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Introduction for English Readers

The monograph is a revised version of a doctoral dissertation submitted to the
Department of South Asian Studies, Peking University in June, 2009. It presents
philological studies and critical Sanskrit editions of two incomplete Sanskrit manuscripts
that have been recently identified from the collection of Sanskrit manuscripts formerly
preserved in the China Ethnic Library, now stored at the Tibet Museum, Lhasa. They are
the Milamadhyamakakarika (MK) composed by Nagarjuna in the 2nd or 3rd century CE,
and the Buddhapalita-miillamadhyamaka-vytti (BP), written by Buddhapalita in the 5th or
6th century. Previous versions of parts of this dissertation have been published in English
(cf. Ye 2007a, b, 2008a, b, 2009).

Discovery of the manuscripts

Many Sanskrit manuscripts were lost due to the decline of Buddhism in India. In the
past century scholars around the world discovered a considerable number of Sanskrit
manuscripts from Nepal, Kashmir, Afghanistan and so on, which greatly promoted the
study of Buddhist literature. The Tibet Autonomous Region might be the last treasury of
Sanskrit manuscripts which has not yet been fully investigated. For a long time, the
manuscripts in Tibet have received much attention from scholars. Nonetheless, they are
still gathering dust on the shelves of monasteries or in the drawers of museums.

In 2003 while checking microfilms of manuscripts from Tibet with the help of my
supervisor, Prof. Duan Qing, I was surprised to find fourteen palm-leaves that bore a very
old script. These folios together with some others were cataloged by Wang Sen as “No.
17, Sanskrit miscellaneous leaves”, but their contents were not identified either in this or
any other catalogues. After transliterating and comparing them with Tibetan texts, I was
able to identify these folios as belonging to two manuscripts: three folios are from a
separate copy of the MK, and eleven folios are from the BP.

The MK was a Sanskrit verse text written by Nagarjuna (ca. 150—250), a renowned
Indian Buddhist philosopher. This treatise is the fundamental text of the Mahayana
Buddhism. It gives a systematic exposition of the theory of emptiness (Sinyatd), which
serves as a theoretical foundation for Mahayana Buddhism.

The remaining three folios of the above mentioned MK manuscript have preserved
107 verses (9.10—12, 10.1-16, 11.1-8, 12.1-8a, 17.29-33, 18.1-12, 19.1-6, 20.1-24,
21.1-21, 22.1-5), which amount to approximately one fourth of the whole work.
According to an unpublished catalogue compiled by Luo Zhao, a complete manuscript of
the MK is preserved at Drepung Monastery in Lhasa. This is the first independently
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transmitted Sanskrit version of this work to have been found, but it is not accessible to
scholars at present. Therefore the three folios reported here represent the only available
manuscript of such a text.

The BP was a commentary on the MK and was named after its commentator,
Buddhapalita (ca. 470—540). This is the only one of his works that has survived until
today. Buddhapalita was a key figure in the history of development of the Madhyamaka
thought.

For a long time the Sanskrit text of the BP was believed to have been lost and was
only available through Tibetan translation. The remaining eleven folios of the
aforementioned BP manuscript represent an unprecedented discovery. The incomplete
manuscript contains 57 verses with commentary. It should be noted that the text of the
Tibetan translation of the BP is almost identical to the Akutobhaya from chapters 23 to 27.
Besides, the newly discovered folios do not include these chapters. Therefore, the
question whether Buddhapalita had a different commentary on these five chapters remains.
Counting in these chapters based on the Tibetan translation, the eleven folios comprises
approximately one ninth of the whole work.

Date and region of the manuscripts

As the remaining folios of these two manuscripts do not bear a colophon that
records the date, the paleographical features are the only dating evidences.

Indian scripts have undergone a gradual evolution from the early Brahmi script in
Asoka inscriptions of the 3rd century BCE to the regional scripts after 10th century CE.
This enables us to estimate the date and region of a certain script. After a comprehensive
comparison, [ found that the script of these two manuscripts exhibits features of
suggestive of eastern scripts and resembles the characters used in Nepalese inscriptions.
Since inscriptions often include dates, due to their function as a record of meritorious
deeds, and in order to build up a reference frame, I selected more than thirty samples from
the rubbings of Nepalese inscriptions from 5th to 8th centuries with an average interval of
nine years. After matching each character of our manuscripts with the references, these
two manuscripts could be roughly dated between the latter half of the 6th century and the
first half of the 7th.

