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Editorial  

A warm welcome to this new issue of the SEALG Newsletter! Another busy year has 

passed, and we were finally able to reconnect in person at our Annual Meeting and 

panel at the 12th EuroSEAS Conference that took place in Paris in June/July 2022. 

Detailed information on both the AGM and the very successful conference panel that 

brought together librarians, scholars and students, can be found in this issue. In 

addition, this issue contains articles on a philatelic collection from Laos, Thai 

manuscript illustrations, information on cataloguing Southeast Asian materials in the 

US, and Malay comic books. As always, your feedback on any of the articles is very 

welcome – for contact details please see the imprint on the last page. We hope you 

will find this issue useful and inspiring for your work and your research! 

Jana Igunma (Editor)  
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SEALG Annual Meeting and Panel at the EuroSEAS Conference,  

Paris 2022 

 

Report by Marije Plomp and Jana Igunma 

 

The SEALG Annual Meeting 2022 took place in Paris in collaboration with the 12th 

EuroSEAS Conference, 28 June to 1 July 2022.  

Our group organised a conference panel with the title " Southeast Asia Libraries between 

Open Science, heritage collections and ethical standards of custodianship", which was 

held on 1 July as part of the EuroSEAS Conference. The AGM took place on the same 

day, following the panel presentations, at the Ecole des Hautes Etudes en Sciences 

Sociales (EHESS), on the new Campus Condorcet, Paris-Aubervilliers. 

The program on 1 July started with the SEALG panel which was chaired by Marije Plomp 

(Leiden University Libraries) and Jana Igunma (British Library). The theme of the panel 

was inspired by the fact that the foundations of European libraries holding Southeast 

Asian heritage collections are found mainly in the colonial enterprise. Both the collections 

and the accumulated knowledge about them bear the stamp of the values and beliefs of 

the European, nineteenth and early twentieth century collectors and scholars, whose 

assignments were inextricably bound up with the mission of the colonial state. Post-

colonial voices from both academia and the broader society have exposed how some of 

these values have continued to influence the way European libraries manage, describe 

and present heritage material. As a result, some of these institutions have begun to 

critically investigate the make-up and provenance of their colonial collections, as well  as 

the manner in which the collections are being managed. These endeavors have given 

rise foremost to policies directed at bridging the physical distance between heritage 

collections and the various stakeholders in Southeast Asia. Most libraries have begun 

taking measures to facilitate access to the collections and academic output through, for 

example, digitisation and digital collections, Open Access institutional repositories, 

research scholarships and facilities, and online catalogue tutorials, seminars and Open 

Access e-publications promoting the collections.  

The panel explored these and other practices that can be taken up by libraries aimed at 

reducing inequalities related to access to heritage collections and knowledge production, 

next to other topics related to ethical custodianship. Topics for discussion included 

aspects of supporting Open Science and Open Access; opening up the collections for 

everyone, not just academia; providing free access to primary and secondary sources, 

independently from language/script, place of publication, peer-review, and format of 

publication; improving discoverability of material in non-European languages; critical re-

evaluation of the language, scripts and standards used for cataloguing; heritage collection 

crowd sourcing projects; (re)discovery of collections; provenance research and 

acquisition transparency in the context of data protection and privacy legislation; 

optimisation of the digitisation process and projects; ethical issues arising from 

digitization.  

https://euroseas2022.org/
https://euroseas2022.org/
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During two sessions, which were attended not only by librarians but also scholars and 

researchers, six papers were presented.  

The first session was opened by Marije Plomp from the Asian Library, Leiden University 

Libraries, with her presentation on “Bridging the gap: Managing colonial heritage 

collections, best practices and opportunities at the Asian Library”. With the transfer of the 

KIT and KITLV collections related to the former Dutch East Indies/Indonesia to Leiden 

University Libraries in 2013 and 2014, the library’s Indonesia collection became the 

second largest in the world. A notable part consists of heritage material that was collected 

during the colonial period. In the last five years in particular, post-colonial voices from 

both academia and the broader society have called upon institutions holding colonial 

collections to critically assess their collections and the manner in which they manage 

them. Leiden University Libraries reacted with measures directed at bridging the physical 

distance between heritage collections and the various stakeholders in Indonesia. Marije 

Plomp discussed these measures in her presentation, as well as other actions directed 

more generally at accommodating Indonesian user groups and stakeholders in the library. 

Besides this, she looked into the best practices of other institutions that could perhaps be 

implemented at Leiden University Libraries. 

The second presenter was Awang Azman Awang Pawi from the Academy of Malay 

Studies, University of Malaya Kuala Lumpur, with his paper “From Malay to Malaysiana: 

Collection between Access and Preservation”. Since the establishment of University of   

Malaya of Kuala Lumpur’s campus in 1959, UML has been developing a collection of 

publications known as Malaysiana, which are technically defined as material about 

Malaysia published locally or overseas. The nucleus of the collection itself was inherited 

from a British colonial who initiated the field of Malay Studies at the University of Malaya 

in Singapore 1953. UML possesses a unique Malaysiana collection with research 

potential, however, in general the information about it is still superficial.  

Awang Azman Awang Pawi discussed the accessibility of the Malaysiana collection, as 

well as the preservation of the Malaysiana collection in the context of the Open Science 

concept. UML has started several digital initiatives to improve access to the collection for 

its users, alongside the library’s obligation to preserve this heritage collection. There is 

also a need for metadata and information enhancements of the materials in the collection 

to promote research and to encourage researchers from around the world to use this 

unique source. 

The next speaker was Taufiq Hanafi, a researcher at the Royal Institute of Southeast 

Asian and Caribbean Studies (KITLV) and the Leiden Institute for Area Studies (LIAS), 

Leiden University, with his presentation “The Irony of Abundance: Open Science, Copious 

Resources, and yet Low Research Output”. According to recent research, with relatively 

low per-capita GDP, underdeveloped electronic text markets, and a rapidly growing 

student population, Indonesia belongs to top users and largest downloaders of shadow 

libraries. It ranks second in the use of Library Genesis via the B mirror - after Russia - 

and becomes a major traffic source for data transactions. In addition, other channels for 

Open Science and data dissemination, such as the official mailing list group for 

Indonesia’s largest scholarship program LPDP and accompanying social media 
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accounts, have a strong archival function and consistently address the lack of access to 

digital copies. In this regard, despite the seemingly-illegal nature of this mode of sharing, 

to date, Indonesia does not only have the ability to access knowledge but also to collect 

or even hoard. Nonetheless, Indonesia accounted for only 0.65% of academic 

publications in the ASEAN region and just over 0.2% of global publications, indicative of 

narrow engagement in science and a weak knowledge sector of the country. Taufiq 

Hanafi emphasized that his paper did not aim at negating the noble aim of libraries in the 

European setting at reducing inequalities related to access and opening up their 

collections for everyone, but rather questioned what can be done to address the issue of 

insularity in knowledge production.  

 
Taufiq Hanafi presenting his paper during the first session of the SEALG panel.  

Photo: Jana Igunma 

After a lively discussion of the first three presentations, the second session of this panel 

was opened by Jotika Khur-Yearn, SOAS Library, London, with his talk on “Digital 

Collections of Shan Manuscripts: Access, Discovery and Evaluation”. His paper 

discussed the digital collections of Shan manuscripts that have been made available for 

Open Access through digitisation projects with the support of generous funding from 

various organisations and institutions in the last few years. Through both Jotika Khur-

Yearn’s participation in some of the digitisation projects and his own research interest in 

the Shan manuscript literature, these digital collections of Shan manuscripts have 

become treasure troves for exploration and discovery of rare literary material and 

information resources on various areas in the fields of humanities and social sciences as 

he illustrated with some examples in his talk. In addition to the digital collections of Shan 

manuscripts, he was also involved in a few projects to catalogue Shan manuscripts, and 
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as a result he became aware of many more collections of Shan manuscripts that are still 

awaiting digitisation and preservation. 

Jana Igunma from the British Library, London, followed next with her presentation on 

“The Thai tradition of manuscript copying and related curatorial challenges”. Until the 

introduction of printing technology in Thailand (then Siam) in the 1830s, the tradition and 

art of manuscript copying was one of the two main methods to preserve texts, the other 

being oral transmission by way of memorising texts. While some scribes and artists aimed 

to perfect their copying skills to produce luxurious manuscripts for the royal family, others 

explored ways to integrate their individual creativity and innovation with the process of  

copying, and yet others worked mainly for patrons who ordered custom-made manuscript 

copies for Buddhist ceremonies, rites of passage or personal use.  

For the curator or librarian working with Thai manuscripts certain aspects of the 

manuscript copying tradition pose challenges, especially in the context of establishing the 

provenance of manuscripts, namely creation date/period of undated manuscripts, 

possible place of origin or art school, patron and purpose of manuscripts. Jana Igunma 

asked what the term “copy” means in the Thai cultural context, discussed problems that 

arise with the copying of colophons and art styles, and considered what constitutes the 

fine line between copy and fake in the light of a revival of the tradition of manuscript 

copying in Thailand in the 21st century.   

The final paper presentation in this panel was given by Wahyu Widodo, Leiden Institute 

for Area Studies (LIAS), Leiden University and Fakultas Ilmu Budaya (FIB), Universitas  

Brawijaya, Malang, with the title “Whose Manuscripts are These? The Problems of 

Authorized Custodianships of the Exiled Clerics Manuscripts in the Nineteenth Century 

of Colonial Java”. In February 1886, accused of raising a rebellion against the Dutch 

colonial government, Mas Malangjoeda, a charismatic religious leader of the Banyumas-

based Akmaliyyah Sufi order in Central Java, together with seventy-two of his loyal 

followers, was apprehended and sent to imprisonment in Buitenzorg, West Java. Shortly 

afterwards, he was tried in colonial court under the colony’s criminal law and exiled to 

Buru Island. To add insult to injury, the manuscripts on Islamic mystical teachings that he 

had authored, all twelve, were seized and brought to Batavia. With interference from 

Snouck Hurgronje, these manuscripts are now kept in Leiden University Library, coded 

as “notes of Malangjoeda” with Cod. Or. 7577-7588.  

Wahyu Widodo’s presentation aimed to investigate the detailed processes of the 

manuscripts’ acquisition by asking: Whose sinful hands were used to expropriate these  

manuscripts from their rightful owner? This aim is further problematised by the fact that 

the European library has treated these colonial loots with high regard, which suggest 

legitimate custodianship. Should these manuscripts find their way home through 

restitution, would they be treated with equally high regard and used to contribute to the 

knowledge production in the postcolonial country? 
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Q&A and discussion following Wahyu Widodo’s presentation during the second session of the 

SEALG panel. Photo: Jana Igunma 

After the lunch break, the Annual General Meeting of the SEALG was opened by the 

group’s secretary, Marije Plomp. Members from France, Germany, the Netherlands, the 

UK and the US attended the meeting. Jana Igunma gave a short summary of the minutes 

of the last AGM 2019 in Leiden, which are also available on the SEALG website. 

Treasurer Margaret Nicholson informed the group in advance that, unfortunately, the 

financial report had to be postponed due to unforeseen circumstances resulting from the 

Covid-19 pandemic. There had been no expenses the previous two years. 

The secretary received notifications from the group’s Chair, Doris Jedamski, and 

Treasurer, Margaret Nicholson, that they both wished to step down from their roles. This 

year, the election of the committee that had to be postponed twice due to the Covid-19 

pandemic finally took place. Christophe Caudron was elected as the new Chair of SEALG, 

and the attendants of the meeting congratulated him to his new role. Jotika Khur-Yearn 

agreed to be interim co-treasurer to assist Margaret Nicholson until a new Treasurer can 

be found. 

Jana Igunma presented the usage statistics of the SEALG blog which saw very good 

results in the previous year 2021, with 10,562 views in total. However, views for the 

current year were below average due to the fact that only four blog posts had been 

published so far. Generally, newly published posts, especially those with a topic related 

to heritage collections, trigger higher viewing numbers also for previously published blog 

posts.  

http://www.sealg.org/SEALG2019.html
https://southeastasianlibrarygroup.wordpress.com/
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Usage statistics of the SEALG blog for the past decade. Source: Wordpress 

For example, the top five posts with the highest viewing numbers during the past 12 

months (by 30 June 2022) were: An illuminated Malay Qur’an, A Treatise on Siamese 

Cats, Two early 19th-century Malay documents, Remembering the Black African Heroes 

of WWII in Burma, Buddhist manuscript textiles: Southeast Asia. The top ten countries 

from where the blog was accessed (all time) were the US, Thailand, the UK, Indonesia, 

Malaysia, India, Myanmar, Singapore, Germany, Philippines which shows that the blog is 

reaching audiences in Southeast Asian countries. 

The next points of discussion were General Data Protection Regulations which affect how 

we publish information on the SEALG website and blog. The challenge is to follow the 

regulations, while at the same time we have to fulfil the requirements of transparency and 

accountability in terms of leadership and how SEALG is run. Another issue that was 

raised was the cost of the SEALG website (domain name and file storage) which have 

increased recently, so that the group has to look at possible alternatives. 

Last but not least, the attendees gave updates from their libraries, including new and 

ongoing projects, exhibitions, staff changes, significant new acquisitions, funding, 

fellowships, news from partner organisations in the US, the use of digital platforms etc. 

Details of the updates are included in the minutes of the meeting which were distributed 

to the members of SEALG. Various suggestions for locations to hold the AGM in 2023 

were received, including Hamburg, Marseille and Venice. 

Apart from attending the SEALG panel and AGM, members had the opportunity to visit 

two exhibitions that took place during the EuroSEAS conference: Remembering 1965 and 

its Aftermath and Yadeya & the Coup: Taking Action in Myanmar’s Revolution. In addition, 

there was a rich cultural programme to accompany the conference, including film 

screenings, concerts, and book prize award ceremonies.  

The SEALG committee, on behalf of the SEALG members, would like to express their 

gratitude to the organising team of the EuroSEAS Conference 2022 for their dedicated 

http://www.sealg.org/
https://euroseas2022.org/program/exhibitions
https://euroseas2022.org/program/film-screenings
https://euroseas2022.org/program/film-screenings
https://euroseas2022.org/program/concerts
https://euroseas2022.org/program/book-prize
https://euroseas2022.org/about/team
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work and the excellent support given to our group, and especially for accommodating the 

SEALG panel and AGM! 
 

 

Exhibit “Yadeya & the Coup: Taking Action in Myanmar’s Revolution” at the EuroSEAS 

Conference 2022. Photo: Jana Igunma 

 
Performance of Khmu musicians from Northern Laos at the EuroSEAS Conference 2022. 

Photo: Jana Igunma 
 

*** 
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Laos Cultural Vignettes in the British Library’s Philatelic Collections  

 
Richard Scott Morel, FRPSL, Curator Philatelic Collections, British Library, 

London 

 

Stamps remain a generally neglected research resource amongst individuals interested 

in Laos and its culture. A technology developed in Europe from the seventeenth century 

onwards to finance national revenues and communication infrastructures they were 

instrumental in modern nation state formation. Likewise, introduced within imperial and 

colonial contexts for similar purposes, their functional successes ensured continuation 

amongst every postcolonial government. Moving beyond structural utility, the design  and 

manufacture of postage stamps in particular generates complex symbolic artefacts 

through a combination of images, ornamentation and textual elements.  

Are these the semi-rabid ramblings of an overeager Curator about to keenly promote 

another collection? Perhaps! Yet do not take my word for it, listen instead to the German 

art historian, cultural theorist and founder of the Warburg Institute, Aby Moritz Warburg 

who stated ‘If all documents were to be lost, a complete stamp album would suffice for a 

total reconstruction of world culture in the technical age.’ Stamps are inherently cultural 

and incredibly important in our physical and symbolic cumulative cultural evolution, points 

exemplified in this brief, partial introduction to Laos postage stamps in the British Library’s 

Philatelic Collections. 

The Department’s creation traces back to 1891 with Thomas Keay Tapling’s (Figure 1) 

bequest of his worldwide collection of postage stamps, telegraph stamps and postal 

stationery to the Department of Printed Books in the British Museum Library. The Museum 

employed leading philatelist Sir Edward Denny Bacon (Figure 2), and later his assistant 

Jane Hamilton (Figure 3) to arrange and manage the collection. Their solid work placed 

the museum on the philatelic map resulting in a near continuous flow of donations, 

bequests and official transfers of government archives ever since. Upon its formation in 

1973, the British Library took ownership of the collection, which moved into the St Pancras 

site once completed in 1997.  

Two Curators are currently responsible for more than eighty major collections and 

archives, totalling in excess of eight and a half million items. Global in scope, they 

represent almost every aspect of philately, philatelic literature, postal history and the 

security printing industry. They are the United Kingdom’s national philatelic collection. 

Our thousand frame philatelic display cases situated the upper ground floor show around 

80,000 collection items publicly at any one time, making it the largest permanent 

exhibition in the British Library. Individuals wishing to conduct research with the 

collections can do so Monday-Friday 10.30-16.00 on an appointment basis by contacting 

us on philatelic@bl.uk. 

 

 

 

mailto:philatelic@bl.uk
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Figure 1. Figure 2. Figure 3. 

First appearing in Laos during France’s military and colonial expansion in what became 

French Indochina 1886-1898, the first postage stamps in circulation were ‘French 

Colonial’ issues. Containing many of the world’s first stamp issues, the Tapling Collection 

contains examples of such stamps issued 1859-1886, in addition to the 1889 Indo-China 

postage stamps. The department is currently in the late phases of a digitisation project 

intended to make this entire collection freely available for online research purposes at 

some point in the financial year 2023-2024. 

With Tapling’s death occurring shortly after the introduction of postage stamps into Laos, 

researchers need to turn to the Supplementary Collection to pick up the philatelic story. 

This worldwide collection of stamps from 1850-1922 contained within sixteen volumes, 

includes four pages, totalling seventy-nine stamps from Indo-China issued 1892-1912. 

