from an ancient dump.*

With the arrival of digitisation we can preserve more than ever before.
Though I would not advocate preserving everything, the case of Oxyrhynchus
shows that, in the case of historical records, we should not make the decision
on preservation based solely on the status of the collection. Forgotten, neglected,
discarded collections may contain can a wealth of historical information.
The issue of the bulk of materials is no longer a problem. The new archival

“post-custodial” model recognises that stewardship and curation are possible
without physical custody of the records. **

This model has another important implication. In recent decades, increasing
attention has been given to the relationship between archives and the
communities, particularly in cases of contested ownership or loss of custody.*
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A poignant and illustrative example is the case of the archives of the Virgin
Islands. In 1917 the Islands, then a colony of Denmark, were sold to the United
States. The historical records dating back to the seventeenth century were
transferred to the Danish National Archives and the National Archives of
the United States, becoming inaccessible to the islanders themselves. These
records were created primarily by and for the bureaucracy of the Danish West
Indies, and they were in Danish. The subjects discussed in the documents
were the enslaved and free Africans who made up the bulk of the Danish
West Indian population, who were for the most part non-literate, and who
spoke English or Dutch Creole.* Despite the islands’ strong oral tradition,
lack of access to the archives meant that the descendants of that population
struggled to write their own history.* Their collective memory came to be
challenged: for example, in 1998 a Danish-American historian questioned
the factual underpinnings of the African folk hero Buddhoe, a resistance
fighter celebrated by the islanders as the crucial figure in the successful and
bloodless Emancipation Rebellion of 1848. The scholar pointed out that no
one by this name existed in census records or slave lists of the time, thus
undermining the symbol of islanders’ identity on the basis of documents
that islanders could not access.* This situation is not unique. The records
of Native Americans, created by federal officials in the Bureau of Indian
Affairs, were stored for decades in federal repositories, leading to a situation
in which “to be an Indian is having non-Indians control the documents from
which other non-Indians write their vision of your history”.# Until recently,
the aboriginal records in Australia were located thousands of kilometres
away from the communities they concerned: they were the property of the
Crown, and no allowances were made for Aboriginal communities to co-own
and co-manage them.*® Many first and post-colonial nations still have to
negotiate access to archives controlled by others.* It is ironic that the same
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states that control these archives have in the past made significant efforts to
access, copy and acquire complete records of their own history as written
not only by themselves, but also by others. For example, in 1841, the state
of New York dispatched John Romeyn Brodhead on a journey to Europe to
copy or acquire documents in England, Netherlands and France relating to
the history of the United States.® Access to records is crucial not only for
knowledge of the past and the self-definition of communities, but also for
shaping communities’ futures; it is vital for justice, reconciliation, language
revitalisation or any other form of mending broken links with the past.”!
Starting with a declaration of the French National Assembly in 1794, the access
to archival records has been increasingly recognised as a civic right.”> This
right should not be limited to citizens of western countries, and digitisation
gives an unparalleled opportunity to allow fully democratic open access.

b3

This volume, celebrating the tenth anniversary of the EAP, is designed to
showcase the historical significance and research potential of the collections
digitised through the programme. We invited 19 articles from the 244 projects
that the EAP has supported since its inception.”® To ensure the volume
illustrates the wide range of research that the digitised material makes
possible, we asked the authors to focus on the collections they digitised,
but otherwise gave them complete freedom as to the choice of subject and
methodology. The majority of the primary materials discussed in the articles
are freely available on the EAP website. The chapters are organised in sections
according to the type of media they discuss (inscriptions, manuscripts, archival
records, newspapers, photographs, sound archives). Although the categories
are porous and divisions are not clear-cut, this provides an illustration of
the diverse methodologies used to approach similar types of documentary
material in different settings and different regions of the globe.

The first article challenges the traditional notion of the archive. Stefano
Biagetti, Ali Ait Kaci and Savino di Lernia discuss the Tifinagh inscriptions
in the Tadrart Acacus Mountains in Libya. Their contribution places the

50 Blouin and Rosenberg, Processing the Past, pp. 8-9.
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inscriptions, dated between the early first millennium A.D. and the twentieth
century, in the context of the landscape and archaeological finds in the area.
The authors show that though the events the inscriptions record (such as
the fact that a certain Busni, son of Nebuk went to a place called Tswnt) may
not be of monumental historical significance, analysis of the types of names
recorded, of the vocabulary used, and of the location of inscriptions allows
to reconstruct the history of the region from its “written landscape”.

The following section, on manuscripts, brings together contributions on
collections of codices in India, Ethiopia, Kenya and Mali. The articles consider
not only the content of the manuscripts, but also their material aspects. What
unites them is an emphasis on the original context in which the manuscripts
are preserved. The issues of ownership, collection formation and even the
symbolic meaning of the codices for their owners are considered as part of
the manuscripts’ important historical testimony.

The section begins with a contribution by Stephen Morey, who provides
an account of locating, digitising, transcribing and translating Tai Ahom
manuscripts from Assam State, Northeast India. The surviving manuscripts
mostly date from the eighteenth century, but the texts they preserve are often
much older. The Tai Ahom language is no longer spoken and — due to script
modernisation - read by very few people, making the recording, transcribing
and translating of manuscripts an urgent matter. The author describes
the difficulties of this process, the complexities and particularities of the
language. He also provides an account of the digitisation and contextualises
this scholarly endeavour by discussing the current owners’ relationships
with manuscripts which, although no longer understood, are still treasured
as objects of symbolic and religious significance.

In the next article, on Lepcha manuscripts, Heleen Plaisier likewise
explores codices in private possession, written in a language that, although
still spoken, is increasingly under threat of falling silent. The manuscript
collections she discusses belong to the Lepcha people, an ethnic minority of
circa 30,000 inhabiting a region divided between India, Nepal and Bhutan.
Lepcha literary tradition dates back to the eighteenth century when their
alphabet was devised to disseminate translations of Tibetan Buddhist texts.
Lepcha literature has not been studied, but the author shows that preserved
codices capture the way in which the Tibetan influence was combined with
native Lepcha stories and customs to create a distinct new tradition.

Jacek Tomaszewski and Michael Gervers focus on physical aspects of the
books preserved in the collection of the May Wayni Monastery in Ethiopia.
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In the context of discussing how manuscripts are stored, they explore the
physical construction of manuscripts, the methods of their production and
historical repairs undertaken for their preservation. Analysis of the parchment,
writing layers, book-block and binding structure provides new insights into
the history of book production in Ethiopia. The authors describe procedures
devised to overcome the practical problems of digitising fragile materials in
a challenging environment without further compromising their condition.
They offer several recommendations for manuscript conservation strategy
in Ethiopia.

The next article also concerns a distinct collection of books in East Africa,
but concentrates on their content. Anne Bang examines a collection belonging
to the Riyadha Mosque in Lamu, Kenya, investigating its intellectual connection
with the Sufi and legal traditions of Hadramawt, Yemen, in the period circa
1880-1940. The author also analyses the means by which these books came
to be part of the collection: imports, gifts, waqf (pious endowment), local
copying and local textual production. In doing so, she traces the various
ways in which Islamic textual knowledge came to be incorporated into the
local canon in Lamu.

The process of creating a library is also explored by Sophie Sarin, both
in the historical context of manuscript production in Djenné, Mali, and in
the contemporary context of the foundation of a Djenné Manuscript Library,
designed to safeguard manuscripts which belong to local families. The library
allows the families — traditional keepers of the old, unique and scarcely-known
collections — to deposit codices in a secure environment without forfeiting
ownership. The author describes the process of negotiation with the families
and the archivists” efforts to overcome their reservations and address their
concerns. She also outlines the potential of the study of these manuscripts
for future investigation into the intellectual history of the region.

There follows a section, on archival records, which brings together articles
exploring institutional, community and church archives as well as libraries
in Europe, South America, Africa and the Middle East. The authors employ
diverse methodologies to approach microhistories and even personal stories
captured in the records, demonstrating their significance in the broader historical
context, as well as their importance for the local communities.

Elena Marushiakova and Veselin Popov investigate documents and
publications recording early Roma movements towards self-determination
in modern Bulgaria. Centring on the dramatic life story of one man, the
activist Shakir Pashov, the article follows the efforts of the Roma in Bulgaria
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to gain a measure of political autonomy within the national framework.
The article demonstrates the importance of primary sources and outlines
the consequences of detachment from archival records, leading in extreme
cases to the scholarly acceptance of events which never actually occurred.
The authors engage carefully with documents, noting layers of writing
and re-writing resulting from the often dramatic events and reversals that
surrounded the creation of Roma records in Bulgaria.

Church records are the subject of analysis for Gabriela Ramos, who explores
ecclesiastical documents in Peru revealing the agents and circumstances
behind the demarcation of parochial jurisdictions. The author employs a
case of contested boundaries, recorded only partially but in fascinating
detail, as a window onto a changing demography and economy, and as a
microcosm of the church’s efforts to control the population of the region.
This microhistory allows us to understand the broader processes shaping
the institutions of colonial Peru.

Jane Landers, Pablo Gomez, José Polo Acufia and Courtney Campbell
also employ ecclesiastical and notarial records to investigate the history of
slavery in rural communities on the Pacific and Caribbean coasts of Colombia
and Northeastern Brazil. Thousands of African slaves were transported to
the region to exploit the gold and silver mines. Indigenous groups joined
African slaves in cattle ranching and agricultural labour. The records used
by the authors allow a reconstruction of the social and commercial history of
these under-studied regions and of African, Afro-descendant and indigenous
communities long ignored in Colombian and Brazilian history. The authors
touch upon the importance of digitised records for recognising and addressing
the land claims of indigenous groups in both countries.

Bashir Salau investigates the ways in which the early colonial administrators
in Northern Nigeria experimented with the use of convict labour for the
completion of public projects. His contribution introduces and analyses a
variety of colonial records related to prisons, placing them in the broader
context of the history of the prison system in Nigeria.

Moving from archives of colonial power to archives of communities under
colonial rule in Senegal, Fallou Ngom explores the tradition of Ajami, the
writing of other languages using modified Arabic script, a practice deeply
embedded in the histories and cultures of Islamised Africa. The article focuses
on the Ajami tradition of the Muridiyya Sufi order founded by Shaykh
Ahmadou Bamba (1853-1927). Discussing both archival and modern material,
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the author analyses the religious and secular functions of Ajami and its role
in the emergence of a distinct African Muslim identity.

A contribution from Qasem Abu Harb discusses the digitisation of historical
periodicals and manuscripts at the al-Aqsa Mosque Library in East Jerusalem
and the al-Jazzar Mosque Library in Acre, placing these two libraries and the
materials they contain in the historical and cultural context of Palestine. The
article makes a strong case for digitisation and online access as important
means both for preserving the manuscripts and for making them accessible
not only to scholars abroad, but also to scholars and students in Palestine.

The section on photographic archives brings together contributions on
archives in Argentina, India, Russia and Cameroon. The focus of the articles
ranges in subject and approach, but what unites them is an emphasis on
the importance of context for the historical interpretation of these images.

Irina Podgorny’s article skilfully attempts to resurrect the “murdered
evidence”, a series of cartes-de-visite whose original context and provenance
were lost when they reached the museum of La Plata, Argentina and moved
through its various departments. In a careful investigation, the author
gathers traces of evidence, following Ariadne’s thread through a labyrinth
of stories, retracing the origins of the photographs back to the milieu of an
Italian charlatan, Commendatore Guido Bennati, who travelled through
South America in the late 1860s and 1870s.

Kyle Jackson uses missionary photographs from the Mizoram Hills in
Northeast India to move away from categories of cultural domination, often
employed in discussions of colonial and missionary history, towards exploring
the many layers of cross-cultural experience in everyday lives. Placing the
photographs in the context of Mizo folklore and contemporary written sources,
Jackson offers a sensory immersion into the world that these photographs
depict. We are invited not only to see through the eyes of the Mizo and the
missionaries, but also to smell through their noses, hear through their ears
and even attempt to reach harhna, the Mizo sense of spiritual awakening.

David Anderson, Craig Campbell and Mikhail Batashev discuss a collection
of photographs by Ivan Baluev, a gifted photographer whose life is known
only from documents in his personal file in the Krasnoyarsk Regional Museum.
These photographs were taken in 1938 and 1939 during a nine-month “Northern
Expedition” to some of the most remote areas of the central Siberian district.
Commissioned by the Museum, they capture the sovietisation of the region
and its indigenous people, the transition from the old ways of life to the
new era. Yet, placed in the context of Baluev’s expedition journal, they also
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reveal elements of his personal and often ironic commentary on the reality he
photographed. Previously, the photographs were most often discussed only as
distinct images, not as a collection and not in the context of other documents
from the expedition. Consequently, the personal input of the photographer
was invisible until now.

Also concentrating on the work of one photographer, David Zeitlyn
writes about the private archive of a photographic studio in the West Region
of Cameroon. The author places his discussion in the context of the history
and current status of photography in West Africa, outlining how mundane
bureaucratic factors — such as changes in the design of identity cards — affect
the way in which photographers operate. The article explores the social
significance of photography and the role of photographs as both personal
and communal records. It also outlines different processes —both intentional
and accidental - that underlay the creation of the archive and that must be
considered in its interpretation.

The last section discusses sound recordings from Guinea, Iran and Russia.
The authors devote much attention to the historical context of creation of
these materials, but equally to the diverse potential they have for the present:
facilitating political reconciliation, inspiring cultural revival, assisting
language revitalisation.

Graeme Counsel discusses the collection of vinyl discs from Syliphone,
the national record label of Guinea. The collection, which captures the music
of the era of President Sékou Touré (1958-1984) was preserved in the sound
archives of the offices of Radio Télévision Guinée in Conakry. It has been
neglected despite the high quality of the recordings, and despite their potential
to illuminate the first decades following Guinea’s independence. The article
investigates the stories behind the musical recordings and reconstructs the
political context that shaped them. It also reports on archiving and digitisation
in an unpredictable and politically charged environment.

Jane Lewisohn provides an overview of the cultural importance of the Golha
(“Flowers of Persian Song and Music”) radio programmes in contemporary
Iran. Her article places these programmes in the broader cultural context of
twentieth-century Iran and explores the impact they had on the perception
of Persian music and poetry. The author describes the process of collecting
and digitising the recordings, as well as the impact their digitisation and
online publication had on the study of Persian and world music, and on
Iranians both in the country and abroad.
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The final article, by Tjeerd de Graaf and Victor Denisov, discusses the
cataloguing and digitisation of linguistic and ethnographic sound recordings
made during the first half of the twentieth century, and stored in institutional
and private collections in Russia. The authors make a strong case for the
importance of these collections in preserving and revitalising endangered
languages in the Russian Federation. They demonstrate that, although many
languages are nearly lost, the historic recordings contain enduring testimony
to their earlier life, testimony crucial for communities trying to recover what
has been nearly forgotten.

The articles use variety of approaches to interpret traces of history captured
in digitised records. From their analysis of the form and content of these
records new narratives emerge, often in unexpectedly vivid and even personal
details. Most of the sources discussed here were not previously subjects of
scholarly attention. We hope that the articles in this volume will open new
debates and encourage scholars to explore the archives preserved by the
EAP with the spirit of discovery (and without the dust) that accompanied
young Jules Michelet on his first visit to the archives, those “catacombs of
manuscripts”: “I was not slow to discern in the midst of the apparent silence
of these galleries, a movement and murmur which were not those of death.
These papers and parchments, so long deserted, desired no better than to be
restored to the light of day (...) And as I breathed on their dust, I saw them
[the dead] rise up. They raised from the sepulchre, one the hand, the other the
head, as in the Last Judgement of Michelangelo or in the Dance of Death” >

54 Jules Michelet, The History of France, trans. by G. H. Smith (New York: D. Appleton & Co.,
1848), p. 48.



Ixvi  From Dust to Digital

References

Anderson, Benedict, Imagined Communities: Reflections on the Origin and Spread of
Nationalism (London: Verso, 1995).

Assemani, Giuseppe Simone, ed., Bibliotheca orientalis Clementino-Vaticana, in qua
manuscriptos codices syriacos, arabicos, persicos, turcicos, hebraicos, samaritanos,
armenicos, athiopicos, Graecos, aegyptiacos, ibericos & malabaricos (Roma: Typis
Sacrae Congregationis de Propaganda Fide, 1719-1728).

Bagnall, Roger “Alexandria: Library of Dreams”, Proceedings of the American
Philosophical Society, 146/4 (2002), 348-62.

Bastian, Janette, Owning Memory: How a Caribbean Community Lost Its Archives and
Found Its Memory (London: Libraries Unlimited, 2003).

Berger, Stefan, “The Role of the National Archives in Constructing National Master
Narratives in Europe”, Archival Science, 13 (2013), 1-22.

Bigoul, al-Suriany, ‘The Manuscript Collection of Deir al-Surian: Its Survival into
the Third Millennium”, in Coptic Studies on the Threshold of a New Millennium:
Proceedings of the Seventh International Congress of Coptic Studies. Leiden, 27 August
— 2 September 2000, ed. by Mat Immerzeel, and Jacques van der Vliet (Leuven,
Paris and Dudley, MA: Uitgeverij Peeters en Departement Oosterse Studies,
2004), pp. 281-94.

Bloch, Marc, The Historian’s Craft (New York: Knopf, 1953).

Blouin Jr., Francis X. and William Rosenberg, Processing the Past. Contesting Authority
in History and the Archives (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2011).

British Library Annual Report 2001-2002 (London: The Stationary Office, 2002).

Brock, Sebastian, “The Development of Syriac Studies”, in The Edward Hincks
Bicentenary Lectures, ed. by Kevin J. Cathcart (Dublin: University College Dublin,
1994), pp. 94-113.

—, “Without Mushé of Nisibis, Where Would We Be? Some Reflections on the
Transmission of Syriac Literature”, Journal of Eastern Christian Studies, 56 (2004),
15-24.

Collingwood, Robin G., The Idea of History (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1993).

Browne, William George, Travels in Africa, Egypt, and Syria, from 1792 to 1798
(London: T. Cadell Junior & W. Davies, Strand and T. N. Longman & O. Rees,
Paternoster-Row, 1799).

Clark, Kenneth, “Microfilming Manuscripts in Jerusalem and at Mount Sinai”,
Bulletin of the American Schools of Oriental Research, 123 (1951), 17-24.

Colless, Brian E., “The Place of Syrian Christian Mysticism in Religious History”,
Journal of Religious History, 5 (June 1968), 1-15.

Cooper, Frederick “Memories of Colonization. Commemoration, Preservation
and Erasure in an African Archive”, in Archives, Documentation,
and Institutions of Social Memory, Essays from the Sawyer Seminar,
ed. by Francis X. Blouin Jr. and William G. Rosenberg (Ann Arbor, MI: University
of Michigan Press, 2005), pp. 257-66.

Curzon, Robert, Visit to the Monasteries of Levant (London: John Murray, 1849).



Crumb trails, threads and traces Ixvii

Derrida, Jacques, Mal darchive: Une impression freudienne (Paris: Edition Galilée, 1995).

Dirks, Nicholas B., “Colonial Histories and Native Informants: Biography of an
Archive”, in Orientalism and the Postcolonial Predicament: Perspectives on South
Asia, ed. by Carol A. Breckenridge and Peter van der Veer (Philadelphia, PA:
University of Pennsylvania Press, 1993), pp. 279-313.

Duchein, Michel, “The History of European Archives and the Development of the
Archival Profession in Europe”, American Archivist, 55 (Winter 1993), 14-25.

Eskildsen, Kasper Risbjerg, “Leopold Ranke’s Archival Turn: Location and Evidence
in Modern Historiography”, Modern Intellectual History, 5/3 (2008), 425-53.

Eskildsen, Kasper Risbjerg, “Inventing the Archive: Testimony and Virtue in
Modern Historiography” History of the Human Sciences, 26/4 (2013), 8-26.

Ernst, Wolfgang, Das Rumoren der Archive: Ordnung aus Unordnung (Berlin: Merve-
Verlag, 2002).

Foote, Kenneth E., “To Remember and Forget: Archives, Memory and Culture”,
American Archivist, 53 (Summer 1990), 378-92.

Foucault, Michael, Larchéologie du savoir (Paris: Gallimard, 1969).

Furet, Frangois, “Quantitative Methods of History”, in Constructing the Past. Essays
in Historical Methodology, ed. by Jacques le Goff and Pierre Nora (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press), pp. 12-27.

Geary, Patrick, Phantoms of Remembrance: Memory and Oblivion at the End of the First
Millennium (Princeton, IL: Princeton University Press, 1994).

Ginzburg, Carlo, The Cheese and the Worms: The Cosmos of a Sixteenth-Century Miller
(Baltimore, MD: The Johns Hopkins University Press, 1980).

