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Abstract

Scholars have presented different theories about how Buddhism
spread to China and which routes were followed since its birth. In order
to reinforce the linguistic evidence that Central Asian languages and non-
Sanskrit languages played a role of medium in the sutra translation, this
paper focuses on the Chinese transcribed words in the translation of the
Astasahasrika Prajiiaparamita, translated by Lokaksema. The comparison
and correspondence between the Chinese transcribed words and the sounds
in Tocharian, GandharT and Middle Indic highly suggest that the Chinese
version of the sutra was not translated directly from Sanskrit to Chinese;
the linguistic evidence proves the existence of Central Asian languages
and non-Sanskrit languages in the process of translating the Buddhist
sutra into Chinese. The tradition of oral transmission in Buddhism offered

a precious opportunity for Central Asian monks to dictate and recite the
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Buddhist sutras in their local languages; the Chinese transcribed words
in the sutra translation are concrete and valid proof that certain Central
Asian languages, such as Tocharian, Sogdian, Bactrian, and other non-
Sanskrit languages, such as Gandhari and Middle Indic, were mediums
and may actually be the source languages for Buddhist sutra translation

into Chinese.

Keywords: Astasahasrikda Prajiiaparamita, sutra translation, Central Asian

languages, Lokaksema, Chinese transcription
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The Elements of the Hu # Languages in
Chinese Transcription in Astasahasrika

Prajiiaparamita
Wei Ling-chia

Scholars have presented different theories about how Buddhism
spread to China and which routes were followed since its birth. Although
the role of Central Asian monks as the bridge of transmission into China
was documented in the Gaoseng Zhuan ({E{E{E) ) (Accounts of Eminent
Monks), the source languages they used for the Buddhist sutra translation
into Chinese remain a topic for debate. One school of scholars, which
include Jan Nattier, argue that there is no archaeological evidence of
preserved Buddhist texts in Central Asian languages that could be assigned
to a date earlier than the beginning of the 6" century. Another school of
scholars, which include Ji Xianlin Z#%& K , Daniel Boucher, and Seishi
Karashima, however, managed to compare the sounds of the transcribed
words in Wei-and-Jin period Chinese translation; they identified traces of
the Hu languages, including Tocharian, Sogdian, and Gandhari, as the
source languages of sutra translation. In order to reinforce the linguistic
evidence that Central Asian languages and non-Sanskrit languages played

the role of medium in the sutra translation, this paper focuses on the
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Chinese transcribed words in the translation of Astasahasrika Prajiiaparamita
(CEATM AT #EY) | translated by Lokaksema =z 8301 3 (or =2 ## ). The
comparison and correspondence between the Chinese transcribed words
and the sounds in Tocharian, GandharT and Middle Indic highly suggest
that the Chinese sutra translation is not a direct translation from Sanskrit
to Chinese; the linguistic evidence proves the existence of certain Central
Asian languages and non-Sanskrit languages in the process of translating

the Buddhist sutra into Chinese.

The Tradition of Oral Transmission

“Thus have I heard at one time” is a typical opening phrase of sutras,
and it also manifests in the Buddhist tradition of oral transmission. After
the death of Buddha, his teachings were passed down in oral form. Though
it was claimed that Gautama Buddha (also known as S’dkyamuni) spoke
Magadhi, a dialect spoken in the Eastern zone of the Indian subcontinent,
the dissemination of his teachings during his lifetime was not limited to
any single language; rather Buddhism was spread in several vernacular
languages. According to Lin Liguang #A%2)¢: | “Magadhi may be one of
the languages that was employed. In places where Buddhism was popular,
such as Vaisali, Kausambi, Mathura, and Ujjayini, it was spread in the
respective local language.”1

Not until the 4" and 5" centuries did the dissemination of Buddhism

begin to undergo a process of Sanskritization.” By that time, Buddhism

This is my own translation from the French source: Lin Liguang, L’aide-
memoire de la vraie loi (Saddharma- smrtyupasthana-sutra). (Paris: Librairie
d’Amerique et d’Orient, 1949), 227-228.

With the increasing use of literary Sanskrit by educated Hindu poets and
philosophers, we find the Buddhists beginning to follow their lead and
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had already passed through Central Asian and was flourishing in China
proper. Scholars have since debated endlessly as to what languages were
used by the Central Asian monks who helped spread Buddhism.

