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PREFACE

The literature on Prajiiaparamita, vast, deep and vital to an understanding
of the Mahayana, has so far been somewhat neglected by European scholars.
With the aim of facilitating its study, I have in this book set out a certain
amount of information about it. This is a handbook which records for the
use of scholars the very limited knowledge we have acquired during the last
century. I am well aware that a compilation of this kind lends itself to
innumerable sins of commission and omission. The critical reader will
discover many of them, and I must console myself with having given him
something to build on. After completing my typescript, which has slowly
matured over twenty years, I find that the gaps in my treatment stand out
more clearly than its contours. The Bibliography, though comprehensive,
is by no means complete. I have not listed all the translations, articles and
books which have appeared in Japanese, nor the numerous Chinese commen-
taries which are not included in the Taishé Issaikys. As for the Mongol,
I have ignored the Tanjur, which seems to exist only in Ulan Bator. The
Manchu translations of the Kanjur, which were done between 1730 and
1790, are likewise inaccessible in Europe. Modern translations into Dutch,
Italian, etc., are noted only sporadically. The treatment of the commen-
tatorial literature is quite unsatisfactory, and generally confined to listing
the bare bibliographical data. ‘The material is so vast that no one person can
be expected to do everything. Others will, I hope, take up the thread
where 1 have left it.

London, March 1958 Epwarp Conze



PREFACE TO THE SECOND EDITION

By 1972 the first edition of this work had been sold out. Mouton & Co.,
the publishers, had by then largely withdrawn from their Indological publica-
tions and returned the copyright to the author. Over the years a number
of minor inaccuracies have been detected in the original text, and they
have been corrected for this reprint. In addition much has been published
on Prgjiidparamitd since 1960, and I have, as far as I could, inserted these
later publications in their appropriate places in the Bibliography. In
fact it appears that the Prdjﬁdﬁdmmitd writings have in recent years been
cxplored more thoroughly than most other branches of Buddhist literature.

The Reiyukai has done wonderful work in providing us with precious
materials for the study of the Saddharmapundarika, and all Buddhist scholars
will now be grateful to them for having brought this monograph on the
Prajiaparamita back into circulation. In 1963, when I was a professor
in Madison, Wisc., I tried to make up for my neglect of the Japanese contri-
butions to this subject by supervising and directing Hanayama Shéyi’s survey
on what had been done in Japan up to that date (see p. 91). In the last
fourteen years much more has been written in that country and I can only
apologize for its omission. The simple truth is that I do not know the
language and am now too old to learn it.

Sherborne, December 1977 Edward Conze
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CHRONOLOGICAL SURVEY

A. THE DEVELOPMENTS IN INDIA

The composition of Prajfidparamita texts extended over about 1,000 years.
Roughly speaking, four phases can be distinguished: 1. The elaboration
of a basic text (ca. 100 B.C. to 100 A.D.), which constitutes the original
impulse; 2. The expansion of that text (ca. 100 AD. to 300); 3. The
restatement of the doctrine in 3a. short Sitras and in 3b. versified Sum-
maries (ca. 300 AD. to 500); 4. The period of Taniric influence and of
absorption into magic (600 A.D. to 1200).

1. The oldest text is the Perfection of Wisdom in 8,000 Lines, in 32 chapters
(Bibl. no. 5). Most of the Satras of this class, although in prose, are named
after the number of lines (slokas of 32 syllables) which they contain. The
English translation is about 110,000 words long. Some parts of this basic Pra-
jiiaparamitd probably date back to 100 B.C. Other sections were added at lat-
er times, and the composition of the whole may have taken over two centuries.

