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The majority of Thais are only familiar with Hang Lek (3119ta%) in the idiomatic expressions
Don Hang Lek (tausnseav) or Thuk Hang Lek (§n919ba<), meaning: to be dragged into,
become implicated in, or get caught up in something. Apart from the idiomatic usage, the
Royal Institute Dictionary gives the following meaning for Hang Lek: “@W19baU . L@30991131¢
Jounwadaudusuvineauagesm; (D) vau Theaanniuutenlasiesa” [Hang Lek - N.
Abbreviated symbols used in place of numerals in old calculations; (Colloquial) the last
digits of the serial numbers on lottery tickets] (Royal Institute. 2011:1332). After checking
more than a dozen Thai dictionaries stretching from mid-19" century to the present day,
the Royal Institute Dictionary is so far the only dictionary that has included an entry for the
Hang Lek. The term also seems to be rarely used in Thai literature, and the only occurrence
I have been able to locate is in the famous work of historical fiction Phu Chana Sip Thit (¢

¥ugdune) first published in 1939.
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bAG LTINS N AVII AU TITIUAUA b
(Yakhop 1963a:1732)

[The Hang Lek that are written on the astrologers slate can not foretell
events. but the Hang Lek that have come from my own thoughts are

sprung from good reason.]



Nowadays knowledge of these symbols in Thailand is predominantly restricted to
astrological circles and a handful of Thai scholars. The only place where one still might
encounter these symbols as a layman are on book covers for some of the fortune-telling
manuals known in Thai as Tamra Phrommachat (0 WSHNB16) or Tamra Lek Jet Tua
(eN3av o 63) (see Figure 1-4), the latter often being included as a part of the former.
Apart from an image on the cover, which mostly consists of the numerals drawn on an
astrological chalkboard or Kradan Hora (nszenubuisn), few of these books have any
mentioning or samples of the Hang Lek. Thep Sunthonsanthun alludes to one reason for the

numerals not being widely known.

[...] M58 o 61 VaIUNBQATILTYUIY “M9La0” NFIAUQITSIUBDN
BAINNBAVDNIN “UNStauNwuanin...” waanyiruwrgldws [...]
(Thep 1991:129)

[... the 7 numeral manuals of the fortune-tellers are still written with the
“Hang Lek”, as they are afraid that people will be able to read them, and

the fortune-tellers say “the Hang Lek say that ...” and then tell the

fortune ...]

From the above quote one may deduce that it would be in the interest of fortune-tellers and
astrologers to keep knowledge of these numerals to themselves.

This is further clarified by Thong-in (2011:179) who writes that the use of the Hang Lek
instills a belief or confidence in the fortune-teller as the customers have either never seen
these numerals before, cannot read them or surmises that they are ancient symbols or

belong to the sacred Khom (voa) alphabet.



Figure 1. Book Cover

Put Nan. 1953a. Tamra Brahmajati Part 1. Phnom Penh: Put Nan Bookstore.
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Figure 2. Book Cover

Put Nan. 1953b. Tamra Brahmajati Part 2. Phnom Penh: Put Nan Bookstore.
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Figure 3. Book Cover

[Hon] Thong-in. 2011. Tamra Lek 7 Tua Phayakon Chabap Hon Luang. [The Royal
Astrologer Edition of the Seven Numerals Fortune-telling Manual.] Bangkok: Sermvit.
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Figure 4. Book Cover

Plaeng Phengsithong. 2000. Tamra Lek 7 Tua Chabap Angkha Wicha That. [The “Angkha
Wicha That” Edition of the Seven Numerals Fortune-telling Manual.] Bangkok: Yellow
Printing.
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A. Modern Thai Numerals E. Khmer Lek Atta (Kaufmann 1880:154) I. Thai Hang Lek (Duangduean 1992:249)
B. Modern Khmer Numerals (Antelme 2007:44) F. Khmer Lek Atta (Antelme 2007:44) J. Thai Hang Lek (B. Sarawut 19--:3)
C. Khmer Lek Atta (Janneau 1870:71) G. Khmer Lek Atta (Unicode:2014) K. Thai Hang Lek (Hon Thong-in 2011:175)