Further exploration of this topic only raises more questions. What
kind of languages were the source languages used by the Central Asian
monks? Are there extant sutra texts written in Central Asian languages?
Based on the teachings of the Buddha, who stressed that his teachings
should be spread in local languages, it is not likely that Central Asian
Buddhist monks would ignore this tradition of oral transmission. More
concrete evidence is required, however, to prove the central status of
Central Asian languages and non-Sanskrit languages in the process of
sutra translation. Even though Jan Nattier rebutted the theory that Central
Asian monks exclusively used the Indian languages as sources for the
Chinese translation of sutras prior to the beginning of the 6" centulry,3 no
archaeological evidence exists which supports the use of Central Asian
languages and non-Sanskrit languages in sutra translation. In addition,
transmission of texts during that period was based primarily on word-for-
word memorization and oral transmission, so Jan Nattier’s argument has
no solid evidence to prove that the Central Asian monks did not transmit
orally the teachings of the Buddha in their Central Asian languages or non-
Sanskrit languages.

Moreover, increasing numbers of scholars have begun to concentrate

on the comparison of sounds of the Chinese transcribed words with

(particularly during and after the Gupta period, c. 320-467 CE) producing
religious literature in more or less polished forms of Sanskrit. See: Jan Nattier,
“Church Language and Vernacular Language in Central Asian Buddhism,”
Numen 37 (Dec. 1990): 202.

Ibid., 212.
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Buddhist Hybrid Sanskrit' and other Indo-European languages, such as
Tocharian, Gandhari, Middle Indic and others. For example, Norman5
and Pulleybank6 both support the concept that in the early stages the
Buddhist sutras were written in Gandharl. Ji Xianlin used the fragments
of Tocharian A in the Maitreyasamiti-Nataka to prove that traces of
Central Asian languages, such as Tocharian, had some parallels in the
Buddhist sutras, which could be dated back to the Wei and Jin Period and
even the Eastern Han Dynasty. According to Coblin,7 though he believed
that the original language employed in the Buddhist sutras may have
been Sanskrit, he recognized that there were elements of Middle Indic
remaining in the Chinese transcription. Since there is no archaeological
evidence of Buddhist texts written in Central Asian languages earlier than

the 6" century, it would be extremely valuable if linguistic evidence could

The term Buddhist Hybrid Sanskrit was coined by Franklin Edgerton in the
introduction of his book, Buddhist Hybrid Sanskrit Grammar and Dictionary,
published in 1953. The language was used in the early Mahayana Buddhist texts
and the texts for other schools of Buddhism in the first few centuries C.E. It
was not Classical Sanskrit, nor Middle Indic, but it preserves some features of
vernacular Indic languages. See: Nattier, 202, 215.

K. R. Norman, “Gandhari,” in Ji Xianlin Jiaosho Ba Shi Hua Dan Ji Nian
Lunwen Ji ({ZEHRMEIZ N\ 250 XEED) (The Collection of Papers
Dedicated to the Celebration of the 80th Birthday of Professor Ji Xianlin)
(Nanchang, China: Jiangxi People’s Publishing House 7T.75 A E IR | 1991),
133-143.

E.G. Pulleybank, “Stages in the Transcription of Indian Words in Chinese from
Han to Tang,” In Sprachen des Buddhismus in Zentralasien, eds., Klaus Rohrborn
und Wolfgang Veenker. (Wiesbaden: in Kommission bei O. Harrassowitz,
1983), 73-102.

W. S. Coblin, “BTD Revisited-A Reconsideration of the Han Buddhist
Transcriptional Dialect (Part 1: The Initials),” Di Er Jie Zhongguo Jing Nei
Yuyan Ji Yuyan Xue Guop Yan Tao Hui Lunwen Ji ({55 _JATMBIENIES &
PE S BB BT & i L)) (Paper Collection of the Second International
Conference of Languages and Linguistics in China) (Taipei: Institute of History
and Philology, Academia Sinica, 1991), 160-179.
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be brought to bear on comparing the sounds of the transcribed words in
the Chinese translation and the sounds in Buddhist Hybrid Sanskrit. This
would also verify their close correspondence with the sounds in Tocharian,
Gandhart and Middle Indic.

As for verifying the correspondence of the sounds in the Buddhist
texts, the Buddhist sutras translated in the Eastern Han Dynasty offer
tremendously rich resources for research on transcription. Tang Yongtong

A | a famous scholar on the history of Buddhism in China, stated that,

As for the translation and the source text in the Six Dynasties, in
order to decide which were from the Hu languages and which were
from Sanskrit, we should compare the transcription in different
versions of translation and then its source could be decided. ( £T
NYPFARL > RATH B o ATH B> ARG K E T ZF
Fo AThEE )

Previous scholars have focused more on the comparison of the
transcription ( FIIVEEHR or 1 EHH ) in the sutras translated in the Wei
and Jin period, such as the Dirghagama-sutra ({5 & #8)) studied by
Brough and the Saddharmapundarika-sitra ( {IE3EFERE) ) studied by Seishi
Karashima. These sutras ranged from the 3" (0 the 5" century.

