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Abstract/Résumé
[ .n ra ison de l ' iso lerncnt  géographique et  pol i t ique du I ' ibet  durunt  la majcurc part ie t lc  sa
longuc histo i rc,  l 'é tudù dc la t raduct ion au I  ihct  esl  un t re 's récent  -et  en grandc part ic
inexploré- tcrrain dc recherchc. Pcndant des sièclcs, les traductcurs au fibet ont été vénérés
pour lc  rô lc crucia l  qu ' i ls  ont . joué dans cc qu'on a appclé <le p lus grand échange cul turc l
p lani l ie  et  s()utonu i ru\  t lébuts dc I 'h is to i rc du nronde" (Khlcntss 2(X)9:  23)- l l  t raduct ion do
la totu l i té du canon bouddhistc i r rd icn cn t ibétain.  (c pro. jc t  monurncntal .  qui  u pr is  dcs
ccntaincs d 'annécs et  a impl iqué la t raduct ion de plus dc 5.0(X) tcxtcs rc l ig ieux,  s 'cst
déroulée en dcur pér iodes histor iques dist inctes.  I )ans cot  ar t ic le,  la posi t ion dcs t raciucteurs
dans la société t ibétaine t radi t ionncl lc  cst  d 'abort l  examiné.  apr i 's  quoi  cst  présentée I 'h isto i rc
dc la traduction au l ibct sur lcs dcux périodcs, à partir dcs événcmL'nts clés, dcs
pcrsonnagcs historiqucs, ct <jcs actir i(e!s dc tracluction dccritcs. ('c (rar'ail quc l't nr nomtnc <(
I 'archéologie dc t raduct ion )  (  1998: 5)  sst  ensui tc l ié  au présent par un sxarncn dcs tàctcurs
l iés à la réussi ts dcs t raduclcurs t ibétains qui  int lucnt  sur Ies t raduclcurs modçrnos.
('omprentlre les tcchniqucs do traduclion ct lcs méthodes du passé pcu\cnl apporter un
écla i ragc nouvcau sur lcs d i f l icul t r is  renc()ntréùs par les pcrsonncs impl iqudes dans lc
t rxnslcr t  cul turel  du bouddhisnrù t ibétain en (  )cc i t lent .
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l .  Introduction

In Translation Studies, rcscarch on religious translation has lorrg becn associated

pr imar i lv  wi th Chr is t ian i ty .  Asian re l ig ious t radi t ions such as Uuddhism have been

greatl\ underreprescnted, and whilc somc rescarch on l luddhist translation has been

carried out, one of'the least studicd fbrrns ol'this religion. t iorn a translation pcrspcctive.,

is Tibetan tluddhism. One reason firr this is Tibct's geographical and polit ical isolation

fbrmuch o l ' i ts  long h is tory,  as a consequencc of  which thc ' l le ld of  T ibetan Studies has

onl;- developed in reccnt dccades.

Scholars of Tibctan Studies have contributed tremendously to our knowledge of'thc

histon, (and prcsent) of'Tibet. bul vcry l itt lc work has been carried oul h_\, translation
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scholars regarding its translation history, despite the fàct that the Tibetans have one of

the most astonishing records of translation activity in the world. Starting in the 7'n

century and continuing lbr some 900 years, the Tibetans transnritted, preserved and

translated the entire contents of the lndian Buddhist canon, a bod""- of work amounting

to more than 5,000 texts and 73 mill ion words. As one Tibetologist notes, the

production of the translations that became the Tibetan canon was "one of the greatest

cul tura l  exchanges that  the wor ld has ever  seen" (Khyentse.2009.  p.23) .

lndeed, the Tibetan canon is known as the most complete of all thc canons of

Buddhism, fbr the Tibetans translated not only the sutras and philosophical treatises that

make up the Tripitakar, but also all of the slrastras (commentaries) and tantric l i terature

available in India. the latter of which account fbr mclre than half olthe contents of the

Tibetan canon. ln the l4'h ccntury, thc thousands oftranslations that had been produced

thus fàr were organized into two ma.jor collections known as the Kangyur, or teachings

of thc Buddha, and Tengyur, the cornmentarial treatises which include both Indian and

Tibetan sources. In fàct, the usc of the term "canon" is misleading in the Tibetan

context, bccause many versions of thesc collections were produced at difterent t imes

and in different locations. with new translations constantly being added and revised.

Thc most recent version ot'the Tibetan canon was published in 1980 in the United

Statcs by l)harma Publishing and is arnong thc most well-regardcd by Tibetan studies

scholars lbr  i ts  comprehensiveness and authent ic i ty .  This  edi t ion conta ins l , l l5  texts in

the Kangyur (consisting ol-6,5,420 tir l ios or 25 mill ion words) and 1,994 texts in the

Tengyur (consist ing of  127,000 fb l ios or  48 mi l l ion words)  (Tsepag,2005,  p.  54) .  ln

addition. in the volume of indices one can find a l ist of'the 870 translators who worked

on these 5,109 texts, with 250 translators l isted in the Kangyur and 620 in the Tengyur

(Tsepag,2005,  p.  53) . r

Translators'names and idcntit ies rvere carefully recorded throughout Tibet"s

centuries of translation activity, beginning as early as the 9'h century when the flrst

' 'Ihe Tripitaka retèrs to the "three baskets" of teachings: sutras, which were taught by the
Buddha or his close disciples; vinal 'a, the monastic code of conduct; and abhidharma,
philosophical and doctrinal works rvritten afler the Buddha's time.
'This l igure of 870 translators diIÈrs l iom Tibet 's own rel igious chronicles, which l ist a smaller
number of 72 I total translators, with 551 in the early dif fusion and 170 in the later dif fusion
(.[sepag,2005, pp.52-]).  However, Dharma Publishing's edit ion contains many texts not
included in earl ier edit ions ofthe canon.
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catalogue was produced. They were the recipients of royal patronage and largesse that

many modem-day translators would surel)' envy, and vvere occasionall.v the subject of

religious biographies that extolled their deeds and virtues. ln contrast to the ollen

"invisible" position of translators in Western countries, in Tibet the translators were not

only highly visible but revered: fbr the sacrif ices involved in their countless hazardous

journeys to India; for painstakirrgl) translating vast numbers of texts; and fbr the

invaluable role they played in bringing Buddhism to Tibet, a cultural transtèr which

transfbrmed the Land of Snows fbrever.

The airn of this paper is two-fbld. Since translation in Tibet is an almost entirely

unexplored area of translation history, the first aim of the paper is to ttrcus on what Pym

calls "translation archaeology," which is "concerned with answering all or part of the

complex question of 'rvho translated what, how. where, when, fbr whom and with what

ef fèct '1" ' (Pym. l99t l ,  p .5) .  l t  is  hoped that  us ing th is  approach wi l l  prov ide a

fbundation upon which other researchers can build so that a clear and accuratc picture

mav emerge of Tibet's translation history. Following a discussion of the translators'

position in Tibetan society, t lrc Iwo historical periods of the transmission of Buddhism

to Tibet, known as the "early dif lusion" and "latcr diUusion," are presented, with key

events, historical f igures, and translation activit ies outl ined.