Judging from the date and region, this script should belong to the category of the
so-called Siddhamatrka. Insomuch as the typical features, the geographical scope and the
time frame of this term remains unclear, I avoid using it and adopt the region-time naming
method instead. The script of these two manuscripts could be called an eastern variety of

the post-Gupta script.
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Based on this dating, the manuscripts would be the oldest of Madhyamaka text
known so far. Most Sanskrit manuscripts found in Tibet are no earlier than the 10th
century, and one of the reasons may be the suppression of Buddhism in Tibet in the 9th
century. Therefore it is a surprise to find such ancient manuscripts in Tibet, which dated
only around a hundred years after Buddhapalita’s commentary was composed. It pushes
forward the frontline of the study of Madhyamaka texts by at least five or six hundred

years.

Textual examination

Although the Madhyamaka was one of the most influential schools in the history of
Buddhist thought, not many Sanskrit manuscripts of its texts have survived until today.
The Sanskrit text of the MK was only first known to the modern world through
Candrakirti’s commentary of the 7th century, the Prasannapada (PSP), which was edited
by Louis de La Vallée Poussin at the beginning of the last century. In the century that
followed, more than a dozen new manuscripts of the PSP have been discovered and
scholars have made great efforts to suggest emendations to the verses embedded in La
Vallée Poussin’s edition. However, all the sources of the text are monogenic, namely,
extracted from Candrakirti’s commentary. It is frustrating to read a text like the MK only
through a commentary composed five hundred years late. What is more, most manuscripts
that are available to us were copied another millennium later; the two earliest manuscripts
are no earlier than the 12th century. Often scholars have to rely on the Tibetan and
Chinese translations in order to make conjectures the original wording and meaning of
Nagarjuna and to sort out the dissents from different commentators. This situation is
changed by the discovery of these two newly identified manuscripts.

These two manuscripts are not in good condition; a large number of leaves are
missing, and several remaining folios are heavily damaged. It took me two years to finish
the editions provided here and to reconstruct the gaps. The two manuscripts have
preserved altogether about one hundred and fifty verses, which amount to approximately
one third of the MK. Coming from a separate stemma and reflecting readings as early as
the 6th or 7th century, these textual witnesses inject fresh blood into the materials for the
study of Madhyamaka.

On the basis of these two newly identified manuscripts, we can not only conclude
that nine verses of the MK in former editions require emendation, but also trace some
hints of the work’s textual lineage. It has been noticed earlier by scholars that
discrepancies can be found in the same verse embedded in different commentaries in

Tibetan and Chinese translations. Scholars therefore conjectured that these discrepancies
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are not always the results of different translators, but of different versions of the original
Sanskrit text. This is now confirmed by these two newly identified manuscripts.

The MK text embedded in different commentaries that are handed down to us
through different languages can be roughly divided into two groups. To the first group
belong the earlier commentaries: the Millamadhyamaka-vrity-akutobhayd, the Zhonglun
(Hi£) written by so-called Pingala, the BP, the Prajiiapradipa, and the Dasheng
zhongguan shilun (K IBEL) written by Sthiramati. The second group consists of
the PSP alone. After comparing the verses preserved in these two manuscripts with those
cited in each commentary, I found seven discrepancies which show that the MK text in
our two manuscripts is generally in accordance with that embedded in the earlier
commentaries. It is worth noting that in the manuscript of the MK there are another five
readings which can only be traced in the Zhonglun and the Dasheng zhongguan shilun,
but not in the Akutobhaya, BP and Prajiiapradipa. This shows that the stanzas found in
the MK manuscript discovered at this time are not those extracted from the BP
manuscript, but could rather be traced back to a separate lineage, despite the fact that the
two manuscripts were bundled together and were most probably copied by the same
scribe.

These textual discrepancies are merely fragmentary information; nevertheless, they
have changed the criterion for the textual criticism of the MK. The criterion is no longer
simply whether a reading is correct or not, but the textual lineage has to be taken into
account. Therefore the philological task of scholars working on the MK is no longer to
simply suggest emendations to former editions, but to draw a genealogy of its
transmission.
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