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I. Preludium

Thank you for remaining to hear this paper, especially given the rather ponderous title, which has the secondary weakness of perhaps promising too high a prospect to scale in twenty minutes. Perhaps, perhaps not. Hopefully, the paper’s five short movements will repay your patience (I say “movements” because the paper aspires to have a broader rhythmic as well as narrow linguistic dimension). Across the last fourteen months, in a series of papers, I have mapped several parts of a project broadly conceived of as “Romanticism and Buddhism” (and for the few who shared these conference spaces I apologize for the occasional but necessary overlap of information among the papers). Last July, at the “Romantic Orientalism” conference, I focused on the inflow of indigenous textual materials from the circumference to center of empire—a colonial flow counter to the outflow of the men and means for enforcing the colonial will to power. More recently, at this summer’s INCS conference, I focused on the emergence of a clarified Buddhism from centers of oriental study and its encounter with western epistemology (ala Schopenhauer and Nietzsche).
 Actually, the argumentative threads of both papers even extend to the clash between two discernible Romantic ideologies in the high Himalayas immediately following World War II period, connecting the concerns of the past (material emergent during the Romantic period) to the present transglobal status Tibetan Buddhism—perhaps best embodied by H. H. Tenzin Gyatso, The Fourteenth Dalai Lama.

Today’s paper explores the circumstances surrounding the publication of the first Tibetan-English Dictionary, the first Tibetan Grammar in English, and the long-delayed appearance of the first English translation of the Mahavyutpatti, since these circumstances shape the heart of the project. I will move toward these core texts via a short passage through the “History of a Textual Fragment” to establish the precise need for better Tibetan linguistic instruments and the role one particular scholar, the Hungarian Alexander Csoma, played in fashioning those instruments without complicity in larger colonial endeavors. This context provides the ground for the next movement (“Into Central Asia”), which recounts a physical journey from the eastern edge of Europe to the eastern center of Buddhism in Tibet (thereby connecting the small Transylvanian village of Koros and the high Himalayan monastery of Zangla). The subsequent movements map the broad textual currents of Buddhism’s emergence, leading to the full flowering of the dharma in Europe across the second half of the Nineteenth Century.

II. The History of a Fragment

On July 4, 1832 H. H. Wilson—following some brief introductory remarks to the Asiatic Society of Bengal of which he was Secretary—presented a definitive translation of a short manuscript fragment undertaken by a new acquaintance to the Society (illustration one) . The extremely difficult yet visually beautiful script had circulated through centers of European oriental scholarship for over a century, and its brief history can contextualize the emergence of Tibetan language and texts during the Romantic period. During Peter the Great’s eastward expansion, his armies encountered several sacked temples and ruined monasteries (which were “destroyed in fighting between local Kalmyk warlords in 1671.”
 In 1720, the Tsar dispatched his envoy Ivan Licharov to assess the situation, hoping to discover gold in these newly occupied territories, but the fantasized ‘cities of gold’ materialized as the abandoned “Buddhist temple of Ablaikit” (Batchelor 227). The material artifacts Licharov returned to St. Petersburg only included a few bronze statues and a few loose pages of script written in an unknown language.

Since the script proved indecipherable to Peter’s Imperial Librarian, a single page was shipped to the German philologist J. B. Menke, again without result. His curiosity now piqued, Peter sent the page to Abbe Bignon in Paris, who firmly established the text as Tibetan with the help of Etienne Fourmont (who was cataloguing a steady flow of central Asian manuscripts transmitted to the Academie des Inscriptions). Fourmont offered a preliminary Latin translation of the fragment, aided by a poor Tibetan-Latin dictionary compiled by the Capuchin priest Domenico de Fano, and the manuscript again returned to St. Petersburg. Inspired by this tantalizing fragment, peter ordered the collection of additional Tibetan manuscripts and books, a command that went unheeded after the ‘Enlightenment Tsar’s’ death the next year (in 1725). Yet the poorly translated fragment (and its few companion pages) continued to exert an inspirational power on Russian, German, and French oriental scholars.