Ginzburg, Carlo, Threads and Traces: True, False Fictive (Berkeley, CA: University of
California Press, 2012).

Goody, Jack, Theft of History (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2006).
Grafton, Anthony, The Footnote. A Curious History (London: Faber and Faber, 1997).

Hagan, William T., “Archival Captive — The American Indian”, American Archivist,
41 (April 1978), 135-42.

Ham, F. Gerald, “Archival Strategies for the Post-Custodial Era”, Society of American
Archivists, 44/3 (1981), 207-16.

Hamilton, Alastair, Murits H. Van Den Boogert and Bart Westerweel, eds., The
Republic of Letters and the Levant (Leiden: Brill, 2005).

Johnson, William A., Bookrolls and Scribes in Oxyrhynchus (Toronto: University of
Toronto Press, 2004).

Kelly, Donald R., Faces of History: Historical Inquiry from Herodotus to Herder (New
Haven, CT and London: Yale University Press, 1998).

Ketelaar, Eric, “Sharing: Collected Memories in Communities of Records”, Archives
and Manuscripts, 33 (2005), 44-61.

Knowles, David, Great Historical Enterprises: Problems in Monastic History (London
and New York: Nelson, 1963).

Krieger, Leonard, Ranke: The Meaning of History (Chicago, IL: University of Chicago
Press, 1977).



Ixviii  From Dust to Digital

Langlois, Charles Victor and Charles Seignobos, Introduction aux études historiques
(Paris: Hachette, 1898).

Le Goff, Jacques, History and Memory (New York: Columbia University Press, 1992).

Levi della Vida, Giorgio, ed., Ricerche sulla formazione del pit antico fondo dei
manoscritti orientali della Biblioteca Vaticana, Studi e Testi 92 (Citta del Vaticano:
Biblioteca Apostolica Vaticana, 1939).

Mabillon, Jean, De re diplomatica libri VI (Paris: Lutec, 1681).

Michelet, Jules, The History of France, trans. by G. H. Smith (New York: D. Appleton
and Company, 1848).

Miller, Peter N. “The “Antiquarianization” of Biblical Scholarship and the London
Polyglot Bible (1653-57)”, Journal of the History of Ideas, 62 (July 2001), 463-82.

Milligan, Jennifer S., “The Problem of Publicité in the Archives of Second Empire
France”, in Archives, Documentation, and Institutions of Social Memory: Essays from
the Sawyer Seminar, ed. by Francis X. Blouin, Jr. and William G. Rosenberg (Ann
Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 2006), pp. 20-35.

Momigliano, Arnaldo, Studies in Historiography (New York: Harper & Row, 1966).

Morgan, George, “Decolonising the Archives: Who Owns the Documents”, Comma,
1(2003), 147-151.

Novick, Peter, That Noble Dream: The “Objectivity Question” and the American
Historical Profession (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1988).

Pagden, Anthony, “Eighteenth-Century Anthropology and the ‘History of
Mankind”, in History and the Disciplines: The Reclassification of Knowledge in Early
Modern Europe, ed. by Donald R. Kelley (Rochester, NY: University of Rochester
Press, 1997), pp. 223-33.

Parker, David, Codex Sinaiticus: The Story of the World’s Oldest Bible (London: British
Library, 2010).

Ranke, Leopold, Neue Briefe, ed. by Bernhard Hoeft (Hamburg: Hoffmann und
Campe, 1949).

Scher, Addai, Catalogue des manuscrits syriaques et arabes, conservés dans la Bibliotheque
épiscopale de Séert (Kurdistan) avec notes bibliographiques (Mosul: Imprimerie des
péres dominicains, 1905).

Smith Lewis, Agnes, Catalogue of the Syriac Mss. in the Convent of S. Catharine on
Mount Sinai, Studia Sinaitica 1 (London: C.J. Clay and Sons, 1894).

Sonnini de Manoncourt, Charles-Nicolas-Sigisbert, Voyage dans la haute et basse
Egypte, fait par ordre de l'ancien gouvernement, et contenant des observations de tous
genres, 2 vols (Paris: F. Buisson, 1799).

Stewart, Columba, “Yours, Mine, or Theirs? Historical Observations on the Use,
Collection and Sharing of Manuscripts in Western Europe and the Christian
Orient”, in Malphono Rabo w-Malphone, ed. by George A. Kiraz (Piscataway, NJ:
Gorgias Press, 2008), pp. 603-30.

Stoler, Ann Laura, Along the Archival Grain: Epistemic Anxieties and Colonial Common
Sense (Princeton, NJ and Oxford: Princeton University Press, 2009).

Vodbus, Arthur, “In Pursuit of Syriac Manuscripts”, Journal of Near Eastern Studies,
37/2 (April 1978), 187-93.

Wright, William, Catalogue of Syriac Manuscripts in the British Museum v. III (London:
British Museum Department of Oriental Printed Books and Manuscripts, 1872).



1. The “written landscape” of the
central Sahara: recording and
digitising the Tifinagh inscriptions
in the Tadrart Acacus Mountains

Stefano Biagetti, Ali Ait Kaci and Savino di Lernia

The archaeology of the Sahara in both historical and modern times remains,
for the most part, inadequately investigated and poorly understood. However,
the Fazzan in southwest Libya stands as a remarkable exception. In the last
two decades, the University of Leicester' and the Sapienza University of Rome?
have undertaken various research programmes that focus on the impressive
evidence left by the Garamantian kingdom (c. 1000 BC-AD 700). These studies
have provided groundbreaking data on the history of the Fazzan (Fig. 1.1), an
area which was the centre of a veritable network of trans-Saharan connections
that developed in Garamantian times and continued to modern times, later

giving birth to the Tuareg societies.’

1 The Archaeology of Fazzan. Volume 1: Synthesis, ed. by David J. Mattingly (London: Society
for Libyan Studies, 2003); The Archaeology of Fazzan. Volume 2: Site Gazetteer, Pottery and
Other Survey Finds, ed. by David ]. Mattingly (London: Society for Libyan Studies, 2007);
and The Archaeology of Fazzan. Volume 3: Excavations of C. M. Daniels (London: Society for
Libyan Studies, 2010).

2 Aghram Nadharif: The Barkat Oasis (Sha ‘Abiya of Ghat, Libyan Sahara) in Garamantian Times,
ed. by Mario Liverani (Florence: All'Insegna del Giglio, 2005); and Life and Death of a
Rural Village in Garamantian Times: The Archaeological Investigation in the Oasis of Fewet
(Libyan Sahara), ed. by Lucia Mori (Florence: All'Insegna del Giglio, 2013).

3 David Edwards, “Archaeology in the Southern Fazzan and Prospects for Future
Research”, Libyan Studies, 32 (2001), 49-66; Mario Liverani, “Imperialismo, colonizzazione
e progresso tecnico: il caso del Sahara libico in eta romana”, Studi Storici, 4 (2006), 1003-
56; and Andrew Wilson, “Saharan Trade in the Roman Period: Short-, Medium- and
Long-Distance Trade Networks”, Azania, 47/4 (2012), 409-49.
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The “written landscape” of the central Sahara 3

Farmers, caravaneers and herders in this area all participated and intercepted
in a variety of socio-economical exchanges that developed from the first
millennium BC to the present day. In spite of its arid climate, the central
Sahara has, in the last 3,000 years, seen some extremely successful human
adaptations to limited resources. An intangible heritage of indigenous
knowledge allowed complex societies to flourish in the largest desert in
the world. That heritage has left a legacy of tangible evidence in the form
of remains, such as forts, monuments, burials, and settlements, all of which
have been the focus of recent archaeological studies. This paper deals with
the less investigated element of the archaeological and historical landscape
of the region: the Tifinagh inscriptions carved and painted on the boulders,
caves and rock shelters of the Tadrart Acacus valleys.

The Tadrart Acacus in historical and modern times:
the significance of the archaeological research

The Tadrart Acacus massif is of particular importance to the understanding
of both local and trans-Saharan cultural trajectories over the past three
millennia. The Acacus is set at the very centre of the Sahara, close to the oasis
of Ghat and that of Al Awaynat, and about 300 kilometres from the heartland
of the Garamantian kingdom, the relatively lush area of the Wadi el Ajal.
It hosts a unique set of rock art sites that were added to UNESCO’s World
Heritage list in 1985. These sites are often located in physical connection
with archaeological deposits in caves and rock shelters. The massif is seen
as a key area for studies of Africa’s past: several archaeological deposits
have been tested in the past fifty years,* and some were subjected to
excavations.® Its primary role in African prehistoric archaeology has been

4 Mauro Cremaschi and Savino di Lernia, “The Geoarchaeological Survey in the Central
Tadrart Acacus and Surroundings (Libyan Sahara): Environment and Cultures”, in Wadi
Teshuinat: Palaecoenvironment and Prehistory in South-Western Fezzan (Libyan Sahara), ed. by
Mauro Cremaschi and Savino di Lernia (Milan: CNR, 1998), pp. 243-325.

5 Fabrizio Mori, Tadrart Acacus: Arte rupestre e culture del Sahara preistorico (Turin: Einaudi,
1965); Barbara E. Barich, “La serie stratigrafica dell’'Uadi Ti-N-Torha (Acacus, Libia)”,
Origini, 8 (1974), 7-157; Barbara E. Barich, “The Uan Muhuggiag Rock Shelter”, in
Archaeology and Environment in the Libyan Sahara: The Excavations in the Tadrart Acacus,
1978-1983, ed. by Barbara E. Barich (Oxford: BAR International Series, 1987), pp. 123-219;
Uan Afuda Cave: Hunter-Gatherer Societies of the Central Sahara, ed. by Savino di Lernia
(Florence: All'Insegna del Giglio, 1999); Uan Tabu in the Settlement History of the Libyan
Sahara, ed. by Elena A. A. Garcea (Florence: All'Insegna del Giglio, 2001); and Stefano
Biagetti and Savino di Lernia, “Holocene Deposits of Saharan Rock Shelters: The Case
of Takarkori and Other Sites from the Tadrart Acacus Mountains (Southwest Libya)”,
African Archaeological Review, 30/3 (2013), 305-38.
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further confirmed by some recent discoveries of the Middle Neolithic age
(c. sixth to fifth millennium before present) — such as the earliest dairying
in Africa and an outstanding set of cattle burials — that received attention
in the popular media as well as in academic circles.®

In the last fifteen years, the work of the Libyan-Italian Archaeological
Mission of the local Department of Archaeoloy (DoA) and Sapienza University
of Rome focused on the village and adjacent necropolis of Fewet,” the fortified
settlement of Aghram Nadharif (close to the Ghat area),® some funerary
monuments in the Wadi Tanezzuft,’ and on two forts located east of the
Acacus massif.!? The still-inhabited mountain range of the Tadrart Acacus,
cut by dozens of dry river valleys, has been largely neglected. However, in
recent years, the development of ethnoarchaeological studies'! has further
enlarged the aims of the DoA-Sapienza research to include modern and
contemporary civilisations. In fact, the study of human-environment
interaction in such a hyper arid region has become one of the hottest topics
in the debate around sustainable development in dry lands. The impact
of social science in the design and development of possible solutions to
mitigate the effects of drought in dry regions has been low and scarcely
significant so far. Major involvement from social scientists in the issue of
sustainable development has been again recently voiced at the international

6 Julie Dunne et al., “First Dairying in ‘Green’ Saharan Africa in the 5th Millennium
BC”, Nature, 486 (2012), 390-94; and Mary Ann Tafuri et al., “Inside the ‘African Cattle
Complex’: Animal Burials in the Holocene Central Sahara”, PLoS ONE, 8 (2013), http://
www.plosone.org/article/info%3Adoi%2F10.1371%2Fjournal.pone.0056879.

7 Roberto Castelli, Maria Carmela Gatto, Mauro Cremaschi, Mario Liverani and Lucia
Mori, “A Preliminary Report of Excavations in Fewet, Libyan Sahara”, Journal of African
Archaeology, 3 (2005), 69-102; and Mori, Life and Death of a Rural Village.

8 Liverani, Aghram Nadharif.

9 Sand, Stones, and Bones: The Archaeology of Death in the Wadi Tanezzuft Valley (5000-2000
BP), ed. by Savino di Lernia and Giorgio Manzi (Florence: All'Insegna del Giglio, 2002).

10 Stefano Biagetti and Savino di Lernia, “Combining Intensive Field Survey and Digital
Technologies: New Data on the Garamantian Castles of Wadi Awiss, Acacus Mountains,
Libyan Sahara”, Journal of African Archaeology, 6/1 (2008), 57-85.

11 Stefano Biagetti, Ethnoarchaeology of the Kel Tadrart Tuareg: Pastoralism and Resilience in
Central Sahara (New York: Springer, 2014); Stefano Biagetti and Jasper Morgan Chalcraft,
“Imagining Aridity: Human-Environment Interactions in the Acacus Mountains,
South-West Libya”, in Imagining Landscapes: Past, Present, and Future, ed. by Monica
Janowski and Tim Ingold (Farnham: Asghate, 2012), pp. 77-95; Savino di Lernia, Isabella
Massamba N’siala and Andrea Zerboni, ““Saharan Waterscapes’: Traditional Knowledge
and Historical Depth of Water Management in the Akakus Mountains (SW Libya)”,
in Changing Deserts: Integrating People and Their Environment, ed. by Lisa Mol and Troy
Sternberg (Cambridge: White Horse Press, 2012), pp. 101-28; and Andrea Zerboni, Isabella
Massamba N’siala, Stefano Biagetti and Savino di Lernia, “Burning without Slashing:
Cultural and Environmental Implications of a Traditional Charcoal Making Technology in
the Central Sahara”, Journal of Arid Environments, 98 (2013), 126-31.
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level.”? There is a strong need to develop integrated approaches focused on
the study of the indigenous knowledge in arid lands, by the adoption of
archaeological, geoarchaeological, historical and anthropological tools to
unveil the practices of variable resource management by desert communities.

The long tradition of scientific research in the area makes the Tadrart
Acacus an ideal place to adopt a multi-pronged approach focusing on
landscape, where data from historical and modern times are integrated
with the study of the ethnographic present.”® These new studies have
deeply affected our perception of the whole Acacus landscape, paving the
way to more nuanced reasoning about the human-environment interaction
in both the modern and historical context.

Materials and methods

Thanks to a major grant from the British Library’s Endangered Archives
Programme, the project EAP265: The Tifinagh rock inscriptions in the Tadrart
Acacus Mountains (southwest Libya): An Unknown Endangered Heritage'
represented the first research focused on this peculiar type of archaeological and
epigraphic evidence. The use of Tifinagh characters in North Africa may date
back to the first half of the first millennium BC." These types of signs, still used
by contemporary Tuareg, were adopted to write down different Libyco-Berber
languages or idioms (Table 1.1). This explains why current Kel Tadrart Tuareg
are often unable to read the ancient Tifinagh texts of the Tadrart Acacus. The
origin of this African alphabet is debated and discussed on the basis of the studies
carried out on the Mediterranean and the Atlantic fagades of North Africa.!

12 Managing the Risks of Extreme Events and Disasters to Advance Climate Change Adaptation: Special
Report of the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change, ed. by Christopher Field, Vicente
Barros, Thomas F. Stocker and Qin Dahe (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2012).

13 Biagetti, Ethnoarchaeology of the Kel Tadrart Tuareg; Biagetti and Chalcraft, “Imagining
Aridity”; di Lernia, N’siala and Zerboni, “Saharan Waterscapes”; and Zerboni, N’siala,
Biagetti and di Lernia, “Burning Without Slashing”.

14 http://eap.bl.uk/database/overview_project.a4d?projID=EAP265

15 Mohamed Aghali-Zakara and Jeannine Drouin, “Ecritures libyco-berbéres: vingt-cinq
siecles d’histoire”, in Laventure des écritures: naissances, ed. by Anne Zali and Annie
Berthier (Paris: Bibliothéque Nationale de France, 1997), pp. 99-111; Lionel Galand,
“L’écriture libyco-berbere”, Sahara, 10 (1999), 143-45.

16 Gabriel Camps, “Recherches sur les plus anciennes inscriptions libyques de 1'Afrique
du nord et du Sahara”, Bulletin archéologique du C.T.H.S., n.s. (1974-1975), 10-11 (1978),
145-66; José Farrujia de la Rosa, Werner Pichler and Alain Rodrigue, “The Colonization
of the Canary Islands and the Libyco-Berber and Latino-Canarian Scrips”, Sahara, 20
(2009), 83-100; Lionel Galand, “Du berbere au libyque: une remontée difficile”, Lalies, 16
(1996), 77-98; Lionel Galand, “Un vieux débat: I'origine de I'écriture libyco-berbere”, La
lettre de répertoire des inscriprions libyco-berbéres, 7 (2001), 1-3; and Werner Pichler, Origin
and Development of the Libyco-Berber Script (Cologne: Képpe, 2007).


http://eap.bl.uk/database/overview_project.a4d?projID=EAP265

6 From Dust to Digital

Table 1.1 Tifinagh alphabet, from Aghali-Zakara (1993 and 2002): Hoggar (Algeria);
Air (Niger); Ghat (Libya); Azawagh (Niger-Mali); and Adghagh (Mali).

Letter Name Hoggar | Ghat Air Azawagh | Adghagh
A tayerit

B ieb 0] (0] 0} 0} 0}
D ied U, v U E E \%
D ied E E E
F ief = = = = I
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G ieg¥ T I

r iey

H ieh

J iej x H # X
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X iex

L iel Il I Il Il Il
L iel
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N ien | | I I |
NY ienY *

Q ieq

R ier O O O O O
S ies ©
S ies ¢ ¢ ¢ C 8
S ies It
T iet + + + -
T iet E E E
W, [u] iew

Y, [i] iey % < % % <
Z iez X X S X
Z iez X P, K H#
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The Saharan texts, however, have been rarely subjected to systematic
recording and publication.'” In the absence of any bilingual texts, the
translation of Saharan inscriptions is extremely difficult. However, some
attempts have been made, and they seem to confirm that Tifinagh was
mainly used to write short personal messages, epitaphs, and “tags”."® A
further hurdle to translation is that these texts normally feature metaphors
— alterations of signs and/or words — so that they become hardly readable.
It has been suggested that some inscriptions have a “ludique” character
whose aim was precisely to prevent the comprehension by anyone other
than the author and the recipient(s) of the message.' Tifinagh texts present
interpretive problems similar to those raised by Saharan rock art, such as
its interpretation, meaning, and chronology. Therefore, the EAP265 project
aimed to: 1) create a database of all the available data regarding Tifinagh
inscriptions noticed in the past surveys; 2) digitally record known and
unknown Tifinagh sites on the ground; and 3) make available an open
access dataset.

During the fieldwork we carried out in October to December 2009 we
identified 124 sites (Table 1.2; Fig. 1.2). Our landscape approach included
two main field methods. The first method was geomorphologically inspired,
and featured visits to the most relevant water points and other locations of
interest such as passageways and what we later discovered to be crop fields.
In the Tadrart Acacus, water occurs in the form of gueltas (rock pools where
rainfall gathers) and wells. Gueltas have been subjected to investigation by
the “Saharan Waterscapes” project, as have efaghas (empty spaces where
crops can be raised after floods).” The agbas (passageways) that connect the
western oases (Tahala, Ghat, Barkat and Fewet) to the valleys of the Tadrart
Acacus, have been surveyed, since these are still to this day a key element
of the Acacus landscape. Those mountain trails feature variable gradients
and climb for up to 300 metres. In addition, some of the Kel Tadrart elders
showed us a variety of previously unknown sites.

17 Mohamed Aghali-Zakara and Jeannine Drouin, Inscriptions rupestres libyco-berbéres: Sahel
nigero-malien (Geneva: Droz, 2007); Camps; and Pichler.

18 Ali Ait Kaci, “Recherche sur 'ancétre des alphabets libyco-berberes”, Libyan Studies, 38
(2007), 13-37.

19 Aghali-Zakara and Drouin, Inscriptions rupestres libyco-berberes.

20 Di Lernia, N’siala and Zerboni, “Saharan Waterscapes”.
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Fig. 1.2 Map of the Tadrart Acacus with the sites recorded for the Endangered
Archives Programme sorted by significance. White circle: average; white dot: high;
grey dot: very high (adapted from Biagetti et al., 2012).
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Tifinagh texts of the Tadrart Acacus are carved and painted onto isolated
boulders, rocky flanks, and rock shelter walls, and are often characterised
by uneven spatial patterns (Fig. 1.3). This raises the issue of how to define a
“site” and how to digitally record sets of lines and signs distributed on several
uneven stony surfaces. We designed a hierarchical system: a single Tifinagh
letter or complex text featuring a clearly recognisable spatial consistency
was defined as “site” and progressively labelled from 09/01 to 09/111.* The
whole archive was ultimately given to the largest database of African rock
art, the African Rock Art Digital Archive, not only to preserve but also to
foster new studies on the recorded evidence.?

