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List of subjects discovered in the archive with commentary 

The Buddhist Archive of Photography of 
Luang Prabang has been established 
by the Abbot of Vat Saen Sukharam, 
Phra Khamchanh Virachittathera, a 
highly venerated monk who, during 
his lifetime, has become one of the 
major representatives of Lao and South 
East Asian Theravada Buddhism. Vat 
Saen Sukharam is one of the major 
monasteries of Luang Prabang, the 
former Royal Capital of Laos. The pilot 
project, upon invitation of the Venerable 
Abbot, examined  the collection of 
photographs and established a first 
preliminary analysis of the material. 
The archive covers about 120 years of 
Theravada Buddhist photography, with 
the earliest photographs dating from the 
1890s.

Buddhist Archive Luang Prabang    EAP  A 314
View of Luang Prabang
Taken from the right bank of the Mekong, 
possibly made by Sathou Oun Hüan, 1950s

Buddhist Archive Luang Prabang  EAP  A 103
Phra Khamchanh Virachittathera,
75 years old
Photo studio Banchong at Ban Visoun, 1995
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Buddhist Archive Luang Prabang  EAP  A 830
Phra Khamchanh, 33 years old, on his way to Burma, 
1953

Buddhist Archive Luang Prabang   EAP  A 208
Novices of Luang Prabang at the cremation of novice Phou-Mie, 1950s

The material is kept in the Kuti of the 
Abbot, Phra Khamchanh Virachittathera. 
At the end of the pilot project, the 
photographs have been put in plastic 
boxes, respecting the order found at the 
beginning of examination.

The physical condition of the documents 
varies greatly. Most photographs are 
black and white silver gelatine prints 
on barytic paper. Very often there are 
series of images that are connected by 
their subject matter. There are a number 
of fine prints in good condition, some of 
them almost untouched.

Estimate of the number of photographs 
contained in the archive of Vat Saen 
Sukharam: 15.000 images.
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Buddhist Archive Luang Prabang   EAP  A 971
Two great Abbots of Luang Prabang
Sathou Por Tahoung, Abbot of Vat Simunghkun, and 
Sathou Muang Kang from Vat Xiang Thong posing 
for a formal photograph. “Sathou Por” designates 
a monk who had been married before ordination; 
“Sathou Muang” designates a person who becomes 
a monk after having served as a governor, 1880

There are also some early albumin 
prints, some cyanotypes and 
bromogravures. A large part of the 
photographs are colour photographs, a 
few from the 1980s, a greater part from 
1990 onwards. Some photographs show 
serious damage from environmental 
agents (fungus, termites). Some 
photographs have been severely 
mishandled or mutilated. We have seen 
a few glass negatives, probably dating 
from the 1920s-1930s (gelatine dry plate 
negatives) and some early cellulose 
nitrate negatives. These negatives have 
been removed from the collection since 
they represent a serious fire hazard 
– they are auto-inflammable.

Buddhist Archive Luang Prabang   EAP  A 870
Lunch with villagers in a forest
Phra Khamchanh visited the village monastery of Ban 
Don Mo and shared lunch with village elders who 
have passed away already. Names unknown.
Second half of 1970s, after the Pathet Lao revolution 

Buddhist Archive Luang Prabang   EAP  A 076
Abbot, monks and novices, probably of Vat Mü Na, ca 1910 
An example of fungus and termite damage on an early albumin print.
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In the Pilot Project, several hundred 
photographs have been scanned 
following the EAP scanning guidelines. 
Sample scans have been transmitted 
to the EAP office in London for 
examination in August 2006, where their 
accuracy has been confirmed. Scans 
have been made in TIF format (600 dpi) 
for digital storage, and jpeg copies have 
been made as working copies. Double 
digital storage has been done on DVDs 
which, for the moment, are kept in two 
separate places. 