In 1747, a full generation later, Herr Muller published another marginally improved translation of the fragment, severely criticizing Fourmont in his Comentatio de Scriptus Tanguitics, and Muller’s efforts were superceded by another translation offered by the respected scholar Antoine-Augustin Giorgi, whose ‘corrections’ were based upon his own Alphabetum Tibetanum, yet all these efforts were best summarized by the French sinologist Abel Remusat: “There is nothing to admire in all this [profound erudition]: interpreters and commentators, panegyrists and critics were all . . . equally unqualified” to properly translate this work, since none had properly cracked to code of Tibetan and all lacked the proper frame of reference within which to place the phrase itself.
 Without such a code and context, these scholars were ill equipped to recognize the first European appearance of the interrelated concepts of compassion and transparency at the foundation of the historical Buddha’s teachings.

Of course, the point of Wilson’s presentation was to introduce the definitive translation of the compound fragment, as well as its accompanying pages, prepared by a remarkable yet relatively neglected figure actually on the vanguard of Romantic Orientalism: Alexander Csoma from the small Transylvanian village of Koros. The translated fragment, recently identified by Stephen Batchelor, was itself a Tibetan translation of a now lost Sanskrit work entitled the Sutra on the Adherence to the Great Mantra, a discourse by the Buddha Vairocana on the use of mantras to reach enlightenment (Batchelor 229). Csoma’s translation, although revisited by scholars east and west, retains its linguistic integrity:

Ignorant men do now know that all these [doctrines] have been thus explained by Chom dan das [the Supreme One], the knower of all and possessor of all, who in remote ages, through compassion for all sentient beings, addressed his mind to meditation upon the affairs of animate existence [sic]. The ignorant do not perceive the moral significance of moral things. It has been distinctly taught [by the Buddha] that the essential principle of morality is the non-entity [or transparency] of matter.

Although Csoma dominates the next section of this paper, it should be noted in passing that he renders into prose what is offered in verse, but such issues occupy another critical space (in Wings of the Dharma) and must remain beyond today’s presentation.

III. Into Central Asia

The short biographical sketch appended to the 1984 reprint of Alexander Csoma’s Tibetan-English Dictionary (compiled between 1823 and 1827) captures the allure of this solitary figure and hints at the difficulties overcome prior to the work’s appearance in Calcutta in 1834:

On June 26, 1823 . . . a strange wanderer arrived at the Tibetan Lamaist Monastery of Zangla, situated in the Himalyas 3,500 meters up, and far from the routes used by tradesmen and pilgrims. He had come from Leh, the capital of Western Tibet, or Ladakh. . . His name was Skander Beg . . . There was something strange about his face . . . but only the lama who received him, Sangye Putsog, knew what is was. He was a European. The first, the very first one[,] to reach that place.

Csoma’s story is somewhat astonishing, yet the motive for his solitary sojourn was a thoroughly familiar one to Romanticists. As Csoma states directly in his “Preface” to the Dictionary, “The study of the Tibetan language did not form part of my original plan, but . . . I cheerfully engaged in the study of it, hoping that it might serve me as a vehicle to my immediate purpose, namely, my researches in respect to the origins and language of the Hungarians.”
 Csoma’s purpose, forged under the tutelage of Blumenbach and Eichhorn, was certainly nationalistic (although significantly not colonial), but unlike the Sanskrit studies of his contemporary Brian Houghton Hodgson, his quest for origins remained disconnected from European imperial endeavors emerging across every area of Asia and the Indian sub-continent. As another biographer, H. N. Mukerjee, makes clear, “not the faintest breath of moral misgiving” has ever attached itself to “Csoma’s great endeavor.”

The actual physical rigors of this undertaking are somewhat daunting, even in an age of singular feats of physicality, and should be noted in detail.
 Upon completion of university training at Gottingen, Csoma returned to Koros and an offer of a professorship, which he declined, and in February 1819, “before the snows” had melted, “only lightly clad as if he intended merely to take a walk,” and with only “a stick in his hand and a small bundle” under his arm, Csoma began an “epic journey” among the most arduous ever undertaken without official sponsorship or support (Mukejee 15,16).
 During the four-year passage to Zangla Monastery (primarily on foot but aided by boat and caravan), Csoma traveled through Thrace, Chios, Rhodes, Alexandria, Constantinople, Aleppo, Baghdad, Teheran, Meshed (in Khurason), Bokhara, Kabul, Lahore, Leh, and Kashmir. On the Kashmiri border, Csoma met the English adventurer William Moorcroft (“an agent of the East India Company intent on securing British influence in Central Asia as a means of thwarting the southward advance of Imperial Russia” [Batchelor 235]), who provided “some money and letters of introduction” (Mukejee 19) which allowed Csoma to complete his trek to Zangla Monastery.

