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An Overview of the History of Translating Buddhist Texts
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A Talk Given by Bhikshuni Jin An at the City of Ten Thousand Buddhas on January 25, 2020
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Throughout thousand years of
Buddhist

Buddhist text has always been a significant

history, the translation of
method for spreading and propagating
the Buddhadharma. Many high Sanghans
devoted their entire lives to Buddhist
translation. As a pioneer who brought the
Buddhadharma to the West, Venerable
Master Hua also included Buddhist text
translation into his four vows.

Although many know the story of
Great Master Xuan Zang who went to
India to obtain Buddhist scriptures, we
might also know the story of Master
Kumarajiva whose tongue remained as an unburned relic
after his cremation. However, it is very rare to find historical
records about how these great masters translated Buddhist
scriptures. Most eminent translators didn’t say a word
regarding the process of translation. Therefore, I always
thought that translation shouldn’t be something very difhicult
for these patriarchs, because many of them were probably the
transformation bodies of the Bodhisattvas who could utilize
their phenomenal talents and spiritual powers to help with
the translation projects. If you ever heard Master Kumarajiva’
comment on his own translation, you would realize how
frustrated he was about his own work. The road of translation
has never been easy to walk. Now I'd like to share some history
regarding the translation of Chinese Buddhist scriptures and
some eminent translators’ biographies and works.

Asweknow, the very first Buddhist Sutra that came to China
was The Sutra in the 42 Sections Spoken by the Buddhpa. This
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The Museum of Great Master Xuanzang in Gansu Province, China
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sutra was brought into China from India and translated by
Great Masters Kashyapa Matanga and Gobharana during
the Eastern Han dynasty, which was about 2,000 years
ago. According to the Records of High Sanghans, these two
masters translated a total of five Sutras. But the first four
were lost, and it is only this Sutra which is existent today.
Master Gobharana complied 7he Sutra in the 42 Sections
from many scriptures.

We are also familiar with another high Sangha in the
Eastern Han dynasty, who was also a renowned translator.
That is Master An Shi Gao. Master An Shi Gao was the
crown prince of Arsacid Empire (Parthia), a historical
region located in north-eastern Iran. He renounced the
throne and left home to devote himself to cultivation.
He was very bright and studied assiduously. Thoroughly
acquainted with the canonical texts, he was also adept in
Abhidarma and paid attention to Chan sutras. Therefore,
it was said that the Chan school in China was founded
by Master An Shi Gao. As soon as he arrived in China,
he had begun to translate Buddhist scriptures. For over
twenty years he had translated more than thirty sutras.
His masterpieces include the Andpanasati Sutra (Sutra of
Guarding the Mind Peacefully) and Yogacirabhimi Sutra
the (Sutra of the Way Ground.) We might not be familiar
with these scriptures he translated; however, Master An
Shi Gao’s contribution has influenced Chinese Buddhism

for over hundreds of years.
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Kumarajiva Temple and Kumarajiva Stupa,

Master Kumarajiva’s tongue Sarira is worshiped

in the Stupa in Gansu Province, China.

In the initial stages of the development of
Buddhism in China, translation was practiced
in a way distinctly different from how it is
practiced today. It often took the form of oral
translation, there being no written texts for the
sutras most of the time. The reason was that
in the Indian subcontinent and Inner Asia,
the sutras were at first transmitted orally from
master to disciple, and only later on were they
written down in different combinations of
languages and scripts and over a long period
of time. Today translators might have to spend
a couple of hours to discuss a few words or
one sentence from the sutra text. However,
the translators like Master An Shi Gao would
have to collect, compile, give exegeses and then
translate the sutra text. So a lot of their work

was actually to explain the scriptures.
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In the Han dynasty, there was another
Dharma master who was as important as Master An Shi Gao—
Master Lokaksema. His date of birth is unknown, he was a
native of country Tokharistan, which is now located near Xin
Jiang Province in China. Master Lokaksema came to China in
the late Eastern Han dynasty. Master Lokaksema’s translations
differed from Master An Shi Gao, as his works mostly focused
on Mahayana scriptures. He is considered to have as opened the
Mahayana teachings in China. His translations included Prajna
Sutra, Avatamsaka Sutra, Ratnakita Sutra (Accumulation of Jewels
Sutra,) Nirvna Sutra and many others. Master Lokaksema was a
phenomenal translator who was as significant as Master An Shi
Gao.

During the South and North dynasty, we can never forget
about the most eminent translator in history, Master Kumarajiva.
We must have heard many of his stories, so here I'd like to
introduce a bit of his contribution on translation.

