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“The discovery of nirvana by Western
thinkers constitutes a problem that was
never until now competently and thor-
oughly discussed. Dr. Welbon’s work 1s a
contribution both to Indian studies and to
the history of ideas. It is a solid, original,
interesting monograph and very well writ-
ten.” Mircea Eliade

Annihilation? Eternal bliss? Absence of
passion? Kcstatic trance? Mystic com-
munion? What is the Buddhist nirvana? In
this volume, Professor Welbon analyzes
opinions and Interpretations offered over
several centuries by fascinated, though
often confused, representatives of the non-
Buddhist West.

Opening with a l;eview of Western
Europe’s contacts with and evaluations of
Buddhism to the end of the eighteenth
century, the author then assesses the con-
tributions of five generations of leading
Pali, Sanskrit, and Tibetan scholars from
the early 1800’ to the eve of World
War II.

The Buddhist studies of H. T. Cole-
brooke, Alexander Csoma, Brian Houghton
Hodgson, Eugéne Burnouf, Jules Barthé-
lemy Saint-Hilaire, Jean Baptiste Francois
Obry, Philippe Edouard Foucaux, F. Max
Miiller, James D’Alwis, Robert Caesar

(Continued on back flap)



The Buddhst Nirvana
and

Its Western Interpreters



THE
BUDDHIST
NIRVAN A
AND ITS
WESTERN
INTERPRETERS

Guy Richard Welbon

T he Umversity of Chicago Press

Chicago and London



Library of Congress Catalog Card Number 67-25535
The University of Chicago Press, Chicago 60637
The University of Chicago Press, Ltd., London W.C.1
© 1968 by The University of Chicago.

ALL RIGHTS RESERVED

Published 1968
Printed tn the United States of America



FOR

My Family



PREIACE

I have a sinne of feare, that when I have spunne
My last thred, I shall perish on the shore. . . .
JoHN DoNNE, “A Hymne to God the Father”

According to the Buddhists, a man’s lot 1n this life is charac-
terized by suffering (Sanskrit: duhkha; Pali: dukkha). The
texts make 1t clear that suffering is linked to ignorance.
Indeed, in the Buddhist view, suffering and ignorance are
invariably associated. The one is never found without the
other. Most poignant and consequential among the aspects
of 1gnorance, say the Buddhists, 1s man’s failure to compre-
hend the basic truth about the phenomenal universe: no
phenomenon is permanent—nothing abides. Ignorant of that
truth, his proclivities (habitual thirst—trsna, tanha—for
objects and experiences) nurtured accordingly, a man lives
out of harmony with himself, his fellows, his world. He suffers.

The Buddha 1s the compassionate physician, his pro-
nouncements prescriptions. The Way of the Buddha is, in a
manner of speaking, the way from disease to health. But of
what does “health” in the Buddhist sense consist? To be sure,
it is deliverance (moksa, mokkha) from suffering. It is
described variously, most commonly as nirvana (nibbana).

Nirvana 1s the absence—the destruction—of suffering
(duhkhanirodha). It 1nvolves the eradication of ignorance
through the acquisition of wisdom (sambodhi) —knowledge,
conceived classically in India not merely as intellection but
as operational and effective knowledge. Yet, more specifically,
more positively than the absence of debilities, what is nirvana?
The ultimate aspiration of all Buddhists, their summum
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Preface

bonum, what 1is its “essential” nature? What does attainment
to it involve for the existence of the previously suffering indi-
vidual? One of the oldest in the history of ideas, that question,
in its various modes, has been debated furiously by Buddhists
and non-Buddhists alike.

The inquiry that follows attempts an outline of the history
of Western European (and North American) discussions on
the meaning of the Buddhist nirvana. Those interpretations
of nirvana that have been advanced by several distinguished
authorities on Buddhist thought and practice will be examined
in detail. The evaluations, never based exclusively on philo-
logical and historico-critical considerations, 1n every instance
reflect the individual scholar’s own personal commitment, his
sitz im leben, and his understanding of the essence of Bud-
dhism. The response to the question of nirvana’s meaning is
at the same time an answer more or less complete to all ques-
tions about Buddhism.

Problems in intercultural hermeneutics can be approached
most satisfactorily subd specie particularis. The present study
concentrates on what Western Europeans have actually writ-
ten and said about nirvana. It may be taken as a footnote to
the comprehensive understanding of EKuropean intellectual
history in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, but it is
meant expressly to document a specific encounter. It is my
hope that it will make some contribution to methodological
debates concerning the study of non-Western Geistespha-
nomena and therefore be of interest to students in several
disciplines. To what extent do cultural and social presuppo-
sitions determine the conduct and conclusions of the study of
alien traditions? What role does the expanding body of
ordered data play? These and many other kindred questions
suggested by them tend always to the abstract. Examples
from particular experiences are needed to illumine them, and
the content of this book is offered as one such example.

There are many individuals to whom I am indebted for
counsel, criticism, and solace during the course of my research
and writing. To Mircea Eliade I owe much. The idea for this
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Preface

study 1s his. Without his unfailing interest and encourage-
ment, his vast erudition, and his warm friendship I should
have been totally lost at many points. J. A. B. van Buitenen,
M. S. G. Hodgson, and James Redfield, giving freely of their
time and learning, have guided me past several pitfalls. My
thanks are due also to the Committee on Social Thought in
the University of Chicago which accepted the original manu-
script as a doctoral dissertation. The committee faculty and
students—in fact, the committee “idea”—helped me in no
small way to execute this project.

Provost McCrea Hazlett of The University of Rochester
was Instrumental in providing both the opportunity and the
assistance for preparing the present manuscript. He and my
other colleagues 1n the university have contributed greatly by
establishing an intellectual environment in which fruitful revi-
sion was possible. Norma C. Mead, Olga Starnell, Lynne
Poirier, Camella Wilson, Gary Hood, George Parks, and
P. D. Herring graciously rendered help during several emer-
gencles. And to my wife Julia, who cheerfully read the final
drafts and proofs, corrected much of my precarious grammar
and faulty spelling, and engineered compilation of the index
despite the fact that work on this manuscript assaulted her
courtship, afflicted our honeymoon, and plagued the early
weeks of her first trip to India, I add those special thanks not
easily expressed in words.

This manuscript incorporates and expands on the text of
my article, “On Understanding the Buddhist Nirvana,” which
originally appeared in History of Religions (Vol. V, no. 2
[Winter, 1966], 300-326). I thank the editors—Messts.
Mircea Eliade, Joseph M. Kitagawa, and Charles H. Long—
and publishers (the University of Chicago Press) for permis-
sion to quote extensively from it here. Chapter III is essentially
the same as my article, “Max Miiller’s Interpretation of the
Buddhist Nirvana,” which was privileged to appear in Numen
(Vol. XII, no. 3 [September, 1965] 276—300). I am delighted
to thank Numen’s editor, C. J. Bleeker, and publishers,
E. J. Brill, for permission to reprint it in this volume.
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The heroic efforts and achievements of several generations
of Western Buddhist scholars have made this book possible.
That it is no better organized or written is my fault entirely.
That no more interpretations of nirvana have been included
is a function of the time, space, and learning at my command.
That no apodictically certain definition of nirvana will be
found on these pages is due to the nature of the idea itself.

A Note on Transliteration

In the following chapters passages dealing with technical
terms will be quoted from a variety of works published over
the past century and a half. Several transliteration conventions
and typographical restrictions are evidenced In them. Often I
have reproduced quoted material exactly as it appeared origi-
nally. Occasionally, however, it was considered advisable to
regularize transliterations in accordance with contemporary
scholarly practice. Hence, for example, nirvana appears
variously as “nirvanga,” “nirvana,” “nirvéna,” “nirvana,” and
even “nirwana.” Some inconsistency will also be encountered
in the use or absence of italics and diacritical marks else-
where. Generally, consistency has been sacrificed to ease of
understanding whenever the two conflict.

For the pronunciation and accent of Old and Middle Indo-
Aryan, the reader is referred to any one of several grammars
or primers on Indian history and culture.

Guy RicHArRD WELBON
The University of Rochester
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Introduction

Contacts between India and other centers of civilization extend
back in a continuous, if often tenuous, line at least to the time
of the efflorescence of cultural nuclel along the Indus and at
Sumer—some five thousand years. Yet, Buddhism, one of
India’s most significant contributions to the arena of ideas
and itself almost twenty-five hundred years old, was con-
fronted first by Western Europeans only after it had under-
gone more than fifteen hundred years of systematization and
fragmentation in the land of its origins and was very nearly
extinct on the Indian subcontinent. In fact, only since the
beginning of the nineteenth century has Buddhism been the
subject of intensive studies in Europe. The veritable encounter
with Buddhism as both idea and historical datum 1s even
younger—only about a hundred years.

It is the purpose of this Introduction to provide some
foundations for the main body of investigations to follow by
means of a cursory survey of the West’s acquaintance with
Buddhism before 1800. For convenience, this preliminary
sketch is offered under four chronological rubrics: pre-
Christian or classical antiquity; Christian antiquity and the
Gnostic period; the Middle Ages and the period of commercial
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The Buddhist Nirvana and Its Western Interpreters

adventure; and, finally, missions and the commencement of
critical evaluation in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries.’

Contacts before the Christian Era

Father Henri de Lubac, distinguished scholar and historian
of Buddhist studies, observes that “neither classical antiquity
nor early Christianity has left any very important evidence
concerning Buddhism.” ? Witnesses that do survive are not
only few in number but, 1n most cases, are subject to a variety
of conflicting interpretations. Thus 1t 1s that we are placed
in the uncomfortable, perhaps even untenable, position of
insisting, on the one hand, that there must have been meetings
and exchanges between Buddhists and inhabitants of the
Mediterranean area during the centuries immediately before
and after the beginning of the Christian era and yet, on the
other hand, being unable to single out one unambiguous
reference to Buddhism in the whole of the extant literature
from the period.

Such a dearth of solid information about Buddhism may be
explained partly on the grounds that we do not have at our
disposal all texts which might have included more or less
specific references to Buddhism and Buddhists. Much of the

1 A certain amount of overlapping of these divisions is inevitable,
and, in any event, a very brief investigation is all that can be assigned
to this “ur-geschichtliche” material. For the most comprehensive ac-
count of sources important for tracing early contacts between Bud-
dhism and Western Europe, see Henri de Lubac, La Rencontre du
bouddhisme et de loccident, pp. 9—-104. As will be obvious, my debt
to this work is considerable. Containing hundreds of precise footnotes
and invaluable references, the de Lubac volume suffers—as do so many
French publications—for want of an index.

2 Ibid., p. 9. Unless otherwise indicated, the translations—occasion-
ally impressionistic rather than literal—are my own.
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Introduction

material which we do possess from pre-Christian times onward
has been preserved only In transcription or as “citations” 1n
other texts. These latter purport to be accurate and complete
but were produced by men innocent of present-day critical
and historical .research canons. Materials collected by the
entourage of “scholars” who accompanied Alexander the
Great to India, for example, have been preserved only frag-
mentarily—and then in such works as Flavianus Arrianus’
Indicus, composed five hundred years after the “field work.”?

I have mentioned that the so-called references to Buddhism
which are found in extant texts are ambiguous themselves.
That fact may well be a sign that one should not expect to
recover accounts which could fill the lacunae in our knowledge
of early Buddhist-European relations. The type of information
we now have may be 1llustrated by means of a pair of exam-
ples.

Alexander the Great’s Indian Raid, 327-325 B.c., ended
abruptly on the west bank of the River Hyphasis (modern:
Beas), where his infantry commanders refused to march any
farther east. At that point of deepest Macedonian penetration,
Alexander was still several hundred miles from the center of
Magadhan hegemony and the growing circle of Buddhist
influence. Second- and third-hand reports from the raid
mention certain Indian wise men who were found in Northwest
India, but there is no specific information about Buddhism.
Gymnosophists, the so-called naked philosophers of India,
are described In some accounts; but these ascetics were more
probably Jainas or Brahmana samnyasi-s than Buddhists.

Again, about 291 B.c., little more than a generation after
Alexander’s death (323 B.C.), there appeared the memoirs of
Megasthenes, ambassador from Seleukos Nikator—heir to the
easternmost portion of Alexander’s empire—to the court of

8 For Arrian’s and other materials pertinent to Alexander’s Indian
campaign, no volume is more valuable than J. W. McCrindle, In-
vasion of India by Alexander the Great as Described by Arrian,
Q. Curtius, Diodoros, Plutarch and Justin (London: Archibald Consta-
ble & Co., 1893).
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Candragupta Morlya, usurper to the Magadhan domains and
founder of the first all-India empire. In the fragments pre-
served from Megasthenes’s work there are references to two
types of Indian ascetics: “pramanikas” and “samanas.” Nine-
teenth-century scholars—Robert Caesar Childers and Jules
Barthélemy Saint-Hilaire among others—believed that the
samanas (§ramana, samano) were Buddhists. And, certainly,
it seems probable that Megasthenes came across Buddhists
during his extended stay in the Moriyan capital, Pataliputta
(modern: Patna). Still, Buddhist inscriptions and texts
speak of both types of ascetics mentioned by Megasthenes as
non-Buddhist in many instances. Moreover, it is apparent that
the appellations were often used interchangeably as generic
terms referring to all types of ascetics. Megasthenes, then,
1s a disappointing source for anyone interested in discovering
the impact of Buddhism on Hellenistic Europeans.