D. Khmer Lek Atta (Aymonier 1874:52) H. Thai Hang Lek (Pariyattithamthada 1987:20)




During his four-year journey through Asia, which started in 1861, the German
polymath Adolf Bastian visited the Kingdom of Siam. His findings and travel stories were
subsequently published in the six-volume collection entitled Die Vilker des Ostlichen Asien
(Tylor 1905:139), as well as in a number of articles in various journals. Bastian provides the
earliest known accounts of the Hang Lek in the article “Remarks on the Indo-Chinese
Alphabets” published in the Journal of the Royal Asiatic Society of Great Britain and Ireland

in 1868.

The common figures are called Lek-vat [Lawudia] by the Siamese, to
distinguish them from the more elegant forms of Lek-pachong [tav
v5529]. When used in calculations, the tua-lek [¢\3taw] (full-bodied
numerals) are shortened to the hong-lek [¥ngtavu] (the tail of the
numerals), in which nothing remains of the full body (tua [¢13]) but the

extreme lines, drawn in different directions. (Bastian 1868a:70).

Although later scholars have often quoted Bastian’s article, none seems to have found any
interest in his mentioning of these numerals, and no western author has since made any
remarks on the matter. In the same article, Bastian provides a list of alphabets and other
material collected during his travels and writes that he has added “the Siamese numerals in
three different forms” for comparison (ibid:80). There are, however, some discrepancies
between the items in the list and the samples provided by Bastian in the same article and
many of the items included in the list do not appear in the samples he provided in his paper.
The Royal Asiatic Society in London has no record in their archives regarding the missing

items, but there is a record in the Minutes of Council of the Royal Asiatic Society that



Bastian together with Lawrence Oliphant withdrew from the Society in November 1868.

Was Bastian for some reason unhappy with the printing of his article?

Letters were laid on the table from Dr. A. Bastian & Mr. Lawrence
Oliphant, informing the Council of their wish to withdraw from the
Society. Ordered, that their names be taken off the books.

(Minutes of Council [Royal Asiatic Society], 16 November 1868)

(Ed Weech, personal communication, 2015-02-19).

In any case, the collected samples not included in his article might well be kept in the

archives of the Berlin Ethnological Museum, to which Bastian donated many of his

acquisitions. The Hang Lek are also mentioned by Bastian in the fourth volume Die Vilker

des Ostlichen Asien, where he writes:

Die Anfinge des Schreibens werden mit Speckstein auf schwarzen Tafeln
von den Siamesen gelernt. Wenn sie auf den Tafeln rechnen, so wischen
sie die hingeschriebenen Ziffern jedesmal wieder aus und koénnen
deshalb nie eine Probe anstellen. Die zum Schnellschreiben gebrauchten
Ziffern heissen Lek-hang [Laving], weil sie nur einen schwanzartigen
Anhang ihrer vollen Form bewahren. Verschieden von den bei raschem
Rechnen gebriuchlichen Lek Vat [vauwdin] (Klosterziffern) sind die
sorgfiltiger ausgefiihrten Lek Pachong [Lavyssas] (als ornamentirt).
(Bastian 1868b:315-16)

[The Siamese start learning to write by the way of soapstone on black
tablets. When making calculations on the tablets, they continually wipe
off the digits they have just written down, which makes it impossible to
verify the calculations. The numerals used for writing quickly are called
Lek Hang [Lavins] because they only preserve the tail-like appendix of
their full form. Unlike the Lek Wat [La@vudia] (monastery digits
[misinterpreted by Bastian as tauda]) used when making swift
calculations, are the carefully executed Lek Banchong [vauv53539] (which

are used for ornamentation).]



Walter E.J. Tips, however, seems to have deemed Bastian’s mentioning of the Hang Lek as
superfluous and decided not to included this information in his English translation, as he
simply writes: “Siamese start to learn to write with a soapstone on black tablets. When they
make arithmetical calculations on the tablets, they continually wipe off the ciphers they have
just written down and so cannot verify anything [...]” (Bastian 2005:141).