The second aim of the paper is based on one of P;-m's principles lbr studying

translation history: to l ink the past to the prescnt "in order to exprcss, address and try t<r

solve problems afÈcting our own situation" (1998: x). Thus, one section of thc paper is

devoted to studying some ol the inf' luences that the historical translators have had on

their rnodern-day counterparts. Whilc the task ol'the Tibetan translators was completed

long ago. the work o1'today's translators of Tibetan Buddhist l i terature has barely begun,

with only a fiaction of the thousands of texts having been rendered into Western

languages. Understanding the successes and làilures, the techniques and travails, ofpast

translators rnay help to shed new light on the challenges fàced by those involved in the

cultural transtèr of Tibetan Buddhism to Western soil.
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II. Translators in Tibetan societv

The translirtors of Buddhist literature in Tibet are known as lotsawa. a word derived

tiom the Sanskrit ktc'chavu, which means "eye of the world" or "one who opens the

eyes of the world" tbr others. For Tibetans, it is a term of great respect, indicating not

only thorough knowledge of the two languages concerned but also profound realization

and personal understanding of the decpest meanings of the text. Singh writes that the

lotsawas of the past rvere "not only sagacious and erudite. they'were also accomplished

saints" and tor anyone to reach this levcl, some twenty vears of intensive study and

mediat ion const i tu te a "bare min imum" (200 I ,  p .  25) .

The training of lotsawas involved flrst becoming thoroughly versed in Sanskrit

language, grammar and poetics. lbllowed by in-depth studies of Buddhist philosophy

rvith clualif ied teachers. Extensive practice were cssential prerequisites fbr anyone

rvishing to do translation, and in cases of translating tantric texts. oral transmission (Tib.

lungl and emporvermcnts (Skt. uhhi,sheku) were also required. It was urrheard of in

Tibet fbr a translator to not be an accomplished practit ioner, or to merely work as a

translator as a type o1'paid profèssion. 'franslators' 
motivations were, in the main, a

Iovc of the Dharma (tluddhist tcachings) and a wish to makc the Buddha's tcachings

known and avai lable to othcrs.

Most translations of Buddhist l i terature l iorn Sanskrit into Tibctan rvere undertaken

in teams of twt'r individuals: an lndian scholar. <tr punditu, and a Tibetan lotsawa. In

sontc instances, another Tibetan also took part to supcrvise the drati translation, known

as a reviser-translator (Tib. shu-chett-gvi-lot.\utru). Thc main task olthe lrrdian pandita

was to explain the meaning of. and answer questions about, the source text to thc

translatur, who translated it into Tibctan. It 'a reviser-translator was involvcd, hc was

responsible lor closcly exarnining arrd correcting the translation (Chirnpa, 200 I, p. l-5).

Whethcr tcams consistcd ot' a pandita and lotsawa onlv, or also involved a reviser-

translator, depcndcd upon the location where the translation took place and the

avai labi l i ty  of  a rev iser .

The norm of close tcamwork betu'een two (or morc) specialists is ofien credited as an

important tàctor f irr the extremely high quality ol 'the translations they produced. The

accuracv of the Tibetan translations was notcd in the Wcst as early as 195 I, when
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Walter Eugene Clark made these remarks in his presidential address to the American

Oriental Societ_v:

'fhe Tibetan translations are marvelous fbr their word-for-word fidelity to the original.
"fhey are of -ereat help in dealing with badly mutilated texts and in giving a clear
impression of the original. with a good knowledge of Tibetan and of Bu<idhist
Sanskrit the l ibetan texts could be rewritten in a Sanskrit that would approximate vcry
c loselv to the or ig inal  (Clark,  l9-51,  p.  210) .

In the 1980s, Snellgrove went so târ as to claim that "every one" of the texts

translated by the lotsawas was an "extraordinary l inguistic fèat" and that "no other

translators have ever succeeded in reproducing an original with such painstaking

accuracy." By relying only on the Tibetan translations, he reasonecl that "there is no

reason why the exact contents ofany [Sanskrit l Buddhist text should not become known

to us" (c1td. wedemcyer,2006, p. 170). Such observations, echoed (and occasionallv

challenged) by other scholars. have led to el 'forts to back-translate Tibetan translations

into Sanskrit in order to attempt to recreate the originals, most ot'which have been lost

fbr centuries. Such a project has been underway since thc 1990s at thc Central lnstitute

of t l igher Tibetan Studies at Sarnath, tndia and "the result is proving so satisfàctorv that

manv eminent Sanskrit scholars of India are much inrprcssed bv, thesc re-translations"

(Tu l ku .  200 I ,  p .  2  I 0 ) .

2.1 ldentity and historiography in Tiber

lnlbrmation about translators in Tibetan history comcs fiom fbur marn sources:

colophons of translations; catalogues of translated rvorks; historical records: and

religious biographies of translators. Colophons and catalogues normally consist ol 'only

the basic details of a translated text, such as the names of the author and translator(s),

and the datcs of the translations. Historical works, such as The Blue Annuls (Tib.

Dehther ngonpo\. provide fàcts on manl' of the more I 'amous translators' l ives.

including placcs visited on pilgrimages, l ists of students and teachers they studied rvith,

and other such details. However, less acclaimed individuals only receive brief mentions

in The Blue Annuls. and nrost of ribet's more than 700 known translators are not
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mentioned at all.

Religious biographies (Trb. namthal./, a common lorm of literature in the Tibetan

tradition, are the richest sources of infbrmation on the l ives and translation activit ies of

the lotsawas, and olien contain fàscinating details on their travels and religious

experiences. Much more common in the later difïusion than in the early period,

namthars-whether w'ritten about lotsawas or others-were normally authored by close

disciples, thus only the lotsawas who were widely acclaimed as teachers were the

subject of biographies. Rinchen Zangpo, for example, a key figure in the later diffusion,

has been the subject of several biographies, one of which has been translated into

Engl ish (Tucci ,  1988).

Due in part to its orally-transmitted nature, early Tibetan history was highly

mythologized, full of miraculous events that have become part of the lore of Tibetan

Buddhism. ln the early difïLsion period in particular, we find that the translators are

often presented as mythic heroes who were able to perform incredible tèats of magic. In

particular, the 25 disciples of the great lndian tantric master Padmasambhava-many of

whom ,uvere translators were purported to be able to perfbrm myriad miraculous yogic

feats. For example, in Vairochana's biography it is said that he had learned 1,600

diffèrent languages by the age of l5; Yeshe De could soar in the sky l ike a bird; and

Dorje Dud.jom was said to have been able to pass through solid rock. Such abil it ies were

considered signs of accomplishment and are extremely common in Tibetan Buddhist

l iteraturc. However, biographies of the early translators are rare, with infbrmation on

them being mainly transmitted through the oral tradition, thus it is difÏcult to locate

accuratc deta i ls  o l ' the i r  l ivcs.

In the later dif fùsion, when historical records and biographies became more

widespread and fàctual, the lotsawas are seen as more closely resembling "ordinary"

human beings, with fbibles and motivations as varied as the individuals themselves. As

Davidson's study clearly shows, because the translators ol 'the later period specialized in

translating tantric texts, which were highly valued as "the most secret and most

efficacious of religious methods," they often enjoyed a preeminent position in society

(2005, p. 2). Some, like Marpa Lotsawa, became fbundational tigures of particular

lineages; others became acclaimed tantric masters with rnany fbllowers; and some even

used their position in society for "personal aggrandizement" (ibid.). Biographies of
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some of the most renowned translators of the later ditf lsion period are available, a few

in translation and others not vet translatedl.

III. The "early diffusion": The era of royal patronage

Documented Tibetan histor,v does not begin unti l the earll '7'r 'cc'ntur1,CE, when Tibet

became a unified kingdom centered in the Yarlung Valley and the Tibetan written

language was first developed. Prior to this tinre, history was transmitted orally and only

later transcribed based on the oral tradition. One of the tirst mentions of Buddhism in

Tibet occurred during this pre-literate period, when according to legend scriptures and

other holy objects fèll l iom the heavens and landed in the palace of King Lha Thotori,

who reigned in the 4'r 'century Clt.. Howevcr, because no one could read the scriptures,

they renrained a mystery but were nonetheless revered arrd venerated (Kaptsein,2006, p.