There is a paucity of research, however, on the transcription in the
sutras translated in the Eastern Han Dynasty, which dated back to the
period between the first and the third century. Even Ji Xianlin only located

the sounds of Tocharian in some parts of the sutras translated in the

Tang Yongtong &MY , Han Wei Liang Jin Nan Bei Chao Fojiao Shi (%R
WS m LB ) ) (The History of Buddhism in Han, Wei and Jin and the
Northern and Southern Dynasties) (Taipei, Taiwan: The Commercial Press,
Ltd. SR E5ENIEEEE | 1938 4 ). It is my own translation from the Chinese.
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Eastern Han Dynasty. There has been no systematic comparison between
the sounds of Chinese transcribed words with sounds from the Hu i/]
languages, that is, Indo-Iranian languages and Central Asian languages,
especially for the Buddhist sutras translated in the Eastern Han Dynasty.
Buddhism was purported to have spread to China and burgeoned during
the Eastern Han Dynasty. Therefore, Buddhist sutras translated in the
Eastern Han Dynasty are a good indicator of how the Buddhist texts first
arrived and were transcribed in China, especially since some special terms
were not yet semantically translated.

In addition, because Sanskrit and Eastern Han Chinese belong to two
different language families and are quite different in terms of sounds and
scripts, in the beginning stage of transmission, Buddhist monks followed
primarily the principle of transcription to translate special terms in sutras
and dh'c'lrar,ﬁs.9 Especially when the Buddhist texts were first translated
into the Chinese language, there were words and concepts that did not
previously exist in Chinese culture; to translate these unfamiliar terms, the
Buddhist monks tended to copy the sounds. Therefore, transcription of
Chinese Buddhist sutra translation in the Eastern Han preserves the original
core of the texts, which allows some insight into the languages used by the
Central Asian monks while they translated orally. That is why, instead of
focusing solely on the fragments from different sutras, this paper compares
the sounds of Buddhism Hybrid Sanskrit in the source texts with the sounds
of transcribed words in the Chinese translations. Sounds from Indo-Iranian
languages, such as GandharT and Middle Indic, and non-Iranian languages,

such as Tocharian, will also be examined for the same words.

The exact transcription is especially important for dharanis because dharanis
are considered to protect the one who chants them from malign influences and
calamities.
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Methodology

In order to take good advantage of the resources imbedded in
the transcription of Chinese Buddhist sutras, this paper focuses on the
transcriptions in the Astasahasrikd Prajiiaparamita and reconstructs the
Chinese transcribed words in the Eastern Han Dynasty. First, certain
frequently used and transcribed words or terms are chosen for comparison
while semantically translated words, which do not necessarily preserve the
sounds of the source, are left out of this study. Second, the sounds of these
transcribed words are reconstructed according to the sound system posited
by W.S. Coblin. Next, the pronunciation of these transcribed words in the
Eastern Han Dynasty will be compared with the sounds from Buddhist
Hybrid Sanskrit. Those which do not match the pronunciation of Buddhist
Hybrid Sanskrit will be identified; the sound changes and correspondence
with Tocharian, Gandhari, and Middle Indic also will be specified
respectively.

In addition, though the Astasahasrika Prajiiaparamita was first
translated by Lokaksema, it was later translated by Buddhist monks
in different periods with different titles, such as Da Ming Du Wu Ji Jing
(CKHARE ERGAS) ) | translated by Zhigian SZ#f in the Three Kingdoms
Period, Guang Zan Bore Poluomi Jing ( { M FEERE) ), translated
by Dharmaraksa =% in the Western Jin Period, and Mo He Bore Poluomi
Duo Chao Jing ( (R I FEE S $9#E) ) | translated by Buddhasmrti
" fi7& in the Former Qin BifZE . The famous Buddhist monk and translator
of Later Qin %% Kumarajiva also translated this sutra with a different title,
Mohe Bore Poluomi Jing ({5 3] f% %5 % 4% %5 € ) ) . Though this paper
concentrates on the transcription and translation of Lokaksema and

tries to locate the traces of Central Asian languages and non-Sanskrit
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languages in the transcription, the transcriptions of later versions may
also be considered if they are valuable to examining the evolution of
sound change. The comparison of transcribed words in the Astasahasrika
Prajiiagparamita translated by Lokaksema is especially important because,
with the comparison of sounds from different languages of approximately
the same period, the traces of Central Asian languages and non-Sanskrit

languages will be thus revealed in the Buddhist sutra translation.