The physical hardships of the journey did not end but began anew during his intermittent nine-year residencies in Zangla, Ladakh and Zanskar monasteries, as Mukejee’s description of conditions suggests:

The conditions in which he worked are difficult even to imagine . . . At that altitude [well over 3,000 meters] the cold was always intense . . . During winter, the doorways were blocked with snow, the temperature constantly below zero. With his lama, he would sit in a cell no more than nine feet square, with no heating, no light after dark, neither of the two venturing to leave the ‘closet’[,] with the bare floor to sleep on and nothing but the stone walls keeping out the cruel cold. (Mukejee 20)

Less than two years after inaugurating his studies with Sangye Putsog, Csoma’s arrival to the British regional outpost of Sabathu was noted by its Assistant Political Agent Captain Kennedy (January 28, 1925), and his description of Csoma’s materials indicate that both the dictionary and grammar had been completed. As well, Csoma had completed an initial translation of the Mahavyutpatti (which contained a discursive map of the entire “psychological, logical, and metaphysical terminology of the Buddhists” [Csoma, Asiatic Researches 20.397]), a working including (among other important ‘jewels’) the 108 original “dharmas” attributed to the historical Buddha as well as the vibrant and copious literature surrounding the Prajnaparamita (interpretations of “The Heart Sutra”) prepared by “ancient Indian pandits and Tibetan interpreters” (Csoma, Sanskrit-Tibetan-English Vocabulary [1984] II.xi).

IV. Out of India

Csoma’s publications in The Journal of the Asiatic Society of Bengal began with the short fragment presented by Secretary Wilson (in 1832) and continued well into the Twentieth Century. During his life, Csoma repeatedly returned to the high Himalyas to continue his Tibetan studies, and the depth of his efforts are reflected in the range of these publications. To borrow Csoma’s own words, the published work beyond the dictionary, grammar and vocabulary covered materials located in “the great compilation of the Tibetan Sacred Books, in one-hundred volumes . . . styled Ka-gyur” (Csoma, Tibetan Studies 175-263). In 1833, he published an explanation of both the Kalachakra and Abidharma systems, and between 1836 and 1839, he followed with a full summation of the Dulva, offering analyses of “The Four Noble Truths” (Buddha’s preliminary teaching following enlightenment—whose anniversary is commemorated on this day), “The Middle Way” (by Nagarjuna), “The Way of the Bodhisattva” (by Shantidevi), and “The Path of Enlightenment” (by Atisha) and providing definitions for the concepts of compassion, suffering, emptiness, reincarnation, samsara, and nirvana.

However, Csoma’s Tibetan studies were always secondary to his committed linguistic search for the origins of the Hungarian language and peoples, and at fifty-eight, following ten years in Calcutta (at times working as a librarian for the Bengal Society and living in its basement), Csoma began another trek, this time toward Lhasa, but succumbing to fever, he died in Darjeeling on April 11, 1842. His body still remains in that city, an appropriate resting place given that Buddhist learning in vast waves flowed northward through it to become established in Nepal, China, Tibet, Japan, Mongolia and beyond. “On 22 February 1933,” less than a century after his death, “Csoma was officially canonized as a Bodhisattva in the grand hall of Taisho Buddhist University in Tokyo” (Batchelor 237), and as Mukejee notes, this is “the highest praise a man can get in Buddhist terms” (Mukejee 74). The term, literally translated as “awakened one,” designates an individual who strives to realize enlightenment for the sake of all sentient beings (versus one seeking individual release from the wheel of cyclic existence through the attainment of nirvana). Of course, this precisely defines the major doctrinal difference between the Theravada and Mahayana schools.