The place of origin of the Prajfidparamita has been the subject of some
controversy, Several authors have claimed that it probably developed
among the Mahasanghikas in Southern India, in the Andhra country,
on the Kistna river.,! Near Amardvatl (“The sojourn of the immortals™)
and Dhanyakataka (the modern Dharanikot), the Mahasanghikas had two
famous monasteries, which gave their names to the sects of the Pidrvadailas
and of the Aparadailas. These sects are significant because 1) they had a
Prajidparamiti in Prakrit,? they 2) spoke of the dharmadhatu in the same
sense as the Prajidparamita?, and 3) their Buddhology prepared the way
for that of the Prajiidparamita. The doctrines which the Kathavatthu attri-
butes to the Andhakas are so much akin to the Mahayana doctrines that
the latter may well have developed from them.*

Nagarjuna, whose name is associated with the consolidation of the Prajia-

1 For the references see E. Lamotte, “Sur la formation du Mahayana”, Asiatica,
1954, p. 386 n. 49.

2 Paramartha; cf. Przyluski, Rgjagriha, p. 304.—Siddhi p. 752.-According to Lamotte
p- 387 the Tibetan Grub-mtha’ is the authority for this.

3 The verses are preserved in Candrakirti, Prasannapada, p. 548.

4 So R. Samkrityayana, in j4s, Oct.-Dec. 1934, pp. 195-208.



2 CHRONOLOGICAL SURVEY

piramitd, came from the South of India, and was probably connected with
Nigarjunikonda in the Andhra country, which is not far from Amaravati.!
His Suhrllekha was dedicated to Satavahana, king of the Dekkhan, and accord-
ing to the Harsacarita® he collected Siitras from the Niagas for the same
king, and it is an often repeated legend that he recovered the text of the
Prajfiaparamitd from the palace of the Nagas in the Nether Regions® A
striking illustration of this event is found in an 11th century Ms of the Pafi-
cavim$atisahasrikd, now in the Baroda Museum.* Nagarjuna lived in Dhanya-
kataka,’ and the name of the Bhadanta Nagarjunacarya occurs on an inscrip-
tion found in the neighbourhood of the Stipa of Jaggayyapata.® In this
area both Dravidian and Greek influences made themselves felt, and Grousset
has rightly called the Sttipa of Amaravati a “Dravido-Alexandrian synthesis™.
In view of the close analogies which exist between the Prajfiaparamita
and the Mediterranean literature on Sophia,’ this seems to me significant.
Also the Andhras were a non-Aryan people who spoke a Telugu language,
and the matriarchal traditions of the Dravidians may well have something to
do with the introduction of the worship of the ‘“Mother of the Buddhas™
into Buddhism.

The Asta (A x 225) states that ‘“‘after the passing away of the Tathigata”
the perfection of wisdom will “proceed to the South”, and from there spread
first to the West, and then to the North. The different recensions of the
Prajhiaparamita, from the earliest onwards, as preserved in Chinese,® all
agree, with one exception?, that the itinerary of the Prajfidparamitd began
in the South, or South-East.!? Further, the Mafjjusrimilatantra, as Obermiller
points out!!, specifies four regions for the recitation of various Mahayana

1 P.S. Sastri, “Nagarjuna and Aryadeva™, IHQ ,XXX, 1 (1955), pp. 193-202,
has provided further evidence for the thesis that Nagarjuna was an Andhra,

2 Ed. L. Parab (Bombay, 1945), p. 250.~Cf. F. W. Thomas, Harshacarite, p. 252.—~
De La Vallée Poussin, L’Inde au temps des Mauryas (1930), takes on p. 207 sata=
munda sata—horse, for the Andhras treated the horse as an incarnation of a great
god. See E. Lamotte, HBI, 1958, p. 524.

3 The Srivakas, according to Taranitha p. 71, concluded that Nagarjuna had
actually written the Satasdhasrika. But that seems unlikely.