Lokaksema and Astasahasrika Prajiiaparamita

Lokaksema, Zhiluojiachen, or Zhichen was originally from Yue-zhi
A K. . His conduct was simple and considerate and he was open-
minded and agile. He was committed to persevering in the Dharma
and the precepts and was famous for enhancing himself in such a
way. He chanted many sutras and was dedicated to spreading the
Dharma. During the reign years of Guanghe .77 and Zhongping
% F of Emperor Ling of Eastern Han, he traveled in Luoyang,
where he translated and interpreted Sanskrit.

(X FdeB > FATILH > AA XA BATHRR > HEMK -
RHREA O AT EA o HABE > BAFE o BE FaFa
BB kA PR MAFE T )

Lokaksema was a Buddhist monk from the Yuezhi or Rouzhi H X ,11

" Hui Jiao 24K, Gaoseng Zhuan, (LS8 )) (Accounts of Eminent Monks),.
In Gaoseng Zhuan He Ji ({ /5 & {8 & & )) (The Compilation of Legends of
Eminent Monks) (Shanghai, China: Shanghai Guji Publishing House _[#g 7 %
HifR L , 1991), 5. It is my own translation from the Chinese.

Erik Ziircher claimed that Lokaksema was an Indoscythian. In Erik Ziircher,
The Buddhist Conquest of China: the Spread and Adaptation of Buddhism in
Early Medieval ChinaChina. (Leiden, the Netherlands: Brill, 2007), 35.
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a tribe whose territory originally covered the Eastern part of the Tarim
Basin. In the Ist century C.E., one of the Yuezhi tribes established the
Kushan Empire, and later it united all five Yuezhi tribes. In the Xiyu Zhuan
(KPE1AED ) (The Accounts of Western Regions) and Han Shu ({JEZE))
(the Book of Han), Ban Gu ¥E[f] stated that,

Da Yuezhi was originally situated between Dunhuang and Qilien.
Not until Modu Chanyu defeated Yuezhi and (his successor)
Laoshang Chanyu killed (the chieftain) of Yuezhi and drank
wine with his head, did Yuezhi flee. Yuezhi passed Da Yuan and
attacked Bactria in the West. (Bactria) succumbed to Yuezhi.
(KAK) KBS itk - ZEHBFHAAK » M2 L
BFHRAK > AEFAAKE - ARSiEE > BRR > BERL
mEZ o

In addition, in the San Guo Zhi ({ =[B7E) ) (Records of the Three Kingdoms)
annotated by Pei Songzhi ZE#A.2 (372-451), “Kasmira (or Kashmir),
Bactria, Gaofu and Tianzhu (a name for India at that time), were all under
the control of Da Yuezhi.” ( Ei & Bl ~ KE B ~ &M B ~ K= » &
A8 K H G © ) By the 3rd century C.E., the territory of Yuezhi included
Bactria and northern South Asia (the Northwestern part of India), and was
under the influence of Central Asian languages. Because Tocharian may
have been the spoken language for this group of people, and because their
territory covered Gandhara and Northern India, it is imperative to find out
whether the elements of these languages existed in the transcription and
the translation of Astasahasrika Prajiiaparamita, translated by Lokaksema

in 179 C.E. In addition, Lokaksema was renowned as the first generation

" Ban Gu HF[H . Xiyu Zhuan (VG Y ) (The Accounts of Western Regions),
Han Shu ({J#Z) ) (the Book of Han). This is my own translation from the Chinese.
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of Buddhist translators of the Mahayana sutras and, compared to other
Buddhist monks and translators, he intentionally chose transcription
as the main strategy to translate the special terms from Buddhist
sutras. According to Erik Ziircher, however, while “the translation of
Astasahasrika Prajiaparamitd were based on manuscripts brought From
India by Zhu Shuofo = ¥ i ,”13 this paper locates traces of the Central
Asian languages and non-Sanskrit languages in the Chinese transcribed
words. In his role as interpreter, Lokaksema, would recite and explain
the meaning of the sutras, while his three Chinese assistants, Mengfu
a, Zhang Lian 53 | and Zibi 22 ,14 would help him to transcribe the
words in Chinese. The transcription reveals how these Chinese assistants
perceived the sounds from Lokaksema’s pronunciation, which was
influenced by these Central Asian languages and non-Sanskrit languages.
The next part of this paper will discuss the evidence from Central Asian
languages and non-Sanskrit languages to show that as early as the 2"
century C.E. in the Eastern Han Dynasty, the Buddhist sutras were not

directly translated from Sanskrit to Chinese.