Nowhere among those fragments of his work which have been
preserved for us can the Western reader find the slightest amount
of precise Information concerning Buddhist religion and thought.*

The Early Christian Period

Direct and informative testimony about Buddhism is almost
nonexistent in the early centuries of our own era also. Clement
of Alexandria observes in his Stromata (i.15) that

philosophy, a thing of the highest utility, flourished in antiquity
among the barbarians, shedding its light over the nations. And
afterwards it came to Greece. First in its ranks were the prophets
of the Egyptians; and the Chaldeans among the Assyrians; and
the Drulds among the Gauls; and the Samanaeans [cf. §ramana
above] among the Bactrians; and the philosophers of the Celts;

* De Lubac, p. 11.
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and the Magi of the Persians who foretold the Saviour’s birth, and
came Into the land of Judaea guided by a star. The Indian
gymnosophists are also in the number, and the other barbarian
philosophers. And of these there are two classes some of them
called Sarmanae (or Samanaei [§ramana]), and others Brahmins.
And those of the Sarmanae who are called Hylobii neither inhabit
cities, nor have roofs over them, but are clothed in the bark of
trees, feed on nuts, and drink water in their hands. Like those
called Kncratites in the present day, they know not marriage nor
begetting children.

Some, too, of the Indians obey the precepts of Buddha (Boutta);
whom, on account of his extraordinary sanctity, they have raised
to divine honours.®

Here, however, we have to do only with a casual—1if tantaliz-
ing—reference in an apologetic tract. Beyond it we have only
our 1magination to proceed with.

Before reviewing the data on Buddhism provided by Marco
Polo and others, I shall address a few words to the possibility
of discerning an indirect witness to Buddhism in early sources.
Out of the complex religious and ideological syncretism of
the Hellenistic period, two great movements of ideas—one
severely, the other loosely defined—emerged to challenge one
another for dominance: Christianity and Gnosticism. Source
materials indicate that Christian orthodoxy—or, rather, Chris-
tians struggling to formulate an orthodoxy—did not encounter
Buddhism directly through apologies and polemics. Nonethe-
less, several questions still excite Investigation and specula-
tion. Does Christianity itself owe Buddhism anything in the
matter of doctrine or emphasis? May not Christianity’s very
existence be a powerful witness to the encounter of Buddhism
and the West? And what is the debt which Christianity has
with regard to Gnosticism—a movement which, In its turn,
may have developed under Buddhist mfluence?

Definite answers to these questions and others presupposed

5 Clement of Alexandria, Stromata, 1.15, in Fathers of the Second
Century, Vol. 11 of The Ante-Nicene Fathers, ed. Rev. Alexander
Roberts and James Donaldson (American ed. rev. A. Cleveland Coxe;
Grand Rapids, Michigan: Wm. B. Eerdmans Publishing Co., 1951),

p. 316b.
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The Buddhist Nirvana and Its Western Interpreters

or suggested by them cannot be given at this time. And this
state of affairs goes some way toward explaining the recur-
rence of quite fanciful “elucidations” of one or another Chris-
tian or Gnostic formulation through postulating a direct
Buddhist antecedent. The trend is now to assert the independ-
ence of Christian and Gnostic traditions from any determining
Buddhist associations. Consequently, such fantasies as the
one which insists that Jesus of Nazareth was a member of the~
Essenian sect and that the latter was merely a displaced seg-
ment of the Buddhist order (samgha) seem unlikely to snare
the attention of any serious student.’

While it is certain that Jesus was no more a Buddhist than
He was an existentialist, 1t is true that much crystallization
of the Church’s dogma occurred in the second century and in
direct conflict with the Gnostics. It 1s not so easy to answer
questions concerning what the Church may have drawn from
the Gnostics and in what precise ways it responded to that
movement. That is to say, it is possible even now to ask if the
Church may not have been influenced negatively by Bud-
dhism via the instrument of Gnosticism.

However, the question of Buddhist “participation” in Gnos-
ticism cannot be answered summarily. In the first place, this
is due to the fact that students of Gnosticism do not agree as
to the proper delimitation of the subject.

“Gnosticism” has become one of the chameleonlike terms which
are so dear to historical scholarship. The scholar can mold it to
his liking. The vagueness and lack of precision in the present use
of this concept has a double root. First, the complex nature of the
movement in its manifold interlacement with the syncretistic
world of the Near East asks for ambiguity in retrospect; to
elucidate a syncretistic movement is one of the most difficult
historical undertakings. The viewer’s approach determines in
advance the outcome of his research. Second, because every his-
torical generalization is prone to break down at the borders of the
period in question, margins can be narrowed or stretched ad
libitum. It is a natural tendency to expand constantly the meaning
of a term, precisely because one must—or can—always include

® De Lubac, p. 20 and footnote 60.
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one more border case and then another. However, the wider the
span 1s drawn, the more blurred will the actual content of the
concept become. “Middle Ages” and “Renaissance” are two sad
examples of ultimately meaningless generalizations.”

~ Adolf von Harnack viewed Gnosticism as an “acute Helleni-
zation of Christianity”; but, after quoting Harnack, Hans
Lietzmann countered that “we must recognize in addition an
equally acute ‘re-orientalization.” . . . Among the gnostics,
the god of oriental mysticism rose up in power and might to
contend with the Father in Heaven to whom Jesus had taught
His disciples to pray.” ® Robert M. Grant declares that Gnos-
ticism is rooted in bankrupt Jewish apocalypticism.’ Hans
Jonas maintains that Gnosticism is a world religion emerging
from the classical Hellenic milieu in conjunction with certain
ideas from Syria and Iran to challenge every classical tenet
and belief.’* Some scholars speak of “gnosticisms” and cite
the more or less systematic expositions of Simon Magus,
Basilides, Valentinus, and Mani as separate schemes, inde-
pendent of one another. Others speak comprehensively of an
historical Gnosticism of which those men were representa-
tives.

Direct discussion of the history and meanings of Gnosti-
cism does not fall within the province of this study. Still,
despite confusions arising at every statement made concern-
ing the structure of this phenomenon, we can point out certain
features of Gnosticism (or the several gnosticisms) on which
scholars are in general agreement: the pronounced dualism

" Samuel Leauchli, The Language of Faith: An Introduction to the
Semantic Dilemma of the Early Church (New York: The Abingdon

Press, 1962), p. 16.
8 Hans Lietzmann, T he Beginnings of the Christian Church, trans.

Bertram Lee Woolf (3d ed. rev.; London: Lutterworth Press, 1953),
p. 295.

9 Robert M. Grant, Gnosticism and Early Christianity (New York:
Columbia University Press, 1959) as cited in Leauchli, p. 17, foot-

note 3.
10 Hans Jonas, The Gnostic Religion—the most comprehensive and

imaginative one-volume treatment of the subject in English; includes
extensive bibliography.
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of the Gnostic systems (a dualism in cosmology, psychology,
and so on exemplified most clearly by Manichaeanism and
Mandaeanism); docetism; radical displacement of ethics and
morality from preeminent status for the man seeking salvation
(and a consequent tendency to develop the full range of pos-
sibilities of antinomianism); asceticism; and the consistent
and extreme use of negative terminology when referring to
the nature of the religious and ontological ultimates. These
features, and there are others, of course, have suggested an
Eastern origin of certain strains of Gnosticism. It is commonly
conceded that the Mediterranean hosted Indians and Bud-
dhists during Gnosticism’s rise to prominence (though data
about the Buddhist community which is supposed to have
existed 1n Alexandria are singularly elusive to modern histor-
ical scholarship). And may not the roots of Gnosticism be in
India and Iran?

Lamentably, no historian of Gnosticism has been at the
same time either an Indologist or a student of Buddhist
thought. Indeed, there has hardly been any serious dialogue
between experts in those several areas of inquiry. During the
nineteenth century many scholars insisted that Gnosticism,
diversely conceived, owed much to India and Buddhism. It
was stated on varlous occasions that gnosis was merely a
translation of the Sanskrit prajiia (Pali: pafifia); that Gnos-
ticism was “prajiia-ism”; in short, that Gnosticism was an
Indian salvation scheme. Basilides, the most consistently
brilliant of the Gnostic systematizers, was especially pointed
out as a crypto-Buddhist. In 1902, the Journal of the Royal
Asiatic Society published an article entitled “Buddhist Gnos-
ticism, the System of Basilides” in which the author, J.
Kennedy, attempted to show that Basilides’ system was noth-
ing other than a clever fusion of materials drawn from Bud-
dhist merchants in Alexandria and representatives of the
Church.' Apropos of the questions of Buddhist influence on

1 J. Kennedy, “Buddhist Gnosticism, the System of Basilides,”

Journal of the Royal Asiatic Society (1902), pp. 377-415. Kennedy’s
article draws on Thomas William Rhys Davids for information about
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Gnosticism and that latter article in particular, Father de
Lubac remarks wisely:

Proofs are lacking. That Basilides doubtless pressed “negative
theology” further than anyone else; that he had supposed an iden-
tity In principle between absolute existence and the absolute “noth-
ing”; that he believed in metempsychosis—attaching to it both
moral and soteriological significance; and, finally, that he had
concelved of the final restoration of the universe as a return to
“The Great Ignorance”; all this is not at all sufficient to establish
that he had tried to construct a sort of fusion between Buddhism
and Christianity or that, being a Christian, he had interpreted
his own religion by means of a Buddhist metaphysics. Although
there i1s an undeniable analogy between the way he spoke about
the First Principle—as neither comprehensible nor incomprehen-
sible—and the ways in which the Buddhist authors spoke, that
does not prove that there was the slightest influence of Buddhism
on him.?

Arguments for Buddhist influence on the Gnostics are
somewhat stronger in the case of Manichaeanism. Mani, born
about A.np. 216 in Babylonia, traveled extensively in the
“farther East,” and it is reasonably certain that he went at
least as far as the Northwest sector of the Indian subcontinent.
His own religious formulations constituted an explicit syncre-
tism in which the Buddha was accorded high recognition.
But of specifically Buddhist doctrine—of the idea of nirvana,
for example—there is no indication. Rather, the Manichaean
mélange is dominated by the specific dualism of corrupted
Zoroastrianism and a severe asceticism. References to 1denti-
fiably Buddhist principles are limited to elements pertaining
to discipline.”

From the epoch of Alexander the Great on through the
entire Hellenistic period and the first millennium of the
Church’s existence, sources from fifteen centuries tell a

Buddhism. See especially p. 409 and footnote for Kennedy’s conclu-

sions regarding nirvana and its “equivalent” iIn Basilides’ scheme.
The Journal is cited hereafter as JRAS.

12 De Lubac, p. 23.
13 See Jonas, pp. 206-237, 297-299.
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monotonously similar tale: other than isolated references—
often dubious, always brief—there is no indication of a direct
confrontation between Buddhism and the European—-Medi-
terranean West. During the first fifteen hundred years of its
history, Buddhism, “perhaps the most powerful movement of
ideas in the history of Asia,” ** neither drew specific attack
from the civilized West nor contributed positively to the
formation of European thought systems. There was no “en-
counter,” strictly so called.

Attractive in its seeming vulnerability, that tentative con-
clusion invites refutation. Nevertheless, it has yet to be
challenged effectively. Further investigations may uncover
new and positive evidence, of course; but only the most naive
diffusionist could undertake such research convinced that
there must be historical connections. Fortunately, most schol-
ars have learned that to be heedless of the manifest, creative
continuities within individual traditions is to forsake critical
study in order to serve popular fancy or private fantasy.

'The Middle Ages

The first direct, authentic, and somewhat documented knowledge
that she [Christian Western Europe] acquired of the Buddhist
world was to come toward the end of the thirteenth century from
the great ambassadors and missionaries and the illustrious Vene-
tian traveler Marco Polo.!

It is In the writings of the Franciscan Friar William of
Rubrock [Willem van Ruusbroec], “the best informed and
wisest of Marco Polo’s predecessors,” that this first secure in-

1% Th. Stcherbatsky, Buddhist Logic, 1, xi.
1> De Lubac, p. 32.
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formation about an encounter between Buddhism and the
West 1s found. In the spring of 1253, the friar began a jour-
ney east to the court of one of the great Tartar khans as an
emissary of Louls IX of France. The information he trans-
mitted was the first of any consequence which Europeans re-
ceived about Buddhism. For that reason, the title “Discoverer
of Buddhism” is deservedly his.

Throughout the several centuries preceding Friar William’s
journey, Christian Europe’s knowledge of Asia was gleaned
almost exclusively from reports of merchants and traders who,
to impress buyers, did everything possible to stress the fan-
tastic and exotic origins of the cloth, jewels, and spices that
they sold. Those advertising and salesmanship techniques did
nothing to increase Europe’s knowledge (as opposed to specu-
lations and fantasies) about the Near and Far East, but the
exaggerated reports had no deleterious political effects during
the period (and this is not the place to estimate the cumulative
economic side effects).