42).

According to traditional accounts. King Songtsen Garnpo (r. 617-649)-whose

kingdom was surrounded by tsuddhist states and who realized the necd fbr a written

language-dispatched a ministcr namcd Thonmi Sambhota to lndia to acquire a script.

Thonrni went to lndia wherc lre studicd lndic languages fbr seven years, created an

alphabet. grammar and writterr fbrm ol'the Tibctan language, and brought back rnan_y

Mahayana Buddhist tcachings. As Cabezon and Jackson state, Tibetan was based on "a

variant of the Devanagari scripl in wlrich Sanskrit is presently written, thereby

providing Tibetans with a means fbr recording their oral traditions and translating

lndian Buddhist texts" (1996, p l3). Thonmi translated the texts tiom the time of Lha

Thotori, as rvell as several sutras and granrmars, thus beconring the first translator in

Tibet's recorded history.

This init ial act of translation ushered in the period known as the "early diff lsion" of'

Buddhism to Tibet  (T ib.  snga dur)  (c .617-839).  Dur ing th is  ncar ly  200-year per iod.

apart f iom Songsten Gampo, three kings are singled out fbr their contributions to the

r For exanrple. the tàscinating biography ofChag Lotsawa Choje Pal (1197-1264), one ofthe last
lotsawas to study at Nalanda Monasteq'when i t  was already part ial ly in ruins, was translated into
English by George Roerich ( l95t); .
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spread of Buddhism: Trisong Detsen (r.112-197), Tride Songtsen (r. 800-8 l5). and Tri

Ralpachen (r. 8 1 5-836). Buddhism developed gradually during the reigns of the kings

that fbllowed Songsten Gampo but did not see marked progress unti l King Trisong

t)etsen came to power in the 8'h cerrturr. A devout Budclhist, this king was said to have

invited 100 learned religious scholars (panditas) and monks fiom India and trained

hundreds of translators. One of those invitcd by the king \ras the abbot Shantarakshita,

rvho ordained the tlrst seven monks in Tibet. Sevcral of'these monks became great

translators, including Vairochana, thc most renowned translator of the period.

Traditional accounts state that another 300 men were later ordained. the most talented of

r"'hom were sent to lndia to learn Sanskrit and translation ((i1'altsen, 1 996, p. 233 ).

King Trisong Detsen otl iciall l '  adopted Buddhism as the religion of' the Tibetan

people and ordered the establishrnerrt of the first Buddhist monastery, Samye Monastery,

which was complcted c. 779. Thcre, he installed a team of ninc translatorsu to supervise

thc translation of thc Tripitaka. As Kapstein notcs, under royal patronage translation

activity at this time "grcw to enorm()us proportions." continuing into the mid-ninth

ccntur) .  Kapstc in rcmarks:

In both quantitative and qualitative terms the achievement of the -l ' ibetan 
translators

must be ranked among thc cultural rnonumcnts of' the rncdieval world and the

hundreds of  texts t ranslatcd into Tibetan b1 the i rnper ia l  t ranslat ion colnmi( tccs lnr \

be countcd among the f lncst  achievenrcnts of ' thc ar t  o l ' l ransla l ion in any placc rr r  t i rnc

(2006.  p.  72) .

Royal patronagc thus plaled a kc,v role in the transrnission of Buddhisrn. with

t ranslat ions on a largc scalc beginning undcr  King Tr isong l )c tsen and increasing in

nurnber at icr  thc establ ishment  of 'Sarnyc Monaster) ' ,  the s i te  of  many o l - lhe ear ly

translations. It has bcen observed that init ially, translations were "a haphazard and

irrcgular business" but under thc rcign of-the ncxt Buddhist king, Tride Songtsen, "the

central polit ical authorit l, 'soon moved to take control ot'the process" (l larrison, 1996. p.

73) .  This  k ing was remarkable l i ) r  the extraord inar i l l 'act ive ro lc  that  he p layed in thc

t -fhe 
nine translators rvere: Vairochana, Ananda thc Kashmiri, Denma 

'fsemang, 
Nyag Kumara,

Ma Rinchen Chog, Khon Luiwangpo, Kawa Paltseg, ( ihogro Lui Cyeltsen, and Nanam Yeshe De
(Claltsen, 1996, p 2.17).

l . l0 
' l 'he 

Translator in Tibetan l l istory: Identi ty and inf luence

.-.



sponsorship of' translation activit ies. He is credited with init iating three key events in

Tibet's early translation historv: the creation of the first Sanskrit-Tibetan lexicon of

Buddhist terminology; the introduction of specitic guidelines fbr translators; and the

beginning of the process of cataloguing translations.

C)ne of the key acts of King Tride Songtsen w'as the creation of a central committee

of translators, consisting of both Indian and Tibetan scholars, who were "authorized to

revise old and new translations in order to attain uniformity in terminology as well as in

translating techniclues" (Verhagen, 1994, p. l0). Since up to that point, although the

translators worked in teams with Indian panditas in ordcr to obtain the clearcst possible

meaning of these dift lcult texts, there was no standardized terminology or guidelines on

how to translate.

This committee was put in charge of creatin-u two important Sanskrit-Tibetan

lexicographical works that are sti l l  extant in the Tibetan Buddhist canon, known in

Sanskrit as lhe Nluhuvyutpdlli and the lllutlhvuv,t'utpcttti. Thc word vvutputli in both

Sanskrit t i t les means "derivation" or "ety'mokrgy", thus l l[uhuv.t 'utpotti ma,v be

translated as "Great [Treatise on] fitymology" and Ihc Mudh.vttv-rutpdtti as "Middle

[Treatisc onl Etymology" (Verhagen, 1994, p. l5). Although not dated, both of these

documents are believed to have been conrpiled betrveen 8ll-8 14 and "perhaps l ' inished"

during the reign of Tri Ralpachen. Both documents played a "crr,rcial role in the creation

of-the rich Indo-Tibetan translation-litcrature, which uses a great many set patterns and

phrases to translate Sanskrit" (Verhagcn. I99-1, p. l6).

3.1 The Mahavyutpatti and Madhyavy'utpatti

The ,l ' luhut'.t ' tttpulti is a svstematic Sanskrit-Tibetan dictionary' giving Tibetan

equivalents of Sanskrit words and phrases and contains 9,565 cntries organizcd into 2U3

semantic catcgories, ranging fium "names of the Buddha" to "names of discases"

(Verhagen,  1994,  p.  l7) .  l t  consis ts  of three volumes:  one on the Hinayana,  one on the

Mahayana, and one of indexes (Vitali, 1990, p. l9).

The comnittee of Indian panditas and Tibetan lotsarvas worked to codify

ternrinology' fbr use b1'all ofl icial translators. Three acclaimed lotsawas ol'that period

wcre known to have worked on this pro.ject: Kawa Paltseg, Chogro Lui Gveltsen and
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Nanam Yeshe De (Vitali, 1990. p. l9). Vitali writes:

Using this new lexical standard, the mistakes and misinterpretations of the older

translations were corrected, and omissions were restored. Overtranslated works were

reduced, and previously untranslated works were put into Tibetan. ... When the
translations were completed, they were proclaimed definitive and no further revisions
permitted (Vitali, I990, p l9).

