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Samathadeva's Abhidharmakosopayika-tika:

edition, translation and comparative study of Sutra and Vinaya q

The Abhidharmakosopayika-tika

A long-haul collaborative project of the Agama Research Group and the Library and Information Center

© Bhikkhunt Dhammadinna (Agama Research Group, director; Visiting associate research professor, DILA)

n the first of this four-part series that
Icame out in issue no. 31 of DILA
Newsletter I introduced Samathadeva’s
Abhidharmakosopayika-tika, the text on which
the Agama Research Group and the Library
and Information Center have been engaged
with in a long-term digital project started in
2011. In this second part I am going to share
what brought me to work on this text and
initiate this project—indeed various causes
and conditions ([A1%%) that favourably came
together. As follows.

Early causes and conditions: Theravada
practice and Mahayana studies

Now, I had been a lay Buddhist practitioner
for a number of years, and had been studying
Indology, Indo-Iranian philology and
Tibetology at the ‘Orientale’ University of
Naples for the previous 11 years or so when, in
2008, I was a PhD student spending in Japan
my last year of doctoral research.

By way of background: in Italy there was
no subdivision into BA and MA courses. One
would simply enrol in a university program—
lasting 4 to 6 years. All Asian studies curricula
had a modern spoken Asian language as a
compulsory base. This was in addition to
a second either modern or classical Asian
language. In my case I wanted to study ancient
Indian languages and philosophy and so I
chose Sanskrit. (Pali was not offered at any
Italian university, and I had been studying it
on my own for some time.) For the modern
language I took up Tibetan as this was the only
one that—to my uninformed knowledge—
would have been of some use to the study of
Indian Buddhism!

The Italian academic tradition of Buddhist
studies was not at all strong in the area of
early Buddhism—nor of Theravada, for that
matter—whereas it was renowned for the study
of the Indo-Tibetan Vajrayana traditions. Thus
during my years at Naples University it was
not clear to me that the Theravada tradition
did not equate with ‘early Buddhism’ as such.
We were never instructed that comparative
studies of Agama and Vinaya literature was
the essential foundation for the study of early
Buddhism. The idea of ‘buddhismo antico’
(early Buddhism) was rather fuzzy and either
implicitly related to an a-historical construct
of ‘primitive Buddhism’ or, as a matter of fact,
conflated with Theravada.

I ended up not pursuing academic
specialisation closest to my main scriptural and
practical interest in early Indian Buddhism but
I focused on Tibetan and then Khotanese texts.
My graduation thesis consisted of an edition,
translation and study of an unpublished Tibetan
text of the bon tradition. My PhD project
was on the formative stage of bodhisattva
texts and ideologies in Khotan. One factor
impacting this trajectory was the influence of
the Theravada practice community [ happened
to be more closely associated with, which was
rather anti-scholastic and uninterested in the
textual tradition. I felt somewhat deterred from
studying academically something that was
nevertheless so close to my practitioner’s heart.
Another factor was the stronger scholarly and
personal affinity felt with my MA and PhD

A The late Professor Karashima Seishi (FZIBE55)

supervisors, more important to me than the
subject matter we would be working on.

First steps and deep dive into the early
Buddhist texts and teachings: with Bhikkhu
Analayo and Karashima Sensei

So now, back to 2008, there I was, in
Japan, studying Buddhist philology under the
guidance of the late Prof. Karashima Seishi
(GEIE#ERL) as a visiting doctoral student at the
International Research Institute for Advanced
Buddhology (ARIRIAB) at Soka University.
All of a sudden I found myself immersed in
a world of students, scholars, libraries and an
academic tradition that was doing first-hand
research not only on the Mahayana sttras |
was working on for my PhD research, but also
on the early Buddhist texts, both Agamas and
Vinayas.

I had already come into contact with the
venerable Bhikkhu Analayo about a year or so
before going to Japan in early 2008. We had
started to collaborate and exchange ideas and
I had become acquainted with his comparative
studies of the early Buddhist discourses in
Pali, Chinese, Sanskrit, Tibetan and other
languages. One source that would from time
to time come up in Bhikkhu Analayo’s papers
was precisely the Abhidharmakosopayika-tika.
I continued to remain ignorant of the structure
and significance of this text except for having
become aware that it contained canonical

citations of discourse parallels to the Nikayas
and Agamas.