By the time of the Crusades, however, Europe’s lack of de-
pendable information about the “Orient” was considered to be
a serious, indeed a critical, liability. The Church faced an am-
bitious, belligerent, organized enemy in the armies of Islam.
Rumors in the twelfth century suggested that a great horde of
fighting peoples deep in Asia were moving westward. Those
fichters were the Mongol—Tartar tribesmen. The measure and
balance of factors inspiring those predatory migrations are
still deliberated. Presumably, the shifting fortunes of weather,
geographical readjustments of the Chinese populations, and
the policies of the Chinese administrative hierarchies played
roles of importance. In any case, led by a series of brilliant
military commanders-cum-administrators, the Mongol-Tar-
tars posed a serious threat to a Europe whose Charles Martel
lived no longer except in the songs of bards.

European interest was captured by further rumors report-
ing that there were Christians among the Mongols. Leaders
spiritual and secular were excited and apprehensive. If Eu-
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rope were faced with another enemy, all would be lost. But it
it were true that part of the Mongol hordes were Christians—
or, at least, not hostile to the Church—they might ally them-
selves with Europeans against a common Muslim enemy. In
the most favorable circumstance, the Mongols could be played
off against the Islamic forces, leaving Roman Catholic Europe
to watch the gladiatorial combat without becoming 1nvolved.
So 1t was that the Papal court sent several ambassadors to the
Tartar strongholds on expressly political missions in the early
thirteenth century. In the main, these missions were composed
of Dominican friars who, totally unprepared and uninformed
about the Tartars, failed miserably when they confronted the
shrewd and sophisticated court of the khans. Moreover, the
Dominicans had a notoriously short tolerance for any type of
“idolatrous paganism.” The various religious practices which
they encountered excited not curiosity but anger.

With but few exceptions, the reports from the missions to
the East were conflicting, sketchy, even incoherent. That fact
inspired France’s Louls IX to send the reliable and prestigious
Friar Willlam to obtain solid intelligence. The friar—then
thirty-eight years old and in no mood to wander about in the
midst of barbarians—objected as vehemently as was politic
and grudgingly set out for the court of the Turkish khan.
His assignment was to confirm the existence of Christians
there and to convert as many as possible to the Roman Church.
The friar did find Christians and in considerable numbers.
But they were Nestorians. To make matters worse, Friar
William noticed almost as many Muslims.

The final 1insult was the presence of “idolaters.” The situa-
tion irritated the friar, but not so much as it had his Dominican
precursors. Friar William was inspired to hold public debates
on religious topics rather than pout over the depravity of the
natives. Mongka (Mongu) Khan, distressed to find the deli-
cate equilibrium of religious sects threatened by this inter-
loper, managed to rid the court of the Franciscan in six
months. The results of Friar William’s mission were six bap-
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tized converts and a magnificent book of memoirs, [tinerarium,

justly described as one of the most original and interesting

masterpieces in the whole of medieval Latin literature.
Through the [tinerarium

Friar Willlam was able to make known for the first time to
ignorant Westerners the Buddhist cults, and Buddhist rites as
practiced especially by the resident Tibetan lamas. . . . But he
made no attempt to penetrate the spiritual depths and doctrinal
substance of the various cults. On the other hand he gives a vivid
picture both of the religious rivalries around the imperial throne
and of the enlightened policy followed to maintain peace and
tolerance amid so much dogmatic ferment and so many latent
conflicts. The descriptions of the public discussion held between
the friar and representatives of Oriental religions records the first
direct Catholic contact with Asian clergy In an age of fierce
universal religious controversies, and 1t has no equal for vivacity
and exactitude in all the medieval literature that stemmed from
it. It was through this report that the Western world learned for
the first time dependably some of the fundamental principles of
Buddhist doctrine, which Tibetan Lamaism had diffused in
‘Mongolia from the time of Chinghiz Khan.

From 1271 to 1295, the young Venetian Marco Polo, ac-
companied by his father and uncle, journeyed through Mongol
Asia. On Marco’s return to Italy, and while he was in a Genoa
prison, he dictated a “description” of his experiences. In the
masterful Marco Polo’s Asia, Leonardo Olschki observes that
the depiction of Marco as primarily a merchant—with the

16 [.eonardo Olschki, Marco Polo’s Asia, trans. John A. Scott, pp.
69—70. For a recent and lively translation of the Itinerarium of
Brother William of Rubrock (it has been suggested that his name
derives from Rubruc near Cassel rather than from Ruisbroek in
Brabant), see The Journey of William of Rubruck, trans. a nun of
Stanbrook Abbey, Mission to Asia: Narratives and Letters of the
Franciscan Missionaries in Mongolia and China in the T hirteenth and
Fourteenth Centuries, ed. Christopher Dawson (New York: Harper
& Row, 1966 [originally published as The Mongol Mission (London
and New York: Sheed and Ward Ltd., 1955)]1), pp. 89-220, es-
pecially pp. 187-94. Dawson’s introductory essay concisely sum-
marizes the historical background and the nature of these “missions,”
pp. VII-XXXV.

13



The Buddhist Nirvana and Its Western Interpreters

“commercial mentality” and “poetic prestige” which are as-
cribed and accorded to him as such—“makes of Marco a type
and not an individual, a professional and sociological cliché
rather than a historical personage. . . .” "

Marco seems to have been a very practical, curious, honest
man—jarring as this may be to lingering romantic sensitivi-
ties. “Marco was neither a merchant nor a missionary, strictly
speaking, and least of all an adventurer, as many still like to
call him.” *® Olschki comes away from I/ Milione with the im-
pression that Marco was an unusually flexible and versatile

fellow.

Marco was something of both man of the world and man with a
mission, according to circumstances, and adapted himself empiri-
cally to becoming expert in various activities, without any specific
vocation, without professional instruction, and without any specific
task, amid the thousand and one vicissitudes of a long and varied

career.'®

We seek a reliable witness, and, as Olschki observes,
Marco’s very lack of imagination testifies to the validity and
authenticity of the episodes and descriptions in I/ Milione.

Marco’s psychological make-up is, indeed, a guarantee of the
authenticity of his reminiscences, even when they cannot be made
to agree with the reality of historical and natural facts. A man
so devoid of imagination and literary ability could never have
produced and kept up without betraying himself a fiction so varied
and on so vast a scale.*

In Il Milione, as in Friar Wilhham’s ltinerarium, the reli-
gious devotees seen In Asia are described as being either
Christians, Muslims, or “idolaters.” Now, with regard to the
last named,

though Marco knows that they belong to different sects, practice
varlous rites, and are grouped in independent religious organiza-

17 Olschki, p. 97.
18 Ibid., p. 118.
19 Ibid.

20 [bid., p. 120.
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tions, he nevertheless attributes all these diverse manifestations
of Asiatic 1dolatry to a common founder, identified in the person

of the Buddha.®

He refers to the Buddha by the Mongol name Sagamoni
Borcan. Sagamoni 1s apparently the Mongol corruption of the

Indo-Aryan compound, Sikyamuni. Borcan would be “an

Altaic word which among the Turkish and Mongol tribes of

upper Asla was used to describe not only a divinity, but also
. 1ts Image, or, as Marco has it, its 1dol.” **

Buddhism in I/ Milione, then, 1s a phenomenon far removed
from the various forms of Indian Buddhism, and the Buddha
1s hardly recognizable. This is consistently the case In the
work despite the fact that Marco visited Ceylon In 1293 and
refers to the existence of Buddhism on the island. For him,
the Mongolian variety remained the standard of reference.
And Sagamoni Borcan—not the Buddha of history, but an
idealized fragment of a transcendent, shamanistic miracle
worker—was the central cult figure. By means of Mongol
tribesmen’s interpretations of the idiosyncratic Buddhism of
the Tibetan lama-missionaries, the Buddha had been “trans-
formed into a concrete materialization of a supernatural power
that was vaguely apprehended and never specified, and finally
became a supreme divinity worshiped In the images which
represented 1t.” #

Both the peculiar forms of this Buddhism—not all of which
were Buddhist at all—and Marco’s own lack of concern for or
insight into speculative matters conspired to prevent the ap-
pearance of a probative account of Buddhism 1n Il Milione.

Although Marco attempted to see further into the mystery of
this idolatry, so often described or mentioned by him, he was
never able to penetrate those speculative depths that were the
ultimate concern of the meditations and doctrines of Sakyamuni’s
followers and that determined the transcendental humanity of the
Buddha. These were not understood even 1n the court and govern-

21 Ibid., p. 253.
22 [ bid., p. 254.
23 Ibid., p. 256.
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ment circles where Marco had observed the manifestations of the
cult. Hence, the Buddhism that he knew and portrayed in his
book is essentially different from the Buddhism of the Chinese;
and different also, in certain respects, from Lamaistic teach-
ing. . . .*

There are hints that Marco understood the bare outlines of
the belief in transmigration (samsara, “going around, wan-
dering”); but he knew nothing—or at least reveals no knowl-
edge—of a doctrine that declares the absolute release from
the round of rebirths and the wandering from existence to
existence.

Nowhere in Marco Polo’s account do we find mention of the
fundamental concept of nirvana as a willed and definitive libera-
tion from this cycle of rebirths, a cycle determined by moral
qualities and conduct in secular life, but especially by the system-
atic sacrifices of the monastic life.?®

Through Marco’s Il Milione, several centuries of Western
Europeans learned almost all that was to be known 1n the
West about Buddhism. The patently misleading nature of
many of Marco’s descriptions and the fact that, in the main,
he observed at close hand only the most peculiar ramifications
of the earlier, Indian Buddhist practice mean, of course, that
his was hardly a defimitive account. Still, I/ Milione, in a most
interesting fashion, both exhibits and contributes to a West-
ern European attitude of mind which has played a notable
role in the course of Buddhist studies.

Henr1 Baudet has commented arrestingly on an aspect of
the European consciousness which, though for the most part
unnoticed in the pedestrian course of our twentieth-century
lives, continues to affect the way in which we view the “East.”
It 1s “our mythical image of the ‘noble savage’: the myth of
the natural and fundamental goodness of primitive man.” 2

4 Ibid., p. 257.
% Ibid., p. 292.

¢ Henri Baudet, Paradise on Earth: Some Thoughts on European
Images of Non-European Man, p. 10.
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Disconcertingly enough, this myth has intertwined with the
“factual” political awareness of the extra-Western since the
classical Hellenic age. Until the time of the Crusades, Jean
de Plan Carpini, Friar William of Rubrock, and Marco Polo,
however, the existence of this golden man and his golden,
cultureless—hence, burdenless—society was referred to “an
unimaginably remote past at an immeasurable distance of
time.”

During the Crusades and more especially with the distri-
bution of accounts from missionary-ambassadors and mer-
chants, there was a radical alteration of Europeans’ geograph-
ical awareness. Thereafter the imaginative could conceive of
their noble savage not as long ago but, rather, as far away.

The image thus became a geographical reality. It was removed
from a distant past to a distant present. Where at first i1t had
 been characterized by the distance in time, it now became increas-
ingly invested with a contemporary character. The distance
became a matter of geography.?® :

Even in the face of degenerate, bizarre forms of Buddhism,
Marco was able to declare soberly of the Buddha: “For a
certainty, if he had been baptized a Christian he would have
been a great saint before God.” ® Projected on the barely per-
ceived person of the historical Buddha was an image of West-
ern Europe’s noble savage. Spatially and temporally distant,
the Buddha was an ideal subject for this mythologizing.
Proper appreciation of the nature of this projection—this
cloak of sanctified primitiveness—and the impulses which
inspired it will help illumine later intellectual and emotional
struggles with the supposed substance of the Buddha’s teach-
ings and the many blind refusals to concede even the possi-
bility that he could have preached the way to annihilation.

27 Ibid., p. 11.
28 Ibid., p. 15.
29 As quoted in Olschki, p. 256.
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Threshold of the Scientific Period

During the sixteenth, seventeenth, and much of the eighteenth
centuries, Europe’s additional knowledge about Buddhism
came from a variety of travelers, mostly missionaries. A good
deal of reliable information was obtained from these sources,
but it was superficially descriptive for the most part. In India,
China and Japan, missionaries encountered culturoreligious
institutions and traditions which they were generally unable
or unwilling to fathom at the level of ideas. The solid in-
formation conveyed by them bears rather on the behavior of
Buddhists, on the appearance of their rites, and on the con-
tributions made by Buddhists to the Eastern civilizations. Re-
semblances between aspects of Buddhist and Roman Catholic
ritual trappings and procedures were scrupulously noted, but
the designation of Buddhists as vulgar idolaters combined
with the persistence of the Christian apologists’ polemic spirit
to exclude them from any profound doctrinal understand-
ing.*

Although reports from the period usually characterize Bud-
dhists simply as idolaters, occasionally the analysis is more
“delicate” and two levels of Buddhist thought and practice are
distinguished: idolatrous and atheistic. According to most ac-
counts in which Buddhists are differentiated in that fashion,
the idolaters are said to follow a “lower” law, and the atheists

a “higher.”