One stamp of interest includes this five-franc denomination, part of the Indo-China 1907 

‘Definitive’ set (Figure 4) designed by A. Puyplat, engraved by G. Johannet and printed 

at the Government Printing Works in Paris. It depicts a Laotian woman standing beside a 

fenced structure (Figure 4), inspired by an early photographic postcard made in Hanoi 

(Figure 5) titled ‘300. Femme d’un chef Khas Region des Hoa-Panh (Laos),’ making her 

the first identifiable person from Laos depicted on a postage stamp. 
 

   

Figure 4. Figure 5. Figure. 6 
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Indo-Chinese Post Offices stationed at Canton, Chunking, Hoihao, Kwangchow, 

Mengtsz, Pakhoi and Kunming issued overprinted Indo-China stamps between 1901 and 

1919. The Supplementary Collection includes overprinted specimens of such stamps, 

including versions of the same 5-Franc stamp circulating in China between 1908 and 

1919 (Figure 6).  

The largest and most significant collection containing Laos’s postage stamps is the 

Universal Postal Union (UPU) Collection. Established by the 1874 Treaty of Berne, the 

UPU is now a specialised agency within the United Nations. Created to facilitate the 

international transit of mail between countries, each member state is required to submit 

specimen postage stamps for distribution amongst one another for reference purposes. 

Over time, this practice generated an enormous archive of unused specimen stamps. It 

covers the period c.1860 to 1992 and occupies two-hundred and twenty-eight volumes. 

The volumes for the ‘French Empire’ will duplicate material within the Tapling and 

Supplementary Collections. Yet with the exception of Japanese occupation stamps from 

the Second World War, it brings the department’s holdings of Laos’s postage stamps up 

to the 1990s. 

The creation of Kingdom of Laos on 10 May 1947 and its subsequent elevation as an 

Associated State within the French Union on 19 July 1949 during the build-up to 

independence signalled a complete change of direction for Laos’s stamps. No longer 

subsumed within the French colonial or Indo-China issues, the nation began issuing 

stamps in its own right. Cataloguing work conducted on the UPU Collection has identified 

approximately eight-hundred postage stamps from Laos in three volumes for the years 

1951 to 1992. 

Given the technical expertise and expenses involved in stamp production, Laos’s 

government contracted with overseas security printers to manufacture their stamps. 

During the period 1951-1975, the Government Printing Works in Paris printed the vast 

majority of stamps for the Kingdom of Laos. On the creation of the People’s Democratic 

Republic of Laos on 2 December 1975, the National Printing Works in Havana, Cuba, 

became a major manufacturer of the stamps instead. Developments in printing 

technologies influenced the design range, style and aesthetic of Laos’s stamps over time. 

However, the careful selection of designers on the part of Laos’s postal authorities tended 

to maintain the cultural integrity of their stamps. 

French painter, Marc Leguay designed most of the stamps issued between 1951 and 

1958. Residing in Laos from 1936 to 1975, he established the Lao School of Arts, painted 

and integrated within Laos’s high -society. His 28 October 1955 ‘Ramayana’ 30-kip airmail 

stamp (Figure 7) denoting Rama, engraved by Jean Pheulpin derives from a detail in one 

of Leguay’s earlier oil paintings ‘Scene du Pra Lak Pra Lam ’ developed between 1948 

and 1957 (Figure 8). Although the original painting is now in private hands, the Postal 

Museum in Paris houses a corpus of Leguay’s original artwork for this and other stamp 

issues (Figure 9).  
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Figure 7. Figure 8. Figure 9. 

Revealing Leguay’s keen powers of observation, the stamps also capture some 

fascinating insights into Laos’s daily life and culture such as the 5 November 1957 

‘Buddhism’ 10-kip Airmail stamp depicting a Buddhist monk receiving alms (Figure 10) 

and the 25 March 1957 ‘Laos Musicians’ 4-kip stamp showing a child playing the khene 

(Figure 11).  
 

  

Figure 10. Figure 11. 

From 1958 onwards, increasing numbers of Laos and Southeast Asian artists were 

commissioned to design postage stamps. Born in Vientiane on 29 September 1915, 

Chamnane Prisayane (Figure 12) attended school 1932-1938, and then studied in 

Bangkok 1948-1950. Enlisting in the Lao Army, he reached the rank of Major in the Corps 

of Engineers, travelling to Thailand and South Vietnam as part of his official duties. A 

versatile artist and artisan, he received national recognition, winning a silver medal for 

theatrical representation in 1957, and then made a Chevalier of the Order of a Million 

Elephants and of the White Parasol in 1961 for manufacturing small Buddha statu es for 

King Sisavang Vong’s funeral. An accomplished painter, he produced an official portrait 

of King Savang Vatthana in addition to numerous paintings of landscapes and historic 
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monuments. Marrying Nang Sopha Prisayane, the couple went on to have ten children; 

and one American ex-pat resident in Laos described him as a friendly, modest and happy 

man, an excellent conversationalist with an alert mind and helpful disposition. 

 

  

Figure 12. Figure 13. 

His first stamp commission was to develop seven different designs for what became the 

Laos 17 March 1958 ‘Laos Elephants’ Issue engraved by Jean Pheulpin (Figure 13). 

Receiving international philatelic acclaim, Prisayane went on to rival Leguay’s work in 

both quantity, quality and scope. His 4-kip stamp for the Laos 29 April 1961 ‘Funeral of 

King Sisavang Vong’ issue (Figure 14) derives from an actual photograph, and one 

suspects the 30-kip stamp depicting silversmiths for the 12 April 1971 ‘Laotian Traditional 

Crafts’ is rendered from a real-life image as well (Figure 15). One of the last sets of stamps 

he designed for Laos was the 22 July 1975 ‘Pravetsandone’ issue (Figure 16) just prior 

to the establishment of the People’s Democratic Republic of Laos.  
 

   

Figure 14. Figure 15. Figure 16. 
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Sanguan Rodboon (Figure 17) was a Thai national born in the City of Pak Nam, Samut 

Prakan, close to Bangkok on 1 April 1926. He attended an elementary school in Pak Nam, 

high school in Thonburi and then the Bangkok Arts and Crafts School, graduating in 1948. 

Working as a commercial artist for several companies in Bangkok until 1957, he went on 

to become a teacher at the Bangkok Arts and Crafts School until 1962 when he moved 

to Laos upon gaining employment within the Material Production Centre of the Ministry of 

Education. Spending much of his time producing illustrations for school textbooks, 

Rodboon also worked as an instructor in the Ecole des Arts Lao, in Vientiane. Married 

with five children, he was an accomplished watercolour painter. In 1964, he won a first 

prize at an art exhibition with his painting ‘Vietnamese Village,’ and exhibited at the Ecole 

des Arts Lao in 1965. 
 

 

 
 

Figure 17. Figure 18. Figure 19. 

His first stamp commission was to develop three of the four designs comprising the Laos 

13 March 1965 ‘Butterflies and Moths’ issue (Figure 18) loaning a butterfly collection from 

one of the fathers of the Roman Catholic Oblate Order as source material. Following this 

early success, Rodboon went on to design a succession of stamps covering a wide variety 

of themes and topics including the 40-kip stamp depicting a ‘Sou-Khouan’ ceremony for 

the 20 May 1966 ‘Lao Ceremonies’ issue (Figure 19). 

 

  

Figure 20. Figure 21. 
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Despite their significant and self-evident abilities, other national and Southeast Asian 

artists designing postage stamps for Laos are considerably less known. Born on 6 March 

1936 at Cholon in South Vietnam, Ky Phungchaleun (Figure 20) went on to study at the 

Taberd Institute. Following graduation, he worked as an amateur designer for a 

commercial firm in Laos, designing various sets of postage stamps for Vietnam and Laos. 

His oeuvre includes three designs for the Laos 30 March 1970 ‘Lao Drums’ issue (Figure 

21), two designs for the 1 May 1971 ‘Racial Equality Year’ issue protesting against 

Apartheid (Figure 22) and two designs for the 24 October 1973 ‘Centenary of the World 

Meteorological Issue’ (Figure 23). He also produced three designs for the third series of 

the ‘Lao Mythology’ issued on 23 March 1974 (Figure 24). 
 

   

Figure 22. Figure 23. Figure 24. 

Tiao Mani Khatinarath, born at Sithane in Luang Prabang on 20  August 1931 was a 

professional accountant who developed several notable stamp issues including four 

designs for the 1969 Lao ‘Ballet Royal’ manufactured by the security printing firm Thomas 

De La Rue Limited in the United Kingdom using a photogravure printing process (Figure 

25). Thong Ching’s (Figure 26) stamp design debut was for a set of two designs 

developed with another artist for the 25 February 1969 ‘Vat Ongtu Temple’ issue (Figure 

27) photogravure printed by an unidentified security-printing firm.  

 

 
 

 

Figure 25. Figure 26. Figure 27. 
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With the creation of the People’s Democratic Republic of Laos, early stamp designers are 

generally unknown. Nevertheless, a recent monograph published in Laos (Figure 28) 

centres on the life and artwork of Anulom Suvanduan (Figure 29), including his 

involvement in postage stamp and paper money design. Despite the political changes 

occurring at the time, his work indicates a degree of continuity of practice in relation to 

stamp design. 

 

  

Figure 28. Figure 29. 

Notable postage stamps designed by him include the Kingdom of Laos 30 January 1972 

‘International Book Year’ stamps (Figure 30); the 2 December 1976 ‘Definitive’ Issue for 

the People’s Republic of Laos (Figure 31) and the 15 September 1978, ‘Army Day’ 

stamps (Figure 32). 

 

 
  

Figure 30. Figure 31. Figure 32. 

In 2022, the British Library’s Philatelic Collections initiated a cataloguing strategy 

providing details regarding the collections under its care. This content is starting to 

become publicly available via the library’s ‘Explore Archives and Manuscripts’ catalogue. 

Uploading the catalogue descriptions for all the UPU collections of Laos, Cambodia, 

Vietnam and the Philippines will finish in 2023.  
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Finally, postage stamps fall within a wider corpus of materials that the French literary 

theorist Gerard Genette would term Paratexts. Promoted in publicity material, discussed 

within philatelic magazines and the focus of published monographs, the British Library’s 

Philatelic collections include such literature that can assist in assessing the public impact 

and reception of Laos stamp designs.  

The following account, published in March 1964 by the American stamp collector Robert 

Moorfield, is an excellent point in example. It relates directly to Marc Leguay’s 25 March 

1957 ‘Native Musicians’ 4-kip stamp mentioned earlier. Moorfield’s account is worth 

reproducing (with minor omissions) since it reveals the impact this particular stamp had 

on Moorfield whilst offering insights into his orientalist worldview, the fetishization of Laos 

women, Laos’s expat community and general aspects of early postcolonial life. It is merely 

one example of such texts, usually rich in interdisciplinary research content.  

“On a visit to Laos last August - my second holiday there in two years - my increasing 

interest in the beautiful stamps of that fascinating country in Southeast Asia led me on an 

unusual quest.  

After the first visit in the summer of 1962, my regard for the stamps of Laos had mounted 

immeasurably. This was only natural. I had seen personally the romantic and picturesque 

pagodas depicted on so many of the Lao stamps. I had walked along the dusty, teeming 

Sam Sen Thai road in Vientiane crowded with soldiers in battledress, with the jaunty 

jogging pedal rickshaws, and with women, whose fine straight walking was a study in 

female attraction. I had seen the Hinayana Buddhist monks in saffron robes hold palm 

fronds in their hands whilst they recited the works of their Lord Buddha. And, most of all, 

I danced on many a soft night with those lovely Lao women, whose beauty added charm 

and grace to the music that came in such canorous cadences from khouy and khene as 

well as a kong-vong.  

These were sights and sounds and experiences I could never forget. Also, it was 

something very few Lao specialists in the United States had experienced. 

Back home again all too soon - for there was the necessity of earning American dollars 

for another holiday in Laos - I had only to turn to C27 to find a saffron-robed Buddhist 

monk; to No 4, for instance for a portrait of a lovely Lao woman that brought back 

memories of dark shadows at play in languor deep in lustrous eyes; to Nos. 56 and 59 for 

pictures of light-footed and lighter-hearted dancers prancing to the sonorous music of the 

khene, the long bamboo native wind instruments of haunting and sensuous tone.  

Two Lao sets especially had caught and indeed still hold my fancy. One is the Grand 

Serment, or Great Oath, set of 1953 which includes what to me is the most enchanting of 

all the stamps of Laos - the 11.50 piastre; the other is the musicians set of 1957. In this 

latter set, the 4 kip stands out beyond the others for two reasons: its artistic composition 

and delicate color used to portray the young khene player, and the recollection it brings 

of a night near Vientiane filled with dance and laughter. The soft and subtle music of the 

khene shown so clearly on this stamp is to be seen also on the two stamps from the 

Education and Fine Arts set mentioned above.  

So it came about on my second visit to Laos that I decided to purchase a khene as a 

memento of this legendary kingdom and of the gracious friends made there. A khene was 



Southeast Asia Library Group Newsletter                                                                                         No. 54 / Dec 2022  

18 
 

wanted for several reasons. The khouy, or flute is too commonplace they are to be found 

every which way you turn. The percussion instruments - the nang-nat, a xylophone and 

the kong-vong with its bronze cymbals are too heavy and cumbersome. So is the kong, 

or drum. The violin-like so is too delicate with its long slender shaft and fragile bow. So, I 

turned to the khene, both because it was comparatively easy to pack and carry, and also, 

because I often had seen such lovely Lao women dance to its dulcet melodies.  

The khene is a wind instrument made of a series of slender bamboo reeds bound together 

in two layers and having eight key apertures on each side. It generally measures about 

36 inches long. Nowadays the khene is made mostly in the outlying or mountainous areas 

of Laos, and to make one of rare tone is an art that only a few possess. It is of interest to 

note that in almost all serious discussions of the musical instruments, the khene and its 

manufacture receive considerable space in Laos, and competent performers on this 

instrument are saluted.  

My search proved far from simple and it was soon found out that a khene is rather hard 

to come by. First, I walked one morning through the parching heat to the market place 

with its pungent and indelible smells on the wide Boulevard Khoun Bourom, but there was 

no luck at all - fish and fruits and meat and vegetables, but no khenes! There was another 

open market a mile or so away so I climbed into a rickshaw, or sarm-lo, and tried my luck 

at this second market square, but still without success.  

Next, I went to a bazaar owned by a very old Chinese trader who was as placid and 

unhurried as the ancient hills of his far away native land. He showed me Hindu idols, 

Chinese gods, amber beads and a murderous sword, flutes, tambours and tambourines- 

but never a khene. Then, inquiries were made from both friend and acquaintance; none 

could help. A half-day had gone by. The heat was enervating; I was so exhausted that it 

was decided to continue my quest later. 

That night a Lao friend and I set out under stars that were as large as castanets and a 

bright yellow moon larger than a tambourine (or so it seemed to me at the time). My friend 

guided me to the home of a musician, but it turned out that my friend’s friend performed 

only on the so, not on the khene. What is more, he had not the faintest idea where a 

khene could be found at that hour of the night. My friend’s friend, however, knew a friend 

who had a friend…and so on and on. The night began to wear away. Becoming  

discouraged, I decided to give up the search. No batch of bamboo stems was worth the 

time and bother that had so far been given to a quest for the khene. Later that night, I 

mentioned my fruitless search to Monsieur Maurice Cavalerie, the proprietor of the 

Constellation restaurant, half French, half Chinese, and one time major in Chiang Kai -

shek’s army. 

A khene? Easy, simple, said M. Cavalerie; you have only to go to my friend, Eric Schultz. 

He knows everyone. 

Eric Schultz, a soldier of fortune, had deserted from the French Foreign Legion after the 

fall of Dien Bien Phu and was now going about his business of one kind or another in 

Vientiane. He knew everyone, M. Cavalarie had said - and also, I knew Eric Schultz, 

having met him the year before my first visit to Laos. We had spent several pleasant 

evenings together. An immediate appeal went to Eric Schultz. As luck would have it, a 
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friend of his was leaving the very next day for Ban Houei Sai, tucked away in the fold of 

mountains to the north. He felt certain that this friend knew some natives there, who would 

be able to find a khene for me. At any rate, Eric Schultz said he would try. 

Never the one to shoulder aside such a golden philatelic opportunity, I gave Eric Schultz 

my address in the United States and asked him to have his friend mail me a cover or so 

from Ban Houei Sai to round out my collection of cancellations from the various Laos post 

offices, many of which are difficult to obtain with clear strikes. 

A few days passed and the time for my departure was almost at hand. Once again hope 

was abandoned of ever owning a khene. A fellow newsman had one hanging on his wall, 

but he could not be induced to part with it; he said it represented too much time and 

trouble….I would have to content myself, I thought, with an occasional glance at the 

young lad playing the khene [on the stamp]. 

Then, on the night before I was to leave Vientiane, Eric Schultz rushed to my hotel. Under 

his arm was a khene from Ban Houei Sai! I handed it at once to a Lao friend and asked 

him to test the quality. The tone proved to be exceptional - soft and plaintive and redolent 

of the starry Lao night. I was a very fortunate man: a khene, and one of exceptional tone, 

at long, long last. 

The khene is now in my home in the United States, hanging on a wall over the bookcase 

on which rests my Scott album of Lao stamps and covers. Nearby is a framed photograph 

of Eric Schultz.” 