The Mudhyuvyutputti is a commentary on 413 of the entries in the lvlohavl,tttputti,

giving the Sanskrit term and its Tibetan equivalent. as well as commentarv and

explanation on the translations chosen for that term. In the opening paragraphs of the

Madhvavyutpatti, the lndian scholars and Tibetan lotsawas are named who had

translated works into Tibetan and who had created the lexicon of words they had used

(Snel lgrove.2004,  p.442) .  Kapste in considers th is  texr  "an unparal le led source fbr

Tibetan thinking about languagc and translation during the early medieval period that

would remain inf' luential a millennium afler its composition" (2003, p. 755).

The introduction to the Madhyavyutpatti tells of an asscmbly that was convened by

king Tride songtsen to address military and other matters, after which he commanded

that both a lexicon of terms and a catalogue of the Tibctan translations be made, stating

that previously, the translators had "coincd many new terms of religious language that

were unlàmiliar in Tibetan, among which some accord with neither doctrinal texts nor

the conventions of vyctkararrr " (Sanskrit grammatical science). Fle ordered that "those

that it would be inappropriate to leave uncorrected should be corrected" and

explanations given, and those that are in "plain language" and require no explanation

should be translated "in a l iteral manner" (Kapstein, 2003, pp. 755-56).

The king revcaled a clear arvareness of some o[ the s1'ntactic dift lculties of

translating Sanskrit into Tibetan and gave detailed instructions on how to accomplish

accurate translations:

In translating the Dharma, without departing from the order ofthe Sanskrit language,

translate it into Tibetan in such a way that there is no deviation in the case of

relationships between meaning and word. Ifease ofunderstanding is brought about by

deviating [f iom the phrase order ofthe original], whether in a verse there be lour l ines
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or six, translale by reordering the contents of the verse according to what is easy. In

the case of prose, until the mean ing can be reached, translate by reananging both word

and meaning according to what is easy (Kapstein,2003, p. 756).

The king also discusses the specific difÏculties involved in creating a lexicon lbr

translators, including "issues of synonymity and homonymity, cases in which Sanskrit

loan words should be used in pretèrence to Tibetan equivalents or neologisms, the

dilterences between Sanskrit and Tibetan wals of rendering large numbers, and the

correct use of prepositional modiflcations." He also e\plains at length how to translate

people's names and other proper names of'such things as countrics, plants and flowers

(ibid.).

The king's dccree states clearly that, apart f iom such methods as those mentioned in

the order, "it is not permitted fbr any persons, on their own, to correct and form

neologisms hereafier" and that if there arises such a need, such terms should be

"presçnted to the royal palacc in the presence ofthe l ineage holder and a hearing should

be requested" (Kaptsein,2003,  p.  757) .  Onl l 'once a ne\ \ ' term had been approved in th is

way could it be addcd to the lexicon of terrninology.

The llnal item in thc set of rules in this document relèrs to the translation of tantras,

which should be practiced (and thercfi lre translatcd) only bv those given permission and

oral transmission by a l ineage-holder. Such tcxts are to be kept sL'crct and only

explained or shown to thosc who are considercd suitable vcssels for these advanced

yogic teachings. The king thus declared that "unlcss permission lbr translation is given,

tantras and mantra expressitrns rrc not pcrmitted to bc collected and translated"

( Snellgrovc. 2004. p. 443).

It can be seen fiom this ancicnt document that the king not only organizcd, supported,

and gave ro."-'al patronagc to translators but also set clear and unimpeachable guidelines

lbr translators to fbllow. Snellgrove notes that while the royal ordinances such as thcse

"had the most positive beneficial efïèct in ensuring that l iom this time onward the

highest standards of'translation work were maintained." they' did not have an) apparent

"negat ive inhib i t ing etTect  and'unotTcia l ' t ranslat ions sure ly 'cont inued to be produced

away from the court" (200a, p.443). The lexicon and guidelines created under royal

patronage are no doubt two of the main fàctors responsible lor the precision and
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accuracy ofthe translations produced during this period.

3.2 Cataloguing translated works

The committee appointed by the king continued to make new translations and revise

old ones based on the new criteria. In addition, catalogues of all existing translations

were made, with the trrst such catalogue creatcd around thc same time as the

Muhuvvutpattr and Mutlhr-uvvtrlpalli, with many others to lbllow later. Of the

catalogues made during the early dilï lsion pcriod, only one has survived: The Lhan-

kur(-mu). named after thc palace whcrc much of the translation work was done. This

catalogue was compiled by Kawa Paltscg and Namkhai Nyingpo, tr.vo translators active

during that period. and contains tit les ol- 736 texts. all of which were translated tiom

Sanskrit except fbr eight \\,hich were fiom Chinese (Verhagen, 1994, p. I l).

A uniqr-re lèature of thesc catalogues was that, besidcs l isting infbrmation about the

source text. author's name and translator's name, they also contained data on the

numbers of-words, verses and tblio pages in each texl (Tsepag,2005, p. -54). Thus, the

one catalogue that has survived is ol-inestirnable value to scholars studying Tibctan

Buddhist history. F'rom thc cataloguc, wc know, fbr examplc, that thc sutras wcrc

t ranslated f i rs t  (Schoening,  1996,  p.  l l3) ,  that  there are 73 mi l l ion words in  both thc

Kangyur and Tengyur (Tscpag, 2005, p. 54), and that a total of 55 | Tibetan translators

and lndian scholars contributcd to translating tcxts in the early dil lusion period (Tsepag,

200-5,  p.  52) .

Afier thc reign of King Tride Songstcn, another devout Buddhist king, Ralpachen,

fbllowed and he continued his predecessor's policy of ofl icial patronage and support of

Buddhist translations. Hc is known to have invitcd at least 90 lndian panditas to Tibet to

assist in translation rvork (Das,2006, p.67-68). and ncw catalogucs were madc during

his reign, so that thc ongoing work of translating Buddhist tcxts was pcriodically

updated. Tibetans continued to make pilgrimages to India to learn Sanskrit, study in

monasteries, and complete translations.

l{owever, the golden age of centralized patronage of'Buddhism came to an end when

King Ralpachen was assassinated in 838 and his brother, who was opposed to the

Dharma, took the throne. During the short but severe reign ol'King Langdharma (838-
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842), Buddhism was entirely suppressed and the translation of Indian Buddhisr

l iterature abruptly ended. For the next I50 years, the transmission of Buddhism to

Tibetan soil ceased but rvas kept alive by a small number of monks in far-flung regions.

Towards the end of the l0' l 'centurv Buddhism began to reappear, f irst in eastem and

westem Tibet and later in the central region, and translation activit ies resumed, often

(but not always) between an Indian pandita and a Tibetan lotsawa (Verhagen 46).

lV. The "later diffusion": The era of tantric translations

After the period of Tibet's "dark ages"--about which verv l itt le is known were over

and Buddhism gradually rcsurfàced, Tibet entered a new era of cultural efflorescence

often refèrred to as a renaissance. Although the royal dynastl centered in the yarlung

Valley was no more, regional kings and local lords frl lcd the power vacuum lefT in their

absence, and monasteries bcgan to bc built on a grand scale. As Davidson writes. f iom

the late l0'h to the l2'h centurics, "Tibetans longe<l fur all things knowable in thc wide

world, as if the intellectual tàmins of the previous era required satiation," and they

"devoured all forms of knowledge" in every discipline in India and Central Asia (2005,

p. 155). Translators again began to make the perilous.iourney to lndia in search of'

teachings.

l laving already translated nrost of thc Tripitaka, as wcll a.s some shastras

(commentaries) and tantras in the early period, this era was tbcused upon learning,

practicing. and translating the rnany tantric systems of lndian l luddhism, which had

long f 'ascinated the Tibetans. The translation of this l i terature brought Tibetans new

knowledge that helped thcm to recreate their society, as l)avidson's (2005) seminal

study of ' th is  per iod shows.  tsy the l l ' r '  ccntury,  he wr i tes,  a l l  rcg ions of  r ibet  "were

arvash with masters helping translate texts on l iterature, art, medicirre, hippologv. polit,v.