Images have been numbered in 
the scanning process, adding a 
classification number and the EAP 
reference on a small sheet of non-acid 
paper. Each scan is done adding to each 
single image the KODAK scale for grey 
shades (black and white photography), 
or the KODAK scale for colour 
photographs (only in TIFF format). This 
protects us from any accidental colour 
changes in future reproductions, and 
provides a reliable means to judge 
alterations of greys or colours after 
the moment of scanning. Each scan 
is recorded and identified in a Word 
document following the indications in the 
EAP archivation instructions.

Buddhist Archive Luang Prabang   EAP  A 216
Khong Hot Ceremony at Vat Mai, on the 60th birthday of Somdet Sangharaj (with EAP archive number)
In the back row, Somdet Sangharaj, the Supreme Patriarch of Laos. Monks from left to right: unidentified monk; 
Sathou Puttaman; Phra Khamchanh; Sathou Khamfan; Sathou Maha Pradit; Sathou Bunthan; Sathou Fan
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Buddhist Archive Luang Prabang   EAP A  337
Monks of Luang Prabang visiting a remote village
Müang Hun, Oudomsai (possibly made by Sathou Oun Hüan) 
1950

A particular quality of the material lies 
in the fact that it is a view from the 
inside: all photographs we have seen 
so far were taken by Buddhists involved 
in the ritual life of the city, or even 
monks that worked as photographers, 
who documented their own world. The 
archive therefore contains a view totally 
different from the experience of western 
ethnographic photography of the past, 
or from photographic documentation of 
today, done by westerners.

Since photography’s early times, 
Luang Prabang, as a royal city, has 
had an elite of learned people who 
loved photography and photographic 
documentation, and who collected 
photographs. From an early age, the 
Venerable Abbot has been one of them, 
and he has been in the position to 
maintain his collection.

The very large newer part of the archive 
documents the visits the Venerable 
Abbot has been paying to the Lao 
diaspora that today is distributed all 
over the world. In Theravada Buddhism, 
the performance of certain rites and 
ceremonies by a respected monk 
represents a strong religious and 
social link inside a community. From 
the material contained in the archive, 
it becomes evident that the Venerable 
Abbot managed to maintain these 
religious links over decades, following 
invitations extended to him by Lao 
people in exile in America, Australia, 
Europe and South Africa.

7

Buddhist Archive Luang Prabang   EAP  A 325
Procession before the ordination of a monk 
in the countryside
(possibly made by Sathou Oun Hüan), 1950s
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Buddhist Archive Luang Prabang   EAP  A 707
Fireworks at monasteries for Bun Ook Pansa
Archive of Vat Nong
(photograph taken by Sathou Oun Hüan, from one of his portfolios),1950s

Buddhist Archive Luang Prabang   EAP  A 292
Cremation of Princess Mae Thao Paeng at Ban Chumkhong
Cremation pyre set up at Sala Tham Nong Ngen, on the bank of the Mekong; 
Sathou Yai, 10 years old, with hat, on the left.1930

There are other colllections of 
photographs linked to Buddhism in 
the city of Luang Prabang. Three 
other major monasteries have been 
researched in the Pilot Project: Vat 
Xiang Thong Volaviharn; Vat Pak Khan; 
and Vat Nong. Material different from 
that contained in the main archive – 
though in significantly smaller numbers- 
has been found. The material of Vat 
Xiang Thong has been assembled and 
stored in a locked room in the monk’s 
quarter. The material of Vat Nong 
consists of 10 albums of photographs 
which are now kept in the Abbot’s 
rooms. These albums contain what is 
left of the work of a monk photographer, 
Phra Oun Hüan, who between 1950 
and 1970 seems to have systematically 
recorded Buddhist ceremonies of Luang 
Prabang. What is left of this particular 
photographic heritage is yet unknown, 
and should be further researched. 
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Buddhist Archive Luang Prabang   EAP  A 265
Ordination ceremony at Vat Saen
(one of a complete series relating the ceremony), 1970

Buddhist Archive Luang Prabang   EAP  A 929
Musicians and relatives at a cremation ceremony
A tradtional folk orchestra takes part in the cremation ceremony of Sathou 
Fanh, from Vat Saen. The women in front are the monk´s closest female 
relatives. (date to be researched)