30 Materials are being discovered and edited which may lead to a
modification of this judgment. See, for example, I Missionart italiant
nel Tibet e nel Nepal, ed. Luciano Petech (Il Nuovo Ramusio, II;
Rome: La Libreria dello Stato, 1952—56).

31 Voltaire observed caustically:

“These sects are tolerated in China for the use of the common people
as a sort of coarse food for their nourishment, while the magistrates
and literati nourish themselves on a purer substance. It would seem
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In 1700, in his Apology of the Dominican Missionaries of
China, No€l Alexander wrote:

The secret doctrine of the ministers of the god Fo [a Chinese
equivalent for Buddha] is unalloyed atheism. The void which they
consider to be the principle of all things is, they say, completely
perfect and tranquil, without beginning or end, unmoving, without
knowledge, and without desire. That is why those who wish to be
happy ought to devote all their efforts to becoming like this prin-
ciple, overcoming and suppressing all their passions to the extent
that they become oblivious to everything and that—lost in the
highest contemplation, without reflection, without any use of their
reason—they will enjoy that divine repose which 1s the only
happiness for man. When they have arrived in this state, they
can teach the doctrine and common discipline of life and practice
it outwardly, applying it inwardly to themselves only 1n order to
enjoy that secret tranquillity which characterizes a celestial
existence. Here is the mystery of this sect which at bottom does
not distinguish at all between good and evil; which makes a virtue
neither of thinking nor of working to be virtuous; which acknowl-
edges no.rewards nor punishments after death; which believes
in neither providence nor the immortality of the soul; which
reduces everything to a confused void with a simple nothing as
its beginning and end; and which considers that perfection con-
sists in perfect indifference, apathy, and an undisturbed quietude.*

The content and tone of Alexander’s statement reverberated
through the eighteenth century: Buddhist quietism, analogies
between Buddhists and Stoics. In most cases the judgments
were stern. (H. T. Colebrooke, in the early decades of the
nineteenth century, used some of the same comparisons but
without the condemnatory overtones. Some, however, would

that the masses do not deserve a reasonable religion.” Oeuvres com-
plétes de Voltaire, Vol. XX: Essai sur les moeurs et 'esprit des nations
(2d ed.; Paris: Baudouin Fréres, 1827), p. 343. See also de Lubac,
pp. 103—4.

32 De Lubac, pp. 86—87. Speaking in the same register, Pierre Bayle
said it all more succinctly: “They [i.e., Buddhist adepts, whom, some-
what confusingly, Bayle groups together with Brahmanas] have some
very bizarre notions about nothingness and a moral philosophy which
greatly resembles the visions of our quietists.” “Brachmanes,” Dic-

tionnaire historique et critique de Pierre Bayle (Nouvelle éd.; Paris:
Desoer, 1820), IV, 94b.

19



The Buddhist Nirvana and Its Western Interpreters

choose to see in this latter merely Colebrooke’s own sovereign
disinterest in Indian metaphysical systems. See below, Chap-
ter I.) Apathy, ataraxy, void, nothingness, annihilation—as
these and other slogan characterizations of Buddhist doctrine
became current in the late seventeenth and early eighteenth
centuries, polemical activity increased without inspiring a
commensurate intensification of inquiry. De Lubac offers this
summary of the prevailing Enlightenment attitude toward

Buddhism:

Buddhism always appears simply as a “monstrous religion,”
as an “abominable sect” founded by a “very wicked man.” It 1s
a “plague,” a “gangrene.” Chinese philosophers and statesmen
have had reason to combat it not only as a “ridiculous doctrine”
but as a “moral monster and the destruction of civil society.” %

Disdain and an overwhelming sense of superiority and in-
dignation came to dominate one level of almost all the writings
on Buddhism during this period. One level, but not all; for
the latent power of that urge to mythologize about the Buddha
contended with and moderated the scorn. The eighteenth—
the philosophical, universalist, ahistorical—century. Excite-
ment about China. Voltaire’s Mohammed. At first glance this
was a century very likely to fix tolerant attention on Bud-

dhism.

With the eighteenth century in mind, one might state that the
less a period thought in historical terms, the more it stressed
contemporary expectations of perfect happiness and identified
these expectations with the contemporary world. That might
explain why the eighteenth century, with its protesting attitude
toward the whole of history—an attitude also displayed to some
extent by our own century—felt so strongly attracted to the other
world known or thought to exist outside Europe. And it might
also explain the universalism that went with it.3¢

Unfortunately for the myth and the myth makers, a certain
amount of “factual” evidence was accessible to the Western
European intelligentsia during the period. Perhaps idolatry

% De Lubac, pp. 89-90.
** Baudet, pp. 74-75.
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could be reconciled in the quest for the simple society; but
atheism and nihilism could hardly be accommodated. Para-
mount was the “virtue of simplicity,”* and even Deists
blanched in the face of Buddhism’s reputed atheism and an-
nihilationism.

Of the solid information passed to Europe in the seventeenth
and eighteenth centuries, the contributions of Engelbert
Kaempfer and La Loubére deserve special notice. Kaempfer,
“physician to the Dutch embassy to the [Japanese] Emperor’s
Court,” published his The History of Japan together with a
Description of the Kingdom of Siam 1n several folios from
1690 to 1692. He seems to have been the first European to
be impressed by the complex diversity of Buddhism in 1ts
various manifestations throughout Asia while at the same time
being mindful of its basic unity.

The origine of this religion, which quickly spread thro’ most
Asiatick countries to the very extremities of the East, (not unlike
the Indian fig-tree which propagates itself, and spreads far round
by sending down new roots from the extremities of its branches, )
must be look’d for among the Brahmines. I have strong reasons
to believe, both from the affinity of the name, and the very nature
of this religion, that its author and founder 1s the very same per-
son, whom the Brahmines call Budha, and believe to be an
essential part of Wisthnu, or their Deity, who made its ninth
appearance in the world under this name, and in the shape of this
man. The Chinese and Japanese call him Buds and Siaka.®®

La Loubére, ambassador from Louis XIV to the king of
Siam in 1687 and 1688, published his discerning On the
Kingdom of Siam 1In Paris in 1691. To him we owe not only
one of the first references to the Buddhist nirvana by name
in European literature (I cannot find an earlier one) but
an amazingly modern evaluation of the term. “‘Nireupan
[nirvanal,’ ” he commented,

3 Ibid., p. 35 et passim.

36 Engelbert Kaempfer, The History of Japan together with a
Description of the Kingdom of Siam, 1690-1692, trans. J. G. Scheuch-
zer (3 vols.; Glasgow: James MacLehose and Sons, 1906), II, 56.

10| b7
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is not a place, but a way of being. . . . Nireupan, they say—that
is, this soul has disappeared. It will not return again to any world.
And it is this word which the Portuguese have translated as
follows: it is annihilated and also as: it has become God; even
though, according to the Siamese, it is neither true annihilation
nor the acquisition of any divine nature.’

For more than one hundred years there were to be no more
penetrating observations than these. Sir William Jones, whose
efforts in India opened Sanskrit studies to the West,* never
attained to them. Early in the 1790’s, he dismissed the Bud-
dha as some sort of bastard manifestation of the Egyptian
sun god. It remained for the nineteenth century to pick up
Buddhist studies from the point at which they had been left
in fact since the work of Kaempfer and La Loubére and, by
virtue of an increasing competence in the languages that
Jones had helped make known, to inaugurate the scientific
period of these investigations.

37 De Lubac, p. 99.

38 The best short account of Jones’ life and contributions will be
found 1n A. J. Arberry, “The Founder: William Jones,” Oriental Es-
says: Portraits of Seven Scholars (London: George Allen & Unwin,
Ltd., 1960), pp. 48—86. See also Franklin Edgerton, “Sir William
Jones: 1746-1794,” Journal of the American Oriental Society, 66
(1946), 230-39; and Suniti Kumar Chatterji, “Sir William Jones:
1746-1794.,” Sir William Jones Bicentenary of his Birth Commemora-
tion Volume 1746~1946, (Calcutta: Royal Asiatic Society of Bengal,
1948), pp. 81-96. Both of the latter are now conveniently reprinted
in Portraits of Linguists: A Biographical Source Book for the History
of Western Linguistics, ed. Thomas A. Sebeok, I, 1-36. And several
articles of interest on Jones will be found in the Bulletin of The School
of Oriental and African Studies, X1, Part 4 (1946); especially Alfred
Master, “The Influence of Sir William Jones upon Sanskrit Studies,”
pp. 798-806.
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Farliest Scientific
Buddhist Studies

Although, as we have seen, Europe did not “discover” Bud-
dhism in the nineteenth century, the early 1800’s did witness
the beginnings of a scientific study as distinct from fabulous
reports, desultory descriptions, and unfounded conjectures.
The ideas and discussions of pre-nineteenth-century “com-
mentators” on Buddhism—whatever their interest may be for
antiquarians of our own time—patently had not been widely
circulated, nor had they aroused sustained interest on the part
of scholars or laymen. Only the most ingenious enthusiast
would attempt to make a case for the ordered development
of a body of knowledge concerning Buddhism before the end
of the eighteenth century.

Henry Thomas Colebrooke, Brian Houghton Hodgson,
Alexander Csoma of Koros, and Eugéne Burnouf—these are
the men who founded the tradition of Buddhist studies that
continues today in both hemispheres. It 1s to their achieve-
ments that this and the following chapter are dedicated.
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In order to begin the study of Buddhism—not merely in certain
late, often bastard, states, but in its authentic tenor, in its origins,
in the development of its branches, and in the great periods of its
history—it was first necessary to learn the principal languages in
which its enormous literature was redacted or translated.’

Chief among those languages were Sanskrit and Pali (palz).
Regular instruction in Sanskrit began on the Western Euro-
pean continent in 1814 when Antoine-Léonard de Chézy was
appointed as the first occupant of the chair “pour la langue et
la littérature des Sanskrites . . . au Colléege royal de
France.” ? Formalization of Sanskrit instruction was the neces-
sary first stage in founding the historical and critical study of
Buddhism. (Subsequently, hesitantly, and always as an aspect
or stepchild of Sanskrit curricula, Pali studies were devel-
oped.) Only after the effective discovery of Sanskrit could
nirviana be introduced to serious consideration in the West.

Henry Thomas Colebrooke

Between 1820 and 1830, the two languages essential for the
historical study of Buddhism began to be known in Europe. But
this was still the accomplishment of only a very few scholars. And
of Buddhism itself these same scholars knew scarcely anything if
they were not, In fact, ignorant of it altogether.’

Henry Thomas Colebrooke’s contributions to Sanskrit studies
entitle him to a place among the foremost giants of that disci-
pline. Fortunately, complete studies of his life and work are

1 De Lubac, La Rencontre du bouddhisme, p. 107.

2 Sylvain Lévi, “Les Origines d’une chair: ’Entrée du sanscrit au
Colléege de France,” Mémorial Sylvain Lévi (Paris: Paul Hartmann,
1937), p. 161.

> De Lubac, p. 115.
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readily available, hence obviating the need to present a satis-
factorily complete biographical sketch here. Born June 15,
1765, the son of Sir George Colebrooke, chairman of the
court of directors of the East India Company, Colebrooke first
went to India (Bengal) in 1782 as a minor civil service em-
ployee. In 1814, he returned to England, having become pro-
fessor of Sanskrit and Hindu law at the College of Fort Wil-
liam and judge in the new court of appeal of Calcutta (1801),
president of the court of Calcutta (1805), and member of
the council of Greater India (1807). During the years be-
tween his homecoming and his death in London on March 10,
1837, he wrote numerous papers on the languages, law, phi-
losophy, and literatures of India.*
Of Colebrooke’s scholarship, Raymond Schwab writes:

His virtues of accuracy, patience, penetration, and balance show
- up exceptionally well in one work which has been the object of
almost undiminished admiration for more than a century: the
Essays on the Philosophy of the Hindoos, a subject he had learned
thoroughly 1n the first years of his colonial appointment although
he allowed his study to mature for thirty years before publishing
the results. It exercised a decisive influence in European cul-
tural circles. Moreover, in his respect for all varieties of mankind,
Colebrooke followed Anquetil. As scholar and judge, his unfailing
dedication to the truth caused him to deal with beliefs differing
from his own In terms of verifiable facts and as equally valuable
elements In a single whole. This integrity is to be held to the
credit of the English school—of which Colebrooke is one of the
foremost representatives—as a compensation for the political am-
bitions of certain men of action and the blindness of their rigid and

narrow beliefs.®

That is high praise indeed, and it i1s far from being mere
homage in retrospect. Colebrooke’s essays deeply impressed
his learned contemporaries. In fact, several years before they
were translated into French, they had become the basis for

* For biographical data, see especially T. E. Colebrooke [H. T.
Colebrooke’s sonl, A Life of H. T. Colebrooke, Vol. I of H. T. Cole-

brooke, Miscellaneous Essays, ed. E. B. Cowell (3 vols.).
5 Raymond Schwab, La Renaissance orientale, p. 45.
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university lectures on Indian philosophy at the Collége de
France.’