Fig. 1.3 An example of Tifinagh inscription, site 09/87B (EAP265/1/87B).
Photo by R. Ceccacci, CC BY.

The sites and their setting in a historical perspective

All the Tifinagh sites found in the Tadrart Acacus are included in Table
1.1, with data for the identification of the sites, their coordinates and local
toponyms; the most relevant geomorphological data; and archaeological

21 Stefano Biagetti, Ali Ait Kaci, Lucia Mori and Savino di Lernia, “Writing the Desert.
The ‘Tifinagh’ Rock Inscriptions of the Tadrart Acacus (South-West Libya)”, Azania, 47/2
(2012), 153-74.

22 The African Rock Art Digital Archive is available at http://www.sarada.co.za


http://eap.bl.uk/database/overview_item.a4d?catId=44605;r=2082
http://www.sarada.co.za
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and epigraphic information on the type of site, technique, significance and,
when available, chronology. The significance of each site was established on
the basis of the size of the inscriptions, testifying to the presence of repeated
rock markings and/or complex texts. We deduced chronology from the study
of first names occurring in the Tifinagh texts.”

Line 3 Line 2 Line 1
J 01 0% /30

13 12 11 10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2
M X R NM X R Y H L M S

BiSM(i) LlaHY RraXMaN RraXiM
In the name of God, the Clement, the Merciful

()

1
B

Fig. 1.4 The Basmala inscription from site 09/67.

Most of the Tifinagh sites include lists of anthroponyms that in some cases
are veritable genealogies going back several generations. More than 135
anthroponymic sequences have been identified so far, and site 09/92 is likely
to include the longest genealogy so far known in Libyco-Berber epigraphy.
After the spread of Islam, the Tuareg and other Berber populations adopted
Arab names. This “neo-anthroponymy” includes names borrowed from
the most prominent personalities of Islam; the Tadrart Acacus, for example,
features the names Mohamed (37 cases), Ahmed (26), Moussa (17), Fatima
(16), and Ali (16). The Basmala (a phrase used by Muslims, often translated as
“in the name of God, the Most Gracious, the Most Merciful”) occurs once (Fig.
1.4). Occasionally, love messages have been recorded as well. In four cases,
place names have been recognised: these are TDMKT (read Tadmekka, site
09/85A), likely referring to Es-Souk, an important centre located in Mali and
traditionally inhabited by Tuareg; MK(T) (read Mecca, site 09/92), the Islamic
Holy City; TSWNT (read Teshuinat, the largest Acacus wadji, in 09/73, Fig.
1.5); and TGMYT (read Tagamayet “place where there is some couch grass”, in
Wadi Raharmellen, 09/88). Furthermore, the same graphist (i.e. author) named
Biya, can be recognised in various sites where he left his signature: the same
author has written text in at least four sites throughout the Tadrart Acacus,
including 09/63 located in the Ti-n-Lalan area, 09/90 in wadi Raharmellen (c.

23 Biagetti, Kaci, Mori and di Lernia, “Writing the Desert”.
24 Tbid.
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7 km northeast from site 09/63), 09/37 in wadi Tasba (c. 35 km north from site
09/63), and 09/82A in Tejleteri (c. 13 km east-north-east from site 09/63).

+ | 9 + [ OB | ¥ 4% 9 6 |
21 20 19 18 17 16 15 14 13 12 11 10 9 8 7 (5 4 3 2 1
T NWS T T KNNJZ K RBN NG YIS B KN W

aWa NaK BuSNY aG NeBRuK iNnaN : akkilf TSWNT
this (is) me, Busni, son of Nebruk saying: | went to TSWNT

Fig. 1.5 Site 09/73 features the toponym of Teshuinat (TSWNT).

The short discussion above shows the potential of this kind of study. Besides that,
itis the place of these inscriptions that holds relevance for the comprehension of
the whole landscape. It is often noted that Tifinagh texts are usually short and
there is no literature published in Tifinagh characters. Whilst one may accept this
reductionist view on Tifinagh on the whole, the case of the Tadrart Acacus allows
us to go beyond the intrinsic limits of these kinds of inscriptions, by adopting a
landscape approach. As Christopher Chippindale and George Nash argued ina
synthesis of different approaches to rock art, it is likely that the firmest attribute
of human-made signs on the stone is their place.” The position in the space of
the Tifinagh signs thus represents a solid starting point. The 124 Tifinagh sites
recorded (Table 1.2) are found in a variety of landscape contexts, occurring
along agbas (30.6%), wadis (51.6%), gueltas (10.5%), etaghas (6.5%), and the only
well (0.8%) (Table 1.3). Most of the Tifinagh evidence has been recorded in open
air sites (111, around 90%), and only a small percentage comes from caves and
rock shelters (Table 1.4). Nearly half of the Tifinagh inscriptions were carved
or painted on boulders and slabs, the rest occurring on the sandstone walls of
rocky cliffs (Table 1.5). Most of the evidence (79.9%) consists of single-surfaced
sites, whereas multi-surfaced sites occur less frequently (Table 1.6). Regarding
the significance, the three categories (average, high, very high) are evenly

25 Christopher Chippindale and George Nash, “Pictures in Place: Approaches to the
Figured Landscape of Rock Art”, in The Figured Landscapes of Rock-Art: Looking at Pictures
in Place, ed. by Christopher Chippindale and George Nash (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 2004), pp. 1-36.
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distributed (Table 1.7). The four types of techniques were unevenly used, with
pecking largely occurring in the majority of cases (>60%) (Table 1.8). Occasionally
a mixed technique featuring first pecking and then a regularisation obtained by
carving was recorded. The case of painting is different: the type of surface was
not among the causes that drove that specific choice. It is worth stressing that
three out of four painted inscriptions occurred in cave (1) and rock shelters (2).
Unfortunately, the chronology of the inscriptions has been determined so far
only for 19.4% of the sites.

Table 1.3 Context of sites according to the most relevant
element of landscape for human occupations.

context N %
agba 38 30.6
etaghas 8 6.5
guelta 13 10.5
wadi 64 51.6
well 1 0.8
total 124 100

Table 1.4 Type of sites.

type N %
open-air 111 89.5
rock shelter | 12 9.7
cave 1 0.8
total 124 100

Table 1.5 Support of sites.

support N %
boulder 26 21.0
slab 42 33.9
bedrock 3 24
wall 51 41.1
complex 2 1.6
total 124 100
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Table 1.6 Number of surfaces.

N of surfaces N %
1 99 79.8
2 11 8.9
3 7 5.6
4 1 0.8
6 3 2.4
8 1 0.8
15 1 0.8
24 1 0.8
total 124 100

Table 1.7 Significance of sites

significance N %

average 43 34.7
high 46 37.1
very high 35 28.2
total 124 100

Table 1.8 Techniques (*total here is not 124,
since various techniques may occur at a single site)

technique N %
pecked 113 60.8
carved 31 16.7
pecked+carved | 38 20.4
painted 4 22
total 186* 100

As awhole, the Acacus repertoire looks rather modern. The Tadrart Acacus is
inhabited by a single lineage of Tuareg, the Kel Tadrart, whose existence has
been noted since the first colonial-period reports.? There is no evidence that

26 Biagetti, Ethnoarchaeology of the Kel Tadrart Tuaregi; Ugo Gigliarelli, II Fezzan (Tripoli:
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in the last century other groups regularly frequented the Acacus, although
there may have been occasional “incursions”. If this suggests that the Kel
Tadrart are the likely authors of the modern inscriptions, it does not tell us
who wrote the texts in the Islamic age. The low proportion of the sites for
which dating can be securely determined makes development of further
historical hypotheses difficult.
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Fig. 1.6 Significance and context of Tifinagh sites.

Going back to our landscape approach, a considerable proportion of high
importance Tifinagh texts are located in sites that have a connection to water,
whether the gueltas, the etaghas, or the sole well (Fig. 1.6). The agbas also have
a large number of sites, but these are generally less complex and their texts
shorter than those recorded around water. Even so, these texts can be used
to better understand the use of landscape by its inhabitants. For example, in
the Tadrart Acacus there are at least six main mountain trails that connect
the large wadis of the east to the oasis set along the wadi Tanezzuft to the
west of the Tadrart Acacus (see Fig. 1.2). The occurrence of Tifinagh is a clear
sign of the use of a determined route (Fig. 1.7), as in the case of wadi Tasba.

Governo della Tripolitania, Ufficio Studi, 1932); Mori, Tadrart Acacus; and Emilio Scarin,
“Nomadi e seminomadi del Fezzan”, in Il Sahara italiano: Fezzan e Oasi di Gat. Parte prima, ed.
by Reale Societa Geografica Italiana (Rome: Societa Italiana Arti Grafiche, 1937), pp. 518-90.
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In spite of their relatively low number, the sites connected with water are far
more complex in the Tadrart Acacus. Research undertaken by Savino di Lernia
and his colleagues highlighted the role of the queltas — the traditional water
reservoirs that still play a key role in shaping the Kel Tadrart — in the inhabitants’
successful adaptation to the rugged environment of the Acacus massif.”

Fig. 1.8 Site 09/74, close to the guelta of wadi Bubu (EAP265/1/74).
Photo by R. Ceccacci, CC BY.

It has been demonstrated that the Kel Tadrart settlements are located close
to gueltas;® however, not all the “main gueltas”,” i.e. the gueltas recognised as
very important for water supply by the current Kel Tadrart, feature Tifinagh
inscriptions. As a matter of fact, only half of the gueltas recorded for the EAP
project corresponded to the “main gueltas” as identified by the current Kel
Tadrart Tuareg (Fig. 1.8). On the other hand, other gueltas with Tifinagh were not
included among the main gueltas. Similarly, among the four etaghas recognised
by di Lernia et al. as locales for temporary cultivation in the case of exceptional
floods,® only one — Ti-n-Lalan (Fig. 1.9) — bears a significant number of Tifinagh
inscriptions at the edges of the crop field. The case of the etaghas looks quite
similar to that of the gueltas. It is intriguing to note that dates of inscriptions at

27 Di Lernia, N’siala and Zerboni, “Saharan Waterscapes”.

28 Ibid., pp. 113-15; Biagetti, Ethnoarchaeology of the Kel Tadrart Tuareg; and Biagetti and
Chalcraft, “Imagining Aridity”.

29 Di Lernia, N’siala and Zerboni, “Saharan Waterscapes”.

30 Ibid.


http://eap.bl.uk/database/overview_item.a4d?catId=44334;r=15006 
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one site can range from pre-Islamic, through Islamic to modern times (Table 1.2).
This raises the issue of the enduring importance of this locale from historical,
and possibly late prehistoric, to the present day.* The discovery of the remains
of a settlement inhabited in 2005 testifies to the current use of this area by the
Kel Tadrart Tuareg.®

Fig. 1.9 Etaghas Ti-n-Lalan: the white line borders the etaghas,
the dots indicate the Tifinagh sites, and the triangle refers to the Kel Tadrart settlement
(map from Google Earth, adapted from di Lernia et al., 2012)

31 Ibid.
32 Ibid., and Biagetti, Ethnoarchaeology of the Kel Tadrart Tuareg, ch. 5.
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Recent research shows that the late Holocene rock art follows a clear pattern
of spatial distribution in the Tadrart Acacus.® The later phase that includes
the so-called “Camel style” can be considered as roughly contemporary to the
earliest Tifinagh inscriptions in the Tadrart Acacus. Dating rock art, like dating
Tifinagh, poses many challenges. However, scholars agree that the Camel phase
began before the end of the Garamantian age (AD 700) and further developed
until modern times.®* In some areas of the Acacus, concentrations of Camel
style subjects have been identified® and these overlap with several Tifinagh
sites, with the exception of those set on the agbas along the western side of
the mountain. According to di Lernia and Gallinaro, 83.5% of Camel phase
rock art is to be found within caves and/or rock shelters, whilst the Tifinagh
inscriptions mainly appear on open air sites (89.5%).* An anthropogenic
deposit from a rock shelter along wadi Teshuinat (central Acacus) allowed to
obtain the C14 date (1260+60 uncal. BP, i.e. some 1,000 years ago) placing it in
the Islamic period.” It is the only securely dated material in the Acacus valleys
but, given the occurrence of Camel phase rock art, it seems likely that the top
archaeological layers in Tifinagh inscription sites would yield a similar date.

Changing landscape: the role of the Tifinagh

Tadrart Acacus is often thought of as being poorly frequented in historical and
modern times, but in fact resilient human groups have developed a variety
of adaptive strategies to flourish in its hyper-arid conditions. The Tifinagh
evidence adds previously unknown data to our understanding of the cultural
landscape of the massif over the past two millennia. In spite of the issues of
both dating and translation, the Tifinagh inscriptions allow us to distinguish
between different forms of frequentation in the Tadrart Acacus, at least in
historical and modern times. Humans have used rock art to mark their presence
in this area at least since early Holocene times. In spite of the socio-cultural
context that gave birth to rock markings, the subjects depicted or inscribed

33 Savino di Lernia and Marina Gallinaro, “Working in a UNESCO WH Site: Problems and
Practices on the Rock Art of the Tadrart Acacus (SW Libya, central Sahara)”, Journal of
African Archaeology, 9 (2011), 159-75; and Marina Gallinaro, “Saharan Rock Art: Local
Dynamics and Wider Perspectives”, Arts, 2 (2013), 350-82.

34 Tertia Barnett and David ]. Mattingly, “The Engraved Heritage: Rock-Art and
Inscriptions”, in The Archaeology of Fazzan. Volume 1: Synthesis, ed. by David ]. Mattingly
(London: Society for Libyan Studies, 2003), pp. 279-326; and di Lernia and Gallinaro,
“Working in a UNESCO WH Site”.

35 Di Lernia and Gallinaro, “Working in a UNESCO WH Site”, Fig. 6, p. 170.

36 Ibid., Table 2, p. 167.

37 Cremaschi and di Lernia, “The Geoarchaeological Survey in the Central Tadrart Acacus
and Surroundings”.
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in the Tadrart Acacus articulate and give formal visibility to the relationship
between humans and the landscape. The fact that some agbas were marked
by Tifinagh inscriptions alone, with no rock art, suggests that the texts were
marking a passage, the movement of people through the rugged mountain
trails. These people were likely to be connected with the small-scale trade
traditionally linking the Kel Tadrart to the oases on the Tanezzuft. It is no
surprise, then, that the most relevant agbas are those on the northern sector of
the Tadrart Acacus, intercepting and overlapping with longer regional east-west
routes. These trade routes were in use from Garamantian times onwards.*
As well as being markers of human movement, the Tifinagh inscriptions of
the Tadrart Acacus are also signs of permanence, as indicated by their occurrence
along some of the largest and most relevant wadis, such as Raharmellen and
Teshuinat. These are the places where better pastures are to be found,” and
they continue to be the sites of current Kel Tadrart occupation. The discovery
that cultivation was practiced in the etaghas has opened a window on what was
until recently thought to be an exclusively pastoral landscape. Overriding the
traditional dialectic between the desert and the sown, between nomads and
farmers, the etaghas of the Acacus offer promising avenues of interpretation of
the cultural trajectories in arid lands.* Not dissimilarly, the use of the gueltas
is highlighted by the presence of Tifinagh. From an ethnoarchaeological
perspective, it is highly significant to unveil the relationships between current
inhabitants of the Acacus and the major features of the landscape. This is
relevant to our view of a previously undifferentiated landscape, punctuated
by dozens of gueltas, and cut by a number of agbas. The study of the Tifinagh
evidence is thus as significant as that of rock art and other archaeological and
historical data. The Tifinagh inscriptions emerge as one of the most tangible
remains of the heritage of intangible knowledge that has allowed humans
to inhabit the harsh land of the Tadrart Acacus in recent and modern times.
The current situation in the Sahara is likely to pose new threat to the
remains of the past (see Fig. 1.10) in the desert. Acts of vandalism occurred in
2009 and others have been recently reported.* Nevertheless, this broad set of
traditional technologies deserves to be understood and preserved, and further
taken into account by stakeholders charged with the design of development
plans in arid lands. Human groups living in extreme environments have

38 Liverani, “Imperialismo, colonizzazione e progresso tecnico”; and Wilson.

39 Biagetti, Ethnoarchaeology of the Kel Tadrart Tuareg, ch. 4.

40 Di Lernia, N’siala and Zerboni, “Saharan Waterscapes”, pp. 117-19.

41 Savino di Lernia, Marina Gallinaro and Andrea Zerboni, “Unesco World Heritage Site
Vandalized: Report on Damages to Acacus Rock Art Paintings (SW Libya)”, Sahara, 21
(2010), 59-76, Fig. 10. We were told of further acts of vandalism by Ali Khalfalla, DoA
representative in Ghat-Acacus area.
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developed effective strategies to survive and minimise the risks that arise from
drought and continual fluctuation of natural resources. Far from representing
the shadow of past civilisations, the contemporary inhabitants of Sahara are
the evidence of continued successful adaptation over the last 3,000 years. In
this spirit, a new season of investigation in the now barely accessible central
Sahara would be most welcome, at least for focusing on the materials so far
collected and integrated with remote sensing techniques.*

Fig. 1.10 Site 09/73, Ti-n-Anneuin, vandalised in 2009 (EAP265/1/73).

Photo by R. Ceccacci, CC BY.

42 The research for this article was funded by a Major Project Grant from the Endangered
Archives Programme of the British Library (Savino di Lernia as Principal Investigator),
and included in the activities of the Italian-Libyan Archaeological Mission in the Acacus
and Messak Sapienza University of Rome and the Libyan Department of Archaeology
(Tripoli and Sebha), directed by S. di Lernia and funded by Grandi Scavi di Ateneo
(Sapienza), and the Italian Ministry of Foreign Affairs (DGPCC/DGPS) entrusted to S.
di Lernia. We thank Lucia Mori, who took part in the research project. We wish to thank
Giuma Anag and Salah Agahb, former chairmen of the DoA, for their support of the
project, and Saad Abdul Aziz for his help and advice. We are very grateful to Mohammed
Hammadani for his contribution in the field. We are indebted to Cathy Collins and
Lynda Barraclough from the EAP for their support and co-operation. We express our
gratitude to Maja Kominko, who has enthusiastically followed all the editing, showing
strong support and patience. Ultimately, we thank the anonymous reviewers for their
thoughtful and useful comments.
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2. Metadata and endangered archives:
lessons from the Ahom
Manuscripts Project

Stephen Morey

Since 2011, the project EAP373: Documenting, conserving and archiving the Tai
Ahom manuscripts of Assam has been, with the help of the British Library’s
Endangered Archives Programme, digitising and documenting the written
legacy of the Tai Ahom." It has done this in three ways: by photographing

1 Since 2007, this work on Ahom was funded first by the DoBeS Documentation of
Endangered Languages project, financed by the Volkswagen Stiftung, based at the Max
Planck Institute in Nijmegen, and later by the Australian Research Council under the
Future Fellowship Scheme. The project EAP373: Documenting, conserving and archiving
the Tai Ahom manuscripts of Assam (http://eap.bl.uk/database/overview_project.
a4d?projID=EAP373), which is on-going, has been funded by the Endangered Archives
Programme, whose support for my work is much appreciated. I am very grateful to
members of the research team, particularly Ajahn Chaichuen Khamdaengyodtai whose
work on Ahom manuscripts has provided so much enlightenment. The main task of
photography and metadata collection has been undertaken by Poppy Gogoi and Medini
Madhab Mohan, whose expertise in locating and identifying manuscripts has been
invaluable. In the early stages of this project Zeenat Tabassum, Karabi Mazumder, Iftiqar
Rahman, Jiirgen Schopf and Palash Nath all gave great assistance. The leading Ahom
pandits, Tileshwar Mohan and Junaram Sangbun Phukon, in particular have given
enormous help over the years. The support of the Centre for Research in Computational
Linguistics at the University of Maryland, and its director Doug Cooper has been very
beneficial for a long time. I am very grateful also to the editors of this volume, particularly
Maja Kominko and the anonymous reviewers for many helpful comments, and to Bianca
Gualandi for her work on images. Finally, I want to thank all the manuscript owners, the
Institute of Tai Studies and Research, and its director Girin Phukan; Bhim Kanta Baruah,
David Holm, B. ]. Terwiel, Wilaiwan Khanittanan, Ranoo Wichasin, Thananan Trongdi,
Anthony Jukes, Pittayawat Pittayporn and Atul Borgohain, the last being my mentor and
supporter in Ahom studies for many years.