Buddhism in Luang Prabang 
ceremonies of the monasteries
- all festivals
Photographs from 1890 up to today

List of the material found
in Vat Saen Sukharam:
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Buddhist Archive Luang Prabang   EAP  A 034
Phra Saisamut Sotiko on his way to meditation studies in 
Burma
Taken at Sanan Sin photo studio at Pra Nakorn, in Bangkok. Phra 
Saisamut, Abbot of Vat Pa Pon Pao (in the dark robe), poses with 
his friend Phra Ajan Bounmee, from Vat Sokpaluang (Vientiane), 
secretary of Ajan Maha Phan Ananto, and an unknown monk. It was 
Ajan Ananto, the great Vipassana teacher of Laos, who sent Phra 
Saisamut to Burma for his Vipassana studies
1940s

Buddhist Archive Luang Prabang   EAP  A 856
Forest Vipassana
Monks during a meditation retreat in a forest near Ban Xieng 
Maen, 1950s

Buddhist Archive Luang Prabang   EAP  A 175
Parivassakam at Vat Pa Pon Pao
From left to right: Sathou One Keo, Vat Pak Khan; Sathou Toui, 
Vat Pak Khan; Phra Khamchanh; unknown monk; Sathou Boun, 
Vat Saen; unknown novice; Sathou Chanpheng, Vat Phou Kwai, 
1990

Meditation
Mostly pre-revolutionary material 
(before 1975): forest monks; 
Vipassana tradition; Samatha tradition; 
Parivassakam; Tudong retreats at Vat 
Pa Pon Pao.
Some colour photographs document the 
cautious attempt to take up traditional 
meditation practice that had been in 
abeyance since 1975
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Buddhist Archive Luang Prabang   EAP  A 384
Phra Khamchanh Virachittathera
1940s

Buddhist Archive Luang Prabang   EAP  A 837
Novice Khamchanh at the Pali School at Vat Si Puttabat
From left to right: novice Souk (Ban Sa Oh); Phra Maha 
Khamphan Virachit (Sathou Yai’s elder brother); novice 
Kham; Novice Khamchanh, 1934

Portraits of monks
Portraits of monks - single portraits
Portraits of monks - master and novice
Portraits of monks - groups

Buddhist Archive Luang Prabang   EAP  A 207
Monks of Luang Prabang at the cremation of novice Phou-Mie
The 17-year-old novice had been killed by a monk, Phra See, at Vat Sop, in 
the 1950s. The monk was disrobed, and put to jail.
(There is a series documenting the funeral procession and the cremation)
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Buddhist Archive Luang Prabang   EAP  A 057
Unidentified Thai monk
Chanman Photo Studio, Lampang
Gift to Phra Khamchanh in 1936

The Sangha of Luang Prabang

Earliest material from ca. 1900 – up to 
our day;

Monks of Luang Prabang and Buddhist 
monks from all Theravada countries;

Traces of relations of the Sangha of 
Luang Prabang to the Buddhist orders in 
Cambodia, Thailand, Burma, Southern 
China, Sri Lanka

Buddhist Archive Luang Prabang   EAP  A 402
Laotian monks visiting a Mahayana monastery in the Soviet 
Union
During a visit to the Soviet Union in 1969, Phra Khamchanh and 
other Lao monks visit the Mahayana monastery Vat Ouleng Rudee. 
From left to right: the Abbot of the monastery, Boulalama, an official, 
unidentified monk, Than Phoukaoton, an interpretor, Phra Maha 
Singkong, Phra Ajan At, from Savannakhet, and Phra Khamchanh, 
1969

Buddhist Archive Luang Prabang   EAP  A 005
Leading monks of Luang Prabang posing with the Supreme Patriarch
Vat Xiang Thong, 1940s?
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Buddhist Archive Luang Prabang   EAP  A 196
Phra Khamchanh offers yellow robe to Sathou On Ta at Vat Saen
Probably a Kong Hot Ceremony for Sathou On Ta, Abbot of Vat Manorom, 
1990s

