
HENRY D. GINSBURG

(1940–2007)

Henry Ginsburg, who died in New York on 29 March 2007, was for over thirty years curator
of the Thai, Lao and Cambodian collections in the British Museum and the British Library,
and an eminent authority on Thai manuscript painting, a field he largely made his own.

Henry David Ginsburg was born in New York on 5 November 1940 to parents who were
both antique dealers, and from whom he inherited a life-long appreciation of and sympathy
for fine art. He studied French literature at Columbia University and then served in the
Peace Corps in Thailand from 1964 to 1966, an experience which set the course of the rest
of his life. In 1967 he moved to London and commenced doctoral studies in Thai literature
under Stuart Simmonds at the School of Oriental and African Studies, London, obtaining
his Ph.D. in 1971.

Fig. 1. Henry Ginsburg showing some manuscripts to Her Royal Highness Princess Maha Chakri
Sirindhorn of Thailand during a visit to the British Library on 16 January 1991.
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Later that year Henry joined the British Museum as a Special Assistant responsible for the
Thai collections, and with other staff in the Department of Oriental Manuscripts and Printed
Books (OMPB) he moved to the newly-formed British Library in 1973. For the next three
decades Henry remained a part-time member of staff, successfully resisting all attempts by
central administration to regularise his hours; the flexibility suited him and enabled him to
travel and pursue numerous other interests. Even official retirement in 2003 saw little change
to his routine, as he continued to appear in the Library on most days to work on various
Thai manuscript projects.

When Henry joined the British Museum library, the Southeast Asia collections very much
reflected British imperial engagement with the region. The richest collections of manuscripts
and early printed books were from countries formerly under British colonial administration
such as Burma, Malaysia and Singapore, and even from Java, briefly under British rule from
1811 to 1816. Conversely, from regions where Britain had had little imperial involvement –
the Philippines, Vietnam, Laos, Cambodia and Thailand – collections were relatively thin.
As highlighted by Graham Shaw – head of the Asia, Pacific and Africa Collections, successor
to OMPB – in an address at Henry’s memorial service in London on 15 June 2007, Henry’s
unique achievement at the British Library was to build up, slowly and steadily, by discerning
acquisition (and within all the constraints of the age), one of the finest collections of illustrated
Thai manuscripts in the world.

Thus every year the accession registers for oriental manuscripts show a handful of choice
acquisitions, usually of the genres of Thai manuscripts most likely to be illustrated, such as
the tale of the monk Phra Malai, the ten birth tales of the Buddha, divination and astrological
works, and elephant treatises. Sometimes considerable detective work was involved, as when
Henry successfully tracked down paintings which had been removed from an elephant
treatise before it was acquired by the British Library (Or. 13652). Occasionally there was
the opportunity to buy very rare material, such as in 1983, when eight drawings by the
Thai artist Bun Khong commissioned by Captain James Low were acquired (Or. 14179),
to complement the album of drawings by Bun Khong for Low already held in the British
Library (Add. 27370). Low was the British envoy to the state of Nakhon Sithammarat in
1824, and these are the only known Thai examples of the Company School of painting, that
is, paintings commissioned from local artists by officials of the East India Company. Another
more unusual acquisition was of two gilt wood inscribed title indicators for Northern Thai
religious texts (Or. 14528 & Or. 14529) in 1990.

A foretaste of the formidable artistic and intellectual project that Henry had embarked
on was revealed in a small exhibition held in the British Library from January to November
1983 on Thai illustrated manuscripts, which included six of the Bun Khong drawings for Low,
as well as a number of traditional folding book manuscripts. Two years later, together with
other colleagues in OMPB, Henry contributed to the joint British Museum-British Library
exhibition, Buddhism: art and faith; he wrote the introduction to the chapter on Thailand and
Cambodia in the exhibition catalogue. All this paved the way for his book on Thai manuscript
painting, published in 1989 – the first major monograph on the subject. Illustrated manuscripts
were discussed in terms of their subject matter, followed by studies of genre painting and
developments in style, and an important appendix listing Thai illustrated manuscripts in
western collections. (Of the 36 illustrated manuscripts listed in the British Library, 28 had
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been acquired during Henry’s stewardship of the collections.) The publication was marked
by an exhibition in the King’s Library from 16 February to 1 July 1990.