© Stephen Morey, CC BY http://dx.doi.org/10.11647/OBP.0052.02
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and cataloguing Ahom manuscripts, and archiving the resulting digital
materials at the British Library; by archiving digital photographs with our
partners at the Institute for Tai Studies and Research (Moran, India), Gauhati
University (Guwahati, India) and Dibrugarh University (Dibrugarh, India);
and by making images and metadata universally available online through
the Center for Research in Computational Linguistics, where they will be
integrated with existing search tools developed under the Ahom Lexicography
project” and the Tai and Tibeto-Burman languages of Assam website.?

Between October 2011 and the middle of 2014, the project photographed
411 manuscripts owned by around fifty different persons — a total of nearly
15,000 images. All materials will be available online through the EAP website
in combination with basic metadata. Around twenty different manuscripts
have been transcribed, of which around ten have been translated in full or
in part.*

The methodology of the project followed these steps:

* Locating the manuscripts

* Seeking permission from the owners for them to be copied
* C(leaning and ordering the manuscripts

¢ Photography

¢ Data management

* Metadata preparation

¢ Transcription

e Translation and revision of metadata

While it may seem obvious that the photographing, archiving and long-term
preservation of these manuscripts is a good idea, this has not always been
apparent to the manuscript owners, who are members of the Tai Ahom
priestly caste. Not all of them have allowed us to take photographs for a
variety of reasons. For example, there is a belief among some of some of the
priestly families that the knowledge contained in the manuscripts should

2  http://sealang.net/ahom

http://sealang.net/assam

4 As these translations are made ready, they will be published in searchable form on the
Tai and Tibeto-Burman languages of Assam website (http://sealang.net/assam).
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not be shared, and this belief has to be respected; however, the injunction
presented as Example 14 below, in our opinion, shows that in the minds of
earlier copyists and custodians the knowledge in these manuscripts should
be made available. Secondly, since many aspects of Tai Ahom culture have
been lost in the last 300 years, those portions of the culture that remain — of
which the manuscripts are a large part — become even more important to
the community, and there is a sense in which these should not be shared
casually with outsiders.

We had a number of meetings with community leaders in different villages
to discuss and explain the project, answer questions, and present our work. One
of the achievements of the overall project, the online Tai Ahom dictionary,” was
a big argument in favour of our project. Despite some difficulties, most of the
manuscript owners have been pleased to have the manuscripts photographed
and those photographs preserved and available for study.®

The actual photography itself is not always an easy process. We used a
camera with a fixed distance lens to avoid distortion at the edges of the shot.
For most manuscripts this worked well. Ban Seng manuscripts, for example,
were often only approximately 5 cm wide and 8 cm long. But with a large
manuscript it was often necessary to stand far above the manuscript to get a
shot of the whole page. Du Kai Seng manuscripts were typically much larger,
as much as 12 cm wide and 47 cm long. Even bigger were cloth manuscripts
(usually with the text Phe Lung Phe Ban). The following photograph (Fig. 2.1)
shows Iftiqar Rahman taking photos of a large nineteenth-century paper
manuscript, a Phe Lung Phe Ban belonging to Hara Phukan of Amguri Deodhai
village, in which each page was approximately 35 cm wide and 45 cm long.”

5 http://sealang.net/ahom

6 Kamol Rajkonwar, who lives on the banks of the Disangpani River at Lakwa, was
particularly keen to get his manuscripts photographed and delighted that the work was
being undertaken. When we arrived at his house, he surprised me by producing a copy
of my 2002 doctoral thesis on the Tai languages of Assam. Disangpani is an example
of a name with elements from possibly three different languages. Di is a word for
the Boro or Dimasa language, the language of the pre-Ahom inhabitants of the area,
meaning “water”. Most of the rivers in the Ahom area have names with Di- as a prefix.
The meaning of sang is not known but could be Tai Ahom, and pani is Assamese for
“water”. The place where Rajkonwar lives is near a large outdoor area sacred to the Tai
Ahoms, containing altars to some of the deities mentioned in some manuscripts. The
exact function of this sacred area is not known and, as far as I know, it has not been
investigated in a scholarly manner.

7 Iftigar Rahman is a Master’s graduate in linguistics who assisted Poppy Gogoi with
photography on several occasions.
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Fig. 2.1 Iftiqar Rahman photographing the Phe Lung Phe Ban paper manuscript
belonging to Hara Phukan. Photo by Poppy Gogoi, CC BY.

Before taking the photographs, a good deal of time was needed to organise
the manuscripts at every site so that they were photographed in page
order, whenever possible (see below for a more in depth discussion of the
issues involved in page ordering). For example, in one house we found one
complete text (which was probably a nineteenth-century copy of a text not
yet photographed anywhere else), and all the older manuscripts arranged
by the owner into two groups. But these two groups turned out to be parts
of at least six different manuscripts, and portions of the two largest of these
were found in each of the two groups. None of them were complete, and so
before we could photograph them, it was essential to group them as best we
could, a process that took a great deal more time than the photography itself.

The Tai Ahom

The Tai Ahom are descendants of Tai speaking people, led by King Siukapha,
whose traditional date of arrival in Northeast India is 1228.% Linguistically,

8 Edward Gait, A History of Assam (Guwahati: Lawyers Book Stall, 1992 [1905]); and Golap
Chandra Barua, Ahom Buranji: From the Earliest Time to the End of Ahom Rule (Guwahati:
Spectrum, 1985 [1930]).
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Tai Ahom is one of a group of Tai languages that is classified as part of
Southwestern Tai, because the historical home of speakers of these varieties is
in the southwestern area of the Tai speaking world (Thailand, southwestern
China, Laos and Myanmar).’

Unlike Tai Ahom, most of other communities speaking Southwestern Tai
languages are Buddhist.!” Several of them, for example the Tai Khamyang
and Tai Phake in India, also still practice ancient Tai rituals described in Tai
Ahom manuscripts, such as spirit calling. These rituals, together with chicken
bone augury, are observed by more distantly related linguistic groups, such
as Zhuang in China."!

The linguistic forms and the literature recorded in Tai Ahom manuscripts
are believed to represent one of the oldest examples of Tai language for which
we have records. Where a Tai Ahom manuscript is dated, the date is that of
its copying, and most of these are late eighteenth or early nineteenth century.
In the opinion of Chaichuen Khamdaengyodtai, who has assisted with the
identification and translation of some manuscripts, the texts are much older,
although there is no way of ascertaining their exact age.

The Ahom Kingdom ruled in Northeast India until the early nineteenth
century, but over time the Ahom community assimilated with the Assamese
speaking majority, and the Tai Ahom language was lost as a mother tongue
by about 1800." Today, most Tai Ahom people are Assamese speaking,
probably mostly monolingual, and are followers of Hinduism. Nevertheless,
the language does survive in some ritual contexts, such as the Me Dam Me
Phi ritual celebrated on 31 January every year. This festival became a public
event in the 1970s, and the date of 31 January was gazetted as a public holiday
in Assam some time after that. The authenticity of rituals such as this is not
uncontested. For example, B. J. Terwiel reported that “So far I have come
across no record of the state ritual of Medam Mephi being performed before

9 Li Fang-Kuei, A Handbook of Comparative Tai (Honolulu, HI: University of Hawaii Press,
1977). The other two main divisions of Tai, according to Li, are Central and Northern, and
both of these are to be found in China — in Yunnan, Sichuan and particularly Guangxi
provinces — as well as northern Vietnam. Speakers of Central and Northern Tai varieties
are not generally Buddhist. The modern location of the Tai Ahom is in fact north of most
of these areas, but that is due to migration since the thirteenth century.

10 A large proportion of Tai people in Vietnam and some in Laos practice what has been
described as “traditional religion”. For example, the White Tai (Tai Ddn) are said to be
mostly animist.

11 Linguistically Zhuang is very diverse, and languages subsumed under this name fall
into both Central Tai and Northern Tai.

12 B.]. Terwiel, “Recreating the Past: Revivalism in Northeastern India”, Bijdragen: Journal
of the Royal Institute of Linguistics and Anthropology, 152 (1996), 275-92; and Stephen
Morey, “Ahom and Tangsa: Case Studies of Language Maintenance and Loss in North
East India”, Language Documentation and Conservation, 7 (2014), 46-77.
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the 1970s,” adding that he believed the Ahom rituals were “created” in the
1960s.2* On the other hand, my consultants have maintained that the Me
Dam Me Phi ceremony was held since time immemorial in private houses
prior to its becoming a public ritual in the 1970s, using some of the prayers
found also in manuscript form.

The Ahom manuscripts

Regardless of the authenticity of these rituals, there is no doubt about the
authenticity of the manuscripts that preserve the Tai Ahom language in
a wide range of styles. While a number of manuscripts are held in public
institutions in Assam, such as the Department of Historical and Antiquarian
Studies in Guwabhati, the Tai Museum in Sibsagar, and the Institute of Tai
Studies and Research in Moran, the large majority of Tai Ahom manuscripts
are kept in the homes of members of the Ahom priestly caste, many of whom
no longer know the language and cannot read the texts. These manuscripts
are often kept very well — nicely wrapped and regularly cleaned and kept
free of insects. However, by the time we came to see some of the manuscripts,
they were seriously damaged by water, damp or insects, with pages out of
order and portions of different manuscripts kept together. Our photography
sessions thus often involved time spent on cleaning manuscripts.'*

Most of the surviving manuscripts photographed in the project were
copied in the late eighteenth or early nineteenth centuries, although the
tradition of manuscript copying is continuing. These older manuscripts are
overwhelmingly written on bark from the sasi tree (Aquillaria Agallocha),
which is cut, scraped and dried for some time before it can be used. In many
traditional Tai Ahom gardens, a sasi tree can still to be found. Apart from
the bark manuscripts, there are a smaller number of manuscripts written
on Assamese style silk, or other cloths. These usually contain the Phe Lung
Phe Ban text of calendrically related predictions (discussed in more detail
below). An example of one such silk manuscript is owned by Tileshwar
Mohan of Parijat village, measuring approximately 50 cm wide and 68 cm
long (Fig. 2.2).

13 Terwiel, “Recreating the Past”, p. 286.

14 Mustard oil was found to be the best available substance to clean off generations of dirt
in order to be able to read the text. Often the first page of the manuscript was the one that
was most exposed to the elements and was virtually unreadable. This, not surprisingly,
made the identification of manuscripts even more difficult.

15 Usually it was necessary to photograph the silk manuscript both in full and in parts —
generally each of the four corners — in order to have a detailed enough photograph of
it. In the case of this manuscript, we decided to hold it up against the wall of the owner’s
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Fig. 2.2 The Phe Lung Phe Ban cloth manuscript
belonging to Tileshwar Mohan (EAP373), CC BY.

For the modern day Tai Ahom community, these manuscripts represent a
link to their long history, commencing with the arrival of King Siukapha in
1228 AD. From at least the late nineteenth century and throughout the early
twentieth century, members of the Tai Ahom priestly caste continued copying
the manuscripts,’® but although a small number of manuscripts are still copied
onto sasi bark, in most of the collections that we have been able to study and
photograph, the later manuscripts are written on paper. This paper was usually
of a much poorer quality than the bark, as can be seen in the image below (Fig.
2.3). Most of the paper manuscripts are probably not as important as the old
bark manuscripts, from the point of view of the texts they contain at least, but
we have photographed them when possible. Sometimes they contain versions
of texts that are incomplete in the bark manuscripts, and when eventually
these are studied in detail, the paper manuscripts may become invaluable.

house for photographing.

16 We cannot be sure that the tradition of manuscript copying was continuous throughout
the nineteenth century, although members of the Tai Ahom priestly caste assured us
many times that they were. We can say with confidence, based on dates found in the
manuscripts, and information about the copyists, that there has been a continuous
tradition of copying texts since at least the late nineteenth century. For example, in some
cases the copyist was identified as the great-grandfather of the present owner, and, in
combination with the Lakni date, we could establish that the book was copied in the last
third of the nineteenth century.
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An example of such a manuscript is the Phe Lung Phe Ban belonging to Hara
Phukan, mentioned earlier.

Fig. 2.3 The Phe Lung Phe Ban manuscript
belonging to Hara Phukan (EAP373), CC BY.

Apart from the sasi bark, cloth and paper manuscripts, the Ahom script was
also used on brass plates, coins'” and some inscriptions on stone, the most
famous of which is the Snake Pillar at Guwahati Museum.”® We did not
photograph any examples of these. In the manuscripts that we did photograph,

17 The inscriptions on the coins are usually in Sanskrit or Persian, but a very small number
have inscriptions in the Ahom script. The coins are comprehensively listed in Anup
Mitra, Coins of the Ahom Kingdom (Calcutta: Mahua Mitra, 2001). Mitra lists a coin of
King Pramataa Simha (Sunenpha) (1744-1751) as an example of a coin with a Tai Ahom
inscription (p. 76,).

18 For an illustration of the pillar, see Raju Mimi, Arunachal Times, 6 February 2011, http://
www.roingcorrespondent.in/the-sadiya-snake-pillar-mishmi-ahom-friendship
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the copying date and the name and location of the copyist are often given,
occasionally together with the name of the manuscript.

The dates are usually in the sixty-year Lakni cycle, a calendrical cycle used
for both years and days. The Lakni cycle names the year by means of two series
of terms used in combination, as in Kat Kau. The first element, Kat is one of ten
words that are used in the first position, combining with the second element,
Kau, which is one of twelve terms used in second position.”” Altogether sixty
combinations are used and the cycle starts again after sixty years. With a Lakni
date alone, such as Kat Kau, we cannot tell if a manuscript was copied in 1805
or sixty years early in 1745, or even sixty years earlier than that. Sometimes
additional information is given and the date can be more certain. For example,
on line four of the last page of manuscript Khun Lung Khun Lai, owned by Tulsi
Phukan of Sibsagar district (Fig. 2.4), the date is given as Lakni era Kat Kau,
eighth month, in the time of King Kamaleshwar Singh (reigned 1795-1811).
Thus this particular Kat Kau year corresponds to 1805.%

Fig. 2.4 Folio 33r of the Khun Lung Khun Lai manuscript
belonging to Tulsi Phukan (EAP373), CC BY.

The section containing the name and date and other information, including the
name of the text, Khun Lung Khun Lai commences with several ru lai symbols,

19 For an explanation of the Lakni system and a comparison with other calendars in
Southeast Asia, see B. ]. Terwiel, The Tai of Assam and Ancient Tai Ritual, Volume II: Sacrifices
and Time-reckoning (Gaya: Centre for South East Asian Studies, 1981).

20 Taking the accession of King Siuhummiung in the year Rung Bau as equivalent to 1497,
the year 1805 corresponds to Kat Kau.
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illustrated below as the opening of Example 9. This symbol is used to mark a
new paragraph or section within a manuscript. This section begins with the
date, wri ¢ vwi vf (lak ni kat kau). The second sentence names the king as vy vg
wv uf (ko mo las por), the nearest Tai Ahom spelling for the Assamese name.
It also names the location as Song Su Kat, an old name for the city of Jorhat.

The pages of the manuscripts are usually numbered, using either Ahom
numerals or Ahom numbers spelled out in letters, or a combination of both;
in a few cases the Lakni cycle is used to number pages. Generally pages are
numbered on the verso side, but not always. The manuscript Sai Kai owned
by Padma Sangbun Phukan of Amguri has numbering on the recto side.» We
did not realise this when the manuscript was photographed. At that time it
was arranged in order assuming that pages were numbered on the back so
that, after photographing the cover (images 0001 and 0002), the correct order
of the images is 0004, 0003, 0006, 0005, 0008, 0007, etc, something that was only
discovered as a result of working on a translation of the whole text. There are
probably other manuscripts photographed in the wrong order, because we
did not have the chance to carefully examine the text.

Most of these manuscripts have never been translated, because (a) Tai
Ahom language is no longer spoken or indeed understood by most of the
manuscript owners, (b) most of the manuscripts have never been photographed
or published in any way and have not been available for study, (c) much of the
ritual connected with the manuscripts is no longer practiced, making some of
the references in the texts impossible to understand, and (d) the Ahom script
under-specifies the sound distinctions in the languages, meaning that often a
single syllable represents several different pronunciations and meanings. The
EAP project has to a large extent overcome (b), by making photographs of over
400 texts. Before discussing points (c) and (d) in detail, the following section
will briefly survey the kind of manuscripts that have been found.

Types of Ahom manuscripts
The Tai Ahom manuscripts that we have photographed are of the following
types:

a. History (Buranji)®

b. Creation stories

21 This manuscript will be archived as EAP373_PadmaSangBunPhukan_SaiKai_0001 to
0058.tif.
22 This is an Assamese term, of possible Tai origin, referring to histories.
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c. Spirit calling texts
i. Khon Ming Lung Phai (lung “large”)
ii. Khon Ming Kang Phai (kang “middle”)
iii. Khon Ming Phai Noi (n0i “small”)
d. Mantras and prayers
e. Predictions and augury
i. Phe Lung Phe Ban
ii. Du Kai Seng (chicken bone augury)
iii. Ban Seng
f. Other priestly texts, relating to the performance of rituals, such as
those translated in Tai Ahoms and the Stars™
g. Calendar (Lakni)
h. Stories
i. Traditional Tai stories
ii. Stories of Buddhist origin
i. Lexicons (Bar Amra, Loti Amra)*

j. Writing Practice, manuscripts that involve copying the written syllables
of Tai Ahom in alphabetical order, presumably used to teach the script

The most common texts are probably those relating to prediction and augury

(e), with each of the three manuscript types listed there being found in multiple

copies from a variety of owners.” For example, one manuscript owner, Kesab

23

24

25

Tai Ahoms and the Stars: Three Ritual Texts to Ward off Danger, ed. and trans. by B. ]. Terwiel
and Ranoo Wichasin (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 1992). This is an excellent and
well-notated translation.

These are Assamese terms for two lexicons composed in the late eighteenth century at
the time when the Ahom language was in decline as a mother tongue. Both are written
in Ahom script. The Bar Amra is a Tai Ahom-Assamese lexicon, mostly of monosyllabic
words, presented in the Ahom alphabetical order with Assamese words transcribed in
Ahom script. The Loti Amra is arranged in semantic fields commencing with body parts
and contains mostly multisyllabic expressions. Also written entirely in Ahom script, the
Loti Amra puts Assamese words first then Tai words second. These two lexicons formed
the basis of our online dictionary (http://sealang.net/ahom).

Once the project is completed, and all the texts identified, it will be possible to quantify
these claims. The texts in category (e), Phe Lung Phe Ban, Du Kai Seng, and Ban Seng, are
all very easy to identify, but some of the other categories are not.
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Baruah of Amguri Deodhai village, possesses no fewer than nine separate
versions of the Du Kai Seng text, which is used for the interpretation of chicken
bones after sacrifice. There are multiple examples of each of the categories
listed above, and future students of these manuscripts will, in time, be able
to compare different versions of the same text.

The most widely known texts, both among the Ahom community themselves
and among the wider community, are the histories or Buranjis. One set of
Buranji manuscripts was translated by G. C. Barua, with two parallel texts,
one in Ahom (using Ahom script) and the other an English translation.? It
is relatively easy to match the two texts and thus make an in-depth study of
the translation, but because Barua’s knowledge of Ahom was sketchy, the
translation is not reliable. It is, however, a widely available book that has
been reprinted several times. The Buranji texts have been translated more
recently into Standard Thai by Ranoo Wichasin.” To illustrate the problems
with Barua’s translation, consider Example 1.% Our analysis, based on Ranoo’s
translation relies on the reading of the phrase khai che as “shift city”.

Example 1) w#?  widf o6 Wi A v vid

lakni kap mit cham chau pha svkvnmvng khai che

year Kap Mit n~NrIN-king PN shift city
< w u e n

ma ju tai mvng

come stay at Tai country

“In the year Kap Mit, King Svkvnmvng shifted his (capital)
city to Tai Mvng”.