Buddhist Archive Luang Prabang   EAP  A 307
Consecration of a Sim (Fang Sim)
Monks of Luang Prabang travelled to Vat Chom 
Khao Manilath, at Huay Xai, to consecrate the 
new ordination hall.
(one of a series on Buddhist ceremonies 
– possibly made by Sathou Oun Hüan), 1956

Buddhist Archive Luang Prabang   EAP  A 901
Cremation ceremony of Phra Khamfan Sirasangvaro at 
That Luang Stadium, 1987

Sacred Ceremonies

Rites and ceremonies of Lao 
Buddhism 
Sathou Yai as highly venerated Abbot 
and carrier of special karmic powers

Rites and ceremonies of Lao 
Buddhism 
The situation before 1975 - photographs 
done by a monk of Vat Nong, Sathou 
Oune Hüan:  rich material on small 
barytic prints of exceptional quality, 
middle format 

Rites and ceremonies of Lao 
Buddhism 
Death rites;  in most cases of monks;  
several complete series from deathbed 
to cremation and tumulation, concerning 
all important Abbots of the 2oth century
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Buddhist Archive Luang Prabang   EAP A 718
Buddhist nuns during a meditation retreat
Archive of Vat Nong
(photograph taken by Sathou Oun Hüan, from one of his portfolios),
1950s

Women in Luang Prabang Buddhism:
some meditation pictures, all before 
1975, few images but all very unusual, 
and of particular quality.  Photographer 
is probably Sathou Oune Hüan, monk at 
Vat Nong – there must be more material 
on this at Vat Nong, and also in private 
houses of the city

Travelling of Sathou Yai 
from 1950 up to today: Thailand, 
Europe, Asia, North America. Also a trip 
to Moscow  and Leningrad before the 
revolution - estimate of 8000 images in 
total.

The highly venerated monk maintains 
spiritual and ritual relations with 
members of the Lao diaspora all over 
the world.

Buddhist pilgrimage
India, sacred places of Buddhism
1968 / 1969

Buddhist Archive Luang Prabang   EAP  A 021
Luang Prabang Abbots taking a plane for the first time
1950s

Buddhist Archive Luang Prabang   EAP  A 013
Prah Khamchanh at Buddhist caves in India
1950s
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Buddhist Archive Luang Prabang   EAP  A 002
The Sangharaj (Patriarch) of Laos is received by Pope Paul VI at the 
Vatican
The first Buddhist monk to be received by a pope; meeting organized by 
Marcello Zago, O.M.I. - Two monks accompanied the Sangharaj: Phra 
Khamfan, Abbot of Vat Khili, Luang Prabang, and Phra Ajan Khampan, 
Director of the Sangha Pali School at Vat Ong Toe, Vientiane
1969/1970

Buddhist Archive Luang Prabang   EAP  A 435
Buddhist World Conference, Rangoon, Burma, 1954

Inter-religious dialogue of the Luang 
Prabang Sangha 
Dialogue with representatives of 
Christianism and Islam before the 
revolution in 1975:
Reception of the Sangharaj of Laos (the 
Supreme Patriarch) by Pope Paul VI at 
the Vatican;
Visit by Phra Khamchanh to Orthodox 
monasteries in Russia;
Visit by Phra Khamchanh to Sufi Shrines 
in Pakistan.

Buddhist World Conference in 
Rangoon, 1954
Small and large barytic prints in 
great number of the meetings of the 
conference and of encounters of the 
Lao delegation with representatives 
of World Buddhism
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Buddhist Archive Luang Prabang   EAP  A 009
Cremation of Tjao Phaya Luong Mouangchan (Ajan Thongdee)
Grandfather of Sathou Yai
Banks of the river Nam Khan. In front of coffin: Phaya Somboon; standing 
on the ladder: Phaya Khampaeng, uncle of Sathou Yai; in front: Phaya 
Khamoungkhun, brother of Sathou Yai, April 1926

The Sangha and the Court

Court portraits and private portraits; 
ordination ceremony of the last Lao 
crown prince Vong Savang;

Lao dignitaries and foreign dignitaries 
visiting monasteries and Buddhist 
festivals; group portraits in Buddhist 
ritual.