In 1996 the Office of the National Culture Commission of Thailand invited the British
Library to produce an exhibition of original and facsimile Thai manuscripts from the Library’s
collections to mark the Golden Jubilee of His Majesty King Bhumiphol and the state
visit to Thailand of Her Majesty Queen Elizabeth II. The exhibition, which was held
from 31 October – 29 November 1996 at the Changing Exhibition Hall of the Thailand
Cultural Centre, Bangkok, was officially opened by Her Majesty, accompanied by Her Royal
Highness Princess Maha Chakri Sirindhorn. The success of this project owed much to the
empathy between Henry and Her Royal Highness, who visited the British Library on several
occasions. A lasting memento of the exhibition was the publication in 2000 of Henry’s book
Thai art and culture: historic manuscripts from Western collections, which included most of the
exhibited works. In a very natural scholarly progression from his earlier book, in this work
Thai illustrated manuscripts were presented alongside texts of literary or historical merit,
and important foreign source materials on Thailand, including East India Company trading
records and a unique seventeenth-century Persian account of an embassy to the court of
King Narai (Or. 6942).

Henry’s close friendship with another member of the Thai royal family, Princess Narisa
Chakrabongse – daughter of Prince Chula and granddaughter of Prince Chakrabongse –
led to the generous donation to the British Library in 2001 of the Chakrabongse Letters
(Or. 15749), a collection of some 200 letters from Prince Chakrabongse, his father King
Chulalongkorn and his successor King Vajiravudh, to each other and to other family
members. Through his personal and professional contacts, Henry was also responsible for
another important gift to the British Library in 2004, of manuscripts and gilded manuscripts
chests from Thailand and Burma from the Doris Duke Collection.

At the time of his death Henry was working on a catalogue of the Thai manuscripts in the
Chester Beatty Library in Dublin, while continuing to catalogue the Chakrabongse letters.
Throughout this period he was also graciously imparting his immense knowledge of the
Thai books and manuscripts to his successor as curator, Jana Igunma, and still continuing to
send to the Library important manuscripts which he felt should be added to the collection.
He had brought in one such manuscript – a copy of the Phra Malai tale, in Cambodian Mul
script with illustrations of a very high quality – for consideration shortly before his final visit
to New York; it has now been acquired by the British Library in his memory (Or. 16552).
From his estate, the Library has also received the donation of two fine gilded wooden title
indicators (Or. 16554 & Or. 16555).

Henry’s sudden and unexpected death (from a heart problem) left ripples of shock and
sadness across three continents – obituaries appeared in, amongst others, The Daily Telegraph
and The Independent in London, Antiques and the Arts Online in New York, the Journal of
the Siam Society in Bangkok, and in the Hong Kong-based journal Orientations. Henry had
dedicated his book Thai art and culture to “the superb artists and scribes, nearly all anonymous,
who created the life-enhancing works of art shown here, happily enduring memorials to the
rich cultural heritage of old Thailand”, but he himself should best be remembered for his
unique role in enhancing lives by preserving, documenting and interpreting these exquisite
works of art, and greatly raising their public profile in Thailand and beyond.
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Fig. 2. A letter from King Chulalongkorn (Rama V) of Thailand to his favourite son Prince
Chakrabongse, 10 March 1909; from the collection of royal letters donated to the British Library by
Princess Narisa Chakrabongse, granddaughter of Prince Chakrabongse. British Library, Or. 15749/11.6.
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Fig. 3. Detail from a finely illustrated Phra Malai manuscript in Cambodian Mul script, 19th century;
acquired by the British Library in memory of Henry D. Ginsburg. British Library, Or. 16552.

Fig. 4. Two wood and gilt title indicators for Thai manuscripts, from Henry Ginsburg’s private
collection. British Library, Or. 16554 & Or. 16555.
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