The earliest mentioning of these numerals in any Thai language source is an article in the
Wachirayanwiset (Weekly Journal) on Thursday 18" of February, Rattanakosinsok 110
(1891), which discusses the decline in their usage due to the publishing of new textbooks on

arithmetic employing the Hindu-Arabic numerals in their place.

Lauwriaegslneideadninswauil Ardushusuenemwamnn dgdnwiian
Soufulasanaui wawiuhmaseldaein asag
dounestiosasldfiazidnaziosiduni maiiagdonadldiiu do lu
Ysagruil iudiauduag nsyd devindudmusundeudaluadlide
gownayesnaztats suseld Wuivwvuideutavisnnsudnwsmsnued
g enalsessow

nsawszumnnzanldsarnd 2 lasdumuia  ansiosss q unuazmn
wies wadegdanadweasdeaeuld liszavn ¢ lsaseu wasvvheans
lsiendgn wnzagliunsuagldyadiannshua shsvavinsu@nssnmg
Nuwduibi wuuuiavdangw

Wachirayanwiset (1891:213)

[These Thai Lek Wat (scribbled numerals, the so-called Hang Lek are
part of very old textbooks, and have been studied widely and broadly.
But in the time to come their usage will surely gradually decline. The
reason for this decline is that the skillful poets of today are making new
textbooks to be used in teaching the noble/virtuous sons, like the
arithmetic textbooks that have been printed and distributed by the
department of education to schools which by royal decree have been set
up in temples in nearly every city, and hired persons with sufficient
learning to be able to teach permanently in all schools. These are also

sold cheaply so that they can spread far and wide to each sub-district.
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These textbooks on numbers from the department of education all use

western numerals. ]

Although the Hang Lek were mainly used in calculations and primarily in divination, there
is some evidence that they were occasionally employed for other purposes as well. In the
autobiography of Mom Siphroma Kridakon Na Ayutthaya (1888-1978) she mentions that

her teacher used the Hang Lek as a form of code when recording the grades of the students.

mselsaseulnsivdnldasina wWusne aeuniiedelng Soaguion waz
madagiindsudansuisuayniuinasonis didosan q dagia we

azdiosnuzinaznow aswoudsUdnwavidulnsuivazdoudnalusas
wiiluassasansziiu Mandansadiugdhe adalldaewindou nndiu
vasagazdudthona doueda wu fnaje 1de de Liudle wslwewu Sausaz

douvSouAniiu wu densdzuau Alalafldwen azidudienade
o vavihenalusinsnzesnenndy

msdeudeuasninzlneg o Naeuiuluasioin doruihi o lasilidosils
1a3 wlEAFLY LAVLINAVTIFNGN BNV MITATHUL AFIE
IfLaSp9rang wdoutmIanINgwILaY B9 balS wAve NMTLMaZINILAY

e81n% Lasdeuiiou d1te1tee Aaviuwndlusildazuuniviils
(Siphroma 1979:43-4)

When the school moved to a new site, the children also got a new
teacher. He was man who taught the Thai language. His name was
Phuan. With this teacher the naughty children had fun once more. There
are funny stories to tell you, but first I have to introduce the teacher to
you. Mr. Phuan had real Thai features and was rather old-fashioned.
Even at that time, if the Queen had seen him, she probably would not
have let him teach. Every part of him was brown, including his
complexion, hair, phanung, shirts, hands, fingernails, even his teeth. The
only differences were lighter or darker colors; for instance, his rajapatan
jacket, which was not often washed, was light brown and his fingernails
were dark brown because of the betel nut sap.

His teaching was typical of Thai teachers at that time; reading aloud,
during which nobody listened to anybody even the teacher, basic math
(addition and subtraction), penmanship, dictation. In giving grades, the
teacher used symbols that looked like shorthand that we did not know.

11



He told us that these were code. We wanted to learn, so we had to study
and memorize the work ourselves; otherwise we did not know what
grades we got.

(Siphroma 1982:32-3) (P. T. Bilmes, Trans.)