On February 3, 1827, Colebrooke read the fifth part of his
On the Philosophy of the Hindus to a public meeting of the
Royal Asiatic Society, London. “In the present essay,” he
began, “it is my intention to treat of the heretical systems of
Jina and Buddha; . . . and to notice certain other Indian
sects, which, like them exhibit some analogy to the Sankhyas,
or followers of Kapila or of Patanjali.”

With characteristic straightforwardness, the phlegmatic
Colebrooke admitted that he had not consulted any primary
source texts for his sketch.® He was perfectly satisfied, how-
ever, he added casually, that the materials obtained from
“polemical” sources were essentially correct. At that time and
for many decades thereafter, it was not possible to refute his
claims. And it is a particular tribute to his scholarly accom-
plishment that he said so few things about Buddhism which
are exceptionable 1n light of present-day research.

Declaring that both Jainas and Bauddhas (Buddhists)
were “originally Hindus,” ® Colebrooke proceeded to outline

6 «“At the Collége de France in 1829, Victor Cousin devoted the fifth
and sixth lectures of his course in the history of philosophy to Hindu
doctrines. From the beginning, he freely avowed: ‘I declare that for
me, who cannot read the originals, Oriental philosophy reduces to
Indian philosophy. Further, I declare that Indian philosophy for me
is almost entirely contained in Colebrooke’s Memoirs, published from
1824 to 1827 1n the early volumes of the Transactions of the Asiatic
Society of London.’” (Ibid., p. 104.)

7H. T. Colebrooke, “On Indian Sectaries,” Miscellaneous Essays,
II, 402.

8 Ibid., pp. 403—4. His sources: “[The] 4th, 5th, and 6th adhikara-
nas of the 2d chapter of the 2d lecture of Uttara-mimamsa devoted to
Buddhists (4 and 5) and Jains (6); Purva-mimamsa, scattered refer-
ences—especially 3d chapter, 1lst book; and the Samkhya (Kapila),
one chapter on Bauddhas.,” (Ibid.)

° Ibid. On the controversy concerning the discoverer of Buddhism’s
birthplace, see de Lubac, p. 112; and also consult Ernest Renan,
“Premiers travaux sur le bouddhisme,” Nouvelles études d’histoire re-
ligieuse (Paris: Lévy Freéres, 1884), pp. 43—44. I cannot understand
how it is that Colebrooke has been overlooked as the scholar who un-
questionably established that Buddhism was born in India. And, too,
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the metaphysics and philosophical assertions of each system.
Then he addressed the problem of nirvana.

In published accounts of the religious opinions of Bauddhas and
Jainas, derived principally from oral information, doubts have
been expressed as to the sense attached by them to the terms which
they use to signify the happy state at which the perfect saints
arrive. It has been questioned whether annihilation, or what other
condition. short of such absolute extinction, is meant to be de-

scribed.®

For more than a century and a quarter the question has re-
mained for Western Europeans substantially as Colebrooke
framed 1t. Because he was the first of them to essay a direct
answer—supported by some reliable textual evidence at least
—the various aspects of his answer deserve examination in
some detail.
~ Colebrooke begins his study of nirvana by considering com-
mon features among the Indian sects regarding the goal of
human lite. “Both these sects [Jalna and Buddhist], like most
others of Indian origin, propose, for the grand object to which
men should aspire, the attainment of a final happy state, from
which there 1s no return.” *!

Mukti or moksa, Colebrooke explains, signifies the attain-
ment of this goal. And he mentions such terms as amrta,
apavarga, sreyah, nihsreyasa, kaivalyam, and nih$arana which
are descriptive—if not definitive—of this attainment. “But,”
he continues,

the term which the Bauddhas, as well as the Jainas, more partic-
ularly affect, and which however 1s also used by the rest, is nir-
vana, profound calm. In its ordinary acceptation, as an adjective,
it signifies extinct, as a fire which has gone out; set, as a luminary
which has gone down; defunct, as a saint who has passed away:
its etymology is from va, to blow as wind, with the preposition
nir used in a negative sense: it means calm and unruffled.?

Engelbert Kaempfer, more than a century and a quarter earlier than
Colebrooke, had conjectured about the Indian roots of Buddhism.

10 H, T. Colebrooke, Miscellaneous Essays, 11, 424,

11 Ihid.

12 Ibid., p. 425. Compare the analysis of Sir M. Monier-Williams,
A Sanskrit-English Dictionary, p. 557bc.
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Colebrooke carefully underscores one signification from
among the etymological analyses and customary usages:

The notion which is attached to the word in the acceptation now
under consideration, is that of perfect apathy. It is a condition
of unmixed tranquil happiness or ecstasy (ananda).. . . A happy
state of imperturbable apathy is the ultimate bliss to which the
Indian aspires: in this the Jaina, as well as the Bauddha, concurs
with the orthodox Vedantin.'?

Colebrooke grants that it is a trifle confusing to try to pic-
ture a state of perfect apathy—which resembles nothing so
much as deep, dreamless sleep, he says, following the favored
image in the Upanisads—as a happy or blissful state in itself.
But, continuing the analogy of profound slumber, he suggests
that the pleasure and refreshment experienced by a person
awakening from such sleep 1s “referred back to the period of
actual repose.” To describe nirvana as unmixed happiness or
ecstasy is, then, by Colebrooke’s own statement to speak of it
in relative terms. That 1s to say, apathy 1s bliss only to the
person who contemplates 1t beforehand or afterward. Rela-
tively conceived, 1t is blissful only when compared with pres-
ent experience. Articulate witnesses to apathy as a present
experience are excluded by definition.

For the Vedanta, according to Colebrooke, deep sleep is the
closest analogy to the condition of union with the Supreme.
Such an 1dea of union after emancipation is anathema to the
Buddhists and Jainas. He goes on to say:

But neither do they consider the endless repose allotted to their
perfected saints as attended with a discontinuance of individuality.
It is not annihilation, but unceasing apathy, which they under-
stand to be the extinction (nirvana) of their saints; and which
they esteem to be supreme felicity, worthy to be sought by prac-
tice or mortification, as well as by acquisition of knowledge.*

Colebrooke’s evaluation has been praised often for its bal-
ance and moderation. Yet, one should not forget that he had
no direct acquaintance with any Buddhist texts. As a con-

13 H. T. Colebrooke, Miscellaneous Essays, 11, p. 425.
14 Ibud.
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sequence, there seem to be some inconsistencies in his descrip-
tion of Buddhism. Consider, for example, what he says about
cittavijiiana, the second of the five skandha-s (collections or
aggregates which, according to the Buddhist analysis, com-
bine to form phenomenal existences under the 1nfluence of
karman) :

It is intelligence (citta), which is the same with selt (atman)
and knowledge (wvijiiana). It is consciousness of sensation, or
continuous course and flow of cognition and sentiment. There 1s
not any other agent, nor being which acts and enjoys; nor is there
an eternal soul: but merely succession of thought, attended with
individual consciousness abiding within the body."

Apparently there is a hiatus between such a statement, on
the one hand, and Colebrooke’s insistence, on the other, that
nirvana is not annihilation. Buddhists, he writes, recognize no
jiva or atman as distinct from citta. Many scholars were dis-
satisfied with his explanation that nirvana is merely apathy,
not annihilation. How, they asked—attempting to follow the
logic of the Buddhist system to its conclusion—could the
absence of suffering (apatheia) be anything less than total
annihilation? *°

Colebrooke’s Mimamsaka and Samkhya sources brand the
Buddhists nastika-s, “atheists, or rather, disowners of another
world.” ¥ Hence, we would expect him to be less charitable
toward the Buddhist concept of nirvana. And we wonder why,
at the very least, he did not acknowledge this problem: to
what surviving entity does that apathy which 1s nirvana ap-
pertain? Would it be citta? Scarcely, for citta is not unceasing.
It is not an eternal atman.

15 Ibid., pp. 418-19.
16 Cowell’s long footnote (p. 426) summarizes the interpreta-

tions of nirviana given by European scholars during the half-century
that followed original publication of Colebrooke’s essay. Completely
convinced by the theses of Robert Caesar Childers (for which see
below, Chapter IV), he assures his readers that nirvana is annihila-
tion, for “all existence is absolutely an evil to the Buddhist, and con-
sequently its absolute extinction is the only summum bonum.”

17 Ibid., p. 418.
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While Colebrooke tries to distinguish the Buddhist nirvana
from the Vedanta’s conception of release and final bliss, he
does not make the same effort with regard to the Samkhya-s’
notions. Consequently, his description of Buddhist nirvana
sounds discomfortingly like the kaivalyam ot the Samkhyayo-
gadar$ana. And it also strongly resembles doctrines which
are distinctive to the Jainas.

Two points should be mentioned in order to help us under-
stand the apparent inconsistencies in Colebrooke’s essay. First,
I am convinced that he was not altogether secure as to what
beliefs differentiated Buddhists from Jainas. And that criti-
cism would seem to hold true despite the fact that he knew
that the idea of an eternal j;iva was utterly foreign to the
Buddhists. The polemics which were Colebrooke’s sole liter-
ary sources must be blamed for much of this confusion. Even
today it is not always clear to what sect a given native
critique is directed. At the same time, 1t is apparent that the
polemicists themselves were by no means always sure of the
distinctions which characterize various sects.*

Second, I want to point out that Colebrooke describes
nirvana as a “state of mind” rather than orienting it ontologi-
cally—that is, as a mode of being. Certainly he did not define
nirvana as “apathy” because of the pejorative connotations
which that word might have for his audience.’® Rather, it was
the most satisfactory definition of nirvana as a psychological
phenomenon. In eschewing talk of nirvana on a metaphysical
plane and at the same time denying that it is annihilation,

13 This point 1s Important because it underscores the undeniable
fact that hard lines of distinction between the various dar§ana-s and
also the so-called sects are not for every period so clear and plentiful
as we wish they were. Consequently, the reliance on analogies with
Christian denominationalism that has been manifest in the work of
many scholars has often inhibited a proper understanding of the
Indian phenomena.

19 Both before and after Colebrooke, serious students and laymen
found that the so-called Buddhist apathy was the most damning
feature. Especially in the latter half of the nineteenth century, Euro-

peans often seemed to be far more outraged by Buddhist quietism
than by Buddhist nihilism.
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Colebrooke did more than pamper his own predispositions.
He spoke more prudently, more sensitively, more as a Bud-
dhist than perhaps he himself realized.?

Brian Houghton Hodgson

As 1mportant as Colebrooke’s study of Buddhism has been,
the distinction of founding a “true” study of Buddhism be-
longs to his countryman Brian Houghton Hodgson. It was he
who presented the first collections of Buddhist texts to the
Western European scholarly community.

Born in Cheshire County on February 1, 1800, Hodgson
entered the East India Company’s Haileybury College in 1816
to prepare for a career in India. In December, 1817, he left
Haileybury as first man in his term class, with prizes in Ben-
gall and classics. At the College of Fort William the following
year he continued his studies and began to read for honors in
Sanskrit. Overpowered by the Calcutta climate, however, he
fell desperately 1ill. His physician advised him to leave the
India service and return to England. To stay in sultry Cal-
cutta would mean death.

The only other alternative to returning to England and an
overcrowded home was to obtain “a hill-appointment”—that
1s, an appointment 1n the drier, less demanding climate (for
an Englishman) of the Himalayan foothills. Only two such

20 See Shoson Miyamoto, Studies on Nirvana: I. Is Nirvana Nichts
or Peace? reprinted from Toyo Shiso Ronshu (Tokyo, 1960), p. 8,
footnote 7. In Miyamoto’s “list of 7 groups, into which various modern
scholars of Buddhism could be classified, according to the concepts of
Nirvana held by them,” Colebrooke is the only one to appear under
two rubrics: “Nirvana is yogic, hypnotic ecstasy plus religious beati-
tude” and “the standpoint of practical ethics . . . Nirvana as ‘peace’
as opposed to nihilism.”
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posts were open to a junior civil servant in the entire Bengal
presidency: assistant commissionership in Kumaun (a re-
gion adjoining the western boundary of Nepal and about
eleven thousand square miles in area) and the assistant resi-
dentship in Nepal. Still less than twenty years old, Hodgson
was awarded the former post.

In Kumaun, Hodgson’s health improved rapidly, and he
quickly adapted himself to the new rigors of mountain hfe—
even to the point of becoming a skilled climber. In 1820, after
barely two years in Kumaun, he accepted the assistant resi-
dentship in Nepal. He returned to Calcutta late 1n 1822 as

deputy secretary of the Persian department in the Foreign
Office.

After barely five years 1n India, Hodgson’s great chance in life
came to him. The Deputy-Secretaryship was in itself one of the
chief prizes of the junior service. It might lead to the very highest
positions—to Governor-General’s Agencies, to Council, or to the
government of a province. . . . [But] the Calcutta autumn of
18238, like that of 1819, tried him severely, and by the end of the
year the old alternative was once more forced upon him, an ap-
pointment in the hills or a grave on the plains.*

Early in 1824, Hodgson returned to Katmandu (Nepal) as
postmaster.