4  Bulletin, ¥, 1, (1943-4), p. 35, Figure 14, Restoration of Prajiiaparamita.

5 Klon rdol gsuri-’bum C p. 9a. Bu-ston, II, 127. Taranitha, p. 73, 81, 303.

6 J. Burgess, Notes on the Amaravait Stiupa (1882), p. 57.

7 See E. Conze, in Religion, V (1975), pp. 160-167. Further interesting
suggestions also in A. Migot, BEFEO, XLVI (1954), pp. 530-32, and cf. the
literature in C. Regamey, Buddhistische Philosophie (1950), pp. 28-29.

8 Cf. E. Lamotte, Le traité de la grande vertu de sagesse, 1 (1944), pp. 25-26.

9 The translation of 4 by Chih-Ch’ien; see Lamotte, p. 26 n.

10 According to Hsiian-tsang’s translation of 4 and P.

11 Analysis of the Abhisamayalankara, p. 346.
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Siitras, and the Prajhaparamitd “is to be recited in the South™.

We may also mention the Arapacana chapter of the large Prajfiaparamita
(S ix 1450-1453), in which 42 letters of the alphabet are illustrated by words
that begin with them!. In its present form this chapter clearly points to
the North-West of India, for it includes the letter YSA=Z, illustrates the
letter SA by saniga (for sanga), etc. But while the letters of the alphabet have
remained substantially the same, the words used to illustrate them have
undergone great changes between 200 and 900 A.D. The Sanskrit text
of the Chinese translations often differed from that of the Nepalese manu-
scripts and the Tibetan translation. Moksala, for instance, has at CHA
chorana for the chedana of S, at SMA $masana for smarana, and at TSA utsarga
(utsddana) for utsaha. It is to be hoped that a competent scholar will one day
determine from all sources the development of the Arapacana alphabet.?
What is important for our argument is that in the case of DA Nigéirjuna’s
commentary indicates that the word which illustrates it had its origin in
Southern India.?

The evidence for the Southern origin of the Prajfiaparamita is merely
circumstantial, and by no means conclusive. The whole theory has recently
been challenged by E. Lamotte* who is inclined to localize it in the North-
West and the region of Khotan. It is, we must admit, clearly speculative
in that it refers to a period antecedent to the one for which documents have

1 Translated SS no. 127. It is difficult to decide whether the Arapacana consists
of 42 or 43 letters. The Gandavyiha and Kumarajiva have 42, and S. Lévi (Mémo-
rial S. Lévi, 1937, pp. 355-363) and F. W. Thomas (Miscellanea Academica Beroli-
nensia, 1950, p. 204) assume this to be the original number. This is to some extent
confirmed by P 536b, duplicated by Gilgit Ad f. 282r, which speaks of 42 aksaras,
though not explicitly in connection with the Arapacana. On the other hand, the
number is clearly 43 in Hsilan-tsang, in Ghosha’s edition of § and, most important
of all, in the Gilgit Ms of P.

2 A useful compilation of the alphabets in the Chinese translations of P. P. texts
and Avatamsaka is found in an article by Yamada Ry0j5: Shijini jimon ni tsuite
(he proposes 42 letters), Nihon Bukkyigaku Kyokai Nempo, 111, 1931, pp. 201-267.
see also E. Lamotte, HBI, 1968, pp. 549-550.

3 Mpp-s T 1509 p. 408, col. 2,4 from left. “If you hear the syllable DA you at
once (or: in fact) know the unburning (or: not hot) characteristic of dharmas.
The word dgjada (=jada?) in South Indian usage means “unburning” or “not
hot”.” Prof. Burrow has kindly explained this passage to me: The usual Dravidian
words for “cold”, like tap, etc., cannot be in question here. Nigarjuna therefore
did not refer to a Dravidian language, but to a peculiarity of South Indian
Sanskrit usage, in which jada (usually meaning “dull” etc.) was used in the sense
of “cold”. Cf. F. Kittel’'s Kannada Dictionary (1894). ‘““This meaning is only
recorded in Monier-Williams® Sanskrit Dictionary on the authority of Wilson, who
presumably got it from his South Indian pandit. It is not found in ordinary
classical Sanskrit usage.”” The Chinese: ‘are separated from the heat’.