prosodr'. astrology, and a varictv of'other topics," but tantrism remained at the center of'

this process (Davidson, 2005, p. I 55).
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4.1 The I ltn and l2th centuries

Unlike in the early diffusion period, when translators were organized and supported

by a central authority, in the later difïusion (Tib. pfu,i dar) they had to rely on the

patronage of local kings, princes or other powerful figures. One of the most influential

royal personages was King Lha Lama Yeshe o, who in 1025 sent 2 I monks to India to

find panditas and teachings to bring back to Tibet. of these, l9 of the monks died of

heat, fèver, snake bite or other causes. only Rinchen Zangpo (957-1055), the first great

translator of the later difïùsion, and his companion Legpai Sherab, survived (Das,2006,

p. 7l). Rinchen Zangpo, known in Tibetan as a lot'hen, or "great translator," studied

rvith 75 Indian panditas and is credited with having translated 174 texts during his

lifetime (Tsepak, 1984, p. 36).

The ll 'n century was a period of intense translation activity, and many of ribet's

most fàmous translators were active then, such as Marpa chôkyi Lodro, Ngog Loden

Sherab, Ra Lotsawas, Drokmi Lotsawa and Gô Lotsawa Khukpa Lheytse. Being the

bearers of the esoteric tantric teachings back to their homeland, many of this period's

translators were acclaimed as yogic masters of various traditions and lineages. Although

the lotsawas' prestige in Tibetan society was at its height, they otTen had to vie fbr

lunding and support f iom local kings and princes. Tibetans sti l l  admire the translators of

th is  per iod,  consider ing them to be "d iv inc ly  inspi red and uniquelv qual i t ied,  depict ing

their achievement with the iconography of a two-headed cuckoo, a bird said to know

perfèctly both the source and the target languages" (Davidson, 2005, p. I I 8).

Like the translators of the early diffusion period, these men6 spent considerable time

studying in Nepal, Kashmir and other parts o1'India. And like their predecessors, the

physical diff lcult ies of their iourneys were hazardous. The majority of the translators

who went to lndia in this period "probably died there, far from home, with one or

another of India's extraordinarv diseases" such as malaria, hepatit is, cholera or

encephalitis. other dangers included bandits and robbers, imprisonment, flood, fire and

fàmine. as well as the diff iculties of acclimating to India's climate, entirely different

' ln The Blue Annals it is stated that "among the Tibetan translations there are no translated texts
more satisfactory" than Ra Lotsawa's (Roerich, 1976, p.376).
" No lemale lotsawas in Tibetan histon, have yet been located.
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from Tibet's. All of these fâctors contributed to the "extraordinary mortality rate of

aspiring translators" (Davidson. 2005. p. 124).

lf they did not die en route or while there, they began their studies in both Sanskrit

language and Buddhism. Their training was carried out either in one of the great

monasteries of the day, such as Nalanda or Vikramasila, where they studied together

with the monks, or it was with individual teachers with whom they practiced intensively.

Some of the translation work was done while they were sti l l  with panditas in India, but

other work was done in Nepal or back in Tibet.

Davidson writes that "w'e have no idca of thc actual proportion of translations done in

Kashmir, India, or Nepal, as opposed to Tibet, but it is clear that the majority of the

translations were not f lnalized south of thc Himalayas, fbr the conditions in lndia

continued to w'orsen fbr Buddhist monks as the eleventh century protressed." Once they.

arrived home. these translators "seldom had the wealthy làcil i t ies available to royal

dynastic translators" and rnost ot' them had access to l itt le more than "the minimal

supplies of ink and papcr and a manuscript copv of the ù,luhavl.unpati '(Davidson,2005.

p. t27).

other problems these translators had were textual, "and anvone studying late

Buddhist manr"rscript traditions can only stand in amazement at the successcs of thesc

Tibetan scholars in the tàce ol'the chaos of an lndian manuscript" (Davidson.2005, p.

127). One such problern was the l irct that the -script used by Indian scribcs had change.d

fiom the script that had been learned by the early Tibetan translaturs. ln addition. the
"carelessness and ineptitudc" of many lndian scribes. whose work was riddled with

mistakes of  var ious k inds,  causcd l i r r ther  d i fT lcu l t ies (Davidson,2005,  p.  l2g) .

.1.2 The l3'n- I 7"' centuries

Scholars often regard the l3'r 'century as the end of the transmission of lnclian l iterary

culture to Tibet, but Shastri states that there is no evidence "to prove that any, particular

period marks the end of l i terary transmission," and that such activit ies did continue

tionr the l4'r '-17'h centuries, though thev were "not very energetic" (Shastri, 2002, p.

130). I ly the l3'h century, Muslim fbrces had invaded parts of northern India, destroving

monasteries and making travels to that land even more hazardous. correspondingly,
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panditas who were available to *'ork w'ith lotsarvas in Tibet becamc more scarce, r"ith

only 30 lndian pandi tas knoun to have v is i ted Tibet  betrveen the l4 ' r 'and lTt r 'centur ies

(Shastr i ,  2002,  p.  l4 l  ) .

Due to the conditions in lndia, many of the later translators had to study Sanskrit

either in Tibet or in Nepal. and some had no choice but to translate alone. Given this

situation, it may be unsurprising that their translations are ofien not considered to be as

taithtir l and accurate as their predecessors'. As Davidson notes. ccrtain translators in the

l l ' r 'and 1.1 ' r 'centur ies " rc l icd cnt i rc ly  on a mechanical  word- lbr-word system,"  duc in

part to the declinc of the lndian monasteries and thc dcarth ot clualif ied panditas. This

procedure, as Davidson wrylv observes, "olien rendered thcir texts as l itt le morc than

gibbcrish, and we can only pit- '" their cadre of disciples who were fbrced to try to make

sense of thc word salad that resulted in such instances" (200-s, p. 127).

81 tlre carly l4'r '  century. afier morc than flve centuries of translation work, the

" inter twin ing proccsscs o l 'co l la t ion,  authent icat ion and canonizat ion"  of  t ranslated texts

ucre undcrway, with much of'thc work undertaken by Buton Rinpoche at Shalu

nronastery (Schacf lèr ,2009.  p.  l2) .  I lu ton Rinpoche is  wel l  known in T ibetan h is tory

lor  h is  wr i t ings and f i r r  h is  textual  scholarship,  which inc luded "making new

translalions. revising or cditing translated works, and ti l l ing in gaps in fàult,v texts"

(Schael ' tèr ,  2009,  p.  l6) .  This  col lcct ion ot ' texts became kno'uvn as thc Shalu (or  Zhalu)

edi t ion o1 ' thc ' I ibctan canon and 'uvas producecl  in  l l -15 (Tsepag,2{)0- i .  p .58) .  At ter  th is

vcrsion. many others wçrc made at dif ' lèrent pcriods and irr dil lèrent locations, r 'uit lr new

translations being constantly addcd and olcl translations lcvised.