This paper, much like the postage stamps it parses, covers a diverse array of 

interdisciplinary themes no doubt taking some time to digest. Despite this, it is hoped 

readers gained greater appreciation and increased insight into the cultural value of 

postage stamps, the research opportunities provided by philately and the amazing 

resource which is the British Library’s Philatelic Collections.   
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ອານຸລົມ ສຸວັນດວນ/ʿĀnūlōm Suvandūan. ໂຮມ ຜົນງານ ການຂຽນ ແລະ ອອກແບບ ແຕ້ມ ຂອງ 
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Talipot and ceremonial fans in Thai manuscript art 

Jana Igunma, Henry Ginsburg Curator for Thai, Lao and Cambodian Collections, 

British Library, London 

 

Illustrations in Thai manuscripts, similar to the mural paintings on temple walls across 

Thailand, offer us insights into aspects of everyday life, the environment, ethics and moral 

values of the time and age in which they were created. Especially paper folding books, in 

Thai called samut khoi, offer enough space to include hand-painted illustrations of varying 

sizes, ranging from smaller miniature-like paintings covering just a sixth of an open folio 

to large, detailed artworks covering several folds. The same can be said for folding books 

in the Burmese, Lao and Cambodian manuscript traditions. Especially Burmese 

illustrators have perfected the art of manuscript painting, resulting in outstanding works 

of art in Burmese folding books (parabaik) depicting scenes of Buddhist ceremonies, royal 

entertainments, royal regalia, animals, games, sports etc. 

While the illustrations in Thai folding books mostly are related directly or indirectly to text 

passages – though sometimes rather symbolically like in the case of scenes from the last 

Ten Birth Tales of the Buddha relating to the Mahabuddhaguna text – there is often much 

more to see than what the text is telling the reader. Valuable additional information that 

goes far beyond what is included in the text can be found in small details of the 

illustrations; therefore, these should not be overlooked. In previous publications I have 

written about images of real and mythical birds, deer and sea creatures, chariots, funeral 

rites, representations of the female in Thai Buddhist manuscript paintings etc. Multiple 

examples can also be found in Justin McDaniel’s inspiring book “Wayward Distractions: 

Ornament, Emotion, Zombies and the Study of Buddhism in Thailand” (2021). 

https://blogs.bl.uk/asian-and-african/2020/09/tickling-the-trees-dancing-with-clouds-birds-in-thai-manuscript-illustration.html
https://blogs.bl.uk/asian-and-african/2016/12/o-graceful-fawn-o-gentle-doe-deer-in-thai-manuscript-art.html
https://blogs.bl.uk/asian-and-african/2015/05/wierd-and-wild-monsters-in-the-oceans-dark-depths-revelations-from-the-thai-mahajanaka-jataka.html
https://blogs.bl.uk/asian-and-african/2021/07/glorious-chariots-in-thai-manuscript-paintings.html
https://blogs.bl.uk/asian-and-african/2017/12/thai-funeral-rites-and-ceremonies.html
https://blogs.bl.uk/asian-and-african/2017/12/thai-funeral-rites-and-ceremonies.html
https://www.archaeopress.com/Archaeopress/download/9781789695052
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In this article, I will take a look at representations of ceremonial and Talipot fans in Thai 

manuscript illustrations. Ceremonial fans, or fans of honour and veneration, are called 

Phatyot (พัดยศ) in Thai, whereas Talipot fans are known as Talapat (ตาลปัตร), referring to 

the leaf of the Talipot palm. If used in royal ceremonies, Talipot fans are called 

Wanwichani (วาลวิชนี) or Phra Wanwichani; however, this term is also used for royal fans 

made of different materials, including hairs from elephant tails or yak hair in the shape of 

a whisk. Depictions of fans can be found in manuscript illustrations accompanying a 

variety of texts, both of a Buddhist and secular nature: the Great Perfections of the 

Buddha (Mahabuddhaguna), the legend of the monk Phra Malai, divination manuals 

(Phrommachat) or extracts from canonical scriptures selected for funeral and 

commemoration books.  

 

Origins and making of Talipot fans 

As the name says, Talipot fans were originally made from the leaves of the Talipot palm 

(Corypha umbraculifera). This tree, which can grow to over 75 years old, has a trunk up 

to 27 m high and produces large palmate plaited leaves over 5 m wide. One fully grown 

leaf can have a weight of 40-50 kg. The palm puts up a magnificent inflorescence of up 

to 10 m in size (Fig. 1), but only once before it dies. Due to the fact that the leaves have 

an excellent durability, they are used to make thatches, mats, hats, umbrellas, fans as 

well as palm leaf manuscripts in South and Southeast Asia.  

 
Fig. 1 Talipot palm with inflorescence, Sri Lanka, 1885. British Library, Photo 430/5(3) 

https://www.bl.uk/onlinegallery/onlineex/apac/photocoll/t/019pho0000430s5u00003000.html
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There are several different ways to make a traditional Talapat from a Talipot leaf. One 

popular method known across mainland Southeast Asia begins with the collection of a 

young leaf or bud that with stem of approximately 30 cm length from a 13-14 year old 

tree. The bud is unfolded and dried in the sun for several days. The bud can also be 

soaked in water that is mixed with insect-repelling herbs, and then dried and pressed 

before it is cut to a round or oval shape. Fans in the oval shape are called Pat Na Nang 

(fan in the shape of a lady’s face) in Thai. The size of  the fan depends on the purpose 

and the person who is going to use it.  

The next step is to sew the folds together and attach a frame, which is usually made from 

bamboo splints, rattan, or metal wire. If the stem is not in good shape or too short to serve 

as a handle, at least three types of specially-made wooden or bamboo handles can be 

attached to hold the fan: a handle in the shape of a 20-30 cm long hook or stick is attached 

in a right angle at the bottom of the bud (where it was cut off from the stem, Fig. 2); a 

handle that is 20-70 cm long (Fig. 3) is attached straight at the bottom of the bud (the 

short size for hand-held fans, the longer size for floor fans which can be placed on a 

stand); or a handle up to 70 cm long can be attached to the bamboo frame on the side of 

the leaf. Finally, the frame and handle can be decorated with lacquer and gold leaf. 

Sometimes the frame is covered with cloth that is sewn on.  
 

 
Fig. 2 Illustration of a woman holding a fan made from a Talipot leaf with a right-angled handle, 

while making an offering. From a Mon divination manual made in the style of Thai Phrommachat. 

Ayutthaya or Burma, c. 1750-1820. British Library, Or 14532, f.15 

https://www.bl.uk/manuscripts/FullDisplay.aspx?ref=Or_14532&index=0
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Fig. 3 Monk carrying a Talipot fan with an attached straight handle. Illustrated in a folding book 

containing Tipitaka extracts. Central Thailand, late 18th century. British Library, Or 14068 f.3 

Modelled on the type of fan made from a Talipot bud are fans made in different ways and 

from different materials: woven palm leaves or other natural fibers, feathers (Fig. 4), or 

textiles (Fig. 5). The latter could be discarded monks’ robes, handwoven pieces of ikat or 

silk brocade, velvet, fabric embroidered with gold thread, sequins or glass beads, or 

painted cloths etc. Occasionally, fans were also lacquered and decorated with mother-of-

pearl inlay or mirror-glass inlay, and the handle could be made from ivory. Such fans were 

– and still are - used as ceremonial fans by monastics, or they were presented as gifts of 

honour to commemorate an important monastic or royal event that is celebrated with a 

ceremony.  

Talapat are not part of the obligatory requisites of monastics, but they are often used in 

Buddhist ceremonies by monks to hide their face while chanting canonical scriptures so 

that the words of the Buddha are not being identified with the face of the reciting monk. 

Fans are often included in Kathina offerings or offerings on occasion of the ordination of 

a new novice or monk, passing a monastic exam, anniversaries of monastic ordinations, 

and when a monk is bestowed a rank or an honorary title. Especially during the time of 

King Chulalongkorn (Rama V) offerings of elaborately decorated Phatyot, fans of rank 

and honour, became fashionable. Phatyot can be made in the round shape of a lotus 

flower, the elongated shape of a lotus bud, or in the shape of a Khao Bin offering (sweet 

rice offering shaped like a lotus bud) with a petal- or flame-like edge (Figs. 6 and 7). The 

name of the monk, his rank and/or an occasion can be embroidered on the front face of 

the fan. Thus, fans in the Thai cultural context can also be seen as symbols of authority 

for monks, or generally as status symbols. 

https://www.bl.uk/manuscripts/FullDisplay.aspx?ref=Or_14068&index=0
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Fig. 4 Prince Vessantara, as a hermit, holding a fan made from peacock feathers. The Brahmin 

Jujaka has a broken Talapat handle in his shoulder bag. Illustrated in a folding book with extracts 

from the Tipitaka. Central Thailand, late 18th century. British Library, Or 14068 f.13 

 

 
Fig. 5 Comical or pretend monks at a wake; one holding a fan made with embroidered cloth. 

Illustrated in a folding book containing extracts from the Tipitaka. Central Thailand, 1841. British 

Library, Or 15925 f.21  

https://www.bl.uk/manuscripts/FullDisplay.aspx?ref=Or_14068&index=0
https://www.bl.uk/manuscripts/FullDisplay.aspx?ref=Or_15925&index=0
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Fig. 6 Illustration of monks with a lavishly decorated Phatyot with a long floor handle. From a 

folding book containing the story of Phra Malai and extracts from the Tipitaka. Central Thailand, 

19th century. British Library, Or 14664 f.3 

Little is known as to when the Talipot fan was first made – one can assume that it is an 

everyday object as old as humankind, primarily made for the purpose of air ventilation. 

However, there is a reference in the seventh verse of the Arahanta-vagga, Dhammapada, 

which tells the Story of the Wise Novice: 

“The elder soon fell asleep, but the novice stayed awake sitting in meditation, as 

he knew that his teacher would fall into an offence if he slept a fourth night near a 

non-bhikkhu. When he awoke, the elder used his fan to wake the novice whom he 

thought to be asleep, accidentally destroying his eye. When the novice presented 

the tooth-cleaning stick to the elder he did so with only one hand, holding the other 

over his blind eye.” 

This suggests that the Talipot fan was already in use by monastics during the lifetime of 

Gotama Buddha over 2500 years ago. 
 

In the following sections we will take a closer look at depictions of fans in Thai manuscript 

paintings, where they are always associated with a person and their activities, or an event 

in the life of a person.  

https://www.bl.uk/manuscripts/FullDisplay.aspx?ref=Or_14664&index=0
https://buddhism.redzambala.com/dhammapada/dhammapada-7-arahanta-vagga.html
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Fig. 7 Phratham Wimonmoli (Songkhram Asinyano), Abbot of Wat Traithammaram in Surat Thani, 

with an exquisite Phatyot embroidered with gold thread on occasion of his 64th birthday 

anniversary on 3 January 2018. Image source: Phatyot Sommanasak Sangha Thai 

 

Talapat of Brahmins and sages 

In Thai manuscript illustrations, Brahmins, sages and hermits are often equipped with a 

fan made in the traditional way from one Talipot leaf.  

Brahmins are highly regarded as knowledge-seekers and members of the priestly social 

class in traditional Hindu society in India. However, in Thai art and literature they are often 

represented with some degree of ambiguity, which is expressed through features of poor 

self-care, disfigurement, poverty, greed, dishonesty and immorality. In the Jataka 

literature, for example, the figure of the Brahmin often plays the role of an antihero, who 

creates obstacles for the Bodhisatta. However, by doing so the Brahmin, usually 

unwittingly, helps to create a situation in which the Buddhist hero has the opportunity to 

prove his moral stature and to accumulate merit. The depiction of Brahmins in manuscript 

paintings is in stark contrast to the appearance of real-life Thai court Brahmins, who are 

dressed in impressive gold-embroidered white robes during royal ceremonies. 

https://www.facebook.com/photo/?fbid=1602544409826801&set=a.1631113776969864
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Fig. 8 The Brahmin Jujaka with Vessantara’s children, with a damaged Talipot fan in his shoulder 

bag. Illustrated in a folding book containing the extracts from the Tipitaka and Mahabuddhaguna. 

Central Thailand, late 18th century. British Library, IO Pali 207 f.20 

A frequently seen appearance of the Brahmin in Thai manuscript illustrations is 

characterised by an outfit consisting of a loin cloth, occasionally also a headcloth, and 

often a bag or a basket and a Talapat.  

An illustration (Fig. 8) from a Thai folding book containing extracts from the Tipitaka is an 

example from the second half of the 18th century. It shows a popular scene from the 

Vessantara Jataka, in which the Brahmin Jujaka takes away the siblings Jali and 

Kanhajina - the children of Prince Vessantara and his wife Maddi - to present them as 

servants to his young wife Amittada. Jujaka’s hair appears unkempt, and he is only 

dressed with a white loin cloth. Over his shoulder he carries a white shoulder bag with a 

damaged Talapat made from one Talipot leaf. 

Another depiction of a Brahmin appears in an illustration (Fig. 9) from a Thai folding book 

containing the story of the monk Phra Malai together with extracts from the Tipitaka. Its 

year of creation is given as 1894. Here we see a scene from the Bhuridatta Jataka which 

tells how the Brahmin and snake charmer Alambayana captured and humiliated the 

Buddha-to-be, who in this Birth Tale was reborn as a naga prince with the name 

Bhuridatta. The Brahmin is dressed in a red-and-white chequered loin cloth, and in his 

right hand he holds a Talipot fan with a right-angled handle lacquered in red colour. On 

the fan, one can see an ancient symbol that is well-known beyond Thailand and 

Southeast Asia: the Ring of Solomon. In this case, the symbol fulfils a protective purpose; 

in fact, it can often be seen in Thai manuscript illustrations as a utensil of Brahmins 

engaged in pre-Buddhist spiritual activities and magic. 

https://www.bl.uk/manuscripts/FullDisplay.aspx?ref=IO_Pali_207&index=0
https://blogs.bl.uk/asian-and-african/2019/11/the-ring-of-solomon-in-southeast-asia.html
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Fig. 9 Illustration of the Brahmin Alambayana capturing the naga Bhuridatta while holding a 

Talipot fan with a Ring of Solomon symbol. Found in a folding book with Tipitaka extracts and the 

story of Phra Malai. Central Thailand, 1894. British Library, Or 16100 f.5 

Sages and hermits also are frequently depicted in manuscript illustrations of the Jataka 

tales. Usually, it is the Bodhisatta who in a previous life was reborn with the wisdom of a 

sage, or who followed the path of a hermit, either as a matter of choice or because he 

was forced to do so.  

An exquisite painting (Fig. 10) from an 18th-century folding book depicts a scene from the 

Mahosadha Jataka. Here we can see the Buddha-to-be as the wise sage Mahosadha, on 

the right side, facing the evil-minded royal Brahmin Kevatta. Mahosadha is holding a jewel 

that he is about to drop, so that the greedy Kevatta will bow down to pick it up in front of 

Mahosadha, which is interpreted by everyone around them as a gesture of the Brah min 

paying respect to the Bodhisatta.  

Quite extraordinarily, Kevatta is presented here lacking the usual attributes of a lowly 

character, probably because he is a royal Brahmin in this story. Both men have servants 

holding umbrellas for them, which are status symbols. They also are holding a Talipot fan 

each, with right-angled handles and small floral decorations drawn on the front side in 

gold and red colour. 

https://www.bl.uk/manuscripts/FullDisplay.aspx?ref=Or_16100&index=0
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Fig. 10 The Buddha-to-be Mahosadha (right) and the Brahmin Kevatta (left), both with a Talapat 

in their hands. Illustrated in a folding book containing extracts from the Tipitaka, Central Thailand, 

late 18th century. British Library, Or 14068 f.6 

In the Vessantara Jataka, the Buddha-to-be, Prince Vessantara, is exiled from the 

kingdom and becomes a hermit residing in a forest hermitage with his wife and children. 

He is depicted with his children in an illustration found in a Thai folding book dating back 

to the late 18th century; one child is hiding in a pond under a lily pad, the other is begging 

him not to give them away to the Brahmin Jujaka (Fig. 11). Vessantara is wearing the 

outfit of a hermit of royal descent, which consists of a loin cloth with tiger fur design, 

jewellery and a gilt crown in the style of a hermit’s hat. In his left hand he is holdig a  

Talapat that is painted red and cut in the shape of a lotus bud or Bodhi leaf, perhaps as 

a hint towards his future Buddhahood. The right-angled handle of the fan is decorated 

with gold leaf. 
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Fig. 11 Prince Vessantara as a hermit, holding a Talapat in the shape of a lotus bud or Bodhi leaf. 

From a folding book with extracts from the Pali canon (Tipitaka) and Qualities of the Buddha 

(Mahabuddhaguna). Central Thailand, late 18th century. Chester Beatty Library, Thi 1344 f.16 

 
Ceremonial fans in monastic life 

Numerous Thai folding books contain paintings related to the lives and activities of 

Buddhist monks. Most frequently, such illustrations accompany the story of the monk 

Phra Malai, as well as extracts from the Tipitaka. Among the most popular depictions of 

monastics are scenes of funeral wakes, where four monks are seen chanting passages 

from the Abhidhamma-pitaka and/or reciting the legend of Phra Malai to lay audiences. 

In 19th-century manuscripts, the monks are often represented in a theatrical or even 

comical manner (for more detail on this, see Brereton 2017 and Igunma 2016), 

dramatising the recitation of Phra Malai by grimacing and tickling each other, gesticulating 

wildly or even hitting each other with their Talapat. Occasionally, monk-figures can also 

be seen among the audience, gambling, drinking and smoking.  

One such scene (Fig. 12) of a funeral wake is included in a Thai manuscript dating to the 

second half of the 19th century, which contains extracts from the Tipitaka in addition to 

the Phra Malai text. Four monks, who are supposed to chant or recite the story of Phra 

Malai appear to be chatting with each other and pulling their throats, showing that they 

are struggling with their voices. Two of the monks on the left have proper monastic 

Talapat with long floor handles, but the two on the right side are holding fans in blue 

colour with short handles, made from trimmed but unsewn Talipot leaves. Such fans are 

not usually seen as a requisite of monks in manuscript illustrations, but sometimes they 

https://viewer.cbl.ie/viewer/image/Thi_1344/18/LOG_0012/
https://www.academia.edu/36276167/Phra_Malai_Texts_Telling_them_apart_Preface_or_Performance_1
http://www.sealg.org/pdf/newsletter2016.pdf
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are held by hermits. This may be an indication that the two figures do not represent actual 

monks, but former monks or even lay performers acting as monks just on this occasion.  