4 See note 1 on p. 1.
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survived. The new creed may well have originated in one area in which
circumstances, historical and climatic, were unfavourable to the survival
of documents, and then shifted from that to another area, i.e. the North-
Waest where some documents survived the universal destruction and were
preserved either in the climate of Nepal and Central Asia, or in translations
into Chinese and Tibetan. It is not unreasonable to assume that the new
texts existed for a time orally in the Prakrit of the regions in which they
originated, and were only later on, around the beginning of the Christian era,
transferred into a written language, i.e. Buddhist Hybrid Sanskrit which
is unrelated to the Southern Prakrits, but has many affinities with Ardha-
migadhi and Apabhramsa and contains a number of Middle-Iranian words
introduced by Indo-Scythians. By some chance we have, as we saw, docu-
mentary evidence to show that the Arapacana alphabet was re-modelled
when it reached the North-West. The same remodelling may well have
applied to the Abhidharma lists! and to the location of legends. 1In the
interest of increasing the monastic income from pilgrims Buddhists everywhere
were inclined to locate mythical events in places within their own neigh-
bourhood. Lamotte makes much of the tradition according to which the
Gandhavati of the Sadaprarudita story lies in Gandhara. Yet the Blue
Annals? in their turn assure us that “the city of Chen-tu in Szi-chuan
province is believed to be Dharmodgata’s residence”. So no great cer-
tainty can be attained in this field. In any case, the entire story is a late
avadina® which was added to the Asfasdhasrik@ centuries after its doctrines
had been quite clearly formulated. In other words I believe that Lamotte
has shown no more than that the Prajiidparamita had a great success in the
North-West at the Kushana period, and that, to use his own words (p. 392),
that region may well be the “fortress and hearth”, though not necessarily
the “cradle” of the Mahayanistic movement. The Moafjusrimilakalpa
(LIII v. 575) says that under Kaniska the Prajfiaparamita was “established”
(pratisthita) in the North-West, but not that it originated there, and its
Southern origin has not, I think, been definitely disproved.

Two kinds of ideas can be distinguished in the Asta: The first set contrasts
point by point with the Abhidharma, the second is newly created by the Maha-
yana. The persons against whom these writings are directed are perpetually
referred to as the “Disciples and Pratyekabuddhas™. Judging from the

1 The 119 wholesome dharmas in the commentary to Nagarjuna’s Vigrahavya-
vartani (v. 7) are totally different from those in the Ta-chih-tu-lun. See IHQ xiv,
1938, 314-323.

2 Trsl. Roerich p. 938.

3  Which has its counterpart in Saddharmapundarika ch. 22 and Samadhiraja ch. 33.
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Mahaprajiiaparamitopadesa (no. 2 cy 1) the new ideas arose historically speaking
as a reaction against the Abhidharma traditions of the Sarvastivadins. The
affiliation of the Asfz with the same school is, however, by no means certain.
No distinctive Sarvastivadin doctrines are ever referred to, and the three
references! to the Buddhavacana are, as far as I know, still untraced anywhere,
The first is an allusion to the story of Srenika Vatsagotra, at i 8-9, which
seems to presuppose a scriptural basis other than Samyuktdgama no. 105 (pp.
31c-32). The second is at iv 94; i.e. uktam hy etad Bhagavata: dharmakdya
Buddha Bhagavantal. ma khalu punar imam bhiksaval satkdyam kayam manyadhvam.
dharmakdya-parinispatitto mam bhiksavo draksathaisa ca Tathagatakayo bhitako-
tiprabhavito drastavyo yad uta prajiaparamits. The third quotation is at xi
246. uktam hidam Bhagavata: acchatdsamghatamatrakam apy aham bhiksavo bhava-
bhinirvrtiim na varnayami. sarvam hi samskriam anityam, sarvam bhayavagaiam dub-
kham, sarvam traidhatukam Sanyam, sarvadharma anatmanas tad evam sarvam asdSvatam
anityam dubkham viparinamadharmakam viditoa panditair ihaiva srotaapatiiphalam
praptavyam ... thaiva-arhattvam praptayyam. ma no bhiyas tabhih sampatiivipattibhir
dubkhabhiiyisthabhik samavadhanam bhid iti. The Pali at AN i 34-5 (quot. Mil.
142,6) is rather different: appamattakam pi giutho dugghandam hoti; evam eva kho
aham bhikkhave appamattakam pi bhavam na vannemi antamaso accharasanghatama-
ttam pi-iti.

