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In January 2006, following instructions of the former Chairman Hu Jintao, an
organizational group for the “Protection and Research on Tibetan Sanskrit Palm-Leaf
Manuscripts” was established. The next month, the Government of the Tibetan
Autonomous Region installed Prof. Tsewang Gyurme as the director of a work team and
an office was opened at the Tibetan Academy of Social Sciences. The search, survey and
listing of the manuscripts were begun already in September 2006. All manuscripts traced

were also digitized in colour.

The project was finalized in 2011 with the production of DVDs and the non-commercial
publication of the collected material in a small number of copies—I have heard only of
five — of sixty-one large and beautifully bound portfolio volumes, four volumes of a
General Catalogue, and one volume of Photographic Reproductions. With this, the first
step of “Protection and Research” on these materials seems to have been considered
finished. The conclusion was celebrated in Lhasa with a ceremony also shown in Chinese

national television.



So far, however, only the photo published on the third cover page of The Palm-Leaf
Manuscript Studies (2014) provide an impression of the volumes produced. And a fine
quality of the digitized material is suggested by some photos in the volume published in

2011 on the treasures in the Norbulingka Museum.

There is no doubt that due to this project it was possible to halt some of the grave dangers
to which these manuscripts may have become subject, such as their deterioration, misuse,
or even their loss. Thus, one of the greatest remaining treasures of humanity will now
not only be better protected and kept in its current state, but is also safely preserved in

this state for the future.

As an outsider I can only give you a general impression of how the world of scholars
beyond the PRC perceives the present state of affairs and what expectations and hopes

scholars have for the future.

In a contribution to the 2008 Beijing Seminar, I proposed a number of strategies for
handling the Sanskrit manuscripts in the TAR. Among the tasks then mentioned as being
of immediate urgency some are already fulfilled. Moreover, already apparent is a certain
increase of interest on the side of Chinese scholars and institutions not only in these
cultural relics but also in the study of Sanskrit as the crucial precondition for any
research on these manuscripts. Most importantly, an Institute for Research on Sanskrit
Manuscripts has been established meanwhile at the Tibetan Academy of Social Sciences,
and at a number of universities within the PRC new Sanskrit teaching positions have

been installed.

As to methodological training and international cooperation, Peking University’s

“Research Institute of Sanskrit Manuscripts and Buddhist Literature” is successful with



publications and by providing post-graduate training for its students at international
universities. Several editions based on Sanskrit manuscripts have been published by the
Chinese Academy of Social Sciences Press since 1988. And the newly opened “Buddhist
Resource and Research Center” at Zhejiang University aims at applying modern digital
technology in a broad way to Buddhist studies and cooperates with Harvard University.
Last but not least, the researchers of the CTRC cooperate successfully since 2004 with
scholars in Japan and Europe, and the series ‘“Sanskrit Texts from the Tibetan
Autonomous Region” jointly published with the Austrian Academy of Sciences reached

its 20™ volume this very year.

The last twenty years or so have seen a great leap forward in the recovery of Buddhist
literature, a leap that has inevitably resulted in a substantial increase of our knowledge of
the development of this world religion. In particular, there are two hoards of documents

of major importance.

One is the totally unexpected appearance of manuscripts and fragments that date from the
1** cent. BCE to the 3™ cent. CE and come from the area of greater Gandhara in today’s
Afghanistan and northern Pakistan. These manuscripts and fragments contain the earliest

Buddhist literature ever found.

The second hoard are the manuscripts that have survived for centuries in the monastic
and private libraries in China’s Tibetan regions. These manuscripts preserve a large array
of major works of original Sanskrit literature brought over the Himalayas when
Buddhism was slowly driven from its motherland. After being translated into Tibetan
between the 8" and 14™ centuries CE, the original Sanskrit manuscripts were safely kept
as spiritual and cultural relics into our times. So much for a short summary of the current

state of affairs with regard to the manuscripts in question.



We have seen that the legacy of the work and activities by the late Professors Ji Xianlin
and Wang Sen, and the former directors of the CTRC, Dorje Cedan and Lhagpa
Phuntshogs, to mention only a few, is being honoured by an increase of interest in the
study of Sanskrit within China, and, most importantly, that the material relics in question

have been put in order and also stabilised in digital form.