For more than a year he recruited his health in that subordinate
post. In 1825 the assistant-residentship again fell vacant, and
Hodgson was reappointed to it. But the hope of a career in the
great arenas of Indian diplomacy and administration, opened up
by the deputy-secretaryship in the Foreign Office had closed to
him forever. He knew that if he were to live in India his life
must be spent in Nepal.??

Speculations as to what might have been the course of
European Buddhist studies had young Hodgson not been “ex-
1led” to Nepal have no place in this study. But the preceding
sketch sheds some light on the circumstances which contrib-

1 Sir William Wilson Hunter, Life of Brian Houghton Hodgsen,
p. 64.
22 Ibid., p. 65.
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uted to Hodgson’s becoming “the founder of the true study of
Buddhism through texts and monuments.” %

Hodgson had a passion for collecting. By rare good fortune he
found himself set down in a part of Asia isolated from European
scholarship and as a field for the collector absolutely untouched.
Within a few months of his definite return to Nepal in 1824 a
stream of manuscripts, specimens, and antiquarian curios of many
sorts began to flow into the Asiatic Society in Calcutta from the
young Assistant Resident at Kathmandu.?

Sir William Hunter, Hodgson’s biographer, lists three con-
tributions to Buddhist studies made by Hodgson: first, the
collection of “a larger body of original documents on Bud-
dhism than had up to that time been ever gathered together
either in Asia or in Europe”; ** second, serious study of many
of these manuscripts, which resulted in the writing and pub-
lication of several valuable essays; and third, the donation of
numerous manuscripts to the scholarly organizations best
qualified to examine them in detail.?

The second contribution most concerns us in the present
context, although Hodgson’s personal scholarship was the
least 1mportant part of his legacy. Admittedly, his essays are
no longer requisite to an adequate understanding of Buddhism.
In fact, they are cumbersome, often misleading, and incom-
plete. Nevertheless, “the results arrived at by Hodgson from
his personal study of the materials which he had collected . . .
amounted to a new revelation to the Western world of scholar-
Ship.” 27

Before I examine Hodgson’s Buddhist studies as they relate
to our theme, it will be worthwhile to ascertain as far as pos-
sible the reasons behind his efforts. Hunter, whose major con-
cern is to show Hodgson to best advantage as a brilliant and

23 Eugeéne Burnouf (trans. and comm.) Le Lotus de la bonne loi,

dedication.

2¢ Hunter, pp. 261-62. -

25 Ibid., p. 264, quoting Burnouf.

26 Ibid., p. 266, where a comprehensive list of Hodgson’s donations
will be found.

27 Ibid.
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tireless public servant, asserts that Hodgson collected texts
and studied Buddhist thought and practice always with the
aim of benefiting company and crown. “Hodgson,” he insists,
“commenced the collection of the materials for them [the
essays] when Assistant Resident, as part of a systematic
scheme for bringing Nepal within the knowledge of the Brit-
1sh Government.” *

Though insufficient as an explanation in itself, Hunter’s
point is well taken, for Hodgson seems to have embraced any
task which he felt would improve his efficiency as an adminis-
trator. In this regard, he is of a kind with his precursor H. T.
Colebrooke, who had learned Sanskrit originally for the im-
mediate purpose of gaining access to the various compendia
of Hindu laws.? In a letter to his youngest sister, October 22,
1833, Hodgson writes:

The antiquities, too, of the land afford me much entertainment.
I pore over the pictorial, sculptural, and architectural monuments
of Buddhism by the light of the ancient books of the sect; and
the learned Thebans of your isle [my 1italics] appear to gather up
my gleanings with eagerness. But the past chiefly interests me
as it can be made to 1illustrate the present—the origin, genius,
character, and attainments of the people.®

That Hodgson incorporated his Buddhist studies into a com-
prehensive framework designed to aid the residency in Nepal
does not detract from his achievement. It is lluminating, how-
ever, for it helps elucidate his “style,” providing at least partial
answers to such questions as: Why did he concentrate on

28 Ibid., p. 104.

29 Taught Sanskrit in the traditional Indian mode—methods at that
time still vital throughout India—Colebrooke acquired a mastery of the
language that may well never again be attained by a non-Indian. “It
must be added that he took on the whole more pride in his skill with a
shot-gun than in his Sanskrit” (Philip Woodruff [Philip Mason], The
Men Who Ruled India, Vol. 1: The Founders [London: St Annes,
1953], p. 213). Of all the Sanskrit literature he encountered, Cole-
brooke was most interested in works on the “exact” sciences, mathe-
matics and astrology-astronomy.

30 Hunter, p. 78.
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certain facets of Buddhism to the exclusion of others? And
why did he present those data in the way he did?

Hunter’s portrait almost completely ignores another contour
which 1s Interesting to anyone wishing to place Hodgson’s
contributions to Buddhist studies: Hodgson’s personal am-
bitions and his sense of exile. The second appointment to
Nepal was a severe defeat (though the Calcutta climate’s
victory 1s hardly exceptional). Many of his efforts thereafter
seem to be traceable to a concern for reputation which mere
performance of official duties would not earn. Much of Hodg-
son’s enthusiasm for Iinvestigations in Nepal is explicable as a
function of his quest for recognition—if not within the com-
pany, then in scholarly circles elsewhere. At some level, cer-
tainly, he was mindful of an obligation to those scholars; but
one cannot ignore the fact that this was a man struggling to
salvage a career.

While one ought to be careful not to attribute too much
premeditation and calculation to Hodgson’s efforts, an inquiry
into the chronology of his presentations and donations is re-
vealing. The first series of gifts, manuscripts, and so on was
to Calcutta, where their impact on company overseers would
be high. On his return to Nepal, Hodgson contrived his es-
says, and only following published criticisms did he send
manuscript collections to Western Europe. It 1s with this in
mind, I suggest, that the opening—and apparently praise-
worthy—statement 1n his “Sketch of Buddhism” be read:

Soon after my arrival In Nepal (1821), I began to devise
means of procuring some accurate information relative to Bud-
dhism; for, though the regular investigation of such a subject
was foreign to my pursuits, my respect for science in general led
me cheerfully to avail myself of the opportunity afforded, by my
residence in a Bauddha country, for collecting and transmitting
to Calcutta the materials for such investigation.*

31 Brian Houghton Hodgson, “Sketch of Buddhism, Derived from
the Bauddha Scriptures of Nepal,” Essays on the Languages, Litera-
ture, and Religion of Nepal and Tibet, p. 35. All eleven of Hodgson’s
papers on Buddhism are available in this volume together with com-
prehensive notes concerning the previous publication of each. Hodgson
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Hodgson desired to do no more than “sketch” Buddhism,
to provide an outline of fundamental philosophic and reli-
cious beliefs. Because of his practical bent, his conception of
the duties of a resident, and his concern to control authentic
information about Buddhism, he aimed at a sort of handbook
explanation of major Buddhist ideas. When Abel Remusat,
the French sinologist, asked why Hodgson had not explained
the significance of the tathagata and the theory of divine in-
carnations in Buddhism, Hodgson was plainly annoyed. “I
confess I am somewhat surprised,” he observes in a re-
joinder,

. since whatever degree of useful information relative to Bud-
dhism my essays in the Calcutta and London Transactions may
furnish, they profess not to give any, (save ex vi mecessitatis )
concerning the “veritable nonsense” of the system. And in what
light, I pray you, is sober sense to regard “une infinitie” of phan-
toms, challenging belief in their historical existence as the founders
and propagators of a given code of laws?

A few paragraphs further on, Hodgson re-outlines his
reasons for writing about Buddhism. They may be read from
several starting points.

The purpose of my two essays on Buddhism % was to seize and
render intelligible the leading and least absurd of the opinions
and practices of these religionists, 1n order to facilitate to my
countrymen the study of an entirely new and difficult subject in
those original Sanskrit authorities which I had discovered and
placed within thelr reach, but no living interpreters of which, I
knew were accessible to them 1n Bengal or in Europe.

I had no purpose, nor have I, to meddle with the interminable
sheer absurdities of the Bauddha philosophy or religion; and, had
I not been called upon for proofs ot the numerous novel statements
my two essays contained, I should not probably have recurred at

became the nineteenth century’s most renowned authority on Hima-
layan flora and fauna. See Hunter, pp. 302-9, and bibliography,
pp. 368—75. Plants and animals seem to have been far more interesting
to Hodgson than were Buddhists!
32 Hodgson, “European Speculations on Buddhism,” Essays, p. 96.
33 Namely his “Sketch” and his “Notices of the Languages, Litera-
ture, and Religion of Nepal and Tibet,” Essays, pp. 1-35.
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all to the topic. But sensible of the prevalent literary scepticism
of our day and race, I have answered that call, and furnished to
the Royal Asiatic Society, a coplous selection from these original
works which I had some years previously discovered the existence
of in Nepal.**

It 1s not easy to discover how Hodgson interpreted nirvana.
Two factors account for the difficulty. First 1s the set of
motives behind his study of Buddhism. He did not allow
Buddhism to challenge him personally. What many recent
twentieth-century writers are fond of calling a confrontation
or an encounter did not occur to Hodgson as a possibility
apropos of Buddhism. His motives dictated the questions
which he asked and the degree of detail permitted to any
answer. Nirvana?—an “absurdity” which he almost neglects
to mention by name.

Second must be mentioned the characteristics of Nepalese
Buddhism. Tantric elements penetrate to the core of Bud-
dhism in Nepal, transforming it into a quite distinct genre.®
Now, much of Hodgson’s material came to him in answer to
questions which he posed formally to a Buddhist pandita.
Hodgson occasionally confesses that he finds many incon-
sistencies between these oral answers and those given in the
texts. But he was neither equipped for critical text study (his
knowledge of Sanskrit was minimal) nor inclined to delineate
contradictions and obscurities. As one consequence, there is no
dialectic in his writings—the view of Buddhism which he
holds in the earliest essay remains unchanged throughout his
career.

Hodgson discusses nirvana in one paragraph. And he does
not mention 1t by name.

In regard to the destiny of the soul, I can find no essential
difference of opinion between the Bauddha and the Brahmanical
sages. By all, metempsychosis and absorption are accepted. But
absorbed into what? into Brahma, say the Brahmans, into

3t Hodgson, “European Speculations,” pp. 98-99.
35 On this point, see David Snellgrove, Buddhist Himalaya (Oxford:
Bruno Cassirer, 1957), especially pp. 91-120.
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Sunyata, or Swabhava, or Prajna, or Adi Buddha, say the various
sects of the Buddhists. And I should add that by their doubttul
Sunyata, I do not, in general, understand, annihilation, nothing-
ness, but rather that extreme and almost infinite attenuation
which they ascribe to their material powers or forces in the state
of Nirvrtti, or of abstraction from all particular palpable forms,
such as compose the sensible world of Pravrtti.*

In order to understand that statement, it will be necessary
to glance at Hodgson’s exposition of Nepalese Buddhist sects.
He identifies four of them: Svabhavika, Aisvarika, Yatnika,
and Karmika. Each subjoined a number of subsects which,
according to Hodgson, consist in

divers reconciling theories of the later Bauddha teachers, who
living in quieter times than those of the first Doctors, and in-
structed by the taunts of their adversaries, and by adversity, have
attempted to explain away what was most objectionable as well
as contradictory in the original system.*

It is interesting, I think, that Hodgson scarcely ever tries to
discover the Ur-Buddhism underlying these divisions.

The Svabhavika, according to Hodgson, was the oldest of
the four sects. Its members denied any substantiality but mat-
ter. And matter, they are said to have insisted, exists in two
modes: pravrtti and nirvrtti, “action and rest, concretion and
abstraction.” The original and proper state of matter is
nirvrtti, a condition of actionless potentiality from which the
phenomena of pravrtt: proceed under the impetus of 1ignorance
(avidya). Inanimate objects exist only in pravrtti and, at all
events, only temporarily.

But animate forms, among which man i1s not distinguished
sufficiently, are deemed capable of becoming by their own efforts
associated to the eternal state of Nirvrtti; their bliss in which
consists of repose or release from an otherwise endlessly recurring
migration through the visible forms of Pravrtti.?®

36 Hodgson, “Notices,” p. 26.

ST [bid., p. 23.

38 Ibid., p. 24. Compare Eugeéne Burnouf, Introduction a lhistoire
du buddhisme indien, PP- 393-94, 460-61.
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Of the two modes of matter or nature, then, nirvrtti is the
proper one. It seems that nirvana describes in some way man’s
reattainment to this condition. One notices also, as does Hodg-
son, that, according to this exposition, nature, “the universal
material principle . . . [is] very nearly akin to the Pradhana
of the Kapila Samkhya.” *°

The soteriological aspect of the Svabhavika scheme 1s trans-
parent 1n Hodgson’s essay. Pravrtti is the mode of activity
and tangible phenomena. It is also the mode of existence that
1s characterized by pain, suffering, and transmigration. Ac-
cording to Hodgson, the attainment (that is, the reattainment)
of nirvrtti depends on understanding what it 1s. This realiza-
tion requires discipline—a discipline which will abstract the
Buddhist from the state of actual forms to the state of po-
tential or attenuated forms. Realization of the character of
nirvrtti is tantamount to release, and he who attains this
knowledge is a Buddha even while “lingering in pravrtti.”