Buddhist Archive Luang Prabang   EAP  A 018
After the ordination ceremony of Crown Prince Vong Savang
Vat Mai, 1970s
from left to right: Phra Khamchanh, the prince, the Supreme Patriarch, Phra 
Khamfan, Sathou Fan
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Buddhist Archive Luang Prabang   EAP  A 088
King Suramanith and Queen of Cambodia, during a 
procession at Phnom Penh
Gift of his son, King Sihanouk of Cambodia, to Phra 
Khamchanh Virachittathera, during the king’s visit and 
pilgrimage to Luang Prabang in 1942

Buddhist Archive Luang Prabang   EAP  A 095
King Sihanouk of Cambodia, 19 years old, enters Luang Prabang in 
procession 
Photograph taken near Vat Mai,1942

The Sangha of Luang Prabang and 
the Royal House of Cambodia
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Buddhist Archive Luang Prabang   EAP  A 874
High representatives of the Lao P.D.R. lay a wreath at the corpse of Phra Khamfan
H.E. Phoummie Norsavanh and H.E. Nouhak Phoumsavanh (second and third person standing, from left) have 
come to Luang Prabang to pay respect and assist the cremation of Phra Khamfan, Abbot of Vat Khili, the leader 
of the Sangha of Luang Prabang, 1987
There is a series of images documenting the cremation ceremony, and the participation of high party and 
government officials, probably taken by an official photographer from Vientiane who accompanied the two 
members of the politbureau

The Sangha and the Pathet Lao
Photographs documenting the growing 
involvement and participation in 
Buddhist ceremonies by represantatives 
of the ruling Socialist Party, the 
Politbureau and the Government of the 
Lao P.D.R. during the 1980s and 1990s.
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Buddhist Archive Luang Prabang   EAP  A 760
Burma
From a large collection of sacred sites in Burma, collected by Phra 
Khamchanh during his pilgrimage to Burma in 1953-54

Theravada Buddhist sacred places 
and monuments 
A collection of photographs and 
postcards mostly from the 1940s, 
1950s and 1960s established by Phra 
Khamchanh for teaching purposes 
- images of places in Laos, Burma, 
Thailand, Cambodia, Vietnam, India, 
Ceylon

Architecture
Vat Saen, large image documentation 
of changes and restoration since the 
1930s;

Construction of Santi Stupa from 1965 
to 1980;

Vat Xiang Thong, with documentation of 
woodwork on doors

Buddhist Archive Luang Prabang   EAP  A 036
Phra Saisamut Sotiko with two novices in front of Santi Stupa
1970s?
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Buddhist Archive Luang Prabang   EAP  A 070
Phra Ajan Bounkhong, Isan monk at Wat Boon 
Nivetviharn (Bangkok), with his lay students
Gift sent to Phra Ajan Chanti, Sathou Yai’s teacher, in 
1926
Tham pali inscription: “attakamo kong”

Lay people in Buddhist ceremonies
From the 1920s up to today;
A large quantity of material with great 
relevance to families and people 
who continued Buddhist practise 
and festivals after the revolution – an 
impressive documentation of social and 
religious changes in the city.

Buddhist Archive Luang Prabang   EAP  A 134
Lay people at the cremation of a relative
Early 1980s

Buddhist Archive Luang Prabang   EAP  A 072
Before cremation
Early 1960s
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Buddhist Archive Luang Prabang   EAP  A 010
Novice Khamchanh Virachit, 15 years old
Taken in Chiang Rai, Thailand, where he had 
been sent to study Dhamma and Pali; he 
stayed at Wat Mum Müang, a Yüan monastery, 
but only for one day before he was sent to Wat 
Benjamobopit in Bangkok
1935