Littlc is known akrut thc lolsawas in Tibet alier the lrl"' and l-5'' centuries, when thc glory days

of trursmission and translation wcrc virtualll at an cnd. One onlv finds occir.sional rcfèrcnces to

thcnr in studies by' Tibctologists. suclr a-s Schaeflcr's illurninating rvork. Iâr, Culhra tl the &xtk

in Tiht,t. Schaeflèr discusscs thc lilè ol'Shalu [-otsawa ( l.l4l-1527), u'hom hc considen the

grcirtcst translator since thc tiuned translatom of'the goldcn era (2009, p. 52). According to Shalu

Lotsawa's biogpphy, he "travelecl extcnsively as an itinerant trimslator" between the agcs of 35

and 50 and was said to have remarkcd that the work o1'translation wa-s "still a valued orofbssion"

in the early l6'1'ccntury (Schaeflèr.2009, p. 52).7

Shalu Lotsarva's b iography ment ions a v is i t  hc paid to the court  of  a local  ru ler  where he oral l l
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According to Taranatha's Religkttts llisror.t'ql Indiu, written in 1608, by that time

"there were fèw Tantric texts that had not been translated" but many shastras that had

yet to be translated (Shastri, 2002, p. 138). Taranatha (Tib. Kunga Nyingpo, 1575- 1634)

himself translated some 20 tit les with Indian panditas, including texts on Indian

grammar and literature (Shastri,2002, pp. l i7-4 l). The last translator l isted in the

religious chronicles ol' Tibet was one Darpa Lotsawa, who rvas ordered by the Fifth

Dalai Lama to translate an lndian grammar text and its commentary, which the lotsawa

did in the Potala Palace with the help of two lndian panditas. Altogether, Shastri l ists 58

translated works that were the result of collahoration between panditas and lotsawas in

Tibet  l rom the l4 'h-17 'h cenlur ics.

Dur ing the ent i re span of  the la ter  d i f lus ion (c .95t l -1717),  sorne 3,000 texts had been

translated bv a nrere 170 scholars and t ranslators"{Tsepag.  l (X)5.  p.53) ,  making the

text-to-translator ratio substantially higher than during the early dif lusion. By the end of

this more than 700-year pcriod, the transfèr of all possible knowledge of lndian

Buddhism was complete and Tibetans were producing large quantit ies of works in their

own language. The result of centuries ot'pilgrimagcs, sacrit jcc, study. meditation,

scholarship and translation became the rcligious fbrm known today as Tibetan

Buddhism.

V. Inf luence and (dis)cont inui ty:  Today's translators

Dcspite the I 50-vear gap betrvecn

influcnce ol'the fbrmer on the latter

cul tura l  heroes ant l  rc l ig ious icons.

thc translators of thc earll '  and later pcriods,

was both substantial and enduring. Revered

thc earlv dilf lsion translators were sccn as

the

AS

the

translated a Sanskrit  text into Tibetan, " instantaneously while reading i t ,  to the anrazement ofthe
ruler and his attendant monks" (SchaetGr, 2009, p 52), a rare nrention of what todal wc would
term "sight interpreting."
'According to Shastr i ,  157 lotsawa arc l isted f irr  the later dif ïusion period in the rel igious
chronicles of l- ibet (2002, p. 140). See also f 'ootnote 2. At thc 2009 Khyentse Foundation
conference, it was stated that 44nlo ofthe Kangyur and Tengyur had been translated in the early
di ffusion period. Based on the conference's figure of 5,262 total texts, 2,3 | 5 texts were translated
during the early di l ï ls ion period and 2,947 during the latcr dif tusion period (Khyentse,2009, p.
3 3 ) .
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standard-bearers of religious translation. This attitude is exemplified in the often-quoted

verse u,ritten by I l'n-century translator Ngog Lotsawa Loden Sherab:

Vairotsana's knowledge is equal to the sky,

Ka and Chok are like the sun and the moon, and

Rinchen Zangpo is like a star at dawn.

Bef'ore them I am like e buttertly.q (Palmo. 1004, p. vii)

The influence of the early translators could sti l l  be seen as late as the l5' l 'century.

when Shalu Lotsawa visited the Translators' Hall at Samye Monastery to venerate the

translators of old. This visit inspired him to "translate what had not yet been translated,

to modernize the orthographl' of old translations, [and] to inrprove bad translations"

(SchaefTèr,2009,  p.47) .  Shalu Lotsawa is  said to have declared:  " I  came to understand

translation by tbllowing the methods of the translators of old" (Schaeflèr,2009, p. 53).

Due to the early translators' high visibil i ty and status in Tibetan society, such

influence is not remarkable. As discussed above, thc Mahut'.t 'utputti and, to a lesscr

cxtent, the Madhvuv.r'ulpull i, continucd to be used by translators in the later dilfùsion.

Teamwork, another key elemcnt in the success of the early translators, also continued

throughout most of the latcr period unti lthe conditions in tndia made this impossible.

What is perhaps of greâter interest to thc translation scholar is exactly how, if at all,

the translators ol 'Tibct's distant past hav"^ influenced translation practices today. Such

contirruity, in Pym's terms, is one ol'the reasons l 'or studying translation history, since

"greater knowledge of the past can give us widcr f iames fbr assessing the future" (1998,

p. l6). Three main tàctors rclated to the success ot'the Tibetan lotsawas have been

identif led which impact on the translators, and translations, of today: centralization and

patronage ; thc use ot-teamwork; and the standardization of terminology.

' ' 
Vairotsana is an altemate spelling for Vairochana. Ka and Chok refèr to Kawa Paltseg and

Chogro Lui Gyeltsen, two of the early translators installed at Samye to translate the Tripitaka. ln
other versions of this poem, "butterlly" is translated as "tirefly," which perhaps better ret'lects the
idea of corlparison.
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5. I Centralization and patronage

Tibetan Buddhism was introduced to the West in the 1960s and 1970s, when only a

small handful of translations were available in English or other Western languages.

Now, it is one of the làstest-growing fbrms of Buddhism outside of Asia. and the

number of translations of Tibetan Buddhist texts has grown exponentially. Translations

of Tibetan Buddhism into English lrave been, by and large, characterized bl the

individual, ad hoc basis on which they wcre produced, as uell as by a lack of uniforrnitv

in both style and language. As scholar and translator Jefl iey Hopkins noted at a recent

conference. modem translators of Tibetan Buddhism are ofien "mavericks" who work

alone, "serving as ntonarchs in our own work. and deciding what and how to translate"

(Khyentse,  2009,  p.  75) .

Due to the absence of centralized support or patronage in the modern world, neithcr

the methods nor the terminologl'used by today's translators havc been standardized.

This is perhaps one reason fbr the laments of some Tibetan lamas on the quality of

translations and translators in thc modcrn agc, as tlrey cclmpare thom to the lotsar.l 'as of

their cultural past. As one Tibetan scholar dcclarcd: "Thcse days w'e conle across

translators who cannot speak a correct scntence in Tibetan translate volumes fiom

Tibetan into English. t lad they consultcd or sought the assistance of' sonre Tibetan-

speaking scholars as thc ear l l 'T ibetan lo- tsu-v 'u had done wi th thei r  Indian

counterparts," their works would have becn ol'much bctter quality (Tsering. 200 1. p.

108) .

Similarly, Tarthang Tr"rlku concluded a chapter on the difl lcult ies of translating

Iluddhism by stating that "thc terminology and undcrstanding of translators at prcsr'nt is

not adequate to convey certain meanings ot' the [)harma" (Tulku, 200-5, p. 89). He

writes that the model of Vairochana should be fbllowed, "who leamed through

dedicated study with manv masters lrow to .judge the significance of what the texts

presented." Today's translators, he adds, "' lbllow a difÈrent model" in which they each

"cultivate their orvn stylc and understanding" (Tulku, 2005, p. 87).