Transcription from Tocharian

According to the fragments excavated in Kucha, Xinjiang, Tocharian
is an ancient and extinct language, which is believed to have been spoken
by steppe people living in the Tarim Basin during the 7" and 8" century
or even earlier. Tocharian was written down in the Brahmin scripts, a
northern Indian syllabary, and was classified into Tocharian A, also called

the language of Yangi 75 or Qarashahr, and Tocharian B, the language

" Ziircher, 35.
" Hui Jiao, 5.
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of Kucha. In the analysis of the scripts, devoted linguists such as Ji
Xianlin not only tried to find out the meaning of individual words and the
pronunciation in Tocharian but also noticed the parallels with the Buddhist
sutras translated in Chinese. While Ji Xianlin compared the words in the
parallel versions of sutras, such as the Dirgha Agama ( (R &#E) )
and Dharmapada ( {i%5]#8) ), which were dated back to the Wei and Jin
period or later, this paper examines the Astasahasrika Prajiiaparamita of
the Eastern Han Dynasty.

First, in Tocharian, the voiced /dh/ sound in Buddhist Hybrid Sanskrit
was weakened into the voiceless /t/ sound, which also manifests in the
pronunciation in Eastern Han Chinese. The most obvious example is
the Sanskrit word, Buddha i€ , which appears in the Astasahasrika
Prajiiaparamita 1,320 times. It shows that, starting from the Eastern Han
Dynasty, in this sutra, Buddha had been transcribed into i and that it is
not a shortened form for ffii F& . This sound change from the voiced /dh/
to the voiceless /t/ may not be a direct result of translation from Sanskrit
to Eastern Han Chinese but might be a sound change resulting from the
mediation of Central Asian languages. Not only did Ji Xianlinlspropose
that Tocharian B’s pudriidkte and Tocharian A’s ptaiikdt transformed the
sounds into 4 (Eastern Han: bjot, Qieyun ( {YJEE) ): bjuat), but other Central
Asian languages also manifested this change.16 For example, in Middle
Persian it was pronounced /bwt/; in the documents of Manichaeism written

in the Parthian language, Buddha was pronounced /bwt/ or /but/; in the

" Ji Xianlin ZEHR MR, “Zai Tan Futu Yu Fo ((FH#IF/BELH) ) (Re-discussion
on Futu and Fo),” in Fojiao Hanyu Yanjiu ({ #p BB ZEWISE)) (Research on
the Buddhist Terms in Chinese), eds. Zhu Qingzhi 4.2 (Beijing, China: The
Commercial Press JL5T @ BBSEHIEEH |, 2009 4F ), 483.

G Djelani Davary, “Batrisch.” ein Wérterbuch auf Grund der Inschriften,
Hangschriften, Miinzen und Siegelsteine (Heidelberg, Germany: J. Groos, 1982).
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documents of Manichaeism written in the Sogdian language, Buddha was
pronounced /bwty/ or /pwtyy/; in the documents of Buddhism written in
the Sogdian language, Buddha was pronounced /pwt/. According to H.W.
Bailey, in the Sogdian language, the voiced consonants b, d, and g were
transformed into fricatives, such as B, d and y, which were written as p, t,
and k.” One easily notices this sound change in Eastern Han Chinese and
that it derived more possibly from Central Asian languages. In Taiwanese,
which preserves some elements of Old Chinese, the pronunciation of fif; ,
/put/, is also very similar to the Central Asian pronunciations.

Another example comes from the stronger sound correspondence
between Mile 5f#i%) (Maitreya) in Eastern Han Chinese and that in Tocharian.
Mile 5§8%/) (Maitreya) appears in the Astasahasrika Prajiiaparamita 17 times.
In Buddhist Hybrid Sanskrit, -ya is pronounced as /ja/, which is a palatal
sound, but in Eastern Han Chinese, the end sound of the word 5f#/ , mjiei[
mjiei:] lok, was weakened into a velar sound, /k/. If the sound in Eastern Han
Chinese is compared with the sounds in Tocharian and Bactrian, the word
Mile 7 %) (Maitreya) demonstrates a sound change from Buddhist Hybrid
Sanskrit, to Bactrian, then to Tocharian, and finally to Chinese. According
to Seishi Karashima,'® Mile %) (Maitreya) was pronounced Métraga in
Bactrian; while according to Franz Bernhard, Mile %) (Maitreya) was

pronounced Metraga in Gandhari. The palatal sound -ya was transformed

" Harold Walter Bailey, Opera Minora: Articles on Iranian Studies, ed., M.
Nawabi (Shiraz: Forozangah Publishers, 1981), 104.

8 Seishi Karashima, A4 Glossary of Lokaksema’s Translation of the Astasahasrika
Prajiiaparamita (Tokyo, Japan: The International Research Institute for
Advanced Buddology, Soka University, 2010), 367.