Buddhist Archive Luang Prabang   EAP  A 011
Phra Khamchanh Virachittathera, 45 years old
Taken at Chekjeedai Photo Studio, Luang 
Prabang, photographer probably Than Banjok. 
From this year onwards, Phra Khamchanh had a 
formal studio portrait taken every year
1965

Portraits of Phra Khamchanh
As a novice – as a monk - as a young 
layman; very rich, carefully dated 
biography in photographic documents of 
one of the important figures of SE Asian 
Buddhism from the 1930s onwards.
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Buddhist Archive Luang Prabang   EAP  A 058
Phra Maha Khamphan is received by his friends in Vientiane after 
completing Buddhist studies at Phnom Penh, Cambodia
Front row, right to left: Phra Maha Khamphan Virachit, Novice Khamchanh 
Virachit, Sathou Souk; back row, right to left: Puy Sounthorn, Khamphan 
Norasing, Khamtan Sadettan, unknown boy, Houmpheng Soukkasoem, Oun 
Hüan, Tjao Souk Vonsak, Phaeng Norin, Phuy Phuttasak, Oune Souksavat, 
Thongchan, Khamphan Phanusit, Keo Vipakorn
Taken at Vat That Keo, Vientiane in 1937

Phra Khamchanh’s family
portraits of an extended princely family 
of Luang Prabang, covering the entire 
20th century

Buddhist Archive Luang Prabang   EAP  A 103
Phra Khamchanh Virachittathera, 75 years old
Luang Prabang, photo studio Banchong at Ban Visoun
1995
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A series of image biographies of senior 
monks and abbots of Luang Prabang

All senior monks of Luang Prabang who 
have been important in the 20th century; 
images go often from childhood to 
cremation, with highlights on ordination 
ceremonies:

Sathou Ban, Somdet Sangharaj 
*1854/1929*
Sathou Bunthan, Somdet Sangharaj after 
1929
Sathou Vat Khili, Phra Khamfan
Sathou Vat Nong, Phra Phou Mie
Sathou Vat Khom Kuang, Phra Khamphan
Sathou Vat That, Phra Phoui
Sathou Vat Xieng Muanne, Phra Bunchanh
Sathou Vat Xieng Thong, Phra Mao
Sathou Vat Phon Pao, Phra Saisamut
Sathou Vat Manorom, Phra On-Ta

Buddhist Archive Luang Prabang   EAP  A 015
The Supreme Patriarch of Laos
1972

Buddhist Archive Luang Prabang   EAP  A 020
Phra Khamfan Sirasangvaro, Abbot of Vat Khili
1940s

Buddhist Archive Luang Prabang   EAP  A 032
Phra Saisamut Sotiko, Abbot of Vat Pa Pon Pao
1950s
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Khmer monks
Photographs of Khmer monks from 
1936/1937: Monk Khamphan Virachit 
from Luang Prabang studied at the 
Buddhist Institute in Phnom Penh/
Cambodia and brought back studio 
photographs of his co-disciples and 
senior Cambodian monks of the 1920s 
and 1930s (most photographs signed 
and annotated in Khmer and French).
It is very likely that such material did not 
survive the troubles in Cambodia.

Buddhist Archive Luang Prabang
EAP A  055

Buddhist Archive Luang Prabang
EAP A  051

Buddhist Archive Luang Prabang
EAP A  056

Buddhist Archive Luang Prabang
EAP A  159

Buddhist Archive Luang Prabang
EAP A  158
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In two field research periods (July/August 2006 and January/
February 2007) a Pilot Project of the British Library’s 
Endangered Archives Programme directed by Hans Georg 
Berger examined the archive of photography of Vat Saen 
Sukharam, in Luang Prabang, Laos. The archive has been 
assembled over a period of 70 years by the Venerable Abbot 
of Vat Saen Sukharam, Phra Khamchanh Virachittathera. 
The archive at the beginning of the pilot project was stored 
in cardboard boxes, baskets or paper wrappings in wooden 
cabinets in the Abbot’s kuti, his private quarters. The research 
was done with the help of two research assistants, both of them 
former monks that had been ordained by the Venerable Abbot.