Master Kumarajiva translated thirty-two Buddhist sutras in
his life, and some of them are still widely circulated today, such
as: The Buddha Speaks of Amitabha Sutra, Vajra Sutra, Wonderful
Dharma  Lotus Flower Sutra, Maha Prajna Paramita Sutra,
Vimalakirti Sutra and Mahaprajnaparamita Shastra (The Treatise
on the Great Perfection of Wisdom.) Kumarajivas translations,

which marked a distinct departure from previous translations,
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were called “new translations.” If you have a chance to
compare the two versions of the Amitabha sutra, you
will see that Kumarajiva’s translation is very clear and
concise, and Master Xuan Zang’s version is very close to
the source text in Sanskrit. Kumarajiva’s translations were
enormously popular, not only in his time but even today.
The well-known Vajra Sutra has many different versions of
translation, but the most popular version that we are using
right now is the one translated by Master Kumarajiva.

As it is mentioned in the Anthology of the Responses in
South Mountain, “Kumarajiva was very bright and adept at
interpreting the Mahayana scriptures. He was the translator
for seven Buddhas of Antiquity during their lifetimes and
he was entrusted by the Thus Come Ones, (Buddhas).
Master Kumarajiva is a Bodhisattva at the Three Worthy
Stages and is skilled to teach and transform living beings.”

People who know Chinese but dont know much
Sanskrit, might sometimes praise the elegant phrases and
the beautiful verses in the Chinese scriptures. However,
according to A Collection of Records on the Emanation of
the Chinese Tripitaka, here is how Kumarajiva commented
on his own translation: “The culture of India puts much
emphasis on colorful diction and stylish writing. Their
rhymed verse is always best when set to music. In Buddhist
rituals, odes of praise will be sung to show awe and respect.
But when the Sanskrit sutras are translated into Chinese,
the beauty of form and the color and verve are lost. The
meaning can generally be conveyed, but in a form very
different from the original. It is like giving someone rice
that you have chewed; he will find it not just tasteless,
but downright disgusting.” As we can see, such a great
translator also had his hopelessness toward translation.

During the two Jin and the South & North dynasties,
there were many other great translators, such as: Master
Paramartha, Master Seng Zhao and Master Seng Rui who
was the best assistant of Master Kumarajiva. The High
Masters Dao An and Hui Yuan also participated in some
work of translation.

Later on, many eminent translators appeared in the
heyday of Chinese Buddhism—the Sui and Tang dynasties.
Translation was done mostly by groups of people instead
of individuals. The most renowned center of translation

was led by Master Xuan Zang, which had a very large
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scale and complete structures. Below I'd like to introduce some
translation duties in different departments of the group, so we
could get to know how meticulous the translation projects had
been done.

First, the host of the translation was Master Xuan Zang
who was in charge of managing the entire translation process
and resolving problems. And there were twelve people who
certified the meanings with the host to ensure the translation
was correct. Nine people rearranged and smoothed out the
sentences according the differences between Sanskrit and
Chinese. One person proofread the text. One person listened
to the host to read the Sanskrit aloud to confirm the accuracy.
And there were people who then retranslated the Chinese into
Sanskrit and compared it with the source text. We now don’t
have this procedure. There were other people who would delete
the long and repeating sentences and polished the text. Some
would check the rhythm to make it pleasing to the ear. At last, a
high official sent directly by the emperor would make the final
proofreading and provided the translation to the ruler.

The structure of this kind of translation center makes
me think of the four translating committees set up by the
Venerable Master Hua. Within these four committees, some
people translate, some edit and polish the text, and some
proofread and certify the text. Everyone works on their own
according to one’s own expertise and also cooperate with each
other in a group. Although there is no comparison between
our translation teams and the ones in the history, as ordinary
people, we still try our best to do the sages’ work. The key point
to success I think is to consider the Buddha’s mind as our own
mind in translation and never become angry.

As we know, Master Xuan Zang’s translations are not as
popular as Master Kumarajivas. However, the sutras that
were brought back and translated by Master Xuan Zang have
greatly influenced Chinese Buddhism after the Tang dynasty.
Without him the Tripitaka may not be the same as what we see
today. Furthermore, those who work on Buddhist translations
in the future will always appreciate Master Xuan Zangs sutra
translations, which mainly reflect the original Sanskrit text.

There are numerous eminent translators throughout history
who I can’t introduce in detail due to the time limit. If anyone
who wants to know more about translation history, I'd like to
recommend you to Master Seng You’s A Collection of Records on
the Emanation of the Chinese Tripitaka. %