In a reprint of an article entitled Boransueksa Lae Rattanaphimphawong [Ancient
Education and the Chronicle of the Emerald Buddha] first published in the Wachirayan
Journal in 1896 and then reprinted in 1987 in the Cremation Volume for Mrs Bunruean
Talalak (w1998y 139% enazanwal) we find the earliest samples of the Hang Lek numerals in
any Thai source I have been able to locate.

sottlaglivhisian ¢ siu lsildean o m € &b o < o M levuda
wnvnsiausdd deaglidouadedl 2N | MV EN e
Pariyattithamthada (1987: 20)

[Thereafter you use those methods of calculation, not writing the

numbers as 1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, 7, 8, and 9, but rather by using only the tails of

the numerals, so that they can be jotted down swiftly, as follows:

AL AV EN\ AV
The same numerals are also given in Duangduean (1992:249), citing a 1959 reprint of the
same work by Phraya Pariyattithamthada published in the Cremation Volume of Phuanghet
Tam-sakun (w2995 LOoNENA ).

Somewhat surprising is that not a single Thai language source makes any

mentioning of the Cambodian numerals known as Lek Atta (seuewn:) often referred to as
(Cambodian) divination numerals, as a comparison of their shapes clearly shows that their

similarities goes beyond chance resemblance (see chart on p. 7). The earliest available

12



samples of the Cambodia Lek Atta antedate the earliest Thai samples by some 26 years, and

are found in Janneau (1870:71) and Aymonier (1874:52) who claim that these numerals were

used in calculations.

In regards to the Cambodian Divination numerals Antelme (2007:44) writes that he

remembers seeing such figures on the back of small Buddha statues dating from the first half

of the twentieth century, used to record the molding date by the artisan. He further notes

that these numerals according to Olivier de Bernon are mainly used in divination, while

other colleagues have informed the former that they were also, although very rarely, used to

paginate manuscripts. Antelme (ibid) surmises that the question as to if these numerals were

also used for calculations in general, as claimed by Janneau (1870:71) and Aymonier

(1874:52), remains to be seen. The remarks by Prasong (2005:31) and Ratchadhon

(1972:226), that in the subject of arithmetic Thai children had the opportunity to study the

ordinary numerals or the Hang Lek, does support that these numerals were used in

calculations in general.

According to Antelme (ibid), the Hindu-Arabic numerals used in the West have become

increasingly customary in handwriting since the 1970-80:s, to the detriment of the Khmer

numbers, although the latter are still used in some publications. Antelme’s remarks further

support that the Cambodian Lek Atta and the Thai Hang Lek might have been used for

other purposes as well.

13



According to Thong-in (2011:176-7), a number of senior astrologers who have
investigated the matter have stated that calling the numerals written in this manner “Hang
Lek” might not be quite correct, claiming that it can be conjectured that the astrologer who
authored the original manual with these numerals meant to write the Thai numerals in their
complete form, without any intention for them to be the tails of numerals, and that it was
instead due only to his scribbled handwriting or the manner of writing to which the he was
accustomed. They base their conclusion on the fact that even his writing of the Thai letters
is quite scribbled, written in a short or distorted manner. Thong-in (ibid) writes further that
since the writing of Thais in previous eras, especially the writing of fortune-tellers or
astrologers, was done mainly with chalk on pieces of slates or blackboards which was very
easily erased, this might have resulted in the surviving samples of the numerals being passed
on in a form in which they were not originally drawn. This would mean that the numerals as
such have their origins in the incomplete representations of the full numerals.

Another term one comes across in connection with numerals used in astrology is

Lek Pha (vaumn) or Lek Pha Na Thi (bausnand).

PIAUNIGUND UAIWOANUNTUNTZATUBUIUAVAUADWIIH 6T &%
R azusiunielduduflinny wsgaadusvuuiamuniiu
wiuazsinazusundunasedlnd ¢ narswo s

(Narong 2012:33)

[Some people came to have their fortune told, and the elder monk thus
grabbed a slate and a piece of chalk to write down the numerals, as to if it
was accurate or not, I do not know, as I was full from the sweets and the
ice-coffee and, more often than not, already asleep rolled up close to the

elder monk.]