" Franz Bernanrd, “Gandhari and the Buddhist Mission in Central Asia,.” in
Anjali: Papers on Indology and Buddhism: A Felicitation Volume Presented to
Oliver Hector de Alwis Wijesekera on His Sixtieth Birthday (Peradeniya: The
Felicitation Volume Editorial Committee, University of Ceylon, 1970), 55-62.
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into the voiced velar sound /g/ in Bactrian and Gandhar1. Then in Tocharian,
the voiced velar sound /g/ was weakened into the voiceless sound /k/, like
the tendency mentioned in the previous paragraph. In Tocharian A, the
pronunciation for Mile %)) (Maitreya) is Metrak, while in Tocharian B,
it is Maitrak.” The tendency of voiced consonants to weaken into voiceless
consonants in Central Asian pronunciation once again manifests in this
word.

When compared with the transcription in later translations, the
influence of Central Asian languages can be detected. In Buddhist sutra
translations for the same sutra completed in the Tang Dynasty Xuan
Zang Y. %% translated and transcribed the term as Mei Da Li Ye t31HF|
HIS . This transcription was closer to the pronunciation in Sanskrit because
Xuan Zang traveled to India and sought the original versions of the sutras
in Sanskrit. In the Eastern Han Dynasty, however, the translation and
the transcription of Mile %)) (Maitreya) had already been influenced
by Central Asian languages, and the sound change was preserved in the
transcribed words. Therefore, the sound, -ya, was not transcribed as Ye HE

but #}j /1ok/, which was influenced by Central Asian languages.

Transcription from Gandhart

Gandhari is a Northwestern Middle Indic language used in Gandhara.
According to Bailey, Middle Indic encompassed . . .the Asokan kharosthi

edicts from Shahbazgarhi and Mansehra, the various donative inscriptions

' Ji Xianlin Z=36k Dunhuang Tulufan Tuhuoluo Yu Yanjiu Dao Lun ({ZU&ER:
BTG K HEZERFFEEEM) ) (The Introduction to the Research on the Tocharian
in Dunhuang and Turfan) (Taipei, Taiwan: Xinwenfeng Publishing House %

At - FCE AR AFE] , 1993 4 ), 224.
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from northwest India, the Dharmapada found near Khotan (the Dutreuil
de Rhins manuscript), the documents from the ancient Shanshan kingdom
found at Niya and Loulan.””'

Gandhart was identified, however, from several fragments of sutras,
such as Dharmapada, Anavatapta gatha, Khargavisana sutra, Sangiti
sutra and a collection of excavated sutras of Anguttara; they were all
written in Kharosthi scripts.22 With the archaeological evidence, Brough
assumed that an early Buddhist translation could have been done from
Ge'lndhz’lri,23 and Bernard agreed and proposed the so-called “Gandhart

hypothesis,”

Phonetic transcriptions in early Chinese translations of Buddhist
texts make it clear that GandharT was the medium in which
Buddhism was first propagated in Central Asia, the medium
through which Indian culture was transmitted from the northwest

. .24
across Central Asia to China.

Though the sutras in the Sarvastivadin and Dharmagupta schools in
Hinayana Buddhism were examined and the source language was

. = == 25 . N
analyzed as possibly Gandhari,”™ a closer systematic examination of the

*' Daniel Boucher, “Gandhart and the Early Chinese Buddhist Translations

Reconsidered: The Case of the Saddharmapundarikasitra”, Journal of the
American Oriental Society 118.4 (1998): 472.

Richard Salomon, “Recent Discoveries of Early Buddhist Manuscripts: And
Their Implications for the History of Buddhist Texts and Canons”. in Between
the Empires, Society in India 300 BCE to 400 CE., ed., Patrick Olivelle (New
York: Oxford University Press, 2006), 349-382.

John Brough, The Gandhari Dharmapada (London: Oxford University Press,
1962), 50-54.

# Bernard, 57.

Shoji Hirata FHE H] , “ Lue Lun Tang Yi Qian De Fojing Dui Yin ( (#& i
LIRTPHE#REETE ) ) (Rough Discussion on the Comparison of Transcriptions in

22

23

25
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early Mahayana sutras, such as the Astasahasrika Prajiiaparamita, should
also be conducted. This would establish whether traces of Gandhari
sounds, in addition to the elements of Tocharian, also exist in the Chinese
transcription of Mahayana sutras. Sound changes from Buddhist Hybrid
Sanskrit to GandharT are found in the transcription, as I explain below.