By attending the late Prof. Karashima’s
reading groups of Central Asian Sanskrit
manuscripts (the Brahm1 Club), the
complexities of the Agama transmission
became more apparent. Around the same
time my collaboration with Bhikkhu Analayo
intensified. The Vinayas and the Agamas in
their multilingual witnesses became part of my
daily life. And the Abhidharmakosopayika-
tika—no longer extant in Sanskrit but only in
Tibetan translation—truly came to life in my
inner and outer world at once.

Meeting Honjo Sensei

I came to know that Prof. Honjo Yoshifumi
(¥ EX), who had compiled a table of
Agama siitra quotations and parallels in the
Abhidharmakosopayika-tika (that I had first
seen referenced by Bhikkhu Analayo), was a
living scholar, a committed priest in charge
of an important Pure Land temple, and a
professor at Bukkyo University in Kyoto.
Prof. Honjo had also translated the entire
Abhidharmakosopayika-tika into Japanese
in instalments, over a period of nearly three

decades.

A plan begun to form in my mind that
perhaps once my PhD thesis and examination
was over, I could return to what I now had
the scholarly framework to call by its name:
the study (so integral to the practice) of the
early Buddhist texts and teachings. With a
few exceptions, the majority of students and
scholars who are proficient in classical Tibetan
are interested either in the study of Mahayana
scriptures or in the Indo-Tibetan scholastic
traditions. I felt a sense of purpose and joy
thinking I could put my knowledge of Tibetan
to the service of the field of early Buddhist
studies and of the transmission of the Buddha’s
liberating teachings at large. It seemed that at
long last my life as a scholar and my life as a
practitioner were more fully aligning for my
own benefit and for the benefit of others.

I was later awarded an extension of my
Bukkyo Dendo Kyokai scholarship and was

able to return to Japan (except for a brief
spell back to Italy when I had to defend my
dissertation). I spent another 9 months in
Kyoto. Through the hospitality of Professors
Silvio Vita and Funayama Toru (A1) at the
Italian School of East Asian Studies and KyG6to
University, and the care of Professors Hiraoka
Satoshi (*FH2) and Fukita Takamichi ( FX
FHB%3E), 1 was finally introduced to Prof.
Honjo, reportedly a very reserved, gentle and
impeccable scholar and person.

I remember vividly our first encounter
in his office. And then many more weekly
meetings to come when attending a study
group at Otani University. On that very first
meeting, Prof. Honjo had me promise that
alongside a complete English translation I
would also prepare an edition, something he
had not done and was not planning to do. To
that end, he generously shared a digitised text
of the Peking edition of the text, alongside his
heartfelt trust and encouragement. Like all my
teachers and benefactors, he seemed to believe

in me—or my potential—more than myself.

Acariya Peter Skilling's notebooks

At the ARIRIAB I had also had the
good fortune of getting to know the
great savant Prof. Peter Skilling (Bhadra
Rujirathat), who had read through the entire
edification when he was studying siitra
literature in Pali and Tibetan in Bangkok,
as well as having published a handful of
translations and studies of siitra quotations in
the Abhidharmakosopayika-tika, back in the
1970s and early 1980s.

In fact Prof. Skilling and Prof. Honjo had
worked and published independently but
simultaneously. When I informed him of my
intention to work on this text, Prof. Skilling
readily shared with me his ancient handwritten
reading notes. They came contained in
precious and fragile notebooks—all made
in Japan!—that later on my friend and then
Dharma Drum Buddhist College student Woon
Wan-ru (JE%ik0) carefully colour-scanned
for us. He also shared his own digitised text
of the Abhidharmakosopayika-tika, prepared
in collaboration with a Tibetan scholar,
via Dr. Christoph Ciippers of the Lumbini
International Research Institute in Nepal
(an institution established by the Japanese
Reiytikai).

(part 2 of 4; to be continued)
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