But: What now? At the present time, this treasure is still out of bounds for scholars, both
within China and abroad. Why? I know of no answer. Together with many others inside

and outside of China, I can only speculate on the reasons.

It seems that the lock on the treasure has been put on by the TAR Government or by a
higher authoritative agency in the Central Government and thus it was a political
decision. It is possible to consider such a decision wise if it is intended as a temporary
measure. For example, it might be a measure for safeguarding the manuscripts until the
necessary preparations have been made for meaningful and regulated scholarly access to
them; or, until the capacity of Chinese scholarship has developed to the extent that all
necessary work can be achieved by Chinese and Tibetan scholars alone, without

international cooperation or participation.

Questions such as these are unavoidably being raised within the international scholarly
community as long as no movement can be felt or seen. Because the alternative option
seems inconceivable, namely, that after all the admirable and certainly expensive efforts
that have already been invested, this treasure has now been locked away, perhaps for a
long time. In any case, for the time being it is definitely dead, and for all we are afraid of

it may even remain dead for the rest of our lifetimes.



Is it possible then, that no measures are being taken, or at least being discussed by the
institutions in the PRC that would be involved in commencing the second step of the
“Protection and Research Project”? And if this is not the case, or if this is not intended,

what can we propose should be done?

According to the official report on the first step, the project team has inventoried
“roughly one thousand bundles with sixty thousand folios of Sanskrit manuscripts in the
TAR”. The number of texts in this collection probably amounts to about three and a half

to four thousand individual texts and fragments.

These texts are of all types of Buddhist and non-Buddhist Indian literature. To approach
the needed work most effectively, they need to be sorted by scholars in terms of well-

reasoned priorities.

In general, it will be easy to distribute these materials among scholars for editing. But

this distribution should be done with circumspection to achieve the best results.

The current situation of scholarship, in the PRC and elsewhere, is not particularly
auspicious. And the task we face with the materials from the TAR is not easy at all, since
so much specialised knowledge is required. Both within the PRC and around the world,
the number of scholars already experienced and willing or able aside of their normal
occupations to undergo the necessary training and accomplish the actual work is small.
Considering the enormous quantity, complexity and difficulty of the texts waiting to be
edited and studied, this is a main reason I think this work better be distributed worldwide

and not be restricted to scholars in the PRC alone.

In my paper of 2008, I proposed regulation and supervision by a Board consisting of

members from PRC institutions together with senior scholars from both the PRC and
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abroad. Yet, already establishing such a Board seems to be impeded by the fact that,
while the problem does not seem to exist in the Sciences, in the Humanities, the various
institutions involved within the PRC still have no regular tradition of practically
cooperating on a common project. It seems feasible to me, therefore, that precisely this
extensive research project might be an outstanding occasion for combining the capacities
of all the governmental, administrative, and academic forces within the PRC to constitute
a body of administrators and scholars as an authoritative “think-tank”. The task of this
“think-tank” would be to overcome the present deadlock and find a way for finally
beginning the second step, which is “Research” and should begin with the installation of

a supervising Board.

I am aware of the hesitations with regard to including international members in such a
Board from certain quarters of Chinese society because of the colonial period’s history of
exploitation and plunder of cultural relics. But we live today in a quite different age,
when cooperation between all peoples has developed substantially in many ways. Indeed,

cooperation on the same eye-level seems to be the only way to globally survive for all.

Buddhism did not remain in its motherland, but instead spread out and became one of the
world’s religions. The literary heritage of fully developed Buddhism was received by the
Tibetan people. And, although they translated it, they also safely kept it in its original
form. The material form of this heritage—as the manuscripts on palm leaves, paper, and
birch-bark— is the possession of the TAR or other parts of the PRC. But its contents are
part of the heritage of the entire world. The world therefore has a right to read and know

this treasure, and also has the obligation to sponsor its study and publication.

Today, the People’s Republic of China is politically and economically a leading power in

the world. While it has the same rights, it also has the same obligation as the rest of the
6



world to take care and to promote such a project with regard to one of the last great
literary, religious, and philosophical treasures of humanity’s past. This treasure is still
waiting to receive proper attention. I have no doubts that promoting the second step of
the “Protection and Research” project will be a strong signal to the entire world that
China is truly acknowledging and honouring the value of this heritage left from the past

of the Tibetan people.
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