First, according to Seishi Karashima’s case study on the Dirghagama-
sutra, one obvious feature in GandharT phonology is the sound change from
the /th/ sound in Sanskrit to the /s/ sound in Gandhari.”® The transcription
in Astasahasrika Prajiiaparamita is also a testament to this special feature.
For example, Tathagata THEEFTE ( 417K , the name in the scriptures that
the Buddha uses when referring to himself) in Sanskrit was transformed
into tasa-agada in Gandhari. In the sound reconstruction of Eastern Han
Chinese, the sound /th/ was also an /s/ sound: tat sat ‘a gjiat. The aspirated
dental sound /th/ was then transcribed and recorded in the Chinese
transcription as the voiceless dental sound, /s/.

Secondly, according to Daniel Boucher’s case study of the
Saddharmapundarikasiitra ({49 1£5EHEKE) ), the sound change from /p/ in
Buddhist Hybrid Sanskrit to /v/ in GandharT exhibits features of Gandhari’s
phonology.27 Confusion between labials /p/ and /v/ also appears in the
transcription in the Astasahasrika Prajiiagparamita. One example of this is

Av r bah Atapah Pl ELHBFE K in Buddhist Hybrid Sanskrit; however,

the Buddhist Sutras before the Tang Dynasty)”, in Fojiao Hanyu Yanjiu ({{H#
TEEENTSEY ) (Research on the Buddhist Terms in Chinese), eds. Zhu Qingzhi %
.2 | (Beijing, China: The Commercial Press LI R F5FI | 2009), 212.
Seishi Karashima, “Han Yi Fodian De Yuyan Yanjiu ( (7% fh80095E S 1
%%) ) (The Research on the Languages in the Translated Buddhist Sutras into Chinese)”,
in Fojiao Hanyu Yanjiu ( {pZEEENTFE) ) (Research on the Buddhist Terms
in Chinese), ed., Zhu Qingzhi (Beijing, China: The Commercial Press L5
BHIEEH | 2009), 50-51.

g Boucher, 481.
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in Gandhari, it is Avi’@ Adava, and the end sound /pa/ becomes /va/.
Later, it was shortened to Aviydda(va). Therefore, in Eastern Han
Chinese, the end sound /va/ was deleted and transcribed as ‘@ bjiai[bjiai-]
#ja[zja] da. The transcribed word, bi Lt , for /vi/ in Gandhari, also
corresponds with the principle of Old Chinese, being void of dento-labial
onsets in classical sinitics ( oy €/ ).28 According to Wang Li £/7,
“Not until the era of Qieyun did the heavy labial sound separate from the
light labial sound.”” Therefore, the transcription also shows this special
linguistic feature in Eastern Han Chinese.

Thirdly, in the Astasdhasrika Prajiiagparamita, Gandharm’s phonology
similarly shows a feature which was transformed from the aspirated labial
/bh/ sound in Buddhist Hybrid Sanskrit to the unaspirated labial sound,
/b/, and then to the elliptical form in Gandharl. For example, first Apramd
n abha P EEHS in Buddhist Hybrid Sanskrit changed to Ap(r)ama n
dba, and then the /b/ sound was omitted and changed into Ap(r)ama n a’
a in Gandharl. In the pronunciation of Eastern Han Chinese, the sound
for this term is reconstructed as a pa ma na, and it exactly reflects the
sound change in Gandharl and also omits the end sound /bh/ or /b/. On
the other hand, in the transcription for the modern translation, this word is
transcribed as Abé mo shou hé tian WIPEFE S EK | which is closer to the
pronunciation in Sanskrit. Therefore, the transcription in Astasahasrika
Prajiiaparamita in the Eastern Han Dynasty followed more closely
linguistic features of Gandharl than those of Sanskrit.

From the above linguistic evidence in the translation of Astasahasrikd

* Zhou Jixu JE K , Hanyu Yinouyu Cihui Bi Jiao ({FEEFVEEE 742 FL#K) )
(The Comparison of the Terms in Sinitics and Indo-European Languages)
(Chengdu, China: Sichuan Nationalities Publishing House, B#S : PYJI| R H
flRtL, 2002), 105.

* Tbid., 105.
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Prajiiaparamita, Gandharl must play a very important role as a medium,
aside from the influence of Tocharian, in the Buddhist sutra translation

performed during the Eastern Han Dynasty.