In any case, the opponents are personified by Sariputra, the most outstand-
ing representative of the traditional Abhidharma.? The Abhidharma works
have, as we know, developed from numerical summaries called matrka (Migot
538-9), and in these mdatrkds we must, I think, see the forerunners of the lists
which figure so prominently in the Prajfidparamita Sutras. First of all,
matrkd means “mother”, and Przyluski translates the Chinese equivalent
in the A-yii-wang-ching as ‘“‘sagesse-mére’”. Secondly, both the Vinaya of the
Miilasarvastivadins and the Afokavadana give the following definition of the
matrkapitaka (Migot p. 524): It clarifies the distinguishing points of that which
ought to be known (jiieya). It comprises the four applications of mindfulness,
the four right efforts, the four roads to psychic power, the five dominants,
the five powers, the seven limbs of enlightenment, the eight limbs of the Path,
the four analytical knowledges, the aerandsamadhi, the pranidhanasamadhi.

1 The fourth, at xii 256, refers to AK-vyakhya 23 and SN iv 52, but is not distinctive
of any school.—There are other quotations at xviii 346-7, xix 356-8, xxii 405, xxviii
445, but they are not much use for historical purposes, and may even refer to other
passages in the Prajfidparamita itself.

2 A. Migot, “Un grand disciple du Buddha, Sariputra”, BEFEOQ, XLVI (1954),
pp. 405-554, Chapter XI.

3 J. Przylusky, Le concile de Rajagrha (1926), p. 45.~This gives 43 items, correspond-
ing to 43 letters in some versions of the Arapacana. It should be remembered that
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"T'his is precisely the list which, with many innovations towards the end, takes
up so much space in the Prajfidpdramita Sitras.

At some time in Buddhist history, probably towards the end of Adoka’s
reign. (Migot 541), the adherents of a comparatively late concern with
praiia (Migot 511-514)! composed a literature of mdfrkds. Later on the
rationalists developed this into works on Abhidharma, the mystics into works
on Prajfidparamitd. Sariputra was traditionally associated with abhidharmic
prajid, or with “analytical knowledge’ (patisambhida, Asl. 16), and this the
Prajitaparamita literature regards as both his strength and his limitation.
No longer the dhamma-sendpaii, no longer next to the Buddha himself in his
wisdom, he now becomes the representative of an inferior kind of knowledge.
His ability to review events impersonally, reducing them into their constitu-
ents according to a prescribed method, is a step in the right direction. But
it is not sufficient. Sariputra is thus, in the Mahayana literature, addressed
by the Buddha as a recipient of the higher wisdom which he has yet failed to
grasp. In the Asfa he is subordinated to Subhuti, whom he constantly asks
for information, whose superiority he repeatedly (e.g. at ii 43-4) acknow-
ledges, who occasionally shows up his utter obtuseness (e.g. at i 20), and who
“reproves” him, “although the Ven. Sariputra has taken hold of the matter
correctly as far as the words are concerned” (i 32). His understanding of
why the Bodhisattva is a “great being” or a “great hero” is contrasted most
unfavourably with that of Subhtiti and Porna (i 18-20), who both had
their hearts in the right place. His clear logical mind does not at all feel
at home in a doctrine which equates the dream world with the real world
(xix 356-61), and he always tries to tie down to neat formulas and precise
definitions those spiritual phenomena which transcend them. At viii 187-9
Sariputra gives the attributes of the perfection of wisdom insofar as they
follow from purity, whereas Subhiiti understands the absolute purity and
the purity of self. Sariputra, obsessed with his anatté doctrine, cannot
speak of the self as Subhiti does, Subhtti whose understanding is based on the
equivalence of the self and the Absolute, which must seem outrageous to

matrka, according to Monier-Williams, is also an “‘epithet of certain diagrams
written in characters to which a magical power is ascribed”.