 
Fig. 12 Illustration of a funeral wake with monks or monk-actors holding Talipot fans in two 

different designs. From a folding book containing extracts from the Pali Canon (Tipitaka) and 

Story of Phra Malai. Central Thailand, 19th century. Chester Beatty Library, Thi 1325 f.2 

The monk Phra Malai himself is often portrayed with a Talapat, especially in scenes 

depicting his journeys to heaven and hell, or when he receives offerings from lay 

Buddhists, including a very popular scene where a poor man gives Phra Malai a lotus 

offering to make merit on behalf of deceased relatives.  

 
Fig. 13 Illustration of the monk Phra Malai holding a Talapat with long floor handle and intricate 

gold decorations. From a folding book containing the story of Phra Malai and additional Pali texts. 

Central Thailand, 1837. British Library, Or 14710 f.2 

https://viewer.cbl.ie/viewer/image/Thi_1310/75/LOG_0011/
https://viewer.cbl.ie/viewer/image/Thi_1325/4/LOG_0000/
https://www.bl.uk/manuscripts/FullDisplay.aspx?ref=Or_14710&index=0
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Fig. 13 shows a painting from a Phra Malai manuscript in folding book format, dated 1837. 

Here we can see the monk Phra Malai floating in the air while on his way to the realm of 

preta, or hungry ghosts. He is shown with a red aura, dressed in monk’s robes and holding 

a Talapat in his left hand. The fan has an oval shape like a lady’s face. It is made from 

Talipot leaves, with fine gold decorations at the center and on the edges. It has the long 

handle of a floor Talapat which is used by monks when chanting sacred words of the 

Buddha. 
 

Other Thai manuscripts containing depictions of monastic Talapat are meditation 

manuals and Dhamma puzzles (Pritsana Tham), collectively known as Yogavacara 

manuals, although the Thai title can differ sometimes like in the example in Fig. 14, which 

has the title Wipatsanayan (Pali: Vipassa-nañā, Knowledge of Vipassana meditation). 

Here we can see the first three stages of morbid meditation, represented by three images 

of a monk holding a Talapat with long handle in his right hand and a staff in his left. He is 

standing in meditation in front of a corpse, shown in three different stages of decay. A 

popular opinion about the origin of monastic fans actually refers to the tradition of morbid 

meditations, also called meditations on the foul, saying that monks first used Talapat to 

help them cope with the stench of the decaying corpses while meditating. 

 
Fig. 14 Illustration of monk with Talipot fan practising meditations on the foul, in front of three 

stages of a decaying corpse. Included in a folding book on Wipatsanayan, from Central Thailand, 

late 18th or early 19th century. Staatsbibliothek zu Berlin - PK Hs. or. 9579 f.1 

Scenes from the life of Gotama Buddha are not included in Thai illustrated manuscripts 

on a regular basis, but there are some compilations of extracts from the Tipitaka and 

Buddhist cosmologies that contain rare paintings depicting scenes from the Life of the 

https://www.academia.edu/70265090/Illustrated_Yog%C4%81vacara_meditation_manuals_from_Thailand_and_Laos
https://blogs.bl.uk/asian-and-african/2014/02/morbid-meditations-in-thai-manuscript-art.html
https://digital.staatsbibliothek-berlin.de/werkansicht?PPN=PPN1771786299&PHYSID=PHYS_0002
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Buddha. Occasionally, such illustrations can also be found in Phra Malai manuscripts 

from the 19th century, but unrelated to the textual content. 

The example in Fig. 15 possibly shows one unusual depiction of the Buddha delivering a 

sermon to lay followers found in a Thai folding book with extracts from the Tipitaka and 

the story of Phra Malai. The manuscript is dated 1875, and because of the contemporary 

representation of the lay audience I thought initially that this was an illustration of a monk 

holding a long-handle Talapat while chanting, similar to the frequently included pictures 

of four monks at funeral wakes. However, due to the fact that the painter chose gold for 

the monk’s skin – a colour reserved only for the Buddha or a Bodhisatta - one would 

assume that the figure represents the Buddha. This interpretation is supported by the 

positioning of an auspicious three-tiered umbrella above the figure’s head.  

 
Fig. 15 Illustration, possibly symbolic of the Buddha delivering a sermon with a Talapat made from 

Talipot leaves in the right hand, found in a Phra Malai manuscript with extracts from the Tipitaka. 

Central Thailand, 1875. British Library, Or 6630 f.71 

Older Thai manuscripts from before 1800 CE do not contain illustrations of Gotama 

Buddha holding a fan with his own hands. However, the Buddha can sometimes be seen 

surrounded by fans of veneration, which are usually lavishly decorated or gilded, and with 

a long floor handle. In a painting from an 18th-century manuscript, the Buddha is 

represented in the earth-touching mudra symbolising the moment of his Enlightenment 

(Fig. 16). Behind the Buddha is a stylised Bodhi tree, and on each side one can see a 

heavily ornamented Phatyot with floor handle, and a three-tiered umbrella, alongside 

figures paying their respects to the Enlightened-one.  

https://www.bl.uk/manuscripts/FullDisplay.aspx?index=0&ref=Or_6630
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Fig. 16 The Buddha in earth-touching gesture at the moment of his Enlightenment, with Phatyot 

and umbrellas by his side. From a folding book containing extracts from the Tipitaka, Central 

Thailand, late 18th century. British Library, Or 14068 f.53 

 
Fig. 17 The Buddha’s gilded coffin in a funeral pavilion, with lavishly decorated Phatyot above 

and umbrellas left and right. Illustrated in a folding book containing extracts from the Tipitaka. 

Thailand, 18th century.  Bodleian MS Pali.a.27 (R) f.35 (side B) Photo: © Bodleian Libraries, 

University of Oxford 

https://digital.bodleian.ox.ac.uk/objects/59371853-5ff2-436e-9714-672986c6a6d6/surfaces/101ae43a-96b1-4ded-8530-b0e32941df10/
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Particularly magnificent Phatyot are often included in Thai manuscript illustrations 

depicting scenes after the Buddha’s physical passing and attainment of Nibbana. An 

example is an image in a Thai folding book with canonical texts dating back to the 18 th 

century showing a gilded coffin containing the Buddha’s body (Fig. 17). It is placed inside 

a funeral pavilion representing Mount Meru. Left and right of the pavilion are three-tiered 

umbrellas, and on the roof or behind it one can see four lavishly decorated Phatyot with 

long floor handles; two in the round shape of lotuses and two shaped like lotus buds or 

Khao Bin offerings. Here again, they are symbols of honour and veneration for the 

Buddha, in accordance with the gestures of the gods Indra, Brahma and other deities (left 

side) and disciples of the Buddha (right side) paying their respects. 

Highly ornamented Phatyot as symbols of veneration for the Enlightened-one can also be 

found in illustrations of the Chulamani Chedi in Phra Malai manuscripts from the 19 th 

century. In Theravada Buddhist belief, the Chulamani Chedi is a stupa situated in 

Tavatimsa heaven where hair and tooth relics of the Buddha are housed. Therefore, the 

stupa is directly related to the Life of the Buddha, and according to the legend of Phra 

Malai the story’s monk-hero travelled to the heavenly Chulamani Chedi to make a lotus 

flower offering on behalf of a poor man. 

 
Fig. 18 Phra Malai at the Chulamani Chedi in God Indra’s heaven. On both sides of the stupa are 

gilded Phatyot with floor handles. From a folding book with the story of Phra Malai and extracts 

from the Tipitaka. Central Thailand, 19th century. British Library, Or 14664 f.62 

https://www.bl.uk/manuscripts/FullDisplay.aspx?ref=Or_14664&index=0
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In a colourful manuscript painting from a 19th-century Phra Malai manuscript, the monk is 

depicted in front of the Chulamani Chedi in Tavatimsa heaven, conversing with  God Indra 

and another deity (Fig. 18). The stupa behind Phra Malai, in green colour representing 

jade, is richly embellished with gold. Equipped with equally breath -taking gold-leaf 

decorations are the four Phatyot left and right of the stupa, placed on the floor with long 

handles. Two of the fans appear like lotus-shaped roundels, and the other pair are in the 

shape of lotus buds or Khao Bin offerings.  

 

Fans as symbols of honour and status 

Bodhisattas, kings, royals, and deities are often portrayed with fans in Thai manuscript 

illustrations. We have already seen that in certain contexts, especially the Life of the 

Buddha, fans are used as an expression of veneration and respect.  

In painted scenes from the Last Ten Jataka, the Buddha-to-be is often shown with 

embellished Phatyot, especially when he is of royal descent like, for example, in an image  

depicting King Nemi in the Nemiraja Jataka (Fig. 19). This scene is almost always 

included in a pair of paintings, the first of which usually shows King Nemi travelling in 

Indra’s divine chariot to pay a visit to the Tavatimsa heaven, whereas the second is a hell  

scene. The chariot, pulled by two horses, is lavishly decorated.  

 
Fig. 19 Folding book illustration of a scene from the Nemiraja Jataka with four gilded Phatyot 

attached to the chariot. Thailand, 18th century. Bodleian MS Pali.a.27 (R) f.11 (side A). Photo: © 

Bodleian Libraries, University of Oxford 

https://digital.bodleian.ox.ac.uk/objects/59371853-5ff2-436e-9714-672986c6a6d6/surfaces/101ae43a-96b1-4ded-8530-b0e32941df10/
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At the front and back of the chariot, there are four colourful umbrellas, and on the shaft 

and on top are two pairs of gilded Phatyot with long handles. Images of such chariots with 

attached fans appear frequently in illustrations of Jataka scenes where the Bodhisatta 

travels in a vehicle, like the Temiya Jataka, Nemiraja Jataka, or Vessantara Jataka. 

Alongside the multi-tiered umbrellas, these fans are symbols of veneration of the 

Bodhisatta and at the same time symbols of his royal descent and high social status. 
 

Other manuscripts containing secular texts are also occasionally illustrated with images 

of kings or other leaders, surrounded by beautifully adorned fans to emphasize their royal 

or high social status. The miniature painting in Fig. 20 depicts two persons who are paying 

their respects to a king or royal wearing a large gold crown, with two decorated fans on 

each side of the pedestal he is sitting on. Both fans have a long floor handle, and they 

are in the frequently found shapes of a lotus bud or Khao Bin offering, and a roundel. In 

this case, the roundel has eight spokes like a Dhamma Wheel. This image is part of a 

chart that is used to predict the fate and future of individuals. It is included in a 

Phrommachat manual, with text in Old Mon language and illustrations in the late 

Ayutthaya style. 

 
Fig. 20 Illustration of a royal figure with colourful Wanwichani fans on each side. From a Mon 

divination manual made in the style of Thai Phrommachat. Ayutthaya or Burma, c. 1750-1820. 

British Library, Or 14532 f. 14 

https://blogs.bl.uk/asian-and-african/2021/07/glorious-chariots-in-thai-manuscript-paintings.html
https://www.bl.uk/manuscripts/FullDisplay.aspx?ref=Or_14532&index=0
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Fig. 21 Illustration of Thep Chumnum with exquisitely decorated fans on long handles on each 

side. From a folding book with Tipitaka extracts. Central Thailand, 19th century. British Library, Or 

16552 f.1 

In Thai funeral or commemoration books that were commissioned to make merit (usually 

containing Tipitaka extracts and/or the story of Phra Malai), the first folios are often 

illustrated with the gods Brahma and Indra, mythical beings like Kinnari, Garuda or 

Yakkha, and deities called Thep Chumnum, which appear as eye-pleasing figures with 

golden crowns and royal attires. All these figures are not related to the text and are 

included in addition to directly or indirectly text-related illustrations of Phra Malai or the 

Last Ten Jataka. Thep Chumnum are often depicted in pairs with fans of honour, facing 

a passage of canonical Pali text like in Fig. 21. Here we can see two Thep Chumnum 

dressed in several layers of colourful loin cloths with floral designs, gold crown s and rich 

jewelery, all painted with great attention to detail. The figures are seated in a respectful 

pose, flanked by two fans standing on elongated floor handles. The fans are painted or 

embroidered with red and blue ornaments in plant shapes. Similar to the examples 

described before, in this scene the fans were included to emphasise the divine status and 

eminence of the Thep Chumnum. 

 

Further reading 
 

Khin Saw Oo: Culture Value of Myanmar Hand Fan (Talipot-palm Fan). Presented at 2nd 

International Conference on Burma/Myanmar Studies, Mandalay 16-18 February 2018 
  

McDaniel, Justin: Wayward Distractions: Ornament, Emotion, Zombies and the Study of 

Buddhism in Thailand. Singapore and Kyoto, 2021 
 

Phra Maha Min Thiritsaro: Phatyot samanasak phrasong Thai. Bangkok, 2016  
 

Talapat. In: Traditional objects of everyday use. Princess Maha Chakri Sirindhorn 

Anthropology Centre (retrieved 28/12/2022) 

https://www.sac.or.th/databases/traditional-objects/th/equipment-detail.php?ob_id=270  

 

*** 

https://www.bl.uk/manuscripts/FullDisplay.aspx?ref=Or_16552&index=0
https://www.bl.uk/manuscripts/FullDisplay.aspx?ref=Or_16552&index=0
https://www.sac.or.th/databases/traditional-objects/th/equipment-detail.php?ob_id=270
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The Current Status of Cataloging Southeast Asian Language Materials 

at CORMOSEA Consortium of Research Libraries in the United States  

Virginia Shih1, Curator for Southeast Asia Studies and Buddhist Studies 

Collections, South/Southeast Asia Library, University of California, Berkeley 

Zoë McLaughlin, South/Southeast Asia Librarian, Michigan State University  

 

I. Background Information 
 

CORMOSEA (Committee on Research Materials o n Southeast Asia) is the smallest area 

studies community of about 15 research libraries that have been collecting Southeast 

Asian language materials in the United States for over half a century.1 CORMOSEA is a 

subcommittee of the Southeast Asia Council of the Association for Asian Studies. It 

serves as a national consortium of Southeast Asia research libraries that undertakes 

various projects and proposals related to library acquisitions, cataloging, preservation, 

digitization, and access carried out by various CORMOSEA research libraries. It plays a 

professional leadership role in accomplishing significant projects pertaining to Southeast 

Asia research needs. CORMOSEA collects materials in all national Southeast Asian 

languages, regional languages, and less commonly taught languages to support our local 

and national research and teaching needs.     
   

CORMOSEA includes three permanent subcommittees: Collection Development, 

Technical Processes, and Digital Initiatives. The Subcommittee on Technical Processes 

was established in 1970 by the appointment of the late Professor Fred W. Riggs, founder 

of CORMOSEA. The primary charge of this Subcommittee is to identify problems related 

to Southeast Asia cataloging and classification; resolve problems associated with the 

rules of the multiplicity of Southeast Asian name entries, transliteration and word division 

of non-roman script Southeast Asian languages, and other complex technical issues 

which hinder bibliographic retrieval of existing collections of Southeast Asia research 

materials in the United States.   
  

This report highlights the current challenges of cataloging Southeast Asian language 

materials in all possible formats collected by the CORMOSEA consortium of research 

libraries. These materials are primarily national Southeast Asian languages (Burmese, 

Indonesian, Khmer, Lao, Malay, Tagalog, Thai, and Vietnamese). The report will provide 

practical solutions to keep Southeast Asian cataloging moving forward in order to 

enhancing the discovery and delivery of Southeast Asia scholarly resources for the needs 

of the international scholarly community. 

 

 
1 Virginia Shih is the current chair of  the Subcommittee on Technical Processes of  CORMOSEA. She 
serves as a member of  the American Library Association Core Cataloging: Asian and African Materials 
Committee on behalf  of  CORMOSEA. Special thanks are due to Dr. George Newton, Dr. Ryan Wolfson-

Ford, Fe Susan Go, Adnan Malik, Apikanya McCarty, Hao Phan, Laura Tuck, and Jessalyn Zoom for their 

helpful suggestions and insightful remarks.   
1 Please see the link to the International Directory of Southeast Asia Librarians  (January 2023).  

https://guides.lib.berkeley.edu/ld.php?content_id=70186138
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II. Challenges 

Due to a shortage of MLIS2 professional catalogers with Southeast Asian language 

expertise, CORMOSEA research libraries that collect Southeast Asian language 

materials encounter ongoing challenges in recruiting, training, and retaining cataloging 

staff at their home institutions to catalog their ongoing Southeast Asian language 

acquisitions materials. The MLIS degree is highly desirable because it includes 

professional cataloging training as part of the MLIS curriculum in most American Library 

Association-accredited programs in Library and Information Studies. However, it is not 

required for Southeast Asia cataloging job vacancies. CORMOSEA research libraries rely 

on their local cataloging departments to provide “on the job training” for new hires of 

Southeast Asia cataloging staff depending on the job requirement specifications.  
 

Another challenge is the lack of institutional support for processing Southeast Asian 

language materials because it has a low priority among other international and area 

studies collections at many libraries, including the Library of Congress. This explains the 

long delay in providing timely access to Southeast Asian language primary and secondary 

source collections, including rare books, palm leaf manuscripts, archives, ephemeral 

materials, multimedia resources, maps, and so forth, that are housed at various 

CORMOSEA research libraries.  
 

III. Solutions 

In order to meet the ongoing demand of Southeast Asia cataloging needs, CORMOSEA 

research libraries (such as Cornell, Michigan, Northern Illinois, Wisconsin -Madison, and 

University of Washington, among others) hired non-MLIS library professionals, visiting 

scholars, researchers, language instructors, undergraduate students, graduate students, 

library school interns or local Southeast Asian American diaspora community volunteers 

(whoever can be hired locally for onsite cataloging training) with relevant Southeast Asian 

language expertise to perform copy, edited or original cataloging after they receive 

cataloging training on the job.  
 