Monastic discipline and conventions require certain forms of 
respect and behaviour. The storage in the Venerable Abbot´s 
kuti  limited the access to laypeople. As former monks, the 
assistants were familiar with these conventions and have 
been allowed to enter these rooms. They also stayed in the 
monastery. In conversations with the Venerable Abbot, monks 
and laypeople it was possible to build trust regarding the 
intentions of the programme during the pilot project, and the 
diligence and responsibility of the team.

The agreement to start to examine the archive was reached at 
a meeting organized with four senior monks of Luang Prabang 
and the project director in July 2006. After this meeting, a room 

at Vat Saen 
Sukharam was  
designated by 
the Venerable 
Abbot to install 
the scanning 
equipment. 
Boxes 
containing the 
archive were 
transported 
to this room, 
where 
examination 
and scanning 
took place. 
In the course 
of the pilot 
project, 

about 1000 photographs have been selected for scanning, in 
an attempt to represent the archive’s main areas of interest 
through a choice of significant images. Right from the start, the 
scanned photographs were shown to the Venerable Abbot for him 
to comment. We found out that he was able to identify most of 
the people in the photographs, and even had very precise ideas 
about dates and locations. We then tried to systematically show 
all the photographs to him, but soon understood that we had to 
find a space in the life of the monastery where this could be done 
without upsetting the order of the day. The Venerable Abbot is 
87 years old, which imposed other restrictions to our interviews. 
Nevertheless, the team managed to identify with his help about 
80% of the images found and scanned.

Phra Khamchanh Virachittathera
in front of Vat Saen Sukharam, 2007 

Scanning at Vat Saen Sukharam, 2006 

First visioning of scans, 2006 

Abbots of Vat Saen Sukharam, Vat Pa Pon Pao,
Vat Phou Kuay and Vat Xiang Thong Volaviharn
after discussion of EAP project, 2006
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We soon felt the need to communicate the meaning of our activity to the monastic community and the 
lay community at the monastery. The archive had been hidden for many years in the Venerable abbot’s 
kuti; the EAP pilot project was the first occasion to explain the value and significance of the archive 
to monks and novices who were invited to look at the material. Some younger monks selected by the 
Venerable abbot himself have been involved in the process of selection and scanning. The lay community 
after some time also took an interest in looking at the scans, and helped to identify certain images. In 
the organization of the life of a Theravada monastery, laypeople have great importance and influence on 
decisions. Showing the photographs gave the team an occasion to explain and underline the importance 
of our plan to scan and digitise the archive, and the general aims of the Endangered Archives Programme. 
The programme’s rule that no original would be removed from the monastery, while scans would be 
available for study 
and archiving at the 
British Library and 
the National Library 
of Laos, in Vientiane, 
has been met 
with gratitude and 
understanding.

Work at the 
monastery has been 
going on smoothly 
and without any 
disturbance. The 
team shared food 
and life with the 
monks day after 
day, participated 
in ceremonies and 
Buddhist rituals, 
and helped out with 
certain necessities of 
the day.

Three other 
monasteries in the 
town have been 
visited as part of the 
pilot project.

Explaination of EAP, Vat Saen Sukharam, 2006 

In the kuti of the Venerable Abbot, 2007 

Taking leave after working session, 2006 

Photographs discovered at Vat Xiang Thong Volaviharn, 2006
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Our time was too limited to visit more monasteries – we 
decided to focus on the archive of Vat Saen in order to 
scan as many photographs of its collection, and to do the 
interviews with the Venerable abbot whenever this was 
possible. The abbots of the three other monasteries were 
given detailed information about the project’s aims and 
conditions, and personally participated in the first viewing 
of the material. The team has been granted permission to 
search for photographs in these monasteries and indeed 
found some photographs, if in less important numbers than 
at Vat Saen. In these monasteries, preliminary measures 
have been taken to store and protect the photographs.