26 Golap Chandra Barua, Ahom Buranji: From the Earliest Time to the End of Ahom Rule
(Guwabhati: Spectrum, 1985 [1930]).

27 Ranoo Wichasin, trans., Ahom Buranji (Bangkok: Amarin, 1996).

28 We will present examples here in four lines: (1) Ahom script, (2) suggested phonemic
reading, (3) English gloss, and (4) free translation into English.
We use the symbol <v> to mark an unrounded back vowel /w/ or /¥/ in IPA script. Some
Tai languages like Phake have a distinction between these two sounds, but there is
reason to believe that in Ahom this distinction had been lost by the end of the Ahom
Kingdom. This is discussed in Stephen Morey, The Tai Languages of Assam: A Grammar
and Texts (Canberra: Pacific Linguistics, 2005), p. 176. We write <v> to encourage the
members of the Ahom community not to pronounce it as /u/ or /e/, a practice that can be
seen in Barua’s translation, where the same vowel is present in all three syllables of the
king’s name, written as /u/ in the first and third syllables, with the second syllable being
read as having an /e/ vowel with an initial consonant cluster.
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As we will see in more detail below, the same syllable in Tai Ahom can
have a number of meanings, and khai could mean “shift”, “ill”, “tell” and
several other possibilities. Barua’s original translation for this line was “In
Lakni Kapmit (i.e., in 1540 AD) Chaopha Shuklenmung fell ill. He proceeded
to Taimung and stopped there”, reading khai as “ill” which- would make
sense if not for the fact that it is followed by che. The combination of khai che,
however, only makes sense in the meaning “shift city”.

One of the surprising findings of our project so far is the significant
number of manuscripts containing stories that appear to be of Buddhist
origin. For example, the Nemi Mang story, one of the previous lives of the
Buddha,” is found on folios 47r-66v of the manuscript owned by Gileswar
Bailung Phukan of Patsako.* The greater part of the manuscript is a story
which is ultimately named in the text as Alika," which from its form and
content is likely to be a Buddhist story also.*> Only a more in-depth study
of all of the texts identified as stories will be able to establish how many of
them are of Buddhist origin.

The extent of Buddhist influence within the historical Ahom Kingdom
is a matter of controversy among the Ahom community, with some people,
particularly some of those connected with the royal caste (Rajkonwar),
expressing the view that the Tai Ahom were traditionally Buddhist, while
others maintain that this was not so. The place of Buddhism, as distinct from
both the traditional Ahom rituals of sacrifice and prayer to the ancestor
spirits, and the Hindu worship gradually adopted by the Ahoms after 1500,
is a matter for further research, but the manuscripts can help with this. Not
only are there Buddhist texts, like Nemi Mang, but also, as we will discuss in
more detail below, Buddhist features are found in some of the Ahom prayers
(mantras) that are still in use.

The Buddhist manuscripts and histories are relatively easy to translate
because in the case of histories, much of the detail is confirmed by Assamese
language sources,® and in the case of Buddhist manuscripts, the stories are

29 The text in Pali is named Nimi Jataka and is no. 541 in the series of Jataka (previous lives of
the Buddha). This is a very famous story, illustrated, for example, in murals in temples in
Thailand, http://www.buddha-images.com/nimi-jataka.asp. An English translation is The
Jataka, Volume VII, trans. by E. B. Cowell and W. H. D. Rouse (1907), http://www.sacred-
texts.com/bud/j6/j6007 htm

30 Archived as EAP373_GileshwarBailung_NemiMang.

31 The naming of both manuscripts is on folio 66r, line 3. It was necessary to read a fair
amount of the text in order to find this.

32 Translations of these two texts are searchable online at the Tui and Tibeto-Burman
Languages of Assam website, http://sealang.net/assam

33 There are a number of Assamese Buranjis. For a discussion of them, see Lila Gogoi, The
Buranjis, Historical Literature of Assam: A Critical Survey (New Delhi: Omsons Publications,
1986).
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often known from other Buddhist sources.** However the other categories are
more challenging. For example the Du Kai Seng (chicken bone augury) and Ban
Seng (augury) texts — listed above under the general category “Predictions
and Augury” — are often very short with little context. In our experience,
both these kinds of texts contain no copying dates and no information about
the copyist. Nothing is known about the age of the texts, but the existence of
similar texts among the Zhuang in China suggests that these are very old. The
Du Kai Seng contains an illustration of the way chicken bones can appear, and
then a short piece of text explaining what this means, usually concluding with
ni jav “it is good” or bau ni “it is not good”. This is exemplified by an example
belonging to Tileshwar Mohan, of Parijat village (Fig. 2.5).

Fig. 2.5 Folio 9r of the Du Kai Seng manuscript
belonging to Tileshwar Mohan (EAP373), CC BY.

There are small pictures in the manuscript showing chicken bones and
small sticks. After sacrifice and cleaning, the chicken bones are found to
have tiny holes in them. Sticks are then placed in these holes and this is

34 All the Buddhist canonical texts were published in Romanised script by the Pali Text
Society, along with translations. Some of the translations are available online at http://
www.palicanon.org, and the Pali texts are available to be searched at http://www.
tipitaka.org
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compared with the drawings in the manuscript to establish the meaning.
In the example illustrated here (Fig. 2.5), we see that both the bone on the
left, and that on the right, are un-auspicious, with both predictions ending
in vé ¥ (bau ni) “not good”.

Ban Seng texts are even shorter, containing one page per prediction and
a small piece of bone, or perhaps tooth, that is used to choose one of the
pages when the augurer is searching for the right prediction. We have not
yet translated examples of either of these texts. Ban Seng texts are tiny in
size, and are exemplified by a manuscript owned by Bhim Kanta Phukan
at Simaluguri (Fig. 2.6).

T L

BT

Fig. 2.6 A page from one of the Ban Seng manuscripts
belonging to Bhim Kanta Phukan (EAP373), CC BY.

The challenges of interpreting Tai Ahom
manuscripts

In order to classify the manuscripts photographed, something needs to
be said about the content. As already mentioned at the very beginning of
this paper, the best metadata would be that which allows for the greatest
usability, and the thing that most people will want to be able to do with Ahom
manuscripts is to understand their content. However, the translation of Tai


http://eap.bl.uk/database/overview_project.a4d?projID=EAP373;r=41

46  From Dust to Digital

Ahom manuscripts is a challenging task, and in this section we will detail
the reasons for that, which are related to the structure of the Tai language.

Tai languages are tonal, and most words are single syllables (monosyllables)
consisting of up to five elements:* an optional initial consonant; an optional
second consonant (/y/, /r/, /w/); a vowel; a tone; and an optional final consonant
(/n/, /n/ or /m/), written followed by a virama,* or a second vowel (/i/, /w/ or
/u/). The traditional Tai scripts used in Northeast India and most of Myanmar
did not mark all the vowel distinctions, and did not mark tone at all.*’ Some
examples of Ahom words are given in Example 2, with their pronunciation
and an explanation of each symbol.?®

Example2 % king k i ng virama
ot krit k r it virama
kai k ai

There are several differences between this kind of writing system and
the alphabetic system used in the Roman script. First of all, the vowels,
exemplified here by /i/, are written as diacritics to the consonant, in the case
of /i/ as an oval shaped symbol above the consonant. Secondly, where there
is a consonant cluster, as in the word krit, the second consonant is written
as an attachment to the initial consonant. Standing by itself, /r/ is written as
4, but as the second consonant in a cluster it takes a different form.

All written syllables in Tai Ahom and related languages can be pronounced
in a number of ways with a range of meanings. Consider again the first word
in Example 2, which it is suggested was pronounced /king/. We cannot be
sure that it was not /keng/ or /keng/. Several of the spoken languages closely
related to Tai Ahom (Shan, Khamti, Tai Phake) have nine distinct vowels (and

35 There are different linguistic theoretical frameworks for the presentation of the elements
within a syllable. In one theoretical framework, all vowel initial words are actually
preceded by a glottal stop [?], and this is represented in writing by v in the Ahom script.
In our analysis, the glottal stop is not a phoneme of Tai Ahom, and vowel initial syllables
are permitted. For further discussion, see Morey, The Tai Languages of Assam, p. 111.

36 This is the word given to a sign indicating that a consonant has no following vowel.
Consonants without it can be interpreted as being followed by /a/. It is called sat in Tai
Phake.

37 Morey, The Tai Languages of Assam, ch. 7.

38 We use a digraph <ng> rather than the IPA symbol /n/ to mark the velar nasal. This is
because we are using only Roman letters to transcribe the Ahom script in our work,
to make it easier for the members of the Ahom community to interpret the linguistic
materials.
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alength distinction between /a/ and /aa/), but only five or six vowel symbols.
Thus, in Tai Phake a word written <king>would look like ¢3¢ (the equivalent
in Phake of the Ahom script above), but this can be pronounced as /keng/
or /keng/ as well as /king/, because in stop and nasal final syllables these
three different vowels are all written identically.* In addition, there are six
contrastive tones in Phake. There are thus eighteen possible pronunciations in
Tai Phake for the word written king, and of those, twelve different meanings
have recorded for eight of the possible pronunciations.

We do not even know how many tones were present in spoken Tai Ahom,
let alone the form of those tones, but the expectation is that, as with the
modern spoken Tai languages, the tones may have exhibited a combination
of features: (relative) pitch; contour (change of pitch); phonation (plain,
breathy and creaky); and duration.* Furthermore, it is likely that the number
and form of those tones changed over time, whereas because they were not
marked, the writing remained the same.

Native speakers who read Tai manuscripts of this type do so somewhat
differently from the way we read modern English, or the way we read older
manuscripts in the European tradition. Consider the English word horse.
When this is written in isolation, the meaning is clear to all native English
speakers. This is not so with the Ahom word v _(also written v) /ma/, which

V77, VA7,

can mean “horse” but can also mean “dog”, “to come”, “shoulder” and,
in compounds, “fruit”. Which of these meanings is correct in a particular
manuscript depends on the context.

The following examples demonstrate the process of translation. We will
discuss this in detail with regard to the manuscript Ming Mung Lung Phai,
what we term in English a “spirit calling” text. The main translators for
this text were Chaichuen Khamdaengyodtai, whose expertise is in Shan
languages and literature, and myself, with knowledge of comparative Tai
and Tai grammar. After the text had been transcribed for the first draft
translation in 2007, Chaichuen and I worked for a week with Nabin Shyam
Phalung, a speaker of the related Tai Aiton language, thoroughly experienced
in reading Tai Aiton texts, and for many years the Head of the Tai section at
the Department of Historical and Antiquarian Studies in Guwahati.*! The

39 For a discussion of the writing of vowels in the Tai Phake script, and how the script
under specifies the vowel contrasts, see Morey, The Tai Languages of Assam, pp. 190-94.

40 Stephen Morey, “Studying Tones in North East India: Tai, Singpho and Tangsa”,
Language Documentation and Conservation, 8 (2014), 637-71.

41 Nabin’s skills as both a native speaker of a closely related Tai language and his decades
of experience working with Tai Ahom manuscripts were not enough to allow him to
undertake the task of translating this text alone.
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translation was then revised in 2008, in the Ahom village of Parijat, working
together with other members of the research team and also with several
members of the Tai Ahom priestly caste, including the manuscript’s owner.

This translation method, while probably the most reliable, was also
exceptionally time consuming and expensive, requiring the physical presence
of people from different countries in the same location. Subsequent texts have
been translated by Chaichuen doing a draft translation into Shan, after which
I translate the Shan into English; then Chaichuen and I meet, discuss and
revise the translation line by line. The new methodology has the advantage of
including a gloss in Shan as well as English, as we will see below in Example
8. Using one or other of these methods, we have completed translations of
the following manuscripts: Alika,** Lakni,** Ma Likha Lit,** Ming Mung Lung
Phai, Nemi Mang,* Pvn Ko Mung,* running to approximately 4200 lines. All
the translations are searchable online at the Tai and Tibeto Languages of
Assam website.”

Returning to the Ming Muvng Lung Phai text, in Tai belief, if the spirit
(khon or khwan) of a person, of the paddy rice or of the country, or some
other entity, goes away, this causes difficulty. The spirit therefore has to be
recalled at a ceremony that includes the reading of an appropriate text. We
have never experienced an Ahom spirit calling ceremony, but have witnessed
the calling of the spirit of both an ill person and of rice in the Tai Phake and
Tai Khamyang communities. In the first case, a young person was ill, which
was attributed to the absence of the khon from the ill person; in the second
case an individual had a poor harvest, which was attributed to the absence
of the khon of the paddy rice. The ceremony, in which sweets and fruit were
offered to the spirit, included the reading of the appropriate spirit calling
text three times. In the case of the calling of the spirit of the ill person, which

42 This text, containing what we believe is probably a Buddhist story, forms the first two
thirds of EAP373_GileshwarBailung_Nemimang_0001 to 0139.tif.

43 This text was translated from a photocopy. The location of the original of this manuscript
is not known.

44 This text, containing what we believe is probably a Buddhist story, has yet to be
photographed for the project.

45 This text, a Buddhist story, forms the last third of EAP373_GileshwarBailung
Nemimang_0001 to 0139.tif.

46 This text, which tells the story of the creation of the world, is archived as EAP373_
TileshwarMohan_PvnKoMvng_0001 to 0038.

47 This website (http://sealang.net/assam) is updated from time to time and additional texts
will be added as the translations are completed. The next one to be completed will be
the Nang Khai manuscript owned by the late Baparam Hatibaruah, the photographs of
which will be archived as EAP373_BaparamHatiBaruah_NangKhai_0001.tif to 0078.tif.
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was held inside, at the conclusion of the third reading of the text the spirit
was felt to have returned, and the doors of the house were shut to keep it in.*®

Ming Mung Lung Phai is one of a number of such texts that we believe were
to be read when the whole country is in difficulty. The date of composition
of these texts is not known, but, in view of the related texts in the Zhuang
speaking areas of China, it is felt that they are very old. The version of the
text that we studied is owned by one of the most senior Tai Ahom priests
or Deodhai, Chaw Tileshwar Mohan, who has been a great supporter of this
research for many years. The project has identified other examples of this
text, but his version is by far the most complete and most reliable,* as Fig.
2.7 below shows.

In the section of the text discussed below, the possible locations to which
the spirit has gone, and from which it will need to be recalled, are being
presented. One example of this is the passage of two lines: men ru ri nang
ru ba, men na cha nang lin kang. The poetics of this is clear. The first word is
parallel in both lines, as is the fourth word, and in addition there is a “waist
rhyme” between the end of the first line, ba, and the third syllable of the
second line, cha.

Our first translation of the two lines is given in Examples 3 and 4. Both
translations assumed that men was the word for non-Tai tribal people who live
in mountainous areas. This is assumed by people in Assam to refer to people
living on the border of India and Myanmar, an area mostly populated by
Naga people; therefore this word is usually translated as “Naga”. However,
if the text had been composed in the original home of the Tai Ahoms, on the
Myanmar-China border, this word would refer to a different tribal group,*
so we have glossed it as “Hill Tribal”.

48 For a more detailed discussion of spirit calling among the Ahom, see B. J. Terwiel, The
Tai of Assam and Ancient Tai Ritual, Volume I: Life Style Ceremonies (Gaya: Centre for South
East Asian Studies, 1980), p. 53. For the practice among the Zhuang in China, see David
Holm, Recalling Lost Souls: The Baeu Rodo Scriptures, Tai Cosmogonic Texts from Guangxi in
Southern China (Bangkok: White Lotus, 2004).

49 Unfortunately the first folio was damaged by insects between 2007, when I first
photographed it in JPG format, and 2012, when the EAP-funded project was able to take
raw format files and convert them to TIF format for archiving.

50 In Assam the word men is mostly associated with the people now called Naga, but in
Shan State the cognate word refers to the “ethnic group inhabiting the mountains of
Muang Ting”. Sao Tern Moeng, Shan-English Dictionary (Kensington, MD: Dunwoody
Press, 1995). The phrases “head like horses” and “roll up their chins” might refer to
people who wear long-necked decorations, such as the Kayan people in Shan state, i.e.
in the mountain areas on the China-Myanmar border. Photographs of women wearing
these decorations can be found on the Wikipedia page “Kayan people (Burma)”, http://
en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Kayan_people_%28Burma%?29. Equally these might be ways of
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Having decided on this reading for men, the first draft translation assumed
that nang was a verb meaning “sit”, which is certainly one of its possible
meanings, along with “back”, “extend”, “lady”, “loud”, “be like” and “nose”.
Chaichuen then assumed that the phrase ru ba, which in Example 3 follows
nang, would be a location, and proposed on the “top of the shoulder”.
Syntactically this would have to mean that the long-headed Hill Tribal was
sitting there.

Example 3) dw 4 4 v 4 o W
men ru ri nang ru ba

Hill Tribal head long sit head shoulder

“The long headed Hill Tribals sit on the shoulder”.

Example 4) ¢ v vos e whe e W
men na cha nang lin kang
Hill Tribal face  bad sit plain  middle

“The bad faced Hill Tribals sit in the middle of the plain”.

Since these two lines should relate to the location where the spirit was, these
translations were plainly not satisfactory. At the time of this work, the research
team were staying in Parijat, which is where the manuscript is kept. Chaichuen
excitedly came in one morning, having thought about the translation over
night, with the suggestion that nang should be read as “like”, and that these
two lines were thus similes. With this in mind, we could translate Example
3 as “[The spirit is] with the long headed Hill Tribals whose heads are like
dogs”, reading the last word ma as “dog”. This involves reading the first
letter of that word, the last in Example 3, as having initial v- m rather than
initial v- b. In many manuscripts, such as Ming Mung Lung Phai, these two
letters are not distinguished.

After listening to Chaichuen’s suggestion, I then suggested that reading
ma as “horse” made even more sense — the heads of horses being long —
and thus both lines were re-translated as similes describing the Tai Ahom

referring to the headdresses of the Naga people on the India-Myanmar border.
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scribes impression of the appearance of the Hill Tribals. Our final translation
is given in Examples 5 and 6:

Example 5) ¥ 4 4 vl 4 I W
men ru ri nang ru ma

Hill Tribal head long like head horse

“With the long headed Hill Tribals, whose heads are like horses”.

Example 6) v e Vo< W W e u
men na cha nang  lin kang
Hill Tribal face  bad like rollup chin

“With the bad faced Hill Tribals who roll up their chins”
(EAP373_TileshwarMohan_MingMvngLungPhai, 6v1).

Fig. 2.7 Folio 6v of the Ming Mung Lung Phai manuscript
belonging to Tileshwar Mohan (EAP373), CC BY.

The translation process demonstrated here relied on Chaichuen’s substantial
lexical knowledge of large numbers of words from Tai varieties still spoken
in both Shan State in Myanmar, and in the former Mau Long kingdom, the


http://eap.bl.uk/database/overview_project.a4d?projID=EAP373;r=41
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original home of the Tai Ahom, now inside the Dehong prefecture in Yunnan
Province, China. To get the translation to what we see in Examples 5 and 6
requires a deep knowledge of Tai literature that is rapidly becoming extinct, and
the ability to read texts in the traditional away. The modernisation of the Shan
script since the 1950s, which includes the marking of tone, has made reading
a Shan text much more like reading an English text, because the words with
different tones are now marked differently.” The last of the expert readers
from the generation brought up before script modernisation are now becoming
elderly, and the younger generation, brought up with the reformed script, are
reported to have great difficulty reading the traditional texts.

This is the key difference between the challenge of interpreting the Tai
Ahom manuscripts and those of interpreting, for example, old English
manuscripts, or Latin manuscripts from a period much older than the Ahom
texts. Old English and Latin are languages where the script is essentially
phonemic, marking most phonemic contrasts. The meaning of a single word
is clear, in all but very uncommon cases of homography (such as the modern
English bear which could be noun (“type of animal”) or verb (“hold up”)
with completely different meaning). In Tai Ahom on the other hand, every
written syllable has multiple meanings — in some cases as many as twenty
have been recorded — and the texts can only be interpreted in context, and
with a very substantial vocabulary at the call of the translator.

One major claim in this paper is that it is of the greatest importance that
good quality translations be made of as many of the manuscripts as possible
because this is unlikely to be possible to the same extent in the future.
Whereas the translation of a Latin or Old English text is likely to be just as
possible in 100 years time as it is now, this is not the case with Tai Ahom,
because the generation of Chaichuen is the last which has been trained in
reading Tai texts in the traditional way, and those are the skills required to
interpret these texts correctly.

Even making basic metadata on a single manuscript is not something that
can be done without considerable effort. We have been fortunate in having
Chau Medini Madhab Mohan as a consultant on our project, not only because
he has knowledge of the location of large numbers of manuscripts, but also
because his experience in studying them has allowed him to identify texts
reasonably quickly. This identification is partly done by reading some portion

51 See Seren Egerod, “Essentials of Shan Phonology and Script”, Academia Sinica: Bulletin
of the Institute of History and Philology, 29 (1957), 121-27. For further details of Shan script
and script reform, see Sai Kam Mong, The History and Development of the Shan Scripts
(Chiang Mai: Silkworm, 2004).
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of the texts for meaning, and partly done by comparing stock phrases found
often in the texts. So, for example, in the manuscript Ming Mung Lung Phai,
and indeed in all spirit calling texts, there are phrases used for calling the
spirit back, which in this manuscript follows the locations where the spirit
might be, as in Examples 5 and 6 above. This stock phrase is give as Example 7.