1 A. K. Warder in his Preface to the P. T. S. edition of Kassapatthera’s Mohavic-
chedani (1961, xix-xxvii) distinguishes six stages in the history of the Pali Matikas
(lists of topics, ‘metrics’). He believes that the oldest matika was the list of 37
bodhipakkhiya dhamma, divided into 7 groups, which the Lord gives as the summary
of his teaching in D. N. II 120 (Mahaparinibbanasutta) and which Vbh. 372 simply
calls saddhammo. The Nettipakarana has 43 bodhipakkhiva dhamma (p. 112), adding,
according to the cy, 6 safiids. The list “gives a consistent and orderly exposition
of the striving or yoga of the early Buddhists”. Many additions were made later on.
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Sariputra. It is greatly conducive to a comprehension of the background of
the prajiiaparamitd if one notes the formulations of prajid which are put into
the mouth of Sariputra (cf. furthermore iii 77, vii 170-3, 176-7, 181-3, viii
190, x 211-13, xvi 309-20, xxvii 444), and which constitute the agreed
starting point of the debate between the Mahayana and its Hinayana oppo-
nents,

Although the rivalry with the Hinayana is intense, the term itself is rarely
used.! The contrast is in the main a fivefold one:

1) The ideals, aims and career of a Bodhisattva are opposed to those of the
Arhat and Pratyekabuddha. 2) The perfection of wisdom is contrasted with the
wisdom of the old schools. 3) The Abhidharmists were constantly occupied
in “reviewing” dharmas. By contrast it is said often that one “should not review
dharmas”. The Abhidharmists were probably too self-conscious of what they
were doing, and presumably not without some touch of self-centred pride.
4) The Abhidharmists acquired great skill in reviewing the rise and fall of
dharmas. Here they are taught that there is no such thing, because of the
non~production of all dharmas. 5) A multiplicity of separate dharmas was consi-
dered to constitute the ultimate reality. Here it is taught that a) there is
no such multiplicity, because all is one; b) there are no separate dharmas,
but what appears to be so are mere words.

As for the new ideas, one must always bear in mind that in these Sitras
we are not dealing with a series of philosophical propositions about the
nature of things, but with a set of practices designed to bring about a state of
complete detachment by intellectual methods. Among the new ideas one
may single out three:

1) The greater interest in the Absolute leads to such terms as “‘Suchness”
etc. On the whole, the terminology is , however, that of the Old Wisdom
School. 2) The new concept of skill in means, through which, in the spiritually
advanced, all doings and thoughts become tools of an all-embracing com-
passion, 3) The concept of the dedicaiion of merit. One gives up the merit
one has acquired, and transfers it to other beings, so that they may gain full
enlightenment,

The thousands of lines of the Prajfidparamitd can be summed up in the
following two sentences: 1) One should become a Bodhisattva (or, Buddha-
to-be), i.e. one who is content with nothing less than all-knowledge attained
through the perfection of wisdom for the sake of all beings. 2) There is
no such thing as a Bodhisattva, or as all-knowledge, or as a ‘being’, or as the
perfection of wisdom, or as an attainment. To accept both these contra-

1 It occurs at xi 238. But other combinations with hina (inferior) are freely used
of opponents, e.g. hingjaiika, hinaprajiia, hinavirya, hinasattoa and hinadhimuktika.