Modern translators of Tibetan Iluddhism may be grouped inkr three broad categories:

academics, monks and nuns, and lay Buddhist practit ioners. Most academics and lay

practit ioners l ive in the West, rvhile tlre rnonks and nuns who translate are often either
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i t inerant or l ive in India, and may be either Westerners or Tibetans. Each group arrives

at translation with their own set of skil ls, motivations, and training, although very fèw

(if any) have trained in translation as a discipline. Academics who translate Buddhist

texts are most often scholars in the tleld of Tibetan studies or Buddhist studies. not in

translation, and members of the other t\.\,'o groups either learn how to translate as part o1'

their Tibetan language studies, or learn on their own through practice.

Ncither is there horrogcneity in regard to whethcr thesc individuals are practit ioners

of  Buddhism. Academic scholars.  par t icu lar ly ' in  the ear l iest  day 's  of ' t ransmiss ion to the

West, have olien maintained a belief that scholarship and religious practice cannot

cocxist, and their translations can be dry, overly annotated and difl lcult to cclmprchend.

Ordained and laypeople, by contrast, are alwal's devoted practit ioners, as the translators

ot'old wcre, and their translations rellect this in rnyriad ways.

Thus, with no centralized body to train and qualify translators. assess translations,

spolrsor translators, and oversec thc cntirc proccss, a prolusion ofolicn widely diverse

translation tcchniqucs and approachcs havc resulted. Further, as thcrc is no ccntral

catalog of'existing translations, thcre have bccn instanccs of multiplc translations of the

same text while the vast ma.joritv ol 'works rcmain untranslated.'Ihe lack ot'patronage

in the ftrrm of'f lnancial support is an area in which the discontinuity bctween past and

present is keenly lèlt. LJnlikc Tibet's lotsawas, todal's translators have lèw resources at

their disposal and must often vic l irr f irnding fiom a snrall pool ol 'private f 'oundations or

sponsors.

-5.2 Tcamwork and translation conrmittces: Tr.vo modcls of'collaboration

As discusscd above, one ol-the rnain fàctors lbr the accuracy and high quality of thc

translations produced in Tibet n,as the norm ol'working rvith an Indian pandita who

cxplained thc meaning of'the text to the lotsawa. As the numbcr of'available panditas in

Tibet dwindled during thc cnd of thc latcr ditfùsion, the cluality of'the translations

witnessed a corresponding declinc. ln the West, the practice ol-working in teams has

been slow to take root, due in part, perhaps, to the strong sense of individualism

prevalent in countries l ike the US. Another obvious fàctor is the shortage of qualif ied

Tibetan scholars in Western counlries with whom translators can collaborate.
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At a confèrence on tsuddhist translation held in 1990, a number of participants

discussed the importance of teamrvork, which at that t irne was sti l l  rare, with one

speaker stating that "a satislactory translation ofa classical Tibetan text into any other

language, particularly into English" must be done by team work. The main reason fbr

this necessity, he said. is that a traditional monastic education is necessary in order to

understand fully and correctly interpret the meaning of Tibetan texts (Chinrpa,200 I, p.

l4). Another participant noted that "co-operation dcles not reduce the status of the

translator, nor does it diminish his role." and that tcamwork is especiall l 'necessary tbr

t ranslat ing Buddhist  phi losophical  and tantr ic  texts (Tulku,  200 I ,  p .  212) .

The convener of the confèrence obscrled that there rvas (in 1990) un cnrcrging

tendcncy f 'or translators to work in collaboration with Tibctan scholars, which hc saw as

a posi t ive developrnent  (Doboom,200 I ,  p .6-7) .  Such col laborat ions between Western

translators and Tibetan scholars is an area of research that merits further attention. As

Tibetan lamas in thc West become nrorc f ' lucnt in the language of their adopted

courrtrics and better able to comrnunicate with local translators. the number of teams

based on the traditional pandita-lotsarva modcl wil l most l ikely increase.

Another model inf' lucnced by traditional translation practices is that of translation

committees, which normally consist ol 'both Western translators and l-ibetan scholars.

Thc lrrst such cornmittcc was thc Nalancla Translation C'omnrittee. cstablishcd in thc US

in 1975 by Cho-uyam Trungpa Rinpoche. In the commitlee's 1982 translatcd biography

of Marpa Lotsarva, the method thc-y used is described: A core group ol' English-

speaking translators would prepare the first draÎl, which was then carefully reviewed by

a Tibetan lama who lvas well versed in both Lnglish and Tibctan Buddhism. The sccond

working dratï would then be presented to Chogyam Trungpa, and togcther with him

they would "repeat the meticulous rcading of the entirc tcxt" which would invariably

spark "a dclightfir l fèast ol ' language and rncaning." The tcxt was then reworked

repeatedly to revise and polish the finglish, research continued, and "many portions of-

the translations" were oficn scrulinized again by Chogyam lrungpa (Nalanda, 1982, p.

ix-x  ) .

Aller Chogyam Trungpa's death in 1986, the committee continued its work and has

published a large number of books on Tibetan Buddhism, l iturgical manuals, practice

materials, and works concerning their particular Shambhala l ineagc. A handful ol 'other

-t
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translation committees have been established in the US and elsewhere, often associated

with a particular Tibetan Buddhist l ineage, center or lama. Examples include the

Dharmachakra Translation Committee tbunded in 2006 (based in Nepal), the Light of

Berotsana Translation Group established in 1999 (based in the US), and the Padmakara

Translation Group fbunded in 1987, in Dordogne, France. Research on translation

approaches, methods of collaboration, diff icult ies, training and other issues related to

the work of Buddhist translation comrnittees has vet to be carried out.

5.3 Termincll<lgy and language standardization

It has been tiequently observed that when the early Tibetan translators were deciding

upon terminology fbr the thousands of technical terms used in lndian Buddhist l i teratr"rre,

they were working in a cultural environment in which there was no preexisting

phi losophical  t radi t ion wi th i ts  own l inguist ic  lex icon of ' terms to drawn upon.  As

Doboorn writes, "thc remarkable accuracy of the Tibetarr translations of Buddhist texts

Iiom Sanskrit" may be due parlly to the fàct that in the tl 'h and 9'h centuries, "Tibet

hardly had any well-developed or wcll-detlned intellectual tradition of its own" and the

new Buddhist concepts were introduced into "what was virtually an intellectual vaccum"

(2001 ,  p .  5  ) .

Wi th no ex is t ing lex icon of  phi losophical  terms,  the Tibetans e i ther  invented new

words bascd upon the lexical components of the Sanskrit equivalent, or they created

loan words that were Tibetanized transliterations of'Sanskrit. though the latter are less

common than the fbrmer. In contrast. the West's encounter with Buddhism has been

likened more tiequently to that of C'hina, where the existing Taoist and Contucianist

traditions exertcd great influence on the l ineuistic choiccs made by the early translators

there.

ln the West, the struggle over how to translate Uuddhist technical terms into English

has been an ongoing one, beginning with the Christian missionaries who first attemptcd

to translate Uuddhism in lndia's colonial period. Translators such as l l. Kem-who

disastrously translated the important concept of nirvana as "death"' in his 1884

translation of the Lotus Sutra-used a great many Christian concepts, values and

terminolo_ey in their translations (Doboom, 2001, p. 2).

154 The Translator in Tibetan Historv: Identitv and influence

-\



Both Christianity and the conceptual fianre of refèrence provided by Western

psychology have lrad considerable influence over how texts have been translated in the

West, although in recent years there has been a gradual move away fiom such strategies.

At an important confèrence of Tibetan Buddhist translators in 2009. not only how to

translate but, more importantly. how to standardize terminology' was a tiequent item oi

discussion, and may be seen as one of the greatest challenges facing translators today.