14



Both terms are glossed by the Royal Institute (2011:1076) as: “ba®Ut, bAVHIWIN W, LAY
Qawsnnls lumstunenaas).” [Lek Pha, Lek Pha Na Thi - n. Numeral (mostly used in
astrology)], while Matichon (2004:784) contains the entry: “L@aupn . MIAIUIU, LAV
(Gaganalslumdunenans), Lavenwny 731" [Lek Pha - n. Calculation, Numeral (mostly
used in astrology), also called Lek Pha Na Thi]. Bradley (1873:623) only gives the meaning of
bau [Numeral], adding that Pha Na Thi is added for euphonious effect. Pricha (1989) has
the following entry for Lek Pha: “u. a9 19 lusalumanans vangnsnuenue (56n Laven

b@UANUI9 A31.” [Numerals used in astrology indicating auspicious time, called Lek Pha or

Lek Pha Na Thi]. The Lek Pha, are also mentioned in Phu Chana Sip Thit.

wolyules WA a9Tisln @1 bAVEN H9LIALLAANIY[N]M U199
Wi Yseansdusmenwsyiiogi
(Yakhop 1963b:4940)

[But the astrologer had already analyzed all the omens and signs,

calculated the numerals and even the time for the observation of all the

stars and comets, and clearly knew the fate of the king.]

The earliest reference to the terms Lek Pha and Lek Phan Na Thi that I have been able to
locate is the inclusion of the terms by Pallegoix in his Latin-French-English dictionary

published in 1854:

vansian Numeri arithmetici - Nombres arithmétiques - Arithmetical
number

vansianne Scientia arthmetica - L'arithmétique - Arithmetic
(Pallegoix 1854:388)

15



So are the Lek Pha or Lek Pha Na Thi synonymous with Hang Lek? In a letter exchange
between Phraya Anuman Ratchadhon and Phraya Vinichavanundorn the term Lek Pha and

Hang Lek are discussed in the following manner:

oihe 1 edtluamuduuad wng Lehe villdhuwszwnsidiialddesin
A azwdladn ngta bethensesis
(Rachadhon 1962:18)

[Furthermore the word Pa in Chinese translates as tail, which makes me
think of the word Lek Pha which might translate as Hang Lek.]

vaven vhuitnnazduingsay anudiniudaazunnses @13 weea
Hu Asenedneanuiunwioadendr duhandeniavuia dewdoulsl
dogndninel iy uldd1t33m5hAMTAIUIN @1 Lavadaswlaine
Janzdutan azudan@aaidadle vav wdaians auwdangiu

(Rachadhon 1962:25)

[You think Lek Pha are the same as Hang Lek. Such thinking is
erroneous as the term Hang Lek itself is already based on inaccurate
knowledge. They actually call these numerals Lek Wat, meaning that
they are drawn without having to add notches, in order for them to be
written easily and quickly, being suitable for calculations. If one

translates Lek Pha just for laughs, it might be translated as “stone

inscription”, as Lek means to inscribe and Pha means stone.]

In my opinion Lek Pha refers to numerals used in astrology in general, while the term Hang
Lek is restricted to the numerals in their shortened form. Another term of interest, which
might be synonymous with Hang Lek, is Lek Hang Ma (tavineuan) glossed by Pricha
(1989) as the name of a type of ancient numerals used in divination and astrology, which are

curved like dog’s tail. The supposition that this term is synonymous with Hang Lek is also

16



supported by the fact that Bastian uses Lek Hang (Bastian 1868b:315-16) in a way
synonymous with Hang Lek (ibid 1868a:70). There are also some indications that these
numerals were or are still used by astrologers in Southern Laos, where they are known by
the names Lek Hang Ma (conm29mw9) or Lek Pham (conwan) (Antelme 2007:45). The
term Lek Hang Ma is also used to refer to a type of mathematical formula, which allow for
swift calculations. One such formula is referred to as Sut Kan Buak Lek Hang Ma (g&3m3
VINLAVININAN) used to find the sum of a series in arithmetic progression (“Sut Kan Buak

Lek Hang Ma” 2014), known in the West as the Gauss formula, after Carl Friedrich Gauss.

17
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