Some CORMOSEA research libraries are contributing members of the Big Ten Academic 

Alliance Cooperative Cataloging Partnership (BTAA-CCP).3 For instance, the University 

of Washington Library participated in the BTAA Burmese and Khmer team cataloging 

conducted by an experienced cataloger and a native speaker with the desired South east 

Asian language proficiency. To meet the shortage of recruiting South/Southeast Asia 

librarians in the near future, the University of Michigan Library recently announced an 

internship in South/Southeast Asia librarianship for undergraduate and graduate students 

at academic institutions in the United States. The internship program is designed for those 

who would be interested in pursuing a career in South/Southeast Asia librarianship.4      

 

 
2 MLIS (Master of  Library and Information Studies) 
3 https://btaa.org/about  
4 https://lib.umich.edu/about-us/work-us/jobs-students/internship-south-asian-or-southeast-asian-studies-

librarianship  

https://btaa.org/about
https://lib.umich.edu/about-us/work-us/jobs-students/internship-south-asian-or-southeast-asian-studies-librarianship
https://lib.umich.edu/about-us/work-us/jobs-students/internship-south-asian-or-southeast-asian-studies-librarianship
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The Cataloging Section of the Library of Congress Cooperative Acquisitions on Southeast 

Asia (CAPSEA) Jakarta Office and its sub-offices in Southeast Asia has been producing 

full level cataloging records for the materials acquired for the Library of Congress and 

initial bibliographic control records for the Southeast Asian language materials acquired 

for CAPSEA participating libraries. Participating libraries upgrade their local records in 

the shared OCLC5 cataloging database for public access.  
 
 

A small working group on Khmer cataloging led by Cornell University Library was recently 

formed among CORMOSEA research libraries to discuss Khmer cataloging and 

romanization issues. A few CORMOSEA research libraries have been doing Burmese, 

Khmer, Lao, and Thai parallel script cataloging to improve access to their local Southeast 

Asian holdings. CORMOSEA hopes to achieve parallel script cataloging for all national 

Southeast Asian language materials in non-roman script collectively in the years to come.  
 
       

The current ALA-LC (American Library Association-Library of Congress) Burmese 

romanization table is not user-friendly to Burmese-speaking users. Virginia Shih, along 

with other CORMOSEA members, has been communicating with Burmese-speaking 

librarians in the British Library and the School of Oriental and African Studies Library, 

University of London for a rationalization statement in revising the current Burmese 

romanization table for the Library of Congress consideration. The Burmese-speaking 

librarians explored innovative ways to input Burmese parallel script for Burmese 

cataloging records. As of January 2023, Northern Illinois University (NIU) Library has 

added 5,100 cataloging records with Burmese parallel script to improve access to their 

local Burmese holdings. NIU Library and the University of Michigan Library have been 

collaborating on Burmese parallel script cataloging to enhance their respective Burmese 

cataloging records and improve users’ discoverability.    

    
IV. Outsourcing Cataloging for Southeast Asian Language Materials 

 

Subject to institutional budget constraints, outsourcing cataloging is a short-term solution 

for clearing backlogs of uncataloged items only if such outsourcing vendors are capable 

of handling them and have the language and/or format expertise that is required. Most 

library administrators believe that outsourcing cataloging has a major cost saving benefit 

depending, of course, on the collection to be cataloged. Typically, outsourcing vendors 

derive OCLC shared records for copy cataloging. They team up with catalogers and 

relevant language informants to perform the cataloging job for their client libraries.     
 

Outsourcing cataloging is not a permanent solution for ongoing cataloging needs. It would 

be more cost-effective, time-efficient, and entail better-quality control if libraries could hire 

cataloging staff to perform in-house cataloging for their ongoing cataloging needs. Most 

outsourcing cataloging vendors do not offer high levels of cataloging work, which includes 

creating name authority records, series tracing, and so forth. Furthermore, if they cannot 

 
5 OCLC (Online Computer Library Center) based in Dublin, Ohio , is a nonprof it membership-based 

organization that promotes cooperative cataloging among libraries worldwide via its OCLC shared 

cataloging database. https://www.oclc.org/en/home.html  

 

https://www.oclc.org/en/home.html
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copy any commonly shared data available in OCLC, they would then charge libraries a 

higher fee by title or physical volume to meet any customized cataloging requirements.  
    

The challenges for outsourcing cataloging include securing ongoing funding to pay for 

outsourcing cataloging projects since they are relatively expensive. Each project requires 

a project manager to work with the vendor on project specifications to make sure that the 

vendor will follow the designated shelf-ready cataloging guidelines. The pricing scheme 

varies among vendors and is typically based on the contracting institution’s cataloging 

requirements and any other specifications. Generally speaking, outsourcing cataloging is 

favored by library management as an alternative to hiring catalogers to perform in -house 

cataloging. However, another reality facing library management is that frequently libraries 

do not have the time and/or staffing with language and subject expertise to check the 

quality of outsourced cataloging records which may have wrong subject headings, 

incorrect call numbers, inaccurate romanizations for language script materials, 

misspellings, lack of contents notes, alternative title tracings, and so forth. Quality control 

has been a common concern for outsourcing cataloging of non-roman script materials.  
 

Despite these drawbacks, given the shortage of cataloging staff with Southeast Asian 

language expertise in the United States, outsourcing cataloging has become an 

alternative solution to help improve the discoverability of currently acquired or backlogged 

Southeast Asian language materials among CORMOSEA research libraries.  

 
 

V. Conclusion  

Given the ongoing challenges of collecting and cataloging Southeast Asian language 

materials, the Subcommittee on Technical Processes of CORMOSEA continues to play 

a role in the following ways: reviewing current romanization tables or proposing new 

romanization tables; reviewing current Southeast Asia subject headings or proposing new 

subject headings as the need arises; and advocating for parallel script cataloging for all 

national languages in Southeast Asian script to the fullest extent possible in the future. 
 

CORMOSEA research libraries help one another in tackling various cataloging and 

romanization issues, especially for non-roman scripts in Burmese, Khmer, Lao, and Thai 

cataloging. Depending on the relevant subject or language expertise, they create small 

working groups to advance their cataloging projects in collaboration and consultation with 

the Southeast Asia faculty members and scholars locally and globally to help achieve the 

discovery of Southeast Asian language materials that we collectively acquire. Some 

CORMOSEA research libraries are contributing members to the Library of Congress 

Program for Cooperative Cataloging (PCC) such as BIBCO (Bibliographic Record 

Cooperative Program), NACO (Name Authority Cooperative Program), and SACO 

(Subject Authority Cooperative Program). They will continue to resolve any Southeast 

Asia related name authority files and subject headings through PCC.6   

 

 
6 https://www.loc.gov/aba/pcc/  

https://www.loc.gov/aba/pcc/
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Subject to grant funding support and community participation in the future, it is our hope 

to initiate two ambitious projects: 1) to co-organize a series of virtual CORMOSEA 

Southeast Asia cataloging workshops in collaboration with the Library of Congress in 

Washington, D.C. and Jakarta, national libraries in Southeast Asia, and CORMOSEA 

research libraries as an international forum for continuing education in dealing with the 

ongoing challenges, trends, and issues of Southeast Asia cataloging and classification; 

and 2) to create a Southeast Asia Library of Congress Subject Headings (LCSHs) Review 

Working Group to look into all the existing Southeast Asia-related LCSHs for revisions, 

additions, deletions or updates in consultation with the Southeast Asia scholarly 

community and the Policy, Training, and Cooperative Programs Division of the Library of 

Congress. Upon the completion of these two potential collaborative projects, a library 

guide for Southeast Asia cataloging tools and resources can be created under the 

CORMOSEA homepage as an ongoing reference source for the Southeast Asia 

cataloging community. This library guide could serve as an ongoing training manual that 

includes links for descriptive cataloging, classification, subject headings, romanization 

tables, rare books and manuscripts cataloging, special collections and archives 

cataloging, special issues related to Southeast Asia parallel script cataloging, and a forum 

for discussion and networking of cataloging Southeast Asian language materials as the 

need arises.  
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Malay Comic Books from the 1950s and 1960s in the British Library 
 

Annabel Teh Gallop, Lead Curator for Southeast Asia, The British Library, London 

 

Introduction 

In 2017, the Malaysia Cartoon and Comic House (Rumah Kartun dan Komik Malaysia) 

opened in the Lake Gardens in Kuala Lumpur.  On display were over 500 cartoons and 

comic books, dating from the mid-1930s to the late 1990s, including works by Malaysia’s 

best-loved cartoonist Lat (whose real name is Mohamad Noor Khalid, born in 1951).  This 

new institution is a visible manifestation of the wide and longstanding public interest in 

Malay comic art over many decades, more recently magnified through the influence of 

Japanese manga.  The name of the institution, ‘Malaysia Cartoon and Comic House’ 

rather than ‘Malaysia Comic and Cartoon House’ is also significant, for Malay cartoons 

have a longer history than comics.  The first cartoons started appearing in the 1930s, and 

have attracted considerable attention especially for their political comment, as explored 

in Zakiah Hanum’s anthology (1995) and Muliyadi Mahamood’s Ph.D. thesis (1997), as 

well as more recent studies by scholars such as Lim Cheng Tju (2022) and John Lent 

(1994).   

In a pioneering article published in Kekal Abadi in 1984, Zainab Awang Ngah drew 

attention to the more neglected genre of Malay comic books. A comic or comic book can 

be defined as a printed volume containing a narrative told in comic strips.  Each comic 

strip consists of a sequence of frames or panels, each frame comprising a picture or 

illustration with accompanying text.  The text or dialogue can either take the form of 

speech bubbles or captions placed above or below the picture, or a combination of the 

two text forms.  Unlike Malay cartoons which had been published in newspapers and 

magazines during the pre-war period, the first Malay comic books only appeared in the 

early 1950s.  Many of the early comic writers and illustrators were trained as teachers, 

and the stories were usually didactic in nature, and were aimed at teenager or adults 

rather than children.  The most popular subjects in the 1950s were Malay historical and 

folk tales, usually adaptations from Sejarah Melayu, Hikayat Hang Tuah (see Putten and 

Barnard 2007) and other well-known works, and during this decade, the majority of 

comics were published in Malay written in Jawi (Arabic) script. During the 1960s, in line 

with broader societal developments, Malay comics are mostly in roman script, and the 

emphasis shifts to love stories and detective thrillers, where the kampung is seen as the 

repository of good moral values, while towns are depicted as a source of depravity and 

corruption.  In many ways, Malay comics can be seen as a mirror of wider trends in Malay 

language and literature issues.  

At the time of writing, Zainab had identified 163 titles of Malay comic books in the library 

of the University Malaya (UM), of which 26 were published in the 1950s and 128 in the 

1960s, with seven in the 1970s and only three in the early 1980s, and her article focused 

on the earliest Malay comics of the 1950s.  As Zainab pointed out, studies on the 

development and growth of Malay literature have generally avoided any mention of 



Southeast Asia Library Group Newsletter                                                                                         No. 54 / Dec 2022  

45 
 

comics, regarding these as ephemeral and unworthy of the concern of academics; but 

such a view inevitably results in ‘a rather incomplete picture of the local literary and 

creative scene’ (Zainab 1984: 4).  After all, few would deny that one of the most well -

known social commentators on Malaysian life today is the Malay cartoonist Lat, himself 

an early comic book artist. 

Zainab’s article prompted me to look through the British Library collections for Malay 

comic books.  The Library has one of the richest collections in the world of early printed 

works in Malay from Malaysia and Singapore due to colonial-era legislation which 

required publishers to deposit with the government three copies of all publications, one 

of which was sent to London to the library of the British Museum (now the British Library).  

This legal requirement remained in force until independence, in 1957 for Malaya and 1963 

for the broader federation of Malaysia which initially included Singapore.  However, like 

many official juggernauts, long-established procedures took time to undo, and the British 

Museum continued to receive publications from Malaysia until the supply petered out 

around 1966.   

Thus a search in the British Library for Malay comic books yielded 270 titles published 

between 1952 and 1966, of which 100 were published in the 1950s (including all the titles 

held in UM save one) and approximately 170 in the 1960s (Gallop 1995).  The collection 

includes what is probably the first published Malay comic book, Pesaka dato' moyang by 

Merayu Rawan, printed in Singapore by Nilam in April 1952 (Fig. 1).  Although the British 

Library did not purchase any Malay comic books after the end of the legal deposit 

arrangement, the statistics by date of the comic book collection in the UM library imply 

that the rise in popularity of the Malay comic book did indeed peak in the 1960s and 

thereafter declined rapidly.   

Against this background, the following comments - based solely on the relatively large 

collection of Malay comic books in the British Library - may perhaps also be read as a 

general overview of the Malay comic book industry from its origins to its hey-day.  

However, it should be noted that further information on the Malay comic book industry 

may be gleaned from advertisements for published and forthcoming titles found within the 

comic books themselves.  At least 20 further titles not held in the British Library collection 

have been identified from such advertisements; however there is no guarantee that all 

the “forthcoming publications” advertised were actually issued. 

 

Table 1.  Malay comic books in the BL by date of publication 

 

Year  1952 1953 1954 1955 1956 1957 1958 1959 1960 1961 1962 1963 1964 1965 1966 

No. of 

titles 

13 7 6 4 30 29 8 6 1 2 15 37 30 80 3 
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The first Malay comic strip 

As noted above, cartoons and caricatures have been published in Malay periodicals and 

newspapers since the 1930s, and the first Malay cartoon appeared on 5 November 1939 

in the Malay newspaper Utusan Zaman, drawn by Ali Samat (Pelras 1993:2).  However, 

the natural precursors of Malay comic books were not these single-frame caricatures, but 

comic strips which appeared serially in periodicals, and these did not feature until the 

post-war period.   

An important marker for the history of the Malay comic was the publication of the 

magazine Kenchana in Singapore in 1947, edited by the great Malay man of letters Harun 

Aminurrashid (1907-1986).  The first issue of January 1947 carried an article by Nazif bin 

Achmadin entitled Seni-kelawak "comic" dan "cartoon" dalam zaman ini, ‘The funny art 

of comics and cartoons in the present age’.  This article carefully explores the world of 

comics and cartoons, using the term seni kelawak, ‘funny art’, which is defined as seni 

gambar cartoon dan comic, ‘the art of cartoons and comics’.  Against the background of 

Disney, Flash Gordon, Tarzan and others, Nazif identifies the need for comics imbued 

with indigenous values:  

‘Funny stories from America, or from anywhere in the West, are of course out of 

kilter with our Eastern sensibilities, not least in their sense of place, characterisation, 

way of life and behaviour.  These can not only offend our Eastern feelings, but may 

actually besmirch or harm us to some extent.  Thus it is a real cause for rejoicing to 

see that the initial issue of Kenchana has managed to produce a comic strip about 

the golden age of our homeland, created by a young Indonesian artist, for in this 

way Malays too can enjoy the joys of comic art, yet involving the history of the Malay 

world. 

 The history of Malay comic art does not yet exist, but it will surely soon be there; 

even in Indonesia it only started six years ago with the Indonesian artist Nasroun 

A.S. and his stories Searching for the Green Princess and The life of Nas.   

 With Tunggadewa by Achnas, the age of Malay comic art can be said to have 

begun, while adding to the story of Indonesian comic art.’  

 Cheritera2 kelawak dari Amerika atau dunia Barat umumnya, tentu tiada dapat 

chochok dengan jiwa dan perasaan ketimoran kita, apa lagi suasana tempat, 

keadaan pelakon2nya, adat istiadatnya, tengkah lakunya, yang achapkali 

menyinggong perasaan Timor kita, akan melomori atau merosakkan jiwa kita 

banyak sedikitnya.  Melihat mulai pada penerbitan yang pertama dari Kenchana 

telah diusahakan untok mendapat sabuah gambar-serial tentang zaman keemasan 

tanah air kita, yang dikarang oleh seorang seni muda Indonesia, kita menguchapkan 

shukor, kerana dengan itu bangsa Melayu dapat pula mengechap bunga-keindahan 

dari seni-kelawak itu, apalagi yang bersangkut dengan sejarah tanah air Melayu. 

  Sejarah seni-kelawak Melayu belum lagi ada, tapi pasti akan tiba, di-Indonesia pun 

baru dimulai enam tahun yang lalu oleh seorang pelukis Indonesia Nasroun A.S. 

dgn: cherita-nya Menchary Putri Hidjau  dan Kehidupan bung Nas.   
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  Dengan Tunggadewa karangan Achnas, bermula riwayat seni-kelawak Melayu 

dan bersambong riwayat seni-kelawak Indonesia.   

If Nazif's claim in the last sentence quoted is justified, then Tunggadewa by Achnas1, a 

historical adventure story set in the time of Hang Tuah, is the first Malay comic strip. 

 

The first Malay comic book 

The earliest Malay comic books did not appear until five years later, in 1952, but here too 

the continuing influence of Harun Aminurrashid can be discerned.  Although it is difficult 

to prove which was the earliest Malay comic book, probably the strongest contender for 

the title is a small comic entitled Pesaka dato’ moyang, ‘Treasure of the ancestors’ a 

historical tale by Merayu Rawan, published in 1952 in Singapore by Nilam.  Nothing is 

known of the author/artist behind the pseudonym “Merayu Rawan”.  The front cover 

proudly proclaims: Julung kali cerita Melayu bergambar, ‘The first Malay tale in pictures’, 

and there are forewords by the publisher, author and Harun Aminurrashid, dated 21 April 

1952.  The publisher (Ruzan Haji Hamdan, of Parit Jawa, Muar, Johor, pengerusi of 

Nilam) confirms that the issuing of this comic is indeed a momentous event:  

‘It is hoped that our pioneering offering will be enthusiastically greeted in all quarters 

and at all levels, by children, parents and also Malay educators throughout the 

country.’ 

 Diharap dengan persembahan kami yang julung2 kali ini akan mendapat sambutan 

yang teristimewa daripada segenap golongan dan lapisan kanak2, ibu bapa serta 

juga juru2 pendidik bangsa Melayu yang berada di sekitar tanah air (p.[ii]). 

Of greater interest is Harun Aminurrashid’s Foreword (Alu-aluan), from which we learn 

that Pesaka dato’ moyang was first serialised in Hiburan (of which he himself was the 

editor), and it was he who encouraged the author to seek to have the work published in 

book form.   