Example7) Vi v v a o6 e W
mau ko ma te na chau vi
2sG LINK come  TRUE FIN RESP voc

“Come, please come, lord!” (EAP373_TileshwarMohan_Ming
MvngLungPhai, 6v1).

The presence of these phrases would be enough to identify the manuscript
as a spirit calling text, a group name for which is khon ming (khon “spirit”;
ming “tutelary spirit”). Medini Mohan has said that there are three main
texts within this genre: Khon Ming Lung Phai (lung “large”); Khon Ming
Kang Phai (kang “middle”); and Khon Ming Phai Noi (n0i “small”). It has not
always been possible to say which of the three a particular text belongs to.

The relationship between contemporary ritual and
Tai Ahom manuscripts: The Ai Seng Lau prayer

During our photography sessions, the manuscript owners have sometimes
asked for a prayer to be performed before the work of photography is
commenced.” This took various forms, sometimes involving the lighting of
an oil lamp (probably a Hindu influence) and the offering of money by the
project, but also included the recitation of the Ai Seng Lau prayer. Examples
of this were recorded in February 2013, in the home of Chau Hara Phukan
at Amguri, where we digitised 21 manuscripts;* and in the home of Chau
Kamal Rajkonwar at Lakwa, where we digitised eleven manuscripts.>* The
prayer spoken on that occasion was the Ai Seng Lau, led on both occasions by
Medini Mohan. The first section of the Ai Seng Lau prayer, as it was uttered,
is given below as Example 8.

52 We hope that eventually the videos of these short ceremonies can be archived together
with the photographs of the manuscripts.

53 Wewillnotlistthese here, but the digitised files willhave the prefix EAP373_HaraPhukan_.

54 These will be archived with the prefix EAP373_KamolRajkonwar_.
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Example 8) v W Juk W 9 Juk
pha lai bet pha pin bet
sky many  knife sky be knife

9 Q < S _C o <
85) Qo1 ©03; 85) 0% 0005
W e YL avye whin
pha  phara tara along sik kya
sky creator creator (Bodhisattva) (Sikkya)

N N

5} 5300] splelev) omaogc: &)S)[E
4 Pué 9 o Vo5 o owe "
ra ni pan boi mu chau kau vi
(create) Nirvana pray 2sc  ResP 1lsc voc
o] 25018, S é: 0d 90 S')‘(éCQ):

“The God who is like many knives, the God who is a knife,
we pray to you, who are the creator of the sky, the peak of the
heaven, oh my Lord”.

There are a number of difficulties in translating this prayer. The first of these
is the translation of the word bit, which can also be read as mit. Here we
have translated it as “knife”, but there is another Ahom word mit, attested
in the Bar Amra lexicon with the meaning “rainbow”. If we take this as the
meaning of mit, we would read lai mit as “pattern of the rainbow”, which is
a plausible meaning here.

Example 8 is part of a longer prayer that is frequently used in Tai Ahom
rituals. While we have not found this exact phrase in a manuscript, we have
found references to a similar passage in manuscripts such as the Sai Kai text
for which there are several versions. The one shown below (Fig. 2.8) belongs
to Chau Padma Sangbun Phukan of Amguri, but we have also consulted two
additional copies belonging to Tileshwar Mohan,* the owner of the Ming
Mung Lung Phai manuscript. None of these manuscripts have the dates of
copying, or information about the copyist. None of them is complete, but

55 These will be archived as EAP373_TileshwarMohan_SaiKai_0001 to 0032.tif and
EAP373_TileshwarMohan_SaiKai__02_0001 to 0038.jpg.
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careful comparison of the three versions means that the text is in the process
of being reconstructed. The first line of this text is presented in Example 9.
This example confirms the reading of “knife”, in a metaphorical sense, as the
one who is carving out the earth, because there cannot have been a rainbow
at the time when the creation of the sky had not yet happened.

Example 9) (y w° NG W v
ru lai jem mv pha pin

opening word beginning  time sky.God  be

S Q oc e _Q
00 Q03 85) O
Jai Ve we ¥ ¥ Wi vd 1
bit ko lang din  on pha cham

knife  begin  ground before  sky N.FIN

805 oG] €8s s)gaé 6] c06:

“Long ago when the God who is a knife was beginning to
create the ground, and before the sky was created” (EAP373_
PadmaSangBunPhukan_SaiKail_0004).

Fig. 2.8 Folio 1r of a Sai Kai manuscript
belonging to Padma Sangbun Phukan (EAP373), CC BY.


http://eap.bl.uk/database/overview_project.a4d?projID=EAP373;r=41

56  From Dust to Digital

Returning to Example 8, the second line contains a number of Buddhist terms:
phura (Buddha), tara (teaching of the Buddha or dharma), along (Bodhisattva,
previous incarnation of the Buddha), sikkya (Sakya, creator God in the Buddhist
texts) and nipan (Nirvana, the state of enlightenment). The presence of these
terms in the prayer suggests Buddhist influence on the Tai Ahom rituals.
Chaichuen has suggested that these words can be interpreted as replacing
original Tai expressions, as we see in Table 2.1:

Table 2.1 Buddhist terms in the Ai Seng Lau prayer and Tai equivalents

Buddhist Tai term (Shan)

term

G phura 2e300] phu:la person-create

o tara o S o tola body-create

Wt along 0g0%c08; yot;chau; peak-respected

whip sikkya SSICTRES laenglon Lengdon

(creator God)

ot nipan ﬁ% &:a58 % &:96 moeng:saeng | country-

moeng:kham | diamond

country-gold

A few lines later in the Ai Seng Lau prayer, we see the following, in which
a deity or entity called ji (first daughter) is invoked, as seen in Example 10:

Example 10) !

ji

1 daughter

G

"

mav

you

<

%2

e <

14 wH
nang luk
lady child
C C
x1C2 po:
Voo ™
chau kau
RESP 1sc
N C
CO0; f2%e}

v W9 3
nying  khv  boi
female big worship
B8 88 &

i<

vi

voc

“We pray to you, the first great daughter, oh my Lord”.
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The same entity is found in the Sai Kai manuscript in the line that immediately
follows Example 9, presented here as Example 11:

Example 11) v i W W wrd rad
hav.  man ji nang luk nying

GIVE  3sG first daughter lady child female

<. Co . Co Qo Q Q.

& ©x:: WG =1C: QeI wC:
W5 of G TR N s o W
khiuw man ko tai pin din sv tav
big 3s¢ LNk die be ground straight under

(o 3N < 9 S _C Q_¢C Qc <
0. 6% 9OC) 01 0k VX WO; 0R:

“He made the first daughter, the big one, after she died
she became the ground directly under” (EAP373_ Padma
SangBunPhukan_SaiKail_0004).

Both the Ai Seng Lau prayer and the Sai Kai manuscript have the same phrase
to refer to this deity, ji nang luk nying khiuw (the first daughter, the big one).
In the Sai Kai manuscript, it goes on after Example 11 to refer to the three
younger sisters of ji, namely i (second daughter), am (third daughter) and ai
(fourth daughter). These four words occurring in the same position in four
successive lines confirm for us the reading that we have given in Example 11.

This brief discussion of Ahom prayers has been presented to show the
relationship between these manuscripts and the living tradition of Ahom prayers.
The similarity between the Ai Seng Lau prayer and the Sai Kai manuscripts
confirms that the language of those prayers is not the “Pseudo Ahom language”
that Terwiel has suggested was in use for some Ahom rituals.”® It remains
possible that the prayers such as Ai Seng Lau have been newly created after
studying the manuscripts, although members of the Tai Ahom priestly caste
specifically say that this prayer has been handed down from father to son over
many generations, though without knowing the full meaning of the prayer.
What we can say is that the close study of the manuscripts has allowed for a
translation of the prayers that are in use in contemporary ritual to be undertaken.

56 Terwiel, “Recreating the Past”, p. 283.
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Stories

In addition to the Buddhist stories mentioned earlier, there are a number of
Tai stories whose storyline is not necessarily known from other sources and
whose translation is thus more challenging. One example of these is the Nang
Khai story, from a manuscript owned by the late Baparam Hati Baruah of Hati
Gaon (Fig. 2.9).”” The manuscript, one of the first photographed in the project,
has the name of the copyist, and the name of the text, but no date. On fol 20v
(image 0042) it is written: “In the seventh month, his father who was Serela
Baruah and his son Mekheli, he wrote this Nang Khai scripture which should
not be allowed to disappear, should not be hidden [lest] you fall into the forks
of hell”. The name of the manuscript is given as vt 3w [Nang Khai Puthi], where
puthiis an Assamese word meaning “sacred text”. Altogether there are 37 folios
in this text, and so it is curious that the scribe gave his name only a little over
half way through. Although we have not yet finished translating the whole
text, it does appear to be one story; perhaps in writing his name in the middle
of the text, the copyist was confused about the contents.

Fig. 2.9 Folio 20v of the Nang Khai manuscript
belonging to Baparam Hati Baruah (EAP373), CC BY.

Since the translation of the manuscript is not yet complete,*® we do not yet
know the meaning of “nang khai”. It could be “lady egg”, referring to a lady

57 Baparam Hati Baruah passed away in 2014 before the translation of his manuscript could
be completed and presented to him. His house was one of very few Ahom houses that
maintained the Tai tradition of building on stilts, but with the special feature that the
bamboo floors on the upper level were rendered with mud. This manuscript is archived
as EAP373_BaparamHatiBaruah_NangKhai_0001 to 0078.tif.

58 We hope this will be completed in early 2015.
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who is related to the king, one term for whom is khai pha (“the egg of the
sky”). So while we know the name of this manuscript because it is explicitly
stated, we will not know what that means until the whole text has been
studied. The story of this manuscript is about a river creature, or Naga, and
a man, referred to as “the single man”, who casts his fishing net over the
river and accidentally catches that Naga.”

This text gives some clues as to its place of origin. If our translation is
correct, it refers to the Mekong River, as we see in Example 12, reproduced
in Fig. 2.10.

Example 12) v ver_ A Wi G¢ a9 "
khan to ngvk khai khong rong ba
thus Naga egg-Mekong  call say
SPeslat %5; é,g& SE' o I

“Thus the Naga who was the egg of Mekong called out, saying”
(EAP373_BaparamHatiBaruah_NangKhai_0008).

Fig. 2.10 Folio 3v of the Nang Khai manuscript
belonging to Baparam Hati Baruah (EAP373), CC BY.

59 There is another manuscript, EAP373_SandicharanPhukan_OdbhutKakhotNangKhai,
which shares the name Nang Khai. We have not been able to compare the two texts to
see if there is any similarity. In March 2014, we photographed yet another manuscript
in fragments, also entitled Nang Khai (EAP373_ DhamenMohanBoruah_NangKhai), but
once again we have not been able to connect the text of that version to the version of
Baparam Hati Baruah.
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Chaichuen observed that this text, which he has never heard of in Shan
areas, refers to the history of Tai people in the Mekong river area, and
consequently must have been brought to Assam rather than composed
there. In his view, this would have to have been done before the destruction
of the kingdoms of Muang Mau Lung, Muang Kong and Muang Yang in
the year 1555. This campaign was led by the Burmese King Bayinnaung
of Toungoo (1550-1581). Thus our assumption is that the manuscript
must have been composed before 1555 and that it may not survive in
Mau Lung. Chaichuen said that this story could not have been brought
later, because all of the old manuscripts were burned during the wars
waged by King Bayinnaung. So far this is the only text we have analysed
that can definitely be associated with the Mau Lung area, but we expect
there are more among the manuscripts that have been photographed.

Scholarly outcomes

The major scholarly outcomes of EAP373 are: the transcription and
translation of a number manuscripts; the further development of the
online Tao Ahom Dictionary; the preparation of a descriptive grammar
of Tai Ahom; and the realization of the proposal to include Tai Ahom
script in the Unicode.

As we have seen, the process of transcribing and translating texts is very
time consuming, but they form the basis for the continued development
of the online Ahom Dictionary.®® At present the dictionary contains over
4,500 head words and many subentries for multiple senses of a word
and for compounds. Each word listed in the dictionary is sourced to an
Ahom manuscript, in many cases the Bar Amra, a Tai-Ahom to Assamese
lexicon. There are a number of copies of the Bar Amra, of which the most
important is kept at the Department of Historical and Antiquarian Studies
in Guwahati. The version that we were able to consult is that owned by
Junaram Sangbun Phukan, one of the most senior Ahom priests (Deodhai)
from Parijat village. The manuscript, written completely in Ahom script,
gives a word in Tai and then a translation in Assamese. An example is
given below (Fig. 2.11).

60 http://sealang.net/ahom
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Fig. 2.11 Folio 1v of the Bar Amra manuscript
belonging to Junaram Sangbun Phukan (EAP373), CC BY.

This page, folio 1v, is divided into three columns. The Assamese meanings
of the word v kai are given on the left hand side (lines 1-6). The fifth line is
the word for “chicken” which reads as in Example 13, with the Assamese
translation written in Ahom script and marked by the case marker -ok,
which marks some direct and indirect objects.

Example 13) = Vo aQ R N
kai cham ba ku ku rak
chicken PRT say chicken-K

“For a fowl], kai is said”.

The entire manuscript was transcribed by Zeenat Tabassum,* and formed the
basis for a dictionary in the Toolbox format.®> All words that occur in the Bar

61 Tabassum is a Master’s graduate in linguistics from Gauhati University. This work
was done between 2005 and 2008 some years before the EAP project commenced. The
translation was conducted taking into account the earlier translation in Bimala Kanta
Barua and N. N. Deodhari Phukan. Ahom Lexicons, Based on Original Tai Manuscripts
(Guwahati: Department of Historical and Antiquarian Studies, 1964).

62 Toolbox is a dictionary-writing program produced by the Summer Institute of
Linguistics, http://www-01.sil.org/computing/toolbox


http://eap.bl.uk/database/overview_project.a4d?projID=EAP373;r=41
http://www-01.sil.org/computing/toolbox
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Ampra are included, but in addition words that we find in other manuscripts
are added when their meanings are confirmed. Each of those words is
sourced back to at least one example in the manuscripts. The online dictionary
includes the sentence containing an example of the word, in Ahom script,
transliteration, with English, Shan and sometimes Assamese translations.®®
All the manuscripts referenced in the dictionary are also in the EAP archive.
The writing of a descriptive Ahom grammar, based on the language
examples as found in the manuscripts, whose translation is possible because
of their identification through this project. A sketch grammar, running to
around 34 pages has been already published: it is available in a published
article, and has been archived online as part of the DoBeS website.*
Finally, there is the development of a Unicode encoding for the Ahom
script, which has been jointly developed by Martin Hosken and myself.*® The
final version of the Ahom Unicode proposal was presented to the Unicode
consortium in October 2012 and approved. A first draft Tai Ahom unicode
font has been produced, together with a keyboard, and since July 2014 the
font has been in use by community members on Facebook and in some email
formats. There are some remaining technical issues to ensure that the font
renders correctly in word-processing programs like Microsoft Word or Open
Office.® Nevertheless the fact that the Tai Ahom language can now be used

63 We are working towards making the dictionary truly quadrilingual (Tai Ahom, English,
Shan, Assamese) but this will take some time. Some entries are already quadrilingual, as
with the entry for kai (chicken).

64 For the published version, see Stephen Morey, “A Sketch of Tai Ahom”, in Axamiya aru
Axamar Bhasa [Assamese and the Languages of Assam], ed. by Biswajit Das and Axamar
Bhasa (Guwahati: AANK-Bank, 2011). At present the best way to access the online
Ahom materials is to follow a link to projects on the DoBeS website (http://www.mpi.
nl/DoBeS), then Tangsa, Tai and Singpho in Northeast India, then click on corpus and
then the node “Ahom”. All of the materials that we have deposited on the website are
available for download.

65 Martin Hosken and Stephen Morey, “Revised Proposal to add the Ahom Script in the
SMP of the UCS”, Working Group Document, 14 September 2012, http://www.unicode.
org/L2/L.2012/12309-ahom-rev.pdf

66 The Ahom font renders perfectly on Facebook using the Mozilla Firefox browser, once
it is set as the default font. In other browsers and other platforms it may not work so
well, as yet. The reason for these rendering issues is the way in which characters are
coded. For example, the vowel /e/, is written before the consonant that it sounds after.
So the word ke is written v&1 which is e k. Unicode requires the /e/ to be encoded after the
consonant and therefore the fonts have to be designed so that the vowel appears in front
of the consonant even though it is encoded after. At present the Ahom Unicode font will
not work properly in Microsoft Word, and for that reason in this paper and in our online
dictionary and texts we are still using the old legacy font, designed by me in the 1990s.


http://www.mpi.nl/DoBeS
http://www.mpi.nl/DoBeS
http://www.unicode.org/L2/L2012/12309-ahom-rev.pdf
http://www.unicode.org/L2/L2012/12309-ahom-rev.pdf

Metadata and endangered archives 63

on social media has the potential to lead to a great expansion in the use of
this script and further strengthen the revival of the language.

Coda: a manuscript’s injunctions

Sometimes at the end of a manuscript, following the section containing the
name of the copyist and the date of the copying, there is an injunction from
the copyist about what should happen to the text. Example 14 is a line of
text from the end of the Khun Lung Khun Lai manuscript belonging to Tulsi
Phukan (see Fig. 2.4).

Example 14) wt we v g v
phav jon ja hav rai lak
who beg PROH give  disappear steal

N N N 9 C
% 0gas: 0o} &5 ol Q9.
9 wit we< A "
bai svng ja am
keep hide PROH keep silent
9 QC C
o. 9pCs 0ol o;mI1e8

“If someone begs [to take it] don’t give it lest it disappear, keep
it hidden, but don’t keep silent [about the story]”.

This translation was done by Chaichuen and myself, and the meaning
emerged after some discussion. The grammatical structure of this line is:
phav jon, ja hv rai lak, bai svng, ja am. The sentence consists of a condition
(phav jon “[if] someone begs [it]”), followed by three commands: ja hav
rai lak (“don’t let it be lost and taken away”), bai svng (“keep it hidden”
or perhaps “keep it safe”), and ja am (“don’t keep silent about it”). This
we interpret as a request to the future owners of the book to keep it in its
proper location, not to let it be taken away, keep it safe, but not to hide
its contents and meaning from the wider community. I consider that our
work is exactly in accord with this injunction.
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Abbreviations

FIN final particle

GIVE grammaticalisation of the word “give” to imply causation, or
allowing something to happen

LINK linking word, sometimes translatable as “also”

N.FIN non-final, a particle indicating that another phrase or clauses is
to follow

PL plural

PN proper name

PROH prohibitive, “don’t do X”

RESP respect particle

G singular

TRUE literally “true”; this particle is largely bleached of meaning but

conveys that the statement is believed to be true

vOoC

vocative
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3. Unravelling Lepcha manuscripts

Heleen Plaisier

Lepcha is a Tibeto-Burman language spoken in the Indian state of Sikkim,
the Darjeeling district in West Bengal, the Ilam district in Nepal, and in
a few villages of the Samtsi district in southwestern Bhutan. The Lepcha
people are regarded as the native inhabitants of Sikkim, and most of the
areas in which Lepcha is spoken today were once Sikkimese territory. The
exact position of Lepcha within the clade of Tibeto-Burman languages is still
unclear. The current number of Lepcha speakers is estimated to be around
30,000, but many Lepchas today never mastered the language fluently and
give preference to Nepali and English.!

Fig. 3.1 Prayers to the Choten. Foning Collection (EAP281/1/9), CC BY.

1 Heleen Plaisier, A Grammar of Lepcha (Leiden: Brill, 2007), p. 1.

© Heleen Plaisier, CC BY http://dx.doi.org/10.11647/OBP.0052.03


http://eap.bl.uk/database/overview_item.a4d?catId=49307;r=28182
http://dx.doi.org/10.11647/OBP.0052.03
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Although there are still areas in which the Lepcha language flourishes, the
culture has been losing ground for over 100 years. Lepcha manuscripts
represent the oldest stages of the Lepcha literary tradition and with the
endangerment of the Lepcha language and culture, the survival of these texts
is at risk. Many Lepcha texts are based on Tibetan originals and combine
elements of non-Buddhist native Lepcha religious beliefs with Tibetan
Buddhist values and traditions (Fig. 3.1). Any study of Lepcha civilisation
cannot ignore the enormous impact of the Tibetan language and culture, a
research topic that has so far received little attention.

Fig. 3.2 Worship of Ekddoshi. Tamyong Collection (EAP281/3/1), CC BY.

Many aspects of Lepcha culture, literature and religion are as yet undocumented.
Itis of paramount importance to document and describe these traditions before
they become too eroded, and to work towards a balanced interpretation
of their precise nature. This chapter presents the first steps in unravelling
the Lepcha materials that were recently digitised through the Endangered
Archives Programme (EAP), in order to highlight their significance and
encourage further research.?