Csoma work continues to exert long-term impact on the continued growth of Tibetan Buddhism in the west, yet his publications only slowly circulated to research centers in Europe. Rather, it was the Sanskrit studies of Hodgson that achieved more immediate impact. In 1837, again following the relative neglect of British imperial authorities, Hodgson shipped a cache of texts and manuscripts to Paris, where they came under the scrutiny of the French philologist Eugene Burnouf, the “man best equipped to make sense of them” (Batchelor 239).
 Burnouf’s mastery of both Pali and Sanskrit allowed him to recognize in Hodgson’s materials the primary texts from which Chinese, Tibetan, and Mongolian canons were constructed (Csoma’s dictionary and grammar arrived shortly after Hodgson’s materials).

Burnouf began a translation effort on par with Csoma’s work, yet intuiting that such texts lacked specific context for comprehensibility, he completed (in 1844) the first definitive, scientific summation of Indian Buddhist history, doctrines and texts published in Europe—L’Introduction a l’historie du buddhisme indien. This work was immediately followed by the publication of the Lotus Sutra, which is considered “the first full-length translation of a Buddhist sutra from the original Sanskrit into a European language” (Batchelor 241).
 Sadly, Burnouf died prior to the work’s publication, but his legacy was assured, for what followed was the full-blown flowering of the dharma across the remainder of the Nineteenth Century. By 1860, Abbe Deschamps could remark in Le Correspondant that “Buddhism [had] emerged from its profound obscurity and its long silence” (Batchelor 242).

The emergence of Buddhism occurred in a period of radical instability within Europe, with the Lotus Sutra appearing after the Communist Manifesto (1848) and before On the Origins of the Species (1859), and the Diamond and the Heart Sutras followed almost immediately. Thoroughly placed in its proper historical context through the application of enlightenment scientific methods, Buddhism was viewed by orthodox Christianity as radically destabilizing, since the historical Buddha lived almost 500 years prior to the birth of the historical Jesus. As a result, Buddhist knowledge began to circulate through the philosophy of Schopenhauer and Nietzsche and appeared to provide the path for the prophetic (and oft-quoted) phrase of Friedrich Schlegel that “in the Orient we must seek the highest Romanticism” (as quoted in Batchelor 252).

� Later this year, at the ICR, the project will come to initial fruition with an elaboration of four noble truths inherent in eastern epistemology (as represented by Tibetan Buddhism) and western epistemology (as represented by European Romanticism).


� Stephen Batchelor, The Awakening of the West: The Encounter of Buddhism and Western Culture (Berkeley, 1994), 227. Subsequent references will appear parentheitically.


� Secretary Wilson includes Remusat’s comments (in French) in his own “Remarks” (10), and this translation is a combination of my own and that offered by Stephen Batchelor (228).


� Alexander Csoma, “Translation of [an] Extract from the T. or 9th Volume, r-Gyut class of the Kah-gur” (leaf 337), Tibetan Studies, J. Terjek, ed. (Budapest, 1984), 12.


� J. Terjek, “Alexander Csoma de Koros: A Short biography,” Tibetan-English Dictionary (Budapest, 1984), vii.


� Alexander Csoma de Koros, “Preface,” Tibetan-English Dictionary (Budapest, 1984), vl. Subsequent references will appear parenthetically.


� Hirendra Nath Mukejee, The Great Tibetologist Alexander Csoma de Koros: Hermit-Hero from Hungray (New Dehli, 1984), 9. Subsequent references will appear parenthetically.


� I have in mind efforts like Coleridge’s midnight scaling of Scafell, Wordsworth’s hikes through Snowdonia and the Alps, Shelley’s circumambulating of Mont Blanc, Byron’s swimming of the Hellespont, and Keats’s ability to average 20 kilometers per day on hiking tours.


� Mukejee quotes from a letter by Csoma’s Gynnasium teacher Samuel Hegedus and a brief report made by an unnamed count (who watched Csoma’s departure from his front gate).


� I discuss the rather long delay in publishing this work in greater detail in “European Romanticism and the Rise of Tibetan Buddhism” delivered at this year’s Interdisciplinary Nineteenth-Century Studies conference (London, 2003).


� See also Henri de Lubac, La Recontre du Bouddisme et de l’Occident (Paris, 1952), 78-129.


� In 1837, the Russian philologist Isaac Schmidt has published a French translation of the Diamond Sutra, but like Csoma’s translations, it was based on the Tibetan canon.
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