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Abstract by Peter Skilling

Baked and unbaked clay artifacts produced from seals or molds, known as ‘sealings’ or ‘votive
tablets’, are found throughout Southeast Asia, most frequently in proximity to stlpas, but also in caves.
They are especially numerous in Thailand, where they were produced from about the seventh century up
to the Ayutthaya and even Bangkok periods. They bear a rich variety of designs, from single Buddhas or
Bodhisattavas to complex scenes. Some designs are common to the ‘greater Buddhist world’, others to the
region, and others to specific sites. Some of the tablets are inscribed, either with Buddhist texts — about all
the ubiquitous ye dharma versa — or donative inscriptions.

The fact that so many sealings were produced — in such variety, over such a long period, and at so
many sites — leads us to conclude that the practice had considerable significance in the Buddhist cultures of
the region. Using Sanskrit, Tibetan, and Pagan-period Burmese evidence, the paper proposes a new theory
for the original Indic term for the sealings. Donative inscriptions from Siam and Burma are examined for the
information they give about the donors, their motives, and their social positions. The inscriptions show that
the donors produced the sealings in order to gain merit, liberation, and Buddhahood.

An appendix gives a new translation of a short ritual text on the production of sealings, composed
by the celebrated Bengali master Atisa, who studied in Southeast Asia and later went on to become a key
figure in the Buddhism of Tibet.

Keywords: 1. Buddhist sealings in Thailand. 2. Buddhist sealings in Southeast Asia.
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