Because there is no central body to detcrmine such issues, and because each translator

or translation committee often has their own set of terminology, the resultant

prolifèration of ditÈrent translations 1'or the samc word can cause great confusion to

students of' Tibetan Buddhism.

Although The Muhuvv'ulputl i was. in fact. translatecl into English in the l.) 'r 'centur\

hy Tibetologist Alerander Csclma de Koros, with thc most recent edition produced in

1984, this work has not proved to be a unitying lexicographical lvork tor modcrn

translators, fclr reasons which have not yet been fully invcstigated. This early dictionary'

is sti l l  in use today, but its main usc is to discovcr the Sanskrit equivalents fbr Tibetan

terms and to recreate Sanskrit terts whose originals have been lost. There have becn

other attempts at making a modern Nluhuvyulpotli. such as the illahavwtputti Sanskrit-

Tibetun-English Olo.r.sury,produced by' Tony Duf'l-in CD-ROM fbrmat. but how w'idely

used and acceptcd his glossarv becomes is yet to be seen.

Thc issue ol'standardizing tcrminology was also a fiequent item of discussion at thc

1990 confèrence on Buddhist translation. Rigzin's paper on this topic discusscs the need

tbr a dictionary' lor translators with agrced-upon terms, and the author chastiscs

translators rvho make their orvn choice of translation "firr no other rcason than to he

diffèrent f iom evcryone elsc" (200 I, p. l-13). 
' franslators 

of' Buddhist texts must

exercise caution and rcstraint in choosing the right word, he urges, as thcir lack of

understant l ing of  the cornplcx i t ics o l ' lex ica l  i tems can cause rnany nr is takes.  Sanskr i t

terms olien have many meanings, he writes, such as the word "mudra" which has l i9

dilferent symbolic meanings in one tantric tert alone, and even the word "Buddha" has

79 synonyms listed in the Muhav.tutputti, all olwhich are difÈrent epithets to apply tcr

the Buddha but  wi th vary ing meanings (Rigz in.200l .  p .  145-146).

Rigzin suggests that if the tour main schools oi Tibetan Buddhisnr were to flrst

compi le thei r  own lcx icons o l ' tcr tn inology uniqLrc to thcm, and i l these could then be
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gradually incorporated into a grand Tibetan-English version of the Mahavyutpatti, it

could have a beneficial influence. Such a massive project must, however, be

coordinated by a central authority that does not yet exist. Other scholars contend that

terminology used by Westemers who translate Buddhism will never be codified as it

was in Tibet. Cabezon, for example, believes that the "West's philosophical complexity

vitiates against any attempts at standardizing Buddhist terminology" and that, due to the

lack of patronage or financial support that would encourage the creation of a

standardized terminology, such an endeavor is "practically impossible" (200 l, p.69).

At the 2009 Khyentse Foundation confèrence, no consensus was reached on how to

standardize terminology. It was noted that there was, in fact, no agreement on even the

most basic and commonly-used terms in Tibetan Buddhism. l lowever, the creation of a

glossary (or glossaries) was one of the goals that the participants agreed to pursue,

together with the corlpilation of a l ist of existing translations (Khyentse, 2009, p. 68).

ln addition, it was agreed that translations should be (ideally) produced in teams

involving target-language speakers and Tibetan scholars (Khyentse, 2009, p. 47).

The influence of Tibet's early translators could clearly be scen at this landmark

conference, in which speakers repeatedly nrade ref-erence to the lotsawas ol'the past and

their methods. The confèrence concluded with pledges fiom different translation groups

and individuals to translatc priority texts. lt was estinrated that another 25 years of work

would be required to "translate and make accessible all of the Kangyur and many

volumes of the Tengvur" and 100 years "to translate and make univcrsally accessible

the Buddhist l i terary heritage" (Kh1'entse, 2009, p. i i1.

VI. Conclusion: Suggestions for further research

In this paper, I have attempted to lay the groundwork necessary lbr firrther research

to be carried out into the translation of Tibetan Buddhism, in both an historical and

modern context. By way of conclusion. I ofter a number of suggestions that scholars

may consider taking up, divided into two categories: research into Tibet's historical

translation activity', and research on current practices ofTibetan Buddhist translation.
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6. I Historical research

In Translators Through History, Delisle and Woodsworth outline the scope oi

research in translation historv:

Constructing a history of translation means bringing to l ight the complex network of

cultural exchanges betrveen people, cultures and civil izations down through the ages.

lt means drawing a portrait of these irnport-export workers and attempting to unravel

their deep-rooted reasons for translating one particular work instead of another. It

means finding out why their sponsors...asked them to translâte a given work. It rneans

taking into account what the translators themselvcs have rvritten ahout their work, its

ditïculties and constraints ( I 995, p. xv).

Thus, the first task for scholars working on Tibet's translation history is to fl l l  in thc

many lacunae in existing research, such as why the translators chosc the texts that thc)'

did. how (and why) their patrons supported thern. thc social c:luses of their actions, and

many other issues. In addition, all available biographies should bc translated and studiod

in order to bettcr understand these individuals' l ives.

Secondlv, comparative studies of dit lèrent translations should be carried out, both

between the samc Tibetan translations of individual texts and bctrvcen translations of'

the same text rnade by the Tibetans and others, such as the Clhinese, who translated

hundreds of the sanre sutras as the Tibetans. Such studies r.vould reveal usctul data

about the translators' vary'ing cultural and temporal inlluences, their translation

strategies and their working methods.

Thirdl,v, further studies should be made ot'precisely how the Tibctan translators used

the lvluhav.vutpdtti and Mudh.tur'1'utpalri. How much did thcy' lirllow, ol depart liom, the

king's guidelincs in the latter, and horv nruch did they adhere to. or depart f iom, the

lexicon made by the early translators'l Certain scholars have suggested that the Tibetan

translations are not as unifbrmly'accurale as is ofien contcnded (e.g. Wedemeyer,2006).

A detailed study ol' this would be a great contribution to our understanding of these

ancient documents and translation techniques.

Roberta RAINE 157



6.2 Contemporarv research

As discussed above, much more research is needed on the present situation of how

translations of Tibetan tluddhism into English and other languages are made, who is

doing them, their training (or lack thereof), and how, teamwork and translation

committees function. In addition. an arca not mentioned thus fàr in this paper is that of

intcrpreting in a Tibetan Buddhist context. Interpreters fbr Tibetan lamas havc a verv

uniquc sct  ofchal lenges and sk i l ls ,  and studies of th is  unexplored aspect  of in terpret ing

research should be carried out bcfbre the older gencration of Tibetan lamas, many of

r.vhom sti l l  relv on interpreters, passes awa)..

Another potcntial area ol- rescarch is the work being carried out in India to back-

translatc Tibetan texts into Sanskrit. ln Churting tha F-uttrre of Trunslution ïli.çtory,.

Santoyo writes: "ln spitc of'their cultural significance, no history of translation has

taken into consideration the rolc oltranslated texts as surviv,ors of' lost originals" (2006,

p. 28). With most of the original Sanskrit texts that were translated into Tibetan lost,

how can their reconstruction into Sanskrit providc usef ul data fbr translation scholars'l

Finally, lexicographical studics should be carricd out to determinc, t irstly, r.vhy the

Muhuvy-ttlpullr translated into lrnglish in the 19"'century by Alexander Csoma dc Koros

has not bcen adopted bv modern-dav translators, as the creation of the many new

lexicons indicatcs. More imporlanth', this work could be used as the basis of a study

into how the tcrminologl'ol 'Tibetan Uuddhism in Westcrn languages has changcd over

time, and the important rolc that translators havc plal.cd in shaping the language used in

disscminat ing th is  re l ig ion.
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