2 The author gratefully acknowledges the Endangered Archives Programme for
funding the pilot project EAP281: Locating and identifying Lepcha manuscripts as a
first step towards their preservation, http://eap.bl.uk/database/overview_project.
a4d?projID=EAP281. The digitised Lepcha titles mentioned in this chapter are available
at http://eap.bl.uk/database/results.a4d?projID=EAP281, and their EAP catalogue
numbers are given in footnotes.


http://eap.bl.uk/database/overview_item.a4d?catId=49327;r=4681
http://eap.bl.uk/database/overview_project.a4d?projID=EAP281
http://eap.bl.uk/database/overview_project.a4d?projID=EAP281
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Written Lepcha

The native Lepcha orthography

The Lepcha people maintain a literary tradition that dates back to the eighteenth
century. The Lepcha script is understood to have been devised at the time of
the third chogyal of Sikkim, Chador Namgyal, who reigned from 1700-1716.
According to Lepcha tradition, the native Lepcha orthography was created
by the Lepcha scholar Thikiing Mensalong, who is believed to have been a
contemporary of Lama Lhatsun Chenpo, i.e. Lama Lhatsun Namkha Jigme
(1597-1654), the patron saint of Sikkim, who played a definitive part in the
Sikkimese conversion to Buddhism. Since sources mention that Mensalong
and Lhatsun Chenpo met each other,’ they may well have worked together
on the Lepcha orthography, which would account for a Tibetan tradition
which ascribes the introduction of the Lepcha script to Lhatsun Chenpo. The
Lepcha tradition that credits Mensalong with the invention of the Lepcha
script seems even more plausible when we realise that the Limbu or Kiranti
script was also developed during the reign of Chador Namgyal, not by
Chador Namgyal himself, but by the Limbu monk Sirijanga.*

It has been suggested that there was a literary tradition amongst the
Lepcha before the arrival of Buddhism, and that Lepcha texts were destroyed
by Tibetan Buddhist monks in the seventeenth century.” These suggestions
are not supported by evidence, but it is important to point here to a striking
parallel in Limbu history, where Limbu books that reflected the shamanistic
Limbu religion were forbidden and destroyed by the regime, and the inventor
of the Limbu script, Sirijanga, was killed by Buddhist monks after having
used the script to write down non-Buddhist Limbu traditions.®

The native Lepcha orthography is systematically treated in a work entitled
Lazong,” which is traditionally used to teach the first steps of reading and

3 Arthur Foning, Lepcha: My Vanishing Tribe (New Delhi: Sterling, 1987), p. 152.

4 George van Driem, Languages of the Himalayas: An Ethnolinguistic Handbook of the Greater
Himalayan Region (Leiden: Brill, 2001), pp. 674-75. The origin of the Lepcha orthography
is discussed in detail in Plaisier, A Grammar of Lepcha, pp. 32-44.

5 George Byres Mainwaring, A Grammar of the Rong (Lepcha) Language as it Exists in the
Dorjeling and Sikim Hills (Calcutta: Baptist Mission Press, 1876), p. xi.

6 Van Driem, Languages of the Himalayas, pp. 675-76.

7 Lazong: EAP281/1/11. Titles and direct quotations from Lepcha are transcribed
according to the conventions of the transliteration described in Plaisier, A Grammar of
Lepcha, pp. 38-44.
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writing Lepcha.? Customarily, Lazéng is recited by a teacher in a set melody,
which enables his audience of students to read and chant along, memorising
the values of the letters and syllables in the process. Although this work might
seem to be a rather insignificant list of letter combinations to the outsider, the
Lazéng represents an old, powerful and important Lepcha tradition. It is said
that the next step in the traditional approach would be to practise writing
by using a work entitled shuyuk hldpjen, but no surviving copies of this book
have yet been identified. Although most people nowadays learn to read and
write Lepcha through different methods, the traditional method based on
recitation of the Lazdng is still practised in some areas. The traditional order
of the Lepcha alphabet in the Lazong is different from the order found in
modern primers and textbooks, and even modern versions of the Lazéng,’
which follow the order of the devanagari alphabet.

Lepcha literature comprises various literary genres, such as folk tales,
poetry, fiction and religious works. The subject has as yet received little
scholarly attention and only a few transcriptions, translations and analyses of
Lepcha works have been published to date. Albert Griinwedel, the Tibetologist
who edited the Lepcha dictionary manuscript left behind by George Byres
Mainwaring, published several Lepcha texts that display clear links to Tibetan
works.’” An excellent account of traditional Lepcha stories was published by
C. de Beauvoir Stocks,'' and René de Nebesky-Wojkowitz wrote an article on
the Lepcha, “Legende vom Turmbau [Legend of the Building of the Tower]” .12
Several Lepcha legends are described in the publications of Geoffrey Gorer,
Matthias Hermanns, Amal Kumar Das, George Kotturan and Richard Keith
Sprigg.”* Halfdan Siiger and Jergen Rischel include descriptions of various

8 Plaisier, Catalogue of Lepcha Manuscripts in the van Manen Collection (Leiden: Kern Institute,
2003), pp. 31-32.

9 Kharpa Tamsang, Réng Choming dn Lizong (Kalimpong: Mani Printing Works, 1982).

10 Albert Griinwedel, “Drei Leptscha Texte, mit Ausziigen aus dem Padma-than-yig
und Glossar”, T'oung Pao, 7 (1896), 522-62; idem, “Ein Kapitel des Ta-she-Sung”,
Festschrift fiir Adolf Bastian (Berlin, 1896); idem, “Leptscha-Text mit Ubersetzung”,
Verdffentlichungen aus dem Koniglichen Museum fiir Vilkerkunde zu Berlin, 4 (1897), 118-
26; idem, “Padmasambhava und Mandarava: Leptscha Ubersetzung des Mandarava-
Legende”, Zeitschrift der Deutschen Morgenlindischen Gesellschaft, 52 (1898), 447-61; and
idem, “Padmasambhava und verwandtes”, Baessler-Archiv, 3 (1913).

11 C. de Beauvoir Stocks, “Folklore and Customs of the Lap-chas of Sikkim”, Journal and
Proceedings of the Asiatic Society of Bengal, new series 21 (1925), 325-505; and idem, “A
Rong Folk Tobacco Story”, Folklore, 37 (1926), 193-95.

12 René de Nebesky-Wojkowitz, “Die Legende vom Turmbau der Lepcha”, Anthropos, 48
(1953), 889-97.

13 Geoffrey Gorer, Himalayan Village: An Account of the Lepchas of Sikkim (London: M. Joseph,
1938); Matthias Hermanns, The Indo-Tibetans (Bombay: Fernandes, 1954), pp. 30-96; Amal
Kumar Das, The Lepchas of West Bengal (Calcutta: Editions Indian, 1978), pp. 216-33;
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Lepcha myths in their book, as well as analyses and translations of over
forty short Lepcha texts.' I published a transcription and translation of two
Lepcha resurrection texts,'”> and Arthur Foning provides a translation and
discussion of various important Lepcha legends.'® Of particular value are
Kharpa Tamsang's books on Lepcha mythology, which capture traditional
stories in the Lepcha language."”

Lepcha manuscripts

The oldest handwritten materials in Lepcha to have been identified were
written in the second half of the nineteenth century. Lepcha texts are written
on paper and are usually in book form, either handmade volumes or machine-
made exercise books. Some Lepcha manuscripts are in concertina form, and
occasionally they consist of loose sheets. Dog-ears, small stains, mould, insect
and worm demage (Fig. 3.2), weakened paper, discoloration of ink, grease
stains, damp stains and water spots occur in almost all Lepcha manuscripts.

Over the centuries, religious Lepcha texts have been meticulously copied
by hand by devoted scribes, a tradition which continues to date. Copies are
made to ensure the survival of the texts and to pass them on to others. The
act of copying these books by hand is considered to be a devoutly religious
task that should not be undertaken without respect for the meaning of the
text. The copyist may add a short colophon to the work, which is a text
passage in which the name of the scribe, the place, year, month, day and in
some cases even the time of the transcript is given.

If the text was not copied per se, but written down by the scribe whilst
being narrated or recited by someone else, this may also be mentioned in
the colophon. The colophon is a personal contribution of the scribe and is
generally written in a style different from the rest of the work — it is usually

George Kotturan, The Himalayan Gateway: History and Culture of Sikkim (Delhi: Sterling,
1983), pp. 122-24; Folk Tales of Sikkim (Delhi: Sterling, 1989); Richard Keith Sprigg, “The
Lepcha Language and Three Hundred Years of Tibetan Influence in Sikkim”, Journal of
the Asiatic Society, 24 (1982), 16-31; and Sprigg, “Hooker’s Expenses in Sikkim: An Early
Lepcha Text”, Bulletin of the School of Oriental and African Studies, 46/2 (1983), 305-25.

14 Halfdan Siiger and Jergen Rischel, The Lepchas: Culture and Religion of a Himalayan People
(Copenhagen: Gyldenal, 1967).

15 Heleen Plaisier, “Two Lepcha Deltik Texts”, in Medieval Tibeto-Burman Languages IV, ed.
by Nathan Hill (Leiden: Brill, 2012), pp. 23-109.

16 Foning, Lepcha, pp. 85-109 and 265-80.

17 Kharpu Tamsang, Rong Tém Sung: A Treasure of the Lepcha Moral Stories (Kalimpong:
Lyangsong Tamsang, 1999); and idem, Rdng Sung Gyom (Kalimpong: Lepcha
Association, 2002).
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more personal and more direct. In addition to a few personal words, the
colophon typically contains certain solemn and honorary phrases and prayers,
which are used by the scribe to urge the reader to treat the text with respect
and to take to heart its moral lessons.

Over 200 Lepcha manuscripts are held in European libraries, universities
and museums. This number relates to the number of physical manuscript
volumes, but one manuscript volume often contains several literary works.
The largest collection of Lepcha manuscripts can be found in the collection
of the Kern Institute at Leiden University, and consists of 182 manuscripts
collected by Johan van Manen (1877-1943)."® The Museum fiir V6lkerkunde in
Vienna houses seven manuscripts collected by René de Nebesky-Wojkowitz
(1923-1959), and the National Museum in Copenhagen has twelve manuscripts
collected by Halfdan Siiger (1911-1999). The School of Oriental and African
Studies in London houses five Lepcha manuscripts. There are a further seven
in the British Library; six of these volumes were collected by Brian Houghton
Hodgson (c. 1800-1894) and one by Lawrence Augustine Waddell (1854-1938).

Fig. 3.3 The Legend of the Goddess Queen. Foning Collection (EAP281/1/20), CC BY.

18 Plaisier, Catalogue of Lepcha Manuscripts.


http://eap.bl.uk/database/overview_item.a4d?catId=49318;r=23557
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For three months in 2009, with the support of EAP, I explored the Lepcha
manuscripts surviving in private collections in Sikkim, Darjeeling and
Kalimpong. The aim of this project was to locate collections of manuscripts,
identify the texts, and discuss with owners the possibility of digitising their
materials for preservation. The project was supported by a local partner,
the Namgyal Institute of Tibetology in Gangtok (Sikkim, India), which itself
houses thirty Lepcha manuscripts, the description and digitisation of which
were included in the project.

During the project we have consulted and described six private collections
of Lepcha manuscripts.”” These are the collections of the late Arthur Foning
of Chyu-Pundi Farm in Mongbol Basti in Kalimpong, Ong Tshering Namchu
of Mane Gombu village in Kalimpong, Dendrap Adyenmui Lepcha of Mane
Gomb1i, now residing in Gangtok in Sikkim, Chuksung Lepcha of Lower
Burtuk in Sikkim, Tamyong Lepcha of Luknyi (Linge Payong) in Sikkim,
and Chong Rongkup of Pulungdung near Darjeeling. Foning (1913-1987)
was a renowned Lepcha scholar who published various works on Lepcha
culture. Chuksung Lepcha works as a government official in Sikkim and is
active in several groups with a vested interest in the preservation of Lepcha
heritage. Dendruip Lepcha is a well-known literary figure, researcher and
journalist in Gangtok with an enduring passion for Lepcha cultural studies.
Ong Tshering Namchu, Tamyong Lepcha and Chong Réngkup all practice
as bongthings, traditional Lepcha religious specialists, and as such regularly
use their Lepcha manuscripts for recitation during religious ceremonies.

These collections contain 89 manuscripts altogether, of which forty were
selected for digitisation.” Preference was given to rare and unusual titles, and
only a few copies were included of better-known works. Some manuscripts
were too fragile to be included in the digitisation. The manuscripts we have
digitised were produced between 1894 and 1963 by Rapdensing Foning,
Nurshing Lepcha, N. S. Karthak, Nakphye Lepcha, Khambu Singh Lepcha,
Tshangdo Tshering Lepcha, P. T. Lepcha, Thilok Lepcha and other unnamed
or presently unidentified scribes. All manuscripts remain in the owners’
private collections. The digitised copies of these manuscripts are available

19 A further 125 manuscripts were located in Kalimpong but not described, and reports of
up to 420 manuscripts in Sikkim, Darjeeling, Nepal and Bhutan were noted.

20 2448 digital images were created using a Nikon D80 digital camera with a Sigma DC
17-70 mm lens, using a tripod to stabilise the camera. Images were made in RAW format
and converted to TIFF 300 ppi TIFF, 3872 x 2592, Adobe RGB (1998), 10.0 MP.



74 From Dust to Digital

online through the EAP, and copies are also accessible upon request at the
Namgyal Institute of Tibetology.”

Lepcha literature

Lepcha religious beliefs

The central religious roles in the Lepcha community are traditionally occupied
by the mun and béngthing, who both function as shamans. The bongthing is
traditionally a male shaman who presides at recurring religious ceremonies
and seasonal festivals and may heal acute illness. The mun, often but not
necessarily a female shaman, is a healer who exorcises demons, helps to
heal illness and guides souls to the afterlife. It is possible for a bongthing
to develop into a mun; in Sikkim such healers are known as padem. The
indigenous religious beliefs of the Lepchas were undoubtedly influenced by
Tibetan Buddhist values and traditions since the introduction of Buddhism
in Sikkim, but especially since the establishment of the Namgyal dynasty
in the seventeenth century.”? Indigenous Lepcha shamanism coexists with
Buddhist customs and beliefs, so that at many important ceremonies in
Lepcha life, both Buddhist lamas and Lepcha béngthings preside, each to
perform their own rituals.

Popular Lepcha texts

It is generally assumed that the majority of religious Lepcha texts are of

a Buddhist nature, but since the texts also appear to display at least some

elements of the native Lepcha religious beliefs, they are generally regarded

as adaptations rather than direct translations of Tibetan Buddhist texts:*
If one goes through these books carefully, it will be seen unmistakably that,

apart from the plain copying down from the original Tibetan texts, the stories
have been presented and given out to the readers in a complete Lepcha

21 Namgyal Institute of Tibetology, Deorali, Gangtok, Sikkim 737 101, India.

22 van Driem, Languages of the Himalayas, pp. 904-05.

23 See Piotr Klafkowski, “Rong (Lepcha), the Vanishing Language and Culture of Eastern
Himalaya”, Lingua Posnaniensis, 23 (1980), 105-18 (p. 112); and Plaisier, Catalogue of Lepcha
Manuscripts, pp. 37-40.
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aura. The readers will feel that these stories etc. were written by the Lepchas
themselves, and for themselves, exclusively.?

No research to date has compared these Lepcha adaptations with the Tibetan
originals. The lack of adequate dictionaries and relevant text editions
make the translation of Lepcha texts a challenging affair and only few
transcriptions, translations or analyses of Lepcha manuscript texts have
been published to date. Also, the abundant spelling variations or spelling
errors that are present in Lepcha manuscript texts can be problematic. The
identification of strands of native traditions in Lepcha literature is further
complicated by our limited knowledge of the ancient Lepcha religious
beliefs. Moreover, only few Lepchas can still read the handwriting and
comprehend the language used in old texts.

In the titles of Lepcha works we often find an indication of genre, such
as sung (story, narrative), cho (book, learning), munlém (prayer, blessing),
or ndmthdr (legend, biography). These designations are obviously direct
loans from equivalent categories in Tibetan literature, i.e. Tibetan Gsurn,
Chos, sMon-lam and rNam-thar. Indeed, a Lepcha book, referred to as cho,
typically conveys a canonical message, whereas a munlém is usually a
prayer book of some kind. A Lepcha ndmthdr is generally a text containing
a sacred legend, some chapter of native lore or a hagiography about the life
of a saint or miracle-worker. The Lepcha term sung is used specifically for
traditional stories that were originally not written down, but transmitted
orally. In a broader sense, sung refers to narratives or stories in general.

Some Lepchas indicate any text with a Buddhist connection by adding
the designation ndmtho ndmthdr or ndmthdr cho. Most popular works exist
under different titles, such as tashe thing si namthar, tashe thing sd cho, and
tashe sung, or chotyen munlém, chotyen ndmthdr, or even chotyen munlém sd
sung and chotyen munlém sd namthdr. Whether these different titles represent
different versions of the text is still an open question. In colloquial Lepcha,
designations such as munlém and ndmthdr are pretty interchangeable, and
appear to be used not so much because of their literal meaning, but rather
their connotation of indicating some kind of sacred text.

24 Arthur Foning, “A Short Account of the Lepcha Language and Literature”, Bulletin of the
Cultural Research Institute, 13/3-4 (1979), 20-30 (p. 24).
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The pivotal work in Lepcha literature is entitled Tashe sung [The Story
of Lord Tashe].® This book describes the legendary life of Tashe thing (Lord
Tashe), who is equalled to Padmasambhava in the Tibetan Pad-ma than-yig.
The book describes different events in Lord Tashe’s life, his extraordinary
powers and knowledge, his views on life and death, his battle against evil
and the blessings he was able to spread around. Parts of this work are
traditionally recited twice a day by Lepcha people: in the early morning
and late evening. Lepcha texts are recited or chanted in a specific manner,
referred to as nyum;jo (melody, tune). There is a range of such chanting styles,
of which the simplest and most commonly used is referred to as shimvunmii
ing tasét nyumjé (flowing melody).

There are other Lepcha works that are subsidiary to the Tashe sung, and
in a sense all these texts form part of a large epos about Lord Tashe’s life and
work. For example, the work Rum pundi sd namthdr [The Legend of the Goddess
Queen] describes how Lord Tashe is struck by the troubles and suffering of
human beings on earth, and how he sends his wife to earth to fight the bad
influences that prevail there (Fig. 3.3).%” She tries to lead three wicked kings
to a righteous and more religious path by taking birth as one of the king's
daughters. Since her suffering is so great, Lord Tashe himself takes birth as
one of the king’s sons, and ultimately succeeds in fighting evil.

Another work found in many copies is Chotyen munlom [Prayers to the
Choten], abook of prayers, ritual ceremonies and offerings, which is intended
to demonstrate the formulae for showing devotion and expressing worship.?
The book explains that the reading of prayers procures blessings. Chotyen
munldém is partly written in the form of a dialogue between sdngge kungdwu
(Lord Buddha) and tukbo thing (Lord Tukbo). This is a book of prophecy,
which predicts and describes calamities that mankind will have to suffer.
According to René de Nebesky-Wojkowitz, this text corresponds to the Tibetan
text mChod-rten sMon-lam, about the Bya-run kha-$or stiipa at Kathmandu.”

In several manuscripts we have found the work entitled Lopin biriitsind
[The Learned Master Birutsana], which contains wise sayings, moral and ethical
instructions of a contemporary of Padmasambhava, who in Tibet is known

25 Tashe sung: EAP281/1/8, EAP281/1/22, EAP281/1/23, EAP281/2/2, EAP281/4/1,
EAP281/5/6, EAP281/5/10. Plaisier, Catalogue of Lepcha Manuscripts, p. 41.

26 Pasong Choring Simik, “Rhythmic Tones in Reading Lepcha Religious Books”, Aachuley:
A Quarterly Lepcha Bilingual News Magazine, 2/3 (1998), 17-18.