Hodgson observes that not all Svabhavikas accept the 1dea

that there will be an existence of any sort once the pravrtti
1s transcended.

Some of the Swabhavikas have expressed much doubt, while
others of them have insisted that it is eternal repose, and not
eternal annihilation (Sunyata); though adds this more dogmatical
school, were it even Sunyata, it would still be good; man being
otherwise doomed to an eternal migration through all the forms
of nature; the more desirable of which are little to be wished;
and the less so, at any price to be shunned.*

At this point, Hodgson finds the light growing dimmer.

The Swabhavika doctrine of Sunyata is the darkest corner of their
metaphysical labyrinth. It cannot mean strictly nothingness, since
there are eighteen degrees of Sunyata, whereof the first is Akasa:
and Akasa is so far from being deemed nothingness that it is again
and again said to be the only real substance.“

39 Hodgson, “Remarks on M. Remusat’s Review of Buddhism,”
Essays, p. 104.

40 Hodgson, “Notices,” p. 24.

41 Hodgson, “Sketch,” p. 59. Compare Hodgson, “Quotations from
Original Sanskrit Authorities in Proof and Illustration of the Pre-
ceding Article,” Essays, p. 83, footnote.
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His patience failing, Hodgson finally confesses that

language sinks under the expression of the Bauddha abstractions;
but by their Sunyata I understand sometimes the place and some-
times the form, in which the infinitely attenuated elements of all
things exist in their state of separation from the palpable system

of nature.*?

According to Hodgson, the Prajiitka school unifies and
deifies the nirvrtti. The Karmika and Yatnika schools, he
declares, “owe their origin to attempts to qualify the extrava-
gant quietism of the primitive Swabhavikas, and even of the
Aiswarikas. . . .”* All Buddhists, Hodgson claims, are
“idealists,” for they attribute merely provisional reality to
the forms 1n pravrtt:.

The so-called idealism which Hodgson attributes to the
Buddhists, however, 1s not basically philosophical.

The ideal theory or denial of the reality of the versatile world,
has, in some of its numerous phases, a philosophical foundation;
but its prevalence and popularity among the Buddhists are ascrib-
able principally to that enthusiastic contempt of action for which
these quietists are so remarkable. Their passionate love of ab-
straction is another prop of this theory.*

Hodgson often notes an Inconsistency in Buddhist thought,
but he remains unperturbed. He 1s often amazed but never
appalled. He does not consider nirvana to be the most im-
portant idea in Buddhism. In fact, he does not analyze the
word, leaving his readers to puzzle over the statement:
“Nirvrtti means abstraction, and pravrtti, concretion—from
nirvana 1s formed nirvrtti, but pravrtt: has no pravana.” *°

The practical consequences of Buddhist thought most in-
terest Hodgson. Later writers have often condemned the ideas
and practical ramifications which Hodgson merely reported —
albeit perhaps with tongue in cheek.

12 Hodgson, “Sketch,” p. 59, and compare p. 61.

43 Hodgson, “Quotations,” p. 89. See also Hodgson, “Notices,”
pp. 25-26.

4 Hodgson, “Quotations,” p. 89.

¥ Hodgson, “Sketch,” p. 58, note 17.
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Genuine Buddhism never seems to contemplate any measures
of acceptance with the deity; but, overleaping the barrier between
finite and infinite mind, urges its followers to aspire by their own

efforts to that divine perfectability of which it teaches man 1s
capable. . . .*°

According to Hodgson,

The old Bauddha philosophers seem to have insisted that there
is no sufficient evidence of immaterial entity. But, what 1s truly
remarkable, some of them, at least, have united with that dogma
a belief in moral and intellectual operations; nor is there one tenet
so diagnostic of Buddhism as that which insists that man is capa-
ble of extending his moral and intellectual faculties to infinity.
True it i1s, as Mr. Colebrooke has remarked, that the Hindu
philosophy recognizes it, and that is all: whereas, the Bauddhas
have pursued it into its most extravagant consequences, and made
it the cornerstone of their faith and practice.”

Alexander Csoma of Koros

Not a drop of romance can be distilled from the biography
of the lonely, bitter Brian Hodgson, “the hermit of the
Himalayas.” It is quite otherwise in the case of his contem-
porary in those foothills and mountains, Alexander Csoma of
Koros [Korosi Csoma Sédndor]. Csoma’s Tibetan investiga-
tions and discoveries equal, where they do not surpass, Hodg-
son’s. And he lived a life of adventure unparalleled 1n the
modern history of Asian exploration.

Csoma was the personification, on the one hand, of the
courage and personal sacrifice so characteristic of explorers
and missionaries in the centuries before the beginnings of the
scientific study of Buddhism; and, on the other hand, he rep-

46 Ibid., pp. 60—61, note 29.
47 Ibid., p. 58, note 18.
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resents the spirit of scholarly inquiry to which these studies
continue to aspire. Indeed, the insistence of Csoma’s major
biographer, Theodore Duka, that “his name will never be
omitted from any work bearing upon Tibetan literature or
Buddhistic learning,” *® is redundant.

Csoma was born in Transylvania, April 4, 1784. He was

descended from the Szeklers—military nobles who had pro-
tected Hungary’s easternmost frontiers against the Turks for
centuries. From 1799 to 1807 Csoma studied at the College
of Nagy Enyed. During those school days, he and two com-
rades solemnly vowed to conduct a scientific expedition In
search of the origins of the Hungarian people. Csoma devoted
his life to the vow. His comrades forgot.

After a few years as a tutor, Csoma left Hungary to study
at Gottingen as the first recipient of a traveling fellowship
for Nagy Enyed graduates which had been established by
private contributions in England. (Evidently this 1s one of
the principal sources of that sense of indebtedness which he
so often displayed toward the British and which prompted
him to write all his subsequent studies in English.) In Ger-
many, he studied history and Arabic, laying additional founda-
tions for the fulfillment of his vow. Returning to Hungary,
he announced—on February 7, 1819—his intention to travel
to the East.

On New Year’s Day, 1820, Csoma set out on foot in quest
of the original home of his countrymen. He intended to go
directly to Constantinople, where, or so he believed, he would
be able to consult Arabic manuscripts which would give him
information about the inhabitants of Central Asia. But Con-
stantinople was being ravaged by a plague, and Csoma trav-
eled by ship to Alexandria instead.

For more than two years Csoma walked and wandered ever
farther east. The major Muslim—Arabic libraries were closed
to him as the menace of the plague overspread the entire

8 Theodore Duka, Life and Works of Alexander Csoma de Koros,
p. V.
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Middle East. Each time he attempted to proceed north, some-
thing blocked his path. And the money with which he started
the journey—only twenty pounds sterling!—had been ex-
hausted quickly despite his amazing frugality. In mid-April,
1822, he reached Kashmir.

From Kashmir the Himalayas prevented egress north to
Csoma’s goal: Mongolia. Moving on to the capital of Ladakh,
he discovered that he still could not go north and from Ladakh
could travel no farther east. Disheartened, he doubled back.
On July 16, 1822, he met the English explorer William
Moorcroft.

I acquainted him with all my circumstances and designs, and
by his permission remained with him. I accompanied him on his
return to Leh, where we arrived on the 26th of August. In Sep-
tember, after Mr. Trebeck’s [Moorcroft’s expedition partner]
arrival from Piti, Mr. Moorcroft gave me to peruse the large
volume of the Alphabetum Tibetanum, wherein I found much
respecting Tibet and the Tibetan literature. . . .%°

Moorcroft convinced Csoma that the reputed libraries in
Lhasa contained the materials about Hungarian origins which
Csoma so persistently sought. (We have no idea on what
Moorcroft could have relied as an authority for this prepos-
terous claim. The generous assumption would be that Lhasa
was so famous as a center of learning and at the same time so
difficult of access that it was commonly presumed to be a
sort of academic El Dorado.) Csoma, accepting Moorcroft’s
tale, dedicated himself to learning Tibetan. Through the
autumn and winter, 1822—23, he studied the grammar and
dictionary of Giorgl and took instruction from a Tibetan
pandita (the language of instruction was Persian). However,
the materials were Inadequate. Financed by Moorcroft, he
moved to a Buddhist monastery in Tibet (Yangla, Zanskar)
for sixteen months.

Csoma returned from the monastery with a plan for fi-
nancing his researches in Tibet and Mongolia. To the British
authorities he proposed the following: he would prepare a

9 Ibid., p. 28.

43



The Buddhist Nirvana and Its Western Interpreters

Tibetan grammar, a large Tibetan—English dictionary, and a
thorough study of Tibetan literature and history in return
for an allowance of a mere fifty rupees a month!

Both the Sanskrit and the Tibetan literature open a wide field
before me, for future speculation on the history of mankind. I
possess the same ardour as I felt at the beginning, when I planned
and determined to come East. Should these first rough drafts of
my labours, arguments, and sentiments have the Government’s
approbation, I shall be happy if I can serve them with my ulterior

literary researches.®

As soon as that proposal was accepted, Csoma devoted
every energy to fulfilling his new pledge. He twice returned
to Tibet for extended stays 1n monasteries. In April, 1831,
he arrived in Calcutta to assist the editing and publication
of the materials which he had collected. Late in November,
1835, these tasks completed,” he traveled into East Bengal
to learn Bengali and Sanskrit. Two years later, he returned
to Calcutta to become librarian for the Asiatic Society.

The project which Csoma had set for himself so many years
before was not forgotten despite the extended Tibetan and
Indian hiatus. In February, 1842, he announced his intention
to tour Central Asia, and in March he was again on the road
to Lhasa. His hopes were high after so many delays and
frustrations. “What would Hodgson, Turnour, and some of
the philosophers of Europe not give to be in my place when
I get to Lassa!” But in Darjeeling Csoma’s hardy constitution
which had sustained years of privations succumbed to the
fever he had so long avoided. He died there at the age of fifty-
eight on April 11, 1842.

Because Alexander Csoma’s ife was unusually exciting, I
am tempted to detail it more completely. Rather than do that
—an effort Csoma would certainly have disapproved of—I
shall mention a few points which may assist the formulation
of a just estimate of his contributions to Buddhist studies.

50 Ibid., p. 65, citation from Csoma’s letter.
1 In 1834. See bibliography of Csoma’s works, ibid., pp. 169-70.

44,



Earliest Scientific Buddhist Studies

“As regards intellectual powers, Csoma was not considered
In any way a genius, but rather looked upon as an example
of Industry and perseverance.” * That, according to Duka,
was the learned opinion voiced by Csoma’s teachers at Nagy
Enyed. If there i1s more substance to it than is typically found
In a biographer’s pious hindsight, one wonders whether those
same teachers ever realized the ludicrous extravagance of its
understatement.

At about the same time that Csoma began his Asian pil-
grimage, Franz Bopp was presenting his epoch-making com-
parative grammar which established the foundations for a
true linguistic science. Csoma’s own comparative language
studies were grounded on verbal resemblances, a method
which Bopp’s achievement transcended and discredited.> But
Csoma did not read Bopp and was never to know that he
- sought a linguistic and historical mirage.

Csoma, inadequately prepared to solve linguistic puzzles,
was convinced that the first wave of Hun migrants from
Central Asia had peopled Hungary. He expected to find the
first home of those original Huns in Mongolia. Apropos of
this, Sir William Hunter observed that Csoma needs no apolo-
oist for the nature of his historical fantasies or the inade-
quacies of his philological techniques. “It 1s Csoma’s glory,”
Hunter wrote, “that starting from one set of old errors, he

52 Ibid., p. 6.

53 Bopp’s own method and conclusions were by no means unassaila-
ble. For biographical data and estimates of kFranz Bopp’s (1791-
1867) contributions, see the following: Holger Pederson, The Dis-
covery of Language: Linguistic Science in the 19th Century, trans.
John Webster Spargo (reprint; Bloomington: Indiana University
Press, 1962), pp. 254—58; John T. Waterman, Perspectives in Lin-
guistics: An Account of the Background of Modern Linguistics (Chi-
cago: University of Chicago Press, 1963), especially pp. 30-31;
Russell Martineau, “Obituary of Franz Bopp,” Transactions of the
Philological Society, 12 (1867), 305-12; August Leskien, “Bopp,”
Allgemeine deutsche Biographie, 111 (1876), 140-49; and Pieter A.
Verburg, “The Background to the Linguistic Conceptions of Franz

Bopp,” Lingua, II (1950), 438-68. The latter three articles are
now reprinted in Sebeok, 1, 200-250.
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arrived at quite a different set of new truths; that in pursuing
a dream he accomplished a reality.” *

That statement cannot be gainsaid. However, one must
acknowledge that Csoma’s methodological poverty does dim
his analytical and commentatorial achievements. His impec-
cable honesty and caution assure the permanent worth ot his
contributions as an explorer-scholar. “Csoma’s principal trait
of character was his regrettable diffidence,” Duka writes,
“—almost, we might say, an overstrained vaunting of 1gno-
rance—and his own too modest estimate of himself.” ** Csoma’s
only European visitor during his third stay in the Himalayas
found the Hungarian’s personality frustrating. “I am almost
afraid to risk making known, from mere recollection, the
attainments he has already arrived at, and the discoveries he
has made,” the guest wrote after returning from Csoma’s
mountain retreat,

because he is so scrupulously tenacious of correctness in every-
thing related to and said of him. . . . In his conversation and
expressions he is frequently disconsolate, and betrays it in invol-
untary sentiment, as if he thought himself forlorn and neglected.
. . . Yet he told me with melancholy emphasis, that on his
delivering up the Grammar and Dictionary of the Tibetan lan-
guage, and other illustrations of the literature of that country, he
would be the happlest man on earth, and could die with pleasure
on redeeming his pledge.*

As visionary as his own life quest was, Csoma was not blind
to practical matters. He was deeply interested in the reception
that Europe would give to the new materials on Buddhism.
In his first letter to Brian Hodgson, December 30, 1829, he
acknowledges Hodgson’s perplexities about Buddhist philos-
ophy and provides some clues for understanding his own
attitude. He writes:

5¢ Sir William Wilson Hunter, “Csoma de Koros: A Pilgrim
Scholar,” The Life and Teachings of Buddha (Calcutta: Susil Gupta,

1957), p. 6. Article first published in The Pioneer, Allahabad, 1885.
° Duka, p. 22.