‘I first read the picture-story (or ‘cartoon’ as it is called in English) Treasure of the 

ancestors in the magazine Hiburan, when the complete tale was published in weekly 

installments. 

 I noticed that this story was really enjoyed by children, who naturally love cartoons. 

Hiburan received quite a few congratulatory remarks from satisfied readers, and so 

I encouraged the author and artist to compile all the episodes into a book, which 

children could read and keep. 

 In the world of Malay writings, the number of picture stories known is tiny an d in 

fact the genre barely exists; in all, fewer than ten have appeared throughout the 

history of Malay literature.  By comparison, in countries with highly developed 

publishing industries, thousands of picture stories are published every month, and 

 
1 In Kenchana Bil.1, “Naz Achnas” is identif ied as wakil pemimpin dan kepala bahagian seni, ‘deputy 

director and head of  the art section’.  One comic book by Naz Achnas, Tungga dan piring terbang, 

‘Tungga and the f lying saucer’ (1953), is in the BL. 
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some of these continue for years and years without cease, right to the present day, 

such as Tarzan, Superman, Micky Mouse and Mandrake. 

 I believe that picture stories have an important educational role to play, and can 

encourage children to aim high, to be loyal and ambitious, and to strive to be better 

and stronger, because children are naturally attracted to pictures. 

 And so I really hope that writers who can draw will fill this void, for I am certain that 

the genre of picture stories will be warmly welcomed not just by children, but also 

by all our readers. 

Harun Aminurrashid, 21 April 1952’ 

Cerita bergambar, atau disebut dalam bahasa Inggeris kartun, cerita Pesaka dato 

moyang ini saya telah baca ketika diterbitkan oleh majalah Hiburan berturut2 pada 

tiap2 minggu sehingga tamat. 

 Saya dapati cerita ini sangat menarik perhatian kanak2 yang memang gemar 

kepada kartun.  Beberapa pujian telah disampaikan kepada Hiburan kerana puas 

hati membaca cerita ini, dari itu saya menggalakkan pengarang dan pelukisnya 

supaya mengumpulkan semula cerita bergambar ini dijadikan sebuah buku dan 

dapat dibaca oleh kanak2 serta menyimpannya. 

 Di dalam persuratan Melayu bahagian cerita bergambar ini lagi sangat2 kurang 

dan boleh dikatakan ta' ada.  Sekiranya dihitung yang hanya ta' sampai sepuluh 

buah yang telah diterbitkan semenjak persuratan Melayu hidup.2  Pada hal kartun 

ini telah diterbitkan di dalam persuratan lain bangsa yang maju beribu2 jenis 

banyaknya pada tiap2 bulan dan ada di antaranya telah dihidupkan ceritanya itu 

terus menerus bertahun2 dan bersambung2 ta' habis2 hingga hari ini seperti 

Tarzan, Superman, Micky Mouse, Mandrake dan lain2. 

 Mengikut pendapat saya, kanak2 dapat dididik kepada sangat2 berala2, taat setia, 

mahu maju, mahu jadi orang kuat, orang baik sangat bukan juga dapat keluarkan 

dengan jalan cerita2 bergambar, kerana tabiat kanak2 memang suka kepada 

gambar2. 

 Mudah-mudahan banyak di antara pengarang2 yang boleh melukis penuhkanlah 

lapangan yang lagi kosong ini, dan saya percaya lapangan persuratan ceri ta 

bergambar ini tetap dapat sambutan bukan sahaja kepada kanak2, tetapi dari 

semua peringkat para pembaca bangsa kita. 

Harun Aminurrashid, 21 April 1952 (Pesaka dato’ moyang 1952) 

 

 
2 Harun is presumably referring to narrative comic strips published in magazines and newspapers, rather 

than comic books, in this tally of  the few comics published to date.  
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Fig. 1. Pesaka dato’ moyang, ‘Treasure of the ancestors’ (1952), the first Malay comic book.  

British Library, 14654.k.161 

 

A few months later, Nilam published a second (and possibly its only other) comic book to 

mark the end of the fasting month feast, Hari Raya 1952.  This book contained two stories: 

15 tahun dahulu, ’15 years ago’, by Rawa Hamawa, and Si Labu dengan Si Kundur, ‘Labu 

and Kundur’, by Abang Amin, with drawings by Manbina.  Once again, Harun 

Aminurrashid contributed a foreword, dated 16 June 1952.  Whilst congratulating the 

authors and artists, he is actually quite stern about the need to improve standards quickly: 

‘If we regard the two picture stories in this issue as first attempts, then the authors 

and artists deserve praise for working so hard to achieve their aims. The evident 

shortcomings in the drawings and storyline will, I am sure, be rectified by the 

publisher Nilam, so that in the not too distant future Nilam will be publishing picture 

books of a standard to satisfy their readers.’ 

Dua cerita bergambar keluaran ini kalau dikira sebagai usaha permulaan, bolehlah 

dipuji usaha pengarang pelukis yang telah bersungguh2 untuk menjayakan 

cita2nya.  Kekurangan2 yang didapati baik tentang lukisan dan jalan ceritanya saya 

percaya akan diperbaiki oleh penerbit Nilam, supaya pada masa yang tidak berapa 

jauh penerbit buku2 bergambar dari Nilam akan mencapai tingkat yang memuaskan 

kepada para pembacanya (15 tahun dahulu 1952:15). 
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Majalah Comic’s Melayu 

At around the same time as Nilam began publishing comic books, Majalah Comic’s 

Melayu was born (also called Majalah Comic Melayu and Mujalah Comic Melayu), a 

periodical of which each issue consisted of a single comic story.  Most of the stories were 

by Razak Ahmad of Singapore - the first was Gajah Puteh (Fig. 2) - and the series was 

published by Sabirin Hj. Mohd. Annie at his Zawyah Publishing House in Johor Bahru.  

This new periodical title replaced Dunia Film, another title published by Sabirin Hj. Mohd. 

Annie, and the first issue has the old masthead of Dunia Film crossed out. Although no 

precise publication date is given, an ink-stamped date on the front cover, presumed to be 

that of the copyright receipt office, reads '5 May 1952', implying its issue at almost exactly 

the same time as Pesaka dato’ moyang.   

 

 

Fig. 2. The first issue of Majalah Comic’s Melayu, containing the story Gajah puteh, ‘White 

elephant’ (1952). British Library, 14654.n.29 (1) 

In the author's foreword, once again Harun Aminurashid - the editor of Mutiara - is 

identified as the inspiration behind this new publication.   Razak Ahmad writes: 
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‘To our reading audience – of one people, one homeland and one religion – I present 

the Malay Comic Magazine (Majlah Comic Melayu) in response to the call of the 

editor of Mutiara magazine, no. 40. The story is simply a flight of fancy, but it does 

fulfill a long-held ambition, which I have only managed to bring to fruition thanks to 

the leadership of Mr Sabirin.  And so if there are any shortcomings I would be happy 

to receive frank advice from my honoured readers.  This magazine will be issued 

twice a month. 

 Independence!  Ab. Razak’ 

 Ke taman bachaan saudara sebangsa setanah ayer dan saugama saya 

persembahkan satu Majlah Comic Melayu untok menyambut seruan suara 

pemimpin Majlah Mutiara bil.40.  Cherita ini hanya rekaan saja tetapi oleh kerana 

desakan jiwa yang lama terpendam itu.  Maka kini baru-lah dapat saya melahirkan 

chita2 itu dengan pimpinan Tuan Sabirin.  Oleh itu jika ada apa2 kekurangan saya 

bersedia menerima tegoran sehat dari para pembacha yang budiman.  Majalah ini 

akan di-keluarkan 2 kali sabulan. 

 Merdeka!   Ab. Razak (Gajah Puteh 1952) 

Sabirin Hj. Md. Annie, proprietor of the Zawyah Publishing House and publisher of 

Majalah Comic’s Melayu, was one of the most flamboyant comic publishers of the period.  

Each issue carried an editorial in which he vigorously promoted the magazine, and 

attempted to cajole his distributors - in Singapore, Banjarmasin, Palembang, Bukit Tinggi 

and Surabaya - to pay for their consignments in advance.  Numerous marketing ploys are 

announced: anyone who managed to round up ten subscribers to subscribe to a minimum 

of six issues each would receive six issues free; subscribers to more than six issues were 

promised a numbered membership badge inscribed ‘Warga Mujalah Comic Melayu’ 

which would entitle them to discounts from Zawyah Publishing House; a raffle was held 

with a bicycle as prize; and Sabirin even proposed the idea of turning Mujalah Comic 

Melayu into a limited company with shareholders, to guarantee its future.  His comics also 

carried his personal endorsements for other products marketed by Zawyah Publishing 

House, including one to combat perspiration smells (Obat Ketiak Hamis) and ‘Zetpeich 

Iron Tonic’.  Although ostensibly fortnightly, there appeared to be frequent problems in 

issuing the magazine on time, and in Bil.5, Th.1, Sabirin wrote: 

‘Not for the first time, we can be proud that our Magazine grows better and faster, 

but unfortunately we are not in a position yet to confirm publication dates; for us to 

make everything work, we beg our readers to heed our heartfelt plea in issue 4, and 

we urge our distributors to remit payments as quickly as possible.’ 

Maka untok sekian kali di-sini kami boleh banggakan bahwa penerbitan Mujalah ini 

kian hari kian jujoh dan chepat, tapi sayangnya tarekh yang tertentu untok terbitnya 

kami belum berani lagi menentukannya, supaya semua ini dapat dilaksanakan, 

dimintalah supaya para pembacha memerhatikan rayuan ... jiwa dalam bilangan 4, 

kemudian kami tambahkan pula kepada wakil penjual supaya tiap2 bulan hendaklah 

menghantar wang laku sechepat mungkin (Malim Deman 1952). 
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Problems with agents continued to dogg him, and errant distributors such as H. Mohd. 

Amin of 61 Main Street, Kajang, were publicly “struck off” as a warning to others: 

‘To all dishonest agents who do not abide by the terms of this Magazine in remitting 

payments promtly at the start of each month, this may happen to you too, and so 

please take good heed of this warning.’ 

Kepada semua wakil yang lecheh dan tidak dapat menyokong pendirian Mujalah ini 

dengan jalan tiap2 awal bulan mengirim wang laku mungkin hal ini akan kejadian 

pula padanya sebab itu diingatkan dengan sesungguhnya supaya dapat beramal ... 

(Budak hutan 1952). 

A total of 11 issues of Majalah Comic’s Melayu, all in roman script (rumi), are held in the 

British Library. 

 

The first Malay comic magazine 
 

Many publishers issued their comics as part of a series: the entire output of the Zawyah 

Publishing House in Johor Bahru was issued in the series Majalah Comic’s Melayu, while 

Geliga comics were numbered under the series titles Seris Komik Geliga, Komik Seris 

Geliga and  Geliga Comic Series.  After the initial few issues, most Keluarga comics were 

numbered in volumes and issues under the Penerbitan Keluarga heading.  
 

 

Fig. 3. The first issue of Kanchil, ‘Mousedeer’, the first Malay comic magazine (1965). British 

Library, 14654.k.37 
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All these series consisted of individual issues, each containing a complete story.  In 1965, 

Sinaran also published what can properly be termed the first Malay comic strip magazine, 

entitled Kanchil: majallah komik dua mingguan, ‘Mousedeer: a forthnightly comic’, where 

each page contained a comic strip by a different artist (Fig. 3).  Its front cover - with a 

humorous strip by Abdul Halim Teh based on the adventures of Sang Kancil - is very 

reminiscent of the British Beano, but Kanchil was clearly aimed at a slightly older age-

group, as apparent from the inclusion of love stories.  Kanchil appears to have been a 

significant show-case for a whole generation of Malaysian cartoonists, including Lat, A. 

Fauzi Yusof, Alias Kulub, Rejabhad and Zubir Nasir.  There are nine issues of Kanchil in 

the British Library, from its launch in 1965 to 15 Februari 1966, when the magazine 

became a monthly and was retitled Kanchil: majallah komik bulanan. 

 

Comic publishers 

From the 270 Malay comic books in the BL, twenty publishers have been identified; ten 

based in the Malay peninsula and ten in Singapore.  However, of these twenty publishers, 

eight were only responsible for one comic each.  During the 1950s, by far the most prolific 

comic publisher was Geliga in Singapore, responsible for 44 titles, nearly half of the total 

number of titles published in the 1950s held in the BL.  The next most important publisher 

in the 1950s was Abdul Ghani Abdullah at the Sentosa Store in Kuala Pilah, who had 14 

titles printed at the Malay Press in Kuala Pilah. Although the output of Sinaran was only 

four titles in the 1950s, it later emerged as the giant of the Malay comic industry in the 

1960s with 118 titles by early 1966, 80 of these published in 1965 alone.  Following a 

long way behind was Pustaka Antara in Kuala Lumpur which issued 42 titles in the 1960s. 

 

Table 2.  Publishers of Malay comics represented in the British Library collection  

 

Place of 

publication 

 

Name of publisher  Place & name 

of printers 

1950s 1960s Total 

Pulau Pinang Sinaran  4 118 122 

Singapore Geliga (Omar Abdul 

Rahman) 

 44 1 45 

Kuala Lumpur Pustaka Antara   42 42 

Singapore Keluarga Johor Bahru: The 

Annies Printing 

Works 

11 3 14 

Kuala Pilah Abdul Ghani 

Abdullah, Sentosa 

Store 

Kuala Pilah: The 

Malay Press 

13  13 
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Johore Bahru Zawyah Publishing 

House (Sabirin bin H. 

Mohd. Annie) 

Johore Bahru: 

The Annies 

Printing Works 

Singapore: 

Eurasia Trading 

Company 

11  11 

Alor Star Kasim Ahmad  5  5 

[Singapore] [s.n.]   3 3 

Sungai Dua, 

P.W. 

Pustaka Rumaja Butterworth: Eng 

Sin 

3  3 

Kota Star, 

Kedah 

Jabatan Pelajaran 

dan Persuratan 

PGMK, Cawangan 

Kota Star 

Alor Star: 

T.T.Printers / 

Wah  Shong 

2  2 

Singapore Nilam Singapore: 

Melayu Raya / 

Al-Ahmadiah 

2  2 

Johore Bahru The Annies Printing 

Works 

 1  1 

Kuala Pilah The Malay Press  1  1 

Singapore Abdullah b. Ali Singapore: Royal 

Press 

1  1 

Singapore Azman Publications   1 1 

Singapore Donald Moore   1 1 

Singapore MIBS  1  1 

Singapore Senirama   1 1 

Tumpat, 

Kelantan 

Abdul Rahman bin 

Awang Ngah 

Kuala Pilah: The 

Malay Press 

1  1 

  TOTAL NO. OF 

TITLES 

100 170 270 

 

Artists and writers 

More than 100 names of contributors are found in the 270 comics studied; however, it is 

often difficult to ascertain the exact role of each person named.  In many cases, the same 

person composed the storyline, drew the pictures and provided the text, but sometimes 

an illustrator would collaborate with an author to produce a comic.  In yet other cases, an 

artist would produce a comic based on a previously published novel, such as works by 

Ahmad Bakhtiar and Usman Mastiara, or on some other source.  For example, Razak 

Ahmad, who produced Taskara: maharaja penyamun, ‘Taskara: king of bandits’, 

acknowledged his source of inspiration: ‘This story is taken from an Indonesian radio 
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series.  The pictures are my own work’ (Cherita ini di-petek dari mujalah radio dan 

masharakat Indonesia.  Gambar2 lukisan-nya ada-lah rekaan saja.  Taskara 1952: 13).  

Sometimes, the cover illustration would be the work of a different artist, identifiable only 

by his signature in the corner of the page.  The authorship of some comics sti ll remains 

unknown. 

During the period in question, the undisputed king of Malay comics was Abdul Halim Teh.  

Originally from Kuala Kangsar in Perak, Abdul Halim Teh came to prominence in the 

1960s, and was involved in at least 50 titles (although for some of these he only 

contributed the cover illustration).  His earliest comic appears to be Korban di-hotel, 

‘Victim in the hotel’, published by Geliga in 1957.  His ‘mission statement’ appears in the 

first frame: 

‘Because of my deep ambition to succeed as an artist, this is why for the first time I    

have completed a story with illustrations. Signing off, Abd. Halim Teh, P[era]k.’  

  Dengan derongan jiwa yang ingin maju dalam lapangan seni lukis, maka ini -lah saya 

menyudahkan sabuah gubahan dan lukisan saya dengan cherita ini buat pertama 

kalinya - sekian dari saya: Abd. Halim Teh, Pk.  

The next most prolific comic artist was Raja Hamzah al-Jauhary with 35 titles.  His first 

work, also published by Geliga in 1956, was a war story, Tentera yang akhir.  Raja 

Hamzah is acknowledged as a great influence by Lat, who wrote: 

  When I was in Standard 2, my hero was Raja Hamzah who did a series of comics 

in Jawi in the Utusan Melayu.  His comics Dol Keropok dan Wak Tempe and Hantu 

Jerangkung appeared daily.  That was the only thing I read in the newspaper and I 

couldn’t wait for the following day’s continuation ... I started drawing my own comics 

because I wanted to do what Raja Hamzah did (Lat 1994: 4). 

In third place is Alias Kulub of Perak with 13 titles.  Only two women are listed amongst 

the 100 artists, but they are ranked 4th and 6th respectively in terms of productivity based 

on the British Library collection.  Nora Abdullah from Kelantan, who worked mainly in the 

1950s and produced at least 9 titles, published exclusively with Geliga in Singapore.  Her 

first work, Che Siti Wan Kembang, was produced in collaboration with K. Bali and 

published by Geliga in 1956.  Omar Abdul Rahman, proprietor of Geliga, welcomed this 

development in his foreword dated 10.9.56: 

‘a particular cause for celebration, both for us and for our readers, is that this comic 

book is the the first we have published drawn by one of our women.’  

 suatu perkara yang mengumbirakan kami dan pembacha2, ia-lah dengan keluar-

nya buku komik ini, ada-lah pertama kali kami keluarkan buku komik yang di-lukis 

oleh sa-orang wanita kita. 