During two visits to the National Library of Laos, in the capital 
Vientiane, the project director was able to inform the Director 
General of the Library, Ms Kongdeuane Nettavongs, about 
the findings of the pilot project and the aims of the British 
Library’s Endangered Archives Programme. Full agreement 
was reached that the National Library of Laos would be the 
national host institution where a full digital copy of the archive 
could be kept in conditions required by the EAP regulations. 
Ms Kongdeuane related the fact that the photographic 
archives of both the National Library and the National Archive 
of Laos did not survive the revolution.

At the end of the second field research period in February 
2007, the Venerable abbot agreed to sign a formal 
engagement to permit the scanning of the entire archive in 
the context of a Major Research Project of the Endangered 
Archives Programme that has been submitted to the British 
Library on February 17th, 2007. The Venerable abbot signed 
the engagement in the presence of some of his disciples 
during a ceremony organized at Vat Saen Sukharam. He 
asked the team to take a photograph after this signing in order 
to document the occasion.

Examination of collection at Vat Xiang Thong Volaviharn in 
the presence of the abbot, Phra One Keo Sittivong
2006 

Interim storage of photographs, Vat Xiang Thong Volaviharn
2006

After the signing of the engagement for the future EAP Major Research Project.
Phra Khamchanh Virachittathera posing at the reception hall of Vat Saen Sukharam with two disciples 
and members of the team.
2007

27



Endangered Archives Programme / Buddhist Archive of Photography, Luang Prabang / Pilot project 086 / Final Report

The Buddhist Archive of Photography of Luang Prabang (Laos)

Notes on conservation
by Sabine Protze
photograph conservator

Photographs, are delicate objects subject to degradation through handling and adverse environments, 
and flaws in their own chemistry. Photographic archives therefore do not primarily simply consist of a 
refuge of readable information; rather, they are places in which information is in great danger: images 
are often found faded, creased, scratched, and stained from tape, glue or fungus.

My statement on the conservation of the archive of Theravada Buddhist photographs in Luang Prabang 
(Laos) is based upon sample images that have been scanned and a brief introduction to the situation 
found at the site given by Mr. Hans Georg Berger, director of the research project. For a photograph 
conservator, the report on an archive is focused on the materials found within it and on the condition 
of the items. The overwhelming majority of the photographs are positives. The available scans give the 
impression that most of the prints are on gelatine developing-out papers and that there are very few 
collodion printing-out papers. These two print materials do not represent all of the papers commonly 
encountered in the past 120 years of photographic printing. It is as yet not clear why other materials 
appear not to be present. 

Common recommendations for storing photographs require a cool, dry and clean location with a stable 
environment in which there are no dramatic fluctuations in temperature or relative humidity. The area 
should have sufficient air filtration and be remote from sources of dust, dirt, and air pollutants. To meet 
these recommendations in a monestary in Laos today is surely a very ambitious task. The past and 
current lack of these conditions are an indication for the encountered deterioration of the photographs 
in the archive due to water or high humidity, dust and dirt, high temperatures, insect attack and signs of 
improper handling. 

In order to save this unique collection it is first necessary to survey the findings of the scanning 
team. This will result in detailed knowledge of the problems that one will have to deal with. With 
this information at hand it will be possible to develop a resonable conservation plan for the whole 
collection. It is likely that because of the situation on site it will not be possible to set up a conservation 
strategy that covers all 15.000 individual photographs in equal detail. It will be necessary to prioritize 
and determine which of the photographs are of higher value and which are of lesser importance. 
Based on these selections, different strategies for the various groups can be devised. As Mr. Berger 
has already recommended, a group of selected students from the Buddhist Secondary School of 
Luang Prabang should be trained in basic preservation techniques. A further goal will be to use locally 
available materials such as cabinets, high quality papers and archival boxes to the greatest extent 
possible.

By transmitting basic professional conservation techniques to the local team, we should make sure that            
the sensibility of the local workers and the monks for the fragility of the archive will be enhanced, and 
loss or further damage of this important archival material will be prevented. 

Berlin, March 27, 2007
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