°° Ibid., pp. 84—85, citing Gerard’s letter of January 21, 1829,
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Since the Buddhistic works consist not merely of wild meta-
physical speculations, but contain several volumes of practical
topics also, we should get acquainted with the whole and judge
accordingly. When Europeans shall have been acquainted with
the practical part of the Buddhistic doctrine, with the language of
Tibet, and the several useful popular works it contains, then I
think they will excuse them in some degree for the dogmatical
part of their religion.*

Cold and unsympathetic toward Buddhism, Hodgson did
not grasp 1ts essence. Csoma came closer, for he was more
taken with ethics and practice. He allowed himself to be
affected by Buddhism, and he seems to have been more inter-
ested 1n the personal benefits which Europeans might derive
from Buddhism than was his colleague. He wanted “to excite
the curlosity of the learned to search after the ancient state
of the Buddhists, and to respect a religion which is founded
_on the same moral principles with our own, namely, on the
love of all men.” *®

Manifestly enchanted by the moral precepts of Buddhism,
Csoma does not exhibit a similar interest in matters more
philosophically technical; and it is difficult to gauge his
comprehension. Nirvana does not come 1n for a direct analysis
in those among Csoma’s writings which have been accessible
to me for study. Apparently he translated nirvana rather
conSIStently as “deliverance from pain.” *® Eugéne Burnouf
declares in his Introduction a lhistoire du buddhisme indien
that Csoma translated the Tibetan equivalent of nirvana as
“the being-delivered from suffering, death, emancipation.” *

57 Ibid., p. 108. For further information on the life and work of
Csoma, see E. Denison Ross, “Korosi Csoma Sandor,” Kdordsi Csoma
Archivum (Budapest: Korosi Csoma-Tarsasag, 1932), II, 333—45;
and Louis J. Nagy, “Tibetan Books and Manuscripts of Alexander
Csoma de Koros in the Library of the Hungarian Academy of Sci-
ences,” Analecta Orientalia Memoriae: Alexandri Csoma de Koros
Dicata (Budapest: The Academy, 1942), pp. 29-56.

58 Duka, p. 60, citation from the letter.

59 See The Life and Teachings of Buddha, p. 60.

60 Burnouf, Introduction, p. 17 and footnote where Csoma, Tibetan-
English Dictionary (Calcutta: Asiatic Society of Bengal, 1834),
pp. 134 and 194 are cited.
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It is in Csoma’s succinct account of Tibetan Buddhist schools,
“Notices on the Different Systems of Buddhism,” ® that one
finds the only other traces of his evaluation of the term.
Following an introductory discussion of the ¢rikaya doc-
trine—in which he defines the dharmakaya as “the primary
essence of all things . . . existing . . . without beginning,
duration, and end” *—Csoma identifies four Tibetan Bud-
dhist schools or sects. They are the “dogmatical” Vailbhasika
and Sutratika (Sautrantika) and the “philosophical” Yogacara
and Madhyamika “which are studied by the learned few.”
Csoma next declares that Buddhists may also be classified
under three headings according to their individual capacities.
It is strongly indicative of his practical concern that he con-
centrates on the ¢riyana for the balance of the article.

[§ 1] Men of a common capacity must believe that there is a
God, that there is a future life, and that all will obtain, according
to their deeds in this life, a reward hereafter.

[§ 21 Men of a middle degree of intellectual or moral capacity,
in addition to the above doctrines, must understand that every
compound thing is perishable; that there is no reality in things;
that every Imperfection causes suffering, and that deliverance
from suffering, and eventually from final existence, is final beati-
tude.

[§ 3] Men of the highest capacities will know that between
the body and the supreme soul nothing exists by itself, nor can
we prove whether the supreme soul will continue forever, or
absolutely cease; because everything exists by a causal concatena-

tion.%

Those compendious statements are so tantalizing! Obviously
subsection 2 cannot be read out of context or one would be
forced to say that Csoma interpreted the “final beatitude” of
the Buddhists as a “deliverance from final existence”—anni-
hilation assuredly. Comparing the above with the views
“Regarding Salvation” affords some clarification.

Those of the first degree, seeing the miseries of those who, by
virtue of the metempsychosis, suffer in the bad places of transmi-
1 Duka, p. 195.

62 Ibid.
63 Ibid., pp. 196—97.
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gration as beasts, etc., desire to be born again among men, or
among angels (asuras), or among gods.

Those of the second class are not content with the lot of the
former, and wish to be entirely delivered from all bodily existence.

The highest class, regarding existence, under whatever form,
as suffering, crave for final emancipation, and by arriving at the
supreme perfection, are enabled to assist others out of their
miseries. %

Lamentably, Csoma does not use the term nirvana at all,
for we have no record of his conclusions regarding the San-
skrit texts. And from his summaries it 1s difficult to know at
what point he is dealing with the Tibetan equivalent: mya-
nan-las ’das-pa. However, reconsidering subsection 2, above,
in light of the second statement concerning salvation, it now
appears that the “middlers” seek a terminus or annihilation
only of bodily existence, according to Csoma’s interpretation.
A new problem develops: what distinguishes the third group
from the second? Evidently it is either the intention to help
others or the lesser degree of “substantial” existence sought
by those men of highest capacities.

The latter possibility hinges on the iInterpretation given to
Csoma’s words “existence, under whatever form.” Because he
does not attempt as sophisticated an analysis as Hodgson’s,
Csoma is vague about the details of Buddhist ontology. It
would be most reasonable to Insist that, whatever Csoma
means, he certainly does not mean utter annihilation. Rather,
it would be the type of existence properly belonging to the
Buddhadharmakaya. In that case, the compassionate attitude,
such as that which particularly characterizes the Bodhisattva,
is the differentiating feature of the third class.

Thus, the three scholars consulted in the course of this
chapter rejected the notion that nirvana i1s annihilation. It is
true, of course, that these first Buddhist scholars could not be
expected to have digested all the voluminous material they had
discovered. It is equally true that they faced up to the term
nirvana and were not overwhelmed by it. Their “mild” inter-

6¢ Ibid., p. 197.
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pretations, though perhaps partly a function of a lack of depth
understanding of the intricate systems which they were the
first to explore, display an intelligence and moderation of
judgment which often eluded later investigators. Surely it
would be utter nonsense to suggest that these men distorted
thelr presentations because they found any notion of complete
annihilation personally repellent.



_ CHAPTER 11 ]

Fugene Burnouf’
and s Disciples

QQ
%’

The publication of Hodgson’s first essays produced an extraordi-
nary sensation 1ln Europe. They came at a time when scholars
had grown tired of polite speculations about Buddhism, and

wanted to know what 1t really was.’

Such an enthusiastic estimate of the significance of Brian
Hodgson’s essays 1s understandable enough—coming, as it
does, from his biographer’s pen. But Sir William Hunter has
overstated the case. It 1s true that some scholars were
receptive to solid information about Buddhism or any other
historical and cultural aspect of greater Asia. And it is un-
deniable that Hodgson’s early writings roused measurable
interest. One must add quickly, however, that the response
to those essays was rather reserved on the whole. Certainly
there was no overwhelming rush to join Hodgson in this field
of inquiry.

In fact, the scope and intensity of the reaction help explain

! Hunter, Life of Brian Houghton Hodgson, p. 276.
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Hodgson’s declining interest in Buddhist studies. There had
been a small, reasonably attentive audience for his essays in
the late 1820’s and early 1830’, but the manuscripts which
he gave to the learned societies of Europe and India lay un-
touched. He had opened a door to that mysterious mansion
which was Buddhism; yet hardly anyone seemed interested
in crossing the threshold. Several years after he himself had
ceased to contribute articles on Buddhism, Hodgson com-
mented on the fate of the Buddhist materials which he had
obtained:

Nearly all were eventually procured, chiefly, and in the first
place solely, for Calcutta. They were deposited first with the
Librarian of the College of Fort William, then with the Asiatic
Society, but were for years utterly neglected, and still are so I
fancy; so also the copies sent to London and Oxford. Those sent
to France met with a far different reception. . . .2

In France, it was Eugéne Burnouf who realized the signifi-
cance of Hodgson’s donations. “Mr. Hodgson certainly did
not send two collections of this extent to Paris so that they
could sleep peacefully on the shelves of a library.”® Uniquely
qualified to disturb the slumber of these texts, Burnouf
devoted most of the rest of his life to translating and elucidat-
ing them. When he died in 1852, fifteen years after the Bud-

2 Hodgson, “Sketch,” p. 35, footnote. As the first edition of this
essay appeared in 1828—and doubtless was written a year or more
earlier—this cannot be an original note. In the Serampore collection
of his essays (1841—I am still looking for a copy) he would not have
been able to refer his readers to Burnouf’s Introduction, which latter
was published in 1844. The following paragraph from the “Editorial
Notice” to Essays is the only statement offering any clarification:

“Mr. Hodgson’s ‘improved and extended views [reference here to a
quote from J. Summers in Phoenix, Vol. I (July, 1870)],’ so far as
Buddhism is concerned, were found embodied in numerous marginal
notes in his own copy of ‘Illustrations . . . (1841).” In the same way
many manuscript additions were made by him in his own copy of the
‘Selections.” All these corrections and additions have been introduced
into the text of the present reprint, though they represent, as is only
just to Mr. Hodgson to state, various phases of his views, ranging
over a period of nearly thirty years.” (P. v.)

> Burnouf, Introduction, p. 5. See following note.
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dhist materials had arrived in France, his project was not yet
complete. Nevertheless, his Introduction a Ihistoire du Bud-
dhisme indien * and his annotated translation of the Saddhar-
mapundarikam (Le Lotus de la bonne loi) ® constitute the first
substantial monuments of the critical study of Buddhism in
Europe. Indeed, they remained touchstones for serious schol-
arship and controversy throughout the nineteenth century.
E.ven today they retain considerable value both in content and
in the conscientious method to which they testify.®

Fugéne Burnout

FEugeéne Burnouf was born April 8, 1801," the only son of the
famous French classicist Jean-Louls Burnouf.® A brilliant

* Burnouf’s Introduction was originally published in Paris. I refer
throughout to the 1876 reprint, which differs only in pagination and
the inclusion of a preface by Jules Barthélemy Saint-Hilaire, “Notice
sur les travaux de M. Eugéne Burnouf.” Indicative of Burnouf’s un-
compromising method is the transliteration scheme he adopted. Gen-
erally, the French have been curiously out of step in such “trivial” mat-
ters—an observation with which Islamicists in particular will concur.
In his review of the Introduction (Journal des Savants [184.5], 233—44,
257-69, 337-49), Biot makes a point of “correcting” Burnouf’s
spelling: “The author writes Buddhism with a simple u, having con-
ventionally adopted the Italian pronunciation of this letter in the words
he transcribes from Sanskrit into French. In order not to embarrass
the majority of our readers by disturbing their habits [my italics], we
resume our usual pronunciation in the following extracts. Thus we
write bouddhisme, Bouddha, Pourdna. . . .” (p. 233, footnote.)

> Le Lotus de la bonne loi, trans. Eugéne Burnouf, published post-
humously. My references are to the 1925 reprint.

6 Space limitations prohibit citing here a representative sample of
the tributes that have been paid to Burnouf. See, for example, Sylvain
Lévi’s “Préface,” Le Lotus, pp. 1-1v; and Schwab, La Renaissance
orientale, pp. 309-16 et passim. For a review of Burnouf’s life and
scholarship, consult also Ernst Windisch, Geschichte der Sanskrit-
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student at the Lycée Louis-le-grand, he entered I'Ecole des
Chartes in 1822. Unsure of what career to pursue after
receiving the licence-es-lettres and licence en droit in 1824,
he returned to the study of Sanskrit under the tutelage of his
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