Transcription from Middle Indic

In addition to the influence of Tocharian and Gandhari, the elements
of Middle Indic (except GandharT) are also found in early Buddhist sutra
translation undertaken during the Eastern Han Dynasty. According to
Seishi Karashima’s case study of the Dirghagama-sutra, one obvious
linguistic feature that was very common in Middle Indic but rare in
Gandhari is the tendency for the two unaspirated sounds /t/ and /d/ to
shorten to retroflex and lateral approximant /I/ and then to the dental
sound /1. Moreover, this tendency occurs in the Chinese transcription
of Astasahasrika Prajiiaparamita. For example, garu d a WHEEE (a name
of a ghost) in Sanskrit transformed into garu/ a in Middle Indic. Then
the sound was transcribed as the dental sound /1/ as kja[kra] /ou /a in
Eastern Han Chinese. Additionally, in Coblin’s A Handbook of Eastern
Han Sound Glosses, he indicates one instance of this tendency, which also
appears in the Astasahasrika Prajiaparamita. Kumuda ¥ SCEEFE (the
night blossoming white water-lily) in Sanskrit was changed into Kumula
in Middle Indic and was transcribed as kou[kjou] mjon /a in Eastern Han
Chinese. The sound change from /t/ or /d/ to /1/ to /1/ shows that there was
a more direct influence from Middle Indic imposed upon the Chinese
transcription of Buddhist sutras, and that the translation was not a direct

translation from Sanskrit.

0 Karashima, 51.
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Furthermore, the sound change from Sanskrit to Middle Indic in
the Astasahasrika Prajiidparamitd also corresponds with the tradition
of reducing the number of syllables in the Chinese transcribed words
in Buddhist sutras. In the Astasahasrika Prajiiaparamitd, for example,
Subbakytsna & MK in Sanskrit was shortened to Subaka in Middle
Indic. In the sound reconstruction of Eastern Han Chinese, & 21301k was
reconstructed as sju. ha kjalkra], and the end sound /rtsn/ was altogether
omitted. Starting from the Eastern Han Dynasty, there was a tradition that
Sanskrit words were always shortened into two- or three-syllable words
when they were transcribed into Chinese. With the evidence of the already
shortened transcribed words from Sanskrit to Middle Indic, the Chinese
transcribed words might have been transcribed from Middle Indic or might

have followed the tradition of shortened transcription from Middle Indic.

Conclusion

The tradition of oral transmission in Buddhism offered a precious
opportunity for Central Asian monks to dictate and recite the Buddhist
sutras in their local languages; thus, the linguistic evidence was
documented as Chinese transcribed words in the Buddhist sutra translation.
Despite the lack of archaeological evidence dating back to the 2" century
C.E., as early as the Eastern Han Dynasty, the Chinese transcribed words
in the sutra translation are concrete and valid proof that Central Asian
languages, such as Tocharian, Sogdian, Bactrian, and other non-Sanskrit
languages, such as Gandharl and Middle Indic, were mediums and might
be source languages for Buddhist sutra translation into Chinese. In other
words, the sutras might not be the result of direct translation from Sanskrit

to Chinese. As Richard Saloman has observed, “The history of Buddhist
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canons... had the natural tendency of local variations.”" It is only natural
that Central Asian monks conveyed, translated, and interpreted the
Buddhist sutras in their own local languages, and that the Chinese assistant
transcribed the words with the sounds they perceived. In addition, because
Central Asia was a multi-lingual steppe region where many kingdoms and
empires coexisted, Central Asian monks like Lokaksema were possibly
multi-lingual and therefore may have exhibited certain linguistic features
from their local languages when they translated and interpreted Buddhist
sutras.

During the process of propagation, Sanskrit words may have been
transcribed into different Central Asian languages and non-Sanskrit
languages before being translated into Chinese. It is reasonable to assume
that transcription may be an early tradition of Buddhist sutra translation in
the Central Asian region before Buddhism spread to China. These Central
Asian languages may have been closely related linguistically, so much
so that transcription was employed as an important strategy. However,
when no similar word or concept existed in the target language, such as
Chinese, the transcription caused more confusion. Later this convinced
more Chinese monks to seek out the original texts in Sanskrit, such as with
Xuanzang in the Tang Dynasty. Subsequently, more semantic translation
was performed. For this reason the early Buddhist sutras realized in the
Eastern Han Dynasty were precious for that fact that they preserved so
much linguistic evidence for the examination of the transcription from
Central Asian languages and non-Sanskrit languages during this period.

This paper is only a preliminary analysis of the transcription of

the Astasahasrikd Prajiiapdaramitd; in the future, a more thorough

! Saloman, 375.
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examination will offer a more comprehensive view of the presence of
Central Asian languages and non-Sanskrit languages as a translation
medium. In addition, in order to trace the footprints of the Central Asian
languages and non-Sanskrit languages more exactly, the transcription of
Dharants may be looked at as sources for further comparison and research
in the near future. Some scholars doubt the real value of comparing
transcriptions and question whether these are not as convincing as
archaeological evidence. Based on the sound system established by
previous scholars, however, this paper suggests that though Central Asian
languages were extinct and the influence of some non-Sanskrit languages
declined, their role as medium in Buddhist sutra translation must never be

forgotten or buried in a sea of words.
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