27 Rum pundi sd namthdr: EAP281/1/20.

28 Chotyen munlém: EAP281/1/9, EAP281/5/3.

29 Plaisier, Catalogue of Lepcha Manuscripts, pp. 34-35 and 41.



Unravelling Lepcha manuscripts 77

as Slob-pdon Vairocana.* Foning pointed to this title as the source of many
expressions in the Lepcha language, often referred to as tungbor (idiom) and
ringdyul (metaphor).*

Another example of a popular work attested in manuscripts we digitised,
Cenrejii sd namthdr [ The Legend of Cenrejut], is based on the legend of Cenreju, the
Boddhisattva of compassion (Tibetan Spyan-ras-gzigs, Sanskrit Avalokitesvara)
(Fig. 3.4).% Cenreju1 tries to liberate all living beings from all kinds of suffering,
but eventually has to accept that his goal cannot be reached without help.
He despairs and consequently his head splits into many pieces. The Buddha
(Amitabha) puts his body back together and creates a body with many different
arms and heads, which will enable Cenreja to fight many different kinds
of suffering all at the same time. Cenreju is sometimes portrayed with a
thousand arms and eleven heads, and is then called Ekadoshi.

Fig. 3.4 The Legend of Cenrejii. Foning Collection (EAP281/1/6), CC BY.

30 Lopdn biritsind: EAP281/1/15, EAP281/1/18.
31 Foning, Lepcha, pp. 166-70.
32 Cenrejii s namthir: EAP281/1/6.
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We have also found texts related to the worship of Ekadoshi (Sanskrit
Avalokitesvara Eka-dasa-mukha) such as Ekadoshi sa munlom [Worship of
Ekadoshi] (Fig. 3.2).% The text describes the life of the virtuous king Birbaho
and explains the cult of Ekadoshi, in which it is customary to fast and
pray once a year for two whole days and one whole night. In the book,
the existence of different religions in the world is explained, and the
need for tolerance towards other religions, such as Hinduism, is strongly
emphasised. This Lepcha title may correspond to the Sanskrit-Tibetan
work I-kd-da-$a sMon-lam.

Other popular texts we found are Tdngku ndmthdr [The Legendary
Origin of Tobacco] which explains the demonic origins of tobacco and the
dangerous consequences of its use,* and Tukfil s namthar [The Legend of
the Ants], a popular story that demonstrates the value of mutual respect
between living creatures.” The latter text describes how, while a priest is
meditating, an ant walks over the table in front of him. The priest flicks
the insect off the table, and nearly kills it. The ant is shocked and asks
the priest angrily if he realises that he came close to killing it. The priest
is not moved and the ant takes the matter to the ant-king who attacks
the priest with his army, in order to teach him a lesson. The terrified
priest prays for help and is rescued by a magic light which frightens the
ants away. In the end no one is hurt, but the priest and the ants learn to
respect each other.*

Another lively story is recounted in the book Guru cho?éng which
contains the records of the pious Guru Cho?éng and his sinful mother
Gompukit.”” This work may be based on the Tibetan Gu-ru Chos-dbar
gi rNam-thar, a story about Padmasambhava. Trimik kunden sd ndamthdr
[The Legend of Trimik Kunden] is the Lepcha version of the Tibetan legend
Dri-med Kun-ldan rNam-thar, based on the Visvantara or Vessantara [dtaka,
the last great birth of the Buddha, and describes many heroic sacrifices
made by the charitable prince.®®

33 Ekddoshi sd munlom: EAP281/1/23, EAP281/2/3, EAP281/3/1.
34 Tdingku namthdr: EAP281/1/18.

35 Tukfil sd namthar: EAP281/1/9.

36 Plaisier, Catalogue of Lepcha manuscripts, p. 50.

37 Giirii cho?ong: EAP281/1/8.

38 Trimik kunden sd ndmthdr: EAP281/1/21.
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Fig. 3.5 The Legend of the Goddess Ningse. Foning Collection (EAP281/1/13), CC BY.

Lepcha resurrection texts

In Lepcha literature we also find a group of texts in which people relate
their experiences in the afterlife. This literature describes the experiences
of those who meet their death and are subsequently sent back to the living
to recount the torments to which sinners are subjected after dying. In the
Lepcha language, their accounts are referred to by the term deliik, literally
“resurrection” or “revenant”. The term deliik is akin to the Tibetan phrase
hDas-log, which is used for Tibetan narratives of a similar nature. These tales
are found in Tibetan as early as the seventeenth century and in Lepcha since
the eighteenth century. The genre is generally understood as a mediation of
Buddhist doctrine through traditional Tibetan beliefs. *

While a number of Lepcha deliik texts are clearly based on Tibetan originals,
others may be original Lepcha texts in the hDas-log tradition. Two deliik texts
that are well-known from Tibetan literature were frequently copied in their

39 Plaisier, Two Lepcha Deliik Texts, pp. 24-25.
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Lepcha versions; these are the stories of Lingse chokit and Karmd 2ongjun. Other
examples of Lepcha deliik texts are Sakon deliik sd sung [ The Story of the Resurrection
of Sakon], Nungyang mun deliik [A Nun’s Return from Hell], Phyukbii pake sd
namthdr [The Legend of the Wealthy Man Pake], Théngsdl Drdmmo ndmthdr [The Life
of Théngsdl Drammo), Mun Tembii sd deliik [ The Resurrection of the Priestess Tembui]
and Rummit Ningse sd namthdr [The Legend of the Goddess Ningse] (Fig. 3.5).°°

Fig. 3.6 Astrological text. Namchu Collection (EAP281/2/1), CC BY.

Fig. 3.7 Astrological text. Foning Collection (EAP281/1/10), CC BY.

40 Sakon deliik sd sung: EAP281/5/1. Rummit ningse sd namthar: EAP281/1/13.
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Lepcha astrological texts

There are many astrological works in Lepcha, in fact the majority of the
forty manuscripts digitised through the EAP contain texts belonging to this
category. In traditional Lepcha life, astrology is used in many different ways.
Astrology concerns itself with the prediction of the many different things
to happen in a person’s life and focuses on the reading of auspicious and
inauspicious signs and omens. It is believed that the fate of a human being
can be influenced by his actions. Astrology can help to support religion by
suggesting appropriate religious practices. It is also connected to the field
of medicine, because it can help in diagnosing and curing diseases. Apart
from casting horoscopes and offering an analysis of a person’s character or
personality, astrology is also used in determining the suitability of marriage
partners, and to advise travellers and farmers.*

Fig. 3.8 Astrological text. Foning Collection (EAP281/1/14), CC BY.

41 Plaisier, Catalogue of Lepcha Manuscripts, p. 57.
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Lepcha astrological texts, sometimes simply referred to as tsu (astrology;
Tibetan rTsis)** have not yet been studied at all, and it has not yet been
possible to identify many of the digitised material (Figs. 3.6, 3.7, 3.8
and 3.10). There appear to be clear links between Lepcha astrology and
traditional Tibetan astrological traditions, for example the text Parkhé sd
tsu [Parkho Calculations] (Fig. 3.9) appears to relate directly to the Tibetan
tradition of geomantic diagrams, described in sPar-kha-hi rTsis.* One of the
astrological works in Lepcha that is often encountered in manuscript form
is called in full khyenriing dingngd sd tsu kydn sd cho, but is often referred to
simply as tsu kyidn sd cho [Book of Astrology].** It is thought that this book
consists of several volumes relating to birth, journeys and marriage, some
of which have been found copied independently, e.g. dgek ?ilit sd tsu (birth
horoscopes) and bri sd tsu (marriage horoscopes).®

Fig. 3.9 Parkhé Calculations. Foning Collection (EAP281/1/7), CC BY.

42 Tsu: EAP281/1/10.

43 Parkho sd tsu: EAP281/1/4, EAP281/1/12, EAP281/2/1.
44 Khyenring dingngd sd tsu kydn si cho: EAP281/1/14.
45 Brisd tsu: EAP281/1/19.
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Funerary texts relate to death and funerary traditions that are read aloud or
chanted from memory in the presence of a person who is dying or has just
passed away. In Lepcha literature, the title thokdra serves as a cover term for
all Lepcha funerary texts, among which is the book entitled thékdra itself, but
also works such as Pdmidk sd munlom, nytithing I6m fron, and possibly some of
the titles designated shang sd tsu.*®

The Lepcha designation shang sd tsu refers to “death horoscopes”. The
reading of the death horoscope is essential for the organisation of the funeral
ceremony. Every ritual action is based on the conclusions reached by the
astrologer. Among the most significant of the calculations are the immediate
cause of death, the prediction of the future destiny of the spirit and the
handling and timing of the removal of the deceased body.

The Tibetan Buddhist tradition is such that traditionally, to help the
deceased travellers gain insight into their situation, a monk or skilled
layperson will recite guiding instructions and inspirational prayers from
special funerary texts, sometimes referred to as Bar-do Thos-sgrol, or the
Tibetan Book of the Dead. The term thékdra appears to be the Lepcha spelling
of the Tibetan Thos-sgrol. The Lepcha thékdra contains words of guidance and
consolation to the departed spirit, and is recited by the mun at the time the
funeral pyre is lit. Some versions of this text or parts of it are written in the
second person, as if speaking directly to the deceased. The first part of this
book emphasises that the belief in the holy scriptures alone will guide the
departed soul to heaven. In the second part, the departed soul is consoled
by the words that death is inevitable. The deceased is persuaded to have
left the world of the living; it is pointed out that the deceased cannot cast
any more shadows, and can step silently on dried leaves or twigs without
breaking them. In the third part, the departed soul is cautioned against
the tricks of evil spirits who will take the form of loved and near ones,
and is directed to pay homage to the gods. In the last part, the deceased
has been guided to the abode of gods and the text concludes by consoling
the departed soul.

Although they generally coexist, the native Lepcha religious beliefs and
Tibetan Buddhist beliefs sometimes contradict each other. The Lepchas use
the term sanglyon to refer to both the Tibetan Buddhist and the Lepcha rituals
for guiding the soul of the deceased from this world to their next destination.
For the Lepchas there is traditionally no judgement in the afterlife, and once

46 Shangsdtsu: EAP281/1/1, EAP281/1/2, EAP281/1/4, EAP281/1/9, EAP281/1/16, EAP281/1/17.



84 From Dust to Digital

the soul reaches its destination it lives on forever among all other immortal
spirits.¥ The Lepchas traditionally believe that people who have died shall
never return to our world benevolently: they can only ever have contact with
our world again in the form of miing (evil spirits). After death a soul can be
converted into an evil spirit while it is in fongdek mdrdek lying (the netherworld),
and the risk of this happening is provoked when death occurs suddenly,
violently, at a young age, or when the proper funerary ceremonies are not
conducted. In contrast, the Tibetan Buddhist soul is judged after death and
consequently guided to its next incarnation. From glancing at the contents
of the funerary texts, it appears that belief in a judgement of the soul by the
Lord of the Dead, choge pano (Tibetan Chhos-kyi rGyal-po); the migrations of
the soul through the perils of the Bar-do, the stage between death and new
life, to its rebirth in one of the “six worlds”; the punishment of sinners in hell
or nyd lydng (Tibetan dMyal ba); and other well known traditions of Tibetan
Buddhism are now widespread among the Lepchas.

Fig. 3.10 Astrological text. Dendrtip Adyemnu Collection (EAP281/4/3), CC BY.

47 Gorer, Himalayan Village, p. 346.
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Conclusion

The discussion above illustrates the richness of the religious and literary tapestry
of the Lepcha people that is perpetuated in their manuscripts. Preservation of
the archival materials that represent the earliest stages of the Lepcha literary
tradition not only ensures that the Lepcha people continue to have access to
their own heritage, but also enables further research into the various strands
of influence of Tibetan Buddhist traditions, non-Buddhist Tibetan beliefs and
linguistic evidence that can be unravelled in Lepcha traditions.

The study of Lepcha manuscripts is still in its early days, but it is expected
to shed light on the nature of indigenous Lepcha religious beliefs and the
spread of Buddhism in the area, while from a linguistic point of view the
language used in these old texts is of historical interest. One impediment to
progress in establishing the exact position of Lepcha within the Tibeto-Burman
languages is the limited understanding of historical phonological borrowing
of Tibetan into Lepcha. Linguistic analysis can also engage our literary
and cultural questions; a comparative study of loanwords and calques will
elucidate which Tibetan Buddhist concepts the Lepcha regarded as foreign
and which they saw as parallel to their own traditions.

Elaborating such linguistic and literary influences will, in turn, promote
more general insight into the way a foreign religion may be adapted to a
local culture. The complex influence Tibetan Buddhism has exercised on the
religion, literature and language of the Lepcha people has parallels with the
experience of many other indigenous peoples in the region.
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EAP281/1/9, EAP281/5/3

Chotyen munlém.

EAP281/1/23, EAP281/2/3, EAP281/3/1
Ekddoshi sa munlom.

EAP281/1/8

Gtirii cho?ong.

EAP281/1/14

Khyenriing dingngd sd tsu kydn sd cho.
EAP281/1/11

Lazong.

EAP281/1/15, EAP281/1/18

Lopdn biritsdnd.

EAP281/1/4, EAP281/1/12, EAP281/2/1
Parkho sa tsu.

EAP281/1/20
Rum pundi sd namthdr.

EAP281/5/1
Sakon deliik sd sung.

EAP281/1/13
Rummit ndngse sd namthir.

EAP281/1/1, EAP281/1/2, EAP281/1/4, EAP281/1/9, EAP281/1/16, EAP281/1/17
Shang sd tsu.

EAP281/1/18
Tangku ndmthdr.

48 http://eap.bl.uk/database/results.a4d?projID=EAP281
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EAP281/1/8, EAP281/1/22, EAP281/1/23, EAP281/2/2, EAP281/4/1, EAP281/5/6,
EAP281/5/10
Tashe sung.

EAP281/1/21
Trimik kunden sd namthar.

EAP281/1/10
Tsu.

EAP281/1/9
Tukfil sd ndmthir.



4. Technological aspects of the
monastic manuscript collection at
May Wiyni, Ethiopia’

Jacek Tomaszewski and Michael Gervers

Located in the Horn of Africa, Ethiopia is one of the most ancient civilisations in
the world, a place where traditional culture, firmly fixed in the past, is continually
challenged by the customs of the modern world. One of the treasures of this
country is its manuscript culture, inseparably tied to the Christian tradition.
There are thousands of churches in Ethiopia, and stored in nearly every one
are parchment manuscripts which contain ancient and sometimes unknown
religious texts. This rich cultural heritage is particularly vulnerable to damage,
loss and destruction, and requires a variety of approaches for its preservation.

One otherwise inconspicuous place is the village and ancient monastic site
of May Wayni in the northern province of Tigray. The complete collection
of manuscripts there was digitised in 2013 under the auspices of the British
Library’s Endangered Archives Programme (EAP).? The site is located on a
steep slope at a distance of nearly fifty kilometres south from Tigray’s capital
city of Mekelle. It is situated a few kilometres away from the main road and is

1 The transliteration of Ge’ez and Amharic words in this chapter is based on the system
used by the Encyclopaedia Aethiopica (EAe).

2 EAP526: Digitisation of the endangered monasticarchive at May Wayni (Tigray, Ethiopia),
http://eap.bl.uk/database/overview_project.a4d?projID=EAP526. The digitisation was
undertaken by Michael Gervers (University of Toronto, Canada), Ewa Balicka-
Witakowska (Uppsala University, Sweden), Jan Rets6 (Gothenburg University, Sweden)
and Jacek Tomaszewski (Polish Institute of World Art Studies, Warsaw). The expedition
was greatly facilitated by the cooperation of Ato Kebede Amare, General Manager for the
Agency of Culture and Tourism in the National State of Tigray. The authors would like
to thank Ewa Balicka-Witakowska for her important contributions towards the accuracy
of this chapter.

©]. Tomaszewski and M. Gervers, CC BY http://dx.doi.org/10.11647/OBP.0052.04
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barely accessible by vehicle. The monastic enclosure stands alone on relatively
flat terrain. According to local tradition, the monastery was founded by the
saintly monk Father Qasila Giyorgis® and flourished at the end of the fourteenth
and the beginning of the fifteenth centuries. He was one of the companions
of the important Ethiopian monastic figure Yohannes Kdma, abbot of Dabra
Libanos Monastery in Sawa.

A provincial Ethiopian church library may generally contain about forty
manuscripts, so the May Wayni collection of 91 items is considered large.® It
consists not only of the standard set of books needed to perform the liturgy and
other services, but also of important texts for the study of the history of Ethiopia
and the Ethiopian Church, the literature of the Christian and Ethiopian Church,
and the history of the manuscript book. Most of the manuscripts appear to have
been copied in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries;® only a few are decorated.

The old church of May Wayni and its storage facility collapsed in recent
years, and the construction of the new church has been delayed due to lack
of funds. The manuscripts are presently stored in a relatively new “treasury”
building made of mud and mortar, where most of them are stacked on a
rough wooden rack, kept in heavy wooden boxes or hung on wall pegs (Fig.
4.1). Regularly-used liturgical books reside in the altar unit of the unfinished
sanctuary of the new church. To prevent further damage to the manuscripts,
the monks have distributed those not used during the daily services among

3 We are grateful to Denis Nosnitsin for pointing out that the monastic rules he wrote are
to be found in the nineteenth-century manuscript HMML, Hill Museum and Manuscript
Library, Pr. No. 5000, for which see Getatchew Haile, A Catalogue of Ethiopian Manuscripts
Microfilmed for the Ethiopian Manuscript Microfilm Library, Addis Ababa and for the Hill
Monastic Manuscript Library, Collegeville, 10 (Collegeville, MN: Saint John’s University,
1993), p. 383.

4 Stéphane Ancel, “Yohannes Kdma”, Encyclopaedia Aethiopica (hereafter cited as EAE), ed.
by Siegbert Uhlig et al., 5 (Wiesbaden: Harrassowitz Verlag, 2014), p. 81f.

5 By way of comparison, Dabrd Sidlam Mika’l in Tigray is noted to have had 44
manuscripts in 1974 (EAE 11, p. 39); Dabra Bahray in Wollo has 54 (ibid., p. 11); the old
Aksumite church of Débri Libanos in Eritrea is known to have had at least 84 in 1994
(ibid., p. 29); Dabra Sérabi in Tigray has 98. In the second quarter of the sixteenth century,
Dibra Badrat in Sawa was said to have had hundreds (EAE II, p. 15). The monastery
of Gundd Gunde currently has 219 manuscripts (see below, n. 7), having previously
given an additional 65 to the re-established nunnery of Asir Matira. Gianfrancesco Lusini
reports that the greatest manuscript collection in Eritrea is at Dabra Bizdn, holding 572
manuscripts (EAE 11, p. 17a).

6 No information about dating was found in the colophons of the manuscripts.
Furthermore, differences in the handwriting of the mid-seventeenth century to the mid-
nineteenth century have proved difficult to distinguish, the more so since around 1800:
“From about 1800 onward, the art of handwriting entered into a state of flux and styles
developed which are parallel to those of the recent past and the present”. Siegbert Uhlig,
Introduction to Ethiopian Palaeography (Stuttgart: Steiner, 1990), pp. 87-115 (p. 103).
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themselves and the villagers. This arrangement is particularly unfortunate as
it may lead to the increased dispersal and consequent loss of volumes.

Fig. 4.1 May Wéyni. Treasury building interior with
cased manuscripts on pegs. Photo CC BY-NC.

During an initial visit to May Wayni in 2009, only some of the manuscripts
were available to us in evaluating the extent of the collection and determining
the scope of spiritual activity carried out in the compound. A prior inspection
of the rugged terrain around the church and surroundings ruled out the
possibility of setting up camp for the time required to digitise the books.
Lack of water for cooking and drinking, or electricity for powering and
charging the photographic and computer equipment, necessitated daily
travel to and from Mekelle. On the one hand, these daily expeditions had
their drawbacks — three hours a day were spent traveling, and because the
churchyard was also used for religious purposes, the field station had to be
established and dismantled daily. On the other hand, the evenings could
be spent in the city downloading and backing up image files on computers,
charging batteries and making necessary repairs to equipment.

Having made a positive assessment of the content of the archive, we
agreed with the monks and representatives of the local community on how
to establish the conditions for digitising the collection. These discussions
substantially improved the efficiency of the process and at the same time
allowed the benefits of the project to be presented to the local inhabitants. The
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previous experiences of teams studying or digitising manuscripts in various
places in Ethiopia have shown that, despite lengthy negotiations ending in
consensus, work may be frequently interrupted, often for trivial reasons.”
The assumption is that any collection of manuscripts is the property of the
entire community, both lay and ecclesiastical, and the opposition of even a
single member may bring all digitisation activity to a sudden halt. In such
circumstances, no governmental or church authority can legally impose a
decision on the community.? Objective factors of this sort, in addition to
the difficult field conditions, render the process of digitising in Ethiopia
extremely complicated.’

With participation from representatives of the local church authorities,
we established a detailed plan for the digitisation of the manuscripts and
prepared all materials, tools, equipment and procedures. The recording of
any collection in such difficult conditions as were encountered at May Wayni
requires elaborate preparation and the development of appropriate methods

7 EAP254 was diverted from the Shire region of Tigray Province, following an u