In the foreword to one of Nora Abdullah’s next comics, Gelombang hidup (1956), Omar 

Abdul Rahman writes again: 

‘here again we present the drawings of one our women, to show that it is not only 

men who strive to become renowned artists, but women too want to attain the 

same heights as men.’ 
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 kali ini kami jadikan pula lukisan seorang wanita bangsa kita sebagai [b]ukti 

bahawa tidak sahaja kaum lelaki yang mempunyai cita2 untuk menjadi pelukis 

yang kenali, malahan wanita juga ingin maju sama dengan kaum lelaki. 

As a testament to Nora’s popularity with readers, in 1958 in a comic by Yus entitled Kejam 

Geliga published a list advertising Komik Chiptaan Nora, ‘Comics by Nora’, containing 

eight titles.  Two of these titles - Batu belah batu bertangkup and Emak angkat - are not 

held in the British Library, thus bringing to 11 the total number of titles Nora Abdullah is 

known to have worked on. 

No other woman artist has been identified from the 1950s.  In the 1960s Arifah bt. Saleh 

became active, sometimes collaborating with Abdul Halim Teh, and worked on eight titles.  

Nora and Arifah were amongst 12 writers who produced 7, 8 or 9 titles in the BL collection, 

but more than half of the total number of comic contributors identified only ever produced 

or collaborated on one title.  

It has proved difficult to identify precisely all the contributors involved due to the 

widespread use of pseudonymns, and it may well be the case that some of the different 

names encountered refer to the same person, such as 'Yus' and 'Yusa'.  This problem is 

aggravated by the fact that few of the artists/authors whose names appear in the comics 

are listed in the standard reference works on Malay writers.  Some artists are only 

identified from a tiny, sometimes barely decipherable, signature within the frames of the 

drawings themselves; others may be identifiable from the signature on the front cover, 

but as a different artist sometimes illustrated  the front cover, some attributions are at best 

tentative.  No research has yet been done on the different artistic styles of individual 

artists, although some distinctive traits are immediately apparent: for example, all the 

Malay and other Asian characters in Nora Abdullah’s comics bear strongly Caucasian 

features.  However, judging from magazines like Kanchil which sometimes included two 

very different comic strips by one artist - for example, a love story and a humourous story 

- some artists were able to draw in completely different styles according to the subject 

matter. 

Occasionally, writers and artists give their addresses, offer apologies to the readers for 

any shortcomings in the comics and even include photographs of themselves at the backs 

of the comics, including Abdul Halim Teh and Alias Kulub in Sa-ribu penyesalan, ‘A 

thousand regrets’ (1965), and and Hasan Muhammad of Malay School, P. Mas, Kelantan 

in Berjuang di laut, ‘Battle at sea’ (1956).  Some artists have given addresses at schools, 

indicating that a certain proportion were perhaps school teachers or perhaps still students 

themselves, as indeed was Lat when he first started contributing comic strips and 

cartoons.  Some of these very earliest works of Lat are held in the Bri tish Library,  

including his three earliest comic books published in the 1960s by Sinaran: Abu jumpa 

hantu, ‘Abu meets a ghost’, Pancharagam tiga sekawan, ‘Medley of the gang of three,’ 

(Fig. 4) and Tiga sekawan menangkap penchuri, ‘The gang of three catch  a thief’.  Also 

of interest are his contributions to Kanchil: a regular strip on the back page entitled ‘Ali 

Kongar & Mat Cha-Cha’, about a boy and his pet monkey (Fig. 5), and Si-Tolol 

mengelilingi dunia, ‘Stupid goes round the world’. 
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Fig. 4. Pancharagam tiga sekawan, ‘Medley of the gang of three’, by Lat (1965).  British Library, 

14625.b.100 

 

 

Fig. 5. Ali Kongar & Mat Cha Cha, a comic strip by Lat about a boy and his monkey, in the first 

issue of Kanchil, ‘Mousedeer’(1965). British Library, 14654.k.37 
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In his recent memoirs, Lat has given us an insight into the visicitudes faced by aspiring 

comic writers, with an endless stream of letters of rejection.  Similar grievances are aired 

in a foreword in a comic, Korban kesuchian, ‘Victim of virtue’ (1959) (Fig. 6), by the author 

Me Abadi and entitled Untuk teman seperjuangan Ku! ‘For my fellow comrades!’, which 

gives us another glimpse of the world of some comic illustrators in the late 1950s: 

‘After this second world revolution the number of Malay comic artists has multiplied 

wildly in all parts of the archipelago, like mushrooms sprouting in the rainy season.  

Among these Malay comic artists we encounter names like Zaidin Johan, A. Halim 

Teh, Hussain Ahmad, Omras Trengganu, Rosdin, Sa‘at Umar and others.  But more 

recently, we haven’t heard anything of them.  Why have they vanished from this 

field? They have disappeared because the publishers who brought out their works 

have not fulfilled their promises and can barely distinguish one from the other ...’  

Sa-lepas rovolosi dunia yang kedua ini banyak sa-kali tumboh-nya pelukis2 komik 

Melayu kita dengan biak-nya di-serata cherok rantau di-Tanah Ayer kita ini, bak 

chendawan yang tumboh di-musim hujan lagak-nya. 

     Di-antara pelukis2 komik Melayu itu kita bisa berjumpa dengan nama2 ini: Zaidin 

Johan, A. Halim Teh, Hussain Ahmad, Omras Trengganu, Rosdin, Sa‘at Umar dan 

lain2 lagi.  Tetapi di-masa kebelakangan ini jarang sa-kali kita jumpai.  Apa-kah 

sebab-nya mereka menghilangkan diri-nya di-lapangan ini??  Mereka menghilang 

diri-nya di-sebabkan oleh sikap penerbit2 yang menerbitkan hasil usaha mereka itu 

mungkir janji dan tidak menaroh timbang rasa langsong antara satu sama lain ... 

(Korban kesuchian 1959). 

 

 

Fig. 6. Korban kesucian, ‘Victim of virtue’, drawn by Me Abadi, published by Pustaka Rumaja in 

Province Wellesley (1959). British Library, 14654.k.46 
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He goes on to recount how he had sent two of his comics to a publisher two years 

previously, and how the publisher had replied promising to let him know shortly of the 

intended price of the comics, but to this day he had heard no more ... thus he warns his 

fellow artists to take great care in their dealings with publishers.  This foreword is 

interesting not only for the light it sheds on one particular aspect of publisher-artist 

relations, but also for introducing some names not otherwise represented in the comic 

collection described here, such as Zaidin Johan, Omras Trengganu and Rosdin (the latter 

also mentioned by Lat as another formative influence). 

 

K. Bali 

One of the most multi-talented of the early comic book artists was K.Bali (1933-1999).  

Born Abdul Rahim Abdullah in Kampong Tendang, Pasir Mas, Kelantan, he had a 

peripatetic pedagogical and thus multilingual childhood.  After Malay primary school in his 

home village, he moved with his father to Sungai Padi in southern Thailand. During the 

Second World War his schooling was in Japanese; on returning to Kelantan he enrolled 

in a Chinese school where the teaching was in Mandarin. Following a brief stint in the 

‘Auxiliary Frontier Force’ on the Kelantan -Thailand border in 1948, he returned to 

secondary school at Sungai Padi in Thailand.  It is at this stage his career as a comic 

book artist and writer began, and regretfully there is no room here to cover his subsequent 

career as a writer of poetry, plays, essays and novels; travelling actor with the ‘Booty 

Suria Negara’ bangsawan theatre troupe; and arts impressario, mentor and journalist in 

Sabah, where he spent most of his life and where he was greatly honoured, before 

returning to his home village in Kelantan a year before he passed away in 1999 (Abd. 

Naddin 1999; Solehah 1988).  

Through the back pages of his comic books, mostly published by Abdul Ghani Abdullah 

and printed at the Malay Press in Kuala Pilah, K. Bali engaged in a lively dialogue with 

the readers.  In his first comic, Pembela tanah air, dated 1953 (Fig. 7), he introduces 

himself: 

‘Addressing my honoured readers: this comic story Defenders of the homeland I first 

offered to Mr Abdul Ghani Abdullah, proprietor of Sentosa Store Press, just for 

publication in Juita or Filem Juita.  But at his suggestion, which I enthusiastically 

supported, I have now agreed for it to be issued as a comic book, for the benefit of 

the youth of today, the hope and strength of our nation. 

 I know that this comic is not perfect, either in terms of its drawing or text, because 

of my lack of experience, but in view of my young age – I am still only 20 years old, 

and still studying in a Thai secondary school, it is hard to find time to draw, and this 

has to be fitted into odd moments.  

K. Bali, P.N. Secondary School, Sungai Padi District, Thailand.’  

Mengunjungi saudara saudari yang dihormati. Cerita komik Pembela tanah air ini 

mulanya saya hantar kepada yang terhormat tuan Abdul Ghani Abdullah, tuan 

punya Sentosa Store Press, cuma untuk disiarkan dalam Juita atau Filem Juita.  

Tapi dengan persetujuannya, saya pun ikut bersetuju, lalu saya izinkan menjadi 
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buku komik untuk dipersembahkan kepada pemuda harapan bangsa dan pemudi 

tiang negara. 

 Saya percaya komik ini belum cukup sempurna baik tentang seni lukis dan seni 

sasteranya kerana saya masih citik dalam pengalamannya, tapi diukur pada umur 

saya yang masih muda 20 tahun dan sedang menuntut pelajaran di Sekolah 

Menengah Siam, tentu sukar mencari peluang untuk melukis tapi dapat disilangkan 

dengan beransur2.   

K. Bali P.N. Secondary School, Sungai Padi District, Thailand (Pembela tanah air 

1953). 

 

 

Fig. 7. Pembela tanah air, ‘Defenders of the homeland’, K. Bali’s first comic book 

(1953/4).  British Library, 14654.k.30 

 

In another comic of 1953, he invited his readers to write in: 

‘Any readers who would like to give constructive criticism are welcome to write to 

me at the address given, while those readers who would like to get to know me are 

welcome to send newspapers, magazines and books, whether in English, Malay 

(roman or Jawi/Arabic script), Indonesian or Thai; to make it easy for me to respond 

please enclose 20 cents.’ 

Saudara saudari yang ingin memberi keritikan yang membina kepada saya silalah 

tujuhkan ke alamat yang tersiar, saudara saudari yang ingin berkenal dengan saya 

jua suka menghadiahkan akhbar, majalah dan buku, baikpun bahasa Inggeris, 
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Melayu (rumi-Jawi), Indonesia dan Siam.  Untuk menyenangkan saya menjawab 

sila gambarkan 20 sen.  (Komik Hang Tuah di air masin 1953). 

The enthusiastic response evidently had an unexpected downside, for in a later comic,  

K. Bali was forced to issue a clarification: 

‘Every letter sent to me must be stamped, for ordinary post 20 cents and for air mail 

30 cents.  And anyone who wants a reply should enclose a 20 cents or 30 cents 

stamp.  I am endlessly becoming a ‘postage payable’ victim because the sender of 

the letter has no idea of the cost of stamps for a letter to Thailand, and so for this 

reminder I beg your indulgence.’ 

Tiap2 surat yang dihantar kepada saya mesti lekat setemp: post biasa 20 sen dan 

post udara 30 sen.  Surat2 yang berkehendakkan jawapan silalah gambarkan 

setemp 20 atau 30 sen.  Saya sentiasa menjadi “korban denda setemp” penghantar 

surat ta’ tahu harga setemp ke Thailand, oleh itu diharap ... maaf  (Radin Emas 

1954). 

After K. Bali moved to Sabah in around 1957, he does not appear to have produced any 

more comics, although he continued writing actively.  In 1959 Sinaran published a book 

by K.Bali on the lives of great artists; unsurprisingly, the first chapter was on cartoons 

(Riwayat lukisan2 cartoon) and a chapter was devoted to Walt Disney alongside Raden 

Saleh, Picasso and Durer. 
 

 

Fig. 8. Berjuang di laut, ‘Battle at sea’, ed. by K. Bali, drawings by Hasan Muhammad (1956). 

British Library, 14654.k.32 
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Content 

The subject matters of the comics can be roughly grouped into the following (often 

overlapping) categories: historical tales (sejarah) (Fig. 9); folk tales (dongeng); 

prehistoric/jungle tales (purbakala/hutan); war stories (perang); love stories (asmara); 

crime/detective stories (jenayah/detektif); science fiction (fiksi sains); social drama 

(drama masyarakat); humour (jenaka).  Although some of the comics are aimed at 

children, most of them are for the teenage/adult market.  Nearly all the subjects treated 

are serious; there are very few predominantly humourous comics.   

 

Fig. 9. Sayid Yasin di-Singapura, ‘Sayid Yasin in Singapore’, by Yus, based on a historical 

episode from the Hikayat Abdullah during the time of Raffles and Farquhar in Singapore (1959). 

British Library, 14654.k.43 

The most popular subject category in the 1950s was historical romances/adventure 

stories or folk tales, a favourite source being the Sejarah Melayu and stories such as the 

Thousand and One Nights (Kitab seribu satu malam).  By the 1960s love, crime and 

detective stories, and social drama of a moralistic nature, predominated. The oft-

discussed town-village dichotomy of modern Malay literature is also evident in comics, 

where the town with its bright lights, cinemas and bars is portrayed as a source of 

depravity compared to the honest, peaceful kampung.  This theme had been popular in 

modern Malay literary works since before the war, as Ungku Maimunah Mohd. Tahir 

states:  
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[Writers'] rejection of the city was either boldly stated or implied in the stereotypes 

and symbols associated with it, such as alcohol, dance-hostesses, gambling, 

nightclubs, prostitutes and the like.... Common among writers were stories of morally 

good village youths meeting their ruin in the city or of young girls ending up as 

prostitutes when they left the sanctuary of their village homes  (Maimunah 1987: 30-

31). 

In the comics, however, this theme is often exploited pictorially with lascivious and 

sensational portrayals which clearly aimed for maximum titillation whilst purportedly 

conveying their moral message.  Examples include Insaf sesudah berdosa, ‘Realisation 

comes after the sin’ (1957) by R. Hamzah al-Jauhary, where a man whose English 

education led him to scorn manual work, and leave his wife and son at home in the village 

while he worked as a manager of a cinema in Singapore, falls into the arms of a female 

trickster.  Pembunuhan yang kejam, ‘A cruel murder’ (1957) relates the story of Hasnah, 

who works in a bar in town and is eventually sexually attacked and killed by four of her 

customers. 

 

Script 

As would be expected, a very large proportion of Malay comics from the 1950s were still 

written in the modified form of the Arabic script called Jawi, compared to almost none in 

the 1960s.  Of the 100 titles published in the 1950s, 37 are in rumi (romanised script) and 

the remaining 73 are in Jawi.  It is interesting to note that one of the earliest comic series 

to be published, Majalah Comic's Melayu (1952-53), was unusually in rumi.  One reason 

might have been its wide circulation - as Zainab (1984: 6) has pointed out, distribution 

agents were listed in Singapore, Palembang, Bukit Tinggi, Bandjermasin and Surabaya - 

and in Indonesia, a Jawi-script publication would have had very limited circulation 

prospects, particularly in Java.   However, in the final issue in the BL collection (II.11), the 

publisher, Sabirin Hj. Md. Annie, announces:  

‘Responding to popular request, from subscribers and fans of Mujalah Comic 

Melayu, starting from issue 12, Mujalah Comic Melayu will be published in Jawi 

script, for the story of How the Cave of King Tunggang was made, the story of the 

history of the Batu Caves in Kuala Lumpur, Selangor, for the same price of 30 cents, 

with postage 4 cents.’ 

Karena Melayan kehendak ramai dari pelanggan dan penchinta Mujalah Comic 

Melayu maka mulai bil.12 akan datang Mujalah Comic Melayu ini akan keluar 

dengan tulisan Jawi dan memuat cherita Kejadian gua batu Raja Tunggang 

cheritera tawarekh Batu Gaves [sic] di Kuala Lumpur Selangor sedang harganya 

tetap 30 sen, Post 4 sen. 

In 1952, the general public  had still not yet fully adapted to the rumi script, and the 

demands of the more important domestic market in Singapore and the Malay peninsula 

clearly outweighed the commercial advantages of an archipelago-wide circulation.  

However, as no further issues of Majalah Comic’s Melayu are known, it may be that the 
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magazine succumbed to the financial difficulties hinted at by the necessary change of 

script before a volume in Jawi could be issued. 

By the mid-to-late 1950s, the tide was  turning against Jawi, as reflected in all Malay 

publications of the period.  In the (mainly Jawi) comic series published by Kasim Ahmad 

in Alor Star, a title in rumi, Mah Suri, was published in 1957, bearing the advertisment on 

the back cover:  

‘This comic book may be useful for foreigners who are learning the Malay language 

and also for students learning the roman script from Radio Malaya.’  

 Buku comic ini boleh membantu kapada bangsa asing yang sedang belajar bahasa 

Melayu dan juga kapada penuntut belajar rumi dari Radio Malaya. 

 

Language 
 

The comics under discussion are all written in Malay, but a few unusual examples are 

worthy of note.  Mosantulus (the pseudonym of M.S. Nasru’d-din) wrote two historical 

comics with a Minangkabau flavour.  One of these, Si Umbuik Mudo dengan Puti Galang 

Banyak: sebuah cherita kuno dari alam Minangkabau pada zaman dahulukala (1963), 

includes dialogue written in Minangkabau (Fig. 10).  In his foreword, Mosantulus justifies 

his decision: 

‘This story is told in the Minangkabau dialect; after all, the story is set and takes 

place in the Minangkabau realm itself, and so I felt this was the natural choice for 

the story, and also hope it would make it more lively and realistic for all fans in the 

region itself.   

 I am convinced that this decision will be welcomed by everyone, not just those of 

the Minangkabau diaspora, but also those from other regions.  The Minangkabau 

dialect is said to be very musical and attractive to all.  For eample, the songs and 

tunes of the composer Oslan Hoeissin from across the Straits have countless fans 

here.’ 

Adapun cherita ini berlughat daerah Minangkabau, lantaran hikayat-nya terjadi dan 

berlaku di-alam Minangkabau sendiri; maka dari itu saya merasakan ada lebih wajar 

jalan cheritera-nya dan semoga akan menjadi lebih ranchak dan segar kepada 

peminat2 kedaerahan itu seluruhnya. 

 Saya yakin usaha saya ini akan mendapat sambutan dari satiap masharakat saya 

bukan saja dari golongan saudara2 daerah Minangkabau khususnya, tetapi jua 

saudara2 dari lapisan kedaerahan2 yang lain2 umum-nya.  Soal lughat daerah 

keminangkabauan ini dari segi seni-lagu daya rasa chukup banyak sekali 

penggemar2-nya.  Umpama-kan nyianyian2 dan lagu2 biduan Oslan Hoessin dari 

saberang, peminat2-nya banyak sekali (Si Umbuik Mudo 1963:2). 
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Fig. 10. Si Umbuik Mudo dengan Puti Galang Banyak (1963), with the text in standard Malay 

but the dialogue in Minangkabau dialect. British Library, 14625.b.64 

 

Another interesting comic was actually written by the publisher Abdul Ghani Abdullah, 

proprietor of the Malay Press at Kuala Pilah, who had published a number of comics.  

This comic, Puteri Hang Lipo, was published in 1957, written in Chinese and Malay in 

both rumi and Jawi script (Fig. 11).  In this instance, the unusual linguistic presentation 

was motivated by the underlying political message, in the year of Malaya’s independence.  

In a preface, the author clarifies his intentions: 

‘Hang Lipo was a daughter of the Emperor of China who married the King of Melaka 

500 years ago, showing us how close the relationship was between the rulers of 

Melaka and China.  In short, relations between Malays and Chinese have always 

been very close, for hundreds of years. 

 Therefore, we hope that his small book of ours will help to strengthen the ties of 

friendship between us Malays and the Chinese. 

 Even more so, in this age of development, where we can see with our own eyes 

that those people are standing shoulder to shoulder with us Malays,  working 

together to free this land from the choke of the colonials, to become an independent 

and sovereign nation.’ 

Hang Lipo ialah saorang puteri Raja China yang telah pernah menjadi Permisuri 

Raja Melaka pada 500 tahun yang silam, disini dapatlah kita menggambarkan 

bagaimanakah rapatnya perhubongan Raja Melaka dengan Raja China.  Tekasnya, 

perhubongan antara orang2 Melayu dengan orang2 China ini sememang telah 

terikat dengan iratnya sejak berapa ratus tahun yang telah lalu. 
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       Oleh ini semuga2 dengan buku kami yang kechil ini akan dapat di-jadikan 

sebagi satu ini untok mempertegohkan lagi tali persahabatan antara bangsa kita 

Melayu dengan bangsa China itu. 

       Lebeh2 lagi di zaman pembangunan ini yang mata kita tahu bangsa itu telah 

berganding bahu dengan bangsa kita Melayu hasilan kita akan melepaskan tanah 

ayer kita ini daripada chengkaman penjajah dan akan menjadi sabuah nagara yang 

Merdeka dan Berdolat. 
 

An unidentifiable publisher in Singapore was responsible for issuing three tri -lingual 

comics in English, Malay and Chinese in 1965; again, the storylines highlight racial 

harmony.   

 

 

Fig. 11. Puteri Hang Lipo, ‘Princess Hang Lipo’, by A. Ghani (1957). British Library, 14654.k.12 

 

Format 
 

The format of Malay comic books also changed over time.  In general two height sizes 

were used: 26 cm and 19 cm, with only a few comics in different sizes, such as the small 

oblong format of Korban kesuchian (1959).  While a mixture of sizes was found in the 

1950s, by the 1960s all comic books in the BL collection are 19 cm tall, with only Kanchil 

(1965) and the series Kelasik Bergambar (1960) in the larger size. 

By the late 1960s, some new formats were creeping in, stretching the definition of ‘comic 

book’, with photographs taking the place of illustrations.  Such books can still be regarded 

as comics: “Even the once basic requirement of a comic, the strip cartoon , may no longer 
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be the creation of an artist: some comics have replaced pen and ink with photographer 

and model” (Gifford 1985: 6). Jembalang daik (1962) is a ‘photo book’ in which each frame 

is a composite montage of photographs of real actors, cut out and pasted onto 

photographs of background images.  The dialogue is given in Malay (in rumi), Chinese 

and English.  Mabok kepayang (1964) is a different type of comic book, bridging the gap 

with the film world (Fig. 12).  It consists of captioned stills from the film of the same title, 

directed by S. Roomai Noor and staring Wahid Satay, Suraya Harun, Zainal Gemok and 

Siti Tg. Perak. 

 

 

Fig. 12. Mabok kepayang, ‘Madly in love’, a graphic book with film stills (1964). British Library, 

14625.b.18 

 

Conclusion 
 

The view of comics as of peripheral literary or creative worth was not shared by their 

protagonists during the 1950s and 1960s, where Malay comic books were regarded as 

an integral part of persuratan Melayu, ‘Malay letters’, with an important role to play in 

educating young people.  Although not a comic writer himself, Harun Aminurrashid can 

be regarded as the earliest mentor of Malay comic artists, and as editor of Kenchana, 

Hiburan and Mutiara he played a seminal role in bringing about the publication of the first 

Malay comic books. 

The comic book as a publishing phenomenon has its origins in Europe and America, and 

Malay comic books of the 1950s and 1960s clearly reflected these influences in the style 

of illustration and text presentation.  Yet it is important to note that although some Malay 

comic books were clearly modelled on western prototypes, the vast majority represent 
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indigenous Malay creative efforts, in the 1950s particularly through the re-telling of Malay 

historical sagas and legends, and in the 1960s in the form of contemporary social drama.  

Malay comic books can thus be seen to offer a fascinating and spontaneous reflection of 

the preoccupations of their age, not only in terms of language and script, but also in the 

broader issues of morality, social change and literary issues of the time. 
 

---------- 

In 1996, the complete collection of Malay comic books in the British Library was 

microfiched for the National Library of Malaysia (Perpustakaan Negara Malaysia).  All the 

Malay comics in the British Library can be found on the online catalogue Explore (search 

with the key words ‘Malay comic book’). 

https://explore.bl.uk/   
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Report   

 

Laboratory “Lao collections in the digital age: libraries, archives, 

museums” 
 

Held at the 7th International Conference on Lao Studies, 15-18 November 2022  

Conference theme “Science, Society, and Healthy Futures” 

 

On occasion of the 7th International Conference on Lao Studies, organised by the Alfred 

Deakin Institute for Citizenship and Globalisation (ADI), Deakin University, and the Center 

for Lao Studies (CLS), a laboratory with the title “Lao collections in the digital age: 

libraries, archives, museums” was convened by Jana Igunma (British Library, London) 

with the support of Ryan Wolfson-Ford (Library of Congress, Washington DC).  

Cultural heritage is an integral part of society and helps to understand historical 

developments, traditions, values and possible roots of social conflict and harmony. 

Heritage collections, archival material and collections of secondary sources in Lao 

language and about Laos, Lao society and culture form a basis of research, both on an 

academic as well as on a personal level. Especially Lao communities outside Laos have 

an interest to access such collections which can help to hand down their cultural heritage 

to younger generations and to define their cultural and ethnic identities while living and/or 

working in diverse social and cultural contexts.  

Collections of books and archival materials related to Laos as well as Lao heritage 

collections are scattered across the globe, but access to these collections varies 

depending on priorities, financial situation, copyright legislation and research 

opportunities within the holding institutions and the countries where these are situated. 

Whereas some heritage and archival collections have been digitised in the past decades 

and are easily accessible for academic and personal research, others are not readily 

discoverable or convenient to access.  

The laboratory aimed to provide an overview on selected Lao collections – physical as 

well as digital – and to give insights into their holdings and how these collections can be 

accessed. Bringing together librarians, archivists, curators, collectors and (potential) 

users of these collections, the laboratory was an opportunity to discuss issues like 

improvement of discoverability, provision of free access for everyone, preservation and 

sustainable digitisation, provenance research and acquisitions transparency, critical 

evaluation cataloguing practices, as well as cooperation between institutions and 

community engagement. 

In two thematic sessions on special collections and general collections six short talks 

were presented which were followed by moderated discussions and Q&A. During the 

discussions experiences and ideas were exchanged, which will hopefully lead to a closer 

cooperation between holding institutions and stakeholders of Lao collections. 

In the first session, which focused on special collections, three talks were delivered by 

participants from the UK, Laos and France. 
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The first presentation was given by Jana Igunma, Ginsburg Curator for Thai Lao 

Cambodian Collections at the British Library, on “Philatelic and sound collections from 

Laos at the British Library”, which she co-authored with Richard Morel, Curator of 

Philatelic Collections, British Library. The British Library holds the national philatelic 

collection of the UK. The holdings of over 8 million items from across the globe include 

postage and revenue stamps, metal dies and plates, airmails, booklets, railway letter 

stamps, telegraph stamps, meter stamps, local and private posts, as well as specialist 

philatelic literature. The example of stamps designed by painter and designer Chamnane 

Prisayane, between the years 1963-1971, for the Kingdom of Laos was used to illustrate 

how the collection of nearly 200 postage stamp issues from Laos is being catalogued and 

researched. A detailed article on the philatelic collection from Laos at the British Library 

is included in this issue of the SEALG Newsletter (pp. 9-20). 

The library also holds the national sound archive of the UK with ca. 3.5m sound and 

moving image recordings from all over the world. The Lao sound collection comprises of 

approx. 400 items, including albums and unpublished material, in Lao, Hmong, Akha, 

Yao, Chinese/ Vietnamese, Thai, Khmer languages. Sound recordings from Laos are 

mainly found in the collections of Alain Daniélou, Ivan Polunin, Tom Vater, Victoria 

Vorreiter, John Moore, Laurent Jeanneau and Jesse Paul Miller. Jana Igunma explained 

that while efforts are made to make the material accessible as easily as possible, 

cataloguing, conservation and copyright legislation pose some challenges. 
 

The next presentation on the topic “Manuscript Loss in Laos: Findings from a Recent 

Survey in Vientiane” was given by David Wharton, researcher at the National Library of 

Laos and École française d'Extrême-Orient. He provided a summary of his Endangered 

Archives Programme project “Survey of Lao Manuscripts in Vientiane and two 

neighbouring provinces (EAP1319)” which surveyed the manuscript holdings of 166 

temples within Vientiane using data from previous surveys as a baseline to reveal 

changes. As anticipated, based on prior isolated inspections, the project confirmed 

significant manuscript losses had taken place over the past 20-35 years (depending upon 

the date of the previous surveys). The overall findings show that out of total of 21,383 

manuscripts based on previous survey records (and in some cases including newly added 

manuscripts), only 12,457 remain in 2022, i.e. the number of manuscripts lost is 9,179 or 

42.93% of the expected total. The project also built on the basic manuscript catalogue 

data to include information at the repository level, conservation data, records of 

microfilming or digitisation, contact details of resource persons for the production and use 

of manuscripts, a photographic record of conditions before and after preservation work, 

and causes of manuscript loss. The resulting database provides the foundation for a 

comprehensive ‘national database of Lao manuscript cultures’ to be used as a tool for 

improved future preservation, digitisation, and research efforts. 
 

Christophe Caudron, Reference Librarian at the CNRS Maison Asie-Pacifique, 

Universite de Provence Aix-Marseille, presented a talk on “The archive of Arthur J. 

Dommen”. He spoke about the acquisition of the archive from Arthur Dommen, a former 

New York Times bureau chief who covered the Vietnam War in Laos between 1961-

https://eap.bl.uk/project/EAP1319
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75 before becoming an economist for the U.S. Department of Agriculture. The archive 

was donated by the author to the Library of the Maison Asie-Pacifique in Marseille in 

2003. After putting the documents in the archive in chronological order, the huge task of 

cataloguing these materials is currently under way to make the documents available since 

they are of great significance for historical research on the Vietnam War. Christophe 

Caudron also mentioned some challenges related to the cataloguing of this material, 

especially difficulties with ocerization due to poor quality of photocopied documents, and 

combining XML language and Encoded Archival Description (EAD) standards to create 

metadata in the library’s cataloguing system CALAMES. 

A lively discussion followed after the first three talks. David Wharton emphasized that 

Laos should not be the only focus of attention. Manuscript preservation and loss is a much 

broader issue and should be brought to wider attention across Southeast Asia and 

beyond, with the aim to develop methodologies and mechanisms to address the problem. 

The attendees agreed that the preservation of rare materials – not only manuscripts but 

also archival material (which is almost more endangered than manuscripts which receive 

more attention internationally) and rare books does not end with digitisation, but that 

digitisation is rather a first step in a complex process that includes conservation treatment, 

safe storage and accessibility of original materials, as well as educational measures to 

raise awareness of the importance of these materials and to encourage safe handling, 

research and user engagement. 

The second session  focused on general collections of Lao materials and their use in 

academic and personal research. Three presentations were given by participants from 

Australia and the US. 

The session was opened by Sophie Sidwell, an independent researcher from Canberra, 

who formerly worked as a reference librarian at the National Library of Australia. The title 

of her talk was “From librarian to researcher – making it work”. Lao language original 

sources are crucial to Lao studies; vernacular content provides a direct source of 

information, but it must be accessed and read in context. Working with translated 

materials presents its own challenges. In libraries Lao language publications are 

often difficult to access due to inherent limitations in  cataloging. But researchers can be 

successful if they are persistent, and make optimal use of the reference librarians. Sophie 

Sidwell discussed her own experiences in finding and working with vernacular materials 

from Laos in various library collections and how her expertise as a reference librarian for 

Lao material was beneficial to her research . 
 

Gregory Green, Curator of the John M. Echols Collection on Southeast Asia, Cornell 

University Library, presented the next talk on “Lao Holdings in the John M. Echols 

Collection”. The strength of the collection is in publications from the 1900s, especially 

post-1950.  It is estimated that around one-third of the Lao language holdings with over 

2,300 items are uniquely held by Cornell and not available in any other library. These 

include books, periodicals, musical and non-musical recordings, microforms, videos and 

maps. There are also over 4,500 publications about Laos in other languages, as well as 

a small collection of palm leaf manuscripts, photographs and archival holdings from the 

French colonial period. 
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Last but not least, Ryan Wolfson-Ford, Reference Librarian, Asian Division, Library of 

Congress spoke about “The Lao collection at the Library of Congress”. The Lao collection 

is part of the Southeast Asia collection which holds c. 370,000 titles in more than 100 

languages. There are nearly 4,000 items including books, periodicals, and maps in Lao 

and additional languages like Hmong, Khmu, Akha, Iu Mien, Lu, Black Tai, White Tai, 

Pali, Stieng, Bo, Katu. In addition, there is a collection of over 70 manuscripts in Lao and 

Dhamma scripts, and some unique and rare materials like the Phoui Sananikone 

memoirs, Cold War USIA propaganda works, a Hmong messianic work, the Souvanna 

Phouma diaries, the Joel Halpern collection, an embroidered Hmong story map etc.  

Summary  
 

This laboratory highlighted that archival and special materials are invaluable resources 

for historical and social research, however, there are challenges in regard of copyright 

and general data protection laws which limit accessibility to these collection s. Holding 

institutions often have to make difficult decisions between making these materials as 

easily accessible as possible while at the same time adhering to legal requirements. 

Digitisation of Lao collections – manuscripts, photographs, sound and film recordings, 

archival material, rare books etc. - has been ongoing for over two decades, with significant 

numbers of manuscripts digitised in Laos and Thailand. However, digitisation or digital 

preservation is not a substitute for conservation of the original physical objects. 

Awareness needs to be raised about the conservation needs of manuscripts, archival and 

other rare materials, and cooperation between holding institutions should be enhanced. 

Regarding cataloguing and metadata, it was noted that Romanisation is a rather outdated 

concept and a remnant of colonialist practices, therefore there should be a move towards 

including original scripts in catalogue records to make Lao collections accessible to wider 

audiences including Lao communities outside Laos who have an interest in using these 

collections as owners and stakeholders of Lao cultural heritage.  
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SEALG Blog 

For regular updates regarding the work and annual meetings of SEALG and our partner 

organisations and institutions, please visit our blog at the following URL: 

http://southeastasianlibrarygroup.wordpress.com/ 

There is an option to subscribe to our blog so that you will receive an email alert each 
time the blog is updated. You will also be able to find interesting short articles on library 
matters and developments in the field of Southeast Asian Studies as well as information 

on outstanding items in the collections of our partner institutions.  

To become a member of SEALG, and to access this Newsletter and its archived issues 

in electronic format, please visit our homepage www.sealg.org. 

 



Southeast Asia Library Group Newsletter                   

ISSN 0308-4035 (print discontinued) 

ISSN 2055-317X (online) 

c/o Thai, Lao and Cambodian Collections, The British Library 

96 Euston Road London NW1 2DB, United Kingdom 

Contact: jana.igunma@bl.uk 

Front cover image: Scene from the Vessantara Jataka in a manuscript 
containing the Mahabuddhaguna. Thailand, 1841. British Library Or 15925 

 The newsletter is published annually in electronic format at www.sealg.org.  

 for this issue of the SEALG Newsletter, if not stated otherwise. 

http://southeastasianlibrarygroup.wordpress.com/
http://www.sealg.org/
https://www.bl.uk/manuscripts/FullDisplay.aspx?ref=Or_15925&index=0
http://www.sealg.org/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/


Southeast Asia Library Group Newsletter                                                                                         No. 54 / Dec 2022  

76 
 

 


