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History of Buddhist Text Translation Society (BTTS)
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How did BTTS start?
BTTS started at the Buddhist
Lecture Hall. It was roughly 1970
when we started officially after the
five of us [the first five Americans to
become monastics under Venerable
Master Hsuan Hua] came back from
taking precepts in Taiwan.
Venerable Master Hua [hereafter
“the Master”] had us set up as if we
were going to work. Every day we
would come into the monastery and
spend the day doing monastic things
like a few ceremonies but mostly
translating. And it was the Master’s
wish that we translate together at
the beginning. He also composed
the Eight Rules for Translators. He
probably wrote out other policies
pertaining to BTTS at that time
as well. So we had guidance as we
began to work. There were just the
five of us - all Caucasian Americans.
We started with the Sixth
Patriarch Sutra. But it was not easy
because we all had our own opinions.
We all had our own reasons why

this word was better than that word

to translate some Chinese phrase
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or character. So, there was discontent at the table. The
Master would do all kinds of things to encourage us
during that time - he'd tell us stories about the Great
Master Kumarajiva and his thousands of monks and how
they would sit down together to translate - and even
with so many people there would be no disagreements.
Decisions were made final when everyone agreed three
times.

Still we had difficulty. So I remember one day we
came in and we got more and more rowdy with each of
us having our own ideas. Suddenly a portrait of Master
Hsu Yun on the wall came crashing down in the middle
of our argument and the glass broke. The Master came
out to talk to us because he could hear us arguing, and he cried - or at
least there were tears running down his face. He said “Okay, we can’t do
it as a group, we'll do it separately. We'll each have our own Sutra.” So
translations became sequential instead of simultaneous. He set up the four
Committees, which exist to this day in BT'TS.

After that, the Master would assign us or approve our choice of which
Sutra we were to translate - and we would do the initial translation: the
first of the four BTTS committees. After I finished my translation, I'd
give it to someone (or the Master would assign someone) to review the
English translation with the original Chinese: the second of the four BTTS
committees. After that person finished the review, my translation would
then go on to an English editor: the third of the four BTTS committees.
Finally, the translation would go to the certifier— who at that time was
always the Master: the fourth of the four BT'TS committees. So we began to
have a process by which figured out how we would work together without
sitting in the same room trying to make immediate decisions.

There have been lots of changes in BTTS since the mid- 1900’s. Up to
that time, for almost 20 years we whose first language was English had been
translating and developing our ears, using a process by which we would
listen to the audio tapes of spoken Chinese of the classical text and modern
commentary. We would listen to the Master’s reading of the Chinese text
and his modern Chinese commentary and just type what we heard him say.
One day, the Master said “Now we have a lot of Chinese people coming,.
Let them first listen to the tapes and transcribe, edit, and certify my lectures
in Chinese. Then the English department can then begin translating that.”

And then another change came over the years, which is a return to
what the Master tried to teach us in the beginning — to work together
simultaneously. Now, translation committees have formed and translators
are sitting down together to do simultaneous translation — as the Master
had first suggested we do. They seem to be able to work so they can make
their decisions together.

That began about 15 years ago with the Shurangama Sutra, happened

again with the new edition of Shurangama, and there are now several on-
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going translation committees working on the Avatamsaka
and other Sutra texts. These groups of people are sitting
down and working out translations together. I think
the Master would be happy to know that the system he

introduced early on is now working.

‘What are some of the unique qualities about BTTS?

In the last 150 years in the West here, Buddhism has
come in, but most of what’s published are primarily books
“about” Buddhism. The books people write, and the
talks they give are modern interpretations of Buddhism.
Very little that is published is Buddhism, meaning books
that feature classical Buddhist texts and commentaries
that follow the oral tradition—such as the Master’s
commentary or other commentaries from a high Sanghans
that have stood the test of time.

BTTS does that. But as yet these classical texts are
not as popular as the books “about” Buddhism. But I'm
not worried about that because I think that it’s a gradual
process. For the last 40 years, a lot of people had become
interested in Buddhism or read about it and they are
starting to wonder what it is — in other words, let’s get
back to the basics. What did the Buddha say? And at that
point, people will begin to see how valuable the content of
BTTS publications is.

BTTS can be trusted in terms of accuracy. Of
course none of us are perfect, but because we have four
Committees - I believe that when something is published
by BTTS, we can at least say, and people can know,
that several qualified individuals have worked on the
translations, and that the changes and suggestions for
improvement offered by people on the four committee

were heeded and incorporated when appropriate in order

